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Preface

Choosing the entries for Women in American History: A Social, Political, and Cultural Encyclopedia and Document Collection was both a huge task and an immense privilege. The editors understood from the start that the work on these volumes would be largely a labor of love and historical archaeology. Along the way, we have enjoyed envisioning the young people who would first be introduced to these accomplished role models by perusing these volumes. It is for the readers as well as for these historically significant and yet largely unknown women and organizations that we took on this task. Along the way, we made a number of editorial decisions that are explained here.

Containing more than 750 entries and more than 195 primary documents, Women in American History is arranged chronologically, with each of the its four volumes divided into three chronological sections:

Volume 1: Precolonial North America to the Early Republic

1.Precolonial North America (Pre-1607)

2.Colonial North America (1607–1754)

3.Revolutionary America and the New Republic (1754–1819)

Volume 2: Antebellum America through the Gilded Age

1.The Antebellum Era (1820–1860)

2.The Civil War and Reconstruction (1861–1877)

3.The Gilded Age (1878–1899)

Volume 3: Progressive Era through World War II

1.The Progressive Era (1900–1929)

2.The Great Depression and the New Deal (1930–1941)

3.World War II (1939–1945)

Volume 4: Cold War America to Today

1.Cold War America (1946–1962)

2.Second-Wave Feminism (1963–1989)

3.Third-Wave Feminism (1990–Present)

Each section has its own primary documents following relevant entries and bibliography as well as a historical overview and thematic issues essays. The historical overview explores the general history of the period, while the thematic issues essays cover the following 10 categories for each section:

Childbirth and child rearing

Clothing and fashion

Courtship, marriage, and divorce

Education

Fertility and fertility control

Gender roles

Immigration and migration

Legal and political power

Violence, domestic and sexual

Work, waged and unwaged

The intention with these essays was to avoid repetition of entries on their broad topics in each section and to instead cover all these categories in one place for each section.

In the entries, the editors decided to use a woman’s best-known last name to identify her even if she did not use that name over the course of her entire life. Thus, Abigail Adams is referred to as Adams in her entry before she married John Adams, though her birth name was Abigail Smith. Historians, for example, would never refer to Thomas Jefferson as Thomas or Tom. Women, on the other hand, are commonly referred to by their first names; Abigail Adams, for instance, might be called Abigail in a biography of John Adams. In the case where the woman had a famous husband, as in John and Abigail Adams, we refer to Abigail Adams as Adams and to John Adams either by his full name or by his first name. More problematically, women change their last names, sometimes multiple times, throughout their lives. Using a woman’s best-known name consistently throughout an entry, regardless of which name an individual used at an particular time, avoids confusion.

This volume is not a comprehensive biographical encyclopedia but instead is a historical and cultural collection of the history of American women, and as such, some women of note may be missing. Oftentimes the editors chose a representative woman or topic entry and ensured that other women or organizations of note were mentioned in that entry. For example, the encyclopedia has an entry for both the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) and Josephine Ruffin, a founder of the NACW, but no entry for notable NACW founders Margaret Murray Washington and Victoria Earle Matthews.

Also, some fairly obscure women or organizations are included in this encyclopedia so that the editors could include women of all types. Because heterosexual, middle-class, or elite-class white Protestant women are more likely to be well known in American history than non-Protestants, lesbians, or women of color, the editors took great care to be inclusive so as to introduce readers to women who represent a wider spectrum of the American experience. This range of coverage includes women from various ethnic, cultural, economic, and religious backgrounds as well as LGBTQ women. Some might call this being politically correct, but we would argue that the second word in that phrase—”correct”—is precisely what we are about. Minority women’s achievements have been particularly ignored in American history so as to make it seem that they never existed. By bringing them into the story, we are correcting that error.

In most cases, the editors chose traditional scholarly sources for an entry’s Further Reading bibliography, but the 21st century has given both historians and students access to comprehensive scholarly online archives. These archives provide readers and students with easy access to primary sources, and so in the cases where the archives are maintained by a university or other institution of long standing, it seemed both safe and prudent to use them.

The “See also” cross-references at the ends of entries are not meant to be complete but rather a guide for what else a reader might enjoy reading, in part because the editors cannot foresee how a reader will use an entry, given readers’ varying goals. A “See also” entry should lead readers on a trail, but it is a trail that readers must manage for themselves. The cross-references first list entries found in the same volume and section as the entry being consulted. Related entries found elsewhere in the encyclopedia indicate the particular volume and section where these entries may be found.

The editors have attempted to avoid gendered language wherever possible. Much of this language goes unnoticed and unremarked on in common usage. Take, for example, the term “hunter-gatherer.” Recent anthropological studies contend that gathering actually accounted for the vast majority of the calorie intake of indigenous communities. More accurately, we ought to say “gatherer-hunters,” thus giving women’s gathering work precedence. The word “work,” when used in relationship to women, is problematic as well. The editors contend that American women have always worked, though they have not always been paid for that work. Domestic and volunteer work, both types of labor done overwhelmingly by women, is unwaged and undervalued, but it is work. Thus, the editors prefer to refer to women’s labor as either waged or unwaged work, as indicated by the thematic issues essay on this topic in each section.

We have also tried to avoid phrasing or ideas reflective of patriarchal, paternalistic, or militaristic ideology. For example, almost all of our contributors used the phrase “broke out” or “outbreak” in reference to war. This kind of passive language construction suggests that war is something that people and countries catch, like the flu, and so desensitizes readers to the violence of war while disguising the human decision making and culpability inherent in military conflict. So, we prefer “The Civil War began in 1861” to “in 1861 the Civil War broke out.”

We have also endeavored, when possible, to be clear about our subjects’ sexuality. In a homophobic society, readers will assume heterosexuality in the absence of specific language to the contrary. While it is certainly not the editors’ job to out anyone, claiming a nonheterosexual woman as a lesbian resists secrecy and shame and encourages our LGBTQ readers to know that people like them exist in American history. The editors also acknowledge that the word “lesbian” is a modern construct, but we have used the word to describe women who lived in time periods that did not use the word or even have a category of sexual difference for women. We have done so to clarify meaning for our readers, who are not likely to be professional academics but rather high school and college students and interested nonspecialists.

As the lives of our entry subjects changed year by year, so too did the lives of our contributors across the creation of this encyclopedia. Marriages were begun or ended, and some children were born while others left the nest. Writers’ lives changed and were not documented in any official way, serving as a reminder that we all have a hand in history, whether it is on the public stage or the private one. History may be the past to us, but it was the present to the people who were there. We hope that it is life-affirming to learn about the lives of America’s great women. Remember as you flip the pages of these volumes trying to find someone, maybe for a research paper or school report or just to satisfy your curiosity, that every woman chronicled here was part of someone’s life and was once as real as you are now.
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Introduction

While women’s history has expanded exponentially in the last 30 years, most of that scholarship has not translated to high school and college textbooks. This is particularly true for American women’s history. Advanced placement courses and tests continue to largely concentrate on an exceedingly old-school version of history, one that is top-down and male-centered. Thus, even the best students may have little or no real knowledge of American women’s history. This problem compounds itself when we consider how little students learn about nonwhite, nonelite Americans.

Women in American History: A Social, Political, and Cultural Encyclopedia and Document Collection consists of four volumes that chronologically confront the wealth of women’s history available to students and other interested readers.

Volume 1: Precolonial North America to the Early Republic

“Section 1: Precolonial North America (Pre-1607)” focuses on preliterate, preconquest women. Thus, most of the entries in that section are as much anthropology as they are history, in part because history deals with the written word, and North American indigenous peoples had oral cultures. Entries on topics such as the Corn Mother, food production, and Pueblo culture explore the multiplicity of indigenous experiences, emphasizing the complexity of these cultures before the Euro-American conquest. Other entries, such as those on Malinche and La Llorona, remind readers that while American history has a clear East Coast and English colonization bias, much early American history is rooted in what would become the American Southwest.

“Section 2: Colonial North America (1607–1754)” shifts the focus from indigenous women to Euro-American women. Entries on Protestant, Catholic, and Quaker women examine the importance of religion in colonial women’s lives, while entries on Puritans and witchcraft cases illustrate the gendered danger of religious intolerance. Entries on Queen Alliquippa and Kateri Tekakwitha suggest that indigenous or Native American women did not simply disappear from American history after European conquest but rather continued to play a significant role in the development of the nation.

“Section 3: Revolutionary America and the New Republic (1754–1819)” focuses on the American Revolutionary War period, from the French and Indian War in 1754 through the New Republic period. While many women in this section, including Abigail Adams and the women who made up the Daughters of Liberty, supported the independence movement, many other women remained loyal to the British government. Entries on Loyalist Women and Peggy Shippen Arnold argue that women who ended up on the losing end of the American Revolution nonetheless have stories significant to American history. Other entries remind us that Native American women played an important role in the American Revolution, while some entries remind us that however much this span of years seems dominated by the revolutionary experience, many women lived lives not centered on the maelstrom of revolutionary politics and the war for independence.

Volume 2: Antebellum America through the Gilded Age

Volume 2 of this encyclopedia covers the antebellum, American Civil War, and Reconstruction periods of American history. As indicated by “Section 1: The Antebellum Era (1820–1860),” historians of women discovered early on that the 19th century, particularly the decades before the Civil War, provide fertile ground for scholarship. Antebellum women took gendered ideologies of womanhood, commonly known as the “cult of true womanhood,” and used them to place themselves at the forefront of the vibrant social and cultural reform movements of the time. Women participated in the temperance movement, often pairing their antialcohol message with protests against family violence. Dress reformers not only sought to rationalize women’s fashions to be more comfortable and healthy but often connected the physical limitations of women via clothing with the limitations that women faced in American public life. Some abolition and antislavery organizations allowed for female participation, but many more did not, driving women to form their own associations. Many women learned valuable organizational skills within the abolition movement, which they transferred to the women’s rights movement. Indeed, women from all branches of 19th-century reform created the first women’s rights movement in the United States when they met at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. Their “Declaration of Rights and Sentiments” is the founding document of the first women’s rights movement.

Black women played an increasingly significant role in both the women’s rights and abolition movements. Some, such as Ellen Craft and Harriet Tubman, resisted slavery by stealing themselves away from their masters and encouraging others to do so as well. Other black women, many of them free blacks, formed their own abolition societies and free produce societies, which encouraged consumers to buy products made by free people, not slaves.

Poor women, both native born and immigrant, created the first labor reform movement in the country. These reforms, though born in the years before the Civil War, continued through the war and well into the later decades of the 19th century. Many women involved themselves in multiple reforms at one time, finding the goals of temperance, dress reform, slavery abolition, and women’s rights tied up together in a common desire to expand American liberty.

Considered to be the first total war, the Civil War both disrupted women’s reform activities and expanded opportunity for women. “Section 2: The Civil War and Reconstruction (1861–1877)” explores the immense contribution of both Union and Confederate women to the war effort. Despite common belief, American women did not sit passively by while their men fought in the most destructive and deadly war in American history. They raised money and collected supplies to be sent to the front and often went themselves as nurses, spies, soldiers, and more. Large numbers of women worked as nurses for the first time in the nation’s history, beginning the feminization and professionalization of nursing. Other women, black and white, dressed as men and volunteered as soldiers, while others worked as spies.

“Section 3: The Gilded Age (1878–1899)” covers the decades after the Civil War up to the beginning of the 20th century. White women found their demands for equal citizenship and voting rights put aside in favor of the enfranchisement of black men. In fact, one of the important lessons that women’s rights organizers learned in these years was that putting their reform demands on hold to meet the needs of war would not be rewarded. When World War I came, suffragettes would remember this lesson. Black women and other women of color faced immense racism in these decades as the nation rebounded from war into conservatism and white supremacy. Working women also struggled to improve poor wages, inhumane working conditions, and long hours at work. They continued to organize and seek reform even while many male-led labor unions ignored or discounted their work.

Volume 3: Progressive Era through World War II

“Section 1: The Progressive Era (1900–1929)” includes entries that one would expect alongside ones that a reader might not expect. Often there is new information about individuals that was discovered while researching them in the course of this project. So, this section covers Jane Addams and her creation of settlement houses, beginning with Hull House in Chicago, and suffragists such as Carrie Chapman Catt, who is known for her presidency of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). But the entries also remind readers that Addams was a pacifist and the vice president of the NAWSA in these crucial years leading up to the vote and that after women won the right to vote, Catt founded the League of Women Voters to help educate women on this new right.

With the focus on culture as well as history, this section also includes writer Anita Loos, who wrote hundreds of early silent films as well as the best-selling novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and its lesser-known sequel But Gentlemen Marry Brunettes. Both the Ziegfeld Follies and Mae West make appearances, powerfully suggesting the rising power of popular entertainments.

While these women were more financially affluent, this section does not ignore those who were less so. The Triangle Shirtwaist Fire of 1911 helped usher women into the protest movement that led to unions, such as the International Women’s Garment Workers Union, continuing the labor organizing work that women began in the 19th century.

In “Section 2: The Great Depression and the New Deal (1930–1941),” readers will meet a host of women who survived during the Great Depression and supported the social programs of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. Other women and organizations worked for the burgeoning civil rights movement, though their work would not see fruition until several decades later. Dorothea Lange photographed families fleeing the Dust Bowl to expose American poverty, while Frances Perkins, as the first female secretary of labor, helped Roosevelt create the Social Security Administration.

Popular culture served an important role during the Great Depression. Satirist Dorothy Parker became one of the few female members of the elite Algonquin Round Table before moving to Hollywood to write films. Bonnie Parker went on a bank-robbing rampage with partner Clyde Barrow and died beside him in a hail of bullets on a Texas back road. In this era, African American virtuoso Marian Anderson sang on the National Mall thanks to arrangements made by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, exemplifying the need for both races to work together to achieve civil rights. Zora Neale Hurston emerged from the Harlem Renaissance as a novelist and playwright, while actress Hattie McDaniel was the first African American, man or woman, to win an Oscar, an award she received for her performance in Gone with the Wind.

“Section 3: World War II (1939–1945)” has entries on such women as nurse Laura Cobb, who cared for wounded soldiers before becoming a prisoner of war herself. Jackie Cochran created the Women’s Air Force Service Pilots (WASP) to train new male recruits to fly aircraft after being denied the chance to join the military herself. While white women were welcomed to aid the war effort in a variety of women’s military auxiliaries, Japanese American women heeded the government’s call to move into relocation camps in an attempt to prove that they were not spies or traitors. From those camps these women went into the workforce, welding airplanes and ships together or building tanks, yet they returned each night to the barely furnished barracks until the war was over. Some 30 years later, protesters among them eventually achieved an apology and reparations for their unconstitutional treatment.

Volume 4: Cold War America to Today

In “Section 1: Cold War America (1946–1962)” the postwar United States explodes with new financial stability and personal freedoms. Actress Lucille Ball became the first woman to own her own production company, and former child star Shirley Temple, later Shirley Temple Black, became an ambassador. Mexican American Dolores Huerta helped found the movement for the creation of the United Farm Workers alongside Cesar Chavez. Brownie Wise invented the Tupperware Party as a way for housewives to earn their own money, creating a female entrepreneurship network that empowered countless working-class and middle-class women. Female artists such as Grandma Moses, Helen Frankenthaler, and Georgia O’Keeffe rose to prominence as their work was displayed in museums traditionally heavy on male-created art. This era also saw the invention of computer language, in great part due to Grace Hopper’s work.

“Section 2: Second-Wave Feminism (1963–1989)” focuses on the renewed fight for the Equal Rights Amendment. More women moved into politics, including Bella Abzug and Shirley Chisholm. Others such as Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique, led the charge through their writing. First ladies took a page from Eleanor Roosevelt’s book and turned the position into a full-time, though unpaid, occupation. Ladybird Johnson’s program for beautifying highways and Jacqueline Kennedy’s celebration of the arts proved important to the era. The U.S. Supreme Court sanctioned the interracial marriage of Mildred Jeter and Richard Loving, making it the new law of the land. Eunice Kennedy Shriver started the first Special Olympics in honor of her mentally ill and institutionalized sister, and the Women of All Red Nations came together to protest the treatment of Native Americans.

“Section 3: Third-Wave Feminism (1990–Present)” covers a movement more racially, socially, and economically diverse than previous feminist movements. Women of all backgrounds have achieved goals that their grandmothers could only dream of. Attorney Marian Wright Edelman established the Children’s Defense Fund to advocate for issues such as providing health care and helping end poverty among children. Scientist Mae Jemison became the first female African American mission specialist to go into space, and Loretta Lynch became the first African American female attorney general of the United States. Sonia Sotomayor was appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court, where she joined Ruth Bader Ginsburg and was later joined by Elena Kagan. Oprah Winfrey owned her own cable network and made the Forbes 500 list of billionaires, while Janet Yellen became the first female chair of the Federal Reserve.

On a lighter note, former 1980s rocker Cyndi Lauper earned the first Tony Award for best original score by a solo female composer, and Lady Gaga harnessed the power of the emerging social media for both career success and promoting her social justice causes. Underground feminist punk rockers created the Riot Grrl movement, which dovetailed with young women’s public protests in Take Back the Night and SlutWalk demonstrations.

While the editors hope that all readers will benefit from this encyclopedia, we believe that works such as this one are particularly significant for girls and women. While not all American men are equally privileged, all American men benefit from a culture of male privilege, and nowhere is that more true than in the study of American history. The American education system provides boys and young men with countless examples of male leadership and greatness. American girls and boys grow to maturity knowing few notable women from American history, a reality that creates the fiction that women have contributed little or nothing to their country. Thus, readers of Women in American History should find in its volumes not just information but also a deep well of inspiration and revelation.


Chronology








	12th–13th centuries:

	Ancestral Puebloans (Ansazis) migrate from traditional homelands.




	1519:

	Nahuah woman Malinche (Malintzin/Malinalli), sold as a slave to Hernán Cortés, acts as translator, cultural mediator, and the mother of the first mestizo.




	1587:

	Virginia Dare is the first child born to English parents in the New World.




	1608:

	Anne Burras marries John Laydon, becoming the first English woman to marry in the New World.




	1613:

	Pocahontas is kidnapped by English settlers in Jamestown and marries John Rolfe the next year.




	1619:

	The first African women arrive in Jamestown on a Portuguese slave ship.




	1638:

	Anne Hutchinson is banished from Massachusetts Bay Colony for heresy.




	1650:

	Anne Bradstreet publishes the first volume of poetry.




	1656:

	Ann Hibbins is executed for witchcraft in Boston. Nathaniel Hawthorne fictionalized her story in The Scarlet Letter (1850).




	1692:

	The Salem Witch Trials are held in Salem, Massachusetts.




	1730s–1740s:

	A series of religious revivals known as the Great Awakening encourages female religious freedom, literacy, and political power.




	1754:

	Seneca leader Queen Alliquippa dies.




	1755:

	Mary Jemison is captured by a Native American raiding party; she assimilates into Seneca culture and resists efforts to return her to Euro-American society.




	1766:

	The Daughters of Liberty is established to organize boycotts of British goods.




	1774:

	Penelope Barker leads 51 women in the Edenton Tea Party to sign a document vowing to boycott tea.




	1776:

	Abigail Adams writes the “Remember the Ladies” letter to her husband.




	July 19 and 20, 1848:

	Three hundred people attend the first women’s rights convention, held in Seneca Falls, New York.




	1849:

	Elizabeth Blackwell becomes the first licensed woman physician in the United States.




	1850:

	Harriet Tubman joins the Underground Railroad efforts, leading slaves to freedom.




	October 23–24, 1850:

	The National Woman’s Rights Convention is held in Worcester, Massachusetts. Annual national conferences continue to be held through 1860 (except in 1857).




	1851:

	The Bloomer costume is adopted to urge dress reform for women.




	May 28 and 29, 1851:

	Sojourner Truth gives her spontaneous “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech at the woman’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio.




	1855:

	Lucy Stone marries Henry Blackwell and keeps her birth name.




	1866:

	The Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) is founded in Boston, Massachusetts.




	October 10, 1866:

	Elizabeth Cady Stanton declares herself a candidate for Congress from the 8th Congressional District of New York and eventually loses.




	1869:

	The Wyoming Territory grants women the vote in all elections.




	May 1869:

	The National Woman Suffrage Association is founded by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton to achieve the vote through a congressional amendment while also addressing other women’s rights issues.




	November 18, 1869:

	Lucy Stone, Henry Blackwell, and others break from the National Woman Suffrage Association to form the American Woman’s Suffrage Association.




	1870:

	Women in Wyoming become the first to vote following the granting of territorial status.




	May 10, 1872:

	Victoria Woodhull becomes a presidential candidate on her own ticket.




	June 17, 1873:

	Susan B. Anthony is convicted for voting and fined $100, which she refuses to pay.




	1876:

	Susan B. Anthony and Matilda Joslyn Gage disrupt the official centennial program at Independence Hall in Philadelphia and present a “Declaration of Rights for Women.”




	1889:

	Jane Addams and Ellen Starr found Hull House in Chicago, Illinois.




	March 25, 1911:

	In the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in New York City, 123 women and 23 men die.




	1913:

	The National Woman’s Party is founded by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns as an auxiliary of the National American Woman Suffrage Association.




	March 3, 1913:

	Organized by Alice Paul for the day preceding President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration, 8,000 suffragists parade in Washington, D.C.




	1916:

	Police close down Margaret Sanger’s birth control clinic.




	1916:

	Montanan Jeannette Rankin becomes the first woman elected to Congress.




	August 1916:

	The National American Woman Suffrage Association endorses NAWSA president Carrie Chapman Catt’s “Winning Plan” to pass a women’s suffrage amendment.




	January 10, 1917:

	National Woman’s Party picketers, or Silent Sentinels, appear in front of the White House holding aloft banners demanding the vote for women.




	June 22, 1917:

	Arrests of the National Woman’s Party picketers begin on charges of obstructing traffic.




	November 27 and 28, 1917:

	In response to public outcry and jailers’ inability to stop the National Woman’s Party picketers’ hunger strikes, the government unconditionally releases the picketers.




	June 4, 1919:

	The U.S. Senate passes the Nineteenth Amendment.




	February 14, 1920:

	The League of Women Voters is founded.




	August 26, 1920:

	The Nineteenth Amendment granting American women the right to vote is signed into law.




	1921:

	The American Birth Control League is founded by Margaret Sanger.




	1923:

	Alice Paul proposes the Equal Rights Amendment, which is introduced in Congress every year after.




	January 5, 1925:

	Nellie Tayloe Ross of Wyoming is inaugurated as the first woman governor in the United States.




	1932:

	Amelia Earhart makes the first transcontinental nonstop flight by a woman.




	March 4, 1933:

	Frances Perkins is sworn in as secretary of labor and is the first woman in the U.S. cabinet.




	May 18, 1953:

	Jacqueline Cochran becomes the first woman to break the sound barrier.




	June 19, 1953:

	Ethel Greenglass Rosenberg and her husband Julius Rosenberg are executed after being convicted of espionage.




	1955:

	Autherine Lucy wins her case before the U.S. Supreme Court, making her the first black student at the University of Alabama.




	December 1, 1955:

	Rosa Parks is arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, sparking the American civil rights movement.




	1961:

	Enovid, the first birth control pill, goes on the market.




	1960:

	In Fannie Mae Clackum v. United States, the Supreme Court overturns Clackum’s discharge from the military on the basis of her sexuality.




	1962:

	Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring calls attention to the dangers of agricultural pesticides and inspires the modern environmental movement.




	February 11, 1963:

	Julia Child makes her television debut on The French Chef.




	1963:

	The Equal Pay Act abolishing pay inequity based on sex is passed by Congress.




	1963:

	Betty Friedan’s book The Feminine Mystique sparks the contemporary feminist movement.




	1964:

	The Civil Rights Act, Title VII, outlaws employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.




	1965:

	The Moynihan Report posits that families headed by black women are a root cause of black poverty; critics suggest that the report is sexist and racist.




	1965:

	In Griswold v. Connecticut the U.S. Supreme Court rules that the U.S. Constitution protects the right of privacy, ruling that the state could not make contraceptive drugs illegal. The ruling paves the way for Roe v. Wade (1973).




	1966:

	The National Organization for Women (NOW) is organized.




	1967:

	The U.S. Supreme Court case Loving v. Virginia makes laws against interracial marriage illegal.




	1968:

	Shirley Chisholm becomes the first black woman elected to the U.S. House of Representatives.




	1968:

	Robin Morgan, Shulamith Firestone, and 400 women organize the Miss America pageant protest in Atlantic City, saying that it objectifies women, supports the Vietnam War, and promotes racism.




	1968:

	Contiguous with the Miss America pageant protest, black women hold the first Miss Black America pageant in resistance to white beauty standards.




	August 26, 1970:

	The Women’s Strike for Equality is held in New York to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the Nineteenth Amendment. Over 20,000 women attend, making it the largest women’s rights rally in American history.




	1971:

	The National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) is founded by Bella Abzug, Gloria Steinem, Shirley Chisholm, Betty Friedan, and others to lobby for women’s equality.




	December 1971:

	Ms. magazine is launched.




	1972:

	Title IX of the Education Amendments prohibits sex discrimination in schools.




	January 25, 1972:

	Shirley Chisholm becomes the first major party black American to run for president as well as the first woman to seek the Democratic Party presidential nomination.




	March 22, 1972:

	The Equal Rights Amendment is passed by Congress and sent to the states for ratification.




	1973:

	Roe v. Wade overturns state laws restricting the right to abortion.




	1973:

	Billie Jean King defeats Bobby Riggs in the “Battle of the Sexes” tennis match.




	1973:

	The National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO) is formed.




	1974:

	Women of All Red Nations (WARN) is formed to promote Native American women’s rights.




	1974:

	The Equal Credit Opportunity Act is enacted, making it illegal to discriminate based on race, religion, sex, marital status, or age in a credit transaction.




	1975:

	Susan Brownmiller’s Against Our Will is published and redefines rape as a crime of violence, not lust.




	1978:

	The Pregnancy Discrimination Act makes it illegal to discriminate against pregnant women.




	1981:

	Sandra Day O’Connor becomes the first woman seated on the U.S. Supreme Court.




	1982:

	The Equal Rights Amendment fails ratification by the states.




	1983:

	Sally Ride becomes the first American woman to fly in space.




	1983:

	Dian Fossey publishes Gorillas in the Mist. Poachers murder her two years later.




	1984:

	Geraldine Ferraro becomes the first woman nominated for vice president by a major party.




	1985:

	Emily’s List, a political action committee to elect pro-choice female Democrats, is founded.




	1991:

	Susan Faludi publishes Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women, counterarguing the idea that feminism has made American women’s lives worse.




	1993:

	Janet Reno becomes the first woman attorney general of the United States.




	1997:

	Madeleine Albright is sworn in as the first female secretary of state.




	2005:

	Condoleezza Rice serves as the first female African American secretary of state.




	January 2007:

	Hillary Rodham Clinton announces her candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination.




	June 2008:

	Hillary Rodham Clinton concedes to Barack Obama, who wins the Democratic nomination and ultimately the 2008 presidential election.




	August 2008:

	Alaska governor Sarah Palin is announced as the vice presidential nominee on the John McCain ticket in the 2008 presidential election.




	2009:

	Hillary Rodham Clinton becomes the third woman to hold the post of secretary of state.




	2009:

	The Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act is the first bill signed into law by President Obama. The law helps protect those who face pay discrimination and was named for an Alabama woman who complained at the end of her 19-year career that discovered she had been paid less than her male coworkers.




	2009:

	Sonia Sotomayor becomes the third female and first Hispanic U.S. Supreme Court justice.




	2015:

	Loretta Lynch becomes first the female and first African American female to serve as attorney general.




	2015:

	The Obergefell v. Hodges marriage equality ruling finds same-sex marriage legal according to the U.S. Constitution.




	2016:

	Hillary Clinton becomes the first female major party nominee for president of the United States.







1. Precolonial North America (Pre-1607)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Oral traditions across pre-Columbian North American indigenous cultures recognized the active and complimentary role of female and male forces. Women were honored for being creators and sustainers of life. For many people in the Americas, such as the Dinés (Navajos) and Wyandots, the first grandmothers were made out of maize, while for others in the Southwest it was a woman from whose body corn was produced. In North America, most social scientists asserted that people migrated over the Bering land bridge that connected Siberia to Alaska some 15,000 years ago. In South America, social scientists agree that people reached the Americas in multiple ways and at multiple times. Evidence suggests that people from Africa, Australia, and Polynesia reached the coasts of South America prior to European contact. Oral tradition between the Chumash peoples and Hawaiians still exist that recalls contact between the two peoples long before Europeans came to North America.

Many societies have creation stories that also tell of migrations to the lands they consider their ancestral home, lands intended for their use and gifted by the Creator. Most pre-Columbian American societies tell stories that began with the creation of the universe, Earth, stars, and the sun and moon. Earth spirits then made the first plants and animals and sources of life such as rivers, lakes, thunder, and clouds. Some differ in their account of how humans first came into being and became a part of the present world. For many people, humans originated from the first woman who fell from the sky. Women occupy a central and honored place in the creation and continuation of the people. The name of any given civilization is often translated in the group’s distinct language as “the people,” or the people of a certain place or direction.

The societies that developed in the Western Hemisphere were diverse and interconnected. They included approximately 17 major language groups, 16 major cultural regions, and hundreds of distinct tribes, bands, nations, communities, and linguistic groups. Regions include the Northwest coast, the Plateau, the Great Basin, the Arctic, the Subarctic, and the Great Plains, as well as the U.S. Northeast, Southeast, and Southwest and California, Mesoamerica, Amazonia, Gran Chaco, the Andes, the Circum-Caribbean, Pampas, Patagonia, and Tierra del Fuego. People of the Americas were advanced in math, physics, astronomy, art, literature, and philosophy. Several civilizations built large agricultural complexes, pyramids, temples, and water systems. All civilizations had calendars including descriptive, based on changing patterns in nature; astronomical, based on people’s observance of the sun or moon; and those that list months numerically. World belief systems were most often based on practical systems of knowledge that sought to maintain equilibrium within individuals, and between people, and the large community of beings. Whether the economy was based on seasonal rounds or large agricultural complexes, the people learned how to intensively and sustainably manage their environment and resources. Social scientists estimate the populations prior to contact to be between 65 million and 100 million people dispersed in various types of civilizations throughout the Americas prior to 1492. Women of pre-Columbian societies contributed significantly to the subsistence economies, both plant and protein. Gender was a fluid or flexible concept and did not restrict women to particular roles. Women occupied a variety of leadership roles, including military and civic. They were healers of various kinds and were often honored as the keepers of tradition as well as for their power of creation.

Among the people of the far north (the Inuits and Aleuts of the Arctic), many variations of cultural traditions developed over 18,000 years as a result of successive migrations from Siberia and throughout the Arctic. The Inuit and Aleut cultures became distinct and the most widespread about 2,000–3,000 years ago. The people developed a largely hunting culture and lived in small units of families or family groups. Women contributed to every aspect of life, tending to make decisions surrounding the home and in the repair of clothing. Those who desired to learn hunting skills also contributed in hunting as well as in searching out roots, plant food, and seaweed to supplement the diet. They often lived along the coasts, subsisting on seal, walrus, and whale, as well as caribou and other game (Josephy 1991, 57–64). Ideas of gender relationships imposed by Europeans remained in conflict with previous perceptions that did not recognize gender categories but instead sought balance among all members of society and valued elders for their accumulated wisdom and experience.

Several other cultures that developed and migrated to the Northwest depended more on salmon and shell fishing than those of the far North. Ten thousand to 8,000 years ago people became more dependent on shell fishing, characteristically thought of as women’s work, though men have been known to collect shellfish and understand their ecology. Women are credited with manipulating some mollusk species and animals to enhance desirable traits. Salish women, for example, bred dogs, selecting for white hair (Barsh et al. 2002, 1–11). The people have been harvesting and managing the salmon runs for over 7,000 years. Chinook- and Sahaptin-speaking people met to fish and trade and were part of a trade route that extended throughout North America (Calloway 2008, 23). Eighteen communities of the Northwest today include Salish, Makah, Chinook, and Tlingit peoples, while on the Columbia Plateau there are Chinook, Salish, and Sahaptin peoples.

Like many societies, oral tradition constituted common law and legal codes. People owned the right to gift songs and dances, assorted privileges, goods, or land use. Among the Tlingits, clan chiefs possessed the authority to supervise the harvest, recruit a militia, receive a portion of the clan’s harvest, subsidize craftspersons, give names, and redistribute wealth. Some of this wealth and production was used in the patshatl (potlatch) to perpetuate the authority of the chief and the interests of the clan by giving away wealth to the community. Senior women supervised productivity, and all women maintained control of the resources they processed. Families competed for status or, rather, took turns hosting and giving away their wealth (Johansen 1967, 7–8). Most people of the Northwest were bilateral, or reckoned descent through both parents. For some groups, as among the Mayas, higher rank was achieved through the mother’s family.

The people of California collectively spoke approximately 300 dialects, of 100 languages, that originated from three major language families: Penutian, Yukon, Uto-Aztecan. Later immigrants brought Algonquian language and Athapascan speakers such as the Hupas, Totowas, and Mattoles. Over 10,000 years ago the ancestors of historic California nations began harvesting the marine resources of the coast. Hunting, harvesting, and gathering, they lived in permanent independent villages with a population of 50 to 100 people. As early as 7,000 years ago, families harvested acorns, pinon, and mesquite. Homes varied and included the samat, a circular dome structure of poles covered with brush or grass, sometimes chinked and plastered with mud or adobe in the Coachella and Borrego areas. In the southern inland valley, homes were made of tule or palm fronds. To the north, large round earth-covered lodges, often semisubterranean, were used. Pit houses were used for sweat baths, centers for purification and ceremony. Between 500 and 1500 CE, growth of population, accommodation to different environments, and independence of various groups led to variations of culture. By 1300 CE, many distinct California groups emerged.

While families often harvested food together, women processed and prepared these staple foods, grinding and cooking them into bread meal or porridge. Most probably women’s innovations and technological development led to new subsistence patterns and more sedentary communities. The Chumash traders were part of an extensive trade system and subsistence economy in California that included 48 nations and supported a population up to 1 million people. In 1542, the Spanish explorer Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo reached present-day Santa Barbara. At that time 15,000 Chumashes inhabited the coastal area and islands of the region and had mastered ocean hunting, first using tule canoes and later plank tomolos (Calloway 2008, 21–22). ’Antap, the political-religious organization, included local hereditary chiefs, elites, members of specific craft guilds, shamans, and political officers, some likely to be women. These officials were specialists who maintained esoteric knowledge, songs, dances, and language appropriate to specific dances and duties (Schmidt and Voss 2000, 179–187).

For at least 10,000 years the ancestors of today’s Paiutes, Shoshones, and Utes lived in the Great Basin region, some 4000,000 square miles between the Rocky Mountains and the Sierra Nevada that included Utah, eastern Nevada, western Colorado, and southern Idaho. The people lived in permanent communities subsisting on a varied diet of fish, game, and plants available in different seasons. For over 7,000 years they were incorporated into a vast trade network in which they obtained shells from the Pacific coast and obsidian from southern Idaho. Archaeologists refer to new developments in this region between 400 and 1300 CE as the Freemont Culture, characterized by the practice of corn horticulture and the development of pottery technology (Calloway 2008, 24). Women enjoyed equal status and considerable economic agency.

On the plains between 12,000 and 8000 BCE, the people hunted mammoths, mastodons, and bison on foot. They used projectile points and later drives and corrals as additional communal hunting techniques. By 8500 BCE, climactic changes led to mass extinction of ice age mammals, and most people were hunting bison. Five thousand to 7,000 years ago, plains culture was dependent primarily on plant products, and women engaged in a seasonal round that was necessary to maintain subsistence levels (Schneider 2002, 33–50). Women as well as men hunted small game to supplement the diet. Habitation sites suggest that women engaged in work central to village life. Between 500 BCE and 1000 CE people were living in semipermanent farming villages tending corn, beans, squash, and sunflowers. By 1000 CE people throughout the plains and the Arctic were using the bow and arrow, which replaced early spears and projectile points (Calloway 2008, 25). Although hunting contributed to their economy, agriculture was the principal source of food.

In the agricultural societies of the Pawnees and Omahas of Nebraska, women owned the lodge and tipi and all its contents as well as the fields and seeds and implements for production, and they had the right to trade the surplus. While bison hunting, women made the decision where to camp, and the senior wife made the most important decisions. Women were held in high esteem for their craft work, which played an important role in healing and spiritual responsibilities. When the Spanish arrived in the 1520s, they noted an extensive trade network in which they participated by trading buffalo hides. The Spanish introduction of the horse led to horse-centered cultures such as that of the Lakotas and Dakotas. Midwestern groups such as the Chippewas, Sauks, Foxes, Miamis, Potawatomis, and others had economies based on agriculture and were primarily sedentary, though they moved about periodically and hunted and fished. In Hidatsa culture, the division of labor was informed by age and gender, with women producing food and maintaining the home. Society was matrilineal and matrilocal as well as polygamous. Divorce was accomplished by placing the man’s things outside the woman’s home. Women played key roles in the sun dance and rituals associated with agricultural success (Schmidt and Voss 2000, 203).

In the Southwest, five agriculturally based cultural groups emerged between 3500 and 1500 BCE: the Anasazis or ancient Puebloan peoples, the Mogollons, the Hohokams, the Sinaguas, and the Salados. The Mogollon people of today’s northwestern Mexico, Arizona, and New Mexico grew corn and squash, and by 200 CE they were making pottery and became known for their black-on-white mimbre style. Mogollon pit houses were made in 18 different styles originally and gradually became uniform in style until the Mongollons began building masonry pueblos at least 900 years ago. The pit house became the kiva, the ceremonial center and community center for the family. The Hohokams, ancestors of today’s Akimels, O’odhams (Pimas), and Tohono O’odhams (Papagos), constructed a vast irrigation network, primarily along the Salt and Gila Rivers, and established an agricultural economy between 800 and 1,400. Sedentary villages accommodated up to 600 people and were occupied for up to 1,200 years before environmental changes led to decline and eventual abandonment.

The ancient Puebloan peoples of today’s Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico developed a distinct agriculturally based culture that peaked between 900 and 1300 CE. In addition to domesticating corn, beans, and squash and the American turkey, they also intensely managed and harvested foods such as Portulaca Sp., Chenopodium, and cacti. Women engaged in agriculture and harvest and sometimes hunted antelope and small game. Prior to 1492, men and women enjoyed a high degree of mobility and engaged in relationships of reciprocity and exchange between more distant communities (Claasen 1997, 108). With population growth, people built multistoried complexes in over 200 villages that accommodated 5,000–15,000 people (Calloway 2008, 27). Chaco Canyon was the center of trade in the region, with 400 miles of straight roads linking it with other civilizations all over America. The volcanic eruption of Sunset Crater in 1064 led to a diaspora of the people of the Southwest as a result of drastic environmental changes. Some scholars believe that the kachina phenomenon of the Southwest developed from these changes (Calloway 2008, 27). Hopi women, descendants of ancient civilizations of the Southwest, had considerable authority and influence in their society, directly controlling the homes and food sources.

People in Mesoamerica began shifting from seasonal rounds to agricultural-based societies about 9,000 years ago and began domesticating maize (corn) and potatoes between 5000 and 1000 BCE. Complex civilizations of Teotihuacan in central Mexico and Monte Alban in southwestern Mexico, the Mayas and Olmecs (1500–400 BCE), and Toltecs developed and flourished for thousands of years. The Olmec and Mayan civilizations were characterized by ceremonial centers, hieroglyphic writing, ball courts, waterworks, a calendar, and monumental stone sculptures. The center of classic Mayan civilization (200–900 CE) included the Yucatán Peninsula and Guatemala. Mayan city-states were governed by elite families who sometimes ruled for generations and from whom the priests were also drawn. Commoners were artisans, peasants, merchants, and slaves captured in battle. The political structure of decentralized states provided many opportunities for elite Mayan women politically and religiously. At Palenque, women who ruled outright included Kanal-ikal (583–604 CE) and her granddaughter Zac K’uk (612–615 CE). They claimed descent from Lady Beastie, a mythical female ancestor who was the first creator goddess.

At contact, the Spanish encountered the Aztec Empire (1200–1519 CE) developed from previous civilizations. The Mexicas had arrived from the north in the Valley of Mexico in about 1218 BCE. By 1344 they had begun to build the town of Tenochtitlan around Lake Texcoco. Initially they were composed of calpulli, or landholding groups based on kinship. Noble women maintained social power and economic opportunities in trade or occupational specialization. Women traders dominated the marketplaces of Tenochtitlan and the villages. A rise in power and wealth in the decades before the Spanish arrived eroded the traditional institutions and women’s empowerment as a consequence of empire building.

Hudson Bay divided the subarctic tribes into major families or tribes. Originally, the people of various tribes lived in small independent hunting and fishing groups. For at least 4,000 years, the women of the eastern nations had been domesticating native foods such as sunflowers, squash, and marsh elder. The original people of today’s Illinois were growing squash as early as 5000 BCE (Calloway 2008, 29). Cultivation of corn began in Mesoamerica and reached today’s Tennessee about 350 BCE, the Ohio Valley about 300 BCE, and the Illinois Valley about 650 CE (Calloway 2008, 29). The Hopewell culture developed around 100–300 CE at the same time the Hohokam were developing irrigation complexes in the Southwest. Hopewell culture included a trade network that reached from the Great Lakes to Yellowstone and the Gulf of Mexico. As the Hopewell civilization seemingly declined around 550 CE, corn agriculture spread throughout the East, and a new culture developed in the lower Mississippi Valley around 700 CE and spread throughout what is today’s eastern half of the United states, peaking by 1300 CE.

To the north and prior to European contact, the Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca tribes met to end intertribal conflict by establishing the Great League of Peace that arrived at decisions through consensus and formed intertribal policies. The villages consisted of longhouses that incorporated matrilineal families, or families related by clan through the maternal side. Women tended the homes; cultivated and harvested the cornfields; gathered berries, fruits, and nuts; made clothing and pottery; engaged in war and trade; and cared for the children. They subsisted on a seasonal round, exploiting the abundant resources by harvesting, hunting, fishing, and engaging in limited agriculture (Calloway 2008, 34–35).

The Southeast was home to several different language families who lived in farming towns, formed a number of strong confederacies, and were matrilineal and hierarchal, with a complex culture very similar to the northeastern woodlands tribes. For 4,000 years, people of the Eastern Woodlands also conducted earthen architecture, leaving 10,000 identified earthen mounds to be studied in the the 19th–21st centuries. Near Watson Brake, Louisiana, there are the remains of 11 major earthen pyramids built between 3400 and 3000 BCE. The earliest cultures in the Eastern Woodlands are referred to as Adena (800–11 BCE), known for their effigy mounds and Serpent Mound (400 BCE). Populations in the Southeast grew, and with that growth came towns and the trade network. Ancient peoples of Florida did not adopt the Mississippian Culture but instead continued to depend on intensive resource management, hunting, fishing, and harvesting. Based on a very rich subsistence economy, 350,000 people lived there at contact (Calloway 2008, 34).

In most North American civilizations that existed prior to contact, people had developed a variety of economies and adapted homes and clothing to their environment. Many created huge ceremonial complexes and a calendaric system that ordered their subsistence and ceremonial lives, and they participated in trade networks that spanned the continent. For most of the history of indigenous North American people, women figured prominently in the worldview, though they experienced a decline in power at the onset of Euro-American conquest and colonization.
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Anasazi Culture

The Anasazis, also known as Ancestral Puebloans and ancient Pueblo people and by the Hopi word “Hisatsinom,” emerged in what is today considered to be the Four Corners, the rugged Mesa and Rio Grande region with canyons crossing Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona. This area has been inhabited for at least 6,000 years. Water, tremendous ecological variation, and a vast dramatic landscape shaped the rise of the ancient Anasazi Pueblo culture by about 100 BCE, or what we would call the start of the Common Era. The Anasazis abandoned their homeland in the 1200s, leaving homes, farms, and material goods, for reasons that remain unclear.

The territory of Pueblo people has changed over time as the southwestern landscape has changed. The Anasazis found water and then developed a complex civilization of closely related communities with architecture that included large multilevel apartment-like buildings, walled cities, and cliff dwellings. Anasazi women, like most southwestern people, were responsible for farming, child care, and food preparation. Given the harshness of the climate, Anasazi women were small, averaging under five feet tall, while men were slightly larger.

The Mogollons of the southwestern mountain terrain of New Mexico has been home to a variety of peoples, including the Hohokams of southern Arizona and northern Mexico and the southern Athabascan people consisting of Navajos and Apaches. The evolution of ancestral Pueblo peoples falls into several periods, beginning with the Archaic–Early Basketmaker era, 7000–1500 BCE; Early Basketmaker II, 1500 BCE–50 CE; Late Basketmaker II, 50–500 CE; and Basketmaker III, 500–750 CE. The culture peaked during Pueblo I, 750–900 CE; Pueblo II, 900–1150 CE; and Pueblo III, 1150–1350 CE. Drought and warfare brought about a collapse during Pueblo IV, 1350–1600 CE, and Pueblo V, 1600–present.

[image: Lamphier]

These petroglyphs from Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park depict the daily life of the Anasazi people who engraved them. The Anasazi were ancient Native Americans living in the four connecting corners of Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado beginning around the 12th century. (Frank Bach/Dreamstime)

Anasazi cultural origins are conveyed with an emergence myth that is derived from archaic Cochise culture that lasted from about 7000 to 500 BCE forged in harsh environmental conditions. Lake Cochise covered a vast portion of the land where Anasazis foraged, and as it dried up, ancient peoples had to adapt to desert and cliff landscapes, taking shelter in caves and under ledges. Men hunted and trapped small limited game, and women gathered edible plants that that they learned to use such as yucca, prickly pear, and juniper.

Animal figurines made from split twigs dating back to the Archaic period have been found near the Grand Canyon in Arizona and are thought to be religious offerings. Stone paintings in southern Utah depicting a shaman with his animal are familiar. Pictographs and petroglyphs found clustered near springs and game trails as well as in caves and canyons suggest that the early communities were based on hunting associations. At around 3500 BCE, the Anasazis experienced contact with Mesoamerican people who brought corn northward from Mexico, which revolutionized Anasazi diets, along with technology for making pit houses. With this cultural exchange came the adoption of agriculture that required a more sedentary lifestyle, longer-lasting dwelling architecture, and the development of tools, arts, and crafts, specifically pottery making. The shift to agriculture would also have radically changed women’s roles, as they shifted from being being peripatetic gatherers to farmers with homes to manage.

During the Basketmaker II period, people mastered weaving food containers and sandals and other wears from straw, vines, rushes, and yucca fibers. It is also marked by the addition of pottery making by women. As the ancient Pueblo peoples were settled and began cultivating plants, they would have continued some hunting and gathering. Women would forage for agave, cacti, mesquite, amaranth, minion, grapes, hackberries, walnuts, and yucca along with edible seeds, leaves, bark, and roots. The foundation for Anasazi culture began with small villages with small semipermanent circular pit houses that were used seasonally. Food storage structures help archaeologists mark the Anasazis’ population growth. Over the next 1,100 years there was a slow transition from small-room seasonal farmsteads to massive permanent fortress cities.

Pictographs and clay dolls made during the Basketmaker III era depict painted or woven attire. Carved shell bangle bracelets with bird and snake designs made of glycymeris shell dating from the Pueblo I era derived from the Gulf of California suggest that the Anasazi trade networks extended to the Pacific. Many of the roadways were not designed to be connectors for physical locations but were actually cosmological corridors linking ceremonial landmarks to topographic locations, horizon markers, and astronomical orientations used in measuring ceremonial cycles by the sun (Father) and moon (Mother).

After about 750 CE, the Anasazis’ semipermanent dwellings were eclipsed by a radical change in architectural technology known as the pueblo. These were homes erected aboveground on mesas or in canyons with stone and adobe mortar. They had beamed roofs that started as single-room dwellings but evolved into multiroomed, multitiered apartment buildings. Portable female-gendered artifacts reflect periods when women were active in ritual trade, politics, and textile production before communities settled into long-term villages.

During the Pueblo II era the Anasazis carved birds to carry prayers as well as animals associated with water, including frogs and dragonflies. Petroglyphs feature figures playing flutes. Cradleboards made of wood found during this period suggest that women carried infants with them while they worked. Women would have used stone hoes and wooden scoops in the cultivation of staple foods, including maize, beans, and squash. Women also grew supplement foods such as sunflowers and gathered prickly pear cactus.

Baskets have been found from this period that contain carved and painted prayer sticks that were used as shrine offerings. There is evidence of ongoing trade with tribes living near the Pacific Ocean. In the Pueblo II period males wove and painted textiles, and women made pottery. Both products were used in trading. Anasazi Pueblo women would have been skilled farmers and artisans as well as ethnobotanists who collected plants for medicinal purposes.

In what is today New Mexico, Chaco Canyon became the location of one of the most elaborate pueblo communities, which was shaped as a semicircular five-story-high complex of over 800 rooms. By the end of the Pueblo II era, the Anasazis had evacuated the aboveground pueblos in favor of homes carved into cliff ledges that offered protection against invaders and cannibalistic neighbors (descendants of the Toltecs from Mesoamerica). Archaeologists speculate that a prolonged drought and excessive reliance on corn crops resulted in soil depletion between 1276 and 1299 that may have caused a mass exodus and relocation of indigenous people. Histories orally transmitted by Acoma, Hopi, Pueblo, and Zuni peoples corroborate that their ancestors left earlier homelands because of disease, extended droughts, famine, and warfare and returned to nomadic ways or merged with groups to the south where the soil had not been depleted.

Ceramics dating back to the Pueblo III era were fired in large open-area kilns with black on white designs. Women would have constructed Pueblo pottery by layering coils of clay that were pressed together and then smoothed with tools made from gourds. Homes had spaces for gendered domestic tasks based on function, often including a pottery studio with bowls, jars, awls, and axes used by female artisans. Food was stored as the population grew.

Unlike Native Americans in other regions who used building materials that would not outlive the builders, the Anasazis were builders on a large and permanent scale. At first contact, the Spanish found multiterraced fortress-like buildings housing communities of about 3,000 residents who were active in religious rituals. Spirituality was reflected in material culture; masked dancers impersonated the deities known as kachinas.

The pueblo of Acoma in New Mexico was established in about 1250 CE on top of a sandstone mesa, which offered protection from violent neighbors. In about 1300 CE there was a vast reorganization of Pueblo peoples that led to several centuries of migration and the introduction of indigenous Mexican culture. Spanish-born Pope Alexander VI decreed on May 4, 1493, in the papal bull Inter caetera that lands west of the meridian 100 leagues west of the Cape Verde Islands should belong to Spain. The Vatican wanted to spread the Catholic faith in the New World. Citing the need to overthrow and care for souls in “barbarous nations,” Spain was ordered to “instruct the aforesaid inhabitants and dwellers therein in the Catholic faith, and train them in good morals.” However, when Spanish missionaries arrived with formulas for conversion, the Pueblo people resisted. Religious conflicts arose when missionaries forbade kachina dances and burned kachina masks that were central to Pueblo social unity. Spanish oppression in the name of Catholicism led to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, when tribes in Arizona and New Mexico came together to successfully defeat the Spanish on American soil.

Meredith Eliassen
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Berdache/Transgendering

The term “berdache” is used by contemporary anthropologists to identify the spectrum of mixed-gender, cross-gender, and nonbinary persons among Native American tribes. Most commonly a male-bodied individual with a gender-variant identity, berdaches assumed various roles within their tribe ranging from single-gender identities to a mixture of two gender identities and had responsibilities unique to berdaches—such as performing healing or spiritual rites. The majority of tribes in all regions of North America featured berdachism to some degree.

Berdachism manifested in a variety of ways in tribes, ranging from men and women who adopted nontraditional roles or dress, male- and female-bodied individuals who identified more strongly with the opposite sex, and individuals who identified as being neither male nor female but as a mixed or third gender. Typically berdaches were not intersexual, nor did they fit into the contemporary identity of a transgender person, since berdaches maintained a separate social identity from male and female. However, some intersex or hermaphroditic individuals also maintained the status of berdache.

Each tribe had its own terminology to describe berdachism, including the Lakota winkte, the Zuni lhamana, and the Navajo nádleehí. The term “berdache”—adapted from the Persian term for “prisoner” and later appropriated by the French to mean “homosexual,” was one of the words used by European colonists to describe gender-variant Native Americans. Anthropologists adopted the term in the 20th century, and in 1990s that usage has partially shifted from berdachism to two-spirit.

Euro-Americans did not distinguish between biological sex and sociocultural gender identity the way that Native Americans did. As a result, early literature describing observations of berdachism tends to misconstrue identification of berdaches in addition to describing them as perverse or deviant. Colonial European accounts conflict about the experiences of berdaches within individual tribes as a result.

Although acceptance varied between tribes, berdaches were not typically viewed as deviant within their culture. In fact, some tribes elevated berdaches as spiritually superior. Since many tribes attributed equal importance to feminine and masculine responsibilities, berdaches who preferred to adopt feminine roles were not subjected to a lower status. Likewise, female-bodied berdaches were permitted to engage in traditionally male roles such as hunter or warrior.

Most American indigenous people did not view gender as a predetermined construct. In fact, children in some tribes were not raised with rigid gender roles and were given the opportunity to explore their preferences; others were raised with one gender in mind but were granted the opportunity to cross gender boundaries as they developed divergent tendencies. In both cases, children were never forced into adopting the role of berdaches, and free exploration of both gender and sexuality were usually encouraged.

During their early years of development, some children may have already begun to display a tendency toward opposite-sex interests and roles. As they neared adulthood, they would undergo a test to confirm their status as a berdache. These tests varied by tribe but typically involved a dream or vision quest. Since these tests were religious in nature, many tribes respected the path that the spirits carved for their offspring.

Once an individual’s gender identity choice was confirmed, some tribes would initiate the child as a berdache during a ceremony not unlike the rites of passage attributed to becoming a man or a woman in the tribe. Other tribes tested children at puberty, or the berdache would publicly note his or her identity as an adult. After accepting the status of a berdache, individuals might alter their physical presence according to the opposite-sex, mixed-gender, or androgynous appearance. Berdaches would express their gender through a variety of means, including physical appearance, physical gestures, social roles, and group bonding. While some might choose to wear a mixture of masculine and feminine clothing and adornments, others might choose to exclusively wear those subscribed for the opposite sex.

Some of the roles that the berdaches satisfied included crafts-person, childcare provider (for their own adopted children, extended family, and those of the community), mediator between the sexes, and caretaker for the sick. Although male-bodied berdaches would occasionally adopt warrior roles, they tended to prefer the domestic roles of women. Since berdaches were perceived as being strongly connected to the spiritual world, they were also consulted for education and guidance.

Many berdaches would continue to live with their parents; some, however, chose to live on their own or to marry, usually with a partner of the same biological sex. Those berdaches who continued to live with their biological family may have elected to care for extended family, including the young and elderly. Most berdaches only sought sexual partnerships, both short- and long-term, with members of one sex, typically their own; they did not, however, engage in relationships with other berdaches. Indigenous North American people did not stigmatize same-sex partnerships, but most encouraged berdaches to take a more passive role in the relationship. Although European explorers assumed that berdaches were homosexual, this label does not accurately account for their gender identity.

The number of berdaches decreased over time as a result of European influences—particularly through conquests and missionaries. Similar to other facets of Native American culture that were perceived to be sinful by colonists, berdachism was targeted as morally wrong. Western religion spread throughout the New World as a result of these encounters between Europeans and the tribes, causing a dwindling number of visible gender-variant Native Americans and the traditions associated with them.

Despite these influences, contemporary natives and anthropologists have contributed to the renewed interest in reconnecting and studying two-spirited persons and their social and cultural significance.

Cynthia M. Zavala

See also Sexuality

Further Reading

Lang, Sabine. 1998. Men as Women, Women as Men: Changing Gender in Native American Cultures. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Roscoe, Will. 1998. Changing Ones: Third and Fourth Genders in Native America. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Williams, Walter L. 1992. The Spirit and the Flesh: Sexual Diversity in American Indian Culture. Boston: Beacon.

Clothing, Native American Women

Prior to European contact, Native American women held equal status with men because female gender-specific occupational roles included clothing production, a highly skilled craft and source of economic autonomy. Native American societies vary in organization, language, belief systems, and cultural practices; however, most North American societies practiced what anthropologists call gender complementarity. All community members needed and valued clothing; therefore, a woman with garment-making expertise was highly respected.

Women and men complemented each other by doing different jobs and having different expertise. Both women and men combined interdependent skills to gather a variety of natural materials and create complex clothing. Women collected grasses, roots, bark, and animal wool for weaving. They also cultivated plant fibers such as cotton and cornhusks. Men hunted game, which provided pelts, hides, sinew, antler, and bone. Women processed the animal skins, while men carved antler and bone into needles and leather punches (awls). These specialized tools were then used by women to create clothing. When young girls reached eight years of age, their mothers began teaching them gender-specific knowledge regarding clothing production. Most clothing was fabricated during the winter when less time was devoted to food production.

All native clothing had to be handmade or obtained through trade. Even infant diapers were crafted of soft leather and lined with absorbent materials such as moss or rabbit fur.

Tunic-shaped silhouettes for shirts and dresses were somewhat unisex. In warm climates bare chests were common, with women wearing skirts or aprons and men wearing breechcloths. Leggings could be added for warmth or protection. Shawls or wrap-around robes provided warmth, while Arctic people wore fur parkas. Footwear varied regionally, but most moccasins were leather.

Across cultures, women and men wore headdresses as distinguishing symbols of individual status or authority, especially during ceremonies. Among California acorn economies, women wore basketry hats as clothing and as an economic standard of value: a measured hatful of acorns was equal to specific quantities of other trade items.

Tanning animal skins transforms stiff hide into soft buckskin. This complex process required detailed knowledge and skillful workmanship. Hides were soaked, stretched, scraped, treated with cooked animal brains, and softened with patient handwork. Most buckskin was smoked to a golden brown, rendering it water resistant. White buckskin was unsmoked and used primarily for ceremonial clothing. Holes were punched in the hide with an awl so pieces could be stitched together. Durable thread was made from animal sinew.

Specific hides had different uses: deer and elk in clothing, thick moose hide in footwear. Bison and carnivore pelts became robes and blankets, while bison hide was used in shelters such as the tipi. Fringe frequently decorated garment edges and served to quickly shed water.

Whether rabbit skin or bison hide, a woman owned the skins she processed. She could barter or sell her tanned hides or finished leather products. Women gained individual status from the quality of their workmanship and were economically autonomous.

Female occupations included weaving and basketry-related technologies. Unfortunately, plant fibers do not preserve well, leaving less documentation of their historical and cultural importance. However, elaborate cloth fragments—dyed bright red, yellow, and black—reveal that the Mississippian Culture wove plant-fiber textiles prior to 1300 CE. In the Southwest, Hohokam people similarly cultivated cotton for woven fabrics.

Cultures in California fabricated minimal clothing employing basketry-like techniques to combine plant materials. Feathers were sometimes twisted with plant fibers for ceremonial garments, while strips of rabbit and squirrel fur were woven into blankets and robes.

Women of the Pacific Northwest collected shed mountain goat wool and raised a special breed of dog (now extinct) for its undercoat. The wool was spun into yarn, dyed, and woven into robes and ceremonial garments.

Most clothing ornamentation represented the wearer as an individual or specific group member. Ceremonial and special-event garments were more highly decorated and were considered valued luxury items.

Women showcased craftsmanship and artistic talent decorating clothing, including feather details, moose-hair tufts shaped as flowers, and porcupine quills dyed, flattened, and appliquéd like embroidery. Elongated fringe enhanced gestures, while applied animal teeth, claws, and hooves made distinctive sounds that accentuated movement, especially during dancing. Ornamentation also displayed wealth, indicating time available to devote to artistic expression and resources available to trade for rarities such as pearls, copper, and shell beads.

Among the Great Plains cultures, women dressed less ostentatiously than men; modesty was regarded as a sign of inner power. Elk Woman was a female spirit who stood up to her husband and his trickster friends, Moose and Crow. Plains women symbolically allied with Elk Woman by wearing elk-hide clothing adorned with elk teeth, moose hooves, and crow feathers. Elk teeth also demonstrated an alliance with a successful hunter. Each elk has only two eyeteeth. From boyhood, a man saved these special teeth from his hunts to present them on a dress to his bride. A man depended on his mother or sister to make the garment. Decoration on clothing provided an artistic canvas for women and a way to honor family with meaningful imagery.

European contact greatly impacted cultural clothing; Native Americans were compelled to wear “civilized” European-style clothing, and mass-produced garments required less work. But when women no longer controlled materials and clothing production, their cultural status, economic autonomy, and political power declined. In the wilderness environment, however, European-made shoes did not wear as well as handmade moccasins. Women who specialized in making footwear maintained higher status longer than other women. The social imbalance created by the loss of complementarity was destructive to Native American societies and caused a decline in female social status within tribal cultures through to the 20th century.

Keri Dearborn
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Corn Mother

The Corn Mother is a female deity thought to bring corn or maize to the peoples of the world, specifically the indigenous people of Indonesia, Mexico, and the United States. The original legends regarding the Corn Mother in North America differ by geographical region: the Southeast, the Eastern Woodlands, and the Pueblo and Plains regions.

[image: Lamphier]

This Hopi Katchina Doll represents the Corn Mother or Mother Nature of the ancient Hopi tribe. Such dolls were made to instruct youngsters about the immortal beings that control the natural world and act as messengers between humans and the spirit world. (Alamy Stock Photo)

The peoples in southeastern America, such as the Cherokee, Creek, and Natchez tribes, follow the same general legend regarding the Corn Mother. In the southeastern legend, the Corn Mother looked after an orphan child while caring for the overall needs of her village. She also created maize by rubbing or shaking her body, an activity that the village called witchcraft. The Corn Mother either committed suicide or was killed by the orphan child she looked after but not before she gave instructions for future maize-growing techniques. Although this was the general Corn Mother legend of the southeastern region, different groups had their own version.

The Cherokees in southeastern America believed that the Corn Mother, called Selu, was married to the master of hunting game. She also cared for a wild orphan boy known as Blood-clot Boy. As Blood-clot Boy spied on Selu, he found that she produced maize by rubbing her stomach. Blood-clot Boy considered her a witch because of her behavior, and he planned to kill her. When Selu discovered his plot, she told him to drag her body in a circle seven times and then drag her body through the circle seven times. The boy performed this ritual according to her instructions. By the following day, maize had grown in the circle.

The story slightly differs among the southern neighbors of the Cherokees, the southeastern Creek Indians. Instead of being killed by the orphan boy, Corn Mother was ashamed after people found out how she produced maize and killed herself. Before her death, she gave instructions for future maize growing.

The southeastern Natchez Indians believed that Corn Mother cared for twin orphan girls. The girls were disgusted after discovering where the food came from, and they burned the Corn Mother. Maize, beans, and pumpkins sprouted up from where she was killed.

According to Eastern Woodland peoples, the Corn Mother did not care for a specific orphan child but instead cared for her village as a whole. In some versions of the Eastern Woodlands legend, Corn Mother fled the village; in other versions, she was sacrificed. The New England groups such as the Malecites, the Abnakis, and the Penobscots believe in the sacrificial end to Corn Mother. According to the Penobscot legend, she had an affair with a snake and ordered her husband to kill her for her betrayal. The young man killed Corn Mother and dragged her body across a clearing. The clearing was immediately covered in maize, enough to keep the whole town well fed and healthy.

The Seneca and Shawnee peoples primarily tell the other type of Eastern Woodlands legend in which Corn Mother fled instead of being sacrificed. In the Seneca version, Corn Mother married a young man from a famine-stricken area. She brought his village food. She was insulted by her husband’s brother and fled to live with her mother. Her husband followed her to her mother’s house, and Corn Mother gifted him with many crop seeds for his village. In the Shawnee version, Corn Mother was insulted not by her brother-in-law but by a man who had sex with an ear of corn. Corn Mother fled to a woman known to the Shawnees as “Our Grandmother.” A rescuer crossed four oceans to reach Corn Mother and convinced her to return to the village to benefit the Shawnee people with crops and food.

In the Pueblo area, Corn Mother is also referred to as Corn Maiden. She guarded many children and looked after her village by rubbing her body to produce corn. In some Pueblo legends, she married a young man. In these legends Corn Mother was not spied upon, nor was she sacrificed. The Pueblo legends focused primarily on her flight—she was either frightened away by unwanted sexual advances, or her husband was unfaithful. Corn Mother was found hiding beneath a duck’s wing. Afterward, she returned to her village to reinitiate corn production.

In the Plains region, the Pawnee, Cheyenne, Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara peoples told completely different legends of the Corn Mother. The Plains legends related directly to neither each other nor the legends of the other regions. For example, the Arikara people believe that Corn Mother was formed out of an ear of corn from the heavens. She was sent down to Earth, where she led humankind out of the subterranean levels of earth up to the surface. She initiated food production and became the leader of the peoples of the world.

The Pawnee people also see the Corn Mother as a hero and a leader. In Pawnee culture, she has ties to war and fertility rituals. Another major difference between the legends of the Plains and other regions was the tie between Corn Mother and meat. There are many tales from the Plains region relating the Corn Mother to buffalo, which is different than the Eastern Woodlands, southeastern, and Pueblo regions, which focus more on vegetation.

All of these legends have in common that Corn Mother is a giver of life through food creation and thus not unlike Mother Earth or Mother Nature. She represents growth, life, creativity, and feminine power. Significantly, in many versions of Corn Mother’s story her power is seen as dangerous, and she is destroyed. In her destruction, though, she gives life, suggesting her fundamental immortality. Some Corn Mother legends prophesy that she will return to Earth one day, bringing peace and enlightenment to her believers.

Corn Mother iconography plays an important part in modern southwestern art. Indigenous women artists particularly find representations of Corn Mother meaningful, seeing in her representation an opportunity to celebrate all that is native, feminine, and holy.

B. C. Biggs
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Creation/Origin Stories

Many scholars assert that Native Americans arrived around 10,000 years ago by crossing the ice bridge that formed in the Bering Strait that linked Asia to the Americas. Archaeologists have challenged this to push the dates back to an era dating to 12,000 to 20,000 years ago prior to the ice bridge. They suggest that Native Americans are indigenous, not immigrants, reflecting great diversity in developing stories of their own genesis. Indigenous creation stories evolved through oral tradition convey primordial symbolic meanings that reflect ancient worldviews as well as indigenous wisdom of life that integrates the individual into society and also integrates the society into its environment. Creation stories always reflect how Native American societies grope to understand existence and are designed to harmonize the culture, putting it in accord with the universe.

The snake, which has negative connotations in the Christian creation story, has different semantics connected to rebirth. Native Americans recognized that life lives off of killing and eating itself (life is sustained by eating other creatures or living things) akin to the way a snake casts off death (its old self) when it sheds its skin; each shedding of skin is a sign of being reborn. The Hopis have a snake dance in which tribal dancers lift snakes to their mouths to make peace with them before returning the snakes to the hill as a symbolic communication between humans and the spirit world. Conversely, some indigenous societies have creation stories that have loose similarities to Genesis in the Bible. For example, Pimas in Arizona believe that originally in the beginning there was only darkness and water everywhere; the darkness was collected and thick in places and then separated, gathered again and then separated, crowded again and separated, and so on.

In the sacrifice of motherhood, or a woman giving her substance for the sake of her progeny, she gives birth, and afterward we are reliant upon her until we are autonomous, which is sometimes portrayed as Mother Earth from whom we find our food subsistence. Some Native American creation stories feature a male savior who brings mankind to life, and then mankind sets out to destroy him, ripping him to shreds, sometimes multiple times, akin to the sentiment that says “saving a man’s life, you create an enemy for life.”

Northwestern Native Americans have creation stories that delineate their arrival and place them in North America. Many creation stories chronicle the emergence of humans from another world into the one in which they currently inhabit. They describe the creation of people as a staged metamorphosis or ascent from nascent forms. In stories featuring Mother Earth, humans emerge from the womb of Earth, where there is a ladder or rope that the humans use to climb. Sometimes someone grabs the rope and it breaks, depicting the separation of humans from their source, suggesting that there is a challenge to reconnect the rope or means of communication. Often inner forces or extreme emotions and the desire to live without oppression or challenge serve as catalysts for the passage from one stage to the next.

Tricksters appear in many creation stories, providing a dichotomy found within Native American wisdom. The trickster in these stories creates a world, sometimes coming from the sky and sometimes emerging from Earth’s center, and later leads his people to their new homeland. Then his people turn against him brutally, not killing him once but sometimes killing him multiple times, yet he always comes back. For example, the Kiowa plains Indians tell of a trickster leading the people out of the lower world and into this world through the hollow of a cottonwood tree log where a pregnant woman got stuck blocking the way for others; this explains the small size of the tribe. In some stories the trickster goes into the mountains, where few humans care to follow because the path is so confused, and only those on a spiritual quest will follow him there.

A composite story of the Pomo Indians of Mendocino County in northern California collected during the summer of 1904 exemplifies how creation stories have been told in areas where indigenous cultures have been endangered by European or American oppression. This story has six components from an informant in Ukiah, California, that consisted of logically connected ideas. A trickster coyote seduces a mate after convincing the women of a village to go on a gathering excursion without two sisters, whom he tricks into having a miraculous birth of four children. Because he used deceit, the sisters killed two of the children, and the others survived but experienced continual abuse from the other villagers. To avenge his children, Coyote employed fire that burned mountaintops and then the world. He managed to escape this world when Spider spun a web that carried Coyote to the sky or heaven. The emergence from a previous world is often likened to the process of being born from the womb of Mother Earth, and many cultures have a female spider that helps in the emergence. Male characters may be part of the story, but they do not serve in the birth process, as women are associated with birth, or giving life, and men are associated with hunting, or taking life.

However, Coyote decides to return to Earth, where he cannot find food or drink with the humans gone. He drinks the ocean down until his stomach explodes, supplying water that collects to form Clear Lake. Coyote misses the humans and begins to erect a small tule dwelling for himself, and then he talks the birds into helping him prepare a small village. While the birds work, Coyote secretly plucks two feathers from each. He retires to rest and talks to himself all night, designating the duties and powers of each feather that is metamorphosed into a human by the next morning. The sun did not appear in the sky as it now does, determined to find out why Coyote gathers his dancing paraphernalia and tricks in his hunting sack and travels east for four days. When he arrives at the home of the Sun People who have visions and can see all that transpires on Earth, he stops and does a dance for them before he steals the sun. Once he returns to his home, his people provoke him, and Coyote transforms them into animals and birds, assigning each creature attributes and habitats.

Iroquois and Algonquin tribes have creation stories centered on the creation of Earth on the back of a giant turtle from which the Pan-Indian term “Turtle Island” is derived. The slow-moving turtle is significant because of its longevity and its ability to dig with its claws, retract into its shell, and be at home both on land and in the water. In the Southeast, Cherokees tell the story that in the beginning all was water, and the animals lived above it so that the sky became crowded and there was no space left. An industrious water beetle named Dayuni’si volunteered to explore but could find no solid ground. He dug and found mud, and it spread and became Earth. An animal attached this land to the sky using four strings. The animals sent a great buzzard to see if Earth was firm enough to inhabit, but by the time he arrived the buzzard was so tired that when his wings touched the ground valleys formed, creating the dramatic landscape where the Cherokees live characterized by mountains and valleys.

In Pueblo architecture the kiva reflects a creation story when a sipapu (small round hole in the floor) is present that represents the portal from the underworld through which ancestors first emerged. In the beginning, the Zuni people moved from place to place in search of a homeland and met many dangers from hostile enemies. Father Sun created the War Twins to help the Zunis overcome obstacles and hold a homeland. Winter solstice observances mark a time of world renewal. Newly built homes are blessed, and masked kachinas appear in villages to hear prayers and entertain with dancing. The War Twins are highly revered in Zuni religion, for they can be benevolent or deadly in protecting the Zunis. Their intermediary spirits are kachinas. The War Twins are ceremonially recognized each year at the winter solstice and every four years for members initiated into the tribe.
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Native American Creation or Origin Stories

New World indigenous people had, as do all people, a variety of creation stories. Many of these stories feature a goddess-type figure who gives birth to Earth and nourishes the people. The following is a sampling of these stories.

1. IROQUOIS

In the beginning there was no earth to live on, but up above, in the Great Blue, there was a woman who dreamed dreams.

One night she dreamed about a tree covered with white blossoms, a tree that brightened up the sky when its flowers opened but that brought terrible darkness when they closed again. The dream frightened her, so she went and told it to the wise old men who lived with her, in their village in the sky.

“Pull up this tree,” she begged them, but they did not understand. All they did was to dig around its roots, to make space for more light. But the tree just fell through the hole they had made and disappeared. After that there was no light at all, only darkness.

The old men grew frightened of the woman and her dreams. It was her fault that the light had gone away forever.

So they dragged her toward the hole and pushed her through as well. Down, down she fell, down toward the great emptiness. There was nothing below her but a heaving waste of water and she would surely have been smashed to pieces, this strange dreaming woman from the Great Blue, had not a fish hawk come to her aid. His feathers made a pillow for her and she drifted gently above the waves.

But the fish hawk could not keep her up all on his own. He needed help. So he called out to the creatures of the deep. “We must find some firm ground for this poor woman to rest on,” he said anxiously. But there was no ground, only the swirling, endless waters.

A helldiver went down, down, down to the very bottom of the sea and brought back a little bit of mud in his beak. He found a turtle, smeared the mud onto its back, and dived down again for more.

Then the ducks joined in. They loved getting muddy and they too brought beakfuls of the ocean floor and spread it over the turtle’s shell. The beavers helped—they were great builders—and they worked away, making the shell bigger and bigger.

Everybody was very busy now and everybody was excited. This world they were making seemed to be growing enormous! The birds and the animals rushed about building countries, the continents, until, in the end, they had made the whole round earth, while all the time they sky woman was safely sitting on the turtle’s back.

And the turtle holds the earth up to this very day.

Source: “Native American Creation Myths,” Biblioteca Pleyades, http://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/mitos_creacion/esp_mitoscreacion_13.htm#women.

2. HURON CREATION STORY

In the beginning there was only one water and the water animals that lived in it.

Then a woman fell from a torn place in the sky. She was a divine woman, full of power. Two loons flying over the water saw her falling. They flew under her, close together, making a pillow for her to sit on.

The loons held her up and cried for help. They could be heard for a long way as they called for other animals to come.

The snapping turtle called all the other animals to aid in saving the divine woman’s life.

The animals decided the woman needed earth to live on.

Turtle said, “Dive down in the water and bring up some earth.”

So they did that, those animals. A beaver went down. A muskrat went down. Others stayed down too long, and they died.

Each time, Turtle looked inside their mouths when they came up, but there was no earth to be found.

Toad went under the water. He stayed too long, and he nearly died. But when Turtle looked inside Toad’s mouth, he found a little earth. The woman took it and put it all around on Turtle’s shell. That was the start of the earth.

Dry land grew until it formed a country, then another country, and all the earth. To this day, Turtle holds up the earth.

Time passed, and the divine woman had twin boys. They were opposites, her sons. One was good, and one was bad. One was born as children are usually born, in a normal way. But the other one broke out of his mother’s side, and she died.

When the divine woman was buried, all of the plants needed for life on earth sprang from the ground above her. From her head came the pumpkin vine. Maize came from her chest. Pole beans grew from her legs.

Source: “Native American Creation Myths,” Biblioteca Pleyades, http://www.bibliotecapleyades.net/mitos_creacion/esp_mitoscreacion_13.htm#women.

3. HOPI SPIDER WOMAN CREATION STORY—THE FOUR CREATIONS

The world at first was endless space in which existed only the Creator, Taiowa. This world had no time, no shape, and no life, except in the mind of the Creator. Eventually the infinite creator created the finite in Sotuknang, whom he called his nephew and whom he created as his agent to establish nine universes. Sotuknang gathered together matter from the endless space to make the nine solid worlds. Then the Creator instructed him to gather together the waters from the endless space and place them on these worlds to make land and sea. When Sotuknang had done that, the Creator instructed him to gather together air to make winds and breezes on these worlds.

The fourth act of creation with which the Creator charged Sotuknang was the creation of life. Sotuknang went to the world that was to first host life and there he created Spider Woman, and he gave her the power to create life. First Spider Woman took some earth and mixed it with saliva to make two beings. Over them she sang the Creation Song, and they came to life. She instructed one of them, Poqanghoya, to go across the earth and solidify it. She instructed the other, Palongawhoya, to send out sound to resonate through the earth, so that the earth vibrated with the energy of the Creator. Poqanghoya and Palongawhoya were despatched to the poles of the earth to keep it rotating.

Then Spider Woman made all the plants, the flowers, the bushes, and the trees. Likewise she made the birds and animals, again using earth and singing the Creation Song. When all this was done, she made human beings, using yellow, red, white, and black earth mixed with her saliva. Singing the Creation Song, she made four men, and then in her own form she made four women. At first they had a soft spot in their foreheads, and although it solidified, it left a space through which they could hear the voice of Sotuknang and their Creator. Because these people could not speak, Spider Woman called on Sotuknang, who gave them four languages. His only instructions were for them to respect their Creator and to live in harmony with him.

These people spread across the earth and multiplied. Despite their four languages, in those days they could understand each other’s thoughts anyway, and for many years they and the animals lived together as one. Eventually, however, they began to divide, both the people from the animals and the people from each other, as they focused on their differences rather than their similarities. As division and suspicion became more widespread, only a few people from each of the four groups still remembered their Creator. Sotuknang appeared before these few and told them that he and the Creator would have to destroy this world, and that these few who remembered the Creator must travel across the land, following a cloud and a star, to find refuge. These people began their treks from the places where they lived, and when they finally converged Sotuknang appeared again. He opened a huge ant mound and told these people to go down in it to live with the ants while he destroyed the world with fire, and he told them to learn from the ants while they were there. The people went down and lived with the ants, who had storerooms of food that they had gathered in the summer, as well as chambers in which the people could live. This went on for quite a while, because after Sotuknang cleansed the world with fire it took a long time for the world to cool off. As the ants’ food ran low, the people refused the food, but the ants kept feeding them and only tightened their own belts, which is why ants have such tiny waists today.
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Spider Rock, Canyon de Chelly National Monument, Arizona, is believed to be the home of Spider Woman. Spider Woman or Spider Grandmother is one of many indigenous North American goddesses. She is signficant in a number of Native American cultures’ belief systems, often linked to creation myths that suggest female power. (robertharding/Alamy Stock Photo)

Finally Sotuknang was done making the second world, which was not quite as beautiful as the first. Again he admonished the people to remember their Creator as they and the ants that had hosted them spread across the earth. The people multiplied rapidly and soon covered the entire earth. They did not live with the animals, however, because the animals in this second world were wild and unfriendly. Instead the people lived in villages and built roads between these, so that trade sprang up. They stored goods and traded those for goods from elsewhere, and soon they were trading for things they did not need. As their desire to have more and more grew, they began to forget their Creator, and soon wars over resources and trade were breaking out between villages. Finally Sotuknang appeared before the few people who still remembered the Creator, and again he sent them to live with the ants while he destroyed this corrupt world. This time he ordered Poqanghoya and Palongawhoya to abandon their posts at the poles, and soon the world spun out of control and rolled over. Mountains slid and fell, and lakes and rivers splashed across the land as the earth tumbled, and finally the earth froze over into nothing but ice.

This went on for years, and again the people lived with the ants. Finally Sotuknang sent Poqanghoya and Palongawhoya back to the poles to resume the normal rotation of the earth, and soon the ice melted and life returned. Sotuknang called the people up from their refuge, and he introduced them to the third world that he had made. Again he admonished the people to remember their Creator as they spread across the land. As they did so, they multiplied quickly, even more quickly than before, and soon they were living in large cities and developing into separate nations. With so many people and so many nations, soon there was war, and some of the nations made huge shields on which they could fly, and from these flying shields they attacked other cities. When Sotuknang saw all this war and destruction, he resolved to destroy this world quickly before it corrupted the few people who still remembered the Creator. He called on Spider Woman to gather those few and, along the shore, she placed each person with a little food in the hollow stem of a reed. When she had done this, Sotuknang let loose a flood that destroyed the warring cities and the world on which they lived.

Once the rocking of the waves ceased, Spider Woman unsealed the reeds so the people could see. They floated on the water for many days, looking for land, until finally they drifted to an island. On the island they built little reed boats and set sail again to the east. After drifting many days, they came to a larger island, and after many more days to an even larger island. They hoped that this would be the fourth world that Sótuknang had made for them, but Spider Woman assured them that they still had a long and hard journey ahead. They walked across this island and built rafts on the far side, and set sail to the east again. They came to a fourth and still larger island, but again they had to cross it on foot and then build more rafts to continue east. From this island, Spider Woman sent them on alone, and after many days they encountered a vast land. Its shores were so high that they could not find a place to land, and only by opening the doors in their heads did they know where to go to land.

When they finally got ashore, Sotuknang was there waiting for them. As they watched to the west, he made the islands that they had used like stepping stones disappear into the sea. He welcomed them to the fourth world, but he warned them that it was not as beautiful as the previous ones, and that life here would be harder, with heat and cold, and tall mountains and deep valleys. He sent them on their way to migrate across the wild new land in search of the homes for their respective clans. The clans were to migrate across the land to learn its ways, although some grew weak and stopped in the warm climates or rich lands along the way. The Hopi trekked and far and wide, and went through the cold and icy country to the north before finally settling in the arid lands between the Colorado River and Rio Grande River. They chose that place so that the hardship of their life would always remind them of their dependence on, and link to, their Creator.

Source: “The Four Creations,” Bruce Railsback’s Geoscience Resources, http://www.gly.uga.edu/railsback/CS/CSFourCreations.html.



Cultural Interaction

Anthropologists assert that some Native American tribes, Paleo-Indians, migrated from Asia over a land bridge about 20,000 to 35,000 years ago, and therefore these newcomers share some ancient cultural memories with their Eurasian and African contemporaries, including rituals and healing practices related to shamanism. Intertribal trade shaped the cultural interactions of Native American tribes over time, acting as a catalyst for the diffusion of ideas before European contact. Agriculture was innovated in Mesoamerica and South America, and migration led to the sharing of techniques for seed planting. Southwestern tribes traded in turquoise and textile, tribes of the western Great Lakes traded in copper, California tribes traded with shell beads, northwestern Indians traded in woodwork, and northeastern Indians traded canoes, establishing regular trade routes along rivers and lakes.

In the Atlantic Northeast, the Iroquois League of 50 chiefs (or Haudenosaunee, meaning “People of the Longhouse”) consisted of the Mohawks (9 chiefs), Senecas (8 chiefs), Onondagas (14 chiefs), Cayugas (10 chiefs), Oneidas (9 chiefs), and later the Tuscaras. Hiawatha, chief of the Onondagas, established the five-nation Iroquois Confederacy in about 1575 to halt intertribal wars and to strengthen diplomacy and economic stability. In the Iroquois Confederacy women held a high degree of political and ceremonial power, as clans were matrilineal. For instance, clan mothers selected the chiefs of the confederacy and had veto power over legislation and decisions to go to war. Iroquoians innovated agricultural planning with the three-sister crops (corn, beans, and squash) grown in integrated fields to maximize farm yields, so they had less need to augment their diet with extensive trade outside their network.

Religious beliefs, rituals, and myths have evolved out of the diffusion and cross-fertilization of two distinct indigenous cultural traditions: shamanistic (male) northern hunting traditions involving bears and other hunted animals; and southern agricultural traditions related to planting and female fertility. European settlers believed that indigenous women were inferior in status to European women because they worked in the fields doing farmwork. However, with a substantial number of tribes being matrilineal, women actually controlled food supplies, were free to choose husbands within reason, and governed clans and served as chiefs and shamans in some tribes. In some hunter-gatherer societies, women were isolated from men during menstruation. Women’s networking centered often on food cultivating, harvesting, and preparation. Women accumulated considerable knowledge of plant life needed to cultivate and prepare raw natural materials to construct practical items for survival. Women were charged throughout the seasons with harvesting, preserving, and cooking food to make the best use of these natural resources.

The Spanish introduced the horse, which was the dominant European mode of land transportation during the 16th century; this formed a new horse culture on the Great Plains. By the later part of the 18th century use of the horse was widespread throughout North America, and many tribes abandoned settlements in favor of migratory hunting. Cultural diversity diminished somewhat as the buffalo became the basis for economic stability on the Great Plains. In California at the time of the American Revolution, Spanish Franciscans operating missions initiated a system to denaturalize and destabilize the aboriginal sense of self-identity, connectivity, and kinship to the spiritual world, reducing all native people from sophisticated land stewards to children, or neophytes. Franciscans established forms of paternal kinship with baptisms of native people, which brought about the demographic collapse of the tribes when Spaniards stood as godparents, undermining the authority of tribal headmen within the new political hierarchy.

At Mission San Francisco de Asis (Mission Dolores), built with Ohlone labor in 1776, entire village communities were moved to different missions to break down existing political structures and dialects. Approximately 1,699 Coast Miwoks between 1783 and 1817 entered Mission Dolores, and by the end of that time only 485 survived. Spanish soldiers raped indigenous women, introducing syphilis into native populations in the missions that were unknowingly carried home to tribal villages.

Mission staff did not use functional aboriginal basketry, which was the basis for indigenous survival and knowledge about the environment, but instead used European pottery. Spanish authorities banned ethnographic burns, disrupting the cultivation of seed crops, forage for wildlife, and reliable food supplies for tribes. When the best basket-making supplies diminished without controlled burns, many Coast Miwoks were subsequently compelled to join the mission system. Neophytes had less varied diets and more sedentary living conditions, and the indigenous population of the San Francisco Bay Area was nearly depleted during the years of Franciscan proselytization. Neophyte women returning to their homelands to gather food and basket-making materials were limited to harvest times to collect acorns from tribal lands, so it was not possible to maintain the land, intertribal relations, or their culture. Within a generation, native peoples on paseos (the priest’s permission to promenade or leave the mission to visit homelands) were dying at home because they ate bad seafood due to loss of selecting skills. Basket-making materials, which dictated the types of baskets that were constructed, could not be found adjacent to missions, which curtailed construction or influenced some tribal basket design motifs over time.

Meredith Eliassen
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Disease, Postconquest Impact on Native Americans

Indigenous America was by no means disease-free prior to contact with Old World populations. Yet because Native Americans lived in isolation from the rest of the world for so long, their immune systems proved ineffective against the strains of disease that Europeans and their African slaves transmitted to them. The highest mortality rates among Native Americans occurred within the first century of contact, reducing American Indian populations in the path of epidemics by as much as 90 percent. The worst killers included smallpox, typhus, plague, and measles.

The diseases that crossed the Atlantic during the 16th century caused what are called virgin-soil epidemics, because every Native American person who came in contact with them was susceptible. Entire families and even villages perished during these epidemics because every member was struck simultaneously, leaving no one to take care of the basic needs for food and water. The elderly and the young were often more likely to succumb to disease. Since the elderly were the keepers of oral traditions, their deaths caused a significant loss of cultural knowledge. Losing the young, on the other hand, affected long-term population recovery.

Disease also had gender-specific consequences. Complications from disease could render a woman infertile or reduce her reproductive capacity, again with long-term effects on population recovery. Venereal diseases also spread among Indian women as they became victims of European sexual violence, leading to reduced birthrates and lower resistance to other illnesses. It is likely that women suffered from rape trauma, as described by modern psychologists, which may have contributed to lower birthrates among victims of rape. This psychological effect remained with communities long past the immediate horror of sexual violence.

While survivors developed immunity to some diseases, they had no protection against other epidemics. Furthermore, survivors most likely experienced severe psychological trauma amid the death and destruction of their communities. Anyone who survived a high mortality rate epidemic suffered from depression, survivor’s guilt, and a host of other psychological problems. They also struggled with basic needs such as food, water, and safety because of the physical destruction of their families and communities. Native people’s long-term survival also depended on reconstructing identities, political and economic institutions, and cultural traditions when small groups of survivors had to combine resources with each other. This restructuring of the tribal landscape had consequences far into the future of relations between whites and Native Americans.

As European colonies proliferated in the 17th century, so did written records of migrations and epidemics catastrophic to Native Americans. Smallpox, malaria, measles, influenza, and diphtheria decimated Indian populations on the North American frontiers at a time when European colonists began to move inland, giving them a strategic advantage over indigenous peoples, who would have been not only numerically weakened but also psychologically and structurally weakened. Diseases also preceded the arrival of colonists in the interior regions, further facilitating the takeover of Indian land and resources.

Old World diseases continued to reach epidemic proportions in the 18th century: at least 16 major epidemics swept away natives in all or large parts of North America. The 19th century witnessed a new pathogen from Europe when cholera reached North America in 1832, causing widespread mortality among Indians. The old killer smallpox continued to decimate Native Americans populations in a series of epidemics that swept the North American continent from the Southwest all the way to Alaska.

While mortality rates in the 19th-century epidemics varied, demographic and geographic changes were increasingly determined by the expansionist policies of the United States. Americanizing the American Indians became an essential element of this expansion as the nation reached from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Indian tribes were placed on reservations, dependent on government rations while their traditional food sources dwindled. Particularly devastating to the Plains Indian tribes was the federal government’s purposeful near extermination of the buffalo, the center of not only their economic system but also their spiritual life. Alcoholism began to reach epidemic proportions among reservation Indians, a symptom of the culture of conquest that defined Indian life.

On reservations, white flour, sugar, milk products, and lard replaced traditional foods of wild game and native plants, with long-term consequences for Indian health. This trend only escalated in the 20th century. After World War II, when new medicines had been developed to control tuberculosis and trachoma among Indians, diabetes emerged as the major killer of Native Americans in the United States. Other diet-related health issues include a high incidence of obesity and heart disease. Alcoholism continues to plague Indian communities, contributing to high mortality rates from suicide, accidents, and cirrhosis of the liver.

While it is impossible to know exactly how many Indians populated the American continent at the time of European arrival, it is clear that their numbers significantly declined as a result. Using archaeological data and demographic studies, historians believe that there were 50 million to 100 million native people in the Americas before conquest. Diseases that Europeans and Africans brought with them played a significant role in this decline; other reasons included increased warfare, the destruction of Native American ways of life, and expansionist policies that both reduced Indian populations and prevented normal population recovery. Given the extent of native people’s population decimation combined with the causes, scholars believe that it can be categorized as a genocide.

Population decline began to reverse around 1900, partly as a result of lower mortality rates and increased life expectancy. Native American birthrates also tended to be higher than those among the general population. Increasingly, while still suffering from certain diseases in higher proportions than the general population, American Indians of the 21st century are susceptible to the same health problems as the rest of the population, including new ones such as HIV-AIDS.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Food Production, Native American Women

In North America prior to European contact, Native American women held equal status with men because gender-specific occupational roles gave women control over food and vital resources. Native American societies varied in organization, language, belief systems, and cultural practices. However, most of these hunter-gather and hunter-agricultural societies practiced what anthropologists call gender complementarity. Women and men complemented each other by doing different jobs, thereby enabling the group to find and process the most available food.

In many cultures, women gathered wild plant foods: leafy plants, seaweed, berries, roots, nuts, and seeds. Successful gathering required botanical knowledge of plant location, collection period, and specific preparation.

Mothers and female relatives began teaching girls gender-specific knowledge when they reached eight years old. Girls learned plant identification and processing: baking and drying roots and drying and grinding grains. Once dried, food staples could be stored and reconstituted in a stew or porridge or baked as a cake or bread. Meat and other vegetables were added to these staples.

Some resources, such as acorns, required skilled preparation to make them safe for eating. The camus bulb, gathered on the northwestern plateau, required expertise to distinguish edible from poisonous bulbs. Among these people, young girls demonstrated advancement into womanhood by successfully collecting edible camus and preparing it for tribal elders, a ceremonial equivalent to a boy’s first hunt. Sacagawea’s knowledge of camus and other roots saved the Lewis and Clark expedition from deprivation.

Women made tools for their own horticultural use. Digging sticks served to unearth wild roots and plant seeds. Storing and processing food required containers; therefore, girls learned basketry, pottery, and leather working.

Women originated farming technology and typically grew agricultural crops. Gourds, sunflowers, and goosefoot or quinoa were North American crop plants. Women in Mexico and Central America developed melons, chilies, squash, beans, and maize. Prior to European arrival, these crops were grown from the Anasazi and Pueblo cultures of the Southwest to the Iroquois Confederacy in the Northeast. Food surpluses produced by women increased native populations and enabled semipermanent villages and large civic complexes. The women who produced these foods held high or equivalent social positions with men, who provided large-game protein.

The Iroquois identified maize, beans, and squash as distinctively feminine icons, known as the Three Sisters. Eaten together, these staples provided a nutritionally well-balanced diet. The three plants also nurtured each other: the squash shaded the maize’s roots, the maize provided a stalk for the beans to climb, and the beans replenished the soil with nitrogen for its sisters.

Women developed maize into a high-yield crop essential to community well-being. Many cultures integrated maize into their religion, celebrating planting and/or harvesting in the Green Corn Ceremony. The Corn Mother and other feminine spirits honored fertility, regeneration, and the vital role of women.

In most cultures, women managed agricultural lands and transferred farming or gathering rights through matrilineal descent (from mother to daughter). Women controlled their harvest and in many cultures could barter or sell excess food they produced. In addition, the tools and containers a woman made were her individual property. Food production provided women with independent economic power within their communities. Contrary to the views of Europeans documenting encounters with native peoples, Native American women were not performing drudgery work for their husbands; they were managing their own agricultural enterprises.

Male occupations included hunting large game and fishing, but women frequently captured small game—voles, prairie dogs, and rabbits—in plant fiber nets or snares. Gender roles did not bar a skilled woman from hunting. Some women’s graves within mound-building cultures have been found to contain personal hunting paraphernalia: stone balancing weights for a spear-tossing implement called an atlatl. Similarly, a man could act in a female role. Female and male genders complemented each other, and therefore both were valued.

Men hunted caribou, bison, and deer, while women typically processed the carcasses—skinning, cutting up the flesh, and drying or smoking the meat. Prey such as salmon and bison were harvested in vast quantities in short bursts of time. In such situations community members worked together to secure the greatest resource abundance. Women with expertise fished, and men assisted women in smoking salmon and butchering bison.

Women did not prepare or process food during their menstrual cycle. Menses was a time of spiritual introspection; other family members handled the woman’s everyday tasks.

Among the Iroquois, the clan mother made sure clan members (extended matrilineal relatives) received enough food. Even in cultures where women did not butcher meat, they typically distributed meat resources. Control over food gave women social and economic power. Among the Senecas of the Iroquois Confederacy, women provisioned warriors. They could not stop male warfare, but they could refuse to provide food supplies, effectively curtailing a war party.

Management of food resources yielded personal autonomy. Women who controlled their own resources were independent and usually free to divorce. Some female English captives, such as Mary Jemison, stayed within Native American societies because they experienced greater personal autonomy.

When Europeans influenced Native American men to become farmers or imposed food resources on native societies, they changed the economic status of women within these societies. Without control over food resources, women’s political power diminished. The social imbalance, created by the loss of complementarity, was destructive to Native American societies and caused a decline in female social status within tribal cultures through the 20th century.

Keri Dearborn

See also Anasazi Culture; Clothing, Native American Women; Corn Mother; Disease, Postconquest Impact on Native Americans; Hunter-Gatherers; Iroquois Confederacy; Matrilineal Descent; Mound-Building Cultures; Pueblo Culture; Religion, Native American; Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Captives, English; Jemison, Mary; Vol. 1, Sec. 3: Sacagawea

Further Reading

Adovasio, J. M., Olga Soffer, and Jake Page. 2007. The Invisible Sex: Uncovering the True Roles of Women in Prehistory. New York: HarperCollins.

Bruhns, Karen Olsen, and Karen E. Stothert. 1999. Women in Ancient America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Klein, Laura F., and Lillian A. Ackerman. 1995. Women and Power in Native North America. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Great Plains Culture

Using the boundaries of the present-day United States, the Great Plains encompasses all or part of the states of Colorado, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Texas, and Wyoming. Native peoples who practiced a variety of cultures shaped by their diverse environments have resided on the Great Plains for more than 18,000 years. Contemporary Americans often regard Great Plains Indians as the archetypal American Indians, in great part because of their portrayal in TV and film westerns.

Paleo-Indians first arrived on the Great Plains during the Pleistocene epoch. The region received much more precipitation than it does today, which supported a great variety of vegetation. The plants also provided food for many types of megafauna, such as mammoths, horses, camels, and musk oxen. With such a variety of vegetation and fauna, the area was enticing to the Native Americans who were primarily hunter-gatherers. Women collected fruits, nuts, and edible plants, while men hunted large game using spears. Modern archaeological studies have begun to show that the population survived largely on a diet of the vegetation collected and cultivated by the women more than the rare acquisition of hunted meat. This reality would lead to the creation of matriarchal and/or matrilineal tribal practices in which native women had much more social and political power than their European counterparts.

Approximately 10,000 years ago, conditions on the Plains began to change as the precipitation declined and conditions warmed. During this period, the megafauna became extinct. Two causes have been posited for their extinction. The climate change, especially the severe decline in rainfall, resulted in the vegetation they depended on for sustenance disappearing. The other reason may have been overhunting by Native American populations. The onset of the Holocene epoch, the period we are still in today, saw great environmental changes on the Great Plains. Grass became the dominant form of vegetation. This allowed for bison (incorrectly known as buffalo) to thrive so that eventually the region came to be dominated by large herds of the animals. Other large herbivores, such as elk, also thrived. All of the changes required the cultures of the region’s native peoples to adapt to their new reality, particularly because given their immense size, bison were extremely difficult to kill before the advent of the horse. Native peoples probably continued to exist primarily on diets of foods gathered by women rather than on meat hunted by men.

One common feature of most of the residents of the Great Plains, even during the Pleistocene, was that people migrated constantly, following the demands of a gathering culture. Some of the migration was seasonal in that bands lived in one locale during warm weather and another during the winter. Other peoples were constantly on the move due to factors such as warfare or trade. The ancestors of the Apaches originated in present-day Canada and began their southward migration in waves beginning around 2,000 years ago. By 1100 CE, some of the Apaches had settled in today’s Colorado and New Mexico. At the time the Spanish arrived in the Southwest, Apaches were also in Texas. The Comanches could originally be found in parts or all of the present-day states of Idaho, Montana, Nebraska, and Wyoming. They too gradually migrated southward. During the 18th century, the Comanches acquired their first horses and quickly became horse breeders. They were drawn southward by the opportunity to trade with both the Spanish and the French. The Comanches traded horses for the weaponry necessary to fight the Apache peoples whose lands they desired. The Comanches eventually established a new homeland, known as Comancheria, that encompassed portions of Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas, as well as territory in northern Mexico.

Not all of the migration was to the south. The Lakotas, for example, came to the Plains from the Great Lakes region, particularly after the introduction of horses to their culture. Horses allowed the Lakota people to more effectively hunt bison, a reality that undermined the position of Lakota women. As hunting became more important to the culture, men’s power rose. And because women had been in charge of the butchering and drying of bison meat, men who could kill multiple bison began to acquire multiple wives. Though Lakota and other Great Plains women continued to have more power than their Euro-American counterparts, polygamy eroded some of their traditional power base.

Prior to the arrival of Europeans on the North American continent, some Native American societies on the Great Plains, such as the Mandans, Omahas, Osages, and Pawnees, were agriculturalists, or people who grew food rather than gathering it. These groups established their farms on the floodplains of rivers, growing beans, maize, and squash. It was the women in these groups who were responsible for growing and harvesting crops. These crops not only provided sustenance for the community but also provided a surplus that was used to trade for meat and hides from other native peoples residing on untillable land who were dependent on hunting game. The meat obtained through trade supplemented the game provided by the men of the tribe. In farming, though, women experienced economic power that transferred to other areas of tribal life.

Although women provided more than their share of the food required for the survival of the community, they wielded very little formal political or ceremonial authority. Their power in the community came through the ownership of most of the material goods they produced. Since they provided the surplus agricultural goods, women made the decisions about how the goods were exchanged. Females were responsible for the manufacturing of household items such as clothing and pottery. Their duties also included the erecting or dismantling of their lodging whenever the band was migrating to a new locale, establishing the women as owners of their homes. Through the ownership of key physical resources, most notably vegetables and the home, women had immense power that ensured spousal respect. If a man mistreated his wife, he faced the real possibility of homelessness. While owning the domicile gave women practical authority, it was by no means an easy life. They often carried water and firewood long distances to their community. When migrating, they often hauled much of what they owned by foot. Those realities combined with childbirth meant that most native women of the Great Plains did not live to an advanced age.

Life on the Great Plains experienced a cultural revolution during the early 1700s with the introduction of horses. Horses had been in the region during the late Pleistocene epoch but had become extinct. When the Spanish made their entrance into North American in the late 16th century, they brought horses with them from Europe. The descendants of those horses arrived onto the plains just over a century later. Lifestyles changed when the native peoples adapted their cultures to the horses. Suddenly they could travel long distances fairly quickly, trading at much more distant markets for what they required. Since the agriculturalists could no longer depend on their nomadic neighbors as trading partners, many abandoned agriculture and became bison hunters.

This overdependence on bison created problems for native people in the 19th century. The bison herds slowly disappeared as the U.S. government undertook a program of purposeful eradication of the species so as to disempower native people. The need to hunt required native peoples to move farther afield to locate their prey, which resulted in warfare between groups competing for bison-rich territory. Increasing encroachment by citizens of the United States throughout the 1800s resulted in Native American groups banding together to fight a common enemy. Many of the wars saw all Native American groups suffering the loss not only of men but also of women and children. Eventually, the U.S. government forced all of the native peoples of the Great Plains onto reservations.

The transition to reservations caused yet another restructuring of Native American cultures that saw women come to the fore as the primary supporters of their respective families. This was due to two factors. First, the male Native American population had been decimated by warfare, and thus many families were led by women. Second, women had always been responsible for the home and its related work. These responsibilities were still in existence, so their cultural role changed very little. For men, their primary responsibilities of hunting and warfare were gone, resulting in the practical disappearance of their cultural function. They subsequently adopted the lifestyle of their American neighbors, as much as they were allowed by the federal government’s policies.
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Hinestrosa, Francisca (d. 1541)

When she purportedly disguised herself as a man to accompany her husband on Hernando de Soto’s 1539 expedition to what is now the southeastern United States, Francisca Hinestrosa became one of the first European females to step onto the North American continent.

Very little is known about Hinestrosa. Some sources say that she was the wife of Luis de Inostrosa (Ynistrosa) of Seville. Others say that she was married to Hernando Bautista of Seville or one of de Soto’s soldiers. Spanish historian Rene Leon’s account indicates that she was from a prominent family in Havana and that one of her relatives had served as lieutenant governor of Cuba in 1530. Because de Soto’s expedition stopped in Cuba before going on to present-day Florida, this is another possibility.

By 1539, de Soto had considerable experience in the New World. He had already been in Central and South America and had participated in Francisco Pizarro’s subjugation of the Incas in the early 1530s. On April 6, 1538, de Soto left Sanlucar, Spain, with 10 ships and 700 fighting men, hoping to find gold and silver and perhaps a hospitable place to settle in North America. After a year’s delay in Cuba, he departed for present-day Florida on May 18, 1539, with about 600 men as well as horses, equipment, and pigs for food. When de Soto landed near Tampa Bay on May 25, Hinestrosa was apparently part of the company. This is another reason the Cuba connection makes sense. There was one other woman with the group, Ana Mendez, who was the servant of de Soto’s wife, Isabel de Bobadilla. Sources differ on how long it took to discover that Francisca was not, in fact, a male soldier. Some say that she managed to maintain the disguise for only a month, while others say that the deception was not discovered until after her death. Those who maintain that she was discovered early in the expedition report that after her discovery, she worked as a nurse and a cook.

After landing in Florida, de Soto embarked on a meandering route through the Southeast. His method was to travel during the warm months and then establish a camp, sometimes in a deserted or commandeered Native American village, for the winter. He was probably in present-day Florida in 1539 and the early part of 1540. Later in 1540 he traveled through Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi. Francisca Hinestrosa would have been in the company through all these travels working alongside male soldiers, though it is impossible to know what exactly she did or experienced.

In 1540–1541, de Soto established his winter camp in a Chicasa (Chickasaw) village in the northwestern part of present-day Mississippi. In March, according to his usual practice, de Soto asked the local Chickasaw leader for women and 100 porters to accompany him on his way. De Soto undoubtedly wanted the women to do both domestic and sexual work for his soldiers. In essence he was asking the Chickasaws to turn over women to be raped. Chickasaw women would not have looked kindly on this request. On the night before his scheduled departure, the Chickasaws attacked de Soto’s camp, shooting arrows to set the huts on fire. Sources say that Hinestrosa was either unable to leave her hut because she was pregnant and about to give birth or that she escaped and then ran back in to retrieve her pearls. In any case, she died in the burning hut. The Spanish lost a dozen other people during the attack as well as a large quantity of weapons, gear, and clothing.

De Soto and his remaining men went on through Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas in 1541. By this time almost half of his men had died from wounds or disease, most of the horses had been killed or lost, and the remaining soldiers were in poor health. They had found no gold or silver and no good place for a settlement. They turned back east, and on May 21, 1542, de Soto died in either present-day Arkansas or Louisiana. Luis de Moscoso Alvarado took over the expedition, and it was abandoned the following year.

As the first exploration of the interior southeastern United States, de Soto’s expedition vastly increased the Europeans’ knowledge of the New World and its inhabitants. It also set a standard for the Spanish conquest in that it did not seek understanding of the native peoples or attempt to create any meaningful trading partnerships. Rather, de Soto’s expedition left chaos and destruction in its path. Written accounts of the expedition provide modern scholars with invaluable information on the Native American tribes of the Mississippian period, which by the time they were encountered by later explorers had either disappeared or changed radically, perhaps in part because of their initial encounters with de Soto.

The difficulty in knowing anything concrete about Francisca Hinestrosa’s part in the de Soto expedition is suggestive of one of the main challenges of women’s history: a paucity of written sources about a group considered not worthy of recording or not engaged in the public sphere makes women’s history profoundly difficult. Because most women lived their lives in the private sphere, in homes and families, their lives and work escape the public record. Even when women do make an appearance outside of the private sphere, as did Francisca Hinestrosa, they tend to elude the public record, leaving women historically invisible as a result of a patriarchal value system that marks their lives as unimportant.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Hunter-Gatherers

Though generally called hunter-gathering, scientists speculate that between two-thirds to three-quarters of indigenous people’s food sources came from foraging plant material, a task done most often by women. The term “hunter-gatherer” stems from modern and inaccurate ideas about the primacy of hunting, a primarily male occupation.

Anthropologists speculate that Paleo-Indians who crossed the ice bridge made up of the Bering Strait from Siberia were big-game hunters following herds of mammals to the grassland interiors of North America. Many hunting techniques where derived from when hunters preyed on foot, utilizing a spear used by Native Americans dating back to Paleo-Indians. The hunting of large game, including bighorn bison and musk oxen, required collaboration of multiple hunters, including women, that became models for social bonding and coordination to drive herds into traps or over cliffs. Big-game hunters supplemented their diets by foraging for seeds, berries, roots, bulbs, and other edible plants. Control of fire utilized for big-game drives was adapted for other purposes, including clearing grasslands and cultivating wild food plants, which led to the first human modifications of the landscape.

With climate changes, Native Americans adapted cultures that developed into sophisticated subsistence patterns. California Indians were mostly peaceful hunter-gatherer tribes living in verdant environments. Baskets were essential to economic stability, diplomatic intertribal relationships, and sacred harmony. Spirit imbued the creation of baskets from the basket-making materials to their eventual contents. Oak trees were central to life for northern California tribes. Stewardship of oak groves passed through matrilineal family lines. Acorns, which can be stored for two years or more, were the most important seeds for life, contributing carbohydrates, protein, fiber, and fat to the diet. Indigenous women were sophisticated in cultivating the land. Women engineered a diverse variety of baskets that were functional. Spirituality and thanksgiving were reflected in seedbeaters used only to harvest only mature seeds, leaving immature seeds to propagate later.

Coiled basketry requires a form of sewing done with bone awls. Basket makers observed plants and animals like ethnobotanists and practiced controlled burns in gathering areas a year prior to gathering materials in order to harvest young shoots. The strength of tule fibers, grasslike sedges of the genus Scirpus growing along rivers and by wetlands, was identified for manufacturing water-resistant products. Sedge beds along streams under the shade of oak trees were carefully cultivated using digging stick to expose the rhizomes for selecting the best rhizomes for baskets. Rainfall patterns, soil types, and growth characteristics of regional plants from their roots to shoots were observed throughout the year, with each season unfolding changes in pliability and hues, and basket makers knew the best spots for gathering. Women pruned wild plants throughout the year to eliminate knobs and lateral branches and cultivate only straight rhizomes and branches.

Specific geographic locations fostered the development of distinct stylistic basket motifs. Generic baskets were not produced; names were assigned to baskets in relation to function. Tightly woven storage baskets constructed of hazel with straight sides were traditionally hung in structures. Working mothers safely carried infants in tule shade cradles. Acorn baskets featured an open stitch to allow air to move through the seeds in a coastal climate where fog supported mold growth. Parching trays were round and flat, close-woven water-resistant conical burden baskets held seeds, course-woven conical burden baskets constructed of hazel were used to gather foodstuffs, and coiled basket hoppers were used for grinding acorns. California Indians used baskets to gather, prepare, store, and serve food. Large tightly woven cooking baskets made from roots efficiently held water that could be heated to boiling in order to cook acorn mush. The hopper basket was placed on the ground, water and acorn meal were placed into the basket, and then hot rocks were dropped in, bringing the contents to a boil within minutes.

During the California Gold Rush (1848–1855), many indigenous women gathering food and materials for basket making were placed in mortal danger of being kidnapped, raped, or sold into involuntary servitude (which was legal until the start of the Civil War) by miners. Today Native Americans living on reservations are challenged to resurrect nurturing cultural traditions destroyed by dominant and aggressive colonizers.

Meredith Eliassen
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Iroquois Confederacy

The Iroquois Confederacy, known to its members as the Haudenosaunee, was founded in present-day New York sometime during the 15th or 16th centuries. The confederacy consisted of the Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, and Seneca tribes, all of whom spoke Iroquoian dialects. The respective groups were divided into clans. Each clan had specific social, political, and ritualistic responsibilities within Iroquois society. Since the Iroquois were matrilineal, children were members of their mother’s clan, and women had considerable cultural power.

Clan mothers were responsible for selecting the peace chiefs within the clan and were led by a clan matron, who was the most influential woman in the group. When the League Council met, the respective clans were represented by an equal number of clan mothers, peace chiefs, pine tree chiefs, and war chiefs, although the pine tree and war chiefs could not vote. The Tuscaroras joined the confederacy around 1722 after migrating from North Carolina. Together, the six nations of the Iroquois Confederacy formed one of the most influential and formidable Native American groups in North America during the colonial period.

Because Iroquois women were in charge of farming, particularly the cultivation of corn and squash, this created a kind of economic power for Iroquois women. Because agriculture accounted for well over 50 percent of the people’s calorie intake, women were the main providers of food. Women were also in charge of longhouse construction, family matters, and child rearing. While Iroquois men sat on tribal councils, women advised men at those councils, determined who could be chief, and had the power to call for war.

The Iroquois first encountered the French during the early 17th century, and shortly thereafter warfare ensued. Intermittent warfare between the two groups continued until 1624, when the respective parties signed their first peace treaty. By that time, the Iroquois had also forged a relationship with the Dutch from the New Netherland colony. The British replaced the Dutch as trade partners when they assumed control of the New Netherland colony, which they renamed New York. The Iroquois took advantage of the imperial competition between the French and English and began playing the European powers against each other to advance the interests of the confederacy.

The troubles with New France were related to the Beaver Wars, which raged from 1641 to 1701. The Iroquois endeavored to become the primary trading partner with both the French and English and thus began warring with other native groups to control trade routes. The wars proved devastating to the Iroquois, as the combination of endemic diseases and warriors killed in battle greatly reduced their population and destabilized their culture. To rebuild their numbers, the Iroquois began adopting some of the natives they captured while on the warpath, such as Eunice Williams, who was kidnapped from the English and learned to enjoy her life among the native people so much that she refused to be returned to her English family.
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Before it was purchased by the Dutch, Manhattan belonged to the Iroquois Confederacy. This photo shows the Iroquois communal dwellings known as longhouses that housed several families. (North Wind Picture Archives)

When the French and Indian War began in 1754, the Iroquois decided on neutrality, although some Senecas joined the French cause. To entice the Iroquois to join the English war effort, the English convened the Albany Congress in 1754. They only joined the war effort after it was apparent that Britain was going to win. Iroquois women undoubtedly played an important role in the decision to finally join the war.

The relationship between Britain and the Iroquois strengthened during this period by Mohawk Clan matron Degonwadonti, better known as Molly Brant. From 1759 to 1776 she was the mistress of Sir William Johnson, who served as British superintendent of Indian affairs for the northern district and was the mother of several of his children. She became one of Johnson’s primary intermediaries with the Iroquois, representing British interests. At the same time, she was able to gain special considerations for the Iroquois from Johnson to which the English otherwise would not have agreed. She also advanced the career of her brother Thayendanegea, also known as Joseph Brant, who became a respected war chief and a close ally of the British.

When the American Revolution began, Molly Brant convinced the Cayugas, Mohawks, Senecas, and most of the Onondagas to ally themselves with the British. The Oneidas and some Onondagas and Tuscaroras joined the Americans. With combatants on both sides, Iroquoia became a war zone. Attacks by American generals in 1779 resulted in many towns being razed and the destruction of agricultural crops that were needed for sustenance. This resulted in many of the elderly, women, and children starving to death. Pro-British Iroquois were led by Joseph Brant on retaliatory raids on Oneida and Tuscarora communities. The end of the American Revolution left the Iroquois Confederacy shattered. The British endeavored to care for their allies by establishing reserves for them in Canada. The Iroquois who opted to remain in the United States were forced by the new nation to move to reservations.

In time, the Iroquois Confederacy rebuilt itself culturally and politically. The effort began in 1799 when Handsome Lake, a Seneca, established the Church of Handsome Lake. Among other things, Handsome Lake encouraged his people to reject Euro-American–inspired disrespect for women. Also known as the Longhouse Religion, it first spread to the Onondagas and then to the other members of the confederacy. Its teachings and traditions continue to inspire the Iroquois today.
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Jamestown

Jamestown was founded on May 13, 1607, by an all-male contingent of settlers. A commercial venture by London’s Virginia Company, the colony became the first permanent English settlement in North America. The first women arrived in the second wave of settlers in October 1608: Anne Forrest (wife of Thomas Forrest) and her 14-year-old maid, Anne Buras. Within a year Buras would marry a carpenter named James Layton in the first European marriage held in Virginia and shortly thereafter give birth to a daughter named Virginia in honor of her new home.

Named after King James I, Jamestown was located on an island on the James River in present-day Virginia. The location was selected as a defendable position from attack by Spanish ships but was not conducive to practical habitation. The land was swampy and infested with disease-bearing mosquitoes. Water was often brackish due to its proximity to the Chesapeake Bay, and the colonists compounded their water problems by dumping their waste into the James River, their main water source. The resulting pollution caused diseases such as dysentery. Just as problematic was the colony’s location in the midst of the Powhatan Confederacy’s heartland.

The company’s investors had instructed the colony’s first 104 settlers to befriend the local natives in hopes of making them trade partners. Relations between the colonists and Powhatan were initially cordial, so the Englishmen could search for gold and precious gems. They did not begin by building a fort, which proved disastrous when warfare erupted between the colonists and the natives. Despite advice from the Powhatan people, the colonists did not plant gardens or hunt for the food required to subsist through the winter. Only 38 of the initial 104 colonists survived the first nine months of the colony’s existence. Despite the high rate of death, settlers continued migrating to the colony.

Some of the struggles faced by the settlers were the result of poor timing, as one of the worst droughts in centuries gripped Virginia from 1606 to 1613. Jamestown’s inhabitants were in such poor health by June 1607 that only 10 men were fit enough to work. The men were subsisting on a pint of wheat and barley each day. Due to their weakened condition, they did not tend the crops they had planted, which only exacerbated their plight. Captain John Smith had not been present during this period and was outraged when he returned from a reconnaissance mission in September 1607 and found the fort in disrepair and the crops gone. He seized control of the colony’s leadership and instituted a rule that anyone who did not work did not eat.

Conditions improved gradually as the few women began migrating in 1608. In 1609 there was once again insufficient food to meet needs. The colony did receive much-needed staples from a supply flotilla from the Caribbean during the summer of 1609, but there was not enough to last through the winter, as some of the supply ships had not completed the trip. One of the ships that did arrive had approximately 20 women on board who joined 2 other English women who were already living in Jamestown. Another 100 women, including Thomasine Causey, sailed to Jamestown a few months later. They arrived just in time to experience the winter of 1609–1610, which became known as the Starving Time. According to John Smith, the colony’s population of approximately 500 was whittled down to just over 60 in a span of months. Apparently most of the women did not survive, as there is little mention of them in later accounts. One who did live was Temperance Flowerdew Yeardley, whose husband George eventually became the colony’s colonial governor. Joan Pierce and her daughter Jane also made it through the winter. Pierce later became John Rolfe’s second wife.

Most of the English viewed the Powhatans as savages and would not treat them humanely. The one exception was John Smith. Wahunsunacock, the Powhatan paramount chief better known as Powhatan, even tried to symbolically adopt Smith into his family, using his daughter Pocahontas as intermediary, but the effort resulted in the onset of the First Anglo-Powhatan War in 1610 due to English intransigence.

John Smith had made it clear to the Powhatans that the English were only interested in using Jamestown as a trading community, but the sudden presence of so many women indicated another agenda. The presence of families was a necessary step in creating a permanent settlement that promised growth over time. The expansion of Jamestown was guaranteed in 1612 when John Rolfe began developing a form of tobacco that would become the colony’s most profitable export. The discovery was accompanied by a renewed effort to recruit unmarried English women to migrate to the colony and marry settlers.

The Virginia Company believed that the ability to marry and have children would entice the women in the colony to become permanent residents. The creation of a tobacco-based economy required the expansion of the colony, as its citizens left Jamestown and began constructing farms on Powhatan territory. The expansion infuriated the Powhatans, and the war begun in 1610 continued. It ended with the marriage of Pocahontas to John Rolfe in 1614. Since the Powhatans were matrilineal, Rolfe joined Wahunsunacock’s family, who hoped that the marriage would be followed by other marriages to forge further kinship ties. The majority of the Englishmen refused to marry “savages,” and while the marriage between Rolfe and Pocahontas secured peace between the two groups, the English continued seizing Powhatan lands for the growth of tobacco. The Powhatans struggled to combat English imperialism in the face of disastrous disease mortality rates. Contact with European diseases killed more native peoples than did war.

Jamestown continued to play a significant role in Virginia’s history despite the colony’s expansion. It served as the capital of Virginia until 1699, but its last decades were fraught with difficulties. During Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676, Jamestown was put to the torch. The town was gradually rebuilt, but tragedy struck during October 1698 as the town was once again set ablaze. Rather than expending the resources to rebuild Jamestown again, the Virginia General Assembly opted to relocate the capital to Williamsburg, and Jamestown ceased to exist.
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La Llorona

La Llorona, also known as “The Weeping Woman,” is a folktale originating in the Mexican central highlands that has spread throughout North and South America. There are two versions of the story: La Llorona as a murderer of children and as a seducer of men. The first part is typically told to children to keep them from venturing out after dark, and the second part is a warning to men to keep them faithful to their wives.

The legend began in Mexico in approximately 1550. Elements of the legend have been drawn from Aztec lore. The Aztecs told many tales about feminine spirits and also placed importance on water, which is present in most La Llorona tales. Many versions also point out a husband’s responsibility to care for and tend to his family and use female spirits to threaten men who fail in their domestic responsibilities. There are three types of women identified as La Llorona: the siren, who seduces men; the grieving woman, who lost her children and wails in anguish; and the dangerous woman, who kidnaps children and takes them into the night to some dire fate.

Over time, these different elements have mingled and spread over North and South America. Although many versions of the story exist, there is one two-part legend that is the most popular. The first part of the legend tells of a young girl named Maria. Maria was a beautiful girl from a small village, and all of the villagers knew of her beauty. As Maria grew up, she too became aware of her beauty and thought herself better than everyone else in the village. She refused to look for a husband in her hometown because she thought she deserved the most handsome man in the world.

One day, a man rode into Maria’s village. He was the most handsome man Maria had ever seen. She fell in love with him, but she did not let it show. The man eventually softened Maria’s heart, and the two were soon engaged and eventually married. They had children together and Maria loved him deeply, but the man seemed disengaged from his family responsibilities. He would leave the family for long periods of time to return to the previous wild life he once led. When he did come home it was only to visit his children, not his wife. He did not care much for Maria and even spoke of divorcing her to marry a wealthier woman. Maria eventually became jealous not just of her husband but also of her own children.

One night when Maria was out walking with her children, she saw her husband in a carriage with an elegant woman. Her husband stopped to talk to the children but did not even acknowledge Maria before he rode off with the elegant other woman. Maria became angry, and in a fit of rage she threw her own children into the river to drown. Only after they had long been floating down the river did she realize what she had done and regret her impulsive behavior. In her remorse she killed herself. The next day, the villagers discovered Maria’s beautiful body dead on the bank of the river. The night after Maria was buried, the villagers heard the sound of La Llorona, the weeping woman, crying out for her children.

Those who pay heed to the tale believe that God refused to take Maria’s soul to heaven because of her horrible wrongdoings; her punishment is to walk the earth forevermore. She cannot atone or repent for her sins. Children are warned not to go out after dark because La Llorona might snatch them up, never to be heard from again. Since La Llorona was deprived, she feels that it is her right to deprive others more fortunate than herself. Therefore, she aims to harm not only the hearts of those with children but also of those with husbands as well.

The second part of the legend tells of Maria as a seducer of men. La Llorona is said to be invisible until she chooses to reveal herself to her victims, which she does only to deceive them. She typically reveals herself in her former beautiful glory. The legend claims that she wears a white dress and has long dark hair. As she walks around searching for her long-lost children, men are attracted to her and follow her around. She then leads them away to dangerous places, where they are typically injured or killed.

The legend claims that La Llorona usually targets men unable to defend themselves, such as men who are intoxicated or otherwise not thinking clearly. She tends to target men out on the town late at night. Thus, La Llorona punishes men who are unfaithful to their wives and failing their children. She aims to hurt men in the same way she has been hurt—she tries to tear apart families by seducing men and killing them or by ripping apart marriages by causing quarrels.

The legend of La Llorona skyrocketed in popularity in southwestern America due to the direct contact with Mexico. There have been many reports regarding supposed sightings of La Llorona, which authorities have been unable to confirm or deny. La Llorona victims range in age. Many people continue to believe that she continues to target very young children and elderly men. La Llorona is also sometimes identified with or confused with the Malinche story, in part because as Hernán Cortés’s translator and the mother of at least one of his children, Malinche’s tale is one of woe and betrayal. The La Llorona story is culturally interesting for a number of reasons, primarily because it disempowers women by making them bad, and because of the danger she represents, La Llorona symbolizes the female power.
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Malinche (ca. 1496–ca. 1505)

Malinche does not fit easily into Mexican, Spanish, or American history. She, like innumerable other Mexican women who came after her, was a translator who made possible the communication between Spaniards and Mexican Amerindians. Few of these women have been as prominent as Malinche, chiefly because she was Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés’s (1485–1547) mouthpiece but also because she was the first of her kind. Also, not unlike Pocahontas, Malinche’s story has been used as myth, though in Malinche’s case her story has devolved into a cautionary tale of the dangers of Euro-American and Native American contact.

Malinche might have been of royal lineage in her native Mexico. She was also a slave and, like other slaves, had no control over how her body was used. Stories told about her portray her as a sexual aggressor, one who used her body to climb the social ladder. In this mythic tradition she was the seducer who made men do her bidding. This story makes her victimization by both native people and the Spanish invisible. Conversely, the Spanish thought of her as a hero for forsaking her people and taking up with Euro-Americans, not unlike the Euro-American take on Pocahontas. In another version of Malinche’s story called the “Black Legend,” Mexican nationalists thought (and still think) of her as a traitor for abetting Cortés’s conquest. In this context Malinche has been called the Mexican Eve for betraying her people. She is also seen as the mother of mestizos, or mixed-race people, because she gave birth to two children whose father was most likely Cortés.

Historians know little about Malinche’s early years, not even her birth name. She is also known as La Malinche or Malintzin. One of Cortés’s men called her Doña Marina. Cortés called her simply Marina, shunning the honorific “doña.” Some scholars believe that her birth name was Malinalli, suggesting that she had been a rebellious child. Historian Gloria Duran admits, because of the paucity of evidence, that the way to approach Malinche’s early years is to construct a plausible fiction. Duran assumes that Malinche was the firstborn of Mexican Amerindian nobles. Malinche was born in the Yucatán Peninsula, the place where Mayan and Aztec worlds converged.

Malinche became a slave within her first decade of life. One account holds that after her father’s death, her mother, jealous of the bond between father and daughter, sold Malinche into slavery. Another account holds that her mother’s new lover resented Malinche and wanted her killed. Her mother placated him by selling Malinche into slavery. A third account holds that her mother sold Malinche so she could not inherit any of her mother’s wealth. What most of the accounts of Malinche’s enslavement have in common is that they blame a woman, Malinche’s mother, for her bondage. Thus, each of these stories may be more a product of sexism than reality.

Whatever the truth, one must recognize the ubiquity of slavery in Latin America throughout time. The Mayas, Aztecs, Incas, and many less well-known peoples all practiced slavery well before Euro-Americans began enslaving native people and importing African slaves. As a slave, Malinche had no control over her body or her destiny. She must have been the repeated victim of rape. She would also have prepared food and made clothes for her owner. Her first owner was the wife of an aristocrat who rented Malinche to other men, whose motives were surely sexual.
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Often considered synonymous with “traitor” in Mexico, Malinche was also the mother of mestizo culture. She was less traitor than powerless young woman, handed from man to man, forced by the Spanish to act as interpreter during the early conquest. (Universal History Archive/Getty Images)

When Cortés arrived in the New World, he and his men gradually moved inland. When they reached Pontonchan, Mexico, the inhabitants offered him 20 women, among them Malinche. Cortés parceled out the women, some of whom would have been quite young, to his men. He assigned Malinche to the soldier Portocarrero. Cortés soon found Malinche indispensable because of her fluency in languages: she could speak both Yucatec and Nahua. Cortés had with him a Spanish soldier who spoke Nahua and Spanish, so the two interpreters could together bridge the language divide between the native peoples and the Spanish. Because of her importance as in interpreter, Cortés took Malinche from Portocarrero.

Malinche apparently had an unerring understanding of the motives of the peoples of Mesoamerica. She is said to have warned Cortés that the Aztec ambassadors who greeted him were also spies. Through Malinche, Cortés lectured the Aztecs on the superiority of Christianity. The Spanish, like most Euro-American conquerors, had no sympathy for notions of cultural relativism and failed to recognize not only that the natives had religion but also that their religions were as legitimate as any other. Cortés soon angered the Aztecs. Realizing the error of proselytizing, Cortés asked Malinche to soften the effect of his words on the Aztec ambassadors. Over time, the Aztecs came to know the Spanish through Malinche. She acted as intermediary between two peoples, bridging the native and Spanish worlds.

Malinche endeavored to learn Spanish quickly so she could translate directly to Cortés. She aided him in the search for allies who chafed under Aztec rule. These allies were not hard to find because the Aztecs imposed a heavy tribute on their subjects, requiring them to provide hundreds and even thousands of sacrificial victims. The practice of human sacrifice appears to have been common in Mesoamerica. With Malinche as translator, Cortés promised defectors that they would be free of Aztec oppression. When she was not with Cortés, Malinche, still a slave, ground corn and prepared other food. She endured the hardship of the long march inland toward Tenoctitlan, including a battle with the Tlaxcalan Amerindians.

It is easy in hindsight to suppose that the conquest of Mexico was inevitable. After all, Europeans thought they were superior to the indigenous peoples of the Americas and of Africa as well. Nonetheless, a belief in cultural superiority would not have been enough to conquer Mexico, particularly given the fact that the native peoples had developed quite complicated and technologically advanced cultures. Rather, the attempt to conquer Mexico might have failed but for the fact that the Amerindians, having been separated from Eurasia and Africa for at least 12,000 years, had no immunity to European diseases. Smallpox, plague, tuberculosis, and other scourges killed more people than guns. Smallpox, for example, had a 75–90 percent mortality rate among natives and appears to have decimated the Aztec capital city just before Cortés arrived (the disease having traveled faster than the Spanish army).

Cortés was wounded in the battle with the Tlaxcalans, and Malinche nursed him back to health. After the battle Montezuma and Cortés met, and Malinche translated. Though a slave, she had status at these conferences. Montezuma’s death left the Aztec Empire in shambles. In addition to Malinche, Cortés took Montezuma’s daughters as his concubines. His sexual appetite must have been insatiable and led to an inquiry by Spanish authorities.

In 1522, Malinche gave birth to a son. Cortés named him Martin. Fearing censure from the Spanish authorities, Cortés sought the advice of a priest, who counseled Cortés to rid himself of Malinche. He publicly questioned whether Martin was really his son, implying that Malinche was promiscuous. This assumption was common among Europeans. They believed that indigenous women, whether from the Americas or Africa, had an inordinate sex drive. This was convenient ideology because it justified white men’s sexual predation of native and slave women.

Cortés’s relationship with Malinche also created a scandal because Cortés was married. With his wife Catalina scheduled to arrive in Mexico soon, Cortés had to act. He decided to house Malinche in Vera Cruz. When Catalina died, one account holds that Malinche wished to marry Cortés. If true, Cortés surely did not wish to marry Malinche. He needed to marry a Spanish noblewoman, one whose family could represent him before the Spanish Crown. Cortés seems to have regarded Malinche as little more than a possession convenient to his sexual and professional needs.

Malinche had a second child with Cortés, this one a daughter, Maria. Cortés assigned her to one of his governors. Malinche contracted malaria, as did Cortés, but Cortés survived the disease. Malinche died at age 28. Her place of burial is unknown.

All of the stories told about Malinche, including this one, depend more on cultural needs than historical facts. Indeed, Malinche’s story is sometimes conflated with La Llorona, or the legend of the Weeping Woman. The folktale has many functions and a varied history but does serve as a cautionary tale told to children to warn them of the consequences of bad behavior. In either victimizing and scapegoating Malinche, she slips from real woman to symbol, and in her symbolic meaning she becomes mythic.
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Bernal Diaz del Castillo Describes Malinche in His Memoirs (1517–1518)

Because she was an indigenous woman caught in the Spanish conquest, we have no words from Malinche, the Nahua-speaking woman who acted as translator for Hernán Cortés. Bernal Diaz del Castillo, one of Cortés’s men, did write about her. The following excerpt comes from his memoirs, The Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517–1521, published in 1585.

Early the next morning many Caciques and chiefs of Tabasco and the neighbouring towns arrived and paid great respect to us all, and they brought a present of gold, consisting of four diadems and some gold lizards, and two [ornaments] like little dogs, and earrings and five ducks, and two masks with Indian faces and two gold soles for sandals, and some other things of little value. I do not remember how much the things were worth; and they brought cloth, such as they make and wear, which was quilted stuff.

This present, however, was worth nothing in comparison with the twenty women that were given us, among them one very excellent woman called Doña Marina, for so she was named when she became a Christian. Cortés received this present with pleasure and went aside with all the Caciques, and with Aguilar, the interpreter, to hold converse, and he told them that he gave them thanks for what they had brought with them, but there was one thing that he must ask of them, namely, that they should re-occupy the town with all their people, women and children, and he wished to see it repeopled within two days, for he would recognize that as a sign of true peace. The Caciques sent at once to summon all the inhabitants with their women and children and within two days they were again settled in the town.

One other thing Cortés asked of the chiefs and that was to give up their idols and sacrifices, and this they said they would do, and, through Aguilar, Cortés told them as well as he was able about matters concerning our holy faith, how we were Christians and worshipped one true and only God, and he showed them an image of Our Lady with her precious Son in her arms and explained to them that we paid the greatest reverence to it as it was the image of the Mother of our Lord God who was in heaven. The Caciques replied that they liked the look of the great Teleciguata (for in their language great ladies are called Teleciguatas) and [begged] that she might be given them to keep in their town, and Cortés said that the image should be given to them, and ordered them to make a well-constructed altar, and this they did at once.

The next morning, Cortés ordered two of our carpenters, named Alonzo Yañez and Alvaro López, to make a very tall cross.

When all this had been settled Cortés asked the Caciques what was their reason for attacking us three times when we had asked them to keep the peace; the chief replied that he had already asked pardon for their acts and had been forgiven, that the Cacique of Champoton, his brother, had advised it, and that he feared to be accused of cowardice, for he had already been reproached and dishonoured for not having attacked the other captain who had come with four ships (he must have meant Juan de Grijalva) and he also said that the Indian whom we had brought as an Interpreter, who escaped in the night, had advised them to attack us both by day and night.

Cortés then ordered this man to be brought before him without fail, but they replied that when he saw that the battle was going against them, he had taken to flight, and they knew not where he was although search had been made for him; but we came to know that they had offered him as a sacrifice because his counsel had cost them so dear.

Cortés also asked them where they procured their gold and jewels, and they replied, from the direction of the setting sun, and said “Culua” and “Mexico,” and as we did not know what Mexico and Culua meant we paid little attention to it.

Then we brought another interpreter named Francisco, whom we had captured during Grijalva’s expedition, who has already been mentioned by me but he understood nothing of the Tabasco language only that of Culua which is the Mexican tongue. By means of signs he told Cortés that Culua was far ahead, and he repeated “Mexico” which we did not understand.

So the talk ceased until the next day when the sacred image of Our Lady and the Cross were set up on the altar and we all paid reverence to them, and Padre Fray Bartolomé de Olmedo said mass and all the Caciques and chiefs were present and we gave the name of Santa Maria de la Victoria to the town, and by this name the town of Tabasco is now called. The same friar, with Aguilar as interpreter, preached many good things about our holy faith to the twenty Indian women who had been given us, and immediately afterwards they were baptized. One Indian lady, who was given to us here was christened Doña Marina, and she was truly a great chieftainess and the daughter of great Caciques and the mistress of vassals, and this her appearance clearly showed. Later on I will relate why it was and in what manner she was brought here.

Cortés allotted one of the women to each of his captains and Doña Marina, as she was good looking and intelligent and without embarrassment, he gave to Alonzo Hernández Puertocarrero. When Puertocarrero went to Spain, Doña Marina lived with Cortés, and bore him a son named Don Martin Cortés.

We remained five days in this town, to look after the wounded and those who were suffering from pain in the loins, from which they all recovered. Furthermore, Cortés drew the Caciques to him by kindly converse, and told them how our master the Emperor, whose vassals we were, had under his orders many to render him obedience, and that then, whatever they might be in need of, whether it was our protection or any other necessity, if they would make it known to him, no matter where he might be, he would come to their assistance.

The Caciques all thanked him for this, and thereupon all declared themselves the vassals of our great Emperor. These were the first vassals to render submission to His Majesty in New Spain.

Cortés then ordered the Caciques to come with their women and children early the next day, which was Palm Sunday, to the altar, to pay homage to the holy image of Our Lady and to the Cross, and at the same time Cortés ordered them to send six Indian carpenters to accompany our carpenters to the town of Cintla, there to cut a cross on a great tree called a Ceiba, which grew there, and they did it so that it might last a long time, for as the bark is renewed the cross will show there for ever. When this was done he ordered the Indians to get ready all the canoes that they owned to help us to embark, for we wished to set sail on that holy day because the pilots had come to tell Cortés that the ships ran a great risk from a Norther which is a dangerous gale.

The next day, early in the morning, all the Caciques and chiefs came in their canoes with all their women and children and stood in the court where we had placed the church and cross, and many branches of trees had already been cut ready to be carried in the procession. Then the Caciques beheld us all, Cortés, as well as the captains, and every one of us marching together with the greatest reverence in a devout procession, and the Padre de la Merced and the priest Juan Díaz, clad in their vestments, said mass, and we paid reverence to and kissed the Holy Cross, while the Caciques and Indians stood looking on at us.

When our solemn festival was over the chiefs approached and offered Cortés ten fowls and baked fish and vegetables, and we took leave of them, and Cortés again commended to their care the Holy image and the sacred crosses and told them always to keep the place clean and well swept, and to deck the cross with garlands and to reverence it and then they would enjoy good health and bountiful harvests.

It was growing late when we got on board ship and the next day, Monday, we set sail in the morning and with a fair wind laid our course for San Juan de Ulua, keeping close in shore all the time.

As we sailed along in fine weather, we soldiers who knew the coast would say to Cortés, “Señor, over there is La Rambla, which the Indians call Ayagualulco,” and soon afterwards we arrived off Tonalá which we called San Antonio, and we pointed it out to him. Further on we showed him the great river of Coatzacoalcos, and he saw the lofty snow capped mountains, and then the Sierra of San Martin, and further on we pointed out the split rock, which is a great rock standing out in the sea with a mark on the top of it which gives it the appearance of a seat. Again further on we showed him the Rio de Alvarado, which Pedro de Alvarado entered when we were with Grijalva, and then we came in sight of the Rio de Banderas, where we had gained in barter the sixteen thousand dollars, then we showed him the Isla Blanca, and told him where lay the Isla Verde, and close in shore we saw the Isla de Sacrificios, where we found the altars and the Indian victims in Grijalva’s time; and at last our good fortune brought us to San Juan de Ulúa soon after midday on Holy Thursday.

XXIII

Before telling about the great Montezuma and his famous City of Mexico and the Mexicans, I wish to give some account of Doña Marina, who from her childhood had been the mistress and Cacica of towns and vassals. It happened in this way:

Her father and mother were chiefs and Caciques of a town called Paynala, which had other towns subject to it, and stood about eight leagues from the town of Coatzacoalcos. Her father died while she was still a little child, and her mother married another Cacique, a young man, and bore him a son. It seems that the father and mother had a great affection for this son and it was agreed between them that he should succeed to their honours when their days were done. So that there should be no impediment to this, they gave the little girl, Doña Marina, to some Indians from Xicalango, and this they did by night so as to escape observation, and they then spread the report that she had died, and as it happened at this time that a child of one of their Indian slaves died they gave out that it was their daughter and the heiress who was dead.

The Indians of Xicalango gave the child to the people of Tabasco and the Tabasco people gave her to Cortés. I myself knew her mother, and the old woman’s son and her half-brother, when he was already grown up and ruled the town jointly with his mother, for the second husband of the old lady was dead. When they became Christians, the old lady was called Marta and the son Lázaro. I knew all this very well because in the year 1523 after the conquest of Mexico and the other provinces, when Crist’obal de Olid revolted in Honduras, and Cortés was on his way there, he passed through Coatzacoalcos and I and the greater number of the settlers of that town accompanied him on that expedition as I shall relate in the proper time and place. As Doña Marina proved herself such an excellent woman and good interpreter throughout the wars in New Spain, Tlaxcala and Mexico (as I shall show later on) Cortés always took her with him, and during that expedition she was married to a gentleman named Juan Jaramillo at the town of Orizaba.

Doña Marina was a person of the greatest importance and was obeyed without question by the Indians throughout New Spain.

When Cortés was in the town of Coatzacoalcos he sent to summon to his presence all the Caciques of that province in order to make them a speech about our holy religion, and about their good treatment, and among the Caciques who assembled was the mother of Doña Marina and her half-brother, Lázaro.

Some time before this Doña Marina had told me that she belonged to that province and that she was the mistress of vassals, and Cortés also knew it well, as did Aguilar, the interpreter. In such a manner it was that mother, daughter and son came together, and it was easy enough to see that she was the daughter from the strong likeness she bore to her mother.

These relations were in great fear of Doña Marina, for they thought that she had sent for them to put them to death, and they were weeping.

When Doña Marina saw them in tears, she consoled them and told them to have no fear, that when they had given her over to the men from Xicalango, they knew not what they were doing, and she forgave them for doing it, and she gave them many jewels of gold and raiment, and told them to return to their town, and said that God had been very gracious to her in freeing her from the worship of idols and making her a Christian, and letting her bear a son to her lord and master Cortés and in marrying her to such a gentleman as Juan Jaramillo, who was now her husband. That she would rather serve her husband and Cortés than anything else in the world, and would not exchange her place to be Cacica of all the provinces in New Spain.

Doña Marina knew the language of Coatzacoalcos, which is that common to Mexico, and she knew the language of Tabasco, as did also Jerónimo de Aguilar, who spoke the language of Yucatan and Tabasco, which is one and the same. So that these two could understand one another clearly, and Aguilar translated into Castilian for Cortés.

This was the great beginning of our conquests and thus, thanks be to God, things prospered with us. I have made a point of explaining this matter, because without the help of Doña Marina we could not have understood the language of New Spain and Mexico.

Source: Bernal Diaz del Castillo, The Memoirs of the Conquistador Bernal Diaz del Castillo Written by Himself Containing a True and Full Account of the Discovery and Conquest of Mexico and New Spain, Vol. 1, translated by John Ingram Lockhart (London: J. Hatchard and Son, 1844), 77–80.



Matrilineal Descent

Matrilineal descent refers to a kinship system in which ancestry from the mother’s lineage is the primary means of establishing ownership of property and power in a society, in terms of ordering one’s position in contemporary society and also in the generational transfer of power from generation to generation. There are three options for determining lineage: patrilineal (through the father), matrilineal (through the mother), and ambilineal (through both). All social institutions (family, economy, education, government, and religion) are affected by a society’s kinship system. Native Americans tended to favor matrilineal, while Euro-Americans tended to favor patrilineal. This became one of many sources of conflict in the course of the Columbian exchange.

Matrilineality points to higher status for women. A society that includes matrilocality (that newly married couples reside with the mother’s kin group) can mean more status for the woman. It certainly means that the physical abuse of the woman is likely to be better contained by her kin group than in a patrilocal system. If the society engages in foraging (hunting and gathering) or engages in horticulture (no plows, no animal husbandry, and smaller plots), then the women’s status is elevated compared to agricultural societies (such as those in Europe). Thus, the combination of a matrilineal, matrilocal horticultural or foraging society typically results in the highest status that women achieved in the world prior to the 20th century.

Matrilineality was common among Native American tribes, with estimates running as high as 80 percent across the continent. It was ubiquitous in every ecological niche from New England to the Pacific Northwest and from the southern woodlands (virtually all societies were in this region) through the Southwest. Worldwide, only about 14 percent of societies are matrilineal. Early European settlers were confused by the emphasis on female lineages, as evidenced in John Smith’s account of his first foray up the James River when he met Pocahontas’s chieftan father: “Powhatan hath three brethren, and two sisters. … For the Crowne, their heyres inherite not, but the first heyres of the Sisters, and so successively the weomens heires.” There are numerous examples of European culture shock and confusion about this societal structure.
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The Five Tribes of the Iroquois, including the Seneca people pictured here, lived in matrilineal communities. This familial and social arrangement made women the head of families. Naming also followed the female line. (Getty Images)

The best-known example of matrilineality is the Iroquois Confederacy. This was a matrilocal, matrilineal kinship system in which the women had considerable power. Descent was ordered through mothers. Women negotiated the marriages; upon marriage, the groom moved into the longhouse of his bride’s kin. The primary male in the lives of children here (and in most matrilineal, matrilocal Native American tribes) was the eldest maternal brother. The longhouse could be more than 328 feet (100 meters) long. It was subdivided into nuclear family areas, with two nuclear families sharing a hearth. A passageway the length of the longhouse at one side connected all the inhabitants. Female elders also distributed land. All land was held in common, but usufruct (the ability to create and keep wealth using resources you do not own) was determined by the elder women of the tribes.

Female elders of the longhouse would choose a sachem, the male who possessed political and military power over her kin group. Males were subject to recall (literally “dehorning”) if they did not adequately reflect the desires of their kin group. The Iroquois Confederacy had a representative government consisting of 50 sachems who passed laws on matters pertaining to the five tribes as a whole, such as warfare.

In societies in which women selected men to rule, the status of the men in council with other clans or tribes (in the case of the Iroquois) was based on female lineage, war prowess, age, male ancestors, and wisdom, among other things. Thus, the entry to power for males in these societies was through women, but qualification was also determined by gendered male accomplishments. Yet in matrilineal societies, women held other roles of power not yet acceptable to Euro-Americans. An example of this was Toypurina, medicine woman to the Tongva tribe, located in what is today southern California. In 1785 tribal males asked her to lead a revolt against the Spanish soldiers at Mission San Gabriel. On her word other local tribal chiefs joined the rebellion, though they were ultimately thwarted, and Toypurina was banished to a mission in northern California to destroy her power.

The Hopis had a matrilineal and matrilocal culture. Since war was rare, there was less of a demand for males to exert military or political leadership. Theoretically, egalitarianism was the rule for all regardless of gender. Indeed, theologically, the power of women was compared to the generative power of the earth.

Lineages need not be literal tracings of descent to the beginning of society. Fictive kinship exists to supply the necessary authority and order to the world. For example, among the Choctaws all outsiders were interpreted as either distant kin or foes.

Women did have comparatively more power in Iroquois and other Native American societies than perhaps any other society on Earth at the time. According to anecdotal records and captivity narratives, more than a third of European women kidnapped chose to remain with Native American cultures, in no small part in accord with the relative status that women possessed compared to European societies.

The matrilineal systems of Native Americans offered women dramatically more freedom and power than one could find in agricultural societies. Only in the 20th century did Western civilization strive to catch up with Native American cultures in this regard.

Mark Anthony Phelps
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Mississippian Culture

Mississippian Culture is a term used to collectively identify the mound-building peoples who resided in the Eastern Woodlands from approximately 1000 CE to the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors in North America. Although the respective Mississippian peoples spoke different languages and had distinct social customs, they shared cultural traits as agriculturalists primarily residing in river valleys along the banks of the Mississippi River or its tributaries. Their primary crops were maize, an easily stored and highly productive crop, and beans. The abundance of food allowed large communities to develop, which provided the labor force required to construct large earthen platform mounds. Mississippian mounds were generally rectangular with a flat tier at the top. On the mounds were structures that served either as temples or as residences for the ruling elites. The mounds were often arranged to mark the boundaries of a central plaza and were protected by defensive fortifications that often included bastions.

Whether elites or commoners, Mississippian families were matrilocal. This means that when a man and woman married they lived with the wife’s family. The male children resulting from the union were taught their gender role by their uncles on their mother’s side. Among a man’s duties was hunting for game animals, primarily bear, deer, and turkeys. Hunting expeditions lasted for weeks at a time, and among the accompanying responsibilities were meat preservation and the collection of hides. Males were also fishermen, but women assisted in the preservation of the catch. Training their nephews to become warriors was also a major responsibility, as warfare between polities was constant. Since male duties often resulted in being outside their home community, they were the ones who primarily interacted with traders from other Mississippian communities or with Europeans. Their access to goods enabled men to raise their prestige within Mississippian society by using what they acquired to both enrich their families and endear themselves to the ruling caste through tributes.

Although men assisted women in the clearing of fields for planting, agriculture was primarily the domain of women. In addition to maize and beans, they planted sunflowers and squash. Women also helped provide food for the community by gathering foods growing wild such as fruits and nuts. These staples were often cooked by the women in the form of stews, in which they combined the vegetables they grew with the meat and fish provided by their male counterparts. The responsibility of providing foodstuffs provided women influence in decision making. It also helped women elevate the prestige of their respective families through tributes paid to elites in the form of foodstuffs. Other female duties included making baskets and pottery, tanning the hides provided by hunters, and helping raise both male and female children during the times when the men were on the warpath.

Mississippian communities were organized as chiefdoms, whose leaders in the matrilineal societies inherited their positions through their mother. The chief’s blood relatives helped him rule over commoners. When members of the elite class of either gender died, they were buried in mortuary mounds with appropriate symbols of their status within the community, such as flint swords and intricately carved shells. Many of the items buried in their graves were constructed of exotic materials, such as copper and mica, obtained from locales throughout North America through continent-wide trade networks. Most chiefdoms during the Mississippian era were tributary parts of a paramount chiefdom. The paramount chief gained power and status over his rivals through warfare, and thus the composition of paramount chiefdoms was often in flux due to one’s fortunes on the battlefield. If a paramount chief died during peacetime, he was succeeded by a male relative from his mother’s family.

Despite the impressive fortifications constructed by the respective chiefdoms, the concentration of their populations proved to be a common weakness. The need to feed people through primarily agricultural foodstuffs made chiefdoms susceptible to natural events such as droughts. When communities were unable to meet the dietary needs of their respective populations and people began to starve, they often resorted to warfare to seize what they required. The combination of natural disasters and the ensuing warfare resulted in the destruction of many Mississippian communities. The communities that still existed when the Spanish arrived in the 16th century proved susceptible to biological agents such as smallpox. This can be illustrated by the Spanish accounts on the town of Coosa, in present-day northwestern Georgia. The accounts written by members of Hernando De Soto’s expedition in 1540 described a densely populated large community that was rich in fruits and vegetables, due to the region’s fertile soils. Twenty years later, accounts from Tristán de Luna’s expedition described Coosa as having no more than 30 residences surrounded by uncultivated fields overrun by forests with little fruit to be found. Coosa’s rapid decline was symptomatic of what was occurring throughout the Mississippian world, as the outbreak of virulent diseases brought from Europe caused the surviving natives to abandon the major mound centers, which resulted in the complete collapse of most Mississippian sociopolitical societies.

The end of the Mississippian era affected the respective mound-building Native American groups differently. Although the Cherokees quit building mounds, they remained a distinct people and were able to expand their territory from present-day northwestern Georgia and western North Carolina to portions of Tennessee. In contrast, the Muskogean peoples of the Southeast who had inhabited such large mound centers as Moundville, in present-day Alabama, and Coosa dispersed and reemerged as the Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Creeks.

John R. Burch Jr.
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Mound-Building Cultures

“Mound-building cultures” is a phrase used to collectively identify groups that spoke different languages and had distinct social customs but constructed earthen works in North America in the pre-Columbian period. Mound building may have begun as early as 6,000 years ago, with individual groups constructing small earthworks. Due to their size, those structures would have eroded over time. The first mound-building culture whose earthworks still exist emerged in the lower Mississippi Valley around 3500 BCE. It was followed by numerous different mound-building cultures throughout the Southeast and Midwest until approximately 1600 CE. The increasing complexity of the respective mound-builder societies accompanied a gradual change in the Native American lifestyle from hunting and gathering to large-scale agriculture. The increasing emphasis on agriculture accompanied a corresponding elevation of the status of women both socially and politically, as they were responsible for growing crops.

The oldest known earthwork can be found in the present-day state of Louisiana. Dating to approximately 3500 BCE, Watson Brake consists of one large mound surrounded by 10 much smaller mounds connected by an earthen ring. It is believed that Watson Brake represented a sacred site where several hunter-gatherer groups would congregate at certain times of the year, thereby sharing a sense of community.

By 1600 BCE, earthen constructions were not just ceremonial sites. The largest earthworks from that era could be found at Poverty Point in present-day Louisiana. The people there constructed six mounds, some conical and others shaped like animals, and six rings. Construction of the earthworks took place over several centuries. It is estimated that hundreds of people lived there. Although most native peoples of that era still subsisted as hunter-gatherers, it is believed that the area around Poverty Point was so abundant in natural resources that its population did not need to migrate to find the foodstuffs they required.

The earthen constructions at both Watson Brake and Poverty Point were largely devoid of material goods related to the people who constructed them. By 1000 BCE, the cultures that created mounds were using many of them for burials, accompanied by mortuary rituals. The Adena culture is the best-known mound-building culture from this period, which ranged from 1000 BCE to 500 BCE. Adena mounds can be found in the present-day states of Indiana, Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. Although Adena communities showed some characteristics of hunter-gather cultures, the people had become somewhat sedentary. Their diets included gourds, sumpweed, and sunflowers, which were grown locally by the women in the community.

Around 100 BCE, mound-building cultures commonly described as Hopewellian societies emerged. The Hopewell societies tended to live in dispersed settlements that were associated with centralized ceremonial centers, where they constructed mounds and other earthen structures. Hopewell constructions were significantly larger and more complex than those constructed by their predecessors. Hopewell cultures encompassed a wide geographical area, ranging east to west from present-day New York to Kansas and south to north from the Gulf Coast to the Great Lakes. Mortuary ritual was a central feature of all Hopewell cultures, which is evidenced particularly by the graves of the elites. Elites were buried with material goods such as shell necklaces, copper items, and ceremonial weaponry. Many of these items were constructed of materials that were not locally available. The Hopewell people acquired goods from throughout North America through their extensive trade network centered around access to the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. In present-day Ohio, elites were found buried with grave goods made of mica from western North Carolina, copper from the Great Lakes region, carved conch shells from the Gulf of Mexico, and obsidian extracted from the Rocky Mountains. The Hopewell era lasted approximately 500 years. By 450 CE, the trade networks and the mortuary rituals that connected these peoples had disappeared. Mound building was still occurring but at a much smaller scale.

Mound building reached its zenith with the emergence of the Mississippian Culture around 1000 CE. The Mississippians were agriculturalists who resided along the Mississippi River or its many tributaries. The culture’s rise accompanied the adoption of maize as a primary agricultural crop. Maize was highly productive, had a high caloric content, and was easily storable and carried in the baskets and pottery constructed by the women in the community. Other agricultural crops were also grown, such as beans, squash, and sunflowers. These were used to supplement the fish, deer, and bear that were provided by the male members of these respective groups together with meat and vegetables prepared as a stew.

The Mississippian Culture was adopted by peoples from throughout the southern part of the country. The Muskogean ancestors of the present-day Creeks resided in communities such as Moundville in present-day Alabama and Ocmulgee in Georgia. The Cherokees could be found in Etowah, in northern Georgia. The Caddos resided in Spiro, located in present-day Oklahoma. The largest Mississippian community was Cahokia, which is located at the same site as present-day St. Louis, Missouri. Although these were distinctly different peoples, they resided in similar communities with large rectangular mounds containing a flat-tier top arranged around a central plaza. The homes of chiefs and shamans were found on top of the respective mounds. When elites died, they were buried in the mound they had occupied. Like the Hopewell culture that preceded them, the Mississippians developed a continent-wide trading network, which resulted in Mississippian elites buried with exotic materials such as mica and copper.

The mound-building cultures disintegrated with the arrival of Europeans in the South. When the Spanish arrived in the Southeast in the 16th century, they brought with them pathogens such as smallpox. The heavily populated Mississippian centers proved especially susceptible to the pathogens. The survivors abandoned the Mississippian cities and after a few centuries emerged as different groups, most notably the Caddos, Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Creeks. Diseases were not the only cause of the Mississippian decline. Climate change also played a role. Extended periods of drought led to crop failures. This plunged the Mississippian world into constant conflict as groups attacked others to seize foodstuffs. Weakened by warfare with their neighbors and decimated by disease, people ceased to build mounds.

John R. Burch Jr.
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New France, Women in

Empowered by French civic law and culture, independent women and women representing Catholic institutions played an active role in the French colonization of North America. New France (Nouvelle France) offered women positions of power and influence greater than what was found in the British colonies. French settlements were eventually absorbed into a larger English society, but the women of New France had a long-term cultural and political influence on the eventual United States.

Beginning in 1541, French outposts were short-lived all-male ventures. In 1608, only a year after the ill-fated British settlement at Jamestown, Samuel de Champlain established Quebec, the military and government center of New France. The first surviving female colonists arrived in 1613 and with nine families in 1636. By 1750 New France encompassed three times the territory held by Britain, yet the population of approximately 55,000 was a fraction of the 1.25 million British colonists. Women in New France, however, enjoyed heightened social and economic power because there was only 1 woman to every 5 men.

New France was a network of towns and Catholic missions primarily along waterways from the Hudson Bay, along the coast of Acadia, through the Saint Lawrence River Valley to the Great Lakes, down the Mississippi Valley to the Gulf of Mexico, and west to the Rocky Mountains.

While a few French Protestants (Huguenots) settled in French colonies, the primary motive for immigrating to North America was economic opportunity, not religious freedom. New France was a speculative financial investment, and disbursement of land was based on a feudal model. The French king owned the land and granted chosen individuals the right to harvest resources. The grant holder, or seigneur, profited from lumber, fur trapping, and leasing tracts of land to tenants, called habitants, for a rental fee or a percentage of annual agricultural profits.

The majority of French tenants were farmers and skilled craftspeople. They earned additional nontaxed income from fishing, woodworking, and other trades. French inheritance laws divided property equally among heirs, allowing widows and female children to inherit. Unlike under British law, French women owned and managed property. Industrious tenants strived to become seigneurs, and by 1663 half of the individuals managing property in the French colonies were women.

While the British subjugated Native Americans, the French actively developed trade partnerships with native people. Champlain, the first governor of Quebec, promoted cultural and lingual exchange and cemented intercultural relationships with the Huron and Algonquin peoples by encouraging his men to marry Native American women. Mixed-blood children, called métis, became important cultural and economic intermediaries.

Inspired by Jesuit priests who had accompanied French explorers and called for missionaries to convert the native North Americans, wealthy widow Marie-Madeleine de Chauvigny de la Peltrie financed the emigration of six nuns from two Catholic orders. Arriving in Quebec in 1639, Peltrie and three Augustinian sisters established Hôtel-Dieu—the first hospital in North America, outside Mexico. Nursing and apothecary care were provided to both settlers and Native Americans. Peltrie and other noblewomen financed a second hospital in the mission town of Montreal operated by Jeanne Mance, an early settler.

The Ursuline nuns accompanying Peltrie founded the first convent and girls’ school in North America. They were an order of teachers and taught literacy to both French and Native American girls. Their first mother superior, Mother Marie de l’Incarnation, immersed herself in native languages and created the first dictionary and Christian books in the Huron, Algonquian, Montagnais, and Iroquois languages. In New Orleans, the sisters extended education to African girls and managed the military hospital.

Under the Ursulines, women in New France became more educated than men and extended influence over trade and diplomacy. Madame Montour, a mixed-race woman educated by the sisters, employed her multilingual skills as a translator for the governor of New York during the negotiations with the five nations of the Iroquois Confederacy (1709–1719) and participated in talks between native peoples and the Pennsylvania colony.

In 1665, there were only 70 families in Quebec. Over a seven-year period during Louis XIV’s reign, the government sent nearly 1,000 marriageable-age women to the colony in an attempt to increase the population. The Filles du Roi (King’s Daughters), as they were known, were allegedly orphans recruited primarily from Paris and cities in northern France. They were provided passage and a dowry. Opponents insinuated that the women were poor or were prostitutes. Marriages were conducted under contract, and a waiting period allowed the woman and the prospective husband to change their minds. Some historians believe that Parisian brides brought cultivated tastes in music and the arts to New France.

To further increase the population, families with 10 or more living children received financial rewards. Women bore the burden of bearing an average of 12 children. Incentive money was also paid to men and women who married young.

Some women came to New France as indentured domestic servants. Most signed a 36-month contract to work in a household or for a business or a religious order. They received transportation to New France, lodging, and food in exchange for their labor. Some also received an annual wage and specific supplies for their new life.
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Marie-Madeleine de Chauvigny de la Peltrie founded the Order of Ursulines in Quebec in New France in the early 1600s. (BLM Collection/Alamy Stock Photo)

An estimated 1,100 slaves were distributed throughout northern New France. Northeastern native cultures enslaved individuals captured from enemy cultures. Most house slaves in settlement towns were Native Americans, captured by warring tribes and sold to the French. A few female African slaves from the Caribbean served in wealthy households in Montreal and Quebec.

New Orleans and its surrounding territory had difficulty attracting marriageable women, and the economy was heavily invested in slave labor. In a total population of 14,000, half were enslaved Africans, primarily from the Caribbean. A large percentage of the women in New Orleans were mixed race.

Throughout New France large extended families lived together, with men and women working the fields and minding livestock. Women tended household vegetable gardens, prepared food, cleaned, and typically handled business matters because they were more likely to be literate. As the merchant class grew, women established themselves as managers of trading posts, businesses, and tanneries. Women were entrusted with educating children. Self-sufficient children who could participate in economic ventures were regarded as the family’s primary asset.

As in New England, women grew flax and tended sheep for textiles. Clothing imports from France were few; sewing and weaving skills were highly valued. Cultural clothing such as knitted hats (called tuques) and braided sashes with family-specific color patterns identified family members even from a distance.

Women’s clothing reflected their active lifestyle. As with Native American women, skirts were only midcalf in length. Pockets were not sewn into clothing; satchels were tied on at the waist. English Puritans shunned frivolity, but French Catholicism embraced decorative embroidery and color. Women wore a bonnet or cap to cover the head, but their linen undergarments were trimmed with lace. They wore a cross pendant, but it often hung on a colorful ribbon.

Following the 1763 Treaty of Paris ending the French and Indian War, France ceded all territory east of the Mississippi River to Great Britain. The British expelled the Jesuit priests, but the Ursuline sisters took in the daughters of British officers and kept their schools open. The Quebec Act of 1774 allowed French descendants to retain their inheritance laws and Catholic religion.

Extensive landownership and established business networks enabled French descendants to become leading merchant, banking, and railroad families. They started the Bank of Missouri, the Bank of Michigan, and the Farmers’ and Mechanics Bank. Family matriarchs founded theaters, museums, schools, and cathedrals. In St. Louis, Julia Soulard provided two square blocks of land for an open-air marketplace; Soulard Market continues to be one of the country’s largest farmer’s markets.

In 1804 the founding families of St. Louis petitioned for bilingual courts and schools, but English became the official language. In Detroit legal documents were printed bilingually until 1827, and French was spoken throughout the Midwest into the 1830s. Women retained property rights in Missouri and Illinois into the 19th century, but gradually French inheritance laws were overturned. French civic law prevailed only in New Orleans.

Many French descendants, especially in New Orleans, sided with the Confederacy during the American Civil War in an attempt to preserve both French culture and slave ownership. Though influential French families supported the Union, bigotry labeled all French speakers as secessionists. When the Confederacy lost the war, French American society quietly assimilated.

Some French families continued to wield political power through ownership of English-language newspapers. They influenced Wyoming to become the first state to give women equal voting rights. The first female vote cast in a general election occurred in Laramie, a former French trading post. Cities throughout the United States and Canada continue to benefit from the civic institutions founded by the women of New France.

Keri Dearborn
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New Spain, Women in

Spanish settlement in New Spain began with the fall of Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) in 1521. The Spanish empire integrated the Nahua people native to the region with Euro-Americans and forever altered indigenous society. The Spanish brought with them a system of patriarchy, which enforced the role of the man as head of the household. Families of one sort or another were essential elements of identity and survival. For women unwilling or unable to marry, life in a convent was a viable option.

The most dominant cultural group in central Mexico was the Nahuas, or speakers of Nahuatl, which by the 15th century was the language of the majority of the people living in this region. Nahua morality emphasized moderation in all things, from personal appearance to expressions of sexuality. The primary duties of men and women were clearly defined and set from the time of birth: a boy’s umbilical cord was buried on the battlefield, while a girl’s was buried near the hearth. Women did the household work, including performing the sacred art of weaving, but they also worked outside the home in markets and temples. They were autonomous beings and, unlike their counterparts in Iberia, were not considered to be the dependents of men.

The Nahuas who survived the conquest were forced to adapt to the imposition of a Spanish political regime as well as the arrival of a new spiritual doctrine transmitted by Catholic missionaries. In colonial Mexico it was not the Virgin Mary but the Virgin of Guadalupe who served as a model to be emulated. She first appeared on the Mexican countryside in 1531 near the former sanctuary of the Nahua goddess of fertility, Tonantzin. Guadalupe, however, was a dark-skinned virgin, an interesting blend of Nahua and Catholicism. The syncretic Virgin, however, ultimately spelled the demise of women’s participation in Church leadership as native religious institutions were closed or destroyed and given over to the control of male Catholic missionaries.

Family history was an important indicator of status in colonial Mexico. In the early days of Spanish conquest, marriage in New Spain was premised on the idea of free will, and love was believed to be an expression of free will. In the 16th century, young men and women who were denied the opportunity to marry their beloved could petition the Church for support. In many of these cases, both the Church and the community strongly disapproved of parental coercion, and the parties were allowed to marry. Family honor in this period was closely tied to virtue, especially women’s virtue. Maintaining honor became a useful tool in forcing parents to consent to an otherwise undesirable marriage. Families were a mechanism of social control that required constant maintenance and monitoring. This was particularly true in the 17th century, when capitalism began to significantly alter families’ material prospects. Thanks in part to the rise of merchant capitalism, marriages arranged in the pursuit of money or material goods were no longer considered uncouth. Parents, especially fathers who controlled the family purse, thus gained more influence over the marriage choices of their sons and daughters. In 1776, a royal pragmatic sanction issued by the king of Spain decreed that all persons under the age of 25 had to obtain parental consent before marriage. The law spread to New Spain in 1778, essentially nullifying women’s freedom to create families of their own choosing, a freedom granted to the earliest settlers of New Spain. At the same time, an increase in interracial marriages also threatened the prestige of Spanish families as a distinct racial category. Maintaining completely Spanish bloodlines became more and more of a challenge as the society of New Spain matured through its first few generations.

Euro-American women in New Spain had different life experiences depending on their class location. Elite women had servants, often women, to do household work but were under the strict control of first fathers and then husbands. Poorer women often worked at both waged and unwaged labor. They worked in homes and on farms. Mixed-blood (mestizo) women generally fell into the lowest and most vulnerable class because they were not pure-blood Spanish. Nonetheless, women in New Spain had more political and social power than did their counterparts in the English colonies. They were allowed to own property after marriage and thus to own and operate businesses and farms of their own, a privilege that many women lost when Mexico ceded its northern territory to the United States under the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in 1848.

Women in the Spanish Empire also had mixed access to education, with elite-class women far more likely to be literate than poor and mestizo women. Many women published their writings, which often focused on gender inequalities and class hierarchies. Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz was a nun, scholar, and poet in colonial Mexico in the mid-1600s. De la Cruz wrote a public letter in favor of female education that caused the Catholic hierarchy to condemn and silence her, but today her work is considered foundational in Mexican literature.

Convents offered women an opportunity to create households free from patriarchy, at least on a day-to-day level. These all-female families played a key role in reproducing patriarchal Spanish life by teaching young women the domestic arts and customs of “proper” Spanish ladies. With their ever-increasing dowry pools, the convents became a major source of credit in the 16th and 17th centuries. In addition to the nuns, many laywomen lived in convents, including girls deposited for safekeeping, girls enrolled in the convent school, orphaned children, servants, and slaves. Nuns essentially functioned as adoptive mothers, and their role was clear: to inculcate young women with the values of Spanish religion and culture.

Kathleen Barker
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Pocahontas (ca. 1595–1617)

Disney has honored Pocahontas in film, and she is a staple of the public school curriculum and a symbol of a good Native American. We think we know her, but the events of her life have grown beyond the bounds of history. She has become a myth, one useful in telling a particular version of the American past. Even historians cannot always be sure what is true and what is not when it comes to Pocahontas. In many ways she is the American version of Eve, the progenitor of a new race of humans and a new destiny for her people and for Euro-Americans. Because much of what is known about Pocahontas came from the writings of Europeans, her story is often couched in the bias that Native Americans were primitive and godless savages grateful for the civilizing influence of Euro-Americans. The Pocahontas story also works to redeem Anglo–Native Americans relations by representing the belief that Euro-Americans and Native Americans could coexist peacefully in a racial hierarchy that embraced white superiority.
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Pocahontas was a Powhatan woman who served as an intermediary between her people and English colonists. The famous story told by John Smith is largely fictional, as are movies made about her story. (Library of Congress)

Pocahontas belonged to a group of people who lived in the deciduous forests that once covered Virginia. The chief of this region, Powhatan, may have had more than 100 wives and dozens of children, among them Pocahontas. It is difficult to pinpoint her birth. Historians tend to fix it in 1595, though the day and month are almost certainly lost. At least one historian believes that Pocahontas was Powhatan’s favorite child. Historians appear to know nothing about her mother, suggesting that Euro-Americans largely ignored Powhatan women. Powhatan apparently named her Matoake or Matowaka, meaning “Little Snow Feather.” Historians are not sure why the father chose this name. Perhaps the name signified that Pocahontas had been born in winter. The name Pocahontas means “playful and mischievous.” She was likely born at her father’s chief estate, Wenowocomoco, meaning “royal.”

As a girl, Pocahontas may have tended a garden to supplement a diet of meat, fish, marine invertebrates, roots, nuts, and berries. Powhatan’s wives likely cared for Pocahontas as she grew into adolescence. She probably learned to swim at an early age and bathed at dawn and dusk. Along with other girls, Pocahontas may have gathered wood, made pottery, wove baskets, made clothes, and helped raise younger children. It is possible, however, that Pocahontas’s status elevated her above mundane chores.

Pocahontas was about 12 years old when Europeans settled Virginia in 1607. In the tense relations between the two peoples, the Powhatan Native Americans captured one of the leaders of the European colonists, John Smith. When they brought Smith to Powhatan, Pocahontas had her first glimpse of a European. According to Smith’s account, Powhatan, conferring with his lieutenants, decided to kill the Englishman, but Pocahontas intervened to save him. Herein lies the source of the romantic view of Pocahontas that has eclipsed all other interpretations of her: that Pocohantas instantly fell in love with Smith when she saw him and begged her father not to kill him.

Because this story comes from Smith’s own recollections, one might be tempted to believe it. Smith, however, wrote other accounts in which beautiful women rescued him from death, leaving his story about Pocahontas in doubt. Moreover, Smith waited 17 years to write this account, leaving historians perplexed by the delay. Pocahontas was 12 years old when the event occurred and thus unlikely to fall instantly in love with any middle-aged Englishman. According to historians, it is more likely that Pocahontas acted as part of a ritual acceptance or adoption of Smith in her embrace of him. Smith may have been mistaken to think his life in danger. Pocahontas’s actions may have signified that Powhatan royalty, of which she was a member, had embraced Smith as a friend of the tribe. Even if some Native Americans were suspicious of Smith, they would have recognized the political advantages of adopting an Englishman. Certainly, in ensuing decades the story has played an important part in the racist notion that Indians recognized their own inferiority when faced with the greatness of Euro-Americans.

Smith temporarily settled in a hut near Powhatan’s palace, and in the ensuing weeks Pocahontas befriended him. Smith was not free to return to Jamestown, but neither did he appear to have been Pocahontas’s slave. In January 1608 Powhatan freed Smith, though the chief expected tribute from him in gratitude for his freedom. Pocahontas, surely with her father’s blessing, brought food to the colonists, saving them from starvation. She also served as Powhatan’s mouthpiece, carrying messages from the chief to the Englishmen. The frequency of her visits and her gifts led the colonists to esteem her. She was a symbol of peace and prosperity.

When relations between the settlers and Native Americans deteriorated, Smith took several of the latter as captives. Powhatan sent Pocahontas to secure their release, believing that Smith would not ignore her either because of his friendly relationship with her or because of her status as Powhatan’s favored daughter. As the chief had foreseen, Smith relented and released the captives, undoubtedly recognizing that the English were in no position to fight a war with Powhatan’s people.

Throughout 1608 Pocahontas continued to visit Smith and his men, but because the natives had a poor harvest, she could not provide them a steady supply of food as they had come to expect. That winter Powhatan invited Smith to his palace on the pretext of dining with him. In truth, Powhatan had apparently decided to kill Smith and his retainers. When Pocahontas learned the truth, she warned Smith to leave his encampment. It is impossible to know why Pocahontas did this or how much Powhatan knew. She may have been saving Smith and his men from violence or acting so as to trick the English into leaving the area, thus avoiding armed conflict. Whether Smith ever showed appropriate gratitude for the risks Pocahontas had taken for him is also unclear.

In about 1610, Pocahontas may have married Native American warrior Kocoum. Certainly by 1613, in her next encounter with the English, no husband accompanied her, leading historians to believe that Kocoum died, that the marriage had dissolved, or that he never existed in the first place. In 1613 the English, who owed so much to Pocahontas, captured her. During her imprisonment with the English, she adopted European customs. She converted to Anglicanism; adopted European habits, manners, and clothes; and learned the English language. Powhatan was unable to buy his daughter’s freedom, though he made every effort to secure her release.

As a native princess, Pocahontas retained her status as a noblewoman in European society. In 1614, she married tobacco baron John Rolfe. Powhatan did not attend his daughter’s wedding to Rolfe. In English society, Pocahontas took the name Rebecca. Between 1614 and 1622 Jamestown enjoyed the Peace of Pocahontas, so named to honor the woman who had brought peace to the colony. In 1615 Pocahontas gave birth to a son, Thomas. At the invitation of investors in London, Rolfe, Pocahontas, and Thomas crossed the Atlantic Ocean to meet King James I. English nobility held parties in her honor and found her a fascinating, charming woman. While in London, Pocahontas expected to be reunited with her friend John Smith. In January or February 1617 near the end of her life, Smith at last visited Pocahontas, though by that time she may already have contracted tuberculosis, a disease to which Native Americans had no immunity. His visit did not cheer her.

On a return voyage to Virginia, Pocahontas fell gravely ill. Some suspect that tuberculosis was causing her lungs to bleed. The ship turned away from the Atlantic Ocean and took her back to England. She died there on March 21, 1617. Rolfe arranged a Christian mass and burial, perhaps at St. George’s Church in Gravesend. Fire destroyed the cemetery, so no one now knows where Pocahontas is buried. Two statues, one in England and the other in the United States, commemorate her.

Today the myth of Pocahontas, exacerbated by the inaccuracies of the Disney animated movie, overshadow the real woman whose life was both interesting and tragic. Her power appears to lie more in the stories that Americans tell that reassure them of their cultural superiority than in any real lessons about the conquest of North America, the genocide of native peoples, and the costs of colonialism.

Christopher Cumo
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Letter of John Rolfe, Husband of Pocahontas, to Sir Thomas Dale (1614)

In the following 1614 letter to Sir Thomas Dale, governor of Virginia, Englishman and Virginia settler John Rolfe explained his reasons for marrying Pocahontas, daughter of the powerful local chief Powhatan.

Let therefore this my well advised protestation … condemn me herein, if my chiefest intent and purpose be not, to strive with all my power of body and mind, in the undertaking of so mighty a matter, no way led (so far forth as man’s weakness may permit) with the unbridled desire of carnal affection: but for the good of this plantation, for the honour of our country, for the glory of God, for my own salvation, and for the converting to the true knowledge of God and Jesus Christ, an unbelieving creature, namely Pokahuntas. …

Shall I be of so untoward a disposition, as to refuse to lead the blind into the right way? Shall I be so unnatural, as not to give bread to the hungry? or uncharitable, as not to cover the naked? Shall I despise to actuate these pious duties of a Christian? Shall the base fears of displeasing the world, overpower and withhold me from revealing unto man these spiritual works of the Lord, which in my meditations and prayers, I have daily made known unto him? God forbid. …

Now if the vulgar sort, who square all men’s actions by the base rule of their own filthiness, shall tax or taunt me in this my godly labour: let them know, it is not any hungry appetite, to gorge my self with incontinency; sure (if I would, and were so sensually inclined) I might satisfy such desire, though not without a seared conscience, yet with Christians more pleasing to the eye, and less fearful in the offence unlawfully committed.

Source: Lyon Gardiner Tyler, ed., Narratives of Early Virginia, 1606–1625 (New York: Scribner, 1907), 237–244.



Polygamy, Native American

Native Americans practiced polygamy, or the practice of being married to two or more people at the same time, across the continent up until the early 20th century. Specifically, polygyny, the practice of a man married to two or more women at the same time, was found in nearly all Native American societies. However, the practice was usually limited to a small number of men, because the number of members of each sex was roughly equal in a tribe. Women marrying at younger ages and males having high mortality rates offset any disparity in the numbers between marriage partners. This form of marriage was not sexually motivated. Instead, it was a logical solution for forming a larger household, having more children in a family group, increasing wealth and status in a community, cementing kinships, or settling possible tribal disputes.

Polygyny was seen as necessary when there was a mutual dependency between demographic location and kinship ties. This was especially evident among the Plains Indians, where these bonds were necessitated by the trade of buffalo robes. Native American men killed buffalo faster than women could process them. Therefore, polygamy resulted from female labor contributing to household production and requiring men to seek additional wives.

For women, polygyny could be beneficial as well. Sororal polygamy, in which sisters were typically married to the same husband, was typical in New World hunter-gatherer societies. Women could continue to cohabit with family members, receiving help with child care and household chores. They tended to have fewer children, while men had more than those in monogamous marriages because of the Native American practice of abstinence following the birth of a child.

Jealousy among married adults did not appear to be of great concern. Among the Blackfeet, adultery by younger wives was generally tolerated by older husbands. However, the young wives were severely punished if they eloped with a younger man, because this represented a decrease in domestic wealth for the husband. The pursuit of domestic wealth shifted polygamy from sororal to economically based polygamy as the demand for hides increased from the mid to late 19th century.

In tribes of the coastal Northwest, polygyny occurred up until the mid-19th century between high-status men and women, increasing as the demand for furs grew. Because polygynous wives were responsible for increasing wealth, managing potlatches, and cementing social relations, they could expect better treatment from their husbands. First wives had the most prestigious position and could devote themselves to ceremonial matters more so than monogamous women, because housekeeping duties were shared by lesser wives.

Westerners such as the missionaries in California did not understand Native American polygamy. They considered the practice against the laws of God. Their cultural assumptions led many Euro-Americans to believe that Native American men had no real attachment to their families and could take sisters and mothers-in-law as wives with little regard for the sanctity of marriage. Also, Catholic priests sometimes failed to see polygamy in native cultures, leading them to believe that it was not practiced. California missionaries, for example, thought that the Chumash peoples did not practice polygamy, when in fact they did practice sororal polygyny commonly. Women came from multiple families or villages as well to consolidate social positions, foster trade relations, and end feuds between groups.

After conversion to Christianity, Native American men were forced to choose one wife, usually the youngest one because she was considered more fertile and able to care for an older husband when he became sick. Despite Euro-American disapproval, polygamy did not immediately disappear from indigenous cultures. The high number of unmarried women in their 40s and regular visitations by men to tribe members outside the mission suggest that it continued despite the Catholic Church’s efforts.

Sarah Nation
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Powhatan People

A matrilineal tribe, the Powhatans were the dominant people of a paramount chiefdom that consisted of approximately 14,000 Algonquian-speaking peoples from more than 30 tribes, including the Appamattuck, Chickahominy, Kecoughtan, Pamunkey, and Potomac tribes that resided in the Chesapeake Bay area of present-day Virginia. The Powhatan Confederacy was at the apex of its power under the leadership of paramount chief Wahunsunacock when the English first arrived in 1607. He became known to Europeans as Powhatan. Since the Powhatans were matrilineal, Wahunsunacock inherited his chieftaincy through his mother’s family. He consolidated his power within the confederacy by appointing both male and female kinfolk to serve as subchieftains of the principal towns inhabited by subject peoples.

Men and women in Powhatan society had distinct roles that provided both groups power. Men were responsible for hunting, fishing, and warfare. Women were responsible for maintaining the homes. Their tasks included making basketry and pottery, gathering firewood, cooking, and raising the children. The women were also responsible for raising agricultural crops, most notably corn. In Powhatan society corn was a representation of wealth, so it gave women economic and political authority within the community. Although men and women had distinct gender roles, this did not mean that they led separate lives. Both genders shared in foraging expeditions during the harvests and also cleared land together for the establishment of gardens.

The arrival of the English in 1607 and the subsequent establishment of Jamestown put pressure on the Powhatans, especially women, that had never been there before. The English were primarily interested in finding gold and jewels, and thus they did not spend the necessary time and effort to grow crops. They expected the Powhatans to provide them with the necessary agricultural foodstuffs. Since the English did not understand Powhatan matriarchy or gender roles, they turned to Powhatan men to request food. When the native men deferred to the women, the British became confused and angry. In Europe, the men owned and worked agricultural fields. Among the Powhatans, the women controlled agriculture and would only grow the foodstuffs required for their community. The Powhatan women refused to grow corn for the English despite their constant demands. Native American women’s repeated rejections helped lead to violence between the Powhatans and the English.

Between 1607 and 1610 the Powhatans and the English tried to coexist, with Wahunsunacock even trying to symbolically adopt John Smith into his family using his daughter Pocahontas, but the effort ended when open warfare broke out between the parties. The war, which lasted from 1610 to 1614, ended with the marriage of Pocahontas to John Rolfe. Although the Powhatans wanted more intermarriage between the groups to forge family ties, the English did not wish to marry “savages.”

A major sea change in the balance of power between the Powhatans and the English came about in 1612, when Rolfe began experimenting with tobacco as a cash crop. He succeeded in developing a form of smoking tobacco with seeds from the West Indies that became greatly desired in Europe. Tobacco’s establishment as a staple crop caused Englishmen to flood into Virginia, resulting in the seizure of thousands of acres of Indian lands by settlers. Although there was great anger among the Powhatans, Wahunsunacock endeavored to keep the peace.

Following Wahunsunacock’s death, Opechancanough replaced his brother as the paramount chief. He had long advocated to his brother a military response to English depredations, but his brother had refused to act. In 1622 Opechancanough began the Second Anglo-Powhatan War, which lasted from 1622 to 1632. Although the Powhatans lost the conflict, Opechancanough was determined to preserve what remained of the Powhatan homeland. In 1644, he launched yet another war against the English but was soundly defeated in 1646 and executed. His successor, Necotowance, surrendered most of the Powhatan homeland to Virginia in exchange for some land on the York River. From that point on the Powhatans functionally ceased to exist, as the respective peoples who had comprised the confederacy began relations with the English, who endeavored to move the respective groups onto small reservations.

The move to reservations completely changed the gender roles for women, as the men were forced by the English to become “civilized,” which to the English meant that the men become agriculturalists. The loss of economic and political power that came with women’s agricultural work shifted matriarchal native societies to a European-style patriarchy.

John R. Burch Jr.
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Two Accounts of John Smith’s Meeting with Powhatan (1608, 1624)

The dramatic story of John Smith’s near death and reprieve by Pocahontas comes from Smith’s 1624 General History of Virginia. It does not appear in his 1608 book A True Relation of Virginia, written the year after the events supposedly occurred. This discrepancy, among other things, suggests that the story is a fabrication. The two versions of Smith’s meeting with Powhatan are reproduced here.

1. ACCOUNT FROM A TRUE RELATION (1608)

Arriving at Weramocomoco [? On or about 5 January 1608], their Emperor proudly lying upon a Bedstead a foot high, upon ten or twelves Mats, richly hung with many chains of great pearls about his neck, and covered with a great Covering of Rahaughcums. At head sat a woman, at his feet another; on each side sitting upon a mat uppon the ground, were ranged his chief men on each side of the fire, ten in a rank, and behind them as many young women, each a great Chain of white Beads over their shoulders, their heads painted in red: and with such a grave and Magestic countenance, as draw me into admiration to see such state in a naked Savage.

He kindly welcomed me with such good words, and great Platters of sundry Victuals, assuring me his friendship, and my liberty within four days. … He asked me the cause of our coming. … He demanded why we went further with our Boat. … He promised to give me Corn, Venison, or what I wanted to feed us: Hatchets and Copper we should make him, and none should disturb us.

This request I promised to perform: and thus, having with all the kindness he could devise, sought to content me, he sent me home, with 4 men: one that usually carried my Gown and Knapsack after me, two other loaded with bread, and one to accompany me.

2. ACCOUNT FROM GENERAL HISTORY OF VIRGINIA (1624)

At last they brought him [Smith] to Meronocomoco, where was Powhatan their Emperor. … [T]wo great stones were brought before Powhatan: then as many as could laid hands on him [Smith], dragged him to them, and thereon laid his head, and being ready with their clubs, to beat out his brains, Pocahontas the Kings dearest daughter, when no entreaty could prevail, got his head in her arms, and laid her own upon his to save him from death: whereat the Emperor was contented he should live. …

Two days after, Powhatan having disguised himself in the most fearefullest manner he could, caused Capt. Smith to be brought forth to a great house in the woods … then Powhatan … came unto him and told him now they were friends, and presently he should go to Jamestown, to send him two great guns, and a grindstone, for which he would give him the Country of Capahowosick, and forever esteem him as his son Nantaquoud.

Source: John Smith, A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Note as Hath Hapned in Virginia since the First Planting of That Colony, Which Is Now Resident in the South Part Thereof, till the Last Returne from Thence (London: Printed for John Tappe, 1608). Available at http://www.virtualjamestown.org/exist/cocoon/jamestown/fha/J1007.



Pueblo Culture

Sixteenth-century Spanish explorers used the word “pueblo,” meaning “town” or “village” as well as “nation” or “people,” to refer to the Native American communities they discovered in what is now the American Southwest. By the time of Spanish arrival in 1540, these villages numbered between 100 and 200 in the Rio Grande Valley in present-day New Mexico and northeastern Arizona. They typically consisted of multilevel adobe or stone dwellings clustered around a central plaza. Even though they spoke different languages, Pueblo Indians displayed similar cultural traits.

Creation stories lay at the center of Pueblo life. Most Pueblos believe that they entered this world through a hole in the roof of the world below, using a ladder. The underground ceremonial chambers, or kivas, often include a ceremonial hole, or sipapu, in the floor to symbolize this entrance place. The kiva was used for ceremonies and rituals in which only men participated. They also used the kiva for councils and social gatherings.

Spirituality permeated all Pueblo social structures and cultural traditions. There were fixed rituals and prayers for each ceremonial occasion, performed in the kiva by the men and followed by a ritualistic public dance in the plaza. These dances often featured representations of the spiritual messengers known as katsinas. They helped create harmony and balance, values at the core of Pueblo belief systems. The universe itself embodied these principles, with Earth as the personification of the female, while the rain and the sky represented male qualities. From the union of the two came the corn and other crops to sustain human life.

Gender roles reflected this complementarity of male and female. As givers of life, women tended to the young and nurtured all members of the household. They ground corn, cut and dried meat, and prepared food for family consumption. The Pueblo household revolved around senior women, who owned most family property and controlled its use. Women also built and maintained housing and supervised family affairs. Village business, on the other hand, lay in the male domain. Pueblo men tended the cornfields, attended to spiritual and political matters, conducted trade, and defended the village against attack.
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Pueblo culture was highly organized and sophisticated. The Cliff Palace at Mesa Verde National Park illustrates the Peublo people’s complex building skills, as well as their talent for successful, high density living. (Corel)

Pueblo tradition permitted some flexibility within these strictly defined gender roles. A socially recognized third gender allowed for an individual to take on the tasks, rituals, and sometimes also dress and hairstyle of the other sex. These two-spirit people, historically called berdaches, were seen as embodiments of both the male and the female. They often held honored and influential positions in Pueblo life.

The balance of the Pueblo universe was thrown off kilter with the arrival of the Spanish. Disease epidemics and trade items preceded the establishment of the first Spanish settlement in 1598. With the settlement came Spanish friars, and by 1630 most pueblos in the region had a priest and a church. New draft animals, crops, and metal tools enriched Pueblo material culture, while the Spaniards benefited from the Pueblo Indians’ labor. Pueblo women’s blankets and textiles proved useful to Spanish colonists. Pottery made by women also entered the cycle of colonial trade. In the process, Pueblo women served as agents of change in their own communities as they adopted new materials and methods from the colonists to diversify their crafts.

Pueblos tolerated the intrusion until 1680, when they rebelled against their mistreatment by the Spanish, including sexual violence against Pueblo women. The rebels desecrated churches and killed 21 of the province’s 33 priests and over 400 of the fewer than 3,000 Spaniards in the colony. The Indian leaders then restored their own religious institutions. This Pueblo renaissance lasted until 1692, when the Spanish reimposed their rule. However, Spanish authorities decided to tolerate Pueblo ceremonies. What emerged was a religious syncretism among the Pueblos that combined Catholic ritual with Pueblo ritual.

Women continued to play an important mediating role on the cultural frontiers of the Southwest. Some Pueblo women married settlers looking for female companionship in a predominantly male world, while other women became concubines. These unions altered perceptions about gender on both sides of the frontier. They also produced a mixed-blood (mestizo) population that eventually dominated Hispanic settlements. The mestizos created a new cultural expression on the Spanish colonial frontier, combining features of both the colonized and the colonizer.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Queens, African, Nzinga of Angola (1581/83–ca. 1663) and Amina of Nigeria (d. 1610)

Nzinga Mbande (ca. 1581/1583–ca. 1663) was a 17th-century African ruler of the Ndongo and Matamba Kingdoms of modern-day Angola. She came of age and ruled Ndongo at a time when merchants of the Netherlands, France, and Britain had begun to challenge the monopoly of Portuguese merchants in the traffic of humans across the Atlantic. Across the course of her reign, she negotiated treaties that kept her people safe.

Amina, or Aminatu (d. 1610), was a leader of Hausaland in present-day Nigeria, remembered particularly for her military prowess and subsequent expansion of the political and economic power of her state. Prior to Western and Islamic influences, the women of Hausaland played an important political role as ministers, counselors, and ambassadors.

In the late 16th and early 17th centuries, the economic power and territorial control of African states on the Central African coast became threatened by Portuguese attempts to establish a colony at Luanda. Many of these states had become regional powers through their early participation in human trafficking. Portuguese encroachment and the attempt by some rulers to end their participation in the trade created conflict between African states and European business interests.

West African cultures were egalitarian societies: gender complementarity was based on sacred principles and secular laws. The largely matrilineal descent systems and matriarchal philosophies of West Africa were accepted and defended by men. Nzinga and Amina governed peoples who were soon to become entangled in the slave trade. As they were kidnapped and brought to the New World, they carried their culture with them, and in turn it became the basis for African American culture.

Between 1621 and 1622 Portuguese governor Joao Corria de Sousa invited Ngola, or King Mbande, to attend a peace conference to end the hostilities with the Mbundus. Mbande sent his half sister Nzinga to negotiate, and she repositioned Ndongo as an intermediary rather than a supply zone in the slave trade. She achieved an alliance between Ndongo and Portugal, and in doing so she ended Portuguese slave raiding in the kingdom.

Between 1623 and 1624, Nzinga assumed the throne. As queen her objectives were to end human trafficking in her region, end war with the Portuguese, achieve diplomatic recognition, and establish profitable trading relationship with Luanda. Oral history claims that she insisted on being called king and that when leading her army in battle, she dressed in men’s clothing.

Nzinga converted to Christianity in an effort to strengthen her ties with Portugal and was baptized Dona Anna de Sousa in honor of Governor Sousa’s wife. By 1626 Sousa, representative of the Portuguese trade industry, had betrayed the alliance as the demand for labor in the Americas increased, as did potential profit. Nzinga strengthened her military power through marriage with a Jaga chief in 1630.

[image: Lamphier]

Queen Anna Nzinga led the Ndongo and Matamba Kingdoms of southwest Africa in the early 1600s. She negotiated with Portugal in an attempt to limit the Africans being sold to the New World. She is remembered as a talented political and military tactician. (Fotosearch/Getty Images)

When Nzinga would not hand over escaped slaves, the Portuguese occupied Ndongo, made it a vassal state, and appointed Ari Kiluanji as a puppet or proxy Ngola. Militarily overwhelmed, Nzinga led her people west and founded a new state at Matamba. To further bolster Matamba’s military strength, Nzinga offered sanctuary to runaway slaves and Portuguese-trained African slave-soldiers. She adopted a form of military organization known as kilombo, in which youths renounced family ties and were raised communally in militias in a continuing effort to become free of Portuguese colonialism. In 1627 Nzinga led forces from Matamba against the Portuguese, initiating a 30-year guerrilla war following their attack on settlements of Ngola Ari.

The Netherlands seized Luanda for its own mercantile purposes in 1641. Nzinga created an alliance with the Dutch just as she broke with the Jaga chief following his plunder of the Mbundu capital of Matamba. The Jagas then joined the Portuguese. Nzinga requested a detachment of Dutch soldiers to fight with her. Within a year of initially defeating Portuguese forces, they were again forced to retreat to Matamba, where Nzinga capitalized on its position as the gateway to the Central African interior to develop it as a trading power.

By 1659 Nzinga had signed a treaty with the Portuguese negotiating an exchange for the freedom of her sister, Dona Barbara, a captive for 11 years who succeeded Nzinga as ruler of the new settlement of Matamba.

Nzinga reconverted to Christianity before she died on December 17, 1663. Her death accelerated Portuguese occupation and expansion of the slave trade as they moved quickly to occupy the interior of Southwest Africa. Angola remained under Portuguese control until independence in 1975.

Amina/Aminatu descended from a long line of female leaders. Her mother, Queen Bakwa Turunda, is credited with the rise of the Hausa States. She named the capital of the state Zazzau, in northern Nigeria, for her youngest daughter, Zaria. Amina became a famous leader and military commander through annexation of lands and kingdoms. Between 1536 and 1573, she expanded Hausaland economically and politically, leading to its dominance in the regions of the trans-Saharan and east-west trade routes. Amina subjected or subdued states as far away as Kwararafa and Nupe.

Amina is credited with the construction of cities throughout her kingdom and is remembered in the Songhai language in a phrase that is used when speaking of something wise and respected. “As proud and old as the walls of Amina” refers to the defensive fortifications built under her reign that demonstrated the advanced technological development of the ancient Hausa people.

Amina died in Atagrar to the south. The power of the state of Zaria declined and in 1734 it was conquered by Bornu. In 1975, Nigeria issued a 30k stamp depicting Queen Amina riding a white horse in honor of the International Women’s Year.

Leleua Loupe
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Queens, European, Elizabeth I of England (1533–1603) and Isabella of Castile (1451–1504)

Elizabeth Tudor assumed the throne of England as Queen Elizabeth I in 1558, and Isabella of Castile inherited the Castilian throne in 1474. Although Isabella ruled a united Spain alongside her husband, Ferdinand of Aragon, they maintained separate rule over the individual territories of their family Crowns.

Both Renaissance queens contributed to the colonization of the New World, paving the way for future rulers and explorers to form what would later become the American colonies. Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand provided Christopher Columbus, a Genoese privateer and explorer, with their royal blessing and financial backing to embark on an expedition to locate a passage to the Indies. During her own attempts to fund exploration and colonization, Queen Elizabeth supported expeditions for several men of her court, including Humphrey Gilbert and Walter Raleigh.

Columbus’s plan was to establish a financially lucrative route to the Indies via the Atlantic Ocean, but he initially had difficulty earning patronage for his proposal. Although he successfully impressed the Count of Medinaceli, who was willing to finance an expedition, they were wary of potentially violating the Spanish-Portuguese peace treaty restricting international exploration. As a result, they needed an official blessing, with its attendant protection, from one of the European monarchs to proceed. Columbus approached several monarchies, including France and England, unsuccessfully before Medinaceli turned to Spain for advice.

Queen Isabella was impressed by Columbus’s proposal and summoned him directly to her court for further discussion. During this meeting, he appealed to Isabella by noting that he hoped to discover unexplored territory, convert natives to Catholicism, and bring wealth to Spain. The queen, whose primary focus fell in line with these goals, desired to support the expedition. However, even though she was intrigued by Columbus’s proposition, she acknowledged that she was unfamiliar with the logistics of the voyage and wished to consult with a professional committee who could discern the feasibility of the expedition.

The deliberation process extended for long periods of time during Spain’s war against Muslims, who had once controlled Spain but had been pushed south to Granada. As the war raged on, the colonization plan became less and less of a priority; Columbus continued to present his ideas to other monarchs in the hopes that someone else might finance his journey.

In January 1492 Muslim Granada surrendered to Spain, ending the Reconquista. Months later Columbus received Spanish approval and funding for his exploration. All of Columbus’s funds did not come from Isabella, but his contract obligated him to claim any conquered territories in the name of Spain for Isabella and Ferdinand. In exchange, Columbus was given the title admiral of the ocean sea.

As pursuit of the New World continued, Isabella grew wary of the conquerors’ actions. Although she continued to stress the importance of converting the natives, she was against enslaving and physically harming them. The Spanish conquerors went against her protests during their interactions with the natives and attempted to bring slaves back to Spain. Thus, Isabella played a prominent role in establishing the Spanish connection with the New World, including its native populations, when she provided Christopher Columbus with official support from the Castilian Crown.

England also maintained an interest in territorial expansion under Queen Elizabeth’s reign. Although Elizabeth’s primary interests during the expansion centered on colonizing the Irish, she granted private licenses to several courtiers interested in exploring and profiting from North America. Humphrey Gilbert’s involvement in the efforts to acquire Irish territory led to both his knighthood and an early license to colonize additional territories.

Richard Hakluyt authored two major publications advocating the establishment of an English colony in the New World and pursuit of a northwest passage, a route whereby ships could travel West to Asia rather than south around Africa before turning east to compete with Spanish-Asia trades. In 1584, Hakluyt presented his argument to Elizabeth. Early in her reign Elizabeth could not afford, both literally and metaphorically, to support imperialist voyages to the New World. Her claim to the throne, both as a woman and through her mother Anne Boleyn, was not strong enough to allow for much risk taking. The ongoing struggles between English Catholics and Protestants further complicated Elizabeth’s early years. In the third decade of her reign she had considerably more power and security, so she could afford to listen to colonization schemes. Hakluyt’s efforts contributed to Elizabeth’s decision to grant Raleigh, Gilbert’s half brother and another knight of her court, permission to pursue territory in North America.

Raleigh’s expedition brought him to the eastern coast of North America, where he founded the Virginia territory in honor of the Virgin Queen and established the Roanoke colony, with Ralph Lane appointed as governor. In addition to establishing a colony, Elizabeth desired to create a base for privateers to raid Spanish settlements and ships. Raleigh also led expeditions to other North American territories, including Florida and North Carolina, to prospect for materials and observe the natives.

As time passed, the Roanoke colony failed to provide the geographical and financial support that the explorers had hoped it would. As supplies were scarce, those stationed in the colony desired to return to England. Ultimately, the initial attempts to colonize Virginia proved unsuccessful. While the fort at Roanoke failed, it would not be the last attempt by the English to establish a prominent colony. Elizabeth’s role in granting permission and providing funds for colonial expeditions contributed to future efforts in establishing longer-lasting North American colonies, such as Jamestown.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Religion, Native American

Spirituality pervades Native American life. Indigenous people have traditionally been reverent, holding a holistic worldview of themselves within their environment. Native peoples have seen themselves as being in relationship with a spiritual universe where nature was considered a being and humans were part of nature. Kinship is a reflection of the intimate relationship and recognition that plants, animals, inanimate objects, and natural phenomena reflect the Great Spirit. Indigenous belief systems reflect sensibilities whereby the universe is suffused with preternatural forces and powerful spiritual beings that human must be in harmony with. Religion and spiritual rituals were infused inro all activities, including food gathering and hunting, social and political organization, and, when necessary, war. Some indigenous people use psychotropic plants to induce visions. Music and dance along with sacrifices are part of many religious practices.

Indigenous individuals traditionally go through gender-delineated rites of passage when they reach puberty; the individual endures a period of isolation and fasting to experience visions and engagement with the spirit world that takes various forms. Through this passage the individual endures hardship necessary to learn his or her life purpose, power, and character traits. Shamanism is a common belief and is connected to healing and seeing into the future whereby individuals seek to control aspects of the spiritual world through magic. A shaman (or medicine man or woman) is believed to have contact with the spirit or supernatural world. In Pueblo Indian cosmology and religious practices, kachinas (masked dancers), believed to embody a particular ancestral spirit, performed during ceremonies to communicate kinship with powerful ancestral beings.

An important aspect of giving thanks comes from the indigenous appreciation for being blessed with a bountiful environment that is a spiritual world. Many tribes ceremonially honor the first harvest and catch of the season to ensure that prosperity continues for posterity. Native American spirituality reflects the connection between the natural and the supernatural, with myth explaining reality in diverse ways. For instance, California Indians performed gendered tasks essential to economic stability, diplomatic intertribal relationships, and a sacred harmony. Spirit imbued the creation of baskets, from the basket-making materials to their eventual contents.

When Sir Francis Drake, in command of the Golden Hind, made the first European contact with Coast Miwoks in June 1579, the ship’s chaplain and diarist Francis Fletcher described them as “of a tractable, free and loving nature, without guile or treachery.” At the passing of a relative or loved one, aboriginal Californians wailed; ethnographers referred to this practice as a “cry.” Coast Miwoks living in Marin County believed that the spirits of their ancestors traveled beyond Point Reyes, California, over the water west toward the setting sun. The setting sun created a line over the surf that was thought to lead the way to the home of the dead. Olompali was the site for annual mourning ceremonies and had a traditional burning ground near the village for cremations. When the English presented Coast Miwok leaders with shirts and linen cloth, the tribe presented the visitors with feathers, net caps, quivers for arrows, and animal skins. Fletcher chronicled how they returned to their homes and commenced with horrifying cries of lament, as if they were mourning the dead. Two days later a larger procession came to the invaders with more offerings. The men left gifts of bows, and women and children followed with additional gifts. The women displayed violent physical expressions of mourning to the point of inflicting bodily self-injury.

Anthropologists speculated that when the Coast Miwoks met the Europeans they believed they were meeting people returning from the dead. American anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber (1876–1960) asserted that the baskets historically made only by the Coast Miwok, Pomo, Lake Miwok, and Wappo societies, were constructed and then destroyed to honor the dead. After first meeting Europeans Miwok women gave them a round basket filled with offerings. Women made elaborate baskets for rituals, both diplomatic and sacred. Sacred mourning baskets were filled with what the deceased would need for the journey to the land of the dead, and the baskets were destroyed to release the spirit of the basket contents and the natural materials used to make the baskets. Thus, at the conclusion of the diplomatic ceremonies with the first group of Europeans, Coast Miwoks destroyed the very baskets they had given as gifts, intending a benevolent release of the dead spirits for their journey back to the afterlife. Europeans saw the basket destruction not as a positive gesture, but as a hostile act.

The U.S. government historically wanted to open up tribal lands for settlement. Throughout the 19th century, the federal military, state militias, and citizen vigilantes forcibly removed tribes from ancestral lands, which contributed to the destruction of some indigenous belief systems. The Dawson Act of 1887 allowed for the division of shared community-held reservation lands into 160-acre allotments as a means to get Native Americans to forsake traditional tribal ways and relationships in order to become farmers. In the absence of traditional religion, indigenous women today experience a very high rate of domestic violence, rape, and gang rape in comparison to the broader population. They have little support and experience retaliation because tribal police are overwhelmed, and federal investigators are not local and are not engaged with immediate tribal issues. Women sometimes become double victims when they report assaults, first by the investigators and second by tribal males who see them as not loyal to tribal unity. The violence toward women is not part of traditional religion but instead is a symptom of the epidemic of alcohol and substance abuse, sustained poverty whereby the masculine balance is undermined, and a subversion of traditional indigenous diets that continues to challenge Native American populations.

Meredith Eliassen
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Roanoke

Roanoke Island, located between present-day North Carolina’s shore and its Outer Banks, was the site of England’s first attempt at establishing a permanent settlement in North America in 1585. The colony disappeared three years later. One of the notable events that occurred in the colony’s brief history was the birth of Virginia Dare on August 18, 1587, the first child of English parentage born in the New World. Women in the Roanoke colony as well as other early English communities in colonial Virginia struggled with difficult living conditions and high mortality rates.

The Roanoke colony had its origins in 1584, when Sir Walter Raleigh obtained permission to establish a base in North America that could be used to launch privateers to raid Spanish shipping. Raleigh sent two ships to scout for suitable locations. Roanoke Island proved ideal, since the islands on North Carolina’s Outer Banks blocked it from view from Spanish ships. The tribal Roanoke werowance (leader) met with the English, who reported that they received his assurance that the natives supported the establishment of an English settlement on the island.

To facilitate relations between the Roanoke and English people, two Native Americans accompanied the English on their return to England. During the trip, the natives learned English and taught their Algonquian dialect to Thomas Harriot, a scientist on the expedition. Harriot would become famous for a Briefe and True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia, the book about Roanoke he published in 1588. The trip had a profound effect on the two native observers. Manteo, one of the two native men, saw great promise in a partnership with the English and would later serve as an interpreter for the last attempt to colonize Roanoke Island.

In 1585 a fleet of seven ships, commanded by Richard Grenville and containing roughly 600 men, arrived at Roanoke Island. Grenville’s forces constructed a fort that became the site of the British colony of Virginia, named in honor of Queen Elizabeth I. Grenville returned to England a short time later, leaving 108 soldiers at the fort under the command of Ralph Lane. Thus, this first attempt at a colony was more a military outpost than a real community, and as such no English women were present. Lane believed in the use of force to settle disputes, a tactic that caused war between the natives and the English during the winter of 1585–1586. Sir Francis Drake, a privateer, passed Roanoke Island in June 1856 and found the Englishmen in desperate straits, and he took them back to England. An all-male military-style colony had spectacularly failed.
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Eleanor White Dare gave birth to the first white, Christian child in the British colonies in 1587. Baptized Virginia, after the colony where she was born, the baby disappeared with other Roanoke colonists sometime in the three years after her birth. (Library of Congress)

Determined to establish a permanent settlement in Virginia, Elizabeth I appointed John White governor of a new colony. Unlike the previous all-male settlement efforts, White brought with him some women, including 14 separate families. His pregnant daughter Eleanor and her husband Ananias Dare joined the party, and their child, Virginia, became the first European child born in the Americas. This new group settled at the site of Grenville’s fort but had little contact with the local natives, with the exception of the Croatoans.

The English female colonists would have encountered shockingly difficult conditions. Homes were rude shelters that barely kept out the elements, and food was always in short supply. Basic domestic responsibilities such as food preparation and laundry would have been exceedingly difficult to accomplish. Female colonists were vastly outnumbered by men, a fact that would have increased each woman’s workload. Eleanor Dare gave birth to the first English child born in the New World in 1587. Happily, both mother and baby survived the birth, an accomplishment that should not be underestimated given the low standards of hygiene and nutrition in the colony.

In August, the Roanokes killed one of the colonists, who retaliated by attacking a Croatoan village, mistaking them for Roanokes. With supplies running dangerously low, John White, baby Virginia Dare’s grandfather, shipped out for England in hopes of resupplying the colony. He was unable to return until 1590 due to England’s war with Spain. When he arrived at Roanoke Island, aside from the cryptic message “Croatoan” carved on a post there was no sign as to the fate of the colonists who at that time had included 17 women and 9 children. Roanoke became the “Lost Colony” and its fate an unsolved mystery. Most probably colonists were killed or captured by the Crotoans.

The history of the English occupation of Roanoke Island from 1585 to 1587 had ramifications for the English for decades to come. Word of the atrocities committed by Lane, most notably the decapitation of Wingina, spread far from the coast of present-day North Carolina. The Powhatan Confederacy, which dominated the Chesapeake Bay area of present-day Virginia, likely knew the reputation of the English before they arrived to establish the Jamestown colony and thus interacted with them more cautiously. England also discovered that colonists better negotiated the rigors of establishing new colonies if they had some women among them, though in the case of Roanoke women did little to ameliorate the English’s poor relationships with local native people.

In 1937 a tourist claimed to have found a stone carved by Eleanor Dare. Before 1940 nearly 48 stones were subsequently found. One of the stones purported to call for revenge upon the native people who had kidnapped the Roanoke colonists. Another claimed that Eleanor had married into the local tribe and had a daughter. All but the first stone were later proven to be a hoax, but they suggest how interested Americans are in the fate of the lost Roanoke colonists.

John R. Burch Jr.
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Sexuality

Sexuality in early America varied as a result of cultural, religious, social, and economic perspectives and expectations of men and women. Both precolonial and colonial Euro-Americans subscribed to a patriarchal gender hierarchy in which men were dominant over women. A woman’s sexual purity or loyalty was used to establish her worth: she must remain chaste until marriage and remain monogamous until her death, complying with the sexual will of her partner. In contrast, the majority of Native American tribes did not have an established gender hierarchy. Men, women, and berdaches—the third gender of the majority of tribes—were treated as equal in society and in partnerships, and as a consequence indigenous people were significantly less rigid about sexuality than their Euro-American counterparts.

Sexual encounters between European conquerors and Native American women ranged from violent subjugation to willing compliance. The reports of many early explorers throughout the Americas heavily eroticize both the land and women; due to the intimate connection between the two, conquest of land and sexual congress of natives intertwined. Although some accounts implied that native women had voracious sexual appetites that led them to compliance in all sexual matters, coercion and fear certainly played a role in many of these encounters, many of which could best be described as rape. Conquering Euro-Americans engaged in both short- and long-term sexual connections with native women, much as Hernán Cortés took the native woman Malinche as his sexual concubine before passing her to another soldier.

It is difficult to decipher instances of sexual assault and rape in colonial America, because the majority of historical accounts are from the perspective of European males. For European women, sexual violation physically and spiritually affected not only the victim but also her family and community due to the concepts of integrity and dignity embedded in the woman’s honor code, and thus incidents were not readily discussed. Native American women, however, were not held to this standard; as a result, there are more accounts of their subjugation in sexual encounters. While some of these women may have received mutual satisfaction from these experiences, others may have complied only out of fear and situational factors or unsuccessfully resisted repeated assault from their captors.

Not all European conquerors engaged in sexual activity with the natives. Some colonizers disapproved of interracial couplings and adopted antimiscegenation practices as a result. Some religious figures, such as missionaries, condemned both the sexuality of the tribes and the intermingling of Europeans with natives. Other missionaries, however, encouraged miscegenation (interracial sex) as a means to religious and cultural conversion over time.

The Native American tribes maintained a distinct perspective on sexuality from Europeans and colonial America that was generally more open to sexual exploration and less connected to marriage and religion. Unlike the European colonists, some Native American tribes did not reproach premarital sex; it was even encouraged that both young men and young women explore their sexuality. Furthermore, sex in general was not an activity exclusively reserved for reproductive purposes. Both men and women could have multiple partners (polygyny and polyandry, respectively) and easily separate or divorce. Same-sex marriages, usually between a male or female and a berdache of the same biological sex, were also socially accepted in most tribes. These marriages were not utilized as the same lifetime-binding contract between husband and wife in European society.

Another element of Native American sexuality often misinterpreted by European explorers and colonizers was the distinction between gender and biological sex. The majority of tribes had three genders: male, female, and a third, sometimes called berdache, that invoked mixed-gender spirits or a nonbinary person. Sexually active berdaches usually engaged in sexual intercourse with same-sex partners in the passive position. To Europeans, this appeared to be a homosexual relationship and therefore was shameful and emasculating, particularly for the male-male sexed partnerships. This perspective, however, was not maintained by the individual tribes who did not view relationships with berdaches as lesser than heterosexual couplings.

For colonial Euro-Americans, sentiments toward sexuality were largely influenced by cultural and religious perspectives. Based on the honor code, a woman was expected to abstain from sexual activity until marriage and remain faithful to her husband until death. In New England premarital sex was not permitted, but marital sex played an important role in society to promote familial stability, especially to determine legitimacy and transfer of property. Although Puritan society limited sex for the purposes of procreation, a healthy and mutually satisfying sex life was encouraged to better guarantee conception. Protestants, likewise, adopted a similar view of encouraging marital sex to combat extramarital sexual deviancy.

The emphasis of discussion and understanding of same-sex pairings was not driven by sexual orientation as an identity but instead by the action of sodomy. As such, legislation passed in the New Haven colony was phrased to condemn the act of sexual transgressions with specific reference to the “misuse of genital organs” and not to the gender of the participants. In general, extramarital sexual activities were illegal in New England, including same-sex practices and masturbation. A woman bearing an illegitimate child was considered both a shameful and punishable offense.

Throughout these societies, the convergence of diverse cultural perspectives shaped early American sentiments toward sexuality. The presence of Judeo-Christian European colonizers diminished the fluid sexual practices of Native American tribes. The establishment of Anglo-Christian colonies shaped colonial American perspectives and laws regarding sex as intimately connected to religion. As a result, the sexuality of women was bound to the patriarchal honor code imported from the colonizers to the New World.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Slavery, Native Americans

Different forms of captivity existed among Native American societies long before the arrival of Europeans. How that captivity manifested itself varied widely across the continent. Among the Iroquois, captives were sometimes adopted into families to fill the roles of deceased relatives. Some groups exchanged members of their communities while negotiating trade agreements as an expression of trust and goodwill. Others utilized captives for diplomatic exchanges. One type of captivity that was not native to the Americas was chattel slavery, which was introduced into the New World by Europeans. This new form of captivity put an economic value on slaves, which completely destabilized native societies. Peoples victimized by slavers also went on the warpath, seeking to free their kinsmen and women. Migration became an alternative for those who did not wish to go to war. The escalating cycles of violence benefited the respective European powers, as they not only gained slaves but also gained access to land due to native depopulation.

The Spanish were the first to enslave the natives they encountered. Hernán Cortés’s expedition used a native slave woman named Malinche as a translator on several expeditions. When Hernando de Soto’s expedition explored the Southeast, the explorers used their captives to serve as guides. The Spanish treated many of their native slaves with such brutality that the Spanish Crown officially outlawed the practice before the end of the 16th century. As a replacement for the newly freed natives, the Spanish began importing African slaves. In the eyes of the Spanish, it was acceptable to enslave Africans because, unlike Native Americans, the Spanish believed that it was not possible for them to become Catholic. Despite the royal decree, the enslavement of native peoples still continued in Spanish-held areas. To foster the practice, the Spanish held fairs every year to exchange slaves with both Spaniards and Native American traders. Native American women were often purchased for use as concubines or sex slaves, making their enslavement doubly horrifying.

The French did not initially accept slaves into their midst when they were establishing New France. This changed in 1709 when slavery was legalized by their ruler in the New World. French citizens embraced the new institution, which resulted in a significant increase in the demand for native captives. During the Fox Wars, the French found native allies by promising them that they could enslave any Fox they encountered. Although the French, like their European counterparts, used slaves as currency, they did not value them so highly that they became more profitable than trading in furs.

Since the early English settlements were business ventures, slave labor promised larger profits for investors. This was especially true as agricultural products, such as tobacco, proved to be the most profitable commodities. Enslaving natives posed several problems for the English. The natives did not prove to be hearty, as many died from diseases such as smallpox. There was always the possibility that they would run away and try to rejoin their people. The consequence of enslaving local natives was the possibility of war. In many tribes it was the women who called for war in these situations. Enslavement of native children was a significant factor in the Tuscarora War in North Carolina. By the mid-18th century, African slavery had supplanted the enslavement of Native Americans.

In general, Europeans preferred to enslave women and children because they believed that they were less likely to try to escape. Since most of the slaveholders were men, they also wanted the females so they could sexually exploit them. This was especially true of the Spanish- and French-inhabited locales, as men made up a majority of the European populations of those areas. Over time, the Spanish and French began marrying native women instead of enslaving them. This change not only improved relations between the Europeans and the natives but also allowed for the formation of kinship relationships that proved beneficial for both cultures. Native American wives subsequently became cultural brokers who were valued within both of the societies they inhabited.

Although evidence exists that some native slaves were still being taken by the descendants of the Spanish conquistadors into the mid-19th century, the practice had ceased in the other parts of North America by the early 18th century. Around 1790 in the South, some Native American elites began emulating their American neighbors and adopted plantation agriculture, including the use of Africans as slave labor. This proved destabilizing to native societies, as it reflected a change in how elites used the wealth they accumulated. A cultural norm that could be seen across native societies throughout North America was the distribution of wealth from the chiefs to their followers. Generosity was a gauge to demonstrate one’s effectiveness as a leader. This changed with the arrival of plantation agriculture. Suddenly elites, most notably among the Creek Confederacy, quit sharing their wealth and began amassing large fortunes, including many slaves.

This created not just a growing economic divide but also a racial divide. Many Creek communities welcomed escaped slaves and made them kin through either adoption or marriage. Creeks with African-descended relatives rightfully saw slaveholding elites as a threat. This division was one of the causes of the Creek War of 1813–1814, a civil war among the Creeks. The protection of African Seminoles was one of the reasons that the Seminoles fought three wars with the United States. Some Native Americans continued to hold African and African American slaves until the conclusion of the American Civil War, when the practice was outlawed by the United States.

John R. Burch Jr.
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Spider Woman

The idea or philosophy of Spider Woman, or Grandmother Spider, is something many pre-Christian civilizations throughout the Americas share for teaching about creation and the creative process. The Huichols of western Mexico call her Takutsi Nakawe, the Navajo call her Sus-Sistinnako and also Changing Woman, and the Hopis call her Kokyangwuiti, the grandmother of the sun and the great medicine power who sang people into the fourth and present world. The Kiowas call her Konatasohi, and the Cherokees call her Kanane’ski Amai’yehi. The Keres of the Pueblo call her Cochito, or Thought Woman.

The spider defined the world by stretching its legs from the place of emergence and by partitioning Earth into four parts. Among the Lagunas, Grandmother Spider, or Old Spider Woman, brought the light, weaving, medicine, and life. Among the Keres she was known as Thought Woman who created humans and keeps them in creation even now. Spider Woman, Ts’its’tsi’nako, or Thought Woman created through her thinking mind. She also created the Kacina, or spirit messengers and protectors.

These women, through their changing nature and creative thought, teach several fundamental principles that seek to guide the development of balanced relationships and keep humans in harmony with the rest of the world. The intricate patterns of the web that Spider Woman weaves teaches followers to look for the patterns in the world, the power of connection, and that all beings are creations and therefore relatives, making survival tied to respect for all life. Her web forms a medicine wheel, a way of discovering oneself and one’s place in the world by learning how to perceive the proper balance of relationships among all creation. The gifts of medicine that she teaches take infinite forms of knowledge and understanding and are gained through seeking life in all its infinite forms.

Spider Woman also reflects the recognition of many civilizations that female creativity is central to the universe and finds balance with male forces. Concepts of masculinity and femininity, such as sexuality, were unlike those introduced with European Christianity. The creator was most often identified as female though at times transformed into male. In the Southwest, spider webs along with vulvas were incised into rocks about 7500 to 600–900 BCE. In circular or polygonal houses and temples throughout the Americas, symbols of this understanding or perception of creation include the full moon; the spider web; the womb, or place of emergence into the present world; and a multilayered vertical universe or cosmic egg.

These perceptions not only informed gender relationships and promoted complementary and equal relationships between men and women but also respected and allowed space for all expressions and variations of gender and sexuality. Women were valued in their role as vitalizers and not just child bearers. The feminine is also recognized as being both creative and destructive, with destruction being a force that allows for regeneration and recreation rather than brute or unnecessary force. The Lakotas also understood all of Earth and its creatures as being intelligent, alive, and intricately and inherently connected. Mothers and mother goddesses are all an aspect of Grandmother Spider, or Thought Woman.

The universal characteristics of life are embodied in the oral tradition, composed of rituals and narratives that begin with Grandmother Spider, or aspects of creation. With the social transformation from egalitarian to patriarchal systems caused by European conquest, mother creators were masculinized. The primacy of female as creator was displaced with ideas such as the Great Spirit. The Hopi goddess of Spider Woman became Maseo or Tawa, referred to in the masculine. Among the Cherokees, the goddess of the River Foam was replaced by thunder in many tales. Among the Iroquois, Sky Woman often gathered her ideas from her dead father or her monstrous grandson. This was the first step in replacing a gender-complementary system with masculine deities. Scholars and activists believe that recovering imagery of mother creators is crucial to Indian resistance to cultural and spiritual genocide.
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Transatlantic Slave Trade, Women

The transatlantic slave trade refers to the enslavement and transportation of people from Central and West Africa to the plantations of North and South America beginning in the 16th century. African scholars refer to it as the Maafa, which is Swahili for “holocaust,” because the term “trade” denotes commercial transactions that benefit, or have the possibility of benefiting, both sides.

In addition to being enslaved for labor, women, and to a lesser extent men, were exploited sexually, establishing a sex trade. Coming mostly from the west coast of Africa and representing diverse ethnic groups, African women arrived at the slave ports after being torn from their families, where they had been agriculturalists, weavers, warriors, and leaders. They were often kept naked in subterranean dungeons and then exposed again naked to European buyers who inspected their eyes, ears, mouths, legs, rectum, and genitalia before they were shipped to the Caribbean and North America. Businessmen branded and shackled women, children, and men and forced them to huddle naked aboard ships. Women joined in acts of resistance against traders and crews in at least 55 mutinies between 1699 and 1845.

The progression in slave trading from the eastern Atlantic to the western Atlantic coincided with the voyages of Christopher Columbus, under the patronage of the Spanish Crown. Columbus introduced sugarcane to the Caribbean and ushered in the development of the indigenous holocaust, the transatlantic slave system, and the sex trade in the Americas. The demographic disaster of the Amerindians served to expand and perpetuate the transatlantic dimension of the slave trade. Women’s skills in agriculture and domestic services were crucial to any enterprise, and women were additionally exploited later for their reproductive value.

The official launch of the Middle Passage began when Spain issued the asiento in 1518 to supply laborers directly from Africa to satisfy the new demand for labor created by the commercialization of the Caribbean sugar industry. The first voyage from Africa directly to the Americas destined for the Caribbean occurred in 1525. Over the whole period of the transatlantic slave trade, 36 percent of people transported were women, and they were used primarily as field hands, domestics, and sources for sexual gratification or partnership.

The trade became a commercial highway that interconnected all the continents and their kin. Sugar plantations, particularly in the Caribbean and Latin America, absorbed over two-thirds of those transported. The English dominated the North European slave trade and supplied the English and Spanish colonies and plantations with labor. The Portuguese dominated the southern slave trade and supplied the plantations in Brazil.

Initially, Europeans and then Indigenous peoples of the Americas supplied the bulk of labor in the early years. But by the 1560s, the enslavement of Africans for labor increased in the Spanish Empire due to the declining availability of indigenous peoples and the lowering of duties on Africans.

Historians estimated that between 1450 and 1850 up to 15.4 million people survived their kidnapping in Africa to be brought to labor in the Americas. Less than 5 percent came to the United States. Though the U.S. Congress outlawed the transatlantic slave trade in 1807, the law did not entirely stop the flow of Africans into the country. By 1825 the southern states had the largest enslaved population in the world.

The population of Africa stagnated at 100 million between 1650 and 1850, while that of Europe and Asia doubled and tripled. Fertile and productive areas of West Africa were left empty as people were stolen and killed through military devastation. Consequently, development in science and technology and medical knowledge stagnated. The economic system that developed became distorted, violent, legalistic, and entangled in the traffic of humans. Wars were fought to enlarge empires that would supply humans to European slavers. The creation of larger states and empires enlarged the ruling classes’ control over political, economic, and social resources to the detriment of most Africans.

Women, central to many West African communities, became those most likely to be enslaved. The main victims were the healthy robust population ages 15 to 30, the strongest of the community and the next generation of leaders, scientists, nation builders, healers, and teachers, impacting the development of African society and its continent. This process also began the devaluation and exploitation of women in African societies. As Europeans enforced a new capitalist system, they also enforced a new gender and status system.

In the Americas, enslaved women were doubly burdened. By 1662 black African slavery was firmly established in Virginia, with other colonies to follow. There the nature of slavery in America was distinctly gendered, and that year all children, regardless of patrimony, born to enslaved women were declared, held in bondage, or free only according to the conditions of the mother.

In the middle and northern colonies, the economy was diversified. Women lived on smaller farms and engaged in a wide range of tasks that were not necessarily gendered. They cared for children and the elderly, butchered livestock, and farmed. Some worked as midwives, seamstresses, or weavers, and sometimes masters permitted them to hire themselves out to earn extra money. In the South most worked in agriculture, something they were familiar with from Africa. West Africans introduced and allowed for a successful rice crop in the Carolinas. Most tended tobacco, rice, or indigo crops.

Some women earned freedom by pleasing their masters, developing familial relationships, performing exceptional acts, or buying their freedom. Freedwomen managed to earn a living, establish families, build community institutions, and possess private property.
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Virginia Company

The Virginia Company was two competing branches of a commercial enterprise supported by investors and granted a charter by King James I of England in 1606 to establish settlements on the East Coast of North America. The most successful of these was Jamestown, which became a stable self-sustaining enterprise when a good working relationship with the local Native Americans was achieved, when tobacco became a profitable export, and when women were recruited to give the colony permanence and stability. Though the types of women ranged from genteel to slave labor, their presence and contributions to the Virginia Company were vital.

The English laid claim to the area known collectively as Virginia, which at that time encompassed the entire Eastern Seaboard of today’s United States from Canada southward to the present-day North Carolina. The joint-stock ventures were called the Virginia Company of London (or London Company) and the Virginia Company of Plymouth (or Plymouth Company). Their charter provided the rights of trade, exploration, settlement, and self-government.

To counter the Roman Catholic Spaniards in North America, the Protestant English were determined that their own colonies would thrive. The charters of the Virginia Company branches were the same, but their territories were different. The more northward area that eventually became New England was to be developed by the Virginia Company of Plymouth but did not succeed. Its colony in Maine was abandoned in 1607 after about a year. With the arrival of religious pilgrims aboard the Mayflower in 1620, a subsequent Plymouth Company established a permanent settlement in Massachusetts.

When the original Virginia Company of Plymouth was officially declared a failure, its grant of self-government was not formally revoked, either intentionally or otherwise. This principle of self-government became a cornerstone for the concept of democracy in the American colonies.

In 1607 the Virginia Company of London, the more southerly branch, founded the first English settlement in North America to become permanent. It was in today’s state of Virginia, with the community and waterway on which it stood named Jamestown and the James River, respectively, in honor of the king. Almost immediately, sickness, starvation, and strife with local Native American tribes under the Powhatan Confederacy brought the colony to the edge of collapse.

However, a Native American woman was the catalyst in its salvation. Pocahontas (ca. 1595–1617) was the daughter of Chief Powhatan. Captain John Smith, president of the Jamestown Council, was a strong leader who was able to forge a working relationship with the Native Americans. In what may have been a ceremonial tribal membership ritual, Pocahontas saved Smith from execution. Smith later recounted the incident as an example of Native American cooperation, thus safeguarding potential investments.

After suffering an injury, Smith returned to England. On April 5, 1614, Pocahontas married colonist John Rolfe, who successfully cultivated a new strain of tobacco that became the colony’s extremely profitable export. Pocahontas adopted the English religion and took an English education. This time of harmony between the Native Americans and English colonists became known as the Peace of Pocahontas. Pocahontas and Rolfe lived on Rolfe’s plantation, Varina Farms, on the James River and later in England. They had a child, Thomas Rolfe, born on January 30, 1615. With peace foreseeable through the union with Pocahontas and a cash crop nurtured by her husband, the settlement showed every prospect of being a secure destination for colonists. This meant recruiting women.

Many of the early colonists were male adventurers who had visions of soon finding gold or silver, then returning to England as rich men. This turned out not to be the case, and with males outnumbering English females by a ratio of six to one, they had little incentive to stay. Deteriorating relations with the Native Americans did not encourage unions with native women by either the English or the tribes themselves.

In 1619, the Virginia Company began recruiting English women as marriage prospects for Jamestown settlers in the belief that only through the presence of family units with wives and children could the settlement flourish. Women could apply to be sponsored by the Virginia Company by providing a reference attesting that they were respectable as well as being “young” and “handsome.” The Virginia Company provided basic bedding and one set of clothes for the women, most of whom were married soon after arrival.

With the economic boom that same year in the high-grade tobacco successfully developed by John Rolfe, the Jamestown settlers scurried to find land to cultivate. When they did, hard labor followed. From 1619 onward, time and energy had to be devoted to planting, hoeing, tilling, weeding, and harvesting the inedible crop. The domestic skills of women in England generally included producing butter, cheese, beer, and homespun fabric, not constant agricultural toil. In America, they now had to work in the fields in addition to cooking, cleaning, and other domestic labor to keep the home running.

With the convergence of these factors, the year 1619 brought forth an event that would change American history forever. A ship bearing 20 kidnapped Africans appeared on the James River. With the human cargo enslaved to labor in the tobacco fields, the era of a plantation-based economy and the African slave trade had begun. Enslaved African woman were valued commodities for both their ability to work hard in homes and fields and their ability to breed more slave labor. Children born to enslaved African women inherited slave status through their mother regardless of paternity. The Virginia Company succeeded but at a great cost.
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Fertility and Fertility Control

Women’s ability to create and sustain life was recognized, honored, and celebrated throughout the Americas. Women’s phases of fertility, pregnancy, childbirth, motherhood, and marriage, important life-cycle phases, were recognized as providing particular status and empowerment. In Pueblo society, sexuality was recognized and celebrated as the source of life and a means of taming negative spirits in nature and of integrating outsiders into the nation. Pueblo ideology recognized women’s sexual power, and like their role in food production, they contributed to egalitarian relationships between the sexes. The existence of many goddesses, often referred to as mother or grandmother, indicated a sacred reverence for female fertility and women as creative agents. Earth mothers and corn goddesses ordered the worldview, and effigies, abundant in the archaeological record throughout the Americas, are believed to be associated with fertility and fruitfulness (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 77–79).

During menstruation and childbirth, periods of great transformation, women were perceived as being increasingly powerful. The Mayas credited the moon with governing women’s menstrual cycles and the planting of maize. Oral traditions tell of women who had the power to transform into different beings, such as deer; copulate with different beings, such as panthers and earthworms; and deliver mixed babies. At contact, people throughout eastern North America, such as Acadians and Malecites, built separate cabins for menstruating women. The Narragansetts called the houses weuomemese, meaning “little house.” Women of the Great Basin, such as among the Paiutes, also spent their menses separated and observed food and body taboos. It is likely that these houses were associated with female ritual and ceremony that was conducted on a monthly basis and associated with pregnancy and childbirth. In addition to simple biological concerns or observances, postpartum and menstruating women were recognized as conduits of change for good or ill. Due to the phenomenon of menstrual synchrony, when females who live together sync their menstrual cycles, it is likely that women of the same house spent time together doing ceremonial or ritual activities. They probably spent time resting, talking, telling stories, gambling, engaging in ritual purification at the end to burn blood-stained supplies, and bathing to practice good hygiene. Contrary to the interpretations of women’s rituals and practices from early Europeans at contact, studies suggest that they were advantageous to women. Such practices were also characteristic of precontact American societies where husbands and males were not particularly dominant, especially in matrilineal and matrilocal societies.

In addition to valuing women for their reproductive powers, women also had knowledge of how to control them. According to the archaeological record, women in semisedentary societies in California spaced their births further apart, and later as permanent villages replaced seasonal rounds (ca. 1300 CE), birth spacing decreased. Comparatively, Native American women had fewer children than Europeans, nursing for three years and using herbs to induce abortion or practicing abortion to space births. In Ohio during the Hopewell culture, the archaeological record reveals an increase on reliance on local seeds for weaning foods that shortened the nursing period and eliminated it as a contraceptive (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 72). Mississippian women of the East in the 1300s had high life expectancy and generally waited until their 20s to bear children. They practiced birth control through abstinence or taboos or had knowledge of plants to control their fertility (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 125–126). Among the Cherokees, Datura stramonium may have been used to induce abortion or treat difficult childbirth, and in the East blue cohosh was used (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 60).

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

The women of eastern cultures, such as the Natchezes of the Southeast, arranged marriages. Illiniwek women carried kettles, animal skins, buffalo meat, and clothing as gifts from the prospective male spouse in their lineage to the cabin of the woman he wished to wed. In Mayan marriage negotiations cloth was associated with women, while chocolate was associated with men. There was a reciprocal obligation for the bride’s father to provide a dowry to the wife receivers, paid in cacao beans, and the wedding feast. During the feast, the husband provided raw food to the woman for her to cook and present to him as a sign of their union. This exchange symbolized their reciprocal obligations to each other for their life.

Prior to contact, most people traced their ancestry through the mother or both parents. In the Southwest, many people recognized matrilineal descent. Women’s control of land and its produce ensured their economic agency and empowerment. Pueblos in the Southwest were also matrilocal, where the husband accompanied his wife to her family’s home. A woman’s identity therefore rested with her family and not with her husband. Women dissolved a marriage by placing a husband’s belongings outside of the home.

For many societies, women’s maturity was associated with marriage rather than the onset of menses. In the East this phase was marked partially by the wearing of an apron or skirt. For the Mayas, marriage was essential for both men and women to fulfill their potential for mutual independence. Both, however, could easily divorce, and Mayan women retained control over their home and agricultural fields. Mayan aristocratic men could have wives and concubines, but the general population practiced monogamy. Mayan women typically married between the ages of 14 and 15, while men married around the age of 18.

The economic systems that prevailed in the Americas were often based not on the accumulation of wealth but rather on the communal use and distribution of land and resources, most often managed by the woman’s family. Concepts of bastardy or illegitimacy did not exist due to the nonexistent practice of wealth accumulation and male inheritance. Divorce was equally a simple process for both men and women, and there was no stigma associated with breaking a union. For most women of Mesoamerica, the Southwestern and Eastern Woodlands, they would simply put the men’s belongings outside of the family’s house to signify the end of the relationship. Because women maintained the home and food production, the children were always provided for.

Marriage customs differed in the Northwest from one group to another. Central coast Salish women tended to marry outside of their kin group and move to the residence of the husband. Arranged marriages often ensured economic security for the children by creating alliances and access to more resources through a complex system of reciprocity and exchange. Children obtained the privileges and wealth associated with both the mother and father. In wealthy families, members claimed their privileges and rights to resources from their heritage of a certain ancestral “house” (Kennedy 2007, 6, 28). The Eyaks, Tlingits, Tsimshians, Haidas, and Haislas were matrilineal, while most tribes on the southern Northwest coast traced descent through both the mother and father (Walter 2006, 42). Chiefs were polygynous, or married several women, representing up to 25 percent of married men at contact. Most men and women were monogamous (Walter 2006, 42). Senior wives supervised the labor of junior wives and slaves and had time to manufacture ceremonial and trade items important in potlaching and trade. Studies of the coastal Salishes suggest that separation through divorce or death of the male spouse meant that the wife would likely return to her natal family. Babies would go with the mother in cases of divorce, and older children would go with the husband or his family.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

Birthing practices were not widely studied or recorded at contact but must have varied between groups and probably depended on the economy and structure of society; however, little ethnographic evidence exists to make a distinction. According to ethnographic records, pregnant women followed diets, often interpreted as food taboos, and usually continued normal daily routines until the onset of active labor. As birth time neared, the mother often left her village alone or in the care of one or two older women, destined for a special house separate from the village. Women sometimes remained in a vertical posture, hanging, standing, kneeling, or squatting to facilitate birth (Plane 1999). Some accounts report that in Canadian communities younger members aided the mother in making startling noises to procure an immediate delivery. Among the Micmacs and Cherokees, women’s arms were sometimes attached above to a pole, with their nose, ears, and mouth stopped up while pressing on the belly of the mother to hasten delivery. Medicine people were also called upon to provide external applications of herbs and roots and conduct sweat baths. Tinctures of herbs hastened delivery or eased the pain. Tobacco may have been used as an offering to spirits during labor.
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While anthropologists and historians generally focus on the activities of men by focusing on politics and war, indigenous women played a central role in their often matriarchal and matrilineal communities, powers granted to them by their combined activities in food production and child birth and child rearing. Indigenous peoples particularly recognized the importance of these spheres of activity. (Library of Congress)

Ideas about childbirth pain probably varied as much with indigenous women then as they do now. However, Algonquian people valued emotional control, self-reliance, and reticence and recognized the value of decreasing fear and discomfort to encourage a successful birth. Cree women and their attendants minimized the moments in which fear or pain interfered with self-control. For the Mayas and later the Aztecs, birth was seen as a battle in which an infant could kill its mother, and therefore pregnancy and labor were equated with sacred blood sacrifice. This view conferred great honor upon the mother. During labor the Mayan midwife placed an image of Ix Chel, the goddess of childbirth, under a laboring woman’s bed. The Aztec midwives were renowned for their professional training.

In most societies, once birthed the baby was washed and then wrapped in soft animal skins, often of beaver, and placed on a cradleboard. Among some peoples the baby was fed some oil of seal, bear, or other respected animals. Some kept the naval cord in a bag that was kept around the baby’s neck to signify their desire that the newborn develop as a balanced or centered being. Some women returned to normal activities following recovery, while others stayed in the birth house for a month or more. Like during their menses, pregnant and postpartum women were perceived as being especially powerful, and special precautions were taken to maintain balance. In one account a pregnant woman’s presence was required to make a certain root effective in removing an arrow from a wounded man. European perceptions of these taboos as demeaning women long skewed historians’ ability to understand native childbirth practices.

Just as women were valued in most American societies precontact, children were cherished. The birth of a child represented personal wealth and good fortune. The caring for and guiding of children to maturity and responsible citizenship was the most important obligation of the family and the community. Mothers and fathers shared in the responsibility of providing for children, while older children and elders assisted in their care and guidance. There were no orphans among most pre-Columbian societies; children were welcomed in by extended family and relatives. Elders instructed youths in laws and traditions of the people designed to foster a balanced social, political, economic, and spiritual world. Children were encouraged to seek the advice of elders and learn from their experience (Costo and Costo 1995). Oral tradition instructed parents on how to raise healthy and functional adults. Stories that feature trickster characters such as the coyote as a father warn parents against negative consequences of sexual abuse and incest. Rituals and ceremonies marked phases of maturity that honored the children for their development and instructed them in their new responsibilities or obligations.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

High rates of female- and child-targeted aggression are most commonly found in patriarchal and hierarchical societies where there is an imbalance of power across sex, gender, and class. These imbalances did not occur in pre-Columbian indigenous societies, and thus there was much less domestic violence than in Euro-American cultures. In California the ultimate penalty exacted in cases of family murder or rape was execution. The Spanish mission system, established in 1769, imposed a patriarchal and hierarchical order that allowed the Spanish soldiers and priests to systematically sexually and physically abuse women and children, introducing violence into a culture that previously had little. Conversely, archaeological studies of the ancient Pueblo people of the La Plata River Valley in northwestern New Mexico show a high frequency of female head injuries, and women were five times more likely to have evidence of infection and a shorter life expectancy (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 76). Mayan royal women would be tortured and buried ritually by their enemies in the course of a takeover, while the male ruler would simply be decapitated, denoting an enemy’s fear and respect of elite women.

Ethnographic records among eastern tribes indicate some violence aimed at women, usually as a result of extramarital relations. Among the Cenis and Illiniwek peoples, adultery may have been punished by cutting the wife’s nose. Among the Alabamus, the wife and lover were whipped with a wooden switch on their back and stomach, had their hair cut off, and were exiled from the village. Elite husbands were often polygynous, while monogamy or serial monogamy tended to be preferred. The sexual double standard known in European society was not likely applicable to precontact societies. Among the Plains tribes, an unkind husband could find himself homeless.

Generally domestic violence was discouraged, and men and women were encouraged to find new partners rather than continue abusive patterns. Ideally, families spent a great deal of time conducting rituals and ceremonies intended to keep relationships among each other in equilibrium. Women often had a strong role in marriage negotiations throughout the Americas, a reality that would have mitigated the occurrence of violent marriages.

Education

The way of knowing, or of seeking knowledge, was similar among the various peoples of the Americas. The belief in the sacred was a commonality among most native communities. Those people who lived in a sacred manner were the most respected in the community and were sought after for advice and guidance. Indigenous American cultures were rooted in and transmitted through oral tradition. Stories, songs, chants, art, prayers, and poems were conducted with social, ceremonial, and ritual significance detail specific cultures and languages and are central to understanding the distinctiveness of each community. Rituals and ceremonies were conducted to initiate people into different phases of their lives. From birth, children were given the knowledge that guided them to be successful contributors to their partners and families and the larger community. Generally, people were taught to be responsible citizens and to keep the world in balance by holding all forms of life in reverence and not exploiting or taking for granted relationships between people and the nonhuman world.

Two mythical figures, the culture hero and trickster, are widespread in the Americas but take different forms or expression depending on the community. The culture hero was regarded as the person who had taught the members of the tribe their way of life in a distant past. The trickster, such as the raven in the North, the coyote in the Southwest, and rabbits or Iktomi, the spider, taught morals to people by behaving badly. They represented all human capacity and often took on undesirable characteristics to illustrate to people why they should live morally. When several groups of the Southwest said that someone went the way of the coyote, this suggested that a person had followed a negative path or did something against the group’s rules. Many of the groups encouraged their young people to embark on a vision quest or perceiving quest. Under hardship, meditation, and prayer, it was a journey to discover oneself (Storm 1972). Some questers would be awarded a mystical experience that could convey to them the connection with all people or empower the individual with new knowledge.

Through dance, song, music, and theater, social relationships were renewed, and all things were maintained in the sacred way. Knowledge about the world around them, material and spiritual, was transmitted through oral tradition, singing, and dancing. Women were the keepers of tradition and played key roles in every aspect of society, including leadership and healing. People had great faith in shamans, both women and men, to cure the sick and restore balance and harmony to the world. Psychiatry or psychosomatic medicine, such as in the Navajo medicine way, was designed to restore patients’ health by ministering to their mental state and bringing them back into harmony, or hozo, with the universe. Midwives were especially important, given their sacred and learned roles of bringing babies safely into the world while ensuring mothers’ health and longevity. In agricultural complexes of the Southeast and Mesoamerica, healers became members of a hierarchy of trained priests. Medicine people often learned their stories and songs by dreaming and being taught by spirits. Indian doctors received spiritual power and/or instruction to diagnose and locate illness in the body and remove it. Women had a significant voice in religious activities and worked as doctors, artisans, and priests, all of whom had educational responsibilities in indigenous cultures.

Gender Roles

In many indigenous societies, the creator or major aspects of the creator were recognized as woman or as having both male and female qualities necessary in creation and maintaining equilibrium. In the Mayan creation myth Popul Vuh, women are honored as the sources of life. The female character’s name is “blood,” and she represents all subsequent wives and mothers. The Tzotzil Maya word me’ for “mother” carries a meaning associated with the origins of all things (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 199). The people believed that the creator had made all beings, and therefore all beings deserved respect and had the right to exist without prejudice or mistreatment. Nisenan culture recognized a spirit that is both male and female, and the Kamia or Tipai culture heroine/hero was a transvestite and admired for introducing many aspects of the culture, including agriculture. In a Kamia origin myth, the people were said to have dispersed from their ancestral Salton Sea territory because they were afraid of him/her. Pre-Columbian societies throughout the Americas recognized and accepted the existence of multiple genders, and in some cases that gender identity was fluid, changing under different circumstance or periods in one’s life. Among the Chukchis of Siberia, seven gender categories were identified “including those that could be considered ‘intermediate’ between male/man and female/woman in a binary gender system … and any could be adopted at any time during the individuals life, and transformation need not be permanent” (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 182). Most creation stories of the people of the Americas acknowledged women as productive, generative, powerful, and highly valued community members.

Many societies also recognized the existence of several genders or perhaps did not perceive sexual differences in the same way as Euro-Americans did at contact. Modern gender systems identify sex and gender based on external genitalia, while many traditional American societies placed more emphasis on supernatural endowment, preferences for types of work, temperament, and other attributes (Schmidt and Voss 2000, 181). Two-spirits are those men recognized as transvestites or homosexuals, though this may be a misunderstanding. Called Berdache by the Lakotas, ‘Aqi (Fancy Ones) by the Chumashes, and Joyas (Jewels) by the Spanish, they have been associated with supernatural power in native societies throughout North America. The intermediate gender position they held was a reflection of their spiritual position between the earthly realm and the supernatural. Transgendered people acted as spiritual intermediaries during birth, marriage, and death, and their purpose was to maintain order and continuity (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 183). For the people of California, including the Yakuts, Monos, and Tubatulaabals, transgendered or multigendered people are thought to have been part of the guilds who conducted all the ceremonies related to death and mourning (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 172–188). They wore the women’s apron, prepared acorns and tobacco, and made baskets and pottery with the other women. There were also female berdavche shamans, representing a fourth gender, among many northern California groups who were variant females and were allowed to participate in the otherwise male Kuksu cult rituals among the Maidus. Western concepts of two rigidly separated genders may have retarded a genuine understanding of indigenous gender ideologies. Thus, in most societies in the Americas there were at the very least gender-complementary societies where men and women were recognized and valued for their contributions, but multiple-gendered people were also respected for their unique roles.

Clothing and Fashion

Indigenous clothing varied from people to people depending on climate and available materials. The people of the Arctic wore loose-fitting pants and shirts of caribou hide, polar bear, or other fur. Hooded parkas were used during winter, and women’s parkas were cut larger to be able to carry a baby inside the garment or within the hood. Stockings, boots, and mittens were made from fur, and sinew was used for stitching. Aleuts also wore carved hats. In the Northwest, people often wore clothing of shredded cedar bark as well as animal skins and cone-shaped basket hats. In California, the favorable climate allowed men to go naked or with skin loincloths, while women wore short skirts, basketry hats, and cloaks of rushes or skins. In cold weather people wore moccasins, skin robes, and leggings. Women and men wore shell necklaces, earrings, and hair nets with shells woven into them. In the southern bayou, women wove skirts of what is today called Spanish moss. Clothing in the Plains cultures was elaborate and was fashioned from skins and ornamented with quills and animal teeth. In many cultures of the Plains and the East clothing was made from skins, and men wore breechcloths, shirts, leggings, and moccasins. Women’s garments included a skirt and jacket, and in cold weather both sexes wore skin robes. Figurines in the Cahokia site in Illinois show women with elongated noses, flattened foreheads, prominent chins, and wraparound skirts rolled and fastened at the waist. Long straight hair was pulled back to expose the ears. Other figurines indicated that women wore moccasins and a pelt or small animal skin over the right shoulder (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 211–213).

Many men and women throughout the Americas tattooed permanently or decorated their bodies with different colors. Cenis women tattooed with bone splinters and charcoal—a streak down their faces and figures on the corners of their eyes and bosoms. Cenis men placed leaf, flower, and creature tattoos on their shoulders, thighs, and other places. Illiniwek, Natchez, Tunica, Timucua, and Houma women tattooed their cheeks, breasts, and arms. Cahuilla women tattooed dots and stripes on their faces, often to indicate their clan or moiety. Ideals of Mayan elite female beauty were often shared with men and included sloping foreheads (newborns were bound to wooden boards), crossed eyes (a small bead was tied to children’s bangs), tattoos, bodies painted red, hair ornaments resembling sprouting plants, and ear and neck jewelry of jade, shell, or precious jewels. Some filed their teeth to points and inlaid them with iron, fool’s gold, obsidian, jade, or shell. Tattoos and piercings signified many things cross-culturally. Most often they demonstrated accomplishments, bestowed protections, signified honor, or indicated kinship to a particular group.

Legal and Political Power

In many societies precontact, political and economic power was shared between men and women. Creation stories and oral tradition acknowledged the contributions of both men and women and instructed people to share responsibilities and respect each other. The order of the world depended on balance between the male and female and between constructive and destructive forces. The idea of reciprocity governed most societies. Even in the hierarchal societies that developed in eastern North America among the Mayas and Aztecs, the balance between men and women continued to be honored even when a sexual division of labor developed. In matrilineal matrilocal societies women were the primary food providers, a reality that created significant legal and political power for them.

In California, the heads of families or clans and a principal leader constituted the recognized governing body of the tribe. Leadership was accorded to the best man or woman; the better hunter, fisherman, or fisherwoman; a more generous person; or a wiser person in the laws and traditions. While leadership could be considered hereditary, leaders would name someone else if they did not think their offspring would make a good leader. If someone violated the moral code, the involved parties would negotiate restitution or be arbitrated. Offenders who did not provide restitution became the targets of gossip and ridicule and were refused consideration in events, feasts, and ceremonies. Major crimes were trespass and use of land and resources without permission and would be considered offenses against the entire community affected. Stealing food in time of famine would mean ostracism from the tribe (Costo and Costo 1995, 43–46).

Societies in eastern North America were most often matrilineal (lineage established through the mother’s line) and matrilocal (spouses moved to the wife’s community); women were empowered politically and economically. Identity and land use were established through the mother’s line. Among the Haudenosaunees, or the People of the Longhouse (Iroquois), senior women selected and removed the hereditary peace chiefs of their lineage. Women did not speak at the men’s councils but could select an orator to speak on their behalf and depose council members if they did not act in the interest of the community. They urged or prohibited raids by providing or withholding supplies or by controlling the actions of the young warriors of their lineage. Women held their own council meetings, held power in the public sphere, traveled extensively outside of the village, and associated with men in all activities.

During the 1000s CE, warfare, population, village size, and agricultural subsistence increased in eastern North America leading to the formation of several pan-tribal confederacies and institutions. The most well known is the five nations of the Iroquois Confederacy that united the Onondaga, Cayuga, Oneida, Seneca, and Mohawk tribes (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 92). The foundation of Iroquois society was the “fireside,” consisting of a mother and all her children. All authority stemmed from the Ohwachira, which was headed by women. They named the delegates and Ohwachira representatives in clan and tribal councils as well as the 50 sachems or peace chiefs who made up the ruling council of the five nations. A sachem was appointed for life and was chosen from specific families but could be deposed by the clan mother and removed if he acted contrary to the community’s best interests (Josephy 1961, 95). A priesthood of 3 men and 3 women, “keepers of the faith,” supervised religious ceremonies, and various secret societies performed curing and other ceremonies. Each society had its own officers, masks, songs, dances, and rituals. When a person died, the spirit of the tribe was reduced, and prisoners were adopted into the Ohwachira to recover that spiritual power (Josephy 1961, 15).

In the Southeast, brother-sister rulerships were preferred to maintain the world in balance. French ethnographic records tell of brother-sister chiefs whereby women garnered considerable respect and had a place in all the councils, and several Houma women led war parties (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 220). Seneca women controlled the food supply, provisioned warriors for raids and wars, and determined adoptions in the clans. Women of the eastern tribes were arbitrators of peace and of war. Southeastern women of the Catawba, Chickasaw, Tuscarora, Choctaw, Cherokee, Timucua, and Creek nations shot arrows over their husbands’ shoulders in battle, accompanied husbands in warfare, carried military supplies into war along with male two-spirits, carried medicine bundles into battle, and danced in victory celebrations with enemy scalps. Women also participated in war and decided the fate of captives. Among the Mayas, daughters could inherit property of their families, and textile work gave them an important position in their society and city-state. Women’s domain was often the home, though both spouses occasionally worked together in the home or the fields. Women could also be matchmakers, artists, craftspeople, or scribes (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 45).

Work, Waged and Unwaged

In most American societies precontact, the economies were subsistence based and relied on a combination of horticulture and agriculture, intensive management of uncultivated crops such as cacti and pinon, the hunting of small and large game, and the harvesting of river and ocean resources. Societies ranged from semisedentary seasonal rounds such as those in California to the sedentary agricultural societies in the Southwest. In all cases women contributed significantly to the diet and overall economy, often up to 60–80 percent of the resources of a family. For most of American prehistory, sex did not determine gendered work roles or hinder anyone, male or female, from choosing their work. Sexed work roles took place with the rise of agricultural societies, beginning with the development of more productive maize strains in Mexico 4,500 years ago, in the Southwest 2,000 years ago, possibly with the Adena-Hopewell exchange or of local domesticates and cultigens of the Mississippi–Ohio River drainages 2,000 years ago, and probably with the move to acorn dependence in California. In the nonhierarchal and horticultural or seasonal round communities, sexed roles may not have developed prior to European influence (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 83).

In California, there was no formal division of labor; individuals did what they did best or in times of stress or catastrophe what was needed. There were no classes and thus no exploitation of women’s labor. Men and women worked together to procure subsistence and intensively manage the landscape and resources in a sustainable way. In the Southwest, families often worked together in the agricultural fields and on a variety of activities. Men tended to participate more heavily in trade, defense, and the collection and placement of timbers for construction of the home. Women’s work focused on what went on within the community. Grinding dried corn was women’s work and was perceived as vital to the people. Women also made moccasins, blankets, and pottery, the latter being an important trade item. Women produced rabbit-skin clothing in the Mogollon highlands and generally hunted small game throughout the Southwest. Among the Fremont, Pueblo, and Hohokam cultures both women and men hunted antelope (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 77). Hopi women commonly controlled most of the activities in and around the home, such as food processing, storage, and manufacture of goods. Men commonly worked in the fields, hunted, participated in war, and made cloth. Women controlled the production of finished products such as ground maize and pottery and traded with other villages.

In Mississippian Cultures of the East, archaeological studies suggest a hierarchal society but not one characterized as male dominant. Women engaged in agricultural activities, paddled boats, and engaged in trade. In the Eastern Woodlands the entire family would turn out to help in the fields, managed by an elder woman. Men prepared fields for planting, while women and children sowed and raised the crops. Women gathered mushrooms, berries, and nuts; prepared food; and distributed game that the men hunted. Women also made baskets, pottery, and other implements (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 67–71).

Women in coastal Algonquian communities tended crops, fished, and constructed mats and baskets. Among the Ojibwes of the Great Lakes and the Apaches of the southern plains, men hunted, and women processed the kill. Women gathered feathers from birds, fashioned moccasins, and bartered in the fur trade. In the Southeast, women and families traded with the French and the Spanish and were mobile throughout the territory, using canoes to trade. Women adopted and adapted pottery to both hot rock steaming and direct heat cooking and were responsible for the diffusion of technology across North America. Among the Hidatsas of the Great Plains, the division of labor was informed by age and gender. Women were responsible for agricultural and food production, maintaining the homes, and much of the ceremony associated with agriculture, birds, and healing.

In Mesoamerican societies, spinning and weaving were stereotypically female tasks. When Mayan women wove, they were following the lead of the Moon Goddess, the inventor of weaving and the special patron of women. Until 700 CE women, men, and children worked outdoors in the same space and in the fields until farming methods turned to terracing. Women assisted men in producing pots and clay products, sculpting stucco, and creating latticework on rooftops. While the division of labor was gendered, it did not detract from women’s status in society. Women were not restricted by sex but were the complement to men, and often they worked together at various tasks (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 37–42).

Immigration and Migration

In California, population determined when tribes would break apart to become separate communities, with one group moving away to establish a new city center. People of California have their own creation stories and migration stories that place them here since the beginning of time. Social scientists claim that they share ancestry from both Mesoamerican and northwestern societies (Costo and Costo 1995). The Iroquois may have immigrated to the Eastern Woodlands beginning in about 800 CE and merged with the Algonquian people to create a new syncretic society. At Euro-American contact, captives were taken in warfare and absorbed into society, often with the opportunity to become full citizens within the nation (Claasen and Rosemary 1997, 97–98).

From about 800 CE, the woodland cultures who had possibly blended with, replaced, or developed in the plains, were succeeded by a lifeway that placed more reliance on agriculture and a more settled way of life. In the North, woodland Siouan speakers with strong Mississippian influences moved to the middle Missouri Valley; from the Southeast, Caddoan speakers moved onto the central plains; farther south, a third stream also advanced west from the Caddoan culture area. For centuries these people blended with plains woodland groups already in the area and developed an agricultural economy. By 1500 CE western farms were abandoned, and people returned to hunting and gathering seasonal rounds. The Dakota federation halted its westward migration in the seventh century in Minnesota and settled into a semiagricultural society. The second subculture included the Blackfeet and Hidatsas, who dwelt to the west and after the introduction of horses during the mid-1600s became the plains horse culture that lived primarily from buffalo products. By the 1400s Athabascans, ancestors of the Apaches and Navajos, had reached the Southwest, having migrated from northwestern Canada. By the time the Spanish arrived in the Southwest in 1582, the people of that region had been living there for thousands of years and intermarried among the earlier migrants of the North and later migrants of the Northwest. When the Spanish began invading the Southeast, chiefdoms and earthen temple pyramids were still common. Moundville in Alabama, Etowah in Georgia, and Spiro in the Arkansas Valley of eastern Oklahoma were centers of population, trade, and artistic and ceremonial life. In Florida, the nations of the Apalachees and Timucuas lived in sedentary agricultural communities. Due to Spanish invasion and the subsequent theft of resources, war, and introduction of European disease, the chiefdoms collapsed, and from that emerged the historic peoples of the Caddos, Choctaws, Chickasaws, Cherokees, and Creeks.

Over the millennia, indigenous peoples separated and joined together enough times to create “universal truths” that helped govern international and intertribal relationships. Eastern and Plains cultures recognized their first social principle as that of a circle of life, a principle that all beings are related and interdependent. Native American cultures and societies have never been static. Native peoples have responded to changes in the environment and the greater political and economic world using the universal and unchanging principles of a belief system that incorporates and considers the existence of all beings, animate and inanimate.

Leleua Loupe

Further Reading

Claassen, Cheryl, and Joyce A. Rosemary, eds. 1997. Women in Prehistory: North America and Mesoamerica. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Clay, Catherine, Paul Chandrika, and Christine Senecal. 2009. Envisioning Women in World History, Vol. 1. Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Costo, Rupert, and Jeannette Henry Costo. 1995. Natives of the Golden State: The California Indians. San Francisco: Indian Historian Press.

Josephy, Alvin M. 1961. The Patriot Chiefs. Toronto, Canada: Macmillan.

Kennedy, Dorothy. 2007. “Quantifying ‘Two Sides of a Coin’: A Statistical Examination of the Central Coast Salish Social Network.” BC Studies, no. 153 (Spring): 3–34.

Klein, Laura F., and Lillian A. Ackerman. 1995. Women and Power in Native North America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Olsen Bruhns, Karen, and Karen Stothert. 1999. Women in Ancient America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Plane, Anne Marie. 1999. “Child Birth Practices among Native American Women.” In Women and Health in America of New England and Canada, 1600–1800, edited by Judith Walzer Leavitt, 38–42. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Schmidt, Robert A., and Barbara L. Voss. 2000. Archaeologies of Sexuality. London: Routledge.

Sioui, Georges E. 1999. Huron Wendot: The Heritage of the Circle. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press.

Storm, Hyemeyohsts. 1972. Seven Arrows. New York: Ballantine Books.

Thom, Brian. 2003. “The Anthropology of Northwest Coast Oral Traditions.” Arctic Anthropology 40(1): 1–28.

Tollefson, Kenneth D. 1995. “Potlatching and Political Organization among the Northwest Coast Indians.” Ethnology 34(1) (Winter): 53–73.

Walter, Susan M. 2006. “Polygyny, Rank and Resources in Northwest Coast Foraging Societies.” Ethnology 45(1) (Winter): 41–47.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abrams, Ann Uhry. 1999. The Pilgrims and Pocahontas: Rival Myths of American Origin. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Adovasio, J. M., Olga Soffer, and Jake Page. 2007. The Invisible Sex: Uncovering the True Roles of Women in Prehistory. New York: Harper-Collins.

Albers, Patricia, and Beatrice Medicine. 1983. The Hidden Half: Studies of Plains Indian Women. Washington, DC: University Press of America.

Alchon, Suzanne Austin. 2003. A Pest in the Land: New World Epidemics in a Global Perspective. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Allen, Paula Gunn. 1990. Spider Woman’s Granddaughters: Traditional Tales and Contemporary Writing by Native American Women. New York: Ballantine Books.

Allen, Paula Gunn. 2003. Pocahontas: Medicine Woman, Spy, Entrepreneur, Diplomat. San Francisco: Harper.

Auslander, Leora. 2009. Cultural Revolutions: Everyday Life and Politics in Britain, North America, and France. Los Angeles: University of California Press.

Baumgarten, Linda. 2002. What Clothes Reveal: The Language of Clothing in Colonial and Federal America. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Bernhard, Virginia. 2011. A Tale of Two Colonies: What Really Happened in Virginia and Bermuda? Columbia: University of Missouri Press.

Brody, J. J. 1990. The Anasazi: Ancient Indian People of the American Southwest. New York: Rizzoli.

Brooks, James F. 2002. Captives & Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and Community in the Southwest Borderlands. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Brown, Tracy. 2013. Pueblo Indians and Spanish Colonial Authority in Eighteenth-Century New Mexico. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Bruhns, Karen Olsen, and Karen E. Stothert. 1999. Women in Ancient America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Calloway, Colin G. 2003. One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West before Lewis and Clark. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Claassen, Cheryl, and Joyce A. Rosemary, eds. 1997. Women in Prehistory: North America and Meso-america. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Cotton, Sallie Southall. 2010. The White Doe: The Fate of Virginia Dare. New York: FQ Books.

Crosby, Alfred W., Jr. 1972. The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Custalow, Linwood, and Angela Daniel. 2001. The True Story of Pocahontas: The Other Side of History. Golden, CO: Fulcrum.

Cypress, Sandra Messinger. 1991. La Malinche in Mexican Literature: From History to Myth. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Deloria, Philip J. 1998. Playing Indian. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Dobyns, Henry F. 1983. Their Number Became Thinned: Native American Population Dynamics in Eastern North America. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press.

Donald, Moira, and Linda Hurcombe, eds. 2000. Representations of Gender from Prehistory to the Present. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Dozier, Edward. 1970. Pueblo Indians of North America. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Duncan, David Ewing. 1996. Hernando De Soto: A Savage Quest in the Americas. New York: Crown.

Esquivel, Laura. 2006. Malinche. New York: Atria Books.

Fenton, William N. 1998. The Great Law and the Longhouse: A Political History of the Iroquois Confederacy. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Gallay, Alan. 2002. The Indian Slave Trade: The Rise of the English Empire in the American South, 1670–1717. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Gitlin, Jay. 2010. Bourgeois Frontier: French Towns, French Traders & American Expansion. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Gleach, Frederic W. Powhatan’s World and Colonial Virginia: A Conflict of Cultures. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997.

Gutierrez, Ramon A. 1991. When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality, and Power in New Mexico, 1500–1846. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Haas, Lisbeth. 1995. Conquests and Historical Identities in California. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Horn, James. 2005. A Land as God Made It: Jamestown and the Birth of America. New York: Basic Books.

Horn, James. 2010. A Kingdom Strange: The Brief and Tragic History of the Lost Colony of Roanoke. New York: Basic Books.

Hudson, Marjorie. 2007. Searching for Virginia Dare. Winston-Salem, NC: Press 53 Books.

Iliffe, John. 2007. Africans: A History of a Continent. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Jennings, Francis. 1984. The Ambiguous Iroquois Empire: The Covenant Chain Confederation of Indian Tribes with English Colonies, from Its Beginnings to the Lancaster Treaty of 1744. New York: Norton.

Kellogg, Susan. 2005. Weaving the Past: A History of Latin America’s Indigenous Women from the Prehispanic Period to the Present. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kelso, William M. 2006. Jamestown: The Buried Truth. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.

Klein, Cecelia F., ed. 2001. Gender in Pre-Hispanic America. Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

Klein, Laura F., and Lillian A. Ackerman. 1995. Women and Power in Native North America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Knaster, Meri. 1977. Women in Spanish America: An Annotated Bibliography from Pre-Conquest to Contemporary Times. Boston: G. K. Hall.

Lavrin, Asunción, ed. 1978. Latin American Women: Historical Perspectives. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

McCartney, Martha W. 2007. Virginia Immigrants and Adventurers: A Biographical Dictionary, 1607–1635. Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing.

Mooney, James. 1902. Myths of the Cherokee. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Bureau of American Ethnology.

Morro, Baker H., and V. B. Price. 1997. Anasazi Architecture and American Design. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico.

Ogbomo, Onaiwu. 1997. When Women and Men Mattered: A History of Gender Relations among the Owan of Nigeria. Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press.

Olsen Bruhns, Karen, and Karen Stothert. 1999. Women in Ancient America. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Powers, Karen Vieira. 2005. Women in the Crucible of Conquest: The Gendered Genesis of Spanish America Society, 1500–1600. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Restall, Matthew. 2003. Seven Myths of the Spanish Conquest. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Richter, Daniel. 2003. Facing East from Indian Country: A Native History of Early America. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Robertson, Claire C., and Martin Kline, eds. 1997. Women and Slavery in Africa. Portsmouth, NH: Reed Elsevier.

Rountree, Helen C. 1988. The Powhatan Indians of Virginia: Their Traditional Culture. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Shoemaker, Nancy, ed. 1995. Negotiators of Change: Historical Perspectives on Native American Women. New York: Routledge.

Snyder, Christina. 2010. Slavery in Indian Country: The Changing Face of Captivity in Early America. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Swanton, John Reed. 1929. Myths and Tales of the Southeastern Indians. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Bureau of American Ethnology.

Terborg-Penn, Rosalyn. 1986. “Women and Slavery in the African Diaspora: A Cross-Cultural Approach to Historical Analysis.” Sage: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women (Fall): 11–15.

Todorov, Tzetan. 1982. The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other. New York: Harper Perennial.

Townsend, Camilla. 2004. Pocahontas and the Powhatan Dilemma. New York: Hill and Wang.

Townsend, Camilla. 2006. Malintzin’s Choices: An Indian Woman in the Conquest of Mexico. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Turner, Erin, ed. 2009. Wise Women: From Pocahontas to Sarah Winnemucca; Remarkable Stories of Native American Trailblazers. Guilford, CT: TwoDot.


2. Colonial North America (1607–1754)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The establishment of colonies on the North American continent represented one of the major goals for the European powers that sent colonists to the New World. In acquiring such far-flung territory, these nations intended to amass wealth and political power. From the arrival of the Spanish in the early 16th century to the arrival of the French and English in the early 17th century, these three nations vied for occupation of the land, its inhabitants, and its bounty. Although European nations each went about colonization in its own way—with some methods proving much more effective than others—the primary goal of the English, French, and Spanish monarchies was the acquisition and control of what each hoped would be a critical foothold in an economically promising part of the world.

Most scholarship regarding initial colonization centers on the English settlement of what eventually became the 13 colonies. Less information exists for the French and Spanish settlements and their influence on the history of North America. However, it is important to understand that while some significant differences in culture and practice existed, the dominant culture that emerged in America by the late 18th century was clearly English and resulted from the early settlement of those seaboard colonies established in the early 1600s.

Historians sometimes delineate between the characteristics and subsequent social and economic behaviors of the American colonies by describing them as either purifying or profit-making colonies. These two categories involve the primary reason for settlement, whether for religious or moral (purifying) reasons, such as Massachusetts Bay and Plymouth, or for profit-making motives, the foremost example of which is Virginia. These motivations had profound implications for the ways in which these colonies were structured and functioned and the timelines upon which they developed. It is important to remember, however, that regardless of whether a colony could be described as profit-making or purifying in its primary character, all colonies contained at least some elements of the religious and/or economic in its environment.

Spain established the first colonial settlements in the so-called New World, first in Hispaniola under Christopher Columbus and later spreading to the other Caribbean islands, Latin America, Mexico, and the southern regions of North America. What Spain called “La Florida” encompassed present-day Florida and parts of Georgia, Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana. Juan Ponce de Leon attempted the first North American Spanish colony in Florida in 1521, but hostile indigenous peoples forced the expedition to return to Cuba. Other expeditions followed, though Spain did not establish a permanent colony until 1565 at St. Augustine, Florida, the oldest continually occupied city in the United States.

In 1602 the Dutch claimed territory around present-day New York state and in 1615 established Fort Nassau near present-day Albany. In 1621 the Dutch West India Company claimed parts of present-day New York, New Jersey, and western Massachusetts and in 1626 established New Amsterdam on Manhattan Island.

The French also colonized North America, establishing forts and settlements in the north at Quebec and Montreal and in the south at Mobile, Biloxi, Baton Rouge, and New Orleans. France’s earliest colonization expeditions date from 1534, when Jacques Cartier explored Newfoundland and the Saint Lawrence River. The French struggled to establish permanent colonies, and as a result fewer French women were likely to immigrate to French colonies. French men often intermarried with indigenous women, creating a mixed, or métis, culture.

The first permanent British settlement in what would eventually become the United States appeared in 1607 in Jamestown, Virginia. A similar attempt had been made in 1584 when Sir Walter Raleigh established a colony at what would be called Roanoke. Three years elapsed between resupply expeditions because of the war between England and Spain. In 1587 Raleigh returned to Roanoke with 115 new colonists and supplies and found the colony in Virginia abandoned. Much has been made of the supposed Lost Colony of Roanoke, but it is likely that colonists ran afoul of local native peoples and were either captured and absorbed into native culture or eradicated in retaliation for their own violent behavior.

The Virginia Company, a joint stock company, established Jamestown in 1607, England’s first permanent colony, for the express purpose of finding a marketable product and making money for its stockholders. To that end, the company’s initial group of settlers was exclusively male; no women arrived in the colony until 1608, and men continued to outnumber women in Virginia for most of the 17th century.

English Pilgrims established Plymouth Colony in 1620, and English Puritans established Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. The Puritans broke from Henry VIII’s Church of England when they could not reform it, and the Pilgrims separated from the Puritans and decided to leave England and form their own churches. Both of these colonies were strongly religious in nature, based on their goal of founding Protestant utopian commonwealths in America. Northeastern New England settlers were more likely to arrive in family units, in great part because they intended to stay and make a life in New England. This provided a critical difference from Virginia’s almost exclusively male population, where the goal was more generally profit rather than resettlement.

By 1682, 12 of the 13 colonies had been established; with the founding of Georgia in 1732, the process was complete. These colonies can be divided into four separate sections with roughly defined unifying characteristics. New England contained Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island. The unifying factor among the New England Colonies was religion, as all were settled by Puritans or sects that split off from the original Puritan influence. The Middle Colonies consisted of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware. These four colonies are the most disparate of the four groups, as they shared no real common characteristics with each other or any of the other sections. Virginia and Maryland made up the Chesapeake Colonies. These 2 colonies shared in common their agricultural economy, climate, geography, dependence on enslaved labor, and the presence of organized settlements, towns, and considerable wealth. Finally, the Southern Colonies were North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia. Like the Chesapeake Colonies, these colonies had an agricultural economic base, a similar climate and geography, and a slave labor force, but they were less settled and more rustic than the Chesapeake Colonies. In fact, the Chesapeake Colonies are sometimes considered southern, the only major difference between the two sections being density of settlement.

One of the most important ideological factors present in all of colonial society was the understanding of its hierarchical and patriarchal system of governance. Based on the Great Chain of Being, the concept that every living thing in the universe has a prescribed level of importance that is ordained by God, the idea of hierarchy structured colonial society. This deferential patriarchal society placed elite-class white men at the top of the power structure, with women and nonwhites below them. This system resulted from a rapid population rise in early 16th-century England that altered the economy, stratified society more definitively, and instituted political change. The ruling elites saw chaos everywhere and struggled to keep society under control. At the same time, the previously powerful network of familial and collateral kin gave way to a more nuclear, patriarchal form of family organization. Power gravitated to the husband and away from the community, giving men more personal control of women, children, servants, and any other residents of his household.

At the same time that family organization was undergoing change, the rise of Protestantism—and specifically Puritanism—exerted forces that further reinforced the patriarchy. Removal of the once ubiquitous influence of the Catholic Church resulted in the decrease of influence in the cult of the Virgin Mary and simultaneously limited the option of the convent life as a suitable option to marriage and motherhood. Puritanism likewise stressed the role of the father as the spiritual leader of the household.

Migration to the New World and isolation in the colonies encouraged the settlers’ self-sufficiency, which increased colonial leaders’ concern for social order. Therefore, instead of providing a release from the tensions mounting in the Old World, migration to America in many ways intensified the social and cultural processes going on in England.

While all the North American colonies depended on this paternalistic, hierarchical structure, regional differences did exist depending on the reasons for settlement and the demographic makeup of the settlers. Vast differences existed early on between the two oldest areas of New England and the Chesapeake region. Environmental factors of the Chesapeake, along with limited religious influence, high mortality rates, and the immigration of few women, prevented the creation of a strong patriarchal system early in the area’s settlement. In contrast, Puritanism, low mortality rates, and the migration of families—and therefore the presence of more women—created a very strong patriarchal system in New England from the very beginning.

The colonial period can be divided into two separate periods of development, the migration period of 1620–1660 and the transition (or middle) period of 1660–1750. Widespread rural settlement patterns, limited market involvement, and an increased level of household involvement for women characterized the migration period. Simultaneously, the transition period was characterized by the rise of a predominantly native-born, or Euro-American, population; a change in the ethnic composition of some colonies due to the arrival of Scottish, Dutch, German, and African immigrants; changes in mortality rates; the stabilization of sex ratios; and a solidification of economic opportunities. In the northern colonies the maritime industries became more important, while agriculture and an increase in slave labor became more prevalent in the Chesapeake and Southern Colonies.

The migration period of 1620–1660 was marked by the transplantation of English values and ideologies, many of which required adjustment in the colonies. In this early period colonists struggled not only to feed themselves but also to find marketable resources in order to build their embryonic economies. Scarcity of manufactured goods in these early years forced settlers to do without the basic tools needed for maintenance of their homes and farms. With the preexisting patriarchal view and the almost constant scramble to feed, clothe, and raise their family without proper resources, women stayed particularly close to home. Indentured servants sometimes lightened a family’s burden in these early years, but as time went by, conditions improved in England, and the lure of America became less strong, so enslaved Africans began to replace them as a labor source.

New England had a head start on the Chesapeake in terms of its creation of family units and the stability that came from a family-centered society. Puritans and Pilgrims migrated primarily in family groups, unlike the single male immigrant pattern of the older, more southern colony of Virginia. These groups also brought with them more firmly entrenched English sensibilities regarding the “little commonwealth” ideology, and while they still had to deal with differing conditions in America, New England residents found it much easier to replicate and maintain a patriarchal society when there were women and children around.

Everything happened faster in New England than in the Chesapeake region. Thicker settlement meant more social cohesion and control and the faster development of domestic manufactures and a market economy. Early records indicate that urban areas of Massachusetts produced more home manufactures than rural areas but that the situation had almost reversed by 1700. By that time urban access to the tools of manufacture had been replaced by access to finished goods. The presence of a strong patriarchal and religious component in Puritan society kept the real social chaos to a minimum, although imagined social chaos, as illustrated in witchcraft trials, remained a threat to Puritan Americans well into the 1700s.

The transition or middle years of settlement between 1660 and 1750 brought additional changes in the colonial environment. By the late 17th century the native-born population began to replace migrants in New England. In the Chesapeake region this demographic change did not emerge until approximately 1720. New colonies with new ethnic compositions such as those of Scottish, Dutch, and German descent began to form, and the increase in slave importation, particularly in the South, introduced Africans who replaced the indentured servants brought from England in the early years of settlement. Maritime trades began to take hold in the northern colonies, introducing a new commercial element to the economy, while westward expansion into the interior of the continent increased the tension between colonists and the Native Americans already in residence.

At the same time that the colonies were becoming more ethnically diverse they were becoming more demographically similar. For reasons that are still unclear, mortality rates began to drop in the South. Northern mortality rates began to rise, however, due to exposure to epidemic diseases brought in by the maritime trade. In a complete switch from the patterns of the migrating generation, northern women began to be widowed earlier, while southern women lost their husbands later. By the late 1700s the sex ratio had begun to stabilize, the majority of the colonial population was native born, and the wide divergence in women’s experience had begun to equalize. The family still functioned as the center of colonial life. This “little commonwealth” was still considered the glue that held society together and maintained social order.

The gendered hierarchy developed somewhat differently in the less religiously demanding areas of the colonies. The Virginia colony, although founded decades before the Puritan settlements in New England, had experienced a shortage of women since the initial founding of Jamestown in 1607. Legislation proposed throughout the early settlement period attempted to address the shortage of women but to little avail. From 1620 to 1622 only 147 English women were transported to Virginia, and by 1624 fewer than 230 of the 1,250 Europeans in Virginia were female. By 1625, men outnumbered women four to one. The major cause of this demographic imbalance was the tobacco culture and its centrality to the Virginia economy. Although enslaved women regularly worked alongside men in the tobacco fields, male laborers were simply in higher demand than women.

Overemphasis on tobacco culture resulted in minimized subsistence agriculture and slow development of internal markets. This lag in the development of a domestic economy in the early Chesapeake stunted material life; little or no domestic manufactures emerged, which prevented the creation of local markets. This environment was perpetuated by the high market price of tobacco, which encouraged still more focus on that crop to the exclusion of more consumable local crops. The “all hands on deck” nature of tobacco culture precluded many women from entering the marketplace with goods and services due to the need for their labor in the fields. Lacking the proper equipment and products for the usual housewifely chores, many women entered the tobacco fields as laborers in order to have the purchasing power to acquire the few finished goods that were available.

When Virginia became a royal colony in 1624, the lack of visible signs of authority such as manor houses, imported clothing, and horses and carriages made it difficult for those in charge to maintain that power. Sumptuary and slander laws were enacted in order to curb the practices of the lower classes, who challenged the social order by dressing above their station and verbally attacking their betters. Clearly some moral authority needed to be instituted, and gender relations became one way to accomplish the task.

Lacking ecclesiastical courts like the ones in New England, Chesapeake leaders enjoined local ministers to assist in their efforts to rein in the community. The result was an increase in the regulation of marriage, particularly where female servants were concerned. While a 1619 law had required women to get permission to marry from those in power over her, subsequent legislation eventually resulted in more strict laws for all women, including licensing of marriages and the posting of banns prior to marriage. Married women were often treated better by the courts than unmarried women to maintain the defense of marriage as a common good, and married women became an important link between local authorities and female offenders. This partnership depended on married women’s help in examining accused females and generally monitoring the social environment when necessary. However, this was not an evenhanded, egalitarian society; differences in the treatment of women depended on their level of servility, motherhood, age, and the position of their husbands or fathers in the community. For better or worse, women were a critical part of the legal system in Virginia and similar colonies.
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Tobacco, more so than any other crop in North America, shaped the economic landscape of the English colonies. Women, both white and black, free and enslaved, worked in tobacco production, planting, tending, and harvesting valuable crops. (Library of Congress)

By the 1720s, the native-born population had replaced immigrants in the Chesapeake. Slaves had replaced indentured servants as a labor force as well, as indentured servants were becoming increasingly scarce, and Africans were now considered slaves for life, making them a better economic investment. The colonial mercantile system also began to take hold, having a positive effect on the domestic economy. While women’s diaries continued to record the drudgery of everyday tasks, the region had finally begun to enjoy an increase in the quality and quantity of material possessions and more time to expand personal horizons in terms of writing, reading, music, and dancing, all of which became valuable social attributes considered crucial to proper behavior in the early 18th-century Chesapeake.

By the mid-1700s society had begun to stabilize in all parts of the British seaboard colonies in terms of settlement patterns, demographics, and the economy. France and Spain still occupied the central part of North America, the West, and the Gulf of Mexico region in the South, all with different colonization strategies and varying degrees of success. By the mid-1760s France would withdraw from North America, and the continent would be split down the middle between Spain and England. The colonial period would draw to an end for British America as the colonies entered into the era of the American Revolution.
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Bastardy

Bastardy or illegitimacy occurs when a child is born to parents who are not legally married to each other. Before 1235, a child could be considered a bastard if the father had abandoned the child, regardless if he was married to the mother. After this time it meant that the parents were not married before the child’s birth, and therefore the child was not entitled to inherit property from the father. Historical attitudes toward children born outside of wedlock illustrate fluctuating social and financial realities.

As Europe and England grew focused on the issues of private property and their economies grew during the High Middle Ages (1100–1200), the issue of illegitimate children became more focused. In England the land barons were concerned with limiting the power of Henry III, and so in a negotiation with the monarch they created the Statute of Merton in 1235. This was the basis of English common law. Among many declarations, the statute declared that a child was considered a bastard if he or she was born before the parents’ marriage or to parents who could not marry because of prior marriage or incestuous relationships.

The Middle Ages also saw power struggles between civil authority and church authority. Illegitimacy increasingly became an issue of morality, specifically as it related to fornication. The Catholic Church presided over the establishment of paternity and punishment for offenders. However, in the civil courts, jurisdiction was over real property and inheritance issues. If a person was born outside of marriage, that person could not inherit family or parental property. By the late 14th century, civil courts in most European countries recognized the ecclesiastical courts’ jurisdiction over bastardy.

The issue of children born outside of wedlock became less of a moral affront and more of a financial problem in England during the Renaissance. As a result, a series of Poor Acts were passed between 1575 and 1609 that established bastardy laws in an effort to limit economically vulnerable children and mothers. These laws set guidelines for the care of bastard children, establishing the responsibilities of both parents. Problems arose when ecclesiastical courts enacted corporal punishment for fornication, including whippings or imprisonment. Many parents abandoned or killed bastard infants to avoid harsh punishments. Additional acts then made it illegal to commit infanticide or abandon a baby, though predictably these laws were difficult to enforce. In reality, Renaissance England proved relatively tolerant of sexual misdeeds, particularly if bastard children proved to be no burden to the government.

As the 17th century saw the rise of Puritanism and religious conservatism, the public outcry to punish crimes of fornication and adultery grew. The cost to incarcerate immoral parents was significant; prisons filled quickly, and parishes became responsible for providing care for the children of illicit unions. Therefore, punishment began to fall out of favor as taxpayers discovered the high cost of rigid sexual morality. When punishment occurred, mothers were more likely to be sent to prison or whipped, leaving children in parish care or relying on taxpayer support. Fathers were more likely to be ordered to pay financial support of their offspring. If the parents had money, they were not likely to be punished because they could afford to pay for their children.

In the American colonies, bastardy became the jurisdiction of the courts. Once paternity was established by witness testimony, fathers were ordered to pay financial support. Almshouses were established for mothers who had no money or children who had no relatives. As the colonial period progressed, courts and communities placed less focus on the punishment of sexual activity and more on support of the child. By the time of the American Revolution, bastardy had become almost entirely an issue for common law. After independence, the issue of illegitimacy became an issue of support laws and social stigma.

In the 19th century, social attitudes toward illegitimacy became morally conservative again. As the middle class expanded, social propriety became a priority, in part because an expanding and urbanizing population could not control parents of illegitimate children as it could when almost everyone lived in a small town. Bastard children came to represent an affront to patriarchal authority and the control of women’s bodies. These children were also a drain on financial resources and a complication to property inheritance. Though systems of establishing paternity and financial support were still in place from previous generations, laws were invoked less often as families tried to avoid the shame related to the loss of premarital female virginity. For this reason, families sent unwed pregnant women away to have their children, and the children were either adopted or quietly kept by a relative. When men were held accountable for paternity, marriage was the preferred option. However, the 1800s were a transient era because of shifting employment opportunities and a boom-and-bust economy, and many times the men could not be located.

By the 1920s, progressive legislators focused on the child and not the mother’s morality. They believed that the child had earned undeserved stigma by the nature of his or her birth. Thus, progressives pushed for uniform birth registration, a formalized system of establishing paternity allowing illegitimate children inheritance and their father’s name and, the establishment of standards for adoption and guardianship. By the 1970s all states had adopted uniform codes to ensure mutual responsibility by both parents. The social disability of illegitimacy was ruled legally invalid as a result of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, though some stigma is still attached to unwed births among some Americans.
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Bishop, Bridget (ca. 1630–1692)

The religious passion and antiwoman sentiment of 17th-century colonial North America reached its apogee in Salem, Massachusetts, during the infamous Salem Witch Trials. One victim of the trials, Bridget Playfer Waselby Oliver Bishop, was accused three times of being a witch and was hanged in 1692, the first victim of the Salem hysteria. The vast majority of people executed for witchcraft were women. Eighteen other women followed Bishop to the hangman’s noose before the governor put a stop to it a few months later.

Bishop was born Bridget Playfer around 1630, most probably in Norwich, Norfolk County, England, and married Samuel Waselby on April 13, 1660, as per parish records of St. Mary in the Marsh, Norwich. They baptized their first son, Benjamin, on October 6, 1663, and immigrated to America around 1665. She and her husband would have come as part of the Puritan immigration movement in which religious dissenters fled England for less hostile lands. Historians believe that Bishop gave birth to a daughter in Boston, as the record commissioner’s report of the town mentions a baby daughter, Mary, born to Bishop and her deceased husband, Samuel, on January 10, 1665.

Bishop married again on July 26, 1666, to Thomas Oliver, a widower with three children who had come from Norwich to America around 1637. Both Bishop and Oliver were emblematic of the problem that Puritans and other early colonists had with marriages—they were often dissolved by death. A daughter named Christian was born to the couple on May 8, 1667. Their married life was not smooth. They came before a public hearing with allegations of violent quarreling and physical injury to both. Bishop did not tolerate physical abuse from her husband, and she retaliated. In January 1669, both were fined and whipped in public. Seven years later the couple again came to a public hearing and received the punishment of having their mouths gagged in a public place. Bishop’s past is also emblematic of women accused of witchcraft, for Puritan church authorities often sought to use witchcraft accusations and trials to rid themselves of troublesome community members.
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This picture illustrates the hanging of accused witch Bridget Bishop in 1692. Bishop was the first of over 70 accusations and 20 executions before the Salem Witch Trials ended a year later. (Bettmann/Getty)

When Oliver died on April 24, 1679, Bishop became the administrator of his estate, which included two stores of liquor. The community did not look kindly on her, and when a neighbor accused her of being a witch, a rumor circulated that she had bewitched her two husbands and caused their deaths. On December 25, 1679, she was accused of witchcraft for the first time, but the charges were dropped after Reverend John Hale testified on her behalf.

Bishop married for the third time around 1685–1687 to Edward Bishop, a leader in the shipbuilding industry. In March 1687 Bridget Bishop was accused of stealing. She denied the charge, pleading that it was an act of borrowing. She was also indicted for witchcraft for the second time because of a neighbor suffering from fits but was again acquitted. In January 1692, the Salem witch paranoia began when some young girls exhibited bizarre behavior, including fainting spells, trancelike conditions, and yelling blasphemy. The number of accusers increased, as did the accused. It was a question of time before Bishop would be charged with witchcraft for the third time. She was a likely target because of her history, style of living, poor reputation among the community, and independent spirit.

Bishop was arrested on April 18, 1692, after a maid named Mercy Lewis accused her of witchcraft two days previously. Bishop had a harrowing time in a Boston jail from May 12 until May 31. She was brought back to Salem and stood trial on June 2, 1692. Although she was not the first woman to be accused, she would be the first to be charged in a court. Accusers such as Lewis and other women began having fits, confirming that they had been under the spell of witchcraft. Many went against Bishop, mentioning that they had been haunted by her at night; some claimed that they had fallen sick, and one told that he had seen dolls with pins in Bishop’s house. Even her own brother-in-law claimed that Bishop was having a dialogue with the devil at night.

It seemed that the whole of Salem was against Bishop. She appealed, pleading innocence by saying “I have no familiarity with the devil. I am as innocent as the child unborn. I am innocent of a witch.” Still, she was pronounced guilty. On June 10, 1692, with a large crowd watching, she was taken to Gallows Hill and hanged from the branches of a great oak tree. Bishop became the first hanging victim of the Salem Witch Trials. Unlike many others victims of witchcraft hysteria, Bishop claimed her innocence to the end. Other women confessed to being witches to evade capital punishment, though some women confessed and were executed nonetheless. Puritan authorities reasoned that a penitent witch might live if her crimes were not too severe and she was deemed truly sorry for her sins.

Eventually the court declared that the witch trials were unlawful, and the government of Massachusetts formally apologized in 1692 for the trials. Contemporary observers can see Bishop’s story play out through mock witch trials held each day. Her wax figure is kept in the Salem Wax Museum, where she is depicted as serving alcohol in her shop while being arrested. The Bishop House is still in existence.
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Bradstreet, Anne (1612–1672)

The first English woman to publish a book of poetry and the first one to do so while living in the New World, Anne Bradstreet came to America with John Winthrop’s company of the founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. Her poetry reflects the experiences she had while living in the rugged landscape of New England. Her words grant us insight into what life was like for a woman and a mother in early America.

Bradstreet was born into a Puritan family in Northhampton, England, in 1612. Her parents, Thomas Dudley and Dorothy Yorke Dudley, were part of England’s gentry, or upper middle class. Bradstreet’s father accepted a position as steward for the Earl of Lincoln, which meant that the family held close ties with the English aristocracy. This also meant that Anne Bradstreet and her siblings grew up on the earl’s estates. In addition to substantial material comforts, the children had access to an education rich in literature, music, and art.

In 1628 when Anne Bradstreet was approximately 16 years old, she met and married Simon Bradstreet, a graduate of Cambridge who worked for Thomas Dudley. Their marriage would last until her death 44 years later. As the English Crown increased its persecution of Puritans, many felt compelled to leave England to settle in the New World. In 1630 Bradstreet, her husband, and her parents arrived in America, where life proved difficult for them and many other Puritans. Bradstreet suffered from chronic illnesses (most scholars agree that a childhood bout with smallpox left her physically frail and susceptible to illness). Despite these setbacks, she was able to bear eight children, all of whom lived to adulthood, no small feat given that childhood mortality rates approached 50 percent at the time.

The Puritans were a variety of Protestant Christianity that emphasized plainness of worship. They did not appreciate or encourage excessive imagery or anything they viewed as extra adornment. This rejection of overt decoration carried over to their attitudes toward literature. Puritans were suspicious of art whose only value was aesthetic and not didactic. In other words, they believed that the motivation for art should be the desire to teach a lesson, specifically a lesson on morality or ethics. Art created solely for its own sake was not encouraged, because Puritans believed that it took people’s attention away from God.

Despite their aversion to aesthetic art, Puritans did produce poetry. However, this writing typically concerned expressing their relationship toward God. Puritans such as Bradstreet wrote verses expressing their search for meaning, their intense desire for grace, and their belief in religious piety. These writings were often intended to be shared with others to encourage or facilitate their journey toward salvation, as this was the Puritan’s greatest concern. Puritans believed that God was present in every aspect of their lives, and they would often seek connections between everyday events and God’s providence. Because of the supreme importance they applied to their faith, Puritans felt that they had to constantly work to become more righteous. They believed that if they succeeded, they would achieve salvation after death.

Bradstreet’s poetry stands out from most Puritan poetry in that it concerned itself with all elements of her daily life, from the love she felt toward her husband to the joys that her children brought her. Bradstreet’s strong religious beliefs were also reflected in her work, much as was the norm for poetry produced by Puritans. However, her poetry differs from other Puritan poetry because of how it pushed the limits of stylistic conventions. Bradstreet’s sophisticated writing style reveals an extremely learned mind, one that had clearly been steeped in English literature. Her natural wit and love of language (in the guise of wordplay) come through even in her earliest poems. It is fair to say that her poems do contain what many Puritans would have considered excessive adornment. At the same time, Bradstreet is successful in integrating these adornments with genuine Puritan piety.

Bradstreet is typically categorized as one of America’s early poets, despite the fact that her work, as a whole, does not concern itself with America. She was fascinated by the political situation in England and in particular by Queen Elizabeth, even going so far as to dedicate a poem to the queen titled “In Honour of That High and Mighty Princess Queen Elizabeth of Happy Memory.” Scholars have also noted that Bradstreet seemed to hope to return to Britain one day. Poems such as her “Dialogue between Old England and New” implies that she hoped for a true English religious reformation, one that would finally expunge Catholic influence. The fact that this poem was written in 1643, after Bradstreet had been in America for 13 years, serves to highlight the strength of her commitment to her native country.

Bradstreet’s poetic aim was never notoriety. She did not have her poetry published. It was done without her knowledge by her brother-in-law. Her aims can be summed up as an ongoing struggle for connection to God, her loved ones, and England. Many of her poems address these concerns simultaneously, such as her poems to her husband expressing the Puritan view that marriage is directly linked to one’s relationship with God. For example, in the poem “To My Dear and Loving Husband,” Bradstreet writes “Then while we live, in love let’s so persevere / That when we live no more, we may live ever” (Bradstreet 1981, 180). What ostensibly appears to be a love poem is in fact a reminder of the faith they share and a reminder that this faith compels them to live in a way that will eventually lead them toward eternal salvation.
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Two Poems of Anne Bradstreet (1678)

Anne Bradstreet (1612–1672) was the first woman to be published as a poet in colonial British America. Although she also wrote on politics and history, she is best known for her religious- and domestic-themed poems, two of which are reproduced here.

To My Dear and Loving Husband

If ever two were one, then surely we.

If ever man were lov’d by wife, then thee.

If ever wife was happy in a man,

Compare with me, ye women, if you can.

I prize thy love more than whole Mines of gold

Or all the riches that the East doth hold.

My love is such that Rivers cannot quench,

Nor ought but love from thee give recompetence.

Thy love is such I can no way repay.

The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray.

Then while we live, in love let’s so persever

That when we live no more, we may live ever.

By Night When Others Soundly Slept

By night when others soundly slept

And hath at once both ease and Rest,

My waking eyes were open kept

And so to lie I found it best.

I sought him whom my Soul did Love,

With tears I sought him earnestly.

He bow’d his ear down from Above.

In vain I did not seek or cry.

My hungry Soul he fill’d with Good;

He in his Bottle put my tears,

My smarting wounds washt in his blood,

And banisht thence my Doubts and fears.

What to my Saviour shall I give

Who freely hath done this for me?

I’ll serve him here whilst I shall live

And Love him to Eternity.

Source: Anne Dudley Bradstreet, Several Poems, Compiled with Great Variety of Wit and Learning … (Boston: Printed by John Foster, 1678). Available at University of Virginia, http://xroads.virginia.edu/~hyper/bradstreet/bradstreet.html.



Brent, Margaret (1601–1671)

A rare female landholder of colonial Maryland, Margaret Brent became the first woman in an English North American colony to demand voting rights.

Brent was born in Gloucester, England, to Lord Admington and Lady Elizabeth. As English law did not entitle females to inherit property and she was prohibited from practicing Roman Catholicism there, Brent left her mother country after the death of her parents. She immigrated to Maryland in November 1639 along with her siblings Mary, Giles, and Fulke. Gradually they carved a niche in the colony and became rich planters. Brent devoted herself to business ventures in St. Mary’s City. She also brought nine servants from England with her and went into business bringing indentured laborers from England and selling them to colonists. Brent and her sister received the first land grant of St. Mary’s City and founded the Sister’s Freehold. Afterward she expanded her entitlement of land to about 1,800 acres. Brent did not hesitate to go to court to claim her properly owed debts. In a span of eight years she was involved in 124 court cases, winning all. She also became guardian, along with Governor Leonard Calvert, of Mary Kitomaquund, the daughter of the chief of the Piscataway tribe. Later on Brent’s brother Giles married Kitomaquund and, because women could not own property, became owner of what had been his father-in-law’s land.

The English Civil War spilled over to Maryland in 1645, with Protestants rising up against Catholics. The Catholic governor had to flee to Virginia after an attack by supporters of the Protestant English Parliament. Brent’s Catholic brother was sent back to England as a prisoner along with two Jesuits. Protestants destroyed Catholic property, but the fortunes of Brent and her clan again rose after Governor Calvert and his army reclaimed Maryland in 1646. Governor Calvert died in 1647 and left Brent, his close confidant, as executor of his will. In that position, she also held power over the property of Calvert’s brother, Lord Baltimore, who was in London at that time. Because her first duty was to pay Calvert’s troops, she sold the brother’s property. The soldiers had been poised to revolt if their payments were delayed, and Brent’s bold actions helped ensure the survival of the Catholic colony.

Afterward, Brent appealed to the General Assembly of Maryland in January 1648 to grant her voting rights because she was the executor of an important will and also a woman of independent wealth. She became the first woman in an English colony to demand voting rights, but such rights for women were unheard of in 17th-century England. The General Assembly did praise her work for Lord Baltimore but denied her petition.

About 1650 the Brent family decided to shift to Virginia, where Brent purchased property, including a plantation named Peace. She remained unmarried her entire life and died around 1671. After a century her land investments became the basis of the towns of Alexandria and Fredericksburg.

Brent’s legacy as an adventurous and independent woman in the male-dominated society of colonial America has survived the centuries. Brent stood for the rights of her sex and was an early advocate of gender empowerment. She was also responsible for preserving the stability of Catholic government in Maryland in the mid-1640s. To commemorate Brent’s memory, a garden in St. Mary’s City grounds, a street near St. Mary’s College, and several local schools are named after her. In Virginia her memory lingers on in a marker at Jones Point Park and several highway markers. The American Bar Association Commission on Women in the Profession instituted the Margaret Brent Women Lawyers of Achievement Award in 1991 for achievements by female attorneys.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Brothels

The brothels of the colonial and antebellum eras of the United States first took root in specific areas to serve a transient population of sailors and soldiers. As settlers arrived and the population of the country increased, the numbers, types, and locations of brothels increased throughout the 18th and 19th centuries.

The practice of prostitution in the New World has been recorded as early as 1721, when King Louis XIV of France emptied La Salpetriere prison and sent 88 of its inmates to his country’s colonial territory in Louisiana, where they disembarked in New Orleans. The prostitutes among them were some of the first female settlers in the area, and they continued to ply their trade there. This is not to say that there was no prostitution in the colonies before 1721 but only that it was not officially recorded.

Prior to and shortly after the American Revolutionary War, brothels were found mainly in eastern port cities, such as New York City, Boston, Philadelphia, New Orleans, and Charleston, South Carolina. Houses were generally found near the docks, and typical customers would be men temporarily stationed at or passing through the city, as opposed to permanent residents. While some cities adopted laws making prostitution illegal, such laws were not always enforced, in part because even large cities such as New York had no municipal police force until the 1840s and relied on citizens to initiate most criminal charges. This lack of enforcement, along with a burgeoning population, led to an expansion of the sex trade in general, resulting in a larger variety of brothels and a wider clientele.

Some brothel owners specialized in certain types of girls or women. Hannah Lewis, a free African American madam, kept only white employees and servants at her Anthony Street establishment in New York City in the 1820s. Some brothels emphasized youth, keeping mainly teenagers, though girls as young as 8 years of age have been recorded in city records at a time when the age of consent in New York was 10. Most prostitutes of the time tended to be teenagers, typically 15 or 16 years old.

Larry Whiteaker, in his book Seduction, Prostitution, and Moral Reform in New York, 1830–1860, details several economic classes of brothels found during that period, from the parlor house that catered to elite class men to the slum disorderly house or bawdy house visited by working-class men. The women of the parlor houses were usually young, attractive, and often educated. Working afternoons and early evenings, a woman could earn $50 to $100 a week. She would pay a set amount of money every week to the madam who ran the establishment, and the rest of the money was hers. The police rarely bothered elite-class brothels because their clientele included the city’s most powerful men. Even brothels in the slums faced little harassment by the police because the public did not perceive them as threatening civil order.

The next level down was the most common—women who would work in comfortable but not luxurious brothels and would walk the streets or go to local theaters to pick up men if business at the brothel was slow. These women were usually fashionably dressed and could pass for ordinary citizens. Many of these women were former seamstresses or servants who found prostitution much more lucrative. In the 1830s a seamstress typically made between 75 cents and $1.50 a week, and a factory worker made not much more.

The lowest level was the slum brothel, often associated with saloons or gambling establishments and catering to transients and the poorest segment of male society. These girls and women were more likely to be foreign-born and from poor families themselves, with little in the way of prospects. Even here, a prostitute could make up to $20 or $30 a week, though the areas in which they worked were often crime-ridden and garnered much more attention from civil authorities as a result, making the occupation even more risky.

While for most girls and women entering into prostitution was a matter of economic necessity, it was not unusual to find women from wealthier households in brothels, many attempting to escape stultifying or abusive family lives. Women drifted in and out of brothels, only resorting to them when needing money, and most women stayed in the business for only a few years. However, there were also those who saw the business of prostitution as a viable career move in a time when economic independence and a chance to own property were rare for women. Some madams, such as Julia Brown in New York City, were celebrated members of society and stayed in the business for years.

While working from a brothel was considered safer than streetwalking, violence against the brothels themselves was still a risk. There was the phenomenon of brothel riots. Typically this involved a group of men—dissatisfied customers, men who resented the independence shown by the madams (some of whom had the means to pick and choose customers for their establishments), or angry neighbors who wanted the brothel put out of business. Often emboldened by drink, they would smash windows, furniture, and crockery. If the attackers met with resistance from the madam or her employees, the women could be beaten or stabbed as well.

As time passed, social reforms combined with improved law enforcement and the founding of charities to help poor women and children led to a decline in the number of brothels and made the remaining ones much harder to find.

Nancy Beach
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New Haven Colony Sodomy Statutes (1655)

These mid-17th-century sodomy statutes from the New Haven Colony are unique because of their inclusion of lesbians.

If any man lyeth with mankinde, as a man lyeth with a woman, both of them have committed abomination, they both shall surely be put to death. Levit. 20. 13. And if any woman change the naturall use into that which is against nature, as Rom. 1. 26. she shall be liable to the same sentence, and punishment, or if any person, or persons, shall commit any other kinde of unnaturall and shame full filthines, called in Scripture the going after strange flesh, or other flesh then God alloweth, by carnall knowledge of another vessel then God in nature hath appointed to become one flesh, whether it be by abusing the contrary part of a grown woman, or child of either sex, or unripe vessel of a girle, wherein the natural use of the woman is left, which God hath ordained for the propagation of posterity, and Sodomiticall filthinesse (tending to the destruction of the race of mankind) is committed by a kind of rape, nature being forced, though the will were inticed, every such person shall be put to death. Or if any man shall act upon himself; and in the sight of others spill his owne seed, by example, or counsel, or both, corrupting or tempting others to doe the like, which tends to the sin of Sodomy, if it be not one kind of it; or shall defile, or corrupt himself and others, by any kind of sinfull filthinesse, he shall be punished according to the nature of the offence; or if the case considered with the aggravating circumstances, shall according to the mind of God revealed in his word require it, he shall be put to death, as the court of magistrates shall determine.

Source: Louis Crompton, “Homosexuals and the Death Penalty in Colonial America,” Journal of Homosexuality 1(3) (June 20, 1976): 277–293. Copyright © 1976 Routledge, Taylor, & Francis Ltd.



Captives, English

In the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries Native Americans in New France and New England captured and held as hostage thousands of North American colonists in raids and wars, generally on the frontier where colonial and indigenous peoples clashed over land. Native Americans took hostages in part because it was many tribal people’s customs to do so to replace warriors killed in battle or to demonstrate superiority over the group from which the hostages were taken. Native American cultures varied in their treatment of captives. Some tribes ritually killed captives, while others traded them as slaves or adopted and assimilated them into their culture. Euro-Americans found the stories that captives had to tell fascinating, creating a market for captivity tales. No one knows how many English colonists were captured and then ransomed. Colonists used captivity stories as part of a cultural discourse of the “savage Other” to justify the extermination of Native Americans.

Indigenous Americans captured both Native American and European American children, women, and men. Female and male captives were treated differently and expected to act differently. Northeastern Native Americans expected captured men to act honorably and bravely under torture, which was generally a public and group activity. Torture could be extended my rest periods, where captives were revived before undergoing additional torture. Some tribes tortured prisoners to death, while others engaged in ritual torture meant as a painful and difficult test that would do no lasting damage. Both men and women who passed these kinds of trials were often adopted into the tribal group. Indigenous Plains people also engaged in torture, both as a means to murder and as a ritual test, but southwestern and northwestern indigenous peoples were more likely to enslave captives and trade them for profit than they were to kill them. Native people used captive-taking strategies to resist colonial encroachment onto their lands, replace lost family members, and economically profit from ransom.

English captives who were returned or “redeemed” to their families were often part of some kind of peace accord. For example, 1764 treaties between English forces and Ohio peoples included the return of more than 200 captives, some of whom had been held long enough to have been adopted and assimilated into Ohio family groups. Sometimes entire or partial families were captured, and only some of the family members returned either because the capturing parties wanted to keep the captives or because the captives were unwilling to return to their English families. Elizabeth Hanson’s family farm in Dover, New Hampshire, was attacked in 1724. Native Americans killed two of Hanson’s sons but took Hanson, four of her children (three girls and one boy), and a female servant captive. The Hansons were tortured by mutilation and starvation before female members of the village helped them. Later Hanson would write about how grateful she was to the native women who befriended her and her children. In 1725 Hanson’s husband ransomed Elizabeth and all but one of the girl children, Sarah, who had been promised in marriage to one of the native men. Sarah was released in 1727.

One of the most famous English captives, Mary Rowlandson, was returned to her family after 11 weeks of captivity. A Narragansett and Wampanoag raiding party captured Rowlandson and 3 of her children in a raid that killed at least 13 people and captured 24, including Rowlandson and 3 of her children. A daughter died one week after being captured, but the rest of the captives spent 11 weeks on the run with their captors before being ransomed and returned. Six years later Rowlandson wrote a book in which she emphasized the heathen or barbaric nature of her captors, particularly in comparison to Euro-American colonial Christians. A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson demonizes and denigrates her captors in a way that many colonial Americans found deeply gratifying. Rowlandson’s book became the standard for captivity narratives, emphasizing as it did the dangers of wilderness, the inhumanity of native peoples, and the moral superiority of English Christians.

Susannah Johnson’s captivity narrative played much the same cultural role as did Rowlandson’s. Johnson and her family were captured by an Abenaki raiding party in 1754 from their New Hampshire home, the sortie part of the ongoing French and Indian War that pitted French and English colonists against each other. The Johnsons were taken to Quebec and sold to the French, who jailed the family. The family suffered from smallpox in jail, and Johnson’s infant son died. In 1757 they were ransomed and returned to Plymouth, Massachusetts. Four decades later in 1796, Susannah Johnson dictated her story to a local lawyer, who published it as A Selection of Some of the Most Interesting Narratives of Outrages Committed by the Indians. Her story, which emphasized Indian cruelty and barbarism, became a best seller.

While many English captives were ransomed for their return, some notable few escaped or were rescued. Jemima Boone, daughter of frontiersman Daniel Boone, and two teenage friends were captured in the summer of 1776. Daniel Boone organized a rescue party, found the raiders three days later, killed two natives, scared off the rest, and rescued the girls. Jemima Boone later reported that the Indians had been kind to their captives.

Some of the most famous English female captives were not really captives at all. In 1777 Native Americans, probably Wyandots in the employ of the British Army, held Jane McCrea for one day before murdering her. Her story, which functioned like a captivity narrative, served as propaganda for colonials who wanted to demonize British Loyalists. Her story is less about her treatment at the hands of native people than it is about her murder by Loyalist forces.

A significant number of English women captured by native people were never ransomed or returned to their birth families but instead chose to stay with native people. Eunice Williams, for example, was seven years old when she was captured by a Mohawk and French raid on Deerfield, Massachusetts, in 1704. She assimilated into a subgroup of Mohawks living at Kahnawake and was adopted by a woman whose daughter had died and was renamed Waongote. She converted to Catholicism, was baptized Marguerite, and eventually married a Catholic Mohawk man named Aronsen. Her father tried on numerous occasions to ransom her and return her to Puritan Deerfield, but Eunice Williams existed more in her family’s memory than in reality. She had become Kanenstenhawi Aronsen and wanted nothing to do with Puritan English life, though she did on occasion visit the Williams with her native family.

Eunice Williams/Kanenstenhawi Aronsen was not alone in her preference for life as a Native American. In the 1750s Mary Jemison was captured as a 12-year-old and eventually adopted into the Seneca people. She married a Delaware man and had children. When her first husband died Jemison married again, this time to a Seneca man with whom she had six children. Jemison later told her story to a minister, who published it. In contrast to captivity narratives such as Mary Rowlandson’s, Jemison’s story suggested that not everything about English colonial life was superior to Seneca culture.

While English women who preferred life with Native Americans baffled colonists, historians note that Native American culture was significantly more empowering for women than colonial European culture. Colonial Americans, buttressed by Christianity, were firm believers in patriarchy. English colonial women had few rights and little power. Coverture, the legal principle that women belonged to men, meant that women were considered property, first of their fathers and of their husbands. Thus, colonial English women had no right to own their own property, sign contracts, or divorce. Indeed, women’s names changed upon marriage, from their father’s last name to their husband’s name, which was meant to signify their change in ownership.

Native American women, on the other hand, had considerably more cultural, legal, and economic power. They generally controlled their families through matrilineal descent, took ownership of stuffs, and had varying degrees of input into political and military matters. Native American women were also more empowered by their sexuality, particularly in comparison to the repressive colonials. Thus, it is less surprising that some English female captives became “white Indians” than it is that female captives wanted to be returned.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Captivity Narratives (1655–1797)

Captivity narratives were accounts of European settlers being abducted by Native American tribes. Popular reading in the colonies, they continued being written through the 19th century. These narratives at times convey real information about the experiences one could have among the tribe in question, but often they were filled with wildly skewed descriptions and events. These accounts are valuable for scholars, as they reveal aspects of Native American societies, but primarily they reveal how the settlers perceived the Native Americans.

Native Americans did indeed take European settlers as captives. In the century or so between King Philip’s War (1655) and the Seven Years’ War (1763), more than 1,600 colonists were captured. Hundreds were taken captive during the 19th century. Typically these captives were women and children. Motivations for these abductions included assimilating the captives into a tribe that needed more females and selling them to other tribes for ransom. For women, there was an enormous amount of empowerment in Native American societies compared to European ones. Benjamin Franklin opined in a letter that “most” wanted to return after being repatriated.

Generally, the treatment of captives was not horrid, aside from minimal food allowances and constant movement. Rape was rare, as was ongoing violence. Interaction with Native American women was generally depicted as neutral or pleasant.

The narratives often took a form that went beyond merely recounting details. Often, the stories were written by others or greatly influenced by outsiders. For example, the involvement of Cotton Mather with Mary Rowlandson’s (1637–1711) account, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God, which was later changed to A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson, is unmistakable. For the Puritans, the captivity narratives became a paradigm for the temptations and dangers of the flesh as opposed to life in God. Rowlandson’s depiction of the Native Americans was filled with images such as “ravenous beasts,” “hell hounds,” “barbarous creatures,” and “murderous wretches.” Many, if not most, accounts generally demonize the Native Americans, regardless of their actions. Her “restoration” to European society is a metaphor for conquering the flesh and being restored to God.

The popularity of these works increased during times of animosity with Native Americans. The classic example is that of Hannah Dunstan (1657–1736). Her captivity occurred near the end of King William’s War in 1697, as the French-allied Abenakis raided Haverhill, Massachusetts, taking her, her newborn daughter, and her maid captive along with 10 others who were segregated from these 3. The newborn was murdered early in the captivity. Dunstan was held captive by a family unit, consisting of 2 adult males, 3 women, and 7 children. A 14-year-old captive boy from Worchester also accompanied them. One night as the Native Americans were sleeping, Dunstan encouraged the other 2 women to aid her in killing their captors. Only 1 badly injured woman and a child escaped. Dunstan scalped the dead and earned a bounty in Boston. Her story became popular as the country pushed west, encountering the Plains indigenous groups in a genocidal push to possess the land.
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During King Philip’s War several European settlers were taken captive. Six years later Mary Rowlandson published the story of her 11 week ordeal. Captivity Narratives became a popular literary genre to settlers by demonizing Native American cultures. (Fotosearch/Getty Images)

In Dunstan’s story, the murder of her newborn before her eyes and the murder of 27 others during the raid establishes the inhumanity of the Native Americans for the reader. She becomes a heroine by killing her captors, this innocent forced into this uncivilized gender-bending role of killer. Safety comes by eliminating the Native Americans. Thus, the moral of the story is that obliterating Native Americans is necessary and righteous. Nathaniel Hawthorne was the first to object to her account as heroic, declaring that her actions were neither virtuous nor innocent nor in self-defense. Few shared his opinion.

The heavily embellished account of Fanny Kelley, ambushed in Kansas on the way to settling in Idaho, is the embodiment of prejudice. The diabolical nature of the Native Americans thoroughly imbues the narrative, as does the good faith and desperation of the white protagonists. The lesson of the encounter at the beginning of her captivity is that one cannot negotiate with the insatiable, dishonest, and homicidal Native Americans.

Another image emerges in some narratives. Elizabeth Hanson (1682–1737) was captured in 1724 by a tribe allied with the French. Her account is found in God’s Mercy Surmounting Man’s Cruelty. She was held captive with four children and a maid for 22 months. Two of Hanson’s children were killed in the initial raid. A daughter could not be ransomed initially, as the Native American family that was in control of them wanted the daughter to marry into the tribe. This was circumvented by having her marry a Frenchman. Despite this and the book’s title, Hanson spoke thankfully of how the Native American women taught her a number of skills for living in the wilderness.

Abigail Willey was among those captured during a raid in 1689 in New Hampshire, along with two daughters, by Native Americans allied with the French. She refused to return, eventually marrying a French man and living out her life in Quebec.

The best-attested case of a woman choosing to live with Native Americans is found in the account of Mary Jemison (1743–1833). During the Seven Years’ War, she was taken after the rest of her family was killed on their way to Fort Duquesne. Jemison married a Delaware man and bore six children. She aided Loyalists during the American Revolution and helped the Senecas negotiate the Treaty of Big Tree (1797), ensuring a better outcome as the tribe sold its land.

Captivity narratives comprise a genre of highly fictionalized accounts of very real events. What they lack in veracity is offset by the adventure they provide both casual readers and historians.

Mark Anthony Phelps
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Catholic Women

Catholic presence in colonial America was relatively small. By the turn of the 19th century, America’s population was still composed primarily of Protestants of English descent. The same colonists who arrived in America in the 17th century seeking religious freedom often denied that same freedom to members of non-Protestant faiths. As a result, Catholic women were responsible for maintaining and perpetuating their faith at home.

Protestant settlers in colonial America brought with them anti-Catholic sentiments. Each of the 13 colonies limited the presence of Catholics, or their ability to practice their religion, at some point in the colonial era. For example, Virginia exacted a law prohibiting Catholic settlers in 1642, and Massachusetts banned priests from taking up residence there through laws passed in 1647 and 1770. Other colonies, such as Delaware and Rhode Island, recorded few, if any, Catholics during the colonial period.

The primary exception to this anti-Catholic bias was in Maryland, which from the time of its founding in 1634 was intended to be a colony that welcomed Catholics. Even here, however, Catholics made up only a small percentage of the population. In 1634, Maryland recorded fewer than 3,000 Catholics out of a population of 34,000. The English Civil War brought tensions to Maryland’s Catholic and Protest communities, and Governor Leonard Calvert’s support of the deposed (and beheaded) King James I led to the deportation of Jesuit priests and the destruction of Catholic property in St. Mary’s City. The Maryland Toleration Act of 1649 was designed to prevent future violence against persons of any faith, although such toleration was to be short-lived. Catholic domination in Maryland came to an end in 1654 with the passage of discriminatory laws. By 1692 Anglicanism was the established church in Maryland, and in 1704 the Mary-land Assembly ordered Catholic churches closed and declared that Mass could only be said in private homes.

Even in colonies where Catholicism was not outlawed, Protestant distrust and a scarcity of priests forced women to make accommodations for their faith. Women would lead prayers and devotions at home and were responsible for their children’s religious education. As the primary meal planners, women were also responsible for managing the observance of feasts and fasts. Private chapels were established in the homes of wealthy Catholic families, further elevating the status of the women who maintained them. Women became central figures in their church communities and the perpetuation of rituals associated with events such as marriages, baptisms, and funerals.

The conventional theology that Catholic women carried with them from England, France, and Spain declared that women were subordinate to men, although many Catholic women made significant contributions to their church and their colony (and later nation) in the years before 1800. Women such as Margaret Brent, the largest landowner in 17th-century Maryland, and Mary Digges Lee, who with her husband founded Saint Mary’s Roman Catholic Church in Petersville, Maryland, defied the submissive picture of women painted in Catholic advice literature of the day. Very few advice manuals for Catholic girls were available in England and the colonies until after the French (and Catholic) threat had been eliminated in 1763 by the conclusion of the French and Indian War. Works such as the 1759 French manual The Lady’s Preceptor: Or, a Letter to a Young Lady of Distinction by the Abbe d’Ancourt encouraged women to behave in ways that ensured their spiritual salvation as well as their eventual role as wives and mothers. Works published in America late in the 18th century continued to focus on women as subservient wives. Historians have suggested, however, that freed from church hierarchy, American Catholic women began to expand the boundaries of traditional gender roles assigned to them by their religion. Works such as the Manual of Catholic Prayer, published in Philadelphia in 1774, included specific reminders aimed at women about the sins of lust, abortion, and adultery.

After the American Revolution, John Carroll’s appointment as the first bishop of the United States in 1790 brought more formal structure to the Catholic Church in America, but it did little to immediately change American Catholic practices or Protestant attitude toward Catholics. Women did not hold formal leadership positions within the Church. The number of Catholic communities began to multiply after the Revolution as Catholic immigrants from Germany and Ireland came to the United States and established churches in cities such as New York and Philadelphia. Converts from older established American families also helped to increase the influence and prestige of the Church. Perhaps the most influential Catholic person of this postrevolutionary period was Elizabeth Bayley Seton, who in 1806 founded a girls’ school in Baltimore that became the forerunner of the parochial school system in the United States.

Catholic women who were not interested in becoming wives and mothers had another option: the convent. French Ursulines established a convent in New Orleans in 1727 (although that particular region would not become part of the United States until the Louisiana Purchase in 1803). The sisters established a model that would be replicated in other parts of the United States in the 19th century by establishing a school that served both Protestants and Catholic daughters of the gentry while also offering educational programs for free African Americans and slaves. The first convent established on American soil was founded in Port Tobacco, Maryland, in 1790 by four sisters from the English Community of Carmelites in Hoogstraet, Belgium. Unlike their European counterparts, American convents often had few wealthy novitiates, or their dowries, to support the house. American nuns resorted to more creative ways to sustain themselves, including taking on tasks for the local community such as sewing and farming, charging tuition for their schools, and even slaveholding.

Kathleen Barker
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Chilton, Mary (1607–1679)

The life experiences of Mary Chilton, the first female to arrive at Plymouth Rock on the Mayflower’s original voyage, suggest that early North American Puritan colonial life was a complex and dangerous endeavor.

Chilton was born to James Chilton and his stepsister Susanna Furner sometime in 1607. Records show that Chilton was baptized on May 31, 1607, at St. Peter’s Church, Sandwich, in Kent, England. Her family joined a growing group of dissenters from the Church of England, known as separatists, and moved to Leiden, Holland, to avoid harassment in England. Unsatisfied with life there and worried that their children were losing their connection to their English heritage, Chilton’s family joined the Pilgrims in search of a new homeland. Chilton and her parents boarded the Mayflower in September 1620 when she was 13 years old. The immigrants suffered numerous problems, including seasickness, scurvy, and sometimes pneumonia, during 66 days crossing the Atlantic Ocean. James Chilton died in December while the ship was anchored off Provincetown harbor and his wife Susanna died six weeks afterward, leaving their daughter to continue the journey as an orphan. At the sight of the New World on December 21, 1620, Chilton waded ashore onto Plymouth Rock, the first English woman to arrive there. Artist Henry Bacon commemorated the event in an 1877 painting permanently on exhibit at the Pilgrim Hall Museum in Plymouth, Massachusetts.

The Puritan colonists established their first settlement in Plymouth, but out of the original 102 pilgrims only 50 survived the harsh first winter, largely due to the assistance of Native American chief Massasoit and the people of the Wampanaog Confederacy. Along with Chilton there were five adolescent girls among the survivors, including Constance Hopkins, Priscilla Mullins, Elizabeth Tilley, and an unnamed servant. Chilton became a ward of the household of either Myles Standish or John Alden. In the land division of 1623, Chilton was given three acres of land (one for herself and one each for deceased parents) situated between portions of Standish and Alden. In the same month another ship, the Fortune, arrived at the colony. Among its 35 passengers was yeoman John Winslow, son of Edward Winslow Sr. and Magdalene Oliver and brother of Mayflower passengers Gilbert and Edward Winslow.

By 1625, Chilton was considered a well-off woman of the colony. She married John Winslow in 1624. Chilton and her husband, along with other Puritan settlers, did well harvesting crops and maintained good relations with Massasoit and his people. Apart from fishing and farming, the other sources of food included wild turkey and venison. Both Chilton and Winslow received their shares of a cattle division in May 1627, a black cow and two goats. In that same year their first child, John, was born. He would be followed by nine others: Susanna, Mary, Edward, Sarah, Samuel, Joseph, Isaac, Benjamin, and an unnamed child who died in infancy. Winslow steadily rose in Plymouth colony, especially after his brother, Edward Winslow, became the governor of Plymouth colony and put him in charge of the Kennebec Trading Post in 1651. John Winslow also served the Council of War in 1653.

In 1655 Chilton and her family relocated to Boston and became wealthy through shipping and land speculation. Winslow died in 1674. Two years afterward, Chilton made a will on July 31, probably the only woman of the original Mayflower passengers to make a will. The executor of it was her friend, Boston merchant William Tailer. Her estate, containing crockery, furniture, and dresses amounting to 212 pounds, 11 shillings, and 9 pence was divided among her sons, daughters, and grandchildren. Chilton died on May 1, 1679, and was buried in King’s Chapel of Boston.

In 1924 descendants of the family placed a plaque on the Chilton house commemorating their residency. Prominent descendants of the couple include actress Jane Wyatt, Ambassador Pamela Harriman, singer Pete Seeger, poet Robert Lowell, and Attorney General Elliot Richardson.

Patit Paban Mishra

See also Protestant Women

Further Reading

Chilton, Ann. 1930. “Chilton and Shelton: Two Distinct Virginia Families.” William and Mary Quarterly 10(1): 56–63.

Lawton, Wendy. 2003. Almost Home: A Story Based on the Life of the Mayflower’s Mary Chilton. Chicago: Moody Publishers.

Morison, Samuel M. 1991. William Bradford, of Plymouth Plantation, 1620–1647. New York: Knopf.

Philbrick, Nathaniel. 2006. Mayflower: A Story of Courage, Community, and War. New York: Penguin Group.

Thacher, James. 1991 [1835]. History of the Town of Plymouth: From Its First Settlement in 1620, to the Year 1832. Salem, MA: Higginson.

Coverture

Coverture is a legal principle that subsumes women’s legal rights to her husband. Coverture meant that married women could not legally own property or make contracts and did not have any legal rights to their own children in the case of marital dissolution or any right to divorce. When a woman married, she was called a feme covert.

The legal doctrine of coverture declared that a husband and wife became one person in marriage, and that person was the husband. By law, a married woman was considered to be sub potestati viri (under the power of her husband), and therefore she was unable to make contracts or establish credit without her husband’s consent. In practice, everything beyond the wife’s basic maintenance was dependent upon her husband’s sense of propriety or generosity, because husbands were legally liable for their wives’ support. Nonetheless, a husband’s legal obligations to his wife extended only to what she needed to survive.

While historically married women had some protection against adversity from their husbands, single and widowed women had no safety nets even though they were most vulnerable to financial ruin. While the status of feme covert was limited and protected by law, the feme sole, a single, widowed, or divorced woman, handled the affairs of her estate without the protection that a husband offered. Thus, the status of feme sole offered women one area of relative legal equality in that she was as liable for debts as a man. The feme sole inherited and purchased property equal to a man under both common and civil law. In the workplace, the feme sole was hard-pressed if her debts grew; she was often the first to be fired and the last to be paid. When marriage was terminated by death of the husband, the most important right of the widow was dower rights: the right of a wife upon her husband’s death to inherit a life estate of one-third of the land that her husband owned.

By the time of the American Revolution, so-called republican womanhood reconciled politics and domesticity and justified the status quo of coverture. For instance, P. J. Boudier de Villemert in his The Ladies’ Friend (1781), a typical piece of advice literature, asserted that the mother was the ideal parent to rule the “gentle empire” of the home. The “cult of true womanhood” describes an antebellum ideology that American women were expected to pursue lives of sheltered passivity and ennobled domesticity. In a separate “private” sphere, women had authority over moral and family issues. Women created an “antimaterialistic” world within the home that balanced the “sordid world of men and public life.” Women might have no official or legal power, but theoretically they traded that power for influence in the domestic sphere.

Lydia Maria Child (1802–1880) wrote from experience in The American Frugal Housewife (1829), offering practical knowledge for women with husbands who could not provide for families, and observed that the great challenges within the American home were derived from the consequence of domestic slavery. She made the case that dependents (wives, children, and servants) were legally slaves and treated as slaves. On the other hand, Reverend Daniel Smith in his book The Parent’s Friend, or Letters on the Government and Education of Children and Youth (1845) taught that female subordination within the family led to subordination to civil law and divine government. Smith supported the patriarchal hierarchy of coverture that asserted “Influence by reason when you can, by authority when you must.” Like so much advice literature, Smith sought to reinforce coverture by convincing women that their authority was in the home, not in the public sphere.

Legal discourses on married women’s property rights also addressed concepts of dower rights. Dower rights provided widows with property, money, and agency. Widows cultivated their inheritances to support families or to subsist independently. Wealthy widows with status and resources commonly assisted other women by loaning money, offering board, or providing employment referrals. While the New York legislature modeled its 1848 Married Woman’s Property Act after a Texas law, the New York legislation, sponsored by wealthy men, was chiefly concerned with how women’s property rights could narrowly be applied to their daughters’ inheritance rights. Texas and California, both annexed into the United States under terms dictated by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), were mandated to respect elements of Spanish/Mexican civil law. California, in its haste to be admitted to the union after gold discovery, adopted the New York model for married women’s property rights, then passed legislation in 1852 encouraging married women to establish small businesses as sole traders so that families had some kind of buffer during the economic fluctuations of the gold rush.

Catharine Beecher (1800–1896) and sister Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896) in their American Woman’s Home (1869) observed that “The chief cause of woman’s disabilities and sufferings, [is] that women are not trained, as men are, for their peculiar duties.” Women’s voices in regard to coverture shifted radically as they fought for and obtained the vote. Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) was 77 years old when she wrote The Solitude of Self (1892). Stanton recognized the political ramifications and psychological resources of “self,” or a woman having an individual life: “Whatever theories may be on woman’s dependence on man, in the supreme moments of her life, he cannot bear her burdens.” Later Betty Friedan (1921–2006), a journalist for popular women’s magazines, in The Feminine Mystique (1963) called on women to seek satisfying and intellectually stimulating careers in public life without renouncing their roles within the home.

Meredith Eliassen
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Law Clarifying Property Rights in the Colony of New York (1710)

Enacted on October 30, 1710, “An act for the better settlm’t and assureing of lands in this colony,” Chapter 216 of the Laws of New York, more clearly defined property rights in the colony. Among its provisions, the act places married women in the same category as minors, prisoners, individuals not of sound mind, and those overseas in terms of their ability to make claims to land in New York.

AN ACT for the better Settlem’t and Assureing Of Lands in this Colony

[Passed October 30, 1710.]

BE IT ENACTED by the Governr, Council and Assembly, and by the Authority of the Same, That every person or persons Bodys Politick and Corporate, Citys or Towns, who by Themselves, their Tennants or Servants, or his or their Assignee or Assigns, Grantees Their Ancestors, Predecessors or others under whome they Claime, have been Seized to their owne use or uses, or taken the Rents, Issues and proffits of any Messuages, Houses Tenem’ts Lands and Hereditaments Whatsoever in this Colony and Plantation in his or their own proper Right, for the Term and Space of Ten Years now last past, & Shall so Continue whether in their own persons, their heirs, successors or Assigns, or by any other person or persons under them, in possession, as aforesaid, without any Claime either by Actual Entry and possession thereupon Continued, or Suite to be prossecuted to Effect untill the first day of September in the year of our Lord Seventeen hundred & Thirteen Shall from and after the Said first day of September, and forever be Adjudged, Deemed and taken to be the True, Rightfull and Lawfull Owner of Such Messuages, Houses, Lands, Tenements and hereditaments Respectively, and Shall and may have, hold and Enjoy the Same, any Claime, Right, Title, Demand or Pretence to the Contrary thereof by or from any person or persons, Bodys Politick and Corporate Whatsoever, in Any Wise Notwithstanding. Provided, That Niether this Act nor any thing therein contained shall Extend or be Construed to the prejudice or Barr of any person or persons who shall before the said first day of September Seventeen hundred and thirteen, Commence any suit for any Lands, houses, Tenements or hereditaments in this Colony, and afterwards prosecute the same to Effect, Nor to the Prejudice of any Mortgagee or Lessee, whose Mortgage or Lease shall be Recorded in the Secretary’s office of this Colony before the said first day of September Seventeen hundred and thirteen

Provided also That neither this Act nor any thing therein Contained, shall be Extended or Construed to the prejudice or hindrance of any person or persons under Age of One and Twenty years, Marryed Women, not of Sound mind, Imprisoned, or beyond the Seas. Provided Such person or persons within Three years after his or their Coming to the Age of One and Twenty years, being unmarryed, becoming of Sound mind, Liberty, or Return into this Plantation and Colony, do make their Actual Entry, or bring their Suite, as aforesaid, otherwise to be utterly debar’d, and Excluded from any Entry, Claime, Suite or Demand Whatsoever.

AND whereas by many Accidents the Deeds and Writings relating to Estates Some ‘time have been and may hereafter be Destroyed, Consumed, and Lost Whereby The Lawful and Rightfull Owner of any Lands, Messuages, Houses, Tenements, and Hereditaments may be Exposed to many doubtful, Expensive and Vexatious Suits, and other Inconveniences, for the Preventing Whereof BE IT ENACTED by the Authority aforesaid, That all and every Deed or Deeds, Conveyance or Conveyances and Writings relating to the Title or Property of any Lands, Messuages, Tenements or hereditaments within this Colony which have been already or Shall be hereafter Executed, being Duly Acknowledged & Recorded in the Secretarys office of the Said Colony, or in the County Records where Such Lands are Scituate and being, Such Deed or Writing so Recorded, or Transcript Thereof, shall be good and Effectual Evidence in any Court of Record within This Colony, to all Intents and purposes as if the Original Deed or Deeds, Conveyance or Conveyances and Writings was or Were produced and proved in Court.

AND be it further Enacted by the Authority aforesaid, That the Dutch Word Onroerende, and the Word Vaste Staat, which are Commonly Rendred into English by the Words Immovable and fast Estate, by which in the Dutch Language is understood a Real Estate, houses, Lands and Tenements, and other Real Estate of Inheritance, And are used in any Dutch Antenuptial Contract or Law Will & Testament, or Deed or Deeds made in this Colony, and Duly Executed before Two or More Credible Witnesses at any time before The Publication of this Act, Ought therefore to be Understood of A Real Estate, And That the Parties Who have Or Claime any Right to any Real Estate or part thereof within this Colony, by Virtue of the aforesaid Dutch Words, or either of them used in Such Dutch Antenuptial Contracts, or Wills and Testaments, Or Deed or Deeds, as aforesaid, Shall and may Enjoy the Same to his or their Heirs and Assigns for Ever, in as full And Ample Manner as if the Devise, Deed, Grant or Conveyance was made by the Words Real Estate, Lands or Tenements, and Sue for the Same, in her Majesties Courts within this Colony, and Recover Possession Accordingly, any Law Usage or Custome to the Contrary hereof in any Wise notwithst anding.

Source: “Women’s Rights in Early New York: Document 3, Chapter 216 of the Colonial Laws,” New York State Archives, http://nysa32.nysed.gov/education/showcase/201001women/activities_dbq3.shtml#translation.




Description of Coverture from William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765)

Coverture is the legal principle whereby women cede their legal rights to their husbands at marriage. Though coverture had a long history in common-law practice, English jurist William Blackstone codified the principle in his 1765 Commentaries on the Laws of England.

By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law: that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, protection, and cover, she performs every thing; and is therefore called in our law-French a feme-covert, foemina viro co-operta; is said to be covert-baron, or under the protection and influence of her husband, her baron, or lord; and her condition during her marriage is called her coverture. Upon this principle, of a union of person in husband and wife, depend almost all the legal rights, duties, and disabilities, that either of them acquire by the marriage. I speak not at present of the rights of property, but of such as are merely personal. For this reason, a man cannot grant anything to his wife, or enter into covenant with her: for the grant would be to suppose her separate existence; and to covenant with her, would be only to covenant with himself: and therefore it is also generally true, that all compacts made between husband and wife, when single, are voided by the intermarriage. A woman indeed may be attorney for her husband; for that implies no separation from, but is rather a representation of, her lord. And a husband may also bequeath any thing to his wife by will; for that cannot take effect till the coverture is determined by his death. The husband is bound to provide his wife with necessaries by law, as much as himself; and, if she contracts debts for them, he is obliged to pay them; but for anything besides necessaries he is not chargeable. Also if a wife elopes, and lives with another man, the husband is not chargeable even for necessaries; at least if the person who furnishes them is sufficiently apprized of her elopement. If the wife be indebted before marriage, the husband is bound afterwards to pay the debt; for he has adopted her and her circumstances together. If the wife be injured in her person or her property, she can bring no action for redress without her husband’s concurrence, and in his name, as well as her own: neither can she be sued without making the husband a defendant. There is indeed one case where the wife shall sue and be sued as a feme sole, viz. where the husband has abjured the realm, or is banished, for then he is dead in law; and the husband being thus disabled to sue for or defend the wife, it would be most unreasonable if she had no remedy, or could make no defence at all. In criminal prosecutions, it is true, the wife may be indicted and punished separately; for the union is only a civil union. But in trials of any sort they are not allowed to be evidence for, or against, each other: partly because it is impossible their testimony should be indifferent, but principally because of the union of person; and therefore, if they were admitted to be witness for each other, they would contradict one maxim of law, “nemo in propria causa testis esse debet”; and if against each other, they would contradict another maxim, “nemo tenetur seipsum accusare.” But, where the offence is directly against the person of the wife, this rule has been usually dispensed with; and therefore, by statute 3 Hen. VII, c. 2, in case a woman be forcibly taken away, and married, she may be a witness against such her husband, in order to convict him of felony. For in this case she can with no propriety be reckoned his wife; because a main ingredient, her consent, was wanting to the contract: and also there is another maxim of law, that no man shall take advantage of his own wrong; which the ravisher here would do, if, by forcibly marrying a woman, he could prevent her from being a witness, who is perhaps the only witness to that very fact.

In the civil law the husband and the wife are considered as two distinct persons, and may have separate estates, contracts, debts, and injuries; and therefore in our ecclesiastical courts, a woman may sue and be sued without her husband.

But though our law in general considers man and wife as one person, yet there are some instances in which she is separately considered; as inferior to him, and acting by his compulsion. And therefore any deeds executed, and acts done, by her, during her coverture, are void; except it be a fine, or the like manner of record, in which case she must be solely and secretly examined, to learn if her act be voluntary. She cannot by will devise lands to her husband, unless under special circumstances; for at the time of making it she is supposed to be under his coercion. And in some felonies, and other inferior crimes, committed by her through constraint of her husband, the law excuses her: but this extends not to treason or murder.

The husband also, by the old law, might give his wife moderate correction. For, as he is to answer for her misbehaviour, the law thought it reasonable to intrust him with this power of restraining her, by domestic chastisement, in the same moderation that a man is allowed to correct his apprentices or children; for whom the master or parent is also liable in some cases to answer. But this power of correction was confined within reasonable bounds, and the husband was prohibited from using any violence to his wife, aliter quam ad virum, ex causa regiminis et castigationis uxoris suae, licite et rationabiliter pertinet. The civil law gave the husband the same, or a larger, authority over his wife: allowing him, for some misdemeanors, flagellis et fustibus acriter verberare uxorem; for others, only modicam castigationem adhibere. But with us, in the politer reign of Charles the second, this power of correction began to be doubted; and a wife may now have security of the peace against her husband; or, in return, a husband against his wife. Yet the lower rank of people, who were always fond of the old common law, still claim and exert their ancient privilege: and the courts of law will still permit a husband to restrain a wife of her liberty, in the case of any gross misbehaviour.

These are the chief legal effects of marriage during the coverture; upon which we may observe, that even the disabilities which the wife lies under are for the most part intended for her protection and benefit: so great a favourite is the female sex of the laws of England.

Source: William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, Vol. 1 (London, 1765), 442–445. Available at Blackstone Commentaries: Women and the Law, http://womenshistory.about.com/cs/lives19th/a/blackstone_law.htm.



Dare, Eleanor (ca. 1563–Unknown) and Virginia (1587–Unknown)

Eleanor White Dare was the mother of Virginia Dare, the first child born to English parents in what is today the United States. Eleanor Dare’s husband was Ananias Dare, and her father was John White, governor of the ill-fated Roanoke Colony that completely vanished. For more than 400 years, Eleanor Dare and Virginia Dare have had a place at the center of America’s longest-running unsolved mystery, haunting American myth and legend.

Under Queen Elizabeth I, England set out to establish what were intended to be profitable colonies in the New World, today’s continents of North America and South America. An early expedition in 1584 was sponsored by the adventuresome Sir Walter Raleigh, who sent a group of men to explore the coastal region of today’s North Carolina. Raleigh and Elizabeth agreed that the region would be called Virginia after their monarch’s sobriquet, the Virgin Queen.

With disagreements among themselves, conflicts with the Native Americans, a lack of food, and a harsh winter, remnants of this early group of men returned to England in 1586. Raleigh then determined that instead of an all-male group, family groups—men, women, and children—would stand a better chance of establishing a permanent settlement. On April 26, 1587, a small fleet of ships sailed from England with 150 men, women, and children aboard. They hoped to establish the first permanent English colony in the New World. With them were 2 Native Americans, Manteo and Wanchese, who were returning home after traveling to England with Raleigh’s failed expedition in 1586.

The governor of the new colony was John White, a friend of Raleigh who shared his vision for a permanent English settlement. White was an artist, explorer, mapmaker, and surveyor. His faith in the venture was so strong that he brought along his daughter Eleanor and her husband, Ananias Dare.

Eleanor (also recorded variously as Elenora, Ellinor, or Elyonor) was born in London around 1563 and married Ananias Dare, born around 1560, who was a bricklayer. They were wed at St. Bride’s Church on London’s Fleet Street. For John White’s American expedition, Ananias Dare was named an assistant.

While the voyage to the New World usually took about six weeks, this one did not arrive off Roanoke Island until July 22, having taken almost three months. The settlers immediately had to start building shelters. For protection, they constructed a fort by enclosing the settlement with a palisade, or wooden wall of pointed stakes.

Less than a month after enduring the perilous voyage and the flurry of construction, Eleanor White Dare gave birth to a baby girl on August 18, 1587. The child was named Virginia after the region, which contains today’s North Carolina. Virginia Dare became the first English child born in America. Records show that the baby was healthy and was baptized on the Sunday following her birth.

Governor White’s enjoyment of his infant grandchild was short-lived. Supplies ran out more quickly than expected, and the colonists implored him to return at once to England for more. On August 27, a little over a week after his granddaughter’s birth, White set sail. His plan was to obtain supplies, gather more English colonists, and return to the desperate Roanoke Island colony as soon as possible.

However, at that time Spain sent its fleet of warships, the Spanish Armada, to attack England. All seagoing vessels were commandeered to fight the invasion. This was followed by an upsurge of French pirate attacks on the high seas plus unusually bad weather. White was unable to return to America for three years. He was finally able to reach Roanoke Island on his granddaughter Virginia Dare’s third birthday, August 18, 1590, but the 90 men, 17 women, and 11 children of the colony had vanished without a trace.

They were gone long enough for some buildings to collapse; others had been dismantled, a sign that they did not leave hurriedly. The fort was overgrown with weeds, but there was no evidence of a battle. In his log book, Governor White reported finding the letters “CRO” carved on a tree near the shore. Near the entrance of the palisade, White found the word “CROATOAN” carved on a post “without any cross or sign of distress,” as had been agreed upon if there was trouble. He took this to mean that they had gone to nearby Croatoan Island or were with the friendly Croatan tribe.

Another agreed-upon plan was for the colonists to move 50 miles inland when White returned. He and the landing party embarked on a search but never found so much as a trace of the lost colony. The search party was forced to give up due to massive storms, loss of supplies, and their boats running aground in the tricky channels. In his log, White expressed hope that the colonists, including his daughter Eleanor and his three-year-old grandchild Virginia, were safe with Manteo and the friendly Croatan tribe. White eventually returned to England.

White’s lost daughter Eleanor White Dare came to the forefront several centuries later as the so-called Dare Stones received great publicity between 1937 and 1941. Allegedly discovered in northern Georgia and the Carolinas, the 48 carved stones were addressed to John White and signed with Eleanor’s name. They allegedly gave clues as to the colony’s fate. While some historians believed that the artifacts were genuine, most scholars believe that the Dare Stones are an elaborate hoax.

Throughout the past four centuries, the ghosts of Eleanor Dare and Virginia Dare have been evoked through the many sites in today’s North Carolina named in their honor.

Nancy Hendricks
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De Jesús de Agreda, María (1602–1655)

María de Jesús de Agreda was a 17th-century Spanish nun who claimed that her spirit traveled to the American Southwest, where she discussed Christianity with Native Americans. Southwestern Native Americans said that they had meetings with the “Lady in Blue,” the name by which María de Jesús de Agreda became known. As a result of the Lady in Blue stories, missionaries made inroads into the conversion of Native Americans in Texas and New Mexico, spurring Spanish colonization of the region.

María de Jesús de Agreda lived from 1602 to 1655. She was born in Agreda, a small Spanish town close to Navarro and Aragon. Her parents named her María Coronel. At a young age she showed religious devotion and worked to convert her family home into a Franciscan convent. In 1620, she took her vows to become a nun and took the name María de Jesús. Her mother and father took religious vows as well. The family home convent continued to grow and eventually moved to the Immaculate Conception convent in town, a Poor Clares of St. Francis convent. As a young woman María de Jesús made her mark on the town of Agreda, and as an adult she became well known throughout the Spanish and Catholic world.

María de Jesús experienced religious trances in which her spirit traveled to other places. She claimed to have traveled to New Spain, specifically Texas and eastern New Mexico, and visited with Native Americans who had not been exposed to Christianity. A group of Indians called Jumanos, who lived in New Mexico and Texas but primarily in central Texas, traveled to a Franciscan settlement called Old Isleta, which was located south of Albuquerque. They told the Franciscans that a lady in blue visited them and spoke to them in their own language. From this lady the Native Americans had some basic ideas about Christianity. As a result, an expedition led by Fray Juan de Salas in 1629 traveled to southwestern Texas. The expedition encountered a group of Indians who also claimed that they had met with the Lady in Blue. As a result of the lady’s visits, Spanish encouragement, and indigenous interest, around 2,000 Indians agreed to baptism.

The fact that María de Jesús wore a brown Franciscan robe with a blue cloak helped confirm her claims that she was the Lady in Blue. She told her confessor that she had made numerous spiritual journeys to New Spain and had introduced Christianity to Native Americans. Her confessor relayed her accounts to his superiors, who then sent the story on to the archbishop of New Mexico. Her story arrived in New Mexico just before the Jumanos arrived with their similar story.

[image: Lamphier]

As a nun, María de Jesús de Ágreda wrote books about the Virgin Mary, corresponded with King Philip IV of Spain, and reportedly appeared to the Jumano Indians in the New World, though she never physically left the monastery she founded in Spain. (DeAgostini/Getty Images)

Fray Alonso de Benavides, a Franciscan missionary who worked in New Mexico, left for Mexico City and then Spain in 1629. He spread word of the work and success of the Franciscans in New Mexico. He asked the king of Spain to encourage the push for the conversion of all the native New Mexicans. While in Spain, Benavides heard the story of María de Jesús and traveled to meet with her. María de Jesús told Benavides that she had made numerous spiritual trips to New Spain and urged natives to seek out missionaries for conversion. She also told Benavides that she recognized him from her travels to New Mexico, and she described the Jumano Indians, including a chief. She said that she helped lead missionaries on their trips into native lands in New Mexico. Benavides encouraged María de Jesús to send a letter to the Franciscans in New Mexico, which she did. Her stories encouraged New Mexican missionaries to travel to new areas and seek new converts. Also, she exchanged letters with the king of Spain, Philip IV, likely encouraging his support for missionization.

In the 1650s María de Jesús changed her story somewhat, saying that Fray Alonso had pressured her into confirming the story and that she did not believe her body traveled to the New World. She thought that maybe an angel using her form appeared to the Native Americans. She changed some of the dates of her travels and said that other priests had embellished some parts of her story. Despite this change, her original story stuck and continued to resonate in the Spanish colonies.

Noted borderlands historian David J. Weber suggests that a possible explanation for the journeys of María de Jesús and her possible confusion over the travels is that she fasted and ate so little that she suffered from trances or hallucinations. Whether this theory explains her supposed travels or not, many people continue to believe in the miracles of María de Jesús.

María de Jesús died in Agreda in 1655, and a story of her life and journeys was published two years later. Soon after her death, religious officials in Spain considered her for beatification and canonization, also known as sainthood. The Catholic Church declared her venerable, and efforts to continue the canonization process remained in the 20th century. Her influence on 17th-century interactions between Spanish and indigenous people was tremendous. The Lady in Blue legend has been powerful for centuries. While male missionaries traveled to the New World to work to convert Native Americans to Christianity, many of those men credited a woman, María de Jesús, with paving their way to success.

Amy M. Porter
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Dyer, Mary (1611–1660)

Mary Dyer was an English Quaker who was one of four Boston martyrs hanged for breaking a Puritan law that banned Quakers from Boston, Massachusetts. She resisted Massachusetts authorities who sought to tell her how to behave and what to believe. Her life provides a model for the importance of religious tolerance in American democracy.

Mary Dyer was born Mary Barrett in 1611 in England. She married William Dyer in 1633 and moved to Massachusetts in 1635. Both Mary and William Dyer were respectable and well liked. They joined the Boston Puritan church and became good friends with a woman named Anne Hutchinson (1591–1643), who preached religious beliefs different than those of mainstream Puritans. When Dyer was pregnant, Hutchinson, who was an experienced midwife, helped deliver a premature baby girl. Unfortunately, the baby was stillborn and horribly deformed. Dyer requested that the baby be privately buried to prevent the church from blaming the child’s deformities and stillbirth on the sins of her and her husband. Back in Dyer’s hometown in England stillborn children could be buried privately, but that was not the law in Boston.

Eventually the church discovered Anne Hutchinson’s radical political beliefs, among which was the belief that the Holy Spirit or grace dwelt inside people and that only the individual could determine whether or not he or she was saved, or in a state of grace. Grace, Hutchinson contended, could not be determined by religious authorities or by a person’s deeds or socioeconomic success. Puritan authorities considered Hutchinson’s beliefs blasphemous, or antinomian. Hutchinson was exiled from the Puritan church, and Dyer was excommunicated and banned for following Hutchinson’s beliefs. When Dyer left the church, the stillbirth was discovered by John Winthrop, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. He ordered the baby dug up to see its deformities. Just as Dyer feared, she was blamed for her “monster” daughter’s deformities, which were seen as part of Satan’s work. Both women moved away from Massachusetts and settled in Rhode Island.

Mary Dyer returned to England with her husband in 1652 on a political mission. She stayed in England for five years, but William returned to America to be with their children. Dyer often was away from the family for extended periods to seek religious enlightenment or to share her political beliefs. During her journey in England she met the founders of the Quaker religion, also known as the Society of Friends.

The Society of Friends and its founder, George Fox, preached beliefs similar to Anne Hutchinson’s antinomianism. As a result, Dyer became a fervent supporter. She was drawn to the religion’s radical belief that men and women should be treated equally, a belief entirely absent in the Puritan religion. Dyer returned to Massachusetts in 1657 and brought her new Quaker beliefs with her. When she refused to repudiate her Quaker beliefs, Boston Puritans threw her in jail. She was released from prison on the condition that she remain quiet about her beliefs and leave Massachusetts. Dyer departed from Massachusetts, but she had no intention of remaining quiet.

Governor Winthrop fell out of power, and Governor John Endicott succeeded him. Unfortunately, Endicott was even more religiously intolerant than Winthrop had been. Endicott tried to stop English Quakers from entering the colony by checking immigrants’ papers at the harbor. Anyone with a “Q” for Quaker by his or her name was immediately thrown in jail or sent back to England. When people protested that Endicott’s actions were illegal, Massachusetts passed a law banning all Quakers from the colony. Punishments for breaking this law included prison, fines, whipping, banishment, cutting off ears and tongues, and execution.

Two of Dyer’s friends were jailed under this new law. She traveled to Boston to visit her friends and was thrown in jail as well. She took the opportunity to minister to her Quaker friends in prison. Dyer and her friends were released later that year and left Boston. Despite warnings of death if they ever returned, Dyer and her friends returned to Boston and again were jailed. Dyer’s husband and children worked tirelessly to keep her out of prison, despite her desire to make a stand against religious intolerance.

Eventually Dyer’s friends were hanged while she watched, thinking she was next. Unknown to Dyer, Boston lawmakers wanted to teach her a lesson and did not plan to execute her at that time. Her family had prearranged a reprieve for her. Officials proved reluctant to publicly execute a woman. As the noose was slipped around Dyer’s neck and she prepared herself for death, she was reprieved and allowed to return to Rhode Island.

Despite the close call Dyer had experienced and the pleas from her family, she decided to give up her own life to make a stand against the religious intolerance in Boston. She returned to Boston one last time. She was caught and hanged for being a Quaker.

Dyer’s execution and the execution of other religious dissenters gradually led colonists to question Puritan authority and eventually led to religious tolerance in Boston and the repeal of the anti-Quaker law. Her life story is important in understanding that however much history books may say that Puritans desired religious liberty, they desired it only for themselves. Colonial Puritans sought the liberty to practice their faith and force others to do so as well. The anti-Quaker laws and executions point to a culture of deep religious intolerance. Mary Dyer is now considered a religious martyr.
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Excommunication

Religion was exceedingly important to the British North American Puritan colonists. In fact, it was central to their culture. According to Puritan interpretation of the scriptures, God had placed women in subjection to men. When women defied these social conventions in some way they were often punished with excommunication, meaning they were barred from the church and forbidden communion with its members. Most of the time church leaders employed excommunication to convince erring members to repent and return to the church. In rare instances, excommunication was used in purely punitive ways. The different roles that excommunication played in historical events such as the persecution of Anne Hutchinson (1591–1643) and the inquisition during the Salem Witch Trials (1692–1693) must be understood in a larger cultural context.

Puritan leaders used the New Testament as their source for excommunication precepts. They said that the Bible instructed Christians to first confront a sinning believer in private. However, if the person refused to repent, then two or three believers were to confront the transgressor. If the person still refused to repent, then the matter was to be turned over to the church and thus become public. Once reaching this stage, if the sinner still refused to repent, he or she had to be excommunicated or removed from the church. Church leaders also relied on New Testament lists of various transgressions for which a church member should be excommunicated, including sexual immorality, greed, idolatry, abusive language, drunkenness, fraud, defying church doctrine, and a variety of other private and public behaviors interpreted as sinful.

Opposed to the Catholic tradition of excommunication, which barred members from certain rites but allowed excommunicated people to continue to attend church, the Puritan tradition of excommunication was used more as a spiritual tool of coercive correction. Thus, excommunicated Puritans were barred from the entire church experience and community. The idea was to break off complete fellowship with the transgressor so that the shunned person’s pain of separation from the church would motivate him or her to repent and behave as church authorities desired. Puritan church authorities particularly used excommunication or the threat of excommunication to compel women to behave in prescribed ways, force more rebellious women to accept their status as inferior, and disempower community members.

Most excommunicates were eventually restored, but some refused to repent and remained forever outside the Puritan church. Unless people were banished by the civil courts, excommunicates were usually free to remain in their colony for the rest of their lives if they chose to do so, though occasionally an excommunicate was also banished from the community.

Puritans’ gender ideology, or ideas they had about men and women, had a direct bearing on the practice of religious punishments, including excommunication. Unlike the Quakers, who regarded women as equal, Puritans viewed women as “weaker vessels.” Puritan women were expected to remain silent in the congregation and passive in their homes. Legally, under the principle of coverture women could not vote, own property, or hold political office. Women were expected to be submissive to first their fathers and later their husbands. Widows were expected to remarry. In short, women were expected to submit to male authority their entire lives.

In 1637, Anne Hutchinson defied these norms and was brought to trial by John Winthrop (1588–1649), a church and community leader who accused her of holding Bible classes in her home in which she taught both women and men. Winthrop declared that her practice of teaching men was not “fitting” for a woman. During the trial, Hutchinson also challenged the Puritan tradition of basing faith on the Bible alone by claiming that she received direct revelation from God. The court found Hutchinson guilty of heresy and threatened to censure her unless she recanted. Refusing to repent, in 1638 Hutchinson was excommunicated from the church and in a separate civil trial was banished from the colony.

In 1692 Cotton Mather (1663–1728), a prominent minister, encouraged the witch-hunting that swept over a Salem village in Massachusetts, which led to the incarceration of more than 100 people and claimed the lives of at least 19, by encouraging the judges to consider spectral (ghost) evidence during the trials. During the witch hunt, excommunication took on an entirely different and punitive dimension. Instead of being used as a spiritual tool to bring sinners back to the fold, it was used as a weapon to drive accused witches out of the community. Thus, in the guise of religious belief, Puritans used excommunication as a tool to rid themselves of rebellious or difficult women.

Puritans believed that the devil preferred to possess women because they were weaker than men. Puritans also thought that women were likely to collude with Satan because they were frustrated with their social limitations and willing to sell their souls to gain power. In fact, most of the people accused of being witches were women who had defied the traditional roles assigned to females. Most of the women were middle-aged or older living independently. For example, in spite of declaring her innocence, elderly Rebecca Nurse was tried as a witch. Friends and neighbors collected a large number of petitions declaring her innocence, and the jury originally found her innocent. However, the judge ordered the jury to reconsider their decision, and the jury changed the verdict to guilty. The governor of Massachusetts issued a pardon, but some Salem residents convinced the governor to rescind it. In the end, Nurse was found guilty, expeditiously excommunicated from the Salem church, and hanged.
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Free Blacks, Colonial, Revolutionary War, and New Republic Periods

Colonial North America as well as the French and Spanish colonies had significant numbers of free blacks in both the northern and southern colonies. While all colonists of African descent originally came to the colonies as either indentured servants or slaves, those who were freed created communities, traditions, and folkways based on their shared experience. The American Revolution offered some opportunities for slaves to find freedom. At the founding of the new nation the northern states either immediately or gradually abolished slavery, thus increasing populations of free blacks. In all of this, free black women played an important role in free black culture.

When Africans first arrived in the English colonies in 1619, England did not have slavery laws. Africans were introduced to the colonies, first in Virginia, as indentured servants. By 1650 there were about 300 Africans living in Virginia. A small number of these servants were women. The disease mortality rate for Africans, as with all colonists, was high, but some black servants worked their terms of labor and became free persons. Mary Johnson was imported to Virginia in 1623, but sometime after 1635 she and her husband Anthony became free people. They had a 250-acre farm and had five indentured servants, four white and one black.

By the 1660s English colonists began passing laws about Africans that shifted their status from indentured servant to slave. New World slave laws made human beings property for life and made slavery perpetual in that it was a condition handed down to children through the mother’s line. Thus, the free black population gradually shifted from people who had earned their way to freedom to people who were manumitted by masters or had run away. Escaped or fugitive slaves created free African or Maroon communities throughout the slave colonies. Many women of African descent joined indigenous nations such as the Seminoles. By the 1700s one-third to half of all forced African immigrants were women, most from West Africa, where cultural traditions gave women considerable power. As women of West African descent found freedom, they relied on their African roots in creating an identity for themselves as free black women.

The American Revolution

The American Revolution began to transform the North to a society with little or no slavery. Free black women were crucial to the growing communities of free blacks in most colonial towns, north and south, because their children were born free as well. During the American Revolutionary War, British, French, and then colonial Americans mustered black slaves, male and female, into their armies by offering freedom in exchange for their services. Some historians estimate that during the wars for independence 80,000–100,000 slaves escaped hoping to gain freedom on the British side. Loyalists offered liberty to slaves who would work in combat and noncombat positions. While men fought, armies generally assigned black women to nursing, cooking, and washing duties. Also, some masters, inspired by revolutionary ideology, freed their slaves during the war. First a slave and then a free woman, Phillis Wheatley began publishing poetry during the Revolution that attracted the attention of both George Washington and Thomas Paine.

The New Republic

Following the Revolution, different patterns of emancipation and manumission and diverse social, economic, and racial circumstances created several additional distinct groups of free blacks in the North and the upper and lower South. In 1790 the U.S. population was just under 4 million people, with the black population at 757,000.

The American Revolution left the institution of slavery largely intact in southern states, while northern states began a gradual approach to abolition such that 30,000 people remained enslaved in the North by 1810, declining to 20,000 by 1820 and over 1,000 by 1840. The northern free black population was urban and largely unskilled. Thus, free black women did much the same labor as did slave women, including domestic work, laundry, and fieldwork. Nonetheless, free black women had significantly different lives than female slaves, in part because they had choices, however limited.

Southern states passed discriminatory laws against both slaves and free blacks. By 1810 there were 100,000 free blacks in the upper South. Free people of color in the upper South were selective smaller rural populations whose freedom originated from personal relationships with masters, either as female concubines or as the children of master/slave sexual relationships. Masters who freed their female slaves for personal or paternal reasons frequently trained them in a trade, such as dressmaking or cooking. Free black women also worked as domestics, cooks, laundresses, and field hands.

What is today the southwestern portion of the United States was from the sixteenth century to 1821 the northernmost part of New Spain. Centered on Mexico, this colony reached into Texas, California, New Mexico, and Arizona. The first people of African descent were members of the Spanish expeditions. Africans participated in numerous expeditions and assisted in the Spanish conquest of the Pueblo Indians. Some black or mulatto women also joined in the expeditions. Isabel de Olvena traveled in one through New Mexico in 1600. Free women of color played an important role as midwives, nurses, and apothecaries as well as domestics. Through favorable marriages and unions, some women of African descent became “respectable” women in part because there was more racial fluidity in French and Spanish colonies.
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Goode, Sarah (1653–1692)

In 1692, Sarah Solart Poole Goode was one of the first women accused and executed for being a witch during the Salem Witch Trials.

Goode was born on July 11, 1653, into a wealthy Salem, Massachusetts, Puritan family. The family lost its fortune after her father committed suicide when Sarah was 17. She subsequently married a former indentured servant named Daniel Poole. After 10 years of marriage Poole died, leaving his wife with a sizable debt. Goode’s second husband, William Goode, assumed the debt but was unable to improve their financial situation on his weaver’s salary. Destitute and homeless, Goode and her husband were reduced to begging food on the streets. By this point, the 38-year-old woman had a reputation of scolding and cursing neighbors who refused to feed her.

An enslaved woman named Tituba, owned by Reverend Samuel Parris, accused Goode of being a witch. It was the reverend’s daughter Elizabeth, also known as Betty, and her friend Abigail Williams whose strange behavior started the Salem Witch Trials. The pair of young girls had already accused Tituba of being a witch. Tituba confessed to being a witch and was sent to jail but did not have a trial. She earned her release by claiming that she was forced into witchcraft by Sarah Goode.

Seven people, including Goode’s second husband William, testified against her. William stated that his wife had a strange wart (supposedly a mark of the Devil) on her body and was either a witch or soon to be one. Goode’s four-year-old daughter Dorcas, who was also accused of being a witch and was tortured for nine months, testified against Goode. Dorcas insisted that her mother had three birds who acted as familiars, creatures that helped her perform witchcraft. In her defense, Goode repeatedly contended that she was falsely accused by her family and testified that Tituba and a fellow accused prisoner, Sarah Osburn, were the real witches.

Evidence was flimsy at Goode’s trial. Abigail Williams, one of Sarah’s accusers, lied and stated that she was afflicted by the older woman’s witchcraft; Williams was counseled to stop lying, but her testimony was recorded as valid. Though in retrospect Goode’s trial was a travesty of judicial process, the community was fully in the grips of a witch-hunt hysteria and demanded action. Salem’s religious and legal leaders were happy to comply. Goode, who was pregnant with her second child, was condemned as a witch on June 30, 1692. She was kept in a Boston prison until she delivered her child, a daughter named Mercy. The baby died within three days of its birth. Within a month Goode was scheduled to hang at Salem’s Gallows Hill on July 19, 1692. At her execution Reverend Nicholas Noyes commanded Goode to confess. She famously replied, “You are a liar. I am no more a witch than you are a wizard, and if you take away my life, G-d will give you blood to drink” (Norton 2002, 126).

Goode was executed with four other women convicted of witchcraft: Rebecca Nurse, Susannah Martin, Elizabeth Howe, and Sarah Wildes. Because witches were not allowed a proper church burial on consecrated ground, the women were buried in a temporary grave near the gallows. Several years later in 1710, William Goode petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for compensation. In spite of the fact that he had testified against his wife, he claimed that the political body destroyed his family. The Massachusetts government considered his plea and that of others who lost family members. In 1711 the Reversing the Attainders on Convicted Witches Act returned the rights to all who were convicted during the Salem Witch Trials of 1692.

Goode’s husband received the largest amount of compensation of any petitioner for the loss of his wife. His daughter Dorcas, who had confessed to being a witch and was released from prison after her mother’s hanging, never recovered from the months of being chained to the prison wall as a child. Twenty-five years after Goode’s hanging, Reverend Noyes suffered internal bleeding from a blood embolism in his mouth; he died from choking on his own blood. Playwright Arthur Miller’s The Crucible portrayed the character of Sarah Goode as a pitiful target of her accusers.

A. H. Forss

See also Protestant Women; Tituba; Witchcraft in New England; Witch Trials, Salem, Massachusetts

Further Reading

Norton, Mary Beth. 2002. In the Devil’s Snare. New York: Knopf.

Pavlac, Brian Alexander. 2009. Witch Hunts in the Western World: Persecution and Punishment from the Inquisition through the Salem Trials. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Great Awakening

The Great Awakening was a series of evangelical revivals that swept British colonial North American from 1730 to the 1740s. Evangelical men, preaching against Puritan theological tenets such as predestination, argued that both men and women had a right to choose their relationship with God and thus had a say in their own salvation. Women were particularly attracted to Great Awakening theology not only because it increased their religious responsibilities but also because the Great Awakening encouraged ideas about self-determination that appealed to relatively powerless women. Although men remained in control of the religious institutions before, during, and after the revivals, the ideas of the Great Awakening helped women create for themselves opportunities for public service and became the foundation for women’s participation in a variety of reform movements in the following decades.

The Enlightenment, an intellectual movement that began in the late 1600s, challenged religious traditions and instead emphasized a reliance on free will, reason, and science. Many educated people adopted a scientific view (a heavy reliance on those things that could only be detected by the human senses) of life and dismissed matters of faith (a belief in the unseen) as illogical and irrational. As a consequence, some people felt themselves drifting away from spiritual matters. In this respect, the Great Awakening was a spiritual revival in direct response to the Enlightenment.

In spite of the Enlightenment, religion played an important role in British North American colonial culture in the 1600s and 1700s. According to the Puritan interpretation of the scriptures, women were required to submit to men’s authority in both secular and religious matters. Puritan women were expected to remain silent in church and listen while men preached. Most women were devoutly religious and sought to obey church mandates, while others publicly or privately questioned their religion’s approach to faith and gender roles. In fact, women greatly outnumbered men in both church membership and in Great Awakening revival attendance.

The “awakening” from spiritual slumber began in the Middle Colonies and spread to New England and then to the Southern Colonies. The Great Awakening was the largest popular movement in the colonies before the American Revolution (1775–1783). The religious movement began when traveling evangelists claimed that the official church ministers were lifeless, boring, emotionless, empty shells who lacked the ability to tend God’s flock. The Holy Spirit, they insisted, was manifested through emotion, not reason or logic. They challenged church practices by preaching that salvation was not achieved by following articles of faith or engaging in specific rituals. Instead, they asserted, salvation was an on-the-spot event born of inner conviction. Born-again believers were called to be doers of the Word—not just hearers.

In 1739 George Whitefield (1714–1770), the most charismatic Great Awakening evangelist, arrived from England. Whitefield, who made several trips to the colonies, toured throughout the colonies proclaiming that the churches were lifeless just like the ministers who served them. Women in particular were attracted to Whitefield’s style of preaching, which was designed to elicit emotions from the listeners. In this regard, Whitefield had no equal. On at least one occasion, he recalled that the crowd wept uncontrollably for half an hour after the sermon had concluded. Even the scientifically minded Benjamin Franklin, who saw Whitefield in Philadelphia, uncharacteristically became so carried away with emotion that he put all his money in the collection plate.
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The Great Awakening was a massive wave of evangelical Christian fervor that swept through the American colonies during the mid-18th century. Some believers marched in singing processions like this one, depicted in 1740. (North Wind Picture Archives)

Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758), perhaps the most famous evangelist of this time period, toured New England challenging believers to rededicate themselves to the service of God. In 1741, contradicting predestination doctrine (a belief that God had already decided who was saved and who was lost and that therefore there was nothing that believers could do to change that), Edwards delivered his most famous sermon, “Sinner in the Hands of an Angry God,” in which he told his listeners that they were bound for eternal torment in the fires of Hell unless they repented of their sins. Those in attendance were eager to repent. Women were perhaps more eager to do so than men, because however harsh Edwards’s theology sounded, it did put salvation in the hands of the individual rather than the individual’s husband, minister, or God.

During revival services, women reacted with outward displays of emotions. Women cried out during and after the preaching, and some had convulsions. In fact, evangelists targeted women during their sermons because they believed that women were more likely than men to display emotions. Revivalists equated the outpouring of emotions with the presence of the Holy Spirit, which validated their message. Thus, revivalists encouraged women to attend and speak at revivals. Many traditional church ministers criticized these evangelical practices. However, the fault they found with emotionalism was minor compared with their opposition to the evangelical practice of allowing women to speak during worship. Regardless of traditional mainstream ministers’ objections to Great Awakening theologies, women continued to flock to revivals, often taking along the male members of their family.

In spite of the opposition, the Great Awakening had a lasting, although limited, influence on the role of women in religion and culture. The Quakers had a long-standing practice of allowing women to speak and preach, but after the Great Awakening Baptists and other Protestant denominations began giving women more leeway in the church by allowing them to participate in various facets of worship. Several women became exhorters (untrained preachers) who were allowed to preach to both women and men outside the church service. For example, in 1741 with her church’s blessing, Bathsheba Kingsley rode on horseback across the countryside delivering the gospel message to her rural neighbors. Mary Reed’s manifestations of the Holy Spirit impressed her minister so much that he allowed her to give her testimonial during the evening midweek church services for a couple of months.

Even though some church ministers were happy for women to take a more active role in services, men retained exclusive control over church governance. In truth, most women were not trying to change the religious establishment. They were merely enjoying the new opportunities that the Great Awakening had netted them. They did not fight for voting rights in the church or try to usurp men’s authority. Instead, they sought areas available to women in which they could serve. First and foremost, many women assumed the role of religious guardians in their immediate families, gaining the power to dictate that their husbands and children attend church. Some women set up Female Societies to expand women’s participation in religious life. One of the greatest effects of these organizations was the development of female leaders. For example, Sarah Osborn (1714–1796) ran a Female Society in her home in Rhode Island from the 1740s to the 1790s.

After Edwards’s famous sermon in 1741, revivals continued for several more decades. Whitefield continued to evangelize, as did Edwards, but the decade-old sustained movement became increasingly sporadic after the 1750s. The Great Awakening had significant long-term effects. Numerous church divisions occurred as theologies clashed. As a consequence, several new denominations were born. The most affected by the turmoil were the Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and the Anglican Church. Due to these and other religious controversies, both the established ministers and the revivalists recognized that their respective theologies would benefit from better religious training. Consequently, the older and wealthier people, “Old Lights,” relied on Harvard and Yale to train their ministers, while the younger people, “New Lights” or “Awakeners,” founded new colleges including Rutgers, Brown, Princeton, and Dartmouth. Religious revivals never completely disappeared. In fact, the fervor of the First Great Awakening reemerged in America in the early 1800s as the Second Great Awakening.

There were a handful of documented cases of born-again women who declared that they were willing to forsake their families if necessary to serve God. However, these women were the exception to the rule. Most “awakened” women continued to prioritize their family duties over religious concerns during and after the colonial period. However, the Great Awakening was the seed from which numerous female revivalists sprang during the antebellum era (1820–1860). Also, colonial Female Societies, which fostered a female culture of activism, were the forerunners of numerous female abolitionist societies (organizations that sought the end of slavery) and women’s rights organizations in the 1800s.
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Hall, Thomas/Thomasine (ca. 1600–Unknown)

Raised as a girl, Thomas/Thomasine Hall spent periods of time dressed and working as a man, at other times continuing feminine occupations. Hall seems to have lived as a male when it provided advantages such as greater mobility while reverting frequently to what was perhaps a more comfortable female role. Around 1627, Hall immigrated to the new colony of Virginia as an indentured servant. Hall’s ambiguous and shifting gender performance soon attracted scrutiny from neighbors and officials who attempted to identify Hall’s sex. Despite the lack of formal charges, the case wound up in the colony’s highest court. The court agreed with Hall’s self-identification as both a man and a woman but punished Hall by requiring Hall to wear clothing that was simultaneously male and female. Hall’s case presents a fascinating opportunity to examine early modern constructions of sex and gender. Despite the apparent fluidity of gender indicated in Hall’s choices and community responses, Hall’s case underscores the importance of stable sex and gender categories in determining social relations and maintaining the early modern social order, particularly in a colonial society in flux. Moreover, because Hall’s neighbors and acquaintances entered their opinions about Hall into court records, the case provides a rare view into ordinary people’s views of sex and gender unmediated by elite medical discourses.

Thomas/Thomasine Hall was born around 1600 in England. She was christened and raised as a girl, first in Newcastle-upon-Tyne and then in London, where she went to live with her aunt around age 12. There she learned traditional female skills of needlework and lace making. In 1625 Hall’s brother was pressed into the army, and soon Hall cut her hair and began to dress like a man to join the fight in France. After serving without incident, she returned to Plymouth in 1627 and resumed life as a woman. Soon, however, Hall heard about a ship leaving for Virginia and donned male clothing again to make the trip, likely finding passage as an indentured servant.

Hall arrived in Warrosquyoacke, Virginia, a small settlement near Jamestown. Founded in 1607 as the first English settlement, Jamestown was by the mid-1620s the center of political and social life in the royal colony. In contrast, nearby Warrosquyoacke consisted of two tobacco plantations and fewer than 200 people, most of them new arrivals. Within this tiny community, observers soon began to question Hall’s sexual identity, perhaps because of her familiarity with “feminine” skills such as sewing or because she returned to female dress. In early 1629, a group of women inspected Hall’s body and declared that Hall was a man, while Hall claimed during questioning to be both man and woman. The plantation commander, Captain Nathaniel Bass, however, decided that Hall was female. Ordered to dress as a woman, Hall was sold to a new master, this time as a maidservant. Still, questions about Hall’s identity persisted. Groups of community members repeatedly examined Hall. A group of women inspected Hall again while she slept and then a third time while Hall was awake, and again concluded that he was a man. Next, a group of men forcibly searched Hall’s body and decided that he was male.

At this point, the matter was complicated by rumors that Hall “did ly with a maid” known as “Great Besse” (Norton 1996, 187). Although fornication was common enough in the colony, the possibility that Hall was a woman introduced the specter of same-sex coupling. Hall’s case became serious enough that local officials sent it to the General Court at Jamestown. Although there were no formal charges against Hall, the court heard witnesses and took conflicting testimony from Hall, from Hall’s current and former masters, and from neighbors who had examined Hall’s body.

In their decision, the court concurred with Hall’s self-identification as both “a man and a woeman” (Norton 1996, 187). Rather than allow Hall to continue moving between male and female identities at will, however, their verdict marked Hall as abnormal. They ordered Hall to wear men’s clothing but also an apron and a woman’s headdress, mandating a “permanent hybrid identity” for Hall (Brown 1995, 188). No records remain of Hall’s life after this decision, but the court’s verdict probably severely limited Hall’s social and economic opportunities, since most colonial English social roles were strictly defined by gender. In refusing to allow Hall to present clearly as either male or female, the court rendered Hall an outsider.

Because of the limited sources in the case—the court record serves as almost the only remaining source of information about Hall—it is difficult to know how modern medical observers would have interpreted Hall’s physical sex. The best analyses posit that Hall was probably intersex, looking female at birth but developing male genitalia during puberty. Yet the more important conclusions concern not facts about Hall’s body but rather how contemporary observers interpreted what they saw. Apparently Hall’s neighbors in colonial Virginia were confounded less by the appearance of Hall’s genitalia than by the disjuncture between this genitalia and Hall’s feminine behavior. The anomalies between Hall’s body and behavior caused confusion and anxiety, since English colonists viewed sex as a primary factor in determining one’s place and function in the community. Hall’s neighbors in Virginia did not share modern notions of the dichotomy between biologically determined sex and culturally constructed gender. Quite simply, biology would have determined gender and gender roles. In the absence of a clear scientific framework, cultural behaviors helped them define sex, and gender distinctions were solidified through ordinary people’s daily practices.
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Joseph Dorman’s “The Female Rake: Or, Modern Fine Lady” (1736)

Joseph Dorman’s 1736 poem “The Female Rake: Or, Modern Fine Lady” suggests a morally flexible approach to female virtue. This view is not unlike that found in the excerpts from Martha Ballard’s diary on premarital sex and childbirth, which are also found in this encyclopedia.

’Till Time had stol’n the Ligt’ning from her Eyes,

Sylvia, was never known to Moralize

She gave a Loose to ev’ry gay Desire,

And own’d the tender Flame she cou’d Inspire;

No priestly Doubts, cou’d on her Joys break in,

Imprudence only was a mortal Sin;

Conscience undisturb’d, she calmly slept,

and Virtue suffer’d nought—the Secret kept.

Think not that I from Virtue e’er will stray,

By chusing Fops, whose Vanities betray.

Virtue, we know, subsists in other’s Thought,

And she is virtuous, who was never caught:

Our Virtue then, is Prudence in our Choice,

On that alone depends the publick Voice:

You, ever chaste, a Groupe of Youths enjoy’d,

But on Intrigue, Mirtilla’s Fame destroy’d.

The World by Outside judges, and we see

Fame takes its Rise, from what we seem to be:

A Vestal thus, Imprudence shall undo,

While Caution make a Vestal—evn’ of you.

Source: Joseph Dorman, The Female Rake: Or, Modern Fine Lady: A Ballad Comedy (London: Printed for J. Dorman, 1736).



Hibbins, Ann (d. 1656)

Notable for being the woman upon whom Nathaniel Hawthorne based his 1850 novel The Scarlet Letter, Ann Hibbins was a wealthy widow at the time Puritan authorities executed her as a witch. Her case and many others predate the Salem witchcraft cases but nonetheless suggest that much of the cultural motivation for Puritan persecution of women as witches was an attempt to maintain society’s gender roles and even benefit financially from forfeit estates.

A belief in witchcraft was part of the ideology that the Puritans brought to New England from Europe. They believed in a spiritual warfare of sorts in which God and Satan competed for each human soul, and those who made a compact with Satan became witches. Women made up the bulk of suspected witches, but Puritans accused men of witchcraft as well. A putative witch could be brought to trial by the church or by secular authorities, though in Puritan communities the line between those two authorities was not definite.

Ann Hibbins (sometimes spelled Hibbens) was twice married and widowed. She and her second husband, William Hibbins, were wealthy and prominent in Massachusetts, so her status should have placed her above suspicion, but in 1640 she hired a carpenter to repair their house. Whether the carpenter and she had signed a contract is unclear, though it appears that a verbal agreement united them regarding what was to be repaired and its cost. Upon completion she judged the repairs inadequate and the price too high. She canvassed other carpenters, at least one of whom thought that the rate was double its true value. On these grounds, Hibbins apparently withheld payment.

Hibbins’s actions troubled carpenter John Davis. Being a member of the same church as Hibbins, Davis sought guidance from the Puritan church elders, who examined both Mrs. and Mr. Hibbins in a church trial. At stake was whether the church would permit her to remain a congregant. The alternative was excommunication, or the removal of Hibbins from the church and thus her supposed removal from God’s grace. The church elders, like Davis, found Hibbins problematic. She had apparently usurped the role of a man by negotiating a contract, written or verbal, with a man. Such action went beyond the scope of a woman’s duties. She had in effect taken on the role of the husband, which was contrary to church teachings. Elders were, in fact, much more interested in Hibbins’s active role in negotiations than in whether or not the carpenter’s work had been inferior. Moreover, under examination she refused to admit that she had done anything wrong, instead insisting that she had not usurped her husband’s role because he had given her permission to negotiate with the carpenter. The church elders appear to have been most offended at her refusal to bend to their will and community standards about appropriate female behavior. In this context the church trial may have been a formality for the elders to excommunicate her.

Excommunication in Hibbins’s world would have been a serious punishment. Church members would have been forbidden to talk to Hibbins or in any way acknowledge her. At this juncture it is unknown whether Hibbins joined another church. She would have been a pariah, in the community but not of the community. Her husband, however, remained popular, and his presence appears to have protected his wife from further punishment.

The death of Hibbins’s husband in 1654 left her both more powerful and more vulnerable. Because he had no children she inherited his estate, but his death left her at the mercy of church elders who did not like her. Just two years after her husband’s death Hibbins stood trial for witchcraft before the Massachusetts General Court. She declared her innocence. Nonetheless, despite the absence of any evidence, the court convicted her. Because of her prominence, she knew a number of influential people who asked the court to set aside her verdict. The court complied with this request and then tried Hibbins a second time. Again there was no evidence of witchcraft, and again the court convicted her despite her declaration of innocence. Thereafter events moved swiftly. Massachusetts governor John Endicott (1601–1665) ordered her execution by hanging. On June 19, 1656, less than two months after her conviction, Massachusetts executed Hibbins for witchcraft. Her friend John Norton (1606–1663) later said that she was hanged for being smarter than her neighbors.

For some time historians were perplexed at Hibbins’s execution, based on the notion that most women executed for witchcraft were people marginal to the community, such as Sarah Good (1653–1692) in Salem 40 years later. In reality, the witchcraft hysteria in Salem defies classification, lying outside the more general run of New England witchcraft cases. Historian Carol Karlsen, after an exhaustive examination of decades of witchcraft cases, found that almost 90 percent of all women executed as witches were women who stood to inherit because their husbands had no male heirs. In convicting and executing these women, patriarchal church authorities rid themselves of potentially powerful women while at the same time enriching church coffers by collecting executed women’s estates.

In 1850 Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) published The Scarlett Letter, in which his main character, Hester Prynne, interacts with a Mistress Hibbins. Hawthorne’s Hibbins attempts to sway Prynne into a contract with the devil. Hawthorne’s novel, as a work of fiction, accepts the premise that witches did actually exist. In reality, Hibbins and all the other women executed for witchcraft in American were victims of the worst sort of gendered oppression.

Christopher Cumo
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Hutchinson, Anne Marbury (1591–1643)

Puritan nonconformist Anne Hutchinson was a wife, mother, and midwife who lived in the Massachusetts Bay Colony and gained fame by challenging the colony’s leadership with her own interpretation of Puritan theology. She also threatened the social hierarchy by demonstrating her willingness and ability to operate outside traditional female cultural boundaries. Hutchinson’s actions not only gained her notoriety in her own lifetime but also helped to transform the “Puritan Way” in the American colonies.


[image: Lamphier]

Anne Hutchinson led the first organized attack on the male-dominated Puritan religious establishment. Banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony for her independent views, she has been hailed as one of America’s earliest feminists. Illustration from Harper’s Monthly, v. 102, 1901. (Library of Congress)

Born Anne Marbury in Alford, England, on July 17, 1591, Hutchinson was the third child of Francis Marbury and Bridget Dryden Marbury. A Cambridge-educated Anglican minister, Francis Marbury was himself no stranger to controversy; several times during his career as a clergyman and schoolmaster he was censured or imprisoned for his divergent interpretations of scripture and for challenging church hierarchy. Marbury took great interest in the proper schooling of his children, and Hutchinson was the recipient of both his knowledge and his religious views.

The education of females was a controversial issue, as they were considered intellectually weaker than males; the accepted role for women was in the home attending to domestic tasks. Anne Hutchinson’s naturally high intellect coupled with her education, especially in her exceptional knowledge and understanding of the Bible, and her outspoken nature resulted in her ultimate confrontation with Massachusetts Bay leaders years later.

In 1612 Hutchinson married William Hutchinson, and the couple, who had known each other since childhood, moved to Alford to set up their household. The son of a prosperous textile merchant, William Hutchinson followed in his father’s footsteps, a job that allowed him to travel to London to court Hutchinson, who had been living in London since 1605 when her father, now reconciled with the Anglican Church, had been assigned as vicar of the parish of Saint Martin in the Vintry. The Marbury and Hutchinson families held nonconformist beliefs, and William Hutchinson’s family members were regular attendees at Reverend Marbury’s sermons. Marbury had also been schoolmaster to William and his brothers.

The textile business was lucrative, and the Anne and William Hutchinson family grew in affluence and social status as well as size; their first child, Edward, was born within 10 months of his parents’ marriage. The Hutchinsons added to their brood at the rate of one child approximately every year and a half thereafter. They became interested in the preaching of Reverend John Cotton, a Puritan who had begun to amass a following. Cotton’s interpretation of the Puritan relationship between God’s grace and human works as the basis for salvation held deep interest and relevance for the Hutchinsons, and they grew to see him as their spiritual mentor. As a nonconformist, however, Cotton often ran afoul of the Anglican Church and was soon summoned to appear before church leaders. Rather than confront his accusers and risk imprisonment as Reverend Marbury had done, Cotton accepted the invitation of John Winthrop, founder and governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, to leave England and reside in America to exercise more religious freedom. In 1633 Cotton and his family sailed to their new home, leaving his congregation—and Anne and William Hutchinson—leaderless.

In 1634 the Hutchinson family, including 11 children, left England as well and reunited with Reverend Cotton as members of his Massachusetts Bay flock. As affluent, socially well-placed members of society, the Hutchinsons assumed a position of prominence within a community that was designed to operate within a strict, cohesive religious/social/governmental framework.

John Winthrop (1587–1649) brought the original group of Massachusetts Bay Colony settlers to America in 1630 on the ship Arbella. In an onboard sermon titled “A Modell of Christian Charity,” Winthrop laid out his plan for a colonial government “both civill and ecclesiasticall” that would produce an exemplary “city on a hill” worthy of notice and emulation by the rest of the world. The key to the success of Winthrop’s colony would be the maintenance of a covenanted society, the participants of which were all Puritans, an originally pejorative term used to describe their desire to “purify” the Church of England of its corruption and use of the elaborate rituals, vestments, images, and relics carried over from before its split with the Roman Catholic Church. Winthrop believed that his colony could serve as an example of how this cleansing could be accomplished, and if the English church could and would take notice, it could avoid the inevitable wrath that God would extend due to its unfaithfulness.

Two covenants formed the foundation of this society. First, the inhabitants pledged to support each other to achieve the goals of the colony. Second, they covenanted with God to make the colony work. The government of the colony would rest in the hands of a godly leadership composed of both clerical and secular men, all of whom were faithful members of the church. To this end, all members of the Puritan colony of Massachusetts Bay were expected to follow precisely the Puritan belief system as described by the local leadership. The success of the colony depended on observance of the covenants and strict adherence to the tenets of the covenanted society. No deviation from this order would be allowed.

However, Anne Hutchinson’s divergent understanding of predestination became an issue of concern for the Puritan leadership of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, and it was certainly not the only one. Puritans believed in predestination, the understanding that God had determined from the beginning of time who would go to Heaven (the “elect”) and who would not. In the Puritan belief system of Winthrop’s followers, no amount of good deeds or faithfulness could get an unregenerate (“nonelect”) person into Heaven; grace—or God’s predetermination of one’s election—was the only avenue. Only the elect were allowed to be full church members, and to join the church one must give a convincing argument for his or her election. One could never really know for sure if he or she was truly among the elect; the important factor was whether or not the candidate believed it and if the membership committee believed it. The Hutchinsons had no problem gaining acceptance as elect church members.

The confrontation with authorities began innocently enough. Soon after her arrival in the colony, Hutchinson began holding meetings in her home where women would gather to discuss the previous week’s sermon. Hutchinson’s deep knowledge and understanding of the Bible and its principles made the group extremely popular, and the size of the group grew rapidly. Meetings such as this were nothing new in Puritan communities, but as Hutchinson began to voice beliefs increasingly inconsistent with those of the local leadership, Winthrop and other influential members of the ruling elite began to sense a threat to their delicately balanced covenanted society. Eventually, Hutchinson further threatened the power structure by claiming that Reverend Cotton and her brother-in-law, Reverend John Wheelwright, were the only ministers in the colony who were among the elect.

More than one historian has observed that once Anne Hutchinson began to challenge the Puritan status quo and was brought before the local court, it was not a matter of if she would be convicted, only of which charges would bring her down. Winthrop and the panel of ministers who conducted the trial had an extremely difficult time gaining any leverage over their brilliant and well-educated defendant. Hutchinson, pregnant for the 15th time, effectively parried every attack of her accusers, responding with precise biblical quotes that confounded the challenges of the most expert ministers present.

Charges of heresy, acting outside her purview as a woman, and challenging authority and many other charges were hurled against Hutchinson, with little effect. However, whether from fatigue, frustration, or perhaps because of her true conviction, Hutchinson eventually caused her own undoing by stating before the court that she had received direct revelation from God.

On March 22, 1638, Anne Hutchinson was convicted of various errors by the Puritan court of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, excommunicated, and sentenced to banishment. The Hutchinson family first made their way to Rhode Island, and by 1642 the widowed mother of six remaining dependent children made her way to the Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam (New York). It was there in July 1643 that she and all but one of her children, Susan, were massacred by a Siwanoy Indian raiding party. Though English by birth, Anne Hutchinson remains one of the most important figures in American women’s history for her intelligence and strength of conviction.

Lee Davis Smith
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Trial of Anne Hutchinson before the General Court of Massachusetts Bay (1637)

The General Court was the highest court in authority in Massachusetts Bay Colony. It consisted of the governor, acting as chair of the court; the deputy governor; five assistants; and five deputies. Several other ministers were in attendance, including Reverend John Cotton, Mrs. Hutchinson’s minister and the person who inspired her basic theological position. Hutchinson was accused of slandering ministers and troubling “the peace of the commonwealth and the churches.” Meeting at Newton and presided over by Governor John Winthrop, the court examined Hutchinson on the charges and then sentenced her to banishment from the colony as “a woman not fit for our society.”

Mr. [John] Winthrop, Governor: Mrs Hutchinson, you are called here as one of those that have troubled the peace of the commonwealth and the churches here; you are known to be a woman that hath had a great share in the promoting and divulging of those opinions that are the cause of this trouble, and to be nearly joined not only in affinity and affection with some of those the court had taken notice of and passed censure upon, but you have spoken divers things, as we have been informed, very prejudicial to the honour of the churches and ministers thereof, and you have maintained a meeting and an assembly in your house that hath been condemned by the general assembly as a thing not tolerable nor comely in the sight of God nor fitting for your sex, and notwithstanding that was cried down you have continued the same. Therefore we have thought good to send for you to understand how things are, that if you be in an erroneous way we may reduce you that so you may become a profitable member here among us. Otherwise if you be obstinate in your course that then the court may take such course that you may trouble us no further. Therefore I would intreat you to express whether you do assent and hold in practice to those opinions and factions that have been handled in court already, that is to say, whether you do not justify Mr. Wheelwright’s sermon and the petition.

Mrs. Hutchinson: I am called here to answer before you but I hear no things laid to my charge.

Gov.: I have told you some already and more I can tell you.

Mrs. H.: Name one, Sir.

Gov.: Have I not named some already?

Mrs. H.: What have I said or done?

Gov.: Why for your doings, this you did harbor and countenance those that are parties in this faction that you have heard of.

Mrs. H.: That’s matter of conscience, Sir.

Gov.: Your conscience you must keep, or it must be kept for you.

Mrs. H.: Must not I then entertain the saints because I must keep my conscience.

Gov.: Say that one brother should commit felony or treason and come to his brother’s house, if he knows him guilty and conceals him he is guilty of the same. It is his conscience to entertain him, but if his conscience comes into act in giving countenance and entertainment to him that hath broken the law he is guilty too. So if you do countenance those that are transgressors of the law you are in the same fact.

Mrs. H.: What law do they transgress?

Gov.: The law of God and of the state.

Mrs. H.: In what particular?

Gov.: Why in this among the rest, whereas the Lord doth say honour thy father and thy mother.

Mrs. H.: Ey Sir in the Lord.

Gov.: This honour you have broke in giving countenance to them.

Mrs. H.: In entertaining those did I entertain them against any act (for there is the thing) or what God has appointed?

Gov.: You knew that Mr. Wheelwright did preach this sermon and those that countenance him in this do break a law.

Mrs. H.: What law have I broken?

Gov.: Why the fifth commandment.

Mrs. H.: I deny that for he [Mr. Wheelwright] saith in the Lord.

Gov.: You have joined with them in the faction.

Mrs. H.: In what faction have I joined with them?

Gov.: In presenting the petition.

Mrs. H.: Suppose I had set my hand to the petition. What then?

Gov.: You saw that case tried before.

Mrs. H.: But I had not my hand to [not signed] the petition.

Gov.: You have councelled them.

Mrs. H.: Wherein?

Gov.: Why in entertaining them.

Mrs. H.: What breach of law is that, Sir?

Gov.: Why dishonouring the commonwealth.

Mrs. H.: But put the case, Sir, that I do fear the Lord and my parents. May not I entertain them that fear the Lord because my parents will not give me leave?

Gov.: If they be the fathers of the commonwealth, and they of another religion, if you entertain them then you dishonour your parents and are justly punishable.

Mrs. H.: If I entertain them, as they have dishonoured their parents I do.

Gov.: No but you by countenancing them above others put honor upon them.

Mrs. H.: I may put honor upon them as the children of God and as they do honor the Lord.

Gov.: We do not mean to discourse with those of your sex but only this: you so adhere unto them and do endeavor to set forward this faction and so you do dishonour us.

Mrs. H.: I do acknowledge no such thing. Neither do I think that I ever put any dishonour upon you.

Gov.: Why do you keep such a meeting at your house as you do every week upon a set day?

Mrs. H.: It is lawful for me to do so, as it is all your practices, and can you find a warrant for yourself and condemn me for the same thing? The ground of my taking it up was, when I first came to this land because I did not go to such meetings as those were, it was presently reported that I did not allow of such meetings but held them unlawful and therefore in that regard they said I was proud and did despise all ordinances. Upon that a friend came unto me and told me of it and I to prevent such aspersions took it up, but it was in practice before I came. Therefore I was not the first.

Gov.: … By what warrant do you continue such a course?

Mrs. H.: I conceive there lies a clear rule in Titus that the elder women should instruct the younger and then I must have a time wherein I must do it.

Gov.: All this I grant you, I grant you a time for it, but what is this to the purpose that you Mrs. Hutchinson must call a company together from their callings to come to be taught of you? …

Mrs. H.: If you look upon the rule in Titus it is a rule to me. If you convince me that it is no rule I shall yield.

Gov.: You know that there is no rule that crosses another, but this rule crosses that in the Corinthians. But you must take it in this sense that elder women must instruct the younger about their business and to love their husbands and not to make them to clash. …

Mrs. H.: Will it please you to answer me this and to give me a rule for then I will willingly submit to any truth. If any come to my house to be instructed in the ways of God what rule have I to put them away? … Do you think it not lawful for me to teach women and why do you call me to teach the court?

Gov.: We do not call you to teach the court but to lay open yourself. …

[They continue to argue over what rule she had broken.]

Gov.: Your course is not to be suffered for. Besides that we find such a course as this to be greatly prejudicial to the state. Besides the occasion that it is to seduce many honest persons that are called to those meetings and your opinions and your opinions being known to be different from the word of God may seduce many simple souls that resort unto you. Besides that the occasion which hath come of late hath come from none but such as have frequented your meetings, so that now they are flown off from magistrates and ministers and since they have come to you. And besides that it will not well stand with the commonwealth that families should be neglected for so many neighbors and dames and so much time spent. We see no rule of God for this. We see not that any should have authority to set up any other exercises besides what authority hath already set up and so what hurt comes of this you will be guilty of and we for suffering you.

Mrs. H.: Sir, I do not believe that to be so.

Gov.: Well, we see how it is. We must therefore put it away from you or restrain you from maintaining this course.

Mrs H. If you have a rule for it from God’s word you may.

Gov.: We are your judges, and not you ours and we must compel you to it.

Mrs. H.: If it please you by authority to put it down I will freely let you for I am subject to your authority. …

Deputy Governor, Thomas Dudley: I would go a little higher with Mrs. Hutchinson. About three years ago we were all in peace. Mrs Hutchinson, from that time she came hath made a disturbance, and some that came over with her in the ship did inform me what she was as soon as she was landed. I being then in place dealt with the pastor and teacher of Boston and desired them to enquire of her, and then I was satisfied that she held nothing different from us. But within half a year after, she had vented divers of her strange opinions and had made parties in the country, and at length it comes that Mr. Cotton and Mr. Vane were of her judgment, but Mr. Cotton had cleared himself that he was not of that mind. But now it appears by this woman’s meeting that Mrs. Hutchinson hath so forestalled the minds of many by their resort to her meeting that now she hath a potent party in the country. Now if all these things have endangered us as from that foundation and if she in particular hath disparaged all our ministers in the land that they have preached a covenant of works, and only Mr. Cotton a covenant of grace, why this is not to be suffered, and therefore being driven to the foundation and it being found that Mrs. Hutchinson is she that hath depraved all the ministers and hath been the cause of what is fallen out, why we must take away the foundation and the building will fall.

Mrs. H.: I pray, Sir, prove it that I said they preached nothing but a covenant of works.

Dep. Gov.: Nothing but a covenant of works. Why a Jesuit may preach truth sometimes.

Mrs. H.: Did I ever say they preached a covenant of works then?

Dep. Gov.: If they do not preach a covenant of grace clearly, then they preach a covenant of works.

Mrs. H.: No, Sir. One may preach a covenant of grace more clearly than another, so I said. …

Dep. Gov.: When they do preach a covenant of works do they preach truth?

Mrs. H.: Yes, Sir. But when they preach a covenant of works for salvation, that is not truth.

Dep. Gov.: I do but ask you this: when the ministers do preach a covenant of works do they preach a way of salvation?

Mrs. H.: I did not come hither to answer questions of that sort.

Dep. Gov.: Because you will deny the thing.

Mrs. H.: Ey, but that is to be proved first.

Dep. Gov.: I will make it plain that you did say that the ministers did preach a covenant of works.

Mrs. H.: I deny that.

Dep. Gov.: And that you said they were not able ministers of the New Testament, but Mr. Cotton only.

Mrs. H.: If ever I spake that I proved it by God’s word.

Court: Very well, very well.

Mrs. H.: If one shall come unto me in private, and desire me seriously to tell them what I thought of such an one, I must either speak false or true in my answer.

Dep. Gov.: Likewise I will prove this that you said the gospel in the letter and words holds forth nothing but a covenant of works and that all that do not hold as you do are in a covenant of works.

Mrs. H.: I deny this for if I should so say I should speak against my own judgment. …

Mr. Hugh Peters: That which concerns us to speak unto, as yet we are sparing in, unless the court command us to speak, then we shall answer to Mrs. Hutchinson notwithstanding our brethren are very unwilling to answer.

[The Governor says to do so. Six minsters then testify to the particular charges and that she was “not only difficult in her opinions, but also of an intemperate spirit.”]

Mr Hugh Peters: … [I asked her] What difference do you conceive to be between your teacher and us? … Briefly, she told me there was a wide and broad difference. … He preaches the covenant of grace and you the covenant of works, and that you are not able ministers of the New Testament and know no more than the apostles did before the resurrection of Christ. I did then put it to her, What do you conceive of such a brother? She answered he had not the seal of the spirit.

Mrs. H.: If our pastor would shew his writings you should see what I said, and that many things are not so as is reported.

Mr. Wilson: … [W]hat is written [here now] I will avouch.

Mr. Weld: [agrees that Peters related Hutchinson’s words accurately]

Mr. Phillips: [agrees that Peters related Hutchinson’s words accurately and added] Then I asked her of myself (being she spake rashly of them all) because she never heard me at all. She likewise said that we were not able ministers of the New Testament and her reason was because we were not sealed.

Mr. Simmes: Agrees that Peters related Hutchinson’s words accurately

Mr. Shephard: Also to Same.

Mr. Eliot: [agrees that Peters related Hutchinson’s words accurately]

Dep. Gov.: I called these witnesses and you deny them. You see they have proved this and you deny this, but it is clear. You say they preached a covenant of works and that they were not able ministers of the New Testament; now there are two other things that you did affirm which were that the scriptures in the letter of them held forth nothing but a covenant of works and likewise that those that were under a covenant of works cannot be saved.

Mrs. H.: Prove that I said so.

Gov.: Did you say so?

Mrs. H.: No, Sir, it is your conclusion.

Dep. Gov.: What do I do charging of you if you deny what is so fully proved?

Gov.: Here are six undeniable ministers who say it is true and yet you deny that you did say that they preach a covenant of works and that they were not able ministers of the gospel, and it appears plainly that you have spoken it, and whereas you say that it was drawn from you in a way of friendship, you did profess then that it was out of conscience that you spake. …

Mrs. H.: … They thought that I did conceive there was a difference between them and Mr. Cotton. … I might say they might preach a covenant of works as did the apostles, but to preach a covenant of works and to be under a covenant of works is another business.

Dep. Gov.: There have been six witnesses to prove this and yet you deny it. [and then he mentions a seventh, Mr. Nathaniel Ward]

Mrs. H.: I acknowledge using the words of the apostle to the Corinthians unto him, [Mr. Ward] that they that were ministers of the letter and not the spirit did preach a covenant of works.

Gov.: Mrs. Hutchinson, the court you see hath laboured to bring you to acknowledge the error of your way that so you might be reduced, the time grows late, we shall therefore give you a little more time to consider of it and therefore desire that you attend the court again in the morning. [The next morning.]

Gov.: We proceeded … as far as we could. … There were divers things laid to her charge: her ordinary meetings about religious exercises, her speeches in derogation of the ministers among us, and the weakening of the hands and hearts of the people towards them. Here was sufficient proof made of that which she was accused of, in that point concerning the ministers and their ministry, as that they did preach a covenant of works when others did preach a covenant of grace, and that they were not able ministers of the New Testament, and that they had not the seal of the spirit, and this was spoken not as was pretended out of private conference, but out of conscience and warrant from scripture alleged the fear of man is a snare and seeing God had given her a calling to it she would freely speak. Some other speeches she used, as that the letter of the scripture held forth a covenant of works, and this is offered to be proved by probable grounds. …

Controversy—should the witnesses should be recalled and made swear an oath, as Mrs. Hutchinson desired, is resolved against doing so

Gov.: I see no necessity of an oath in this thing seeing it is true and the substance of the matter confirmed by divers, yet that all may be satisfied, if the elders will take an oath they shall have it given them. …

Mrs. H.: After that they have taken an oath I will make good what I say.

Gov.: Let us state the case, and then we may know what to do. That which is laid to Mrs. Hutchinson charge is that, that she hath traduced the magistrates and ministers of this jurisdiction, that she hath said the ministers preached a covenant of works and Mr. Cotton a covenant of grace, and that they were not able ministers of the gospel, and she excuses it that she made it a private conference and with a promise of secrecy, &c. Now this is charged upon her, and they therefore sent for her seeing she made it her table talk, and then she said the fear of man was a snare and therefore she would not be affeared of them. …

Dep. Gov.: Let her witnesses be called.

Gov.: Who be they?

Mrs. H.: Mr. Leveret and our teacher and Mr. Coggeshall.

Gov.: Mr. Coggeshall was not present.

Mr. Coggeshall: Yes, but I was. Only I desired to be silent till I should be called.

Gov.: Will you, Mr. Coggeshall, say that she did not say so?

Mr. Coggeshall: Yes, I dare say that she did not say all that which they lay against her.

Mr. Peters: How dare you look into the court to say such a word?

Mr. Coggeshall: Mr. Peters takes upon him to forbid me. I shall be silent.

Mr. Stoughton [assistant of the Court]: Ey, but she intended this that they say.

Gov.: Well, Mr. Leveret, what were the words? I pray, speak.

Mr. Leveret: To my best remembrance when the elders did send for her, Mr. Peters did with much vehemency and intreaty urge her to tell what difference there was between Mr. Cotton and them, and upon his urging of her she said “The fear of man is a snare, but they that trust upon the Lord shall be safe.” And being asked wherein the difference was, she answered that they did not preach a covenant of grace so clearly as Mr. Cotton did, and she gave this reason of it: because that as the apostles were for a time without the spirit so until they had received the witness of the spirit they could not preach a covenant of grace so clearly.

Gov.: Don’t you remember that she said they were not able ministers of the New Testament?

Mrs. H.: Mr. Weld and I had an hour’s discourse at the window and then I spake that, if I spake it. …

Gov.: Mr Cotton, the court desires that you declare what you do remember of the conference which was at the time and is now in question.

Mr. Cotton: I did not think I should be called to bear witness in this cause and therefore did not labor to call to remembrance what was done; but the greatest passage that took impression upon me was to this purpose. The elders spake that they had heard that she had spoken some condemning words of their ministry, and among other things they did first pray her to answer wherein she thought their ministry did differ from mine. How the comparison sprang I am ignorant, but sorry I was that any comparison should be between me and my brethren and uncomfortable it was. She told them to this purpose that they did not hold forth a covenant of grace as I did. But wherein did we differ? Why she said that they did not hold forth the seal of the spirit as he doth. Where is the difference there? Say they, why saith she, speaking to one or other of them, I know not to whom. You preach of the seal of the spirit upon a work and he upon free grace without a work or without respect to a work; he preaches the seal of the spirit upon free grace and you upon a work. I told her I was very sorry that she put comparisons between my ministry and theirs, for she had said more than I could myself, and rather I had that she had put us in fellowship with them and not have made that discrepancy. She said, she found the difference. …

This was the sum of the difference, nor did it seem to be so ill taken as it is and our brethren did say also that they would not so easily believe reports as they had done and withal mentioned that they would speak no more of it, some of them did; and afterwards some of them did say they were less satisfied than before. And I must say that I did not find her saying that they were under a covenant of works, nor that she said they did preach a covenant of works.

[More back and forth between Rev. John Cotton, trying to defend Mrs. Hutchinson, and Mr. Peters, about exactly what Mrs. Hutchinson said.]

Mrs. H.: If you please to give me leave I shall give you the ground of what I know to be true. Being much troubled to see the falseness of the constitution of the Church of England, I had like to have turned Separatist. Whereupon I kept a day of solemn humiliation and pondering of the thing; this scripture was brought unto me—he that denies Jesus Christ to be come in the flesh is antichrist. This I considered of and in considering found that the papists did not deny him to be come in the flesh, nor we did not deny him—who then was antichrist? Was the Turk antichrist only? The Lord knows that I could not open scripture; he must by his prophetical office open it unto me. So after that being unsatisfied in the thing, the Lord was pleased to bring this scripture out of the Hebrews. he that denies the testament denies the testator, and in this did open unto me and give me to see that those which did not teach the new covenant had the spirit of antichrist, and upon this he did discover the ministry unto me; and ever since, I bless the Lord, he hath let me see which was the clear ministry and which the wrong. Since that time I confess I have been more choice and he hath left me to distinguish between the voice of my beloved and the voice of Moses, the voice of John the Baptist and the voice of antichrist, for all those voices are spoken of in scripture. Now if you do condemn me for speaking what in my conscience I know to be truth I must commit myself unto the Lord.

Mr. Nowel [assistant to the Court]: How do you know that was the spirit?

Mrs. H.: How did Abraham know that it was God that bid him offer his son, being a breach of the sixth commandment?

Dep. Gov.: By an immediate voice.

Mrs. H.: So to me by an immediate revelation.

Dep. Gov.: How! an immediate revelation.

Mrs. H.: By the voice of his own spirit to my soul. I will give you another scripture, Jer[emiah] 46:27–28—out of which the Lord showed me what he would do for me and the rest of his servants. But after he was pleased to reveal himself to me I did presently, like Abraham, run to Hagar. And after that he did let me see the atheism of my own heart, for which I begged of the Lord that it might not remain in my heart, and being thus, he did show me this (a twelvemonth after) which I told you of before. … Therefore, I desire you to look to it, for you see this scripture fulfilled this day and therefore I desire you as you tender the Lord and the church and commonwealth to consider and look what you do. You have power over my body but the Lord Jesus hath power over my body and soul; and assure yourselves thus much, you do as much as in you lies to put the Lord Jesus Christ from you, and if you go on in this course you begin, you will bring a curse upon you and your posterity, and the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.

Dep. Gov.: What is the scripture she brings?

Mr. Stoughton [assistant to the Court]: Behold I turn away from you.

Mrs. H.: But now having seen him which is invisible I fear not what man can do unto me.

Gov.: Daniel was delivered by miracle; do you think to be deliver’d so too?

Mrs. H.: I do here speak it before the court. I look that the Lord should deliver me by his providence … [because God had said to her] though I should meet with affliction, yet I am the same God that delivered Daniel out of the lion’s den, I will also deliver thee.

Mr. Harlakenden [assistant to the Court]: I may read scripture and the most glorious hypocrite may read them and yet go down to hell.

Mrs. H.: It may be so. …

Gov.: I am persuaded that the revelation she brings forth is delusion.

[The trial text here reads:] All the court but some two or three ministers cry out, we all believe it—we all believe it. [Mrs. Hutchinson was found guilty]

Gov.: The court hath already declared themselves satisfied concerning the things you hear, and concerning the troublesomeness of her spirit and the danger of her course amongst us, which is not to be suffered. Therefore if it be the mind of the court that Mrs. Hutchinson for these things that appear before us is unfit for our society, and if it be the mind of the court that she shall be banished out of our liberties and imprisoned till she be sent away, let them hold up their hands.

[All but three did so.]

Gov.: Mrs. Hutchinson, the sentence of the court you hear is that you are banished from out of our jurisdiction as being a woman not fit for our society, and are to be imprisoned till the court shall send you away.

Mrs. H.: I desire to know wherefore I am banished?

Gov.: Say no more. The court knows wherefore and is satisfied.

Source: Thomas Hutchinson, History of the Colony and Province of Massachusetts (Boston, 1767), 336–384.



Indentured Servants

An estimated half to two-thirds of all Europeans who came to colonial North America, both male and female, arrived bound as indentured servants. In theory, poor English persons voluntarily traded their labor for a contractually agreed-upon time for eventual freedom and perhaps even landownership. In reality, indentured servitude functioned more as a kind of slavery. Indentured servants belonged to their employer or purchaser, who generally worked them long hours while providing minimal food and housing. As a result, the mortality rate for indentured servants was quite high. As a result of both high mortality rates and servant revolts, African slavery gradually replaced indentured servitude in the American colonies, though indentured servants could be found throughout the United States well into the 1800s.

Originally, to be indentured was to enter an apprenticeship—a system of learning a craft or trade from an experienced master in which the payment for the instruction was a given number of years of service. This form of being indentured originated with guilds that supervised apprentice programs in Europe, which provided a form of network building for artisans. Under the apprentice system, a master craftsman agreed to instruct a young indentured person as well as provide shelter, food, and clothing. In exchange, the apprentice (or indentured servant) worked for the master for a given length of time, after which the apprentice became a journeyman who would work for a master for a wage. Journeymen could become masters themselves.

In early colonial America, the process of indenturing was adapted to meet colonial landowners’ desire for cheap labor. Between 1607 and 1700, North America experienced its first wave of immigration of English and Welsh settlement that was accompanied by a large influx of Africans. By the 1700s, personal debt, poverty, and unemployment in Europe compelled about 37,000 immigrants to come to North America, who arranged their travel as indentured servants. This pattern continued until the Revolutionary War began in 1775, with the addition of Germanic and Scotch-Irish indentured servants.

Agents working for ship captains in European ports recruited and made arrangements for those who bonded themselves, going to various destinations. They sought skilled workers in construction, agriculture, and the manufacture of clothing and shoes. In this legal contract, immigrants agreed to work for their masters for three to four years to pay back the costs of their Atlantic passage, living costs, and perhaps the freedom dues that came at the end of service. Beyond stipulating the length of service, the contracts offered little protection for servants unless they were minors who were assured of clothes, food, and board. These workers solved a problem for colonial landowners who found it increasingly difficult to hire free persons to do agricultural work, given the availability of affordable land, and allowed people to buy their own farms.

The majority of indentured servants were male. Men were typically between 16 and 20 years of age with agricultural backgrounds or little training in any trade. The high number of indentured men, along with unequal sex ratios in the colonies, impacted the lives of all colonial women because they became valuable commodities. Indentured men remained economically disadvantaged long after their contracts ended; prosperity sufficient for marriage was difficult to attain because these men left their indenture with few or no assets.

The indentured woman’s experience significantly differed from that of her male counterpart. As early as 1609, ships arrived at the settlement at Jamestown carrying more than 100 women. Women were offered free land to come to the colonies, but women who accepted the offer delayed getting married, so the practice ended. By the 1630s, about 1 in 3 women arriving in the colonies was indentured. Women were in such short supply in the English colonies that men greeted ships eager to repay indentured women’s fares in return for a woman they might marry. In this way indentured women helped equalize sex ratios. With unequal sex ratios, indentured single women had unprecedented opportunities for upward mobility in the mid-1600s, but as England’s economic conditions improved, fewer women emigrated as indentured servants.

Native American women were also indentured, particularly if they were captured in military confrontations. Colonists attempted to indenture captive indigenous people, both male and female, to meet labor needs, but native people resisted the practice by running away. Also, high disease mortality rates among native people, who had little immunity to European diseases, discouraged their indenture.

The first black women were brought to Jamestown on ships in 1619 and were treated like white indentured servants. Individuals of African ancestry had hopes of earning eventual freedom, and some did until slavery was codified in Virginia law in the late 1640s. African slavery gradually replaced indentured servitude in most colonies.

An unwed bondwoman could expect to pay off her indenture in seven years unless she became pregnant during her time of service. A woman who gave birth to a child while indentured could expect to have time added to her term of service to make up for the labor her master lost while she was pregnant and caring for a small child. Unfortunately, indentured women had little control over their fertility because they were vulnerable to sexual abuse by their masters. Twenty percent of indentured female servants (forbidden to marry under contract terms) had illegitimate pregnancies, suggesting considerable sexual abuse. Masters doubly benefited because they had in their power a woman who had little recourse against sexual predation and a worker whose indenture contract could be extended if she became pregnant.

Some American colonists recognized indentured servitude as an abusive and oppressive practice. Quakers, with egalitarian sensibilities regarding the roles of women and men in society, vigorously opposed indentured servitude. Mennonites also strongly opposed indentured servitude and slavery. Indentured servants resisted their servitude by running away. Masters advertised in newspapers when indentured servants ran away, often issuing rewards for their capture and return, and runaway servants were expected to serve a longer term, usually extending their service to twice the time they were absent.

Tens of thousands of immigrants came to the colonies in the 17th and 18th centuries with the hope of greater opportunity. In reality, many indentured servants did not live to finish their contracts, victims of overwork and poor treatment. Some women and men, unable to support themselves when their contracts ended, renewed their indentures multiple times. In spite of the myth of upward mobility, these colonists never established themselves as freewomen or freemen but instead created a semipermanent class of poor white laborers.

Indentured servants, both male and female, remained relatively powerless through the 1700s. The American Revolution brought about a virtual end to the importation of indentured servants. The practice was already on the decline because a skilled labor force was in place, the population had increased, and there was an increasing number of African American slaves.

Nonetheless, small numbers of indentured servants continued in the new nation. During the American Revolution, wives and widows were forced to flee homes near battle sites and suffered hardship resulting from the fact that husbands, sons, and fathers were away at war. After the war, widows and destitute or orphaned children were indentured to pay debts or solve homelessness. Female Loyalists lost property for being on the losing side of the war and ended up indentured as well.

Servitude continued into the 1800s. After a financial panic in 1819, for example, when American jobs became seasonable and precarious and inflation was rampant, many women were forced to indenture themselves just to survive. Before labor laws were enacted during the 1930s, children were routinely exploited in work situations. “Poor laws” mandated that children from poor families could be indentured into service, where they received room, board, and clothes from a master in exchange for labor. The first child labor laws were enacted in Massachusetts during the 1830s and required minimal schooling for children under 15 years of age who worked in factories, and child labor was limited to 10 hours per day in 1842. During the early industrial revolution, children regularly worked in mines, glass factories, textile mills, and canneries and on farms. By the end of the 19th century, boys in urban areas worked as messengers, newsboys, bootblacks, and peddlers, many of them as indentured servants with no more freedoms or opportunities than 17th-century immigrants. The movement to end child labor, led by women such as Florence Kelley, Mary Harris “Mother” Jones, and Francis Perkins, also essentially ended indentured servitude in the United States.
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“The Trappan’d Maiden: or, The Distressed Damsel” and “The Slave’s Lament” (Mid-1600s)

Reproduced here are two versions of lyrics to an English ballad about the difficult life of a female indentured servant. The first version of the song is titled “The Trappan’d Maiden: or, The Distressed Damsel”; the second version is called “The Slave’s Lament.”

1. “THE TRAPPAN’D MAIDEN: OR THE DISTRESSED DAMSEL“

This Girl was cunningly Trappan’d, sent to Virginny from England, where she doth Hardship undergo, there is no Cure it must be so: But if she lives to cross the Main she vows she’ll ne’r go there again.

Five years served I, under Master Guy,

In the land of Virginny-o

Which made me for to know sorrow, grief and woe,

When that I was weary, weary, weary-o.

When my dame says go, then I must do so,

In the land of Virginny-o,

When she sits at meat, then I have none to eat,

When that I was weary, weary, weary-o.

As soon as it is day, to work I must away,

In the land of Virginny-o

Then my dame she knocks, with her tinder box,

When that I was weary, weary, weary-o.

I have played my part, both at plow and cart,

In the land of Virginny-o

Billets from the wood upon my back they load,

When that I was weary, weary, weary-o.

A thousand woes beside, that I do here abide,

In the land of Virginny-o

In misery I spend my time that hath no end,

When that I was weary, weary, weary-o.

2. “THE SLAVE’S LAMENT”

It was in sweet Senegal where my foes did me enthrall

For the land of Virginia, Ginia-O

Torn from that lovely shore and must never see it more

And alas I am weary, weary-o

All on that lovely coast there’s no bitter snow or frost

Like the land in Virginia, Ginia-O

There the streams forever flow and the flowers forever blow

And alas I am weary, weary-o

The burden I must bear while the cruel scurge I fear

In the land of Virginia, Ginia-O

And I think on friends most dear with a bitter, bitter tear

And alas I am weary, weary-o

Source: C. H. Firth, ed. “The Trappan’d Maiden: or, The Distressed Damsel,” in An American Garland: Being a Collection of Ballads Relating to America, 1563–1759 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1915), 251–253.




Letter of Elizabeth Sprigs to Her Father, John Sprigs (1756)

Elizabeth Sprigs, working as an indentured servant in Maryland, wrote to her father in London in 1756, thereby creating what is now a rare letter describing the life of an indentured servant in the 18th century.

Maryland, Sept’r 22’d 1756

Honored Father

My being for ever banished from your sight, will I hope pardon the Boldness I now take of troubling you with these, my long silence has been purely owning to my undutifullness to you, and well knowing I had offended in the highest Degree, put a tie to my tongue and pen, for fear I should be extinct from your good Graces and add a further Trouble to you, but too well knowing your care and tenderness for me so long as I retain’d my Duty to you, induced me once again to endeavor if possible, to kindle up that flame again. O Dear Father, believe what I am going to relate the words of truth and sincerity, and Balance my former bad Conduct my sufferings here, and then I am sure you’ll pity your Destress Daughter, What we unfortunate English People suffer here is beyond the probability of you in England to Conceive, let it suffice that I one of the unhappy Number, am toiling almost Day and Night, and very often in the Horses drudgery, with only this comfort that you do not halfe enough, and then tied up and whipp’d to that Degree that you’d not serve an Animal, scarce any thing but Indian Corn and Salt to eat and that even begrudged nay many Negroes are better used, almost naked no shoes nor stockings to wear, and the comfort after slaving during Masters pleasure, what rest we can get is to rap ourselves up in a Blanket and ly upon the Ground, this is the deplorable Condition your poor Betty endures, and now I beg if you have any Bowels of Compassion left show it by sending me some Relief, Clothing is the principal thing wanting, which if you should condiscend to, may easily send them to me by any of the ships bound to Baltimore Town Patapsco River Maryland, and give me leave to conclude in Duty to you and Uncles and Aunts, and Respect to all Friends

Honored Father

Your undutifull and Disobedient Child

Elizabeth Sprigs

Source: Elizabeth Sprigs, “Letter to Mr. John Sprigs in White Cross Street near Cripple Gate, London, September 22, 1756,” in Colonial Captivities, Marches, and Journeys, edited by Isabel Calder (New York: Macmillan, 1935), 151–152. Reprinted by permission of the National Society of the Colonial Dames of America in the State of Connecticut. Available at http://chnm.gmu.edu/fairfaxtah/lessons/documents/Elizabeth_Sprigs2.pdf.



Infanticide

Infanticide is the intentional killing of an infant by his or her parents. Historically, the reasons for infanticide include poverty, illegitimacy, and parental frustration. Whatever the reasons, Americans often attributed infanticide to satanic influence. Colonists brought the crime to colonial America from England, but the colonists found that Native Americans and other races practiced infanticide as well.

During the colonial period, most American women convicted of infanticide were unmarried and lower class. This demographic was also accused of other crimes, most notably witchcraft, more often than wealthier married women. During the late 1600s and early 1700s, Reverend John Hale, a key player during the Salem Witch Trials, linked infanticide to witchcraft. One of the more notable cases of infanticide and witchcraft can be found in Sarah Smith’s trial in 1697. Records from Smith’s trial suggest that people believed that the devil had told her to murder her own child. She was found guilty and executed.

Reverend Hale eventually applied “maleficium,” a word that implied evil and cooperation with the devil, to infanticide cases; he believed that mothers literally bewitched their children to death. He could see no other reason why a mother would turn against what he and other Puritans believed was a woman’s natural and inborn need to mother. Thus, a woman who killed her own offspring, to the colonial way of thinking, had to be influenced by Satan.

In reality, some mothers practiced infanticide because they found themselves unable to support their child. Many of the individuals guilty of the heinous crime of infanticide were poor. They hardly had enough resources to support themselves, and they lived in a world with few social services to help them. Oftentimes these women were unmarried, which compounded the problem.

Infanticide also occurred when the child was labeled a “bastard” child, meaning it was conceived outside of wedlock. Most colonial Americans considered bastardy shameful, though it was acceptable for a child to be born out of wedlock as long as the parents eventually married. Unmarried women with children faced immense negative social pressure. Finally, if a child was difficult in infancy, the frustration led some parents to intentionally harm the child.

Due to the link between witchcraft and infanticide, mothers who killed their children were viewed by Puritans as criminals who worked in unnatural or supernatural ways, not unlike the Puritan view of witches. Lawmakers decided that perpetrators of infanticide denied the religious and moral obligations of parenthood and deserved harsh punishment. Colonial America represented motherhood as a religious and moral duty necessary to the early foundation of the nation. Women who produced a child out of wedlock and also those who killed their babies were seen as in insult to the authority of both men and God.

Race changed the severity of the punishment for infanticide in the 1700s. The death of a nonwhite child, such as a Native American or an African American slave child, usually passed unpunished because colonial authorities did not view the child as important. However, a Native American or African American woman accused of killing a white child was typically punished more severely than white women.

An example of this double standard was the case of Patience Boston. Boston was a Native American servant who was convicted of murdering her own child. Because Native American children were seen as less than equal compared to white children, Boston was not executed. However, when Boston was convicted of murdering her master’s child, she was executed. Crimes such as that of Patience Boston were used to prove the supposed inferiority of nonwhites. These crimes were also publicized to discourage marriage among races, specifically between whites and Native Americans. Publications included images and stories of Native Americans killing their own children by using stones to smash in their heads. Thus, these stories, like captivity stories, functioned to prove native savagery and inferiority when measured against white colonial stories. These stories were just that—stories—and had little to do with real Native Americans or their child-rearing practices as well as the cultural work they did.

Slaves, both Native American and African American, guilty of infanticide created a complex problem for the legal system. Lawmakers were generally eager to charge nonwhites for their crimes. However, their masters were often not as eager, for in the punishment masters lost valuable slaves. For example, a Native American slave named Maria was charged with infanticide in 1711. This was considered destruction of her master’s property, and she was found guilty and sentenced to die. However, her master adamantly defended her, and Maria’s life was spared. Her master did not want to lose Maria, thereby compounding the loss of his property. Several other cases dealt with the complex tug-of-war between race and infanticide because of the status of slaves as property. To admit that a slave could be held liable for a child murder was to admit that the slave was a sentient being, not merely property. Few slave-owning governments wanted to travel that sticky legal road.

As the century moved on, however, the punishment for infanticide lessened for a handful of reasons. Women who were convicted were no longer thrown in prison and executed, nor did authorities consider the hiding of a dead baby proof of murder. Punishments shifted from death to whippings and fines. Lawmakers did not condone infanticide, but as legal standards moved beyond “the devil did it,” it became increasing difficult to tie the death of the child to the crime of the mother, which made the crime more difficult to punish. Also, lawmakers began to see infanticide as a result of the mother’s environment and to feel pity for the woman.

B. C. Biggs
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Inheritance Laws

In colonial America, inheritance laws varied greatly depending on location. The British, Spanish, Dutch, and French colonies had legal systems based on sometimes dissimilar theories and origins that impacted inheritance laws for women in a variety of ways depending on time and place.

In the British colonies, which started with the first permanent settlement at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607 and spanned the Atlantic coast of the present-day United States, inheritance and property laws limited women’s ability to own property. When a woman married, she lost her separate legal status and became covered by her husband, becoming a feme covert. Coverture meant that a woman could not own property in marriage because she legally became her husband’s property. Instead, a woman’s husband owned the property. As a result, British inheritance practices favored sons rather than daughters. If a woman was widowed, she would inherit one-third of her husband’s property. This is known as dower, or dower right. Dower rights ensured that women would have some property on which to live but prevented them from selling the property. Instead, the husband’s will determined the path of the property after the wife’s death, or law dictated that the property would pass on to legal heirs, generally children. Dower was meant to ensure that widows were cared for without violating the basic idea that men were property owners. Yet, there were exceptions. In England, separate estates developed that allowed the wealthy to place property in the hands of married women. This measure was enforced in equity courts instead of legal courts. In practice, colonists did not widely use separate estates, though the practice was more common in wealthy southern families. Even within the British colonies, there were variations as to how courts enforced the laws.

In colonial New Spain, which started with the settlement of St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565 and included colonies in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California, other parts of the Southwest, and even Louisiana for a period of time, Spanish law diverged from British law because it was based on Roman law, while British law was not. Under Spanish law, a married woman could own property. A woman could bring personal property other than a dowry, known as bienes parafernales, into marriage, and she retained ownership of these items, which often included clothing, jewelry, and other personal items. Additionally, wealthier women often brought dowries into marriage. Husbands could use dowries, but they could not sell or use the dowry property without the consent of the wife. Additionally, Spanish law had community property rights that declared that all property acquired during a marriage belonged equally to husband and wife. The Spanish did not intend for community property laws to divide property in cases of divorce. Instead, the community property laws ensured that when a spouse was widowed and remarried, the children of the first marriage would receive their proper share of the community property. The impact of these property laws on inheritance was drastically different than in the British colonies. Spanish inheritance laws said that all children, including daughters, would inherit property from parents fairly equally; no one child could inherit more than one-fifth to one-third of the estate. Thus, daughters tended to inherit the same amount of property as sons. Additionally, under Spanish law, illegitimacy was not necessarily a preclusion from inheritance. Parents could make some illegitimate children legal heirs through several processes, including simply naming them in their wills. Thus, Spanish inheritance laws tended to be significantly more generous to women in the Spanish colonies compared to women in the British colonies.

Like Spanish law, Dutch law was also based on Roman law, so the Dutch inheritance laws closely mirrored Spanish laws. Dutch women could own property and leave it in their will to their children, including their female children. In the Dutch colony of New York, which was founded in the early 1600s, some husbands and wives wrote mutual wills, meaning they wrote a will together. This practice seems to be particular to the Dutch. After the British invaded the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam and permanently took over in 1674, the property and inheritance laws began to change to British ones. Dutch colonial women lost property and inheritance rights and with them lost economic and social power.

Finally, French inheritance laws were similar to those of the Dutch. Women did not lose their separate legal identity in marriage as they did in English law. Also, both spouses had to sign civil contracts for the contract to be valid. Finally, widows received half the married estate upon a husband’s death rather than the one-third dower rights required under English law. The other half of the estate went to children, including daughters. The French colonies were centered in Canada, along the Mississippi River, and in Louisiana. When the Spanish took over Louisiana as a result of the French loss to the British in the French and Indian War in 1763, the Spanish allowed Louisiana to keep its legal codes.

Thus, variations on inheritance laws among Euro-Americans meant that women from colony to colony experienced different opportunities and protections. Nonetheless, the overall trend was that women had less opportunity than men to inherit and accumulate property. The American Revolution as well as other wars and events that led to changes in governments, such as Texas independence, the Mexican American War, and the Louisiana Purchase, led to further changes in inheritance laws after the nation’s colonial period. In many cases, these laws further disempowered women.

Amy M. Porter
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Alice Bradford’s Will (March 31, 1670/1671)

Historians have learned a lot about colonial American life by examining people’s wills. Wills left by women are rare, but they provide insight into the material culture of the time and also suggest what was important to people and what was not. Note that Alice Bradford’s wealth was in livestock but that she, like other colonial Americans, counted everything she owned in a will down to the chamber pots.

Plymouth Colony Wills 3:3–5

#P178

A true Inventory of the estate of mistris Allice Bradford senir: Late deceased aprised [by vs whose] names are vnder written this 31th of March 1670 and exhibited to the court of his [Majesty] held att New Plymouth the seauenth day of Iune Anno: domine one Thousand six hundred and seauenty; on the oath of mistris Mary Carpenter;

Impr. 8 Cowes 20 00 00

Item 2 yearlings 01 10 00

Item a 2 yeare old steer 01 10 00

Item a steer of 4 yeare old 02 10 00

Item 1: 2 yeare old heiffer 01 10 00

Item 1 old horse and three mares 10 00 00

Item 17 sheep and 2 lambes 07 00 00

In the New Parlour Chamber

Item 1 bed a bolster and 2 pillowes 03 16 00

Item 1 green Rugg and 1 Couerlid & 2 blanketts 03 00 00

Item a bedsteed & Crutaines and vallence 02 00 00

Item 2 Chaires 00 15 00

Item 3 wrought stooles 00 11 00

Item one Table and Carpett 01 05 00

Item a Carued Chest 01 00 00

In the outward Parlour Chamber: a bedsteed and Curtaine and vallence and settle 01 10 00

In the old parlour Chamber; Item a smale bed 2 blanketts 1 Couerlid & a pillow 03 10 00

Item 1 old green Cloth Goune 00 10 00

Item 8 yards of hommade Cloth 01 04 00

Item 2 Chestes 00 10 00

Item 2 Iron beames 1 hogshed 1 barrell and other old lumber 01 05 00

In the studdy in bookes

Item mr Perkins two of them 01 00 00

Item 3 of docter Willetts on genises exodus & daniel: 01 00 00

Item Quicksarraden 00 10 00

Item the history of the Church 00 08 00

Item Peter Martirs Comon places 00 15 00

Item Cartwright on Remise Testament 00 10 00

Item the history of the Netherlands 00 15 00

Item Peter Martir on the Romans 00 05 00

Item Moors workes on the New Testament 01 00 00

Item Cottons Concordance 00 08 00

Item Speeds history of the world 01 00 00

Item Weams Christian Sinnagogue & the protracture of the Image of God 00 08 00

Item the Meathod of Phisicke 00 02 00

Item Caluins harmony and his Coment on the artes 00 08 00

Item downams 2cond parte of Christian warfare 00 03 00

Item mr Cottons answare to mr Williams 00 02 00

Item Taylers libertie of Prophesye 00 01 06

Item Gouges domesticall dutyes 00 02 06

Item the Institutions or Reasons discused & obseruations diuine and morral the synode of dort and the Appollogye 00 06 00

Item mr Ainsworth workes the Counter poison & the tryall 00 02 00

Item mr Ainsworth on Genises exodus & liuitticus 00 04 00

Item Caluin on Genises 00 02 06

Item dike on the decightfulnes of mans hart 00 01 06

Item Gifford Refuted 00 00 06

Item dod on the Comaundements and others of his 00 03 00

Item 53 smale bookes 01 06 06

Item Caluin on the epistles in duch: and diuers other duch bookes 00 15 00

Item 2 bibles 01 00 00

Item the actes of the Church 00 05 00

Item 3 of mr Bridgg his workes 01 00 00

Item the Liues of the fathers 00 03 00

Item in a skin of buffe 00 15 00

[4] In the old Parlour

Item 1 feather bed 1 bolster 2 Ruggs and a blankett 03 00 00

Item a bedsted & settle Curtaine and vallence 01 10 00

Item a Court Cubbert 01 00 00

Item a Table and forme and 2 stooles 01 05 00

Item 1 great lether Chaire 00 08 00

Item 2 great wooden Chaires 00 06 00

Item 1 great wainscott Chist and a Cubbert 01 00 00

Item 2 boxes and a deske and a wrought stoole and an old Case of bottles 00 12 00

Item 2 guns and a paire of bandaleers 01 00 00

[in the margin] The plate

Item the great beer bowle 03 00 00

Item another beer bowle 02 00 00

Item a wine Cupp 01 00 00

Item a salt 02 15 00

Item a trencher salt & drame Cupp 00 15 00

Item 4 siluer spoones 02 09 00

Item a siluer dish 01 15 00

———

Item 2 blanketts 00 10 00

Item 1 diaper Table Cloth and a dozen of diaper Napkins 02 00 00

Item another diaper Table Cloth and 7 diaper napkins 01 10 00

Item 2 holland Tableclothes 00 15 00

Item 1 old Cubbert Cloth 00 03 00

Item 4 pillow beers 00 08 00

Item 5 towells 00 05 00

Item 3 holland sheets 01 10 00

Item 2 paire of Cotten and linnine sheets 01 05 00

Item 19 Cotton and linnine Napkins 00 15 00

Item a paire of pillowbears 00 02 06

Item 5 sheets 01 10 00

Item in shiftes and other wearing linnine 03 00 00

Item a dimycastor hatt 01 05 00

Item her wearing Clothes and a little peece of bayes 12 00 00

Item a wicker baskett; galley potts Y glasses & such smale thinges of Little vallue 00 05 00

[in the margin] in the great Parlour

Item 2 great Carued Chaires 01 04 00

Item a Table and forme and Carpett 01 05 00

Item 10 Cushens 01 00 00

Item a Causlett and hedpeece 01 10 00

Item 4 great lether Chaires 01 04 00

Item in glasses and earthen ware 00 04 00

Item in a Case and fiue kniues 00 05 00

Item a Rost & some other odde thinges 00 02 00

———

[in the margin] In the Kitchen

Item 24 pewter platters and a brim bason 07 00 00

Item 2 Flaggons: 2 quart potts & 2 pint potts 01 00 00

Item 6 smale pewter dishes and a smale bason 00 10 00

Item 7 porrengers 00 06 00

Item 6 pewter plates 00 09 00

Item 2 pewter Candlestickes & a salt seller 00 06 00

Item 3 Chamber potts and three smale sawcers and pewter funnell; 00 09 00

Item 2 pye plates 00 06 00

Item a tinning pan and 2 Couerings & a lanthorne 00 02 00

[5] Item 1 great Iugg and 5 smaller ones 4 earthen pans and 2 earthen potts 00 12 [00]

Item 2 French kettles 01 10 00

Item an old warming pan 00 03 00

Item 1 little French kettle 00 02 00

Item 2 brasse kettles 00 15 00

Item a duch pan 00 04 00

Item 3 brasse skilletts 00 04 00

Item 1 old brasse skimer and Ladle 00 01 00

Item 3 brasse Candle stickes and a brasse pestle and Mortor 00 09 00

Item a paire Andjrons 00 10 00

Item a Chafeing dish and a stew pan 00 10 00

Item 1 Iron skillett and an Iron Kettle 00 10 00

Item 2 Iron potts 00 16 00

Item 2 paire of pothangers and 2 parie of pott hookes 00 08 00

Item 2 paire of tonggs and 2 fier shouells 00 05 00

Item 2 spitts and a gridjron and an Iron driping pan 00 10 00

Item a paire of Iron Rakes 00 10 00

Item 4 dozen of trenchers 00 02 00

Item a box Iron 2 gallon glasse bottles and three pottle bottles 00 05 00

Item a spining wheele a bucking tubb 2 pailes 2 kimnells two bowles 4 smale wooden dishes 1 tray 2 Burchen trayes 00 16 00

Ite Scales & waightes with an Iron beame 00 07 00

Item 2 beer barrells 00 04 00

Item a parsell of sheepes woole 00 03 00

Item 2 male swine 00 10 00

Item in Mony 00 16 00

Item a siluer bodkin 00 04 00

Item in prouision 01 10 00

Item one halfe hogshed and a smale parsell of salt 00 03 00

Item one paire of oxen in Mr Ioseph Bradfords hand

—————

sume totall 162 17 00

—————

prised by

George Watson

Ephriam Morton

William harlow;

Captaine William Bradford and Mr Ioseph Bradford haueing the Cattle after named in theire Costody when the estate was prised; did giue in the number and kind of them vpon theire oathes as followeth;

Item 4 Cowes 2 Calues one oxe 4 yeare old one heiffer of two yeare old and 14 sheep besides lambes; were in Captaine Bradford Costody and hee was sworne to these Iune 1670

Item 2 oxen 4 Cowes 2 yearlinges one two yeare old steer 1 horse 2 mares 2 young Calues were in Mr Ioseph Bradfords Custody and hee was sworne to this Iune 1670

These were appertaineing to the estate and forenamed in the Inventory;

Alice Bradford

Source: “Alice Bradford,” The Plymouth Colony Archive Project, http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/P178.htm.



Jemison, Mary (ca. 1743–1833)

Mary Jemison (also known as Dehgewanus, Deh-he-wa-mis, and Dickewamis as well as “The White Woman of the Genesee”) was a colonial American settler of Scotch-Irish descent. She was abducted by Shawnee Indians from her family’s farm on the Pennsylvania frontier when she was a teenager and was later adopted into the Seneca tribe. Jemison became famous when an account of her captivity was published in 1824 by James E. Seaver. What particularly captured the public’s attention was her refusal to return to white society. Rather, Jemison chose to stay with the Native Americans who had adopted her into their tribe.

Her parents, the Scotch-Irish Thomas and Jane Erwin Jemison, immigrated to America from what is today Northern Ireland. Their daughter Mary was born in 1742 or 1743 aboard the ship William and Mary on the Atlantic crossing. After a safe landing at Philadelphia, the family joined other Scotch-Irish immigrants in moving to Marsh Creek, about 10 miles north of today’s Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. There they cleared land for a farm and built a house, though they did not have title to the land because it legally belonged to the Iroquois Confederacy. They and other nearby settlers occupied the land under the concept of squatters’ rights in part because they, like other Euro-Americans, simply did not recognize that native people had any right to the land.

The French and Indian War, part of the Seven Years’ War, was fought between the North American colonies of England and France between 1754 and 1763. Each side was allied with various Native American tribes. Mary Jemison’s capture was just one small part of that war. According to Jemison, in 1755 (other sources say 1758) a raiding party of Shawnee warriors and several Frenchmen captured Jemison, most of her family, and a neighbor boy. The plan was to transport the captives to Fort Duquesne (present-day Pittsburgh), but with the large number of prisoners, the raiding party found that they would not be able to outrun the militia that was pursuing them. Mary Jemison and the neighbor boy were separated from the group. The raiding party killed and scalped the rest of the Jemison family. Mary later said that she saw the scalps the warriors were cleaning and recognized her mother’s red hair. She could also clearly see which scalps belonged to her father and siblings.


[image: Lamphier]

Kidnapped as a teenager by members of the Seneca tribe, Mary Jemison became fully assimilated into her captors’ culture and later chose to remain a Seneca rather than return to British colonial culture. (Vespasian/Alamy Stock Photo)

Jemison was given moccasins and marched through the woods until the raiding party reached the fort. There she was given to two Seneca women, who took her with them to western New York. The Seneca people customarily adopted and acculturated captives into their society when they lost one of their own family members. In Jemison’s case, her adopting Seneca family had lost a brother. Jemison later said that she was fortunate to fall into the hands of such kind and good-natured women.

The Senecas renamed Jemison. Some sources cite her name as Dickewamis, loosely translated as “two falling voices.” Most others, including Seaver, who says it was Jemison’s own translation, call it variants of Deh-he-wa-mis meaning a pretty girl or a pleasant, good thing.

Jemison was forbidden to speak English and learned much of the Seneca language in about a year. She was treated kindly by the Senecas, who accepted her as one of their tribe. Soon another tribe settled nearby, and she was told that she would marry a Delaware named Sheninjee, which she did in 1760. In her account, she said that Sheninjee treated her with great gentleness and consideration. Their first child died soon after birth, but a few years later she gave birth to a son whom she named Thomas after her father.

Jemison steadily acquired both the rights and responsibilities of Indian women. She learned the Seneca ways of cooking, baking, and sewing as well as tending fields. She also discovered that Seneca women were treated with respect, able to address the tribal council, and hold rights to the land they tended. Historians point out that with the Senecas, Jemison had rights possessed by few white or black women in colonial America. With the native people she found power and personhood that she would not have had in English colonial America.

Sheninjee went missing on a hunting trip and was eventually reported dead. When her son Thomas was three or four years old, Jemison married an older man named Hiokatoo. Though he was known as a fierce warrior, Jemison said that he was kind and tender to her. With this husband, Jemison had six more children. She named them for members of her lost European family: Jane, Betsey, Nancy, Polly, John, and Jesse.

During the American Revolutionary War (1776–1783), the Senecas were allies of the British who, they believed, would stanch the flow of white settlers onto Native American land and grant the Indians autonomy. With the victory of the American colonists, the flood of white settlers increased as they pushed their way westward onto land the Indians considered theirs, including that of the Senecas.

By the late 1780s Jemison had become a fully integrated member of the Seneca tribe, though she also made friends among nearby white settlers. According to tribal elders, she was free to live among the whites, but she refused partly due to her fear that her European relatives would not accept her Seneca children. The tribe celebrated her loyalty to the Senecas by giving her a gift of land. However, Seneca land was rapidly disappearing. Jemison aided the tribe in negotiations with the Americans and helped win more favorable terms for the tribe at the Treaty of Big Tree in 1797.

After 50 years of marriage Hiokatoo died, but Jemison continued her life as a respected widow in the Seneca tribe. When she was around 80 years of age, she went to the nearby town of Castile, New York, where she met Dr. James Everett Seaver, a local minister who was intrigued by her recollections. As she could no longer write English, Jemison allegedly dictated the story of her life to Seaver, who published it in 1824 as an original memoir titled A Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison.

The book became one of the most detailed captivity narratives of a white woman captured by Indians. Many scholars consider it to be reasonably accurate. Others question how much was really Jemison’s and how much was slanted by Seaver to emphasize classic themes known to sell books, such as the damsel in distress and the ordeal of white women taken by nonwhite men. Some feel that Seaver, writing in his time, emphasized the tragedy of Jemison being taken against her will by “savages” and not the strength and resilience she showed to thrive. However, it diverged from the typical happy ending whereby the white woman or girl is removed or saved from the “savage” natives and returned to Anglo-Saxon society.

White Americans continued to push westward and absorb Native American land. Between 1823 and 1825, the Seneca tribe sold most of the remainder of the land to the settlers except for a two-acre tract reserved for Jemison and her daughters, who were permitted to stay. The rest of the Senecas moved onto a reservation. Jemison was well known to local whites as “The White Woman of the Genesee.” Soon, however, she found that she missed the people among whom she had lived most of her life. She sold her land in 1831 and moved to the Indian reservation at Buffalo Creek, where she lived the remainder of her life with the Seneca people.

Jemison died on September 19, 1833, at around 90 years of age. She was buried on the Buffalo Creek Reservation. In 1874, her remains were reinterred at William Pryor Letchworth’s Glen Iris Estate, currently Letchworth State Park in Castile, New York. A bronze statue marks her grave.

Historians find her tale fascinating, both for what it tells readers about life among the Seneca and what it reveals about the position of women among indigenous people such as the Senecas. Captivity narratives were popular in America, because among other things, they reinforced notions of Euro-American superiority, though Jemison’s story suggests quite the opposite. The story of Eunice Williams (1696–1785), another captive who refused to return to her white family, echoes Jemison’s in its embrace of native culture. Many white women such as Jemison preferred life among the Indians, in part because native women had considerably more cultural power and freedom than did Euro-American women.

Nancy Hendricks
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Mary Jemison’s Account of Her Capture by Native Americans (1758)

Unlike Mary Rowlandson’s captivity narrative from the 17th century, Mary Jemison’s narrative of her captivity by Native Americans emphasizes the humanity of her captors and how well she adjusted to indigenous culture. Captured in 1758, Jemison dictated her story to James E. Seaver in 1824. What follows is the story of her capture and then her decision to remain among the Senecas rather than return to white society.

When we set off, an Indian in the forward canoe took the scalps of my former friends, strung them on a pole that he placed upon his shoulder, and in that manner carried them, standing in the stern of the canoe directly before us, as we sailed down the river. …

On the way we passed a Shawnee town, where I saw a number of heads, arms, legs, and other fragments of the bodies of some white people who had just been burned. …

All the prisoners that are taken in battle and carried to the encampment or town by the Indians are given to the bereaved families. … And unless the mourners have but just received the news of their bereavement, and are under the operation of a paroxysm of grief, anger, or revenge; or, unless the prisoner is very old, sickly, or homely, they generally save them, and treat them kindly. But … if their prisoner or prisoners do not meet their approbation, no torture, let it be ever so cruel, seems sufficient to make them satisfaction. It is family and not national sacrifices among the Indians, that has given them an indelible stamp as barbarians. …

It was my happy lot to be accepted for adoption. At the time of the ceremony I was received by the two squaws to supply the place of their brother in the family; and I was ever considered and treated by them as a real sister, the same as though I had been born of their mother. …

Soon after the close of the Revolutionary War, my Indian brother, Kau-jises-tau-ge-au (which being interpreted signifies Black Coals) offered me my liberty and told me that if it was my choice I might go to my friends [white society]. My son, Thomas, was anxious that I should go, and offered to go with me and assist me on the journey by taking care of the younger children and providing food as we travelled through the wilderness. But the Chiefs of our tribe, suspecting from his appearance, actions, and a few warlike exploits, that Thomas would be a great warrior or a good counsellor, refused to let him leave them on any account whatever.

To go myself and leave him was more than I felt able to do; for he had been kind to me and was one on whom I placed great dependence. The Chiefs refusing to let him go was one reason for my resolving to stay, but another, more powerful, if possible, was that I had got a large family of Indian children that I must take with me, and that if I should be so fortunate as to find my relatives, they would despise them, if not myself, and treat us as enemies or at least with a degree of cold indifference, which I thought I could not endure. …

Accordingly, after I had duly considered the matter, I told my brother that it was my choice to stay and spend the remainder of my days with my Indian friends, and live with my family as I had heretofore done. He appeared well pleased with my resolution and informed me, that as that was my choice, I should have a piece of land that I could call my own where I could live unmolested [unbothered] and have something at my decease to leave for the benefit of my children.

Source: James E. Seaver, A Narrative of the Life of Mary Jemison, 7th ed. (New York: Putnam, 1824). Available at Project Gutenburg, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/6960/6960-h/6960-h.htm.



Johnson, Arabella (d. 1630)

Lady Arabella Johnson was one of the earliest settlers of New England. With her husband Isaac Johnson, she arrived in what is now Salem, Massachusetts, in 1629. She died there the following year before the colonists were able to resettle in Boston and establish the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Isaac Johnson is considered by many to be the founder of the city of Boston.

Arabella Johnson was born in Nottinghamshire, England, and was the daughter of the third Earl of Lincoln. During this period in England the Puritans, a sect of English Protestants, unsuccessfully attempted to “purify” the Church of England. Puritans were also restricted in practicing their religion by England’s religious laws. Many Puritans left England and immigrated to other countries, including the Netherlands and the American colonies. Both of Johnson’s parents were sympathetic to the Puritans’ desire to seek religious freedom elsewhere.

The Earl of Lincoln died in 1619, but before his death he gave his daughter Arabella permission to marry Isaac Johnson, a wealthy but untitled Puritan related to several noble families. They married in 1620 and in the spring of 1629 left England aboard the ship Arabella, which had been christened in Lady Arabella’s honor. Also part of the little fleet were the Talbot, the Ambrose, and the Jewel. The trip was sponsored by the Massachusetts Bay Company, under the direction of Governor John Winthrop, Deputy Governor Thomas Dudley, Isaac Johnson, and Richard Saltonstall. Arabella’s sister Susan and her husband John Humfrey were supposed to accompany the group but were unable to sail with them.

On June 12 the Puritans arrived in Salem, Massachusetts (then called Naumkeag), which had been settled the previous year. They found the settlement in disarray. The original colonists had only two weeks’ worth of food left and were suffering from disease and famine. Eighty colonists had died during the previous winter. The surviving colonists hoped to be resupplied by the Arabella fleet but were disappointed to find that the newly arrived ships carried little extra food. Some of the colonists left to find a more promising location for settlement. Many of them moved to Charlestown, near present-day Boston. Isaac Johnson was prevented from joining this group because his wife was gravely ill. Sources disagree on whether Lady Arabella was sick when she left England or whether she became ill on the voyage or after her arrival in America. Whatever the case, she died in Salem on August 31, 1630, of a severe fever.

Lady Arabella was buried in Salem. The remaining settlers, including Isaac Johnson, moved on to Charlestown. They found conditions there not much better than what they had left in Salem. There was no running water, and the colonists continued to suffer from disease and death. Isaac was instrumental in planning a permanent settlement in nearby Trimountain, which was renamed Boston, causing people to call him the founder of Boston. While some sources say that he died in 1630, most say that he was present when Trimountain was rechristened Boston on September 7, 1631, but died within a month. Arabella’s sister Susan, who had married John Humfrey, arrived in Boston two years later, but the Humfreys remained in Massachusetts only eight or nine years before returning to England.

Lady Arabella’s story did not die with her, however. During the 19th century there was a revival of interest in her, and such poets as Granville T. Sproat, Lucy Hooper, and Mrs. L. H. Sigourney wrote poems retelling the story as a tragic tale in which a grand lady sacrifices her life for religious principles. The Lady Arabella story was also recounted in poems and character sketches that appeared in such periodicals as Godey’s Lady’s Book (September 1842), the Social Monitor and Orphan’s Advocate (May 1846), the Lady’s Repository (August 1846), the Southern Lady’s Companion (June 1848), and Hours at Home (November 1865). In addition, it was taught to young ladies in collections such as Ebenezer Bailey’s The Young Ladies’ Class Book: A Selection of Lessons for Reading, in Prose and Verse (1832), The Hemans Reader for Female Schools (1847), and The Young Lady’s Book of Elegant Prose (1836). As such it served as a mythic American origin story, not unlike the Pocahontas story.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Johnston, Henrietta (1674–1729)

Henrietta de Beaulieu Dering Johnston was the first American artist of either sex to work in pastel and the first recorded professional American woman artist. Though she did her work in colonial South Carolina, Johnston was born in Rennes, France, to Francis and Suzanna de Beaulieu. Her parents were French Huguenots who migrated to London in 1687 because of religious persecution. Johnston settled in Ireland after her marriage to Robert Dering, the fifth son of Sir Edward Dering. Her interest in pastel portraits developed in Ireland after she came in contact with several Irish painters. The first pastel portraits she painted were of her in-laws, including the Earl of Barrymore and the Earl of Egmont.

In 1704 Johnston’s first husband died, leaving her with two daughters to raise alone. A year later she married Gideon Johnston, the vicar of Castlemore, who had two sons and two daughters from his previous marriage. Gideon was in debt and decided to settle in South Carolina. The bishop of London had appointed the clergyman as his commissary, and with help from the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, Johnston and Gideon and their children arrived in April 1708 at Charles Towne (now Charleston), a port and trading center for the Southern Colonies.

Johnston worked as her husband’s secretary and managed the family with meager resources, as he did not receive regular pay. Here her passion for portrait painting was revived. Not only did she become the first pastel artist of America, but she also used her art to supplement the family income. Although in Europe pastel art was not uncommon, the art form was a new thing in colonial North America. In doing her artistic work, Johnston gradually depleted her stock of painting supplies. In 1711 when the Church needed to send important messages to the bishop of London by personal courier, she volunteered to go so she could purchase art supplies in London and return with them to South Carolina. Johnston also took Carolina rice to London to find buyers. Due to her precarious financial condition, she also took the time in England to appeal to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel for more support for her husband’s parish.

During her passage back to South Carolina, pirates attacked her vessel. She survived the attack, only to return to Charleston to face yet more problems. There were two hurricanes and the start of the Yamasee War between British colonists and several local Native American tribes. Johnston cared for hurricane and war refugees in the parsonage. In early 1716 when the Cherokees sided with the colonists against the Creeks, their traditional enemy, the war ended.

Johnston’s husband, who had spent three years in England, died shortly after his return to North America in 1716, victim of a boating accident. Johnston continued her art during the rest of her life and thus supported herself and her family. Having gained some renown as an artist, she traveled to New York in 1725 to do portrait paintings of the elite of the city. Johnston died on March 9, 1729, in Charleston.

About three dozens portraits by Johnston still exist. The leading members of the Charleston society, members of Huguenot families, and elites of New York society form the subject matter of her paintings. The colonial elites commissioned their portraiture, reflecting the ethos of a well-off society. Her works dealt solely in pastel on 9-by-12-inch paper. Compared to her paintings done before leaving Ireland, Johnston’s America works are lighter and smaller without deep lines. This is undoubtedly due to a shortage of painting materials, which she had to import at great cost. The large and oval eyes of the pastel portraits were directed toward the onlooker. Her portraits done in America were of bust length without details of dress and face. The female subjects of her paintings were pictured in chemises of delicate nature, whereas males were dressed in either armor or street attire. Johnston’s works are exhibited in American museums such as the Gibbes Museum of Art in Greenville County, the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Kittamaquund, Mary (ca. 1634–ca. 1654)

Mary Kittamaquund (often spelled Kitomaquund), the daughter of a Piscataway chief, married Englishman Giles Brent, one of the first settlers of the Maryland colony. She may have been an intermediary between the Piscataway people and the colonial English. She and her husband later moved to Virginia, becoming that colony’s first permanent English Catholic residents.

Little is known about Mary’s life. The only child of Kittamaquund, the tayac (paramount chief) of the Piscataways, she was born around 1634. The Piscataway tribe, which was closely related to the Algonquins and Nanticokes, occupied land on the peninsula of lower Maryland between the Potomac River and the Chesapeake Bay. Their principal village was near the mouth of Piscataway Creek in present-day Prince Georges County. They also had 30 other settlements, including Yaocomoco, Potopaco, Patuxent, Mattapanient, Mattawoman, and Nancochtank (present-day Anacostia in the District of Columbia).

Until 1634, Kittamaquund’s brother Wannas was the tayac of the Piscataways. The same year that Lord Baltimore’s settlers, under the leadership of his brother, Lord Calvert, landed on Maryland’s shores, Kittamaquund killed his brother and took over leadership of the tribe. He gave the English a former Piscataway settlement, which they named St. Mary’s City in honor of their queen. Scholars assume that he did this in part to buffer the Piscataways against incursions by the Susquehannock from the north.

Under the leadership of the Jesuit missionary Andrew White, the English began attempting to convert the Piscataways to Catholicism. On July 5, 1640, Father White baptized Kittamaquund and his wife and gave them Christian names, Charles and Mary. Daughter Mary may have been baptized at this time or two years later. In 1641 Kittamaquund sent his daughter to St. Mary’s City to be raised by Governor Calvert and Margaret Brent, who had come to Maryland in 1638. The Brents and Calverts were distant cousins going back several generations and may even have been related by marriage. Tayac Kittamaquund died in 1641, leaving Margaret Brent as Mary’s guardian.

Giles Brent quickly gained prominence in the colony, occupying 60 acres in St. Mary’s City and 2,000 acres elsewhere, 1,000 of these near Kent Fort. He was invited to join the Maryland Assembly in 1639. By 1642 he was lord of the manor of Kent Fort, which gave him considerable political, judicial, and military power. In 1643 Governor Calvert returned to England, leaving Giles Brent in charge as deputy governor of the colony. While Calvert was gone, Margaret Brent allowed Giles to marry Mary Kittamaquud, who was then only 10 or 11 years of age. This may have been done so that Giles could lay claim to the extensive lands ruled by Mary’s late father, which he in fact did.

As civil war raged in England, the colonies had their own problems. While Calvert was out of the colony, a Protestant sea captain and merchant named Richard Ingle (possibly aided by Virginia fur trader William Claiborne) attacked St. Mary’s City, burning the Catholic chapel and other buildings. Mirroring the conflict in England, Protestants attacked a number of colonial Catholic holdings. They also raided and burned the houses of Catholics on Kent and Palmer’s Islands. In April 1645, Ingle sailed back to England with four prisoners: two Jesuit priests, the provincial secretary, and Giles Brent.

Governor Calvert returned to Virginia, and within two years he launched a campaign against the invaders and won back the Maryland colony. He died in St. Mary’s City in 1647, leaving Margaret Brent as his executor. A freed Giles Brent returned to Maryland and attempted to claim all Piscataway lands as Mary’s husband. This, however, was contrary to all Piscataway custom and also offended Calvert’s brother Lord Baltimore because it violated the land grant on which his colony was founded. He was further offended when Margaret Brent sold some of his cattle to settle Governor Calvert’s debts.

Out of favor with Lord Baltimore, the Brents, including Kittamaquud, began making plans to resettle in Virginia. Margaret, Giles, and Mary first moved to Chopawamsic (Chop) Island on the Virginia side of the Potomac River. They then relocated to the northern neck of Virginia, near present-day Aquia, where they established a plantation named Peace. Brent became interested in potential trade with the Native Americans of the upper Potomac Valley and began taking out patents on land upriver from Aquia. Sources indicate that after 1652, he and his sister Margaret were afraid to return to Maryland to manage their affairs there.

Little is known about Giles and Kittamaquund’s family. They had at least two sons, Giles, born in 1652, and Richard, who apparently died young. They also had one daughter, Mary, born in 1654. Kittamaquud must have died or left Giles and returned to her indigenous family, because Giles remarried in 1654.

Kittamaquund’s son Giles is perhaps best known for his involvement in Bacon’s Rebellion (1676–1677), when he escaped hanging by changing sides. Daughter Mary married John Fitzherbert. She may have later divorced him and married Charles Beaven. Other sources indicate that there were additional children: a daughter, Katherine, born in 1649 who eventually married Richard Marsham, and a daughter and a son, Henry and Margaret, who both died young. Katherine, however, was more probably the daughter of Giles Brent’s brother, Edmund.

The Brent family was prominent in Virginia for decades, becoming supporters of slavery and the Confederacy by the time of the American Civil War. Maryland named a resovoir after the Kittamquunds in 1966. Mary’s life, both because it is largely lost to history and because she was used by both her native and English families, suggests some of the difficulties that indigenous women faced in colonial America.

Nancy Snell Griffith

See also Brent, Margaret; Catholic Women; Vol. 1, Sec. 1: Pocahontas

Further Reading

Land, Aubrey C. 1981. Colonial Maryland: A History. Milwood, NY: Kraus International Publishers.

Potter, Stephen. 1993. Commoners, Tribute, and Chiefs: The Development of Algonquian Culture in the Potomac Valley. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.

Knight, Sarah Kemble (1666–1727)

A Colonial New England businesswoman, Sarah Kemble Knight is primarily remembered today for a journal she authored that vividly describes her overland journey from Boston, Massachusetts, to New York City and back between October 1704 and March 1705. Her journal, first published in 1825, is one of the earliest examples of colonial women’s narrative writing, notable for its focus on the secular world of travel, commerce, and social class.

Knight was born in Boston on April 18, 1666, to merchant Thomas Kemble (1622–1689) and Elizabeth Trerice Kemble (d. 1712). Her maternal grandfather, Nicholas Trerice, was a shipbuilder in Charlestown, Massachusetts, and while the historical record is unreliable, it is likely that Elizabeth Trerice and Thomas Kemble met through a business association between Trerice’s father and her future husband. The couple was living in Charlestown together when their first child, John, was born in 1656.

Sarah Kemble was the couple’s second or third child and first daughter. Her childhood was spent in Boston’s newly developed North End, where her father purchased land. The only child to outlive her parents, Knight eventually inherited the Moon Street property, where she remained until 1714. The neighborhood was prosperous, and the Kemble family rubbed elbows with members of such prominent colonial families as the Mathers, Cottons, and Reveres.

After relocating to Boston, Thomas and Elizabeth Kemble had three more children, two daughters and a son, before Thomas died in early 1689, when his eldest daughter was 22. Shortly before or after her father’s death, Sarah Kemble married Richard Knight, a man about which little is known. Census records suggest that he was a woodworker and likely a generation older than his new wife, and their marriage may have been his second. The couple had one child, a daughter named Elizabeth, who was born shortly after their marriage on May 8, 1689. Richard Knight disappears from the historical record after October 1701, and by 1707 Sarah Kemble Knight was listed in a town census as a widow.

Over the winter of 1704–1705, Knight undertook a journey on horseback from Boston to New London, Connecticut, and then on to New York City, likely to assist in settling the legal affairs of her sister’s late husband, Caleb Trowbridge, and her eldest brother, John, who died in New York City in 1699. During the trip she took notes regarding her travels and observations, and upon returning to Boston in March 1705 she wrote them up in the form of a diary that is one of the earliest examples of colonial American women’s narrative record keeping. The account is particularly remarkable in its secular concerns and descriptive detail. Knight’s diary is not an introspective record or religious confession but rather a series of entertaining stories punctuated with opinionated social commentary.

Knight never remarried after her husband’s death. The Boston census of 1707 lists her as a shopkeeper and head of a household that included her elderly mother, Elizabeth Kemble; her unmarried daughter, Elizabeth Knight; her widowed sister, Mary Kemble Trowbridge; Trowbridge’s slave, described as an “Indian boy”; and several male boarders. Some historians have suggested that in addition to running a shop and keeping lodgers, Knight may also have supplemented the family income by teaching and copying and witnessing legal documents. Her name appears regularly as a witness on deeds. In a period when male literacy rates are estimated to have hovered around 60 percent of the population and women’s at roughly half that figure, Knight’s ability to read and write would have been valuable. She is described in official records as “Mistress Knight,” an honorific marking her status in the community.

Knight’s mother Elizabeth Kemble passed away in 1712. In 1713, Knight’s daughter Elizabeth married John Livingston of New London, Connecticut, and the couple settled in New London. Knight followed her daughter south a year later, selling her house and relocating to Norwich, Connecticut, 15 miles up the Thames River from her daughter in New London.

There, Knight once again became a landowner and entrepreneur. Between 1714 and her death in 1727, she owned and rented farmland, ran an inn and tavern, managed a shop, and eventually accumulated an estate valued at roughly £2,000 at her death. Her daughter Elizabeth Livingston, by then also a widow, inherited her mother’s property, which may have included several slaves. When Livingston herself died on March 17, 1735/1736, the inventory of her own estate documented two African American slaves, Rose and Pompey, and an Indian man, identified as John Nothing.

The manuscript that turned her mother into a notable literary figure was among Livingston’s belongings when she died. The manuscript appears to have been kept by Livingston’s executor until it came to the attention of author Theodore Dwight. A cousin of Aaron Burr, Dwight began his professional life as a lawyer but became involved in publishing when he founded the New York Daily Advertiser. He transcribed, edited, and published the first edition of the diary in 1825 under the title The Journal of Madam Knight. Nonetheless, the journal’s authorship remained in dispute for over a quarter century thereafter.

In preparation for an 1858 edition of the narrative, William R. Deane conducted substantial background research and verified enough biographical details to satisfy himself and the scholarly community that Knight was indeed the author. Knight’s journal remains an important primary source for colonial American historians because of its clear descriptions of people, customs, and places. That Kemble is a fascinating character and the journal is at times quite funny has also assisted in its longevity.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook

See also Vol. 1, Sec. 3: Ballard, Martha; Murray, Judith Sargent; Rowson, Susannah Haswell; Sedgwick, Susan Anne Livingston Ridley

Further Reading

Keim, Billie Ewing. 1969. “Madam Sarah Kemble Knight: Eighteenth-Century American.” Master’s thesis, Texas Christian University.

Knight, Sarah Kemble. 1972. The Journal of Madam Knight. Boston: D. R. Godine.

Norton, Mary Beth. 2011. Separated by Their Sex: Women in Public and Private in the Colonial Atlantic World. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Laydon, Anne Burras (1595–?)

Anne Burras Laydon secured a number of American firsts during her surprisingly uncelebrated life. She was the first English woman in the colonies to arrive unmarried, be married, and have the first child of English parents be born in Jamestown.

Nothing is known of her life before she was age 14 except that she lived in England and worked as a maid for Lucy Forrest. In 1608 Lucy, Anne, and Lucy’s husband Thomas (listed as a gentleman on the ship’s manifest) sailed for Jamestown. They arrived on the second supply ship of the year on September 30. They were the first two women to arrive at the Jamestown colony.

Lucy Forrest died almost immediately in 1608, leaving Laydon the only woman of English descent in the colony. By December she married John Laydon, a carpenter and laborer. Their union produced four living daughters by 1625. The eldest, Virginia (the others were Alice, Katherine, and Mary), was the first child of English descent to survive to adulthood in what would become the colonies. She has a grave marker preserved in Hampton, Virginia, that reads “We remember The First Surviving Child Born in Virginia to English Parents, Member of this Parish, Virginia Laydon was born about 1609, the first child of Anne Burras Laydon and John Laydon.”

The family is attested in the muster roll of 1624–1625. The roll stated that John had two separate grants of 100 acres each as well as two houses, a palisade, and a musket. Anne was mentioned as 30 years of age. John received a headright grant of 250 acres in 1631 and is mentioned in the legal description of a neighbor’s land in 1635. It has been suggested through land records that their daughter Alice married Thomas Willoughby around 1630.

Anne’s lifetime spanned an incredible chapter in American history. She arrived in Jamestown nine months after a fire had destroyed what was a small collection of hovels behind a palisade, after a winter in which only 40 of the original 104 colonists survived (150 more had arrived before her). Her second winter there was during what was known as the Starving Time, when new arrivals of colonists and inadequate provisioning from arriving ships meant that desperate times were inevitable. No longer able to hold out, the 60 surviving colonists (including Anne and Thomas) of the 500 who began the winter had boarded a ship for England in July 1610 but turned around when they encountered supply ships two days later.

It would be another three years before a strain of the ideal cash crop for the region, tobacco, would be produced. In 1619, local representative governments began to meet in Jamestown. The next year would be the first year single women were shipped to the colony. Initially, there was no interest in providing single women for the men, who themselves were mostly young and single. It was not until 1619 with the advent of allotting private plots to the individuals (based on length of stay at Jamestown, prior to 1616) that it was recognized that women were necessary to form an economic unit and for heirs to inherit the land. The men asked that land also be allotted to their wives “because that in a newe plantation it is not knowen whether man or woman be the more necessary.”

The year 1622 brought a serious Native American conflict, which claimed the lives of many upriver and living away from Jamestown; however, the Laydon family survived. By 1625, Anne and her daughters were 5 of the 53 females in the muster, compared to 124 males (with 9 others listed as “negroes”).

Anne was among the first generation of those who became materially and socially successful in British America. Jamestown had gone from a precarious muddy camp belonging to a company to an established political, economic, and cultural center of the British Crown within the first decade and a half of her arrival. The transformations of the colony were paralleled in her own life. She had gone from maid to owner of an estate. A bronze monument commemorating the lives of 12 great Virginia women, including her, stands on the capitol square in Richmond.

Mark Anthony Phelps
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Literacy

Women’s literacy, or the right of women to read and write, has been historically controversial in many cultures and continues to be controversial in some parts of the world today. Much of North America was originally colonized by Protestants, so the American colonies and the new nation had relatively high literacy rates for girls and women.

Persons and institutions wishing to enforce the oppression of women have long understood that literate women can be problematic to sexist cultures. In 1667, for example, in what would become Mexico, Juana Ines de la Cruz joined a community of nuns. Well educated and startlingly intelligent, the teenage de la Cruz had already amassed a considerable library and published her own writing. Throughout her life she advocated for women’s education until church officials threatened her with sanctions and ended her writing, if not reading, career.

The Protestant Reformation began as an attempt to reform the Catholic Church and encourage several new ideas, including literacy among the faithful. In 1517 Martin Luther published his Ninety-Five Theses, a document that condemned the Catholic Church for a host of theological abuses. Luther and other Protestants believed that Christians should all be able to read the Bible so as to discover God’s word for themselves rather than allowing priests or church hierarchies to tell people what God wanted. Luther believed that women’s literacy played a central role in the Reformation. He argued that women had to be literate so they could read and fully understand the Bible. The Reformation encouraged both literacy and the mass printing of books, because as more households were literate, more had books in the house, which in turn encouraged literacy.

Before conquest, indigenous American cultures were oral cultures. Because they had no tradition of the written word, literacy meant oral literacy, or the ability to hear, remember, and pass on folktales, history, and political traditions. Euro-American colonizers saw this difference as inferiority and in some cases attempted to teach natives to read. Also, many Euro-Americans believed that they had a responsibility to convert native people to Christianity, and this conversion often included literacy. In the 1800s white Americans used the boarding school system to force Native American children to learn to speak, read, and write English. Children who spoke their native language were often harshly punished at the schools and often went back to their families unable to communicate with non-English speakers and unaware of oral literacy traditions and thus ignorant of their own cultures.

Colonial North America had different literacy rates depending on region, class location, and race. The New England Colonies with Puritans or a legacy of Puritanism tended to be more literate than the Southern Colonies. The Massachusetts School Law of 1642 mandated that all children learn to read. Five years later Massachusetts passed the Old Deluder Satan Law, which reinforced reading laws by contending that Satan would have less influence over boys and girls who could read. Thus, Puritans sent both sexes to church-funded elementary schools, but few girls were allowed much education beyond that stage. Only boys went to secondary schools and then only if they lived in towns large enough to support a private school. Nonetheless, by 1750, 9 out of 10 New England women and girls could read and write. There were no public schools to systematically teach literacy, nor were schools of any kind widely available to girls. Literacy rates were lower in the Southern Colonies. However, in New Orleans the Ursuline nuns founded an academy for girls in 1727 that became a model for female education.

By 1820 fully 80 percent of white American women could read. Moreover, they were reading, understanding, and writing about difficult texts such as the Bible, political and religious philosophers, and poetry. Elite- and middle-class girls and boys could attend dame schools, which were private and taught by women and often included room and board. Many of these schools had quite rigorous curriculums, teaching science, math, Latin, philosophy, and history.

In contrast, in 1820 only 20 percent of black Americans could read, and most of those were free blacks. It is difficult to know what percentage of literate blacks were women, but given that many women worked inside homes where lessons were given, they probably made up a considerable portion of literate black Americans. Poet Phillis Wheatley’s work proves that she had considerable writing talents but also suggests that other black women must have as well.

Slave codes made reading illegal for blacks in bondage. North Carolina made reading and writing illegal for slaves in 1740, and Georgia did so in 1758. Slave owners understood that slaves who could read would be less likely to comply with their servitude and more likely to run away. Also, allowing slave literacy suggested that slaves had intellectual capacities equal to whites, which would undercut justifications for slavery. However, there were more literate slaves than the statistics suggest. Because slaveholders punished literate slaves, they had to pretend to be illiterate. Slaves, both female and male, could learn to read from their masters (or masters’ children), from hiring out and working side by side with whites, and from black preachers.

America’s founding generation identified literacy as one of the keys to the success of the United States. Literate citizens could better make enlightened and rational decisions about self-government. Ideologies such as republican motherhood held that literate women had a crucial role to play in influencing their children and husbands to become virtuous citizens of the American republic.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Mestiza

The term “mestiza” denotes a mixed-race or mixed-blood woman. From the conditions of the 12th and 13th centuries, a period of Spanish conquest and wealth building, the concept of blood purity, or limpieza de sangre, developed as a way to maintain wealth and privilege for the Spanish elite and their descendants. Therefore, being of mixed blood carried a negative connotation. Also, the traditions of some of the many aboriginal societies in Africa and the Americas differed from the European traditions and were found wanting. Therefore, those who carried the blood of those philosophies were judged to be inferior.

In the early 1500s, Spanish military troops and missionaries reached North America and began producing offspring with aboriginal and African women both through intermarriage and consensual union but most often through the sex trade that was immediately established in the Caribbean beginning with Christopher Columbus and Bartolome de Las Casas. A few of the aboriginal leadership intermarried with Spanish men of high rank, thereby becoming a part of the new European elite. Most, however, were captured and distributed to military men as booty or sold elsewhere as slaves. Occasionally men who had acquired women by force grew to love their children and wives and freed them and/or bequeathed estates to their descendants.

By the 1600s, the aboriginal people of Spanish America had experienced a population decline of anywhere from 50 to 90 percent before they began to recover. As the population recovered, mestizas (castas) became an increasing percentage of the population, especially in the great Indian populations of Mexico, Guatemala, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia. As the Spanish established themselves and more Spanish women became available for marriage, unions between the indigenous peoples of the Americas and Africa became stigmatized. Through the early 1600s, the Crown imposed a policy of systematic segregation that led to an elaborate racial caste system.

Spanish law and opinion ranked mixed-race people in a descending order of worth and privilege. Europeans remained at the top of the spectrum with people of color below, while aboriginal and African people were placed at the bottom. Proof of descent was guarded and manufactured. Various races and racial mixtures were carefully distinguished and graded in a hierarchy of rank. A drop of African blood could deprive or restrict the rights of the individual from holding public office, entering professions, or being granted privileges enjoyed by the elite. The laws of the Indies assigned perfect legal equality to those of legitimate birth, but toward the end of the colonial period the charters of certain colonial guilds and schools excluded all mestizos without distinction.

Due to discriminatory policies and practices, many people, descendants of aboriginal and African peoples, became peons, vagabonds, and colonial militia. They were the farmers on rancheros or small farms and formed part of the lower middle class of artisans, overseers, and shopkeepers. Mestizos and Indios made up the coerced and exploited labor population as peons on the haciendas. Mestizas provided domestic labor and continued to be exploited sexually.

The idea of race was used successfully to divide people in the interest of the ruling class, but when it served the interests of the wealthy, identity was fluid and changing. A mestizo or mulatto son of a wealthy Spanish landowner or merchant, if acknowledged and made his legal heir, could pass into the colonial aristocracy. If traces of indigenous blood were too strong, the father might reach an understanding with the parish priest in charge of baptismal certificates and have the child’s description on paper define him as white. A wealthy mulatto or mestizo could also purchase his legal whiteness from the Crown. Wealth continued to be a distinguishing characteristic of the colonial aristocracy. Mestizas might wed a wealthy man of privilege and therefore assume his status in society.

Prior to the idea of blood quantum or purity being imposed, community identity and belonging could be both cohesive and fluid. Both in Africa and the Americas, people who spoke different languages or dialects or were unique in other ways would not be considered inferior or superior to one group or another, nor would their differences necessarily exclude them from a group. The ideas of race, ethnicity, single identities, and blood purity are ideas imposed by colonial policies and divide families according to constructed heritages. In the English colonies, racial categories of privilege were fairly rigid and unpermeable. In both the French and Spanish colonies a person of mixed blood could pass from one category to another, depending on socioeconomic location, dress, language, and the type of work the person did. In the Spanish colonial West mestizas could, for example, transform themselves from “Mexican” or mixed blood to “Spanish” by attaining sufficient economic rank to enter the upper classes. In the contemporary American Southwest a woman who identifies herself as Spanish is making a claim about class status more than racial makeup. Self-identified mestizas, on the other hand, are no more or less likely to be mixed blood than a so-called Spanish person, but they are more likely to be working class. In 21st-century America the term “mestiza” also functions as a political identifier, signifying a rejection of majority culture oppression and identification sometimes identified with “Spanish.”

Leleua Loupe
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Midwives

Midwives are women of varying status, training, and skill who assist women with pregnancy and childbirth. Historically, midwives were also first-tier health care providers, particularly in the 1600 and 1700s when male doctors were scarce and poorly trained.

In early New England, female heath care providers were called midwives; in New Amsterdam zieckentroosters and in Spanish colonies curanderas, parteras, or matrons conducted women’s medicine. Among the Creole and Cajun communities of French Louisiana sage femme (wise woman) described someone of considerable respect in the community. Others responsible for childbirth include vieille femme (old woman), chasse femme (to expel), or accoucheuse (one who delivers). Traiteurs (treaters) specialized in treating certain illnesses. Healing traditions in the French South are rooted in West African, Native American, and Acadian traditions. In the predominately enslaved African American communities, the granny-midwife was the preeminent healer, and all Native American nations had women who specialized in women’s medicine.

Some of these women addressed chronic illnesses, set bones, and provided minor surgery. In European communities they were often paid “nurses” or “doctresses.” Jeanne Mance arrived from France as a trained nurse in 1606 and settled at Fort Ville-Marie (Montreal). There she established HÔtel-Dieu, the first hospital in New France. In most other communities female heath care providers were general practitioners, often in poorer communities. They earned considerable respect and gifts for their work.

Knowledge of pregnancy, birth, postpartum recovery, and herbal remedies passed from woman to woman over many generations. European midwives may have had access to birth manuals written during the 16th–18th centuries that illustrated the common belief that children kicked their way into the world. Some women kept recipe books that recorded knowledge passed down through the generations.

Women of African descent, first brought to the colonies by the Spanish in the early 1500s and the English in the early 1600s, brought centuries of knowledge and wisdom of West African and Central African women’s medicine. Black midwives continued to pass their knowledge orally and through practice by apprenticing younger women. Like Native American healers, they were deeply spiritual and believed that they had been called on by God to the work, sometimes in a dream, vision, or special occurrence.

In economically well-off European communities, birth would take place in a borning room, partitioned off from other living areas. Some families used birthing stools or chairs to assist the process. For European women delivery was a social occasion, attended by women of the family and community. Postpartum care would last from two weeks to a month. Some Native American women gave birth in a women’s house where they too might recover for up to a month. Enslaved African and poor Europeans often gave birth in their quarters and were likely expected to return to work soon after the birth.

Different healers had their own techniques for inducing labor, easing pain, delivering the placenta, cutting the umbilical cord, and coping with birth complications. Prayers were important to all women healers. Grannies might have placed a sharp ax or plow blade under the mattress or pillow of the laboring women to cut the pain. Salt was also thrown on the fire to ward away evil spirits, or they would be banished by having the woman kneel between two smoking fires, a tradition that dates back to tribal rites of Africa. European midwives offered cordials, red wine, or opium for relaxation or to ease pain; applied warm cloths to the stomach or administered an enema to dilate the birth passage; and administered snuff or white hellebore to make the mother sneeze to dislodge the birth. Belladonna served as an antispasmodic.

Skilled midwives from every region knew how to turn the child in the womb and had herbal recipes to give the mother strength or hasten labor. Often the herbs used to hasten labor were also used to bring on late menses or may have been used as abortaficients, such as juniper. European and African women learned additional remedies from Native American practitioners. Blue cohosh root, historically called squaw or papoose root, was known among people in the Northeast. Prepared as a tincture, it was said to increase the productivity of uterine contractions, decrease the duration of active labor and pushing, increase the efficiency of delivery, reduce maternal pain, and control postpartum hemorrhaging and pain. Grannies often buried the afterbirth in a culturally prescribed manner and sometimes brought the postpartum mother around the outside of the house, symbolizing a reintegration into the community.

In Euro-American communities midwives played important legal and political roles, and some were required to become licensed. Bishops policed midwives in the interest of the church and the state. By 1716, New York and Virginia required midwives to be licensed. Their legal role was as a servant of the state, a keeper of social and civil order, in that they testified as expert witnesses in cases concerning bastardy, paternity, rape, and infanticide. Elizabeth Phillips moved to Boston, licensed from the bishop of London, and practiced until 1759. In the Spanish colonies, prosecutors relied heavily on the testimonies of matrons and parteras to bolster their cases and base their sentences. Midwives performed medical examinations in cases of premarital sex, incest, adultery, and prostitution. Francisca Maria, a Native American woman from Huichapam, testified in an incest rape case in 1740; Gertrudis de Segura, a Spanish woman from San Pedro Jalostoc Ecatepec, testified in a rape and premarital sex case in 1748; and Josefa de Ocampo and Augutina de Najera, from Taxco, testified in a rape case in 1756.

New England communities provided a house or lot rent free to a midwife as long as she did not refuse callers, and in many non-English colonies, midwives were kept on the payroll. Communities in New Amsterdam provided salaries to female healers. The Dutch West India Company provided salaries to some healers and free houses in the city if they agreed to attend to the poor. French Louisiana paid midwives until 1756, with some review and oversight provided by physicians. Acadian midwife Marie Henriette LeJeune Ross practiced between 1786 and 1860 and is best known for quarantining smallpox patients in an epidemic of 1800 and inoculating those yet afflicted. Midwives in the South, usually enslaved women, were responsible for the birthing and aftercare of free and unfree, rural and urban, and European and African American families. Enslaved midwives were vital to maternity care in the South and were valuable slaves.

The general need for healers, while affording them high status and compensation not afforded to other women, did not protect women from persecution if they upset other social norms. Anne Hutchison was a well-respected upper-class Boston midwife in the 1640s. As a female intellectual and religious and political dissident, she also attracted the ire of the political and religious leaders of the Massachusetts Bay Company. Hutchison was found guilty of heresy and sedition, banished from the colony, and excommunicated her from the church. In addition, practices that went beyond what was acceptable and correlated with a patient’s death were sometimes vulnerable to accusations of witchcraft, as was also the case for women who did not obey social norms.

Formal training and the approach to midwifery as a science first developed in Paris, France, in the early 16th century. Some women had the opportunity to train to become midwives, but most continued to rely on generational wisdom and experience. By 1700, French theories and practices of birth and the development of forceps in England led to the professionalization and masculinization of midwifery. By 1750, educated and wealthy European men began to return from medical schools to bring the new theories and practices to European colonies in America, legally replacing women in the practice by 1800. Male professionals claimed authority and expertise in the profession but often acquired much of their knowledge from the expertise of midwives. Because male medical professionals saw their role in childbirth as more about control and interference and because they had no knowledge of germ theory, they infected and/or killed many more mothers than did midwives. By 1850 the number of new mothers killed by puerperal fever, also known as childbed fever, had skyrocketed. As the medical profession expanded in the 1800s, women were often prevented from attending medical schools or obtaining medical licenses.

In 1813 the medical school in Philadelphia made midwifery instruction mandatory for its medical degree, which led to the establishment of an obstetrical department. The medical profession became an elite male practice as women healers lost prestige and patients to male physicians. In poor communities throughout America, midwives, sage femme, curanderas, old-grannies, and Native American healers continued to provide health care to poor and rural women throughout the 20th century.

Leleua Loupe
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Moody, Deborah (1586–1658/1659)

Taking her place beside other figures such as Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer, Lady Deborah Moody engaged in acts of civic and religious dissent during the colonial period in America. She also distinguished herself as a leader, becoming the first woman to establish a New York colonial settlement as well as to own land.

Born in London in 1586 to Walter and Deborah Dunch, Moody joined a well-established English family of radical Protestants. Her mother was a member of an outspoken family, particularly in matters of faith because her grandfather was a bishop. Her father was a lawyer and member of Parliament. As a youth, Moody enjoyed the benefits accorded to young women of her station, including literacy.

In 1606 Moody married Henry Moody, who would go on to become a member of Parliament. When King James I knighted her husband, she became Lady Deborah Moody. Henry Moody died in 1629, leaving a still-young wife to make her way in the world as a widow.

Deborah Moody was a spirited and strong-minded individual, including in matters of state and religion. On several occasions, her expression of such views placed her at the center of controversy. For example, when she defied King Charles’s order that members of the elite spend the majority of their time at their country estates rather than in London, she was prosecuted for that act of willfulness and commanded to return to the family estate of Garesdon.

Moody decided to flee the religious persecution she experienced in England, so she sailed with her son, Henry, to the New World. Once there, she acquired a 400-acre Massachusetts farm known as Swampscott and established a residence in Salem. In 1640, she joined the Salem church. Here as before, Moody’s willingness to question authority caused conflict. Just two years after becoming a member of the church, Moody found herself charged by the Massachusetts Bay Colony for her expressions of doubt about the validity of infant baptism. She was accused of having Anabaptist beliefs for suggesting that adult baptism might be a more fitting practice, which could be said to reflect a more explicit act of choice on the part of the baptized person.

As the leader of a group of supporters, Moody left Massachusetts in 1643 to found the Gravesend Colony in the Dutch portion of Long Island, then known as New Netherland. As founder, Moody set in place the rules for Gravesend, banning such practices as slavery and the sale of alcohol to Indians. Conflicts and disputes among residents would be settled at town meetings. She even designed the settlement’s configuration, including a central square and street grid that survive to this day.

On this basis, the Dutch granted Moody a charter for Gravesend, which helped afford area residents self-government and the freedom of religious belief, though not yet the right to practice those beliefs in public ways. She then took up residence at 27 Gravesend Road. As landowner, Moody became the first woman to cast a vote in the colonies in 1655. It is believed that she sheltered Quakers there, possibly even converting to Quakerism, and Gravesend became the site of the first organized Quaker meeting in North America. Moody’s son, Henry, became New Netherland’s ambassador to Virginia.

Gravesend remained largely farmland through the 1870s. At that time, commercial entertainments, including Coney Island and racetracks located in the vicinity, changed the character of the setting to a more urban, bustling environment. Gravesend was annexed by the city of Brooklyn in 1894.

Moody died in either late 1658 or early 1659 and may have been laid to rest in Old Gravesend Cemetery. A monument to Moody stands in the Gravesend town square in Brooklyn.

Over the course of her lifetime, Lady Deborah Moody demonstrated the power and importance of personal conviction. In so doing, she is remembered as a colonial-era town planner, leader, and advocate of civil liberties.

Linda S. Watts
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Musgrove, Mary (ca. 1700–1763)

Mary Musgrove was born sometime around 1700 to an English trader and a Native American mother from the Creek tribe. At birth she was named Coosaponakeesa, although her father’s relations knew her as Mary. Her Creek family must have been prominent, for she was allowed great influence among the Creeks throughout much of her lifetime. She spent time during her formative years with each of her parents, as she was comfortable in both native and white society and spoke both English and Muscogee. In either 1716 or 1717 she married John Musgrove, also a trader. Together they established a trading post on the Savannah River, where they remained until John Musgrove’s death in 1735. Mary’s unique upbringing and early life with Musgrove allowed her to become a significant cultural broker between the Creeks and colonial Georgia during the formative years of the colony.

James Oglethorpe and the first English settlers arrived in Georgia in 1733. Soon thereafter, Mary Musgrove became an interpreter and an adviser to Oglethorpe on how to work, live, and trade with the region’s native populations. She continued this work even after she married Jacob Mathewes in 1737 and joined him at a trading post that they constructed on the Altamaha River.

One of the primary purposes for the establishment of Georgia was to prevent Spain from extending its influence north of Florida. Musgrove aided the English in this endeavor by encouraging her fellow Creek Indians to help protect Georgia’s southern border. Her efforts proved critical to the colony when the War of Jenkins’ Ear erupted in 1739, as she personally recruited Creek warriors for Oglethorpe. The conflict proved personally devastating for Musgrove, as she lost several kinsmen at the Battle of Fort Mose, including her brother.

In 1740, the English unsuccessfully besieged St. Augustine in Florida. In retaliation, the Spanish sent their Yamassee allies on a raiding expedition to Georgia. One of the targets razed by the Yamassees was the trading post constructed by Musgrove and her husband, Jacob. At the time the war ended in 1742, Musgrove was again a widow, as Jacob died in 1742 following a long illness. Her relationship with Oglethorpe strained due to his actions during the conflict, especially those related to Fort Mose. He assuaged her anger when he departed for England by awarding her a diamond ring and £200 for her service to Georgia with the promise of £2,000 more to come, though that was never received.

Musgrove continued her service as an intermediary between the Creeks and the English, although she increasingly became a controversial figure to both groups. Her problems with the English began in 1737 when she claimed that Yamacraw chief Tomochichi had granted her land in the vicinity of Savannah. England did not consider the gift valid, and the issue remained unaddressed for years. After Musgrove married Thomas Bosomworth in 1744, she claimed that they were gifted three islands, Ossabaw, Sapelo, and St. Catherine’s, off the coast of Georgia by the Creek chief Malatche. Despite the claims of the Bosomworths, both the Creeks and Yamacraws believed that the land was never given away and thus still belonged to them. To complicate matters, the English coveted all the properties in question. In 1749, Musgrove and her husband led a contingent of Creeks loyal to Musgrove to Savannah to intimidate the English to rule in her favor but to no avail.

To further her cause with the English, Musgrove threatened to assist French emissaries who were in the region to secure the Creeks as allies, thereby removing the Creeks as buffers between England and its Spanish and French enemies. Musgrove also proclaimed herself “Queen of the Creeks.” The latter point was especially questionable, as many Creek leaders, including Malatche, were actively repudiating her supposed influence on them. Unsuccessful in Georgia, the Bosomworths then went to England in 1754 to pursue their claims before the Board of Trade. That body referred them back to the Georgia courts. The matter was finally resolved in 1760 through a compromise proposed by Georgia’s royal governor, Henry Ellis. The Bosomworths received St. Catherine’s Island and an additional £2,100 for Ossabaw and Sapelo Islands. Mary Musgrove died on St. Catherine’s Island in 1763.
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Protestant Women

There were diverse groups of Protestants living in colonial America. Puritans dominated the landscape of early New England, but the largest and most influential congregations during the colonial era were the Anglicans and the heirs of the Reformation such as the Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Baptists. Although women were excluded from leadership positions within most Protestant denominations, religion offered women many opportunities to forge their own spiritual identity separate from that of their husbands or others. The Great Awakening of the mid-18th century accelerated this trend.

Nearly 20,000 Puritans arrived in New England during the Great Migration of 1630–1643. Most were interested in reforming, or “purifying,” the Church of England and ridding it of its similarities to the Roman Catholic Church, such as emphases on elaborate rituals, the veneration of saints, and the recitation of set prayers. Puritan women were excluded from leadership positions within the church based on the Apostle Paul’s biblical directive that women should hold no authority over men and should remain silent in church (1 Timothy 2:12). Puritan theology also encouraged its adherents to believe in the inherently sinful nature of women. Puritans did, however, believe that all souls were equal before God. Both men and women could testify to their conversion and become members of the church.

Plenty of women challenged the Puritan restrictions on women’s authority in spiritual matters. Anne Hutchinson and her family arrived in Boston in 1634, where she soon began hosting spiritual discussions for as many as 60 women and men. In 1636, she accused Puritan ministers of preaching that salvation was dependent on good works rather than God’s grace. She was tried for sedition and banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Quakers posed additional challenges to Puritan authority. Quakers gave women freedom to speak in religious gatherings, and women served as missionaries and managed other women’s activities within the church. In the 1650s, Mary Dyer was exiled from both the Massachusetts and Connecticut colonies, which had enacted laws banning Quakers. She was hanged for returning to Boston (to visit two friends who were jailed for their Quaker beliefs) on June 1, 1660. Both Dyer and Hutchinson settled in Rhode Island after their banishments, a colony whose policy of religious toleration contributed to the growth of dissenting sects such as the Quakers and the Baptists.

The Church of England arrived in colonial America with the settlers of Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607 and took root primarily in the Southern Colonies. Most Anglicans rejected the ideas of predestination and conversion, instead believing in an individual’s capacity to earn salvation through good works. Sermons focused less on inner spiritualism and conversion and more on living a moral life. Although Anglican congregations welcomed men and women of different races and classes, the church maintained hierarchies of gender, class, and race. Women could not hold any formal offices, nor could they preach or perform sacraments (baptism, marriages, and communion, for example). Women did play an important role in the orchestration of such events, however, since they were typically held at home. Faith was a family affair for Anglicans, and women played an important role in perpetuating the faith at home through the recitation of family prayers and the continuation of religious education. Anglicans tolerated different religions and opinions more than Puritans, including the ideas and existence of Protestant dissenters. The traditional religious views of Native Americans and Africans, however, were deemed largely unacceptable, as they were in the Puritan theology.

In the 1730s and 1740s, America experienced an intense period of evangelical revivalism that crossed denominational boundaries. Many women found new spiritual and informal leadership opportunities within the religions that flourished during this Great Awakening. Central to revivalism was the idea that each individual had the authority to interpret the state of his or her soul without clerical interpretation or theological training. This belief had the potential to offer gender and racial equality among revivalists’ congregations by asserting the supremacy of an individual’s direct contact with God. Faith was affirmed on a personal level, and women were just as able as men to strengthen their relationship with God through personal prayer, Bible study, and the performance of good works. Influential New Light revivalist ministers, including Jonathan Edwards and itinerant preacher George Whitefield, shared the message of salvation in dramatic and emotional sermons and encouraged similar outpourings of faith from listeners. Both women and men were known to shout, weep, sing, or even faint to express their feelings. Revivalism appealed to many African Americans, both free and enslaved, who soon converted to Christianity in substantial numbers, eventually leading to the establishment of the first black congregations and churches in the American colonies. While the Great Awakening offered women opportunities to experience salvation on their own terms, it failed to change women’s political, social, or economic status within the community in any significant ways.

This fleeting renegotiation of women’s roles in church and the relationship between clergy and their flock did not take place without question or criticism. Conservative Old Light clergymen complained about women’s “disorderly behavior” during religious gatherings and condemned women and African Americans who shed their subordinate status and began to organize and speak out at religious gatherings and to found or join reform movements. Baptist and Methodist congregations grew exponentially in the 17th century, while those men and women who disapproved of evangelical methods often joined Anglican or Quaker congregations. Some scholars argue that the Great Awakening fostered a spirit of contentious debate that ultimately contributed to a questioning of authority that sparked the American Revolution.
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Plymouth Colony Court Cases Involving Women (Mid-1600s)

Court orders involving women in colonial New England are relatively rare and often have to do with placing daughters into indentured service. Colonial families placed daughters as young as five into indentured service and formalized indenture contracts in the court. Colonial Americans also applied to the courts for matters we would today find trivial, such as the return of a daughter’s clothing. Cases involving sexual misconduct were not uncommon, with women being either victims of some kind of sexual abuse or the perpetrators of sexual misconduct.

1. PLYMOUTH COLONY COURT ORDERS (1643–1670)

January 18, 1643/1644; vol. 2: 67

William Hoskine, of Plymouth, hath put Sarah, his daughter, to Thomas Whitney, and Winefride, his wyfe, to dwell wth them vntill shee shall accomplish the age of twenty yeares, the said Thomas, and Winyfride, his wyfe, vseing her as their child, and being vnto her as father and mother, and to instruct her in learneing and soweing in reasonable manner, fynding vnto her meate, drink, and apparell [and] lodging during the said terme; and if it shall happen the said Sarah to marry before he shall haue accomplished the said age of twenty yeares, (she being six yeares of age the xvjth of September last past,) that then the sayd Thomas shall haue such satisfaction for her tyme then remayneing as shalbe adjudged reasonable [and] equall by two indifferent men.

May 5, 1646; vol. 2: 98

Vpon heareing of the cause betwixt Roger Shaundler and Kenelme Winslow, for his daughters cloathes, wch the said Kenelme detaineth vpon pretence of some further service wch he required of her, wherevnto the said Roger vtterly refused to consent, it is ordered by the Court, that the said Kenelme WInslowe shall deliuer the mayde her cloathes wthout any further delay.

March 2, 1651/1652; vol. 3: 4–5

Wheras John Willis, of Duxborrow, complained that his daughter in law, Rebeckah Palmer, was molested and hindered in performing faithfull service vnto her mr, viz, Samuall Mayo, of Barnstable by the wife of Trustrum Hull, of Barnstable aforsaid, the Court haue sent downe order by Roger Goodspeed, grand juryman, of Barnstable aforsaid, to wrarn the wife of ye said Trustrum Hull to desist from such practises any further, as shee or any other that shall soe doe will answare for her not appeering at this Court nor her attornie, to answare the suite comenced against her by the said John Willis.

Wee present Jonathan Couentrey, of the towne of Marshfeild, for makeing a mocion of marriage vnto Katheren Bradberey, servant vnto Mr Burne, of the same towne, without her masters consent, contrary to Court order.

June 8, 1655; vol. 3: 82

Imppr, we present Susanna, the wife of Robert Latham, for being in a great measure aguilty, with her said husband, in exercising creuelly towards theire late seruant, John walker, in not affording him convenient food, rayment, and lodging; especially in her husbands absence, in forceing him to bring a logg beyond his strength.

(Entry Struck from the Record)

Item, wee present Jane, the seruant of Wilam Swift, for an acte of fornification, by her owne confession vpon examination.

October 4, 1655; vol. 3: 91

And att this Court, Jane Powell, seruant to Willam Swift, of Sandwidge, appeered, haueing been presented for fornification, whoe, being examined, saith that it was comitted with one David Ogillior, and Irish man, seruant to Edward Sturgis; shee saith shee was alured thervnto by him goeing for water one euening, hopeing to haue married him, beeing shee was in a sadd and miserable condition by hard seruice, wanting clothes and liuing discontentedly; and expressing great sorrow for her euell, shee was cleared for the present, and ordered to goe home againe.

June 1, 1658; vol. 3: 143

Wheras Susana Latham hath stood presented vnto this Court for sundry yeares for crewelty toawrd John Walker, seruant to Robert Latham, these are to signify, that accordingly as it was manifested in the Court, that if any will come in, they shall haue full and free libertie to procequte against her att the next October Court, or totherwise that then the said presentment shalbee raced out of the Court records.

[In the margins regarding the above entry:] At the Court held att Plymouth the fift of October, 1658, proclaimation was made three times in the Court, that if any would presecute Susanna Latham according to this order they should be heard; but none apeered in the case, and according to this order, her presentment was rased out of the records of the Court.

May 3, 1659; vol. 3: 160

Wheras complaint was mae against John williams, of Scittuate, for hard vsage of a daughter of John Barker, deceased, the Court hau4e ordered, that the said child shalbee and continew with Thomas Bird, of Scittuate, vntill the next Court; and that shee being weake and indeirme, the said tho Bird is to endeauor to procure meanes for her cure, and what expence hee shalbee att about the same, the Court engageth to take order that hee shalbe paid; and the said Thomas Bird is to appeer att the next Court to giue in what testimony hee can produce to cleare vp the case betwixt the said John Williams and his kinswoman, the said gerle.

March 7, 1659/1660; vol. 3: 180

Wheras complaint is made against, seruant of Leiftenant Peter Hunt, of Rehoboth, that hee, the said, hath attempted the chastity of an Indian woman, by offering violence to her, and that the complaint hath bine heard before Captaine Willett, and that there is great appeerance of truth in the said charge; the Court haue ordered that the said Capt Willett shall further examine the said youth, named, and incase hee shall find the accusation to bee true, that hee cause due correction to bee giuen him, and determine alsoe otherwise about the said fact as hee shall judge meet.

July 5, 1670; vol. 5: 43–44

Elizabeth Doxey, late seruant to Mr. Joseph Tilden, deceased, being deliuered of a child, and charging of Nathaniel Tilden to be the father of it, the said Nathaniel Tilden appeered att this Court to answare to it, and being examined, denyeth it; not withstanding, the Court saw cause to take cecuritie of him to saue the towne of Scittuate harmles from any damage that might acrew vnto them by the said child vntill another father appeereth; and a warrant was directed to the constables of Scittuate to cause her, the said Doxey, to bee sent as soon as shee is capable to Plymouth, to receiue punishment according to her demeritts.

Source: Nathaniel Shurtleff and Daniel Pulsifer, eds., Records of the Colony of New Plymouth in New England, 12 vols. (Boston: William White, 1856–1861). Available at Plymouth County Records, http://plymouthcolony.net/plymouthcounty/records.html#plycol.

2. CRIMINAL CASES INVOLVING NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN IN PLYMOUTH COLONY COURT (1659, 1685)

The vast majority of criminal cases brought before the Plymouth Colony Court involving Native Americans describe crimes by men against men. The following are two rare cases involving women.

December 6, 1659; vol. 3: 180

Wheras complaint is made against, servant to Lieftenant Peter Hunt, of Rehoboth, that hee, the said, hath attempted the chastity of an Indian woman, by offering violence to her, and that the complaint hath bine heard before Captaine Willett, and that there is great appeerance of truth in the said charge; the Court haue ordered that the said Capt Willett shall further examine the said youth, named, and incase hee shall find the accusation to bee true, that hee cause due correction to bee giuen him, and determine alsoe otherwise about the said fact as hee shall judge meet.

March 5, 1685; vol. 6: 153

Att his Court an Indian squa, named Betty, was indited for killing her husband, named Great Harry, with a stone; att the fist, being examined by the honored Mr John Walley, shee denyed it, but afterwards owned the fact, but said shee did not intend to kill him, but by throwing of a stone att a bottle of liquore and missing the bottle, shee hitt the said Indian, her husband, on the side of his head, wherof he died

The case being brought to the grand jury, they brought in billa very.

Source: Nathaniel Shurtleff and Daniel Pulsifer, eds., Records of the Colony of New Plymouth in New England, 12 vols. (Boston: William White, 1856–1861). Available at Plymouth County Records, http://plymouthcolony.net/plymouthcounty/records.html#plycol.

3. PLYMOUTH COLONY LAW REGARDING RUNAWAY NATIVE AMERICAN SLAVES OR “SERVANTS” (1682)

The following law lays out how to deal with a Native American—man or woman—who runs away from servitude.

July 7, 1682, PCR 11: 255:

It is enacted by the Court and the Authorities therof; that if an Indian whoe is a servant to the English shall run away amongst any Indians such Indians whither such a runaway Indian is come shall forthwith giue notice of the said Runaway to the Indian Constable whoe shall imediatley apprehend such Indian servant; and carry him or her before the Ouerseer or Next Magistrate whoe shall cause such servants to be whipt; and sent home by the Constable to his or her master whoe shall pay said Constable for his service therin according as the Majestrate or ouersser whoe sent such servant home shall Judge meet. …

Source: “Servants and Masters in the Plymouth Colony, Appendices I, II, and III on Plymouth Colony Laws, Court Orders, and Descriptive Statistics,” Plymouth Colony Archive Project, http://www.histarch.illinois.edu/plymouth/Galleapp.html.



Quakers

Quaker women in America have nearly always enjoyed a greater amount of dignity, freedom, and equality with men than have women in other Christian communities. Early Quakers believed that God was working through every true follower of Christ to restore all creation to the state it was in before the fall of Adam and Eve. Against the gender hierarchies of this fallen world, the Quaker testimony of equality held that both men and women may be called by God and moved by the Spirit to preach the gospel message. Quakers (formally known as the Religious Society of Friends) have no set doctrine, no creeds, and no sacraments, and many meetings (churches) still worship mostly in silence and have no paid ministers. What all Quakers do have is a group of testimonies, or divine calls to action for building the kingdom of God on Earth. Possibly the two most radical of these have been peace—Quakers being famous, or infamous, for their pacifism—and equality. The latter testimony has afforded Quaker women their relatively high level of respect and autonomy.

Quakers became a distinctly recognizable group in England in the 1650s, though their founder, George Fox, had started to attract a following in the late 1640s. Religious persecution at the hands of the Puritans, together with the Quakers’ desire to spread their message throughout the British Empire, led a handful of Friends (synonym for “Quakers”) in the late 1650s to migrate to Rhode Island, where religious freedom allowed almost all persons to worship in peace, whatever their beliefs. From Rhode Island, Quakers of both sexes braved Puritan intolerance and preached their message in New England. Women preachers horrified many Puritans, who thought that women preaching in public to mixed audiences of both men and women violated Paul’s command in the New Testament that women keep quiet in public worship, not to mention the Bible’s seemingly clear hierarchy of genders, with men on top and women on the bottom. The literal quaking of Quaker women as the Spirit moved through their bodies suggested sexual impropriety to their opponents. That Quakers would let such women preach openly to men as well as women proved to most other Christians that Quakers were not Christians but infidels and should not be allowed to lead others astray. For instance, the Puritan authorities hanged Quaker evangelist Mary Dyer and two of her male companions on Boston Common in 1660.

Quaker women not only preached but also interpreted Scripture, for themselves and others—another typically male office. They also kept journals and wrote theological treatises, many of which they published. In these and many other ways they represented an early modern feminism. Yet not all was enlightened equality. Before the American Civil War, men and women in most Quaker meetings conducted their monthly business separately—the women charged with helping families who were poor and with seeing to it that the meeting’s children were being raised properly—and the women’s decisions usually had to be ratified by the men. Within the home, most Quaker families would almost certainly have followed their founder George Fox’s advice that the man rule absolutely, though with charity toward his wifely “helpsmeet” and his entire household, including slaves (many Quakers were slaveholders until the late 1700s).

Many remarkable Quaker women worked within the confines of early American patriarchy to remake it. In the 1700s, Quaker women ministers preached and prophesied throughout the colonies and even crossed the Atlantic to minister to Friends in Great Britain. By the time of the American Revolution, they had carved out a public space that women in the new nation could occupy. One of these, Lucretia Coffin Mott, a Quaker, was the keynote speaker at the largely Quaker-organized Seneca Falls Convention in 1848, and she fought for abolition as a leader in the Female Anti-Slavery Society. (Quaker women in New York were also instrumental in the origins of Spiritualism.) Another, Sybil Jones, helped birth the Quaker missionary movement with her husband Eli. She took her first missionary journey in 1840, and just after the Civil War she and her husband established a school for girls in Palestine. Jones’s nephew Rufus became one of the leading Quakers of his day in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. By then, the Victorian and evangelical gender mores of the wider culture had so permeated American society that the Quakers too began to limit women’s public leadership. But the tradition of Quaker women’s evangelism and activism, together with the Quakers’ testimony of equality, continued to nurture and validate women moved by the Spirit to redress the various injustices of their fallen patriarchal world.

Guy Aiken
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Excerpts from a Declaration of the Quaker Women’s Meeting of Lancashire (Late 1670s)

The Quakers were among the earliest proponents of equality for women in America. By the later 17th century, Quaker women were holding their own monthly and quarterly meetings both in England and the colonies. Reproduced here are excerpts of an epistle found in the archives of the Arch Street Meeting House in Philadelphia that was apparently sent to Quaker women in Philadelphia by the Lancashire (England) Women’s Meeting in the late 1670s. The lengthy document provides Quaker women with instructions and guidelines for conducting meetings and for carrying out their duties and responsibilities, as they were envisioned by current Quaker thought on the role of women in the congregation.

From our Country Women’s meeting in Lancashire to be Dispersed abroad, among the Women’s meetings every where

… Soe all Dear friends and sisters, make full proofe of the gift of God that is in you, and neglect not, in this your day, and generation; but that you may be helps meet, in the Restoration, and Resurrection of the body of Christ, which is his Church, and that every one may know their place and calling therein as the Godly women under the law did. For all who were wise in heart, put their hands to the worke, about the tabernacle, and all the women whose hearts stirred them up in wisdom, had their several places to work in about the tabernacle as well as the men for all the Congregation of the Children of Israel every one both men and women whose spirits was made willing, they brought the Lord’s offering to the works of the tabernacle: as you may see. Exod: 35.25–26.

And like wise Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron tooke a Timbrell in her hand, and all the women went out after in triumph and singing prayse to the Lord, who by his mighty power had overthrown pharaoh and his host, in the red sea. Exod: 15: 20.21.

And there was an assembly of women which assembled at the door of the tabernacle of the Congregation. Exod: 38.8. And like wise Hannah, when she had weaned her son Samuell, tooke him and went up to the house of the Lord, and took with her three bullocks, one Ephah, and a bottle of wine, and slew one bullock, and brought the child to Eli, and offered him up unto the Lord, and said for this child have I prayed, and the lord hath given me my portion, which I asked of him. And this child Samuell ministered unto the Lord, before Eli the priest, and Hannah prayed, and Oh! The gracious words, and prayer, that proceeded out of her mouth, by the powerful demonstration of the Eternall spirit, and the power of the almighty God in her. 1. Of Sam: 2. From 2 to 11. Which all the adversaries and gainsayers against women’s meetings, and women’s speaking, is not able to gainsay, nor resist; therefore let all the mouths be stopped, which would limit the Spirit of the Lord God, in male or female, which he hath not limited; but the Lord hath regard unto and takes notice of the women, and despises them not. …

And let us meet together, and keep our women’s meetings, in the name and power, and fear of the lord Jesus, whose servants and handmaids we are, and in the good order of the Gospel meet.

1st And first, for the women of every … monthly meeting, when the men’s monthly meetings is established, let the women likewise of every monthly meeting, meet together to wait upon the lord, and to hearken what the lord will say unto them, and to know his mind, and will, and be ready to obey, and answer him in every motion of his eternal spirit and power.

2ly And also, to make inquiry into all your severall particular meetings, that belongs to your monthly meetings, If there by any that walks disorderly, as doth not become the Gospell, or lightly, or wantonly, or that is not of good reporte: Then send to them, as you are ordered by the power of God in the meeting, (which is the authority of it) to Admonish, and exhort them, and to bring them to Judge, and Condemn, what hath been by them done or acted contrary to the truth.

3ly And if any transgression or Action that hath been done amongst women or maids, that hath been more publick, and that hath got into the world, or that hath been a publick offense among friends; then let them bring in a paper of condemnation, to be published as far, as the offense hath gone, and then to be recorded in a booke.

4ly And if there be any that goes out to Marry, with priests, or joineth in Marriage with the world, and does not obey the order of the Gospell as it is established amongst friends, then for the women’s monthly meeting to send to them, to reprove them, and to bear their testimony against their acting Contrary to the truth, and if they come to repentance, and sorrow for their offense, and have a desire to come amongst friends again: before they can be received, they must bring in a paper of Condemnation, and repentance, and Judgment of their Action; which must be recorded in Friends Booke: And also to carry that paper to the priest, that married them, and Judge, and Condemn, and deny that Action, before him or any of the world before whome it shall come.

And dear sisters it is duely Incumbent upon us to look into our families, and to prevent our Children of running into the world for husbands, or for wives, and so to the priests: for you know before the women’s meetings were set up, Many have done so, which brought dishonor, both to God, and upon his truth and people.

Therefore it is our duty and care, to prevent such things in the power, and wisdom of God: and to see that our Children are trained up in the feare of God, in the new Covenant, for the Jews were to train their Children up in the old. For you know, that we are much in our families amongst our children, maids, and servants, and may see more into their inclinations; and so see that none indulge any to looseness and evill, but restraine it, for you see what became of Eli, and his familie, for not restraining his Children. …

Source: Milton D. Speizman and Jane C. Kronick, “A Seventeenth-Century Quaker Women’s Declaration,” Signs 1(1) (Autumn 1975): 235, 237, 241–242.



Queen Alliquippa (ca. 1680–1754)

Queen Alliquippa (Aliquippa) was a Native American leader in the Ohio River Valley during the 1700s. Her alliance with American colonists may have enabled the British to prevail in the French and Indian War (1756–1760). Though a woman of political influence and societal power, Alliquippa’s full role in North American history has been lost to a historical record documented and interpreted by Euro-American elite men.

Alliquippa was born in present-day northern New York state, but her early life remains unknown. Conflicting accounts record her birth and affiliations; however, most sources agree that she belonged to the Seneca nation. or Onöndowa’ga (Great Hill People) of the Haudenosaunee or Iroquois Confederacy (a band of five nations—Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca—politically united to preserve territorial peace in the northeastern woodlands). Prior to 1700, she migrated south to Pennsylvania with a splinter group identified as the Mingos or Mingo Senecas.

Historical documents suggest that Alliquippa, her husband, and a young child (possibly her son Kanuksusy) paid respects to province founder William Penn (1644–1718) before his 1701 return to England. Alliquippa or her husband must have held an elevated political position to meet with the pacifist Quaker leader. Interactions with the Quakers most likely influenced Alliquippa’s lifelong affiliation with the British; unfortunately, no additional accounts exist from this period.
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Queen Alliquippa led the Seneca people in the decades before the American Revolution. George Washington met with her in 1753, helping to assure that she and her people sided with the British against the French in the Seven Years War. (Universal History Archive/Getty Images)

Most sources suggest that Alliquippa’s husband died soon after Penn’s departure and imply that she inherited her leadership position from her deceased spouse or a prominent father. However, most Iroquois communities had high-ranking female leaders, or clan mothers. Descent among Iroquois peoples typically follows matrilineal lines, indicating that if Alliquippa inherited her social rank it was probably from her mother or maternal family, a reality that Euro-Americans would not have known or understood.

European fur trappers first documented “Aliquippa’s Town”—four families on the Allegheny River in western Pennsylvania—in 1731. Over the next 20 years, the village relocated several times along the Allegheny, Ohio, and Monongahela Rivers but remained in the vicinity of modern-day Pittsburgh. As Britain and France skirmished over North America, Iroquois leadership in New York adhered to the 1701 treaty requiring aboriginal neutrality. Independent Senecas in the Allegheny–Ohio River Valley, however, followed local leadership under Alliquippa and allied with the British.

In 1748, British Indian agent Conrad Weiser (1696–1760) wrote that Alliquippa exercised supreme authority over a thriving community of 30 families. The British could only imagine that the elderly woman held her position by birthright like an English monarch rather than by merit, and they referred to her as Queen Alliquippa.

British Indian agent George Groghan (1720–1782) recorded his visit to the village and Alliquippa’s inquiries about gunpowder and shot. The female leader had sent requests and payment to Philadelphia but received no supplies. The Seneca men were away aiding the British. Groghan had gunpowder in his possession but offered Alliquippa personal trinkets as tribute. When the female leader demanded the gunpowder, Groghan regarded her as a petulant child rather than a competent leader.

As Alliquippa’s community grew, so did her regional influence. The Ohio Valley rivers provided transportation into the continental interior and were strategically important for colonization. Both European powers sought control over the rivers through alliance with Alliquippa. In 1749 while claiming territory for France, Pierre-Joseph Céleron stopped to meet with Alliquippa, but she denied him entrance to her village.

Maintaining good relations with the Seneca matriarch was of such importance that a young militia officer, George Washington (1732–1799), backtracked to Alliquippa’s village when he heard that she was displeased. Six months later when Washington’s missteps along the frontier escalated the conflict with the French, Alliquippa and her people faced retaliation. In hasty retreat, Washington built Fort Necessity. Alliquippa and Kanuksusy brought women and children to take shelter at the fort. The stockade, however, had inadequate resources; Washington sent the Senecas to Croghan’s fortified post near Aughwick.

Washington surrendered at Fort Necessity on July 4, 1754, initiating the French and Indian War. The elderly Alliquippa died before the end of the year, but her son continued to negotiate all sides for peace until his untimely death from smallpox, under questionable circumstances, two years later. At his request, he was buried in a Quaker cemetery in Philadelphia.

Alliquippa’s legacy can still be seen today throughout western Pennsylvania in the locations and landmarks that bear her name.

Keri Dearborn

See also Quakers; Vol. 1, Sec. 1: Clothing, Native American Women; Disease, Postconquest Impact on Native Americans; Food Production, Native American Women; Iroquois Confederacy; Matrilineal Descent; New France, Women in; Vol. 1, Sec. 3: Ursuline Nuns

Further Reading

Walton, Denver. 1992. “Aliquippa’s Beginnings.” Milestones 17(1): 32–39.

Slavery, African

Great Britain’s quest for cheap labor to drive the labor-intensive North American colonial agricultural economy led Britain to originally rely on indentured servants (Europeans bound to work for several years in exchange for paid passage to America) and Native Americans. However, when neither servants nor natives were able to remedy the labor shortage for a variety of reasons, the British emulated the Spanish and turned to African slavery. The British passed laws to keep order and discourage slave revolts. These laws dehumanized the slaves and led to them being regarded as mere property. Therefore, legal protections that existed for British citizens did not apply to slaves. All slaves suffered within the slave system, though female slaves suffered the greatest degradation under the colonial slave laws.

In 1607 Britain established Jamestown, its first successful colony in North America. The primary purpose of the colony, and the other 12 added later, was to benefit England in some way. Unable to find gold as the Spanish had done a century earlier in the Americas, the British colonists set their sights on tobacco, which would prove to be a profitable crop. The British discovered that there were a variety of other valuable agricultural products that could be grown in the Southern Colonies, namely indigo and rice. All three of these crops were labor-intensive, but without a cheap labor supply, landowners could not make a profit growing them. By the 1640s, the British found themselves with a critical labor shortage. Indentured servants were not numerous enough to meet the need. Moreover, after Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676, it became clear that poor whites would not be satisfied with the same conditions of poverty they had tolerated in England. Consequently, colonists attempted to enslave Native Americans. However, the experiment failed because natives could and did successfully run away. Also, indigenous people continued to die at relatively high rates from European diseases, making them an unstable workforce. In their search to end their labor supply problems, the English looked to Spain.

Immediately after Christopher Columbus sailed to the Bahamas in 1492, the Spanish began enslaving the inhabitants of the New World. Within a few years, the enslavement of the natives, along with disease and other cruelties associated with the enslavement, had resulted in genocide. Having decimated the native population, Spain turned to Africa for slaves. By 1502, Hispaniola (Haiti) served as an important port in the international slave trade. Thousands of African slaves were shipped to the Caribbean islands and the South American continent to work the sugarcane fields.

Spain’s success convinced the British of the viability of using African slaves in North America. Also, because indentured servants were bound to work for a limited time, they were only a temporary solution to the labor problem. On the other hand, slaves were bound to work for a lifetime and passed their enslaved condition to their children. Also, the indentured servitude system left colonists very little control over the supply of labor, because the supply of indentured servants was inconsistent. However, the African slave system allowed colonists the ability to increase or decrease their labor supply as they needed. And unlike native people, after being imported to the New World, Africans could not run away and go home. As a consequence, the British implemented African slavery in earnest after the mid-1600s. The number of slaves increased in the colonies, while the number of indentured servants decreased. Unlike many places in the New World, in North America the sex ratio between slave women and men became equal.

By the 1700s, slaves outnumbered whites in many but not most areas of the Southern Colonies, and the colonists were concerned about the possibility of slave rebellions. Their concerns were not unfounded. Numerous slave rebellions both minor and major occurred throughout the colonial period, including in 1663, 1687, 1712, 1720, 1739, and 1741. Following Spain’s procedure, the British colonists passed laws designed to keep slaves in check. The specifics of the laws differed from colony to colony, but the main intent of the laws was the same: they were based on the notion that legally African slaves were property, not people. Perhaps this explained why in some colonies slaves were legally barred from having funerals. Nor were they allowed to marry, as legal scholars reasoned that the principle of coverture held that husbands essentially owned their wives, meaning legal slave marriages would deprive white masters of female slave ownership.

Slaves were forbidden to move about freely and barred from assembly so that they could not organize against their masters. They were barred from educational opportunities, because educated slaves would be more likely to question their state in life. Also, a slave who could read also had a better chance of escaping from captivity. Slaves were barred from drinking liquor due to concern that a drunken slave might dispense with inhibitions and challenge authority. Similarly, slaves were not allowed to raise a hand against a white even in self-defense. This stricture proved to be a problem for slave women, who were vulnerable to sexual predation by their white masters. Legally slave children followed the condition of their mother, making slaves of children with white fathers. Masters were more likely to free their slave children, and historians think that some slave women bargained their bodies in the hopes that their children would eventually be freed, not unlike Sally Hemings did with Thomas Jefferson.

Under these laws, masters reserved the right to punish their slaves in whatever way they deemed fit, including death. Since slaves were legally viewed as property, the killing of one’s slave was not considered murder. Instead, it was seen as the destruction of one’s own property. In like manner, if a white killed or maimed a slave owned by another colonist, it was the legal duty of the aggressor to pay the slave owner for property damages. It was also legal for a master to work his slaves for as many hours a day and as many days a week as he pleased.

Still, slaves were not entirely powerless under slavery. Some slaves, mostly men, ran away. Few women, Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth notable among them, could leave their children and escape. Punishments for attempting to escape were brutal and sometimes deadly. Women most often engaged in passive resistance, playing sick so as to deprive masters of their labor or purposefully breaking or losing things.

Slave women were expected to provide labor both inside and outside the home. In the home, female slaves worked as domestic servants (considered “women’s work”). Outside the home, they did agricultural fieldwork (considered “men’s work”) alongside male slaves. Slave men and women engaged in unofficial marriage-type arrangements, but masters did not respect the conventions that marriage implied. Legally, slave women belonged to their masters and could be sold, raped, or handed over to another slave as a sexual partner. Some masters forced slave women to reproduce with men they did not choose. All of these realities destabilized the slave family structure, allowing slave women to achieve greater equality with slave men. However, with or without slave marriage, the slave family’s instability meant that women became separated from their children, husbands, and close relatives. In some cases, slaves were sold several times during their lifetimes.

All slaves were subordinate to their masters due to their legal status. However, female slaves suffered greater degradation because of their gender. Besides the work in and outside the home, female slaves were also given a responsibility that was directly tied to sexuality. Sex between slaves was encouraged by slave masters, because women were expected to reproduce to increase slave numbers. Legally, both they and their offspring were their masters’ property. In many cases, female slaves of various ages were expected to perform sexual duties for their masters. They had no choice and were sometimes beaten if they refused. The law protected the master while denying the female slave any legal protection. While some people considered the practice of sex between master and slave wrong because they opposed race mixing, most colonists either ignored or rationalized the practice. Also, sexual relations between masters and slaves were rarely viewed as rape by whites, then or now. Instead, the practice was seen by many as economically practical, because besides providing the masters with pleasure, it increased slave numbers. According to this rationalization, by breeding their own slaves personally, masters eliminated some of the costs associated with purchasing slaves. In truth, the practice was a well-known secret that most colonists, including religious groups and masters’ wives, chose to remain silent about until the abolition movement began exposing the problem.

Rolando Avila
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Virginia Slave Laws (1662, 1667)

In 1662, the Virginia colonial legislature solved the vexing question of the condition of children born of sex between masters and slaves—were they slave or free? Five years later the legislature also determined that the children of slave women could be baptized as Christians and remain slaves.

December 1662

Whereas some doubts have arisen whether children got by any Englishman upon a Negro woman should be slave or free, be it therefore enacted and declared by this present Grand Assembly, that all children born in this country shall be held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother; and that if any Christian shall commit fornication with a Negro man or woman, he or she so offending shall pay double the fines imposed by the former act.

September 1667

Whereas some doubts have risen whether children that are slaves by birth, and by the charity and piety of their owners made partakers of the blessed sacrament of baptism, should by virtue of their baptism be made free, it is enacted and declared by this Grand Assembly, and the auhority thereof, that the conferring of baptism does not alter the condition of the person as to his bondage or freedom; that diverse masters, freed from this doubt may more carefully endeavor the propagation of Christianity by permitting children, though slaves, or chose of greater growth if capable, to be admitted to that sacrament.

Source: William Waller Hening, Statutes at Large: Being a Collection of All the Laws of Virginia, Vol. 11 (Richmond, 1809–1823), 170, 260. Available at http://www.swarthmore.edu/SocSci/bdorsey1/41docs/24-sla.html.



Spinning Bees

Spinning bees were originally politically motivated demonstrations of colonial women spinning linen and wool to create colonial homespun cloth in the mid-1700s. The public activity gave women an economic space to show their influence on the practical, symbolic, and patriotic.

Unlike the Sons of Liberty, who operated as a secret activist organization, the ladies who organized these spinning bees, known as the Daughters of Liberty, were churchgoing women showing their Christian duty as virtuous women. They were providing cloth for their families while reinforcing their commitment to America prior to the American Revolution.

Once the colonies decided on the course of nonimportation of British goods, women organized spinning bees to augment the shortage of available English textiles, such as silk and cotton. It was practical that women, the predominant spinners of thread, decided to make spinning a political public statement.

The first spinning bee took place in Providence, Rhode Island, on March 4, 1766. After that, there were 46 spinning bees in New England between 1766 and 1770. Each of these spinning parties averaged 47 women in attendance. Typically, the spinners were between the ages of 12 and 19. It was difficult for married and older women to participate in these public performances; they were too busy with daily chores and household duties. Predominantly, the spinning bees were held at the local minister’s homes. Notices in newspapers advertised spinning bees, which were funded by churches.

The homespun skeins from the bees were given to the hosting minister to use for his own needs or to distribute to the poor. At the close of the spinning bees, participants stayed for a sermon or a group hymn sing-along. Thus, the spinning campaigns became an example of domesticated spirituality in which pious colonial women could properly express disdain against Britain’s policies. Indeed, the bees were predominantly organized as a protest against the Townshend Acts of 1767. Charles Townshend, Great Britain’s chancellor of the exchequer, created these acts as a moneymaking scheme for King George III of England. The spinning demonstrations were one way colonial women could protest. By making items they would have previously purchased, women took part in the successful boycott of British goods.
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During the years leading up to the American Revolutionary War independence minded women would engage in spinning bees or contests as a form of public protest against British taxes and policies. Though spinning bees have garnered less historical notice than events like the Boston Tea Party, their number and popularity suggest they were an important tool in colonial resistance. (Eggleston, George Cary, life in the Eighteenth Century, 1910)

The spinning contests were in essence a ritualized gathering, a solitary activity made into a visual form of collective activism. These work sessions were a way for women to show patriotism. At the bees, the women participants proudly wore homespun, drank herbal tea, and ate produce grown in the colonies. It was a personal choice and a political commitment to the cause of American freedom. Participating in spinning bees became a badge of honor. The bees were also a way of teaching younger generations, who had bought their cloth from England because it was cheaper to buy than to make it, how to produce their own cloth. The bee demonstrations taught women how to use the various types (cotton, wool, flax, etc.) of spindles. Instructions on how to spin one’s own yarn became a unifying gendered activity.

Wealthy colonial women and most of those who resided in cities had lost the need to spin and therefore had forgotten how to make their own cloth. It was the local rural women, those who were still spinning to create the thread necessary for clothing and woolen blankets for their indigent families, who were the integral key to making the spinning bees successful. The spinning wheel, one of the few items owned by colonial women (women owning property was an anomaly), became a symbol of colonial feminism. Encouraged by the colonial support of the spinning bees, the Continental Congress passed a law in 1774 to boycott all British goods.

Once the American Revolution officially began in 1776, patriotic women organized additional spinning bees to create yarn for sewing soldiers’ uniforms. Sarah Franklin Bache, daughter of statesman Benjamin Franklin, organized this second wave of spinning bees in Philadelphia. While women in America earned societal respect for their domesticity strategies and skills, womanhood became synonymous with civic domesticity; the feminine role of household activist, nurturer, and ethical protector created a new gendered title: republican mother.

A. H. Forss
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Tekakwitha, Kateri (1656–1680)

Mohawk woman and Catholic convert Kateri Tekakwitha spent her short life devoted to her faith. On her deathbed, the Jesuits recorded a miracle that soon made it into Catholic folklore, eventually leading to her canonization in 2012. Though the basic facts of her life remain few, Catholic Native Americans identify with her life and the parallels they see between her experience and their own history of oppression and marginalization.

Kateri Tekakwitha was born in the Mohawk village of Gahnaouagé, in what is now upstate New York. Her father was a religiously traditional Mohawk chief, while her Algonquin mother had been baptized as a Catholic before she was captured by the Mohawks, with whom her people were at war. While the Mohawks were matrilineal, tracing kinship and status through the mother’s lineage, Tekakwitha was born into her father’s clan because her mother was a captive. Tekakwitha’s early childhood most likely included living in a longhouse, controlled by the family matron, and being socialized into tribal ways by the women of her clan. It is also likely that her mother had some influence on her later interest in Catholicism. The young girl’s life changed dramatically in 1660 when a smallpox epidemic swept through the village, claiming the lives of all her immediate family members. Tekakwitha herself survived, but the disease left her health permanently impaired. In addition to general weakness, she was nearly blind, pockmarks scarred her face, and she remained sensitive to bright sunlight.

After the epidemic, Tekakwitha’s paternal uncle and aunts adopted her, and they moved to a new village away from the contagion. The Jesuit accounts of Tekakwitha, the main source for the facts of her life, talk about her as a modest girl who avoided social gatherings and covered much of her head with a blanket because of the smallpox scars. They also claim that as an orphan, she was under the care of uninterested relatives. It is likely, though, that she learned traditional Mohawk women’s skills, including how to make clothing and belts from animal skins; weave mats, baskets, and boxes from reeds and grasses; and prepare food and gather produce. She most likely also took part in the women’s agricultural activities, growing corn, beans, and squashes. And she was expected to consider marriage. While her disfigurement undermined her appeal as a marriage partner, the family arranged a match. Tekakwitha refused the offer, an early sign of independence.

Growing up, Tekakwitha met Jesuit missionaries to the Mohawks and found their stories about Catholicism appealing. When Father Jacques de Lamberville visited her longhouse in 1676, he found her eager to learn more and, after a period of instruction, baptized her as Catherine. The baptism was a transformative event. Not only was Tekakwitha not married, but she also took on the French version of her name and followed Catholic practice, leading to harassment and ostracism from her own people. After 18 months of hardship, Tekakwitha ran away and settled at the Christian Mohawk community of Kahnawake at Sault Saint-Louis near Montreal, Canada.

At Kahnawake, Tekakwitha initially lived the rather ordinary life of a Mohawk woman, joining the activities expected of her as a member of a longhouse. But increasingly she found her calling in devout Catholicism, interrupting her daily labor with frequent visits to the church to attend Mass and receive communion. On Sundays and feast days she spent her time in the church, leaving only to take a meal. During the last year of her life, Tekakwitha modeled her behavior after the Catholic nuns and Jesuit priests she had encountered, performing numerous penances. She flogged herself before Confession, and she walked barefoot in the snow, fasted, slept on a bed of thorns, and burned herself with hot coals. At the Feast of the Annunciation on March 25, 1679, Tekakwitha completely committed her life to virginity, consecrating herself to Jesus Christ and Mary. This act earned her the name “Lily of the Mohawks” among Catholics.

This life of asceticism did include the pleasures of female companionship and the opportunity to instruct them about sacred themes while performing daily tasks together. Tekakwitha’s virginity and chastity also appears to have attracted other women to Catholicism, and she served as their guide and teacher. Asceticism weakened Tekakwitha’s frail constitution, and she fell ill. On April 17, 1680, she passed away at the mission of St. Xavier at Kahnawake, only 24 years old. Moments after her passing, according to the Jesuits present, the pockmark scars on her face disappeared, and her skin became fresh and youthful. This miracle and the witnesses of her life of dedication and service led to the devotional following for Tekakwitha throughout North America.

Tekakwitha became a candidate for sainthood as early as 1884. The Catholic Church declared her venerable in 1943, and in 1980, she was beatified. Pope Benedict XVI finally canonized her on October 21, 2012, making her the first Native American saint. Her life appeals especially to indigenous Catholics as reflective of their own history of desolation, marginalization, and survival against all odds. At an early age, Tekakwitha experienced profound sadness when she was separated from everything familiar to her. Her pockmarked face and her Catholicism led to misunderstanding, cruel treatment, and marginalization among her own people. Yet in the face of adversity, she endured and made a life for herself, combining elements of Native American upbringing and her devout Catholicism. What is particularly important about Tekakwitha is the fact that she was a Mohawk woman in an institution known for its patriarchal and paternalistic history. As such, she serves as a model for the convergence of native spiritual traditions and Catholicism.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Tituba

Tituba was a slave most well known for her connections to the Salem Witch Trials of 1692. Through a series of false confessions and accusations, Tituba was able to save herself from execution. Her coerced testimonies, however, led to the arrests of 150 Salem residents and the execution of 19. Tituba spent 13 months in jail. She disappeared from the historical record after her release.

Often incorrectly identified as a Negro slave, Tituba was an Arawak Indian from a tribe in Guiana, South America, one of a small group kidnapped and transported from South America in 1674 and sold into slavery in Barbados. Barbadian records from 1676 indicate that Tituba was a child between the ages of 9 and 14 and was among 300 slaves on a sugar plantation in St. Thomas, Barbados. Owned by Samuel Thompson, she was the house servant and personal attendant of his mother, Elizabeth Pearsehouse.

Tituba remained the property of Thompson until 1680, when he became deathly ill and attempted to settle his debts and business affairs before his demise. Historians believe that Thompson’s father was in business with Samuel Parris’s (1653–1720) father. The younger Parris followed in his footsteps and served as a merchant in Barbados until 1680. Thompson may have sold Tituba to Samuel Parris or used her as a means of settling his debts. By 1680 when Parris returned to Boston, Massachusetts, he had two Indian slaves from Barbados: Tituba and a male slave, John Indian.

Tituba and John married in 1690 and are believed to have had a daughter named Violet. By this time, Parris had left Boston to become the minister of Salem Village. Tituba lived with the Parrises as a house slave. In late 1691, Parris’s 9-year-old daughter Betty and his 11-year-old niece Abigail engaged in a fortune-telling custom of dropping the white of a raw egg into a glass of water to tell their futures. There is no evidence to support that Tituba participated in this game, which was an old custom derived in England and brought to the American colonies. Young Betty became ill shortly after the game, and by late February both Betty and Abigail were afflicted by inexplicable spontaneous fits.

Neighbor and parishioner Mary Sibley believed that the girls had been the target of a witch’s spell. On February 25, 1691, Sibley went to Tituba and John to enlist their help in making a witchcake (a concoction of rye meal and urine, baked in ashes and fed to a dog to reveal the source of the spell), an Old English technique and form of countermagic that they believed would reveal the witch who had put the spell on the girls and ultimately cure their illness. Historians believe that Sibley went to Tituba and John based on the Puritan notion that Indians had more intimate knowledge of the occult and the spirit world. While Tituba’s time in Barbados, with its large population of Africans, most likely exposed her to African religious and magical practices and made her familiar with African folklore, there is no documented evidence that she practiced the occult. Nonetheless, any practice of her native religion might have seemed occult to Puritans.

Reverend Parris discovered that Tituba aided in making a witchcake. In her 1692 testimony, Tituba claimed to have been introduced to this technique by her mistress in Barbados, Elizabeth Pearsehouse. Reverend Parris believed that Tituba brought the devil into Salem and blamed her for the illness that had fallen upon his family. His beliefs were subsequently supported by Salem townspeople, and Tituba was arrested. During March 1–5, 1692, Tituba gave testimonies denying that she was a witch or that she had cast a spell to inflict harm on Betty and Abigail. Tituba continued to deny familiarity with the devil until fear of further punishment and torture from Reverend Parris spurred her to falsely confess. Her faked confession seemed to satisfy her accusers and allowed Tituba to gain a position of importance and authority in identifying other Salem “witches.” By seemingly complying with the witch hunt, Tituba saved her life and placed the spotlight on others. Between March and October 1692, more than 150 people were arrested, 19 were hanged, 1 was pressed to death, and 4 died while in prison.

Tituba’s confession was an act of slave resistance that not only played on the fears of the Puritans but also played upon their notions of confession and forgiveness. Tituba confessed her sin of consorting with the devil, detailed the ways in which such “partnership” harmed her, and begged for forgiveness, thus exhibiting a form of repentance. By March 1693, Tituba attempted to recant her confession. She admitted to lying to protect herself from execution and blamed Reverend Parris for forcing her into it, probably in an attempt to end the witch hunt hysteria that ended in so many deaths and caused so much destruction in the community. Although Salem residents did not believe her new confession, they blamed Parris for being overzealous.

By April 1693 Tituba, who was between the ages of 26 and 31, had spent 13 months in jail. Angered by her attempts to recant her testimony, Reverend Parris refused to pay her jail fees to have her released. An unknown person paid the fees of seven pounds and purchased Tituba and John Indian, who promptly disappeared from the historical record. Violet remained in the Parris household until his death, never to be reunited with her parents.

Sherri M. Arnold
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Wife Abuse, Colonial North America (1607–1754)

Recognized as a crime today, in colonial North America wife abuse was considered a proper tool for husbands to use to maintain order in a marriage. The most widely held view of marriage among Europeans in the early 17th century was that God imposed women’s subordination as a punishment for Eve’s fall from grace. Europeans imagined marriage as an institution that combined a man and a woman into one person, with the husband as the superior. Among the Spanish, patriarchal authority was also enforced to the point that Iberian law gave men the right to kill adulterous spouses. Under English common law, an unmarried woman could own and sell property, bequeath her property by will, make contracts, and sue and be sued. In marriage, under the system of coverture, she conferred many of these rights and responsibilities onto her husband, who held claim to his wife’s productive labor and skills in running a household and all of the profits her labor generated.

Colonial governments did not consider wife beating a criminal offense and often encouraged the “rule of thumb,” which allowed a husband to whip his wife as long as the switch was no larger in diameter than an average man’s thumb. Church courts interpreted cruelty, strictly, as abuse sufficient to maim or threaten her life. The courts rarely intervened in domestic violence unless the woman was pregnant. And while a wife might get protection until she delivered, she would be expected to return to her husband’s rule. While wife abuse was not considered a crime, between 1352 and 1828 a murderous wife, convicted of treason, carried a sentence of being burned at the stake.

As times changed, a network of informal surveillance discouraged husbands from abusing their power; those who most often intervened were other women. In New England justices fined spouses, imposed separations, and sometimes sentenced those found guilty of spouse abuse to whippings. Abusive wives were sentenced more often than abusive husbands. According to criminal records, Virginia may have been one of the most violent colonies, followed by Pennsylvania, New York, and North Carolina, and then by Massachusetts and Connecticut. Because cruelty was difficult to approve, many women whose names do not appear in court records were brought to the Philadelphia almshouse complaining of being beaten and abused by husbands.

For Africans and Native Americans, women experienced the colonial period as a decline in status, and more than likely the rate of domestic violence increased with prolonged war, enslavement, sexual exploitation, and genocide. For slaves, marriage was a relationship governed by custom and the community, not the law. West African traditions valued women, and prior to enslavement, gender relations tended to be more complementary. The community recognized a couple as husband and wife when they took certain responsibilities for each other. Both men and women could sever the marital bonds if their partners abandoned their responsibilities or experienced mistreatment. Iroquois and Algonquian tribes of New England were most often matrilineal and matrilocal. Recognition of several distinct types of marriage with flexible standards and easy divorce mitigated domestic violence.

Violence within Indian-French, Indian-Spanish, and Indian-African marriages differed depending on the circumstances. Women suffered less abuse when Europeans and Africans assimilated into native society but sustained more abuse when women, often through enslavement, were forced into unions. The Kaskaskias south of the Great Lakes and the Apalachees of the Southeast married inside their own nation and retained their gender complementary belief systems, likely reducing wife abuse. The Illinois who intermarried with the French maintained more female empowerment, while native peoples under Spanish colonization in Mexico experienced a severe decline in status and increase in domestic violence.

In the mid-18th century, a new ideal of the middle-class marriage emerged that discouraged domestic violence. Companionate marriage viewed the union as a partnership that stressed mutual affection, companionship, a single standard of sexual behavior, and complementary gender roles. Most people were beginning to rebel against the idea that any physical attack by a man was acceptable. Vermont (1787) and New Hampshire (1791) were the first states to sanction divorce on the grounds of domestic violence and to grant alimony to abused wives.

Leleua Loupe
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“About the Duties of Husbands and Wives” from Benjamin Wadsworth’s A Well-Ordered Family (1712)

Benjamin Wadsworth (1670–1737), a Harvard-trained minister, published various collections of sermons and essays during his lifetime. He served as minister of the First Church in Boston and then as president of Harvard from 1725 until his death in 1737. In 1712 he published his essay in A Well-Ordered Family, which gave a perhaps idealized view of family and marital relations in early 18th-century New England. The following excerpt describes the duties that spouses owed to one another.

Concerning the duties of this relation we may assert a few things. It is their duty to dwell together with one another. Surely they should dwell together; if one house cannot hold them, surely they are not affected to each other as they should be. They should have a very great and tender love and affection to one another. This is plainly commanded by God. This duty of love is mutual; it should be performed by each, to each of them. When, therefore, they quarrel or disagree, then they do the Devil’s work; he is pleased at it, glad of it. But such contention provokes God; it dishonors Him; it is a vile example before inferiors in the family; it tends to prevent family prayer.

As to outward things. If the one is sick, troubled, or distressed, the other should manifest care, tenderness, pity, and compassion, and afford all possible relief and succor. They should likewise unite their prudent counsels and endeavors, comfortably to maintain themselves and the family under their joint care.

Husband and wife should be patient one toward another. If both are truly pious, yet neither of them is perfectly holy, in such cases a patient, forgiving, forbearing spirit is very needful. …

The husband’s government ought to be gentle and easy, and the wife’s obedience ready and cheerful. The husband is called the head of the woman. It belongs to the head to rule and govern. Wives are part of the house and family, and ought to be under the husband’s government. Yet his government should not be with rigor, haughtiness, harshness, severity, but with the greatest love, gentleness, kindness, tenderness that may be. Though he governs her, he must not treat her as a servant, but as his own flesh; he must love her as himself.

Those husbands are much to blame who do not carry it lovingly and kindly to their wives. O man, if your wife is not so young, beautiful, healthy, well-tempered, and qualified as you would wish; if she did not bring a large estate to you, or cannot do so much for you, as some other women have done for their husbands; yet she is your wife, and the great God commands you to love her, not be bitter, but kind to her. What can be more plain and expressive than that?

Those wives are much to blame who do not carry it lovingly and obediently to their own husbands. O woman, if your husband is not as young, beautiful, healthy, so well-tempered, and qualified as you could wish; if he has not such abilities, riches, honors, as some others have; yet he is your husband, and the great God commands you to love, honor, and obey him. Yea, though possibly you have greater abilities of mind than he has, was of some high birth, and he of a more common birth, or did bring more estate, yet since he is your husband, God has made him your head, and set him above you, and made it your duty to love and revere him.

Parents should act wisely and prudently in the matching of their children. They should endeavor that they may marry someone who is most proper for them, most likely to bring blessings to them.

Source: Benjamin Wadsworth, A Well-Ordered Family (Boston: B. Green, 1712). Available at Constitution Society, http://www.constitution.org/primarysources/marriage.html.



Wife Sales

Wife sales were exactly what they sound like they would be: the sale of wives by husbands. The sales were not a part of any legal government provision or any particular religion but have occurred around the world for centuries. The sales were an informal practice started among the people usually in open public areas such as the taverns or the marketplace. When a wife was auctioned, she was put into a halter, a rope, or strapped device used for leading or restraining cattle and stayed in that device throughout the sale. The use of the cattle implement was symbolic of the woman’s position as property in the sale. Even if the wife agreed to the auction, it was all carried out within the husband’s and buyer’s power. The main reasons for the auctioning of wives were because of economic situations, adultery, or the lack of compatibility of the husband and wife.

The majority of wife sales in the United States trace back to England when divorces did exist but were practiced sparingly. Only middling- and elite-class people could afford divorces. Also, wife sales mainly took place in urban populations. Once the printing of newspapers became common, it was easier for wife sales to be posted (and for historians to trace them). Samuel Pyeatt Menefee looked at nearly 400 wife sales from the 11th century to the 1970s. During the industrial revolution (1785–1845) wife selling was at its highest peak. For English society, the peak was also a result of the American Revolution, the French Revolution, and the Napoleonic Wars and their aftermaths. The wars affected the economies, sometimes causing husbands to sell their wives to prevent the rest of the family from ending up in poor houses. Divorces during this time became only possible for those in the upper levels of society.

The most famous wife sale in British history is found in the fiction piece The Mayor of Casterbridge by Thomas Hardy. While inebriated, the protagonist sells his wife and child for five guineas at a carnival. He then goes on to become mayor but regrets his hasty decision regarding his family. Hardy’s novel suggests that the wife complied with the sale and does not particularly condemn the practice.

Wife sales also took place in the United States. According to both colonial and U.S. law, when a woman married she legally became her husband’s property. Called coverture or feme covert, women belonged first to their fathers and later to their husbands and had few legal controls over most aspects of their lives. Given the principles of coverture, some husbands did sell their wives, though the practice lost favor in the later decades of the 18th century. In 1878 one man sold his wife for two dollars and a dozen bowls of grogg. The sale was likely intended to circumvent the state’s divorce ban and illustrates how commoners both ignored the law and created their own legal customs.

Some, though not most, Native Americans also participated in wife sellling, generally as part of a debt transaction, though some peoples used a kind of ritual sale in lieu of divorce and remarriage. In the lands that would become the United States, there is a history of wife sales among some Native Americans as well as among the Japanese who populated the Hawaiian Islands before and after the annexation of 1898.

Finally, it should be noted that in the 200 years of American slavery many wives were sold away from their husbands and children. Masters did not generally recognize slave marriages as legal unions and did break up families through sale. Some of these sales of women of African descent would have been part of the concubinage trade, or the purposeful sale of a woman to a man for sexual use. Light-skinned slave women, such as Thomas Jefferson’s slave Sally Hemings, were particularly prized on the slave market, and many of those sold would have been women who considered themselves married to a fellow slave. These sales did not officially end until the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment abolishing slavery in 1865.

Therese Torres
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Translation of the Marriage Contract of Brant Peelen and Marritje Pieters, Widow of Claes Sybrantsen (1643)

Reproduced here is a marriage contract between two individuals who are each entering into a second marriage before a magistrate in the Dutch colony of New Netherland in 1643. New Netherland passed under English control in the 1660s, becoming the colony of New York. The contract has been translated from Dutch to English.

In the year of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, one thousand, six hundred and forty three, before me Cornelis van Tienhoven, admitted secretary in New Netherland for the General Incorporated West India Company, personally came and appeared Brant Peelen from Nykerk, widower of the late Lubbertje Wouters, and Marrietje Pieters, widow of the late Claes Sybrantsen, (with Jan Schepmoes her chosen guardian herein,) who declared that they intended to enter together into the holy state of matrimony, for which reasons and causes he, Brant Pelen, the present bridegroom, promises to pay from his first ready goods, means and effects immediately to his three children by his first wife, the sum of three thousand Carolus guilders, to wit: To his daughter Lysbet Brants, one thousand guilders; to Geert Brants, one thousand guilders, and to Gerritje Brants, a like thousand guilders. She, Marritje Pieters, present bride, promises to give and pay to each of her two children named Sybrant Claesen and Seltje Claes, as their paternal inheritance and property, the sum of Two hundred guilders; which aforesaid four hundred guilders he Brant Peelen shall be at liberty to use four consecutive years without interest, and if he Brant Peelen use the aforesaid money longer, he shall annually pay as interest of the hundred guilders five per cent, but on the express condition and stipulation that they, the bridegroom and bride, remain bound, with the help of God, to bring up Seltje Claes, the youngest child, to clothe her, to send her to school, to let her learn reading and writing and a good trade in such manner as honest parents ought and are bound to do, and as they can answer before God and men.

In this their marriage contract it is, with the will and pleasure of the bridegroom and bride, expressly agreed and stipulated by them, considering that there is nothing certain but death, and nothing more uncertain than the hour thereof, in order to provide against all such uncertainty of death by their joint will, they both, the bridegroom and the bride, declare that whenever Almighty God, the Creator of Heaven and Earth, whom they pray that it may be His holy will to bless them in this their marriage so as it shall be necessary for them here temporarily and hereafter eternally, Amen, shall call the first of them both out of this world, the longest liver of them shall remain in full occupation and possession of all the temporal goods that God hath granted, or shall grant, in this world jointly to them the bridegroom and bride; it being well understood that there should be no difference in regard to the property, but the property of both of them being common, it is computed of the same value, as no inventory is made on either side and it is assumed on both sides as of equal value, which is this concluded and contracted with their joint mature deliberation, wishing and requesting that this shall have full effect after the death of either of them.

It is further covenanted that whenever either of them dies, a proper inventory shall then be made of all the property that the both shall possess at the time, so that the lawful heirs may obtain pertinent [ ], and whenever the survivor shall have departed out of this sorrowful world, the lawful heirs on both sides shall then equally divide and each side receive a like portion of the estate; likewise, that the survivor shall be bound to manage the property as profitably as possible, expecting, with the help of God, only that it may not be squandered needlessly or improperly. If this occur, those whom it interests shall be at liberty to interfere, and that with cause and good reason.

Wherewith he, Brant Pelen, bridegroom and she Marritje Pieters, present bride, conclude their contract of marriage, and request that this may have effect and be valid before all Courts and judges, to this end renouncing all exceptions of what sort soever which may anywise contravene these presents, pledging themselves, in like manner under bond of all law for the payment of the sum of money promised to their children on either side. In testimony this is signed by them respectively, with Everardus Bogardus and Hendric Kip, witnesses hereunto invited, the 3d July AD 1643, in Fort Amsterdam, New Netherland.

Witnesses

Everardus Boghardus

Hendrick Hendricksen Kyp

Ian Iansen Scepmoes

This is the + mark of

Marritje Pieters

Brant Pelen

To my Knowledge, Cornelis van Tienhoven, Secretary.

Source: “Women’s Rights in Early New York,” New York State Archives, http://www.archives.nysed.gov/education/showcase/201001women/index.shtml.



Witchcraft in New England

During the mid-1600s in colonial North America, strong religious beliefs caused many people to believe in the supernatural. Demons, devils, and witches seemed all too real to the colonists in New England, particularly Puritans. Increasing religious intolerance and fervor among some Puritans created a level of paranoia that led to what must have been false accusations of witchcraft. In the past few decades, American historians have offered many reasons for colonial witchcraft beliefs, though not all have confronted the reality that most victims of witchcraft accusations were women.

Some historians speculate that accusations of witchcraft began as a way of explaining success in Puritan America. Puritans viewed prosperous individuals suspiciously and occasionally posited supernatural assistance to explain the economic differences between people. This theory does not take into account that women were more frequently accused of witchcraft than men and thus were more often executed. According to the principles of coverture, women did not own anything and were themselves property of their fathers or husbands. Only widowed women could accrue property and be considered economically successful. Out of the women convicted, most were married or widowed. Most were middle-aged, between the ages of 41 and 60. There was also a large group of women under 20 years old who were also convicted. Few of these women could be considered successful, though historian Carol Karlson has noted that an overwhelming number of women convicted and executed of witchcraft either had or would inherit family property because they had no alternative male heirs. In executing these women, Puritan society rid itself of potentially powerful women and, if the women died without heirs, could convert their inheritances into church property.

Typically, younger girls accused middle-aged women of witchcraft. The young female accusers sometimes claimed that they had been bribed with money and clothes to renounce their Christian ideals and accept the devil. They also claimed to have been possessed by witches and forced to act out a number of inappropriate behaviors, some of them sexual in nature. Historians posit that as Puritan society matured, women lost status and power, a claim that can be substantiated by an examination of Puritan men’s wills, and that younger women may have resented their loss of power. Given how dangerous it was in an intensely patriarchal society to take their resentment out on men, young women victimized older women who may have had opportunities to inherit that younger women no longer had. Moreover, in claiming to be the victim of an older female “witch,” younger women won attention from the community and temporarily gained considerable power in witchcraft trials.

Puritans allowed boys and young men considerably more freedom and power, and as a result, it was rare for them to make claims of witch possession because they did not feel as much resentment. Although the type of people accused and the accusers followed a distinguishable trend, the types of witnesses did not. Witnesses and those who testified ranged in age from 20 to 60 years old, which implies that the general belief in witchcraft spanned generations.

Women most likely to be accused of witchcraft were not only likely to inherit but also were the kind of women who did not fit into Puritan society for a variety of reasons. Anne Hibbins, for example, was a verbally forthright woman who failed time and again to enact appropriately passive behavior. When her community executed her as a witch, they not only rid themselves of a woman they saw as troublesome but also benefited from the redistribution of her estate. Some convicted witches had been excommunicated from the church, as was also the case with Hibbins, and others were generally disliked by the townspeople. Anne Hutchinson, for example, irritated church authorities with her alternative theological views and narrowly escaped a witchcraft trial. Many accused women did not have sufficient evidence against them, but their notorious reputation or odd behavior made them vulnerable in communities that sought conformity above all else. Clearly, these women were not guilty of being witches and were often completely innocent of any crime.

The most well-documented cases of witchcraft come from Massachusetts and Connecticut colonies. The first legal trial regarding witchcraft for which a record survives occurred in Windsor, Connecticut, in 1647, but one of the more notable trials occurred in 1651. Hugh and Mary Parsons, a married couple from Springfield, Massachusetts, were both accused of witchcraft. They were considered middle class, and accusations against them came from people in both the lower and middle classes, showing that people from all walks of life fell prey to the supernatural hysteria that had seized colonial New England. Hugh was not well liked and was accused of extortion and constant bickering in his business. He was found innocent. Mary Parsons, however, had been driven nearly insane by the community’s attacks on her family. During her trial she convinced herself that she was guilty of infanticide—the murder of her own child. The mental instability that Mary exhibited was a common symptom of those accused of witchcraft, though it is difficult to know if mental instability invited or resulted from witchcraft accusations.

The most famous witchcraft trials were in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692. Over 150 people were arrested, but a fraction of those were executed. Although considerably fewer men were accused of witchcraft than women, men had more terrible punishments. For example, one man was crushed with heavy stones until he died because he refused to confess that he was a witch.

There are many theories regarding the cause of the mass accusations in Salem. Some historians theorize that the conservative religious views of colonial America led to mass hysteria regarding the supernatural. Disputes about cattle, land, debt, and more were common in colonial Massachusetts and led to a heightened sense of paranoia and mistrust. In some areas, tensions may have been high enough to cause witchcraft accusations. Fewer historians propose that those accused of witchcraft were victims of tainted poor-quality food—hallucinogens present in the food may have caused false visions that prompted the victims’ odd behavior. This theory has the lure of science but leaves much unexplained. Another theory holds that the accusation of witchcraft was a form of social control. Those accused of witchcraft were considered odd, eccentric, and often antisocial. People who engaged in activities or behaviors that their community disproved of were likely to be accused of witchcraft. This prevented future odd behaviors by setting an example.

In Salem, Cotton Mather claimed that possession was the main cause of the girls’ afflictions. Some claimed that it was because of contact with witches or because of antagonizing them. The girls verbally and physically attacked accusers, and they were prone to seizures and projections. Children who were considered possessed were not blamed. Puritans believed that the devil, working through a witch, caused the possessed to act against their families, neighbors, and clergy who were trying to help.

Most of the victims of possession exhibited aggressive and seemingly unexplainable behaviors. For example, Cotton Mather examined the servant girl Mercy Short and theorized that Mercy’s problems were caused by spectral forces and prompted by the devil. In reality, Mercy was probably suffering from a kind of post-traumatic stress disorder from being taken captive by Indians when she was a child and seeing her family murdered. Mather, who played a significant role in the Salem witchcraft hysteria, was a Puritan minister who saw evil forces everywhere and defended the trials even after most people began to see them for what they were—mass hysteria.

Many colonists believed that witches took the form of animals to further deceive and spy on their victims. The witches were said to have ties to animal helpers, and it was said that they even suckled them. Eunice Cole, a girl from Salisbury, New Hampshire, was about to be whipped for witchcraft when her observers heard strange noises coming from under her shirt. They claimed that in removing her shirt, they exposed imp-like creatures suckling from her breasts. This phenomenon was seen during the Salem trials as well. People saw what they wanted to see. Colonists also believed that the witches held secret feasts where they shared beer or wine, bread, and meat with one another. Some reported that although the witches appeared to dance together, no sexual activity or nudity was reported.

During mass hysteria periods, many New England colonists chose to escape to neighboring colonies. Colonists Mary and Philip English and Nathaniel and Elizabeth Cary were accused of witchcraft during the Salem Witch Trials and fled to New York to escape execution. A Connecticut woman also went to New York to escape her false accusations and their resulting punishments. New York was eager to harbor the accused due to the state’s poor relations with the other colonies. Historically, Dutch New Yorkers had a legacy of religious tolerance and looked askance at Puritan intolerance.
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Letter of Reverend Samuel Willard to Cotton Mather Regarding a Case of Witchcraft in Groton, Massachusetts (1671)

In the autumn of 1671 Elizabeth Knapp, the daughter of James and Elizabeth (Warren) Knapp of Groton, experienced a series of symptoms that led the minister of her town, Reverend Samuel Willard, to conclude that Elizabeth was the victim of witchcraft. Reproduced here is the letter the minister wrote about the incident to Cotton Mather that Willard titled “A Briefe Account of a Strange & Unusuall Providence of God Befallen to Elizabeth Knap of Groton, By Me Samuel Willard.” Mather later mentioned the incident, which apparently became widely known, in his Magnalia Christi Americana.

This poore & miserable object, about a fortnight before shee was taken, wee observed to carry herselfe in a strange & unwonted manner, sometimes shee would give sudden shriekes, & if wee enquired a Reason, would alwayes put it off with some excuse, & then would burst forth into immoderate & extravagant laughter, in such wise, as some times shee fell onto the ground with it: I my selfe observed oftentimes a strange change in here countenance, but could not suspect the true reason, but coneived shee might bee ill, & therefore divers times enquired how shee did, & shee alwayes answered well; which made mee wonder: but the tragedye began to unfold itselfe upon Munday, Octob. 30. 71, after this manner (as I received by credible information, being that day my selfe gon from home).

In the evening, a little before shee went to bed, sitting by the fire, shee cryed out, oh my legs! & clapt her hand on them, immediately oh my breast! & removed her hands thither; & forthwith, oh I am strangled, & put her hands on her throat: those that observed her could not see what to make of it; whither shee was in earnest or dissembled, & in this manner they left her (excepting the person that lay with her) complaining of her breath being stopt: The next day shee was in a strange frame, (as was observed by divers) sometimes weeping, sometimes laughing, & many foolish & apish gestures. In the evening, going into the cellar, shee shrieked suddenly, & being enquired of the cause, shee answered, that shee saw 2 persons in the cellar; whereupon some went downe with her to search, but found none; shee also looking with them; at last shee turned her head, & looking one way stedfastly, used the expression, what cheere old man? which, they that were with her tooke for a fansye, & soe ceased; afterwards (the same evening,) the rest of the family being in bed, shee was (as one lying in the roome saw, & shee herselfe also afterwards related) suddenly throwne downe into the midst of the floore with violence, & taken with a violent fit, whereupon the whole family was raised, & with much adoe was shee kept out of the fire from destroying herselfe after which time she was followed with fits from thence till the sabbath day; in which shee was violent in bodily motions, leapings, strainings & strange agitations, scarce to bee held in bounds by the strength of 3 or 4: violent alsoe in roarings & screamings, representing a dark resemblance of hellish torments, & frequently using in these fits divers words, sometimes crying out money, money, sometimes, sin & misery with other words.

On wednesday, being in the time of intermission questioned about the case shee was in, with reference to the cause or occasion of it, shee seemed to impeach one of the neighbors, a person (I doubt not) of sincere uprightnesse before God, as though either shee, or the devill in her likenesse & habit, particularly her riding hood, had come downe the chimney, stricken her that night shee was first taken violently, which was the occasion of her being cast into the floore; whereupon those about her sent to request the person to come to her, who coming unwittingly, was at the first assaulted by her stranglye, for though her eyes were (as it were) sealed up (as they were alwayes, or for the most part, in those fits, & soe continue in them all to this day) shee yet knew her very touch from any other, though no voice were uttered, & discovered it evidently by her gestures, soe powerfull were Satans suggestions in her, yet afterward God was pleased to vindicate the case & justifye the innocent, even to remove jealousyes from the spirits of the party concerned, & satisfaction of the by standers; for after shee had gon to prayer with her, shee confessed that she beleeved Satan had deluded her, & hath never since complained of any such apparition or disturbance from the person. These fits continuing, (though with intermission) divers, (when they had opportunity) pressed upon her to declare what might bee the true & real occasion of these amazing fits. Shee used many tergiversations & excuses, pretending shee would to this & that young person, who coming, she put it off to another, till at the last, on thurdsday night, shee brake forth into a large confession in the presence of many, the substance whereof amounted to thus much:

That the devill had oftentimes appeared to her, presenting the treaty of a Covenant, & preffering largely to her: viz, such things as suted her youthfull fancye, money, silkes, fine cloaths, ease from labor to show her the whole world, &c: that it had bin then 3 yeers since his first appearance, occasioned by her discontent: That at first his apparitions had bin more rare, but lately more frequent; yea those few weekes that shee had dwelt with us almost constant, that shee seldome went out of one roome into another, but hee appeared to her urging of her: & that hee had presented her a booke written with blood of covenants made by others with him, & told her such & such (of some wherof we hope better things) had a name there; that hee urged upon her constant temptations to murder her parents, her neighbors, our children, especially the youngest, tempting her to throw it into the fire, on the hearth, into the oven; & that once hee put a bill hooke into her hand, to murder my selfe, persuading her I was asleep, but coming about it, shee met me on the staires at which shee was affrighted, the time I remember well, & observd a strange frame in her countenance & saw she endeavered to hide something, but I knew not what, neither did I at all suspect any such matter; & that often he persuaded her to make away with herselfe & once she was going to drowne herselfe in the well, for, looking into it, shee saw such sights as allured her, & was gotten within the curbe, & was by God’s providence prevented, many other like things shee related, too tedious to recollect: but being pressed to declare whither she had not consented to a covenant with the Devill, shee with solemne assertions denyed it, yea asserted that shee had never soe much as consented to discorse with him, nor had ever but once before that night used the expession, What cheere, old man? & this argument shee used, that the providence of God had ordered it soe, that all his apparitions had bin frightfull to her; yet this shee acknowledged, (which seemed contradictorye, viz:) that when shee came to our house to schoole, before such time as shee dwelt with us, shee delayed her going home in the evening, till it was darke, (which wee observed) upon his persuasion to have his company home, & that shee could not, when hee appeared, but goe to him; one evident testimony wherof wee can say somthing to, viz. the night before the Thanksgiving, Octob. 19. shee was with another maid that boarded in the house, where both of them saw the appearance of a mans head & shoulders, with a great white neckcloath, looking in at the window, at which they came up affrighted both into the chamber, where the rest of us were, they declaring the case, one of us went downe to see who it might bee, but shee ran immediately out of the doore before him, which shee hath since confessed, was the Devill coming to her; shee also acknowledged the reason of her former sudden shriekings, was from a sudden apparition, & that the devill put these excuses into her mouth, & bit her soe to say, & hurried her into those violent (but shee saith feigned & forced) laughters: shee then also complained against herselfe of many sins, disobedience to parents, neglect of attendance upon ordinances, attempts to murder herselfe & others; but this particular of a covenant shee utterly disclaimed: which relation seemed faire, especially in that it was attended with bitter teares, selfe condemnations, good counsells given to all about her, especially the youth then present, & an earnest desire of prayers: shee sent to Lancaster for Mr. Rowlandson, who came & prayed with her, & gave her serious counsells; but shee was still followed, all this notwithstanding, with these fits: & in this state (coming home on fryday) I found her; but could get nothing from her, whenever I came in presence shee fell into those fits, concerning which fits, I find this noteworthy, shee knew & understood what was spoken to her, but could not answer, nor use any other words but the forementioned, money, &c: as long as the fit continued, for when shee came out of it, shee could give a relation of all that had been spoken to her: shee was demanded a reason why shee used those words in her fits, & signifyed that the Devill presented her with such things, to tempt her, & with sin & miserye, to terrifye her; shee also declared that shee had seene the Devills in their hellish shapes, & more Devills then any one there ever saw men in the world. Many of these things I heard her declare on Saturday at night:

On the Sabbath the Physitian came, who judged a maine point of her distempr to be naturall, arising from the foulnesse of her stomacke, & corruptnesse of her blood, occasioning fumes in her braine, & strange fansyes; whereupon (in order to further tryall & administration) shee was removed home, & the succeeding weeke shee tooke physicke, & was not in such violence handled in her fits as before; but enjoyed an intermission, & gave some hopes of recovery; in which intermission shee was altogether sencelesse (as to our discoverye) of her state, held under securitye, & hardnesse of heart, professing shee had no trouble upon her spirits, shee cried satan had left her: A solemne day was kept with her, yet it had then, (as I apprehend,) little efficacy upon her; shee that day again expressed hopes that the Devill had left her, but there was little ground to thinke soe, because she remained under such extreame sencelessenesse of her owne estate: & thus shee continued, being exercised with some moderate fits, in which shee used none of the former expressions, but sometimes fainted away, sometimes used some struglings, yet not with extremitye, till the Wednesday following, which day was spent in prayer with her, when her fits something more encreased, & her tongue was for many houres together drawne into a semicircle up to the roofe of her mouth, & not to be remooved, for some tryed with the fingers to doe it: from thence till the sabbath seven night following: she continued alike, only shee added to former confessions, of her twise consenting to travell with the Devill in her company between Groton & Lancaster, who accompanied her in forme of a blacke dog with eyes in his backe, sometimes stopping her horse, sometimes leaping up behind, & keeping her (when she came home with company) 40 rod at least behind, leading her out of the way into a swampe, &c.: but still no conference would shee owne, but urged that the devills quarell with her was because shee would not seale a covenant with him, & that this was the ground of her first being taken. besides this nothing observable came from her, only one morning shee said God is a father, the next morning, God is my father, which words (it is to be feared) were words of presumption, put into her mouth by the adversary.

I suspecting the truth of her former storye, pressed, whether shee never verbally promised to covenant with him, which shee stoutly denyed: only acknowledged that shee had had some thoughts soe to doe: but on the forenamed Nov. 26. shee was again with violence & extremity seized by her fits, in such wise that 6 persons could hardly hold her, but shee leaped & skipped about the house proforce roaring, & yelling extreamly, & fetching deadly sighs, as if her heartstrings would have broken, & looking wth a frightfull aspect, to the amazement & astonishment of all the beholders, of which I was an eye witnesse: The Physitian being then agen with her consented that the distemper was Diabolicall, refused further to administer, advised to extraordinary fasting; whereupon some of Gods ministers were sent for: shee meane while continued extreamly tormented night & day, till Tuesday about noon; having this added on Munday & Tuesday morning that shee barked like a dog, & bleated like a calfe, in which her organs were visibly made use of: yea, (as was carefully observed) on Munday night, & Tuesday morning, when ever any came neere the house, though they within heard nothing at all, yet would shee barke till they were come into the house, on Tuesday, about 12 of the clocke, she came out of the fit, which had held her from Sabbath day about the same time, at least 48 howers, with little or no intermission, & then her speech was restored to her, & shee expressed a great seeming sence of her state: many bitter teares, sighings, sobbings, complainings shee uttered, bewailing of many sins fore mentioned, begging prayers, & in the houre of prayer expressing much affection: I then pressed if there were anything behind in reference to the dealings between her & Satan, when she agen professed that shee had related all: & declared that in those fits the devill had assaulted her many wayes, that hee came downe the chimney, & shee essayed to escape him, but was siezed upon by him, that hee sat upon her breast, & used many arguments with her, & that hee urged here at one time with persuasions & promises, of ease, & great matters, told her that shee had done enough in what shee had already confessed, shee might henceforth serve him more securely; anon told hir her time was past, & there was no hopes unlesse shee would serve him; & it was observed in the time of her extremity, once when a little moments respite was granted her of speech, shee advised us to make our peace with God, & use our time better then shee had done, the party advised her also to bethinke herselfe of making her peace, shee replyed, it is too late for me: the next day was solemnized, when we had the presence of Mr. Bulkley, Mr. Rowlandson, & Mr. Estabrooke, whither coming, we found her returned to a sottish & stupid kind of frame, much was prest upon her, but no affection at all discovered; though shee was little or nothing exercised with any fits, & her speech also continued: though a day or two after shee was melancholye & being enquired of a reason, shee complained that shee was grieved that so much pains were taken wth her, & did her no good, but this held her not long: & thus shee remained till Munday, when to some neighbors there present, shee related something more of he converse with the devill, viz. That it had bin 5 yeers or therabouts, since shee first saw him, & declared methodically the sundry apparitions from time to time, till shee was thus dreadfully assaulted, in which, the principall was, that after many assaults, shee had resolved to seale a covenant with Satan, thinking shee had better doe it, then be thus followed by him, that once, when shee lived at Lancaster, he presented himselfe, & desired of her blood, & shee would have done it, but wanted a knife, in the parley shee was prevented by the providence of God interposing my father; a 2nd time in the house hee met her, & presented her a knife, & as she was going about it my father stept in agen & prevented, that when shee sought & enquired for the knife, it was not to bee found, & that afterward shee saw it sticking in the top of the barne, & some other like passages shee agen owned an observable passage which shee also had confessed in her first declaration, but is not there inserted, viz. that the devill had often proffered her his service, but shee accepted not; & once in ptic: to bring her in chips for the fire, shee refused, but when shee came in shee saw them lye by the fire side, & was affraid, & this I remarke, I sitting by the fire spake to her to lay them on, & she turned away in an unwonted manner: she then also declared against herselfe her unprofitable life she had led, & how justly God had thus permitted Satan to handle her, telling them, they little knew what a sad case shee was in. I after asked her concerning these passages, & shee owned the truth of them, & declared that now shee hoped the devill had left her, but being prest whether there were not a covenant, she earnestly professed, that by Gods goodnesse shee had bin prevented from doing that, which shee of herselfe had been ready enough to assent to; & shee thanked God there was no such thing:

The same day shee was agen taken with a new kind of unwonted fitt in which after shee had bin awhile exercised with violence, shee got her a sticke, & went up and downe, thrusting, & pushing, here & there, & anon looking out at a window, & cryed out of a witch appearing in a strange manner in forme of a dog downward, with a womans head, & declared the person, other whiles that shee appeard in her whole likenesse, & described her shape and habit: signifyed that shee went up the chimney & went her way: what impression wee reade in the clay of the chimney, in similitude of a dogs paw, by the operation of Satan, & in the form of a dogs going in the same place she tould of, I shall not conclude, though something there was, as I myselfe saw in the chimney in the same place where shee declared the foot was set to goe up:

In this manner was she handled that night, & the 2 next dayes, using strange gestures, complaining by signes, when shee could not speake explaining that shee was sometimes in the chamber, somet. in the chimney, & anon assaults her, sometimes scratching her breast, beating her sides, strangling her throat, & she did oftentimes seeme to our apprehension as if shee would forthwith bee strangled: She declared that if the party were apprehended shee should forthwith bee well, but never till then; whereupon her father went, & percured the coming of the woman impeached by her, who came downe to her on Thurdsday night, where (being desired to be present) I observed that she was violently handled, & lamentably tormented by the adversarye, & uttered unusual shriekes at the instant of the persons coming in, though her eyes were fast closed: but having experience of such former actings, wee made nothing of it, but waited the issue: God therefore was sought to, to signifye something. whereby the innocent might bee acquitted, or the guilty discovered, & ’hee Answered our prayers, for by 2 evident & cleere mistakes she was cleered, & then all prejudices ceased, & she never more to this day hath impeached her of any apparition: in the fore mentioned allegation of the person, shee also signifyed that somet. the devil alsoe in the likenesse of a little boy appeared together with the person: Fryday was a sad day with her, for shee was sorely handled with fits, which some perceiving pressed that there was something yet behind not discovered by her; & shee after a violent fit, holding her betweene two & 3 houres did first to one, & afterwards to many acknowledge that shee had given of her blood to the Devill, & made a covenant with him, whereupon I was sent for to her; & understanding how things had passed, I found that there was no roome for privacye, in another alredy made by her soe publicke, I therefore examined her concerning the matter; & found her not soe forward to confesse, as shee had bin to others, yet thus much I gathered from her confession:

That after shee came to dwell with us, one day as shee was alone in a lower roome, all the rest of us being in the chamber, she looked out at the window, & saw the devill in the habit of an old man, coming over a great meadow lying neere the house; & suspecting his designe, shee had thoughts to have gon away; yet at length resolved to tarry it out, & heare what hee had to say to her; when hee came hee demanded of her some of her blood, which shee forthwith consented to, & with a knife cut her finger, hee caught the blood in his hand, & then told her she must write her name in his booke, shee answered, shee could not Write, but hee told her he would direct her hand, & then took a little sharpened sticke, & dipt in the blood, & put it into her hand, & guided it, & shee wrote her name with his helpe: what was the matter shee set her hand to, I could not learne from her; but thus much shee confessed, that the terme of time agreed upon with him was for 7 yeers; one yeere shee was to be faithfull in his service, & then the other six hee would serve her, & make her a witch: shee also related, that the ground of contest between her & the devill which was the occasion of this sad providence, was this, that after her covenant made the devill showed her hell & the damned, & told her if shee were not faithfull to him, shee should goe thither, & bee tormented there; shee desired of him to show her heaven, but hee told her that heaven was an ougly place, & that none went thither but a company of base roagues whom he hated; but if shee would obey him, it should be well with her: but afterward shee considered with herselfe, that the terme of her covenant, was but short, & would soone bee at an end, & shee doubted (for all the devills promises) shee must at last come to the place hee had showne her, & withall, feared, if shee were a witch, shee should bee discovered, & brought to a shamefull end: which was many times a trouble on her spirits; this the Devill perceiving, urged upon her to give him more of her blood, & set her hand agen to his booke, which shee refused to doe, but partly through promises, partly by threatnings, hee brought her at last to a promise that shee would sometime doe it: after which hee left not incessantly to urge her to the performance of it, once hee met her on the staires. & often elsewhere pressing her with vehemencye, but shee still put it off; till the first night shee was taken when the devill came to her, & told her he would not tarry any longer: shee told him shee would not doe it hee Answered shee had done it already, & what further damage would it bee to doe it agen, for shee was his sure enough: she rejoyned shee had done it already, & if shee were his sure enough, what need hee to desire any more of her: whereupon he strucke her the first night, agen more violently the 2nd as is above exprest:

This is the sum of the Relation I then had from her: which at that time seemed to bee methodicall: These things she uttered with great affection, overflowing of teares, & seeming bitternesse: I asked of the Reason of her weeping & bitternesse, shee complained of her sinns, & some in particular, profanation of the sabbath &c: but nothing of this sin of renouncing the goverment of God. & giving herselfe up to the devill: I therfore, (as God helped) applied it to her & asked her whether shee desired not prayers with & for her, shee assented with earnestnesse, & in prayer seemed to bewaile the sin as God helped, then in the aggravation of it, & afterward declared a desire to rely on the power & mercy of God in Christ: shee then also declared, that the Devill had deceived her concerning those persons impeached by her, that hee had in their likenesse or resemblance tormented her, persuading her that it was they, that they bare her a spleen, but he loved her, & would free her from them, & pressed on her to endeavor to bring them forth to the censure of the law.

In this case I left her; but (not being satisfied in some things) I promised to visit her agen the next day which accordingly I did, but coming to her, I found her (though her speech still remained) in a case sad enough, her teares dryed up, & sences stupifyed, & (as was observed) when I could get nothing from her, & therfore applyed myselfe in counsell to her, shee regarded it not, but fixed her eye steadfastly upon a place, as shee was wont when the Devill presented himselfe to her, which was a griefe to her parents, & brought mee to a stand; in the condition I left her:

The next day, being the Sabbath, whither upon any hint given her, or any advantage Satan tooke by it upon her, shee sent for mee in hast at noone, coming to her, shee immediately with teares told me that shee had belied the Devill, in saying shee had given him of her blood: &c: professed that the most of the apparitions shee had spoken of were but fansyes, as images represented in a dreame; earnestly entreated me to beleeve her, called God to witnesse to her assertion, I told her I would willingly hope the best, & beleeve what I had any good grounds to apprehend; if therefore shee would tell a more methodicall relation than the former, it would be well, but if otherwise, she must bee content that every one should censure according to their apprehension, shee promised soe to doe, & expressed a desire that all that would might heare her; that as they had heard soe many lyes & untruths, they might now heare the truth, & engaged that in the evening shee would doe it; I then repaired to her, & divers more then went; shee then declared thus much, that the Devill had sometimes appeared to her; that the occasion of it was her discontent, that her condition displeased her, her labor was burdensome to her, shee was neither content to bee at home nor abroad; & had oftentime strong persuasions to practice in witchcraft, had often wished the Devill would come to her at such & such times, & resolved that if hee would, shee would give herselfe up to him soule & body: but (though hee had oft times appeared to her, yet) at such times hee had not discovered himselfe, and therfore shee had bin preserved from such a thing: I declared a suspicion of the truth of the relation, & gave her some Reasons; but by Reason of the company did not say much, neither could anything further be gotten from her: but the next day I went to her, & opened my mind to her alone, & left it with her, declared (among other things) that shee had used preposterous courses, & therfore it was no marvell that shee had bin led into such contradictions, & tendered her all the helpe I could, if shee would make use of me, & more privately relate any weighty & serious case of Conscience to me, shee promised me shee would if shee knew any thing, but said that then shee knew nothing at all; but stood to the story shee had told the foregoing evening: & indeed what to make of these things I at present know not, but am waiting till God (if hee see meet) wind up the story, & make a more cleere discoverye.

It was not many dayes ere shee was hurried agen into violent fits after a different manner, being taken agen speechlesse, & using all endeavores to make away with herselfe, & doe mischiefe unto others; striking those that held her; spitting in their faces; & if at any time shee had done any harme or frightened them shee would laugh immediately; which fits held her sometimes longer, sometimes shorter, few occasions shee had of speech, but when shee could speake, shee complained of a hard heart, counselled some to beware of sin, for that had brought her to this, bewailed that soe many prayers had bin put up for her, & shee still so hard hearted, & no more good wrought upon her; but being asked whither shee were willing to repent, shaked her head, & said nothing. Thus shee continued till the next sabbath in the afternoone; on which day in the morning, being somthing better then at other times, shee had but little company tarryed with her in the afternoon; when the Devill began to make more full discoverye of himselfe:

It had bin a question before, whither shee might properly bee called a Demoniacke, or person possessed of the Devill, but it was then put out of Question: hee began (as the persons with her testifye) by drawing her tongue out of her mouth most frightfully to an extraordinary length & greatnesse, & many amazing postures of her bodye; & then by speaking, vocally in her, whereupon her father, & another neighbor were called from the meeting, on whom, (as soon as they came in,) he railed, calling them roagues, charging them for folly in going to heare a blacke roague, who told them nothing but a parcell of lyes, & deceived them, & many like expressions. after exercise I was called, but understood not the occasion, till I came, & heard the same voice, a grum, low, yet audible voice it was, the first salutation I had was, oh! you are a great roague, I was at the first somthing daunted & amazed, & many reluctances I had upon my spirits, which brought mee to a silence and amazement in my spirits, till at last God heard my groanes & gave me both refreshment in Christ, & courage: I then called for a light, to see whither it might not appeare a counterfiet, and observed not any of her organs to moove, the voice was hollow, as if it issued out of her throat; hee then agen called me great blacke roague, I challenged him to make it appear; but all the Answer was, you tell the people a company of lyes: I reflected on myselfe, & could not but magnifye the goodnesse of God not to suffer Satan to bespatter the names of his people, with those sins which hee himselfe hath pardoned in the blood of Christ.

I Answered, Satan, thou art a lyar, and a deceiver, & God will vindicate his owne truth one day: hee Answered nothing directly, but said, I am not Satan, I am a pretty blacke boy; this is my pretty girle; I have bin here a great while, I sat still, and Answered nothing to these expressions; but when hee directed himselfe to mee agen, oh! you blacke roague, I doe not love you: I replyed through God’s grace, I hate thee; hee rejoyned, but you had better love mee; these manner of expressions filled some of the company there present with great consternation, others put on boldnesse to speake to him, at which I was displeased, & advised them to see their call cleere, fearing least by his policye, & many apish expressions hee used, hee might insinuate himselfe, & raise in them a fearlessenesse of spirit of him: I no sooner turned my backe to goe to the fire, but he called out agen, where is that blacke roague gon: I seeing little good to bee done by discorse, & questioning many things in my mind concerning it, I desired the company to joyne in prayer unto God; when wee went about that duty & were kneeled downe, with a voice louder then before something, hee cryed out, hold your tongue, hold your tongue, get you gon you blacke roague, what are you going to doe, you have nothing to doe with me, &c: but through Gods goodnesse was silenced, &, shee lay quiet during the time of prayer, but as soone as it was ended, began afresh, using the former expressions, at which some ventured to speake to him: Though I thinke imprudentlye: one told him, God had him in chaines, hee replyed, for all my chaine, I can knocke thee on the head when I please: hee said hee would carry her away that night. Another Answered, but God is stronger than thou, He presently rejoyned, that’s a ly, I am stronger than God: at which blasphemy I agen advised them to bee wary of speaking, counselled them to get serious parsons to watch with her, & left her, commending her to God:

On Tuesday following shee confessed that the Devill entred into her the 2nd night after her first taking, that when shee was going to bed, hee entred in (as shee conceived) at her mouth, & had bin in her ever since, & professed, that if there were ever a Devill in the world, there was one in her, but in what manner he spake in her she could not tell: On Wednesday night, shee must forthwith be carried downe to the bay in all hast, shee should never be well, till an assembly of ministers was met together to pray with & for her, & in particular Mr. Cobbet: her friends advised with me about it; I signifyed to them, that I apprehended, Satan never made any good motion, but it was out of season, & that it was not a thing now fiezable, the season being then extreame cold; & the snow deepe, that if shee had bin taken in the woods with her fits shee must needs perish: On friday in the evening shee was taken agen violently, & then the former voice (for the sound) was heard in her agen, not speaking, but imitating the crowing of a cocke, accompanied with many other gestures, some violent, some ridiculous, which occasioned my going to her, where by signes she signifyed that the Devill threatened to carry her away that night, God was agen then sought for her. & when in prayer, that expression was used, the God had prooved Satan a liar, in preserving her once when hee had threatned to carry her away that night, & was entreated soe to doe agen, the same voice, which had ceased 2 dayes before, was agen heard by the by-standers 5 times distinctly to cry out, oh you are a roague, and then ceased: but the whole time of prayer, sometimes by violence of fits sometimes by noises shee made, shee drouned her owne hearing from receiving our petition, as she afterwards confessed:

Since that time shee hath continued for the most part speechlesse, her fits coming upon her sometimes often, sometimes with greater intermission, & with great varietyes in the manner of them, sometimes by violence, sometimes by making her sicke, but (through Gods goodnesse) soe abated in violence, that now one person can as well rule her, as formerly 4 or 5: She is observed alwayes to fall into her fits when any strangers goe to visit her, & the more goe the more violent are her fits: as to the frame of her spirits hee hath bin more averse lately to good counsell than heretofore, yet sometime shee signifyes a desire of the companye of ministers.

On Thursday last, in the evening, shee came a season to her speech, & (as I received from them with her) agen disouned a Covenant with the Devill, disouned that relation about the knife fore mentioned, declared the occasion of her fits to bee discontent, owned the temptations to murder; declared that though the devill had power of her body, shee hoped hee should not of her soule, that she had rather continue soe speechlesse, then have her speech, & make no better use of it then formerly shee had, expressed that shee was sometimes disposed to doe mischiefe, & was as if some had laid hold of her to enforce her to it, & had double strength to her owne, that shee knew not whither the devill were in her or no if hee were shee knew not when or how he entered; that when shee was taken speechlesse, she fared as if a string was tyed about the roots of her tongue, & reached doune into her vitalls & pulled her tongue downe, & then most when shee strove to speake:

On Fryday, in the evening shee was taken wth a passion of weeping, & sighing, which held her till late in the night, at length she sent for me; but then unseasonablenesse of the weather, & my owne bodily indisposednesse prevented: I went the next morning, when shee strove to speake somthing but could not, but was taken with her fits, which held her as long as I tarried, which was more then an houre, & I left her in them: & thus she continues speechlesse to this instant, Jan. 15. & followed with fits: concerning which state of hers I shall suspend my owne Judgment, & willingly leave it to the censure of those that are more learned, aged, & Judicious: only I shall leave my thoughts in resp. of 2 or 3 questions which have risen about her: viz.

1. Whither her distemper be reale or counterfiet: I shall say no more to that but this, the great strength appearing in them, & great weaknesse after them, will disclaime the contrary opinion: for tho a person may counterfiet much yet such a strength is beyond the force of dissimulation:

2. Whither her distemper bee naturall or Diabolicall, I suppose the premises will strongly enough conclude the latter, yet I will adde these 2 further arguments:

1. the actings of convulsion, which these come nearest to, are (as parsons acquainted with them observe) in many, yea the most essentiall parts of them quite contrary to these actings:

2. Shee hath no wayes wasted in body, or strength by all these fits, though soe dreadfulle, but gathered flesh exceedinglye, & hath her naturall strength when her fits are off, for the most part:

3. Whither the Devill did really speake in her: to that point which some have much doubted of, thus much I will say to countermand this apprehension:

1. The manner of expression I diligently observed, & could not perceive any organ, any instrument of speech (which the philosopher makes mention of) to have any motion at all, yea her mouth was sometimes shut without opening sometimes open without shutting or moving, & then both I & others saw her tongue (as it used to bee when shee was in some fits, when speechlesse) turned up circularly to the roofe of her mouth.

2. the labial letters, divers of which were used by her, viz. B. M. P. which cannot bee naturally expressed without motion of the lips, which must needs come within our ken, if observed, were uttered without any such motion, shee had used only Lingualls, Gutturalls &c: the matter might have bin more suspicious:

3. the reviling termes then used, were such as shee never used before nor since, in all this time of her being thus taken: yea, hath bin alwayes observed to speake respectively concerning mee;

4. They were expressions which the devill (by her confession) aspersed mee, & others withall, in the houre of temptation, particularly shee had freely acknowledged that the Devill was wont to appear to her in the house of God & divert her mind, & charge her shee should not give eare to what the Blacke coated roage spake:

5. wee observed when the voice spake, her throat was swelled formidably as big at least as ones fist: These arguments I shall leave to the censure of the Judicious:

4. whither shee have covenanted with the Devill or noe: I thinke this is a case unanswerable, her declarations have been soe contradictorye, one to another, that wee know not what to make of them & her condition is such as administers many doubts; charity would hope the best, love would alsoe feare the worst, but thus much is cleare, shee is an object of pitye, & I desire that all that heare of her would compassionate her forlorne state, Shee is (I question not) a subject of hope, & thererfore all meanes ought to bee used for her recoverye, Shee is a monument of divine severitye, & the Lord grant that all that see or heare, may feare & tremble: Amen.

S. W.

Source: Samuel A. Green, ed., Groton in the Witchcraft Times (Groton, MA: University Press, 1883), 7–21. Available at Hanover Historical Texts Project, http://history.hanover.edu/texts/Willard-Knap.html.




Excerpts from Cotton Mather’s Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions (1689)

Cotton Mather, the Puritan minister at the Old North Church in Boston, published Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions in 1689. In this excerpt, Mather discusses the supposed demonic possession of washerwoman Goody Glover, an Irishwoman who spoke English poorly and was eventually executed as a witch. Mather’s book contained detailed descriptions of witch behavior and was read by many Puritan authorities, who used it in their own witch hunts. A copy of the book was owned by Samuel Parris, the minister in Salem in whose house occurred the events that initiated the Salem Witch Trials of 1692.

Sect. VIII. It was not long before the Witch thus in the Trap, was brought upon her Tryal; at which, thro’ the Efficacy of a Charm, I suppose, used upon her, by one or some of her Cruel the Court could receive Answers from her in one but the Irish, which was her Native Language; altho she under-stood the English very well, and had accustomed her whole Family to none but that Language in her former Conversation; and therefore the Communication between the Bench and the Bar,’ was now cheefly convey’d by two honest and faithful men that were interpreters. It was long before she could with any direct Answers plead unto her Indictment and; when she did plead, it was with Confession rather than Denial of her Guilt. Order was given to search the old womans house, from whence there were brought into the Court, several small Images, or Puppets, or Babies, made of Raggs, and stuff’t with Goat’s hair, and other such Ingredients. When these were produced, the vile Woman acknowledged, that her way to torment the Objects of her malice, was by wetting of her Finger with her Spittle, and streaking of those little Images. The abused Children were then present, and the Woman still kept stooping and shrinking as one that was almost prest to Death with a mighty Weight upon her. But one of the Images being brought unto her, immediately she started up after an odd manner, and took it into her hand; but she had no sooner taken it, than one of the Children fell into sad Fits, before the whole Assembly.

Sect. XI. When this Witch was going to her Execution, she said, the Children should not be relieved by her Death, for others had a hand in it as well as she; and she named one among the rest, whom it might have been thought Natural Affection would have advised the Concealing of. It came to pass accordingly, That the Three children continued in their Furnace as before, and it grew rather Seven times hotter than it was. All their former Ails pursued them still, with an addition of (tis not easy to tell how many) more, but such as gave more sensible Demonstrations of an Enchantment growing very far towards a Possession by Evil spirits.

Source: Cotton Mather, Memorable Providences, Relating to Witchcrafts and Possessions (Boston: R. P., 1689). Available at http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/salem/asa_math.htm.



Witch Trials, Salem, Massachusetts (1692)

The Salem Witch Trials began in 1692, lasted a year, and represented the most extensive witch-hunting episode in the history of Great Britain’s North American colonies. Although the hysteria began in Salem Village, Massachusetts, it soon engulfed the entirety of Essex County. By the time the trials ended, 20 people had been executed (13 women and 7 men), and the local jails were filled with people awaiting trial after being accused of practicing witchcraft. Several people died before their cases could come to court.

The initial outbreak was centered in the home of Samuel Parris, Salem Village’s minister. A group of girls ranging in age from 9 through 17, including Parris’s daughter and niece, began suffering from fits and claimed to hear voices during early February 1692. A local doctor diagnosed them as being bewitched and launched a search for the witch or witches responsible. The girls initially accused three women, Sarah Goode, Sarah Osborne, and Tituba. Goode and Osborne were not well respected in the community, and Tituba was Parris’s slave. Under intense interrogation, Tituba confessed to “hurting” the girls and implicated Goode and Osborne as her coconspirators. Osborne was sent to jail and died there on May 10, 1692. Goode was sentenced to hang, but her execution was delayed long enough for her to give birth to a child who died in prison. Her 6-year-old daughter Dorcas was also accused and imprisoned but was released when the panic ended.

Despite the identification of the supposed guilty parties, the girls continued to be afflicted with seizure-like fits and other odd behaviors. This prompted Puritan officials to level further accusations and enforce subsequent imprisonments, including prosperous women and men who were influential within the community but were viewed as unsupportive of Parris’s ministry, including tavern owner Bridget Bishop.

[image: Lamphier]

Though Puritan authorities portrayed witchcraft trials as a tool in their battle with Satan, in reality accusations, trials, and executions were used to control female behavior and thought. (Ridpath, John Clark, Ridpath’s History of the World, 1901)

With Salem Village in obvious turmoil, Sir William Phips, governor of Massachusetts, established a special court in June to hear all of the cases. The court proved conflicted, as a judge resigned following the sentencing of Bishop to hang since she had been convicted on “spectral” evidence. This was essentially defined as the Devil working through the image of the accuser. The use of this questionable evidence led to the imprisonment of hundreds and the execution of 19 people between June and September 1692. After his wife Martha Corey was imprisoned on suspicion of witchcraft, elderly Giles Corey defended her. Then he too was imprisoned for five months, after which he was executed by being pressed to death with heavy rocks. Martha Corey was hanged three days later.

Within Massachusetts, many individuals were viewing the events in Salem Village with skepticism. In October 1692, Increase Mather and other prominent Puritan clergymen interceded in the trials. Their presence and actions provided the political support necessary for Phips to put a stop to the executions. This allowed for investigators to examine the motivations of some of the individuals tied to the victimized girls, such as Reverend Parris and Thomas Putnam, who were obviously benefiting from the process by seeing many of their critics imprisoned and thus having their reputations shattered. They were also economically benefiting from the process. Those accused of witchcraft had their property auctioned off, and those making the accusations had first bid on the auctions. The results of the scrutiny led to the release of the falsely imprisoned during the spring of 1693. The Massachusetts General Court essentially admitted in 1697 that the trials were unjust by declaring a day of atonement. This was followed in 1711 by reparations paid to some of the victims.

Although many theories have been posited about the causes of the Salem Witch Trials, there is no doubt that gender played a prominent role. The girls who made the initial accusations suddenly had a great amount of power in what was a patriarchal society. They wielded this power not on men in the main but instead on women vulnerable because of their economic or social status. This may explain why the first people accused were from the bottom rung of society, but as the accusations increased, the targets became people of better repute. When the respected male leaders of the colony interceded, that is when the girls returned to their subservient roles in society. Historian Carol Karlsen found that 9 of 10 executed women stood to inherit money or property because their families had no male heirs. In ridding itself of these women, Puritan authorities not only rid themselves of potentially economically powerful women but often availed themselves of their victims’ inheritance.

The witch trials drew so much notoriety to the Puritans in Massachusetts that nobody else would ever again be tried for witchcraft in New England. Salem Village changed its name to Danvers to try to escape the ignominy of its history. Despite the shame invoked by the incidents, they continue to be brought to the fore through works such as Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Giles Corey of the Salem Farms. On the 300th anniversary of the trials the city erected a permanent memorial composed of a series of stone benches, one for each of the executed people, circling a cemetery garden. Political activist and former Auschwitz prisoner Elie Wiesel spoke, as did playwright Arthur Miller. In more modern times the city of Salem embraced its connection to the trials and has become a favorite haunt for Halloween, with hotels booked years in advance.

John R. Burch Jr.

See also Bishop, Bridget; Goode, Sarah; Tituba; Witchcraft in New England
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Documents Relating to Ann Foster’s Trial for Witchcraft in Salem, Massachusetts (1692)

In 1692 Ann Foster, a widow in her mid-70s living in Andover, Massachusetts, was accused of using witchcraft to sicken another Andover woman, Elizabeth Ballard. The accusation was based on the behavior of two Salem girls, Ann Putnam and Mary Wolcott, who upon being taken to Andover to uncover a possible witch, fell into fits at the sight of Foster. Urged to confess and put to torture, Foster refused to do so until her daughter, Mary Lacey, who was also accused, denounced her mother as a witch, likely in an attempt to save herself and her daughter. Foster was thus convicted of witchcraft and died in December 1692 while confined in the Salem jail. Reproduced here are depositions by Wolcott and others accusing Foster of witchcraft, a transcript of the examination of Foster, the indictment of Foster, an examination of Foster and her daughter and granddaughter, and a petition from Foster’s son, Abraham Foster, asking that his late mother’s name be cleared of what had by then become a discredited accusation.

1. MARY WALCOTT V. ANN FOSTER

Mary Walcot affirmed to the Jury of Inquest: that Ann Foster : of Andover: has afflicted her: both: before her examination: and at her examination & since: that time by biting pinching & choaking of her s’d Walcot also sayth she has:seen her s’d Foster afflict: Eliz Hubbert : at the time of her examination: by choaking & pinching of her: & #[that] she beleeved Foster is a witch: & that: she hath afflicted me & Eliz Hubbard by witchcraft #[Sept’r 13: 16] upon her oath

Sept’r 13: 1692

(Boston Public Library—Dept. of Rare Books and Manuscripts [1939 acquisition])

2. ELIZABETH HUBBARD V. ANN FOSTER

Eliz Hubbert. Affirmed to the Jury of Inquest: th’t Ann Foster : both before: and at her examination & after hath afflicted her: she also affirmed: that she saw s’d Ann Foster or her apperition afflict Mary Walcot & Ann putnum : & she ses she verily beleeves: An Foster is a witch & that she s’d Foster: did afflict her & the above named persons by witchcraft upon her oath: Sept’t 13 1692

(Boston Public Library—Dept. of Rare Books and Manuscripts [1939 acquisition])

3. MARY WARREN V. ANN FOSTER

Mary Warin affirmed to the Jury of Inquest: that she saw Ann Foster or her Apperition: afflict: Mary Wallcot & Eliz Hubbert : & she also: afflicted me s’d Warin: before the Jury of Inquest: & I veryly believe s’d Foster is a witch & th’t she—

Afflicted me & the persons mentioned: by Witchcraft upon her out Sept’r

(Boston Public Library—Dept. of Rare Books and Manuscripts [1939 acquisition])

4. EXAMINATIONS OF ANN FOSTER

The Examination and Confession of Ann Foster at Salem Vilage 15 July 1692 after a while Ann foster confessed that the divill apered to her in the shape of abird at several Times, such abird as she never saw the like before, & that she had had this gift (viz of striking the aflicted downe w’th her eye ever) since, & being ask’t why she thought that bird was the divill she answred because he came white and vanished away black & that the divill told her that she should have this gift & that she must beleive him & told her she should have prosperity & #[that] she said that he had apeared to her three times & was always as a bird & the last time was about halfe a year since, & sat upon atable had two legs & great eyes & that it was the second time of his apearance that he promised her prosperity & that it was Cariers wife about three weeks agoe that came & perswaded her to hurt these people.

16. July. 1692. Ann Foster Examined conffesed that it was Goody Carier that made her a witch that she came to her in person about Six yeares agoe & told her if she would not be awitch the divill should tare her in peices and Cary her away at w’ch. time she promised to Serve the divill, that she had bewitched a hog of John Lovjoyes to Death & that she had hurt Some persons in Salem Vilage that goody Carier came to her & would have her bewitch two children of Andrew Allins & that she had then two popets made and stuck pins in them to bewitch the said Children by which one of them dyed the other very sick, that she was at the meeting of the witches at Salem Villiage, that Goody Carier came & told her of the meeting & would have her goe, so they gat upon Sticks & went said Jorny & being ther did see mr Burroughs the minister who spake to them all, & this was about two months agoe that ther was then twenty five persons meet together, that she tyed a knot in a Rage & thre it into the fire to hurt [a woeman at Salem Village & that she was hurt by her & that her name is Goody Vibber] Timo. Swan & that she did hurt the rest that complayned of her by squesing popets like them & so almost choaked them.—

18 July 1692. Ann Foster Examined confesed that the devill in shape of a #[black] man apeared to her w’th Goody carier about six yeare since when they made her awitch & that she promised to serve the divill two yeares: upon w’ch the Divill promised her prosperity & many things but never performed it, that she & martha Carier did both ride on a stick or pole when they went to the witch meeting at Salem Village & that the stick broak: as they ware caried in the aire above the tops of the trees & they fell but she did hang fast about the neck of Goody Carier & ware presently at the vilage, that she was then much hurt of her Leg, she further saith that she hard some of the witches say that their was three hundred & five in the whole Country, & that they would ruin that place the Vilige, also saith ther was present at that metting two men besides mr Buroughs the minister & one of them had gray haire, she saith that she formerly frequented the publique metting to worship god. but the divill had such power over her that she could not profit there & that was her undoeing: she saith that above three or foure yeares agoe Martha Carier told her she would bewitch James Hobbs child to death & the child dyed in twenty four howers

21. July: 92. Ann. Foster Examined Owned her former conffesion being Read to her and further conffesed that the discourse amongst the witches at the meeting at Salem village was that they would afflict there to set up the Divills Kingdome This conffesion is true as wittnese my hand:

The marke of Ann: Foster

Ann Foster Signed & Owned the above Examination & conffesion before me

*John Higginson Just’e peace

Salem 10th September 1692

(Reverse) Ann Fosters Examination And Conffession

(Essex County Archives, Salem—Witchcraft Vol. 2 Page 22)

5. INDICTMENT V. ANN FOSTER

Essex in the Province of the Massachuetts Bay in New England Anno R Rs & Reginae Gulielmi & Mariae Angliae &ca Quarto.Anno’qe Domini 1692

ss

The Juriors for our Sov’r Lord & Lady the King & Queen doe present that. Ann foster of Andivor In the County of Essex Widdow In & Upon the fifteenth Day of July In the year afores’d. and divers other days and times as well before as after Certaine Detestable arts called Witchcrafts and Sorceries wickedly and Mallitiously and felloniously hath used practised & Exercised at and in the Towne of Salem in the County of Essex-aforesaid in upon & against one Eliza Hobert of Salem in the County of Essex-aforesaid Single Woman by which Said wicked arts the Said Elizabeth Hobert the day & Yeare aforesaid and divers other days and times both before and after was and is Tortured aflicted Consumed Pined wasted and Tormented and also for sundry other acts of withcraft by the said Ann foster—Comitted and done before and Since that time against the peace of o’r Sov’r. Lord and Lady the King and Queen theire Crowne and Dignity and the forme of the Stattute in that Case made and Provided.

(Reverse) Indictm’t Agst An foster for bewitching Eliza: Hobert Billa Vera

(Essex County Archives, Salem—Witchcraft Vol. 2 Page 21)

6. EXAMINATION OF ANN FOSTER, MARY LACEY SR., AND MARY LACEY JR., SECOND VERSION

21st July, 1692. Before Major Gidney, Mr. Hawthorne, Mr. Corwin and Capt. Higginson.

Q. Goody Foster you remember we have three times spoken with you, and do you now remember what you then confessed to us?—You have been engaged in very great wickedness, and some have been left to hardness of heart to deny; but it seems that God will give you more favour than others, inasmuch as you relent. But your daughter here hath confessed some things that you did not tell us of. Your daughter was with you and Goody Carrier, when you did ride upon the stick. A. I did not know it. Q. How long have you known your daughter to be engaged? A. I cannot tell, nor have I any knowledge of it at all. Q. Did you see your daughter at the meeting? A. No. Q. Your daughter said she was at the witches meeting, and that you yourself stood at a distance off and did not partake at that meeting; and you said so also; give us a relation from the beginning until now. A. I know none of their names that were there, but only Goody Carrier. Q. Would you know their faces if you saw them? A. I cannot tell. Q. Where there not two companies in the field at the same time? A. I remember no more.—Mary Warren, one of the afflicted, said that Goody Carrier’s shape told her, that Goody Foster had made her daughter a witch.—Q. Do not you acknowledge that you did so about 13 years ago? A. No, and I know no more of my daughter’s being a witch than what day I shall die upon. Q. Are you willing your daughter should make a full and free confession? A. Yes. Q. Are you willing to do so too? A. Yes. Q. You cannot expect peace of conscience without a free confession. A. If I knew any thing more, I would speak it to the utmost.—Goody Lacey, the daughter, called in, began thus; Oh mother how do you do? We have left Christ, and the devil hath gat hold of us. How shall I get rid of this evil one? I desire God to break my rocky heart that I may get the victory this time. Q. Goody Foster you cannot get rid of this snare, your heart and mouth is not open. A. I did not see the devil, I was praying to the Lord. Q. What Lord? A. To God. Q. What God do witches pray to? A. I cannot tell, the Lord help me. Q. Goody Lacey had you no discourse with your mother when riding? A. No, I think I had not a word. Q. Who rid foremost on that stick to the village? A. I suppose my mother.—Goody Foster said, that Goody Carrier was foremost—Q. Goody Lacey how many years ago since they were baptized? A. Three or four years ago, I suppose. Q. Who baptized them? A. The old serpent. Q. How did he do it? A. He dipped their heads in the water, saying, they were his and that he had power over them. Q. Where was this? A. At Fall’s river. Q. How many were baptized that day? A. Some of the chief; I think they were six baptized. Q. Name them. A. I think they were of the higher powers.—Mary Lacey, the grand-daughter, was brought in, and Mary Warren fell into a violent fit. Q. How dare you come in here, and bring the devil with you to afflict these poor creatures?—Lacey laid her hand on Warren’s arm, and she recovered from her fit.—Q. You are here accused of practising witchcraft upon Goody Ballard; which way do you do it? A. I cannot tell. Where is my mother that made me a witch, and I knew it not? Q. Can you look upon that maid Mary Warren, and not hurt her? Look upon her in a friendly way.—She, trying so to do, struck her down with her eyes. Q. Do you acknowledge now you are a witch? A. Yes. Q. How long have you been a witch? A. Not above a week. Q. Did the devil appear to you? A. Yes. Q. In what shape? A. In the shape of a horse. Q. What did he say to you? A. He bid me not to be afraid of any thing, and he would not bring me out, but he has proved a liar from the beginning. Q. When was this? A. I know not; above a week. Q. Did you set your hand to the book? A. No. Q. Did he bid you worship him? A. Yes, he bid me also afflict persons.—You are now in the way to obtain mercy if you will confess and repent. She said, the Lord help me. Q. Do not you desire to be saved by Christ? A. Yes.—Then you must confess freely what you know in this matter. She then proceeded.—I was in bed and the devil came to me and bid me obey him and I should want for nothing, and he would not bring me out. Q. But how long ago? A. A Little more than a year. Q. Was that the first time? A. Yes. Q. How long was you gone from your father, when you ran away? A. Two days. Q. Where had you your food? A. At John Stone’s. Q. Did the Devil appear to you then, when you was abroad? A. No, but he put such thoughts in my mind as not to obey my parents. Q. Who did the devil bid you afflict? A. Timothy Swan. Richard Carrier comes often a nights and has me to afflict persons. Q. Where do ye go? A. To Goody Ballard’s sometimes. Q. How many of you were there at a time? A. Richard Carrier and his mother, and my mother and grandmother.

7. PETITION OF ABRAHAM FOSTER—CASE OF ANN FOSTER

The Honorable Committee now Sitting at Salem Sept. 13, 1710

Whereas my Mother Anne Foster of Andover suffered Imprisonment 21 weeks and upon her Tryall was condemned for Supposed witchcraft, upon such evidence as is now Generally thought Insufficient And died in Prison. I being well perswaded of my mothers Innocency of the Crime for which she was condemned: Humbly desire that the Attainder may be taken off—

The Account of my charges and expences for my mother During her Imprisonment is as followeth

To money which I was forced to pay the keeper before I could have the dead body of my mother to bury. …

Money & provisions expended while she was in Prison

p’r *Abraham Foster the Son of the Deceased

(Reverse) Anne foster of Andover Condemned dyed in prison Confessor

(Mass. Archives Vol. 135 No. 159)

Source: “Transcripts of Proceedings Related to Ann Foster,” University of Minnesota, http://www.tc.umn.edu/~austi012/ghtout/npr7.htm.



THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

The lives of women in colonial America (1607–1754) varied greatly depending on their ethnicity, freedom status, and the geographic area in which they lived. British and European settlers on the Atlantic seaboard and in the French and Spanish areas of the Gulf Coast and the Southwest brought their own similar yet subtly different cultural assumptions to the New World. Native American women’s work ways and sociocultural realities often contrasted sharply with those of their European sisters, as did those of the African women who arrived in North America in the early 1600s. In the period of early colonial settlement, these differences were the most clear. However, over time many of these differences blended together as intercultural exchange—both voluntary and coerced—occurred. During the early colonial period some of the greatest influences on society were the religious or economic environments in which those colonies operated. In addition, adherence to the idea of a hierarchical society formed the basis upon which those societies were structured. These combined influences were the primary determinants of the role and status of women in the family and the community at large.

Religion played a critical part in the formation of cultural norms in the colonies, especially in the earliest period of settlement. While religious influence in the Chesapeake was not strong, it was one of the factors at the heart of gender expectations in New England. It is also important to note the increased emphasis that Quaker societies put on the participation of women in the church and community. In this case the mother, not the father, was the key link between the family and the church, and women exerted much more control of events outside the home environment. Quaker women’s meetings were in charge of monitoring the family lives of other church members, mediating family disputes, and disciplining church members. They also administered poor relief and cooperated with men’s meetings in the marriage approval process. This broader participation of Quaker women in society in effect took maternity public and made them mothers to their entire community, allowing them to exercise some of the same control over their neighbors as they would their own children.

The Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s resulted in increased male church involvement. The emphasis of heart religion, or a more personal, emotional religious experience, certainly appealed to women as well as men. At the same time, the movement broke up the existing tribalism by bringing droves of formerly unchurched people into the fold. The hold on the public significance of religion that was so prominent in the early years of colonization now began to relax, loosening the social control and church/state structure that had previously existed. As a result, the ties between many women’s religious and familial roles were likewise loosened, marking the beginning of a change that extended into the Revolutionary era.

Gender Roles

The British settlers who arrived on the Atlantic coast of North America in the early 17th century brought a cultural understanding of properly ordered society that had been formed in England. The primary expectation for all white women, at least, was that of the “goodwife,” or the obedient, honorable, competent, and accomplished woman of the house. Based on years of practice in England, the goodwife ultimately had to adapt to the realities of the American frontier, and between the first years of settlement and approximately 1750, ideologies regarding women and their roles in society passed through two transitional periods. The period of initial settlement extended to approximately 1660, at which time a period of transition began, ending roughly around 1750 when the advent of the American Revolution put an end to the colonial period and again initiated a change for American women.

Due to the patriarchal system in place and the isolation of the New World, the American colonial woman of the migration period found herself increasingly less an autonomous person and more a part of the familial system—an essential mechanical part, so to speak, of the organization that made the family unit function effectively. The accepted system placed her below her husband in the social hierarchy and above her children and any servants in her household. She was empowered to act on her husband’s behalf as a deputy husband when the situation warranted and was in charge of running the household. However, with very few exceptions she acted at her husband’s direction. Even when she performed as a deputy husband in cases where her husband was away or otherwise unavailable to make decisions regarding the home or family, she had usually received his instructions in advance regarding issues she might face in his absence. Although she directed her household of children and servants regarding the daily operations of the parts of the homestead under her purview, it was her husband who prepared the budget, meted out punishment, and oversaw the running of the entire household. While she could have input and voice her opinions, her husband had the final say. They were, however, considered a unit. This is one of the reasons often given for the lack of voting rights for women in most colonies; the husband made decisions, often taking his wife’s views into consideration, and society held that he cast his vote on her behalf as well as his own.

Historians suggest that the strict gender definitions and clear hierarchy within the early colonial family was a coping mechanism created in reaction to the uncertainty of life on the frontier. In a time and place of questionable survival rates, rigid hierarchical structure provided a road map for individual behavior that stabilized the family and at the same time exerted a measure of social control.

Education

Formal education for females was not considered a priority during the colonial era due to the perception of women’s limited intellectual ability and the dominant ideology that the proper role of women was as wife, mother, and helpmeet. Indeed, it could be a dangerous thing; when a friend asked Massachusetts Bay Colony founder John Winthrop for advice concerning a marital issue, Winthrop replied that the problem was caused by his wife’s habit of reading too much. Young women were educated but in different ways and to different degrees than young men, as befit their proper roles in colonial society.

While boys often attended schools and colleges, girls were usually taught at home. The curriculum included reading but not necessarily writing. Religious studies and instruction in common household tasks rounded out the education deemed necessary for the proper housewife. In addition to these basics, girls from elite families were often schooled in ornamental subjects such as dance, music, art, and fine needlework. As the colonial period progressed, females of elite social status were encouraged to expand their knowledge to include natural philosophy, mathematics, and other subjects more common to the education of young men. This emphasis on more advanced education for women did not extend to a broader range of social classes until after the American Revolution, when ideology regarding the role of women in American society began to change.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

The image of the be-all, do-all colonial goodwife is primarily a myth. Lack of availability of even the most basic of household tools meant that colonial women were forced to improvise or swap work with their neighbors in order to feed and clothe their families. Early evidence shows that even by the mid-18th century fewer than 50 percent of households owned spinning wheels, cheese molds, or butter churns. The practice of swapping work allowed women to cooperate in the exchange of skills and raw materials in order to manufacture products for home use.

Most white women occupied a gendered domain of the dwelling and yards, which included the garden, milk house, kitchen, cellar, brew house, buttery, wash house, henhouse, and orchard. Women in the Chesapeake and other areas where slaves performed some household work were more likely to own more of the basic tools of the trade such as wheels, looms, and churns. In colonial cities and seaport towns of both regions women had more access to finished, imported goods. They also enjoyed more opportunity to self-support in these areas, as they were often the purveyors of homegrown or prepared foods or provided a service such as laundry or seamstress work. These goods and services were most often provided by widows or less affluent women, although there is evidence that some highly placed women engaged in commerce on a regular basis.

Clearly, life differed for these women depending on whether they lived in a town, in a rural area, or on the frontier. Farm dwellers placed intense importance on housewifery and its particular skills. In addition to keeping the home fire lit at all times, the farm wife was expected to engage in dairying, cheese making, slaughtering and processing of livestock, brewing of cider and beer, and bread making in addition to the other usual tasks of keeping a home clean and the family fed and clothed. These duties all required considerable skill, given the hit-or-miss nature of rising dough and fermenting beverages in a time devoid of packaged yeasts and starters.

City women lived in an environment of generally longer established families, had an earlier relationship with trade and manufacturing, and had greater access to household goods and tools. They were more likely to have larger inventories of equipment, supplies, and luxury items than their rural sisters. With more available finished goods, the city wife experienced far less pressure to do everything. Door-to-door hawkers brought foods for sale, and while few towns had retail trade centers, there were slaughterhouses, docks, and other venues that offered meats, fish, and other products. The daily bread making so critical to the rural goodwife may have even been dispensed with by city women who could purchase ready-made baked goods. Although the city goodwife enjoyed these conveniences, they came with a price. The daily collection of foodstuffs from vendors in different parts of the town was time-consuming. In addition, the model goodwife was expected to know who had the best-quality goods at the best price.

The frontier household resembled the rural home in many ways. However, frontier families were more likely to be less affluent than rural or urban families, their housing was usually smaller and more crude, and daily life was more dangerous. Access to equipment and manufactured goods was most limited in frontier homes.

For many women, the lack of availability of tools and materials necessary to perform household tasks often led to the sharing or bartering of work. Sharing work, in particular, offered the added bonus of visiting while the work was shared. The quilting bee is a prime example of such an exchange, but sharing work more often operated between only two or three women. With little hard currency available, barter became an important tool for colonial women. While similar to sharing work, this practice focused more on swapping off tasks or goods. For instance, a woman who needed stockings but had no sheep or spinning wheel might barter eggs from her chickens in order to obtain the wool. She might then offer part of it to someone who owned a spinning wheel and then would knit stockings from the wool yarn. This same process was repeated over and over again in almost infinite ways, allowing colonial housewives to obtain needed goods and services without owning all of the necessary production equipment or having access to cash.

Some women worked outside the home. Early on women farmed with their husbands, although the practice began to wane during the transition period. Women also often helped their shopkeeper husbands. Shops, taverns, and inns were often operated out of a home but perhaps in a separate room. Some of these businesses were gendered as well. Tailors were almost always men, while milliners and seamstresses were female. Women also might market surplus household products and services such as eggs, chickens, garden produce and herbs, knitting, spinning, sewing, or laundering. Acting as midwives and delivering babies was an essential and well-respected way for women to earn wages and be of service to their communities.

Some women worked for wages, which came nowhere near the same rate of pay as that of men. Female work consisted of household-type tasks such as spinning, knitting, and animal husbandry, but they were also employed in agricultural tasks such as hoeing, weeding, harvesting crops, and husking corn.

By the 1720s some enslaved women worked in plantation homes as cooks and maids, but the overwhelming majority of female slaves worked alongside enslaved men in the fields.

Legal and Political Power

Formal political power was practically a nonexistent commodity for women in the colonial period. The hierarchical, paternalistic environment of colonial America subsumed a woman’s political power within that of her husband. In very few cases were women allowed to vote; with the family operating as a unit, the husband was considered to be casting the vote for himself as well as his wife.

Legal rights varied considerably from colony to colony and followed a trajectory of change that coincided with the transitions taking place in society as a whole. During the initial settlement period, the New England Colonies adhered to the civil and ecclesiastical model of jurisprudence, meaning that legal matters came before a court consisting of church leaders. The most common offenses concerned slander, fornication, and occasionally witchcraft. The 1638 blasphemy conviction of Anne Hutchinson proved the dedication of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to a uniform religious doctrine.

Female property ownership rights also varied widely from colony to colony. Generally, intestacy laws favored the eldest son over the mother and other siblings, while men exercised patriarchal control over family landholdings. Larger portions of estates usually went to the sons of the family, primarily because male siblings customarily received real property, while daughters received movable goods such as furniture, household goods, and sometimes livestock. This gendered division of property reinforced patriarchal ideals; men needed a home base in order to support a future family, while women were considered travelers from their father’s homes to that of their husband’s home. Widows usually received one-third of the estate as a dower right, which granted her the use, if not the ownership, of the family property. Widows were the most likely to own property outright and sometimes possessed the legal right to enter into contracts, unlike married women. The Dutch societies of New Amsterdam (later New York) adhered to a legal philosophy of marriage and property ownership that considered both the husband and the wife as equal partners, a status that diverged significantly from the English system.

The increase in the populace’s general affluence that occurred after 1690 required some legal adjustment. Some courts recognized that women could have a personal estate, although they did not necessarily retain direct control of it. Other jurisdictions gave women a limited voice in land sale decisions. These changes led to increased freedoms, such as challenges to insufficient dower rights and the wrangling of sole control of their own estate or the equal sharing of responsibility for an estate held in common with a husband.

In a society where wives were highly valued, a young wealthy widow presented a tempting target for a single man in search of a suitable spouse. A husband could protect his property from a new husband who would become the owner and controller of the legacy once he married the widow by transferring property as either a fee simple or a life estate while he was still alive. These legal maneuvers kept the property safe for any children, as it would revert to them at the death of their mother regardless of her marital status. By the end of the transition period in the mid-1700s, large interlocking family networks were in place in the Chesapeake as well as some other areas, with Virginia possessing the most prominent of all.

Native Americans and African Americans interacted in varying degrees with colonists, often bringing with them cultural assumptions in direct opposition to the dominant culture. Native American gendered division of labor, for instance, contrasted sharply with English ideas of what was proper. In Indian cultures, women performed the agricultural tasks and men hunted. To colonists who considered most agriculture men’s work and hunting often a leisure pursuit, Native American women appeared abused and overworked, while their men seemed lazy. Many Native American cultures were matrilineal in structure as well, a tradition that stood in direct opposition to Euro-American patriarchal society.

The first Africans are believed to have arrived in the colonies in 1619, and most historians agree that this initial group was treated as indentured servants, not slaves for life. As such, they would have had the same legal rights as the large number of white colonists. Indentured servants paid for their trip to the New World by selling the next five to seven years of their lives in servitude. There seems to have been very little social separation between black and white indentured servants in these early years, as numerous accounts exist of servants running away together, living together, and beginning families together. As the presence of Africans in the colonies increased and the availability of indentured servants began to dry up, distinctions between black and white servants appeared, with laws covering blacks becoming far harsher than those for whites. Eventually, slavery for life became the norm for African Americans in colonial America.

In the French and Spanish areas of North America, particularly in the Gulf Coast region, laws governing black individuals were often less harsh than in the British colonies. French and Spanish cultural ideology and race theory, while still resting firmly on the idea of patriarchy, contained a more malleable concept of race relations. During the period of French colonization of Louisiana, white women were scarcer than black women. Many of the French soldiers and administrators who were sent to Louisiana during this time formed long-term committed relationships with enslaved women of color. They often freed these women and their offspring and named them in their wills. While mixed relationships occurred in the British colonies as well, they appeared sooner and in much greater numbers in Louisiana and other Gulf Coast areas, resulting in the earliest and most affluent communities of free people of color on the continent.

Native American women and women of African descent could be enslaved or free and performed the same domestic, agricultural, and market-based chores as white women. Historically, African women dominated the marketplaces in their homeland, and they did the same in the marketplaces of some colonial cities. Their lives moved through the same cycles of work, marriage (or marriage-like) relationships, childbirth, and child rearing, with less fanfare and more difficulty than the average white woman of the time.

Immigration and Migration

The migration period of 1620–1660 and the transition (or middle) period of 1660–1750 had strong implications for women in colonial America. In the earliest period women came to the colonies in much smaller numbers than men. Some societies, such as the Puritans of New England and the Germans who populated the lower reaches of the Mississippi River during the French colonization of Louisiana, were more likely to come in family groups than other early immigrant groups. Considerably more women immigrated, either voluntarily or as slaves, in the transition period. The English represented the majority of immigrants in most North American seaboard colonies, followed by Germans and Scotch-Irish. Women who came to the colonies often arrived as indentured servants.

The earliest African women brought to British America came as indentured servants, but later they would be transported as slaves. While male Africans outnumbered women, by the 1700s male and female Africans experienced forced migration at about the same rates. Female slaves in the colonial period faced all the challenges and abuses that male slaves faced but were also victims of sexual violence. Most African women were enslaved and most slaves worked in agriculture, though small numbers of female slaves worked as domestics or cooks or in other domestic jobs.

The immigration of French women to colonial Louisiana ranged from Ursuline nuns to female criminals and prostitutes. The lack of marriageable women prompted the Crown to send a shipment of suitable women who became known as “casket girls” because of the small boxes of personal belongings they carried with them to the New World.

While Spain maintained colonies in North America, Spanish women arrived in much smaller numbers than did female immigrants to other areas of colonization, making Spanish men more likely to marry and reproduce with indigenous women.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Most colonial couples probably met during the course of their work or limited leisure time, at church, or through some orchestrated meeting. Age of marriage was approximately the early 20s for men and slightly younger for women; one limiting factor may have been the ability of a young husband to provide a home for his new wife. Once the couple had expressed their desire to marry and had obtained permission from their parents, they entered a betrothal period that firmly illustrated their intent to marry. This status placed the couple squarely between being single and married and carried with it its own specific set of legal and social obligations. However, a formal betrothal required fulfillment just as any other legal agreement did. Once betrothed, the issue of premarital intercourse became less fraught with social condemnation than it would have otherwise been.

Sexual intercourse outside of marriage was frowned upon and prosecuted as a legal offense. However, promiscuity carried a greater social burden than fornication between betrothed couples. The only proof of fornication outside of a third-party witness, however, was the birth of a child less than nine months after the wedding. This was not terribly unusual, given the socially modified status of betrothed couples. Rates of premarital pregnancies increased over the colonial period, from single digits in the early to mid-1600s to around 20 percent by the middle of the 18th century (Godbeer 2004, 10).
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Though Puritans had held to strict gender roles, they were surprisingly tolerant with courting people. Couples were allowed private time together on the principle that if the woman became pregnant the couple would marry and all would be right in the sight of both the community and God. (Library of Congress)

Following the betrothal came a period in which the banns, or announcement, of the intended marriage were posted. This process was intended to prevent unlawful marriages and to set the earliest date on which a couple could be married. Dowry negotiations were common, and the wedding—considered a civil affair and not a sacrament in Puritan societies—was usually held in the bride’s home (Demos 1970, 152–164).

Variations in the way society developed—and subsequently in the way women experienced their daily lives—depended on the strength of this religious/hierarchical structure and the economic status of the colony. In both cases, however, life in the colonies differed significantly from life in England for women in terms of marriage age, widowhood, and daily labor pursuits; these were a few of the ways in which colonial women adapted to life in the colonies. In England, women tended to marry later and experience longer widowhood than women in the colonies. The value of the colonial goodwife, along with all the labor she represented, and the scarcity of women in geographic areas such as the Chesapeake meant that colonial women generally married younger and more frequently and were widowed later than women in England, all in the name of maintaining women’s unwaged domestic work.

Colonial societies expected married couples to live together peacefully and productively. For this reason, communities and their magistrates paid close attention to the behavior of families, became involved in the reconciliation of marriage, and attempted to resolve problems short of divorce if at all possible. Divorce as we understand it today was a legal option in some places and not in others; sometimes the court allowed only a separation of bed and board, not a complete dissolution of the marriage with the opportunity for remarriage. Family turmoil, abandonment, and cruel punishment of a marriage partner were reasons for which divorce was allowed, as were infidelity and impotence; all of these represented potential sources of conflict or lack of fulfillment of the duties of marriage, both conditions that threatened the stability of the community as a whole. The issue of divorce was one part of the law always in flux and changed to reflect the changing realities of the colonial period.

Fertility and Fertility Control

The most important and highly respected function of the colonial woman was her role as a mother. The presence of many children in a household not only reflected well on her ability to adhere to the cultural standard of the life-giving mother but also created additional hands with which to make household work more manageable. In this regard, a woman’s ability to bear children and raise them into strong adults was a primary goal and responsibility.

The issues of fertility and fecundity are closely related to the subject of childbirth and child rearing, as the spacing of births in the colonial household depended in many respects on the issue of breast-feeding and the beliefs and traditions surrounding them. Likewise, changes in birth patterns over time reflect changing attitudes regarding how long infants should remain at the breast. Given the desire for numerous children, few families intentionally practiced the most common methods of contraception, abstinence, and prolonged breast-feeding specifically to prevent additional births. These tactics were utilized primarily for the benefit of the infant.

Beliefs regarding issues such as breast-feeding and sexual abstinence during that period, although sometimes not firmly rooted in scientific understanding, focused foremost on what was in the best interest of the child. During the earliest periods of colonization, most women nursed their infants until they were between the age of one and two years, or until a full set of teeth appeared. More affluent women might hire a wet nurse or assign that job to an enslaved woman. In both cases, the issue of abstinence enters the equation, as the belief that sexual intercourse during this time would have a detrimental effect on the mother’s ability to produce optimum-quality milk. Clearly, both of these circumstances contributed to spacing of births, which depended on the point at which the mother ceased nursing her child. As the 18th century approached, the age of weaning shortened dramatically to between 8 and 10 months, a change that may be related in some ways to the advent of the transition period, with its attendant social and economic changes.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

Childbirth was a social occasion for colonial women. Early labor, called “lying in,” was accompanied by the presence of a midwife and/or a collection of friends and servants or slaves. The episode began as a party with the expectant mother as hostess, with the mood changing as labor began in earnest. Sometimes a birthing chair was used, and sometimes delivery occurred in a bed, often accompanied by linens reserved especially for that purpose.

The serious nature of childbirth is illustrated by stillbirth and infant mortality rates of the period. Of the three babies born to the three pregnant women on the Mayflower, one was stillborn, one lived less than a year, and one lived into his 80s; the mother of the stillborn infant died in childbirth. Between 1 and 1.5 percent of births ended in the death of the mother, while 10 to 30 percent of children died before the age of 5.

Religion played a significant part in the lives of colonial women, and as in other areas, differences existed between the North and the South where religion was concerned. In societies where people must make a choice in their religious affiliation, there is great interest in the spiritual upbringing of children. The early settlers of New England were Puritans who, in the words of John Winthrop of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, created governments “both civil and ecclesiastical,” meaning that the church and the state were run by the same leaders. The Middle Colonies contained significant numbers of Quakers, while other denominations began to proliferate in both regions following the decline of Puritanism in the mid-17th century. Both Puritans and Quakers were obsessed with proper child rearing but in completely different ways; while Puritans were concerned with teaching their children the harsh realities of the world, Quakers were much more nurturing in their approach. However, both methods produced the child-oriented families typical of strongly religious societies.

Fathers took charge of directing the process of religious education within the home by their selection of literature and leading daily prayers, while mothers were in charge of implementing the father’s plan. Indeed, mothers were in charge of all aspects of their children’s education until the age of seven or eight, at which time children became the educational charges of their same-gender parent; fathers took over the education of their sons, and mothers continued the education of their daughters. It is important to remember, however, that the early moral education of all the children in the household was the responsibility of the mother.

Religion extended into the education of women and enhanced female literacy, since in order to properly carry out these duties, a colonial woman needed to be able to read the Bible. This became more important in the religion-centered New England and Middle Colonies than it was in the more economically driven Chesapeake and South, resulting in higher literacy rates in the former colonies.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

Cultural ideologies about family in colonial America rested heavily upon the idea of a strict patriarchal and hierarchical society. For this reason, the domestic environment involved a complicated web of relationships ripe for conflict. While individuals often mistreated one another, many instances of domestic and sexual violence were not treated as crimes, in great part because the legal principle of coverture made wives the property of their husbands.

Nevertheless, such incidents were regularly identified and adjudicated by colonial courts, in part because Puritan society considered the family a “little commonwealth” that either threatened or strengthened the stability of the larger commonwealth. Therefore, the entire community had a stake in ensuring that families ran as smoothly as possible; neighbors and friends willingly reported domestic violence with little fear of social repercussion. A study of Plymouth Colony reveals that while rape and murder were both offenses that carried the death sentence, execution was virtually nonexistent. Instead, it appears that the courts imposed lesser sentences designed to maintain the harmony of the community. Violence by a master against his servant was often resolved by removing the servant from the household, either permanently or for a designated period of time. In these cases, the servant was usually placed with another family in the community, and the defendant was fined.

Husbands abused their spouses more frequently than did wives, although cases of husband abuse did occur. Resolution of abuse cases depended on the severity of the abuse. Sentences ranged from a judge’s admonitions to the levying of small fines to the separation of bed and board, sometimes called a bed-and-board divorce.

Sexual abuses, including rape, were less commonly reported than domestic violence but still existed in colonial America. These cases were also handled with punishments such as fines and whipping, though the status of the victim and/or the perpetrator greatly affected the outcome of cases.

Fashion and Clothing

The early colonial period experienced limited economic participation and, as a result, limited shipments of imported goods. Not until the British mercantile system began to operate in the transition period of 1660–1750 did colonial women have access to a broad range of ready-made materials suitable for the production of fashion clothing. Prior to the mid-1600s, most components of wearable items such as textiles and leather goods would have been produced at home. Given the myriad tasks for which the colonial housewife was responsible, an extensive wardrobe was not common. As a broader array of wearable goods became more readily available, a woman’s manner of dress became a clear indication of social status.

Clothing for women was modular, and the various components worn were chosen according to the social and economic status of the wearer. The first layer for all women was the shift, a loose garment usually made of white linen that functioned as a combination undergarment, blouse, and nightgown. Stockings came next. Women of yeoman status or above wore stays or corsets to give the body the proper shape and to provide support to the breasts and back. Petticoats, which resembled drawstring waist skirts, could be added in layers depending on the temperature and covered by a gown (dress) or an overpetticoat (skirt). Additional clothing options for women included a short gown (blouse), a stomacher (a dickey-like piece made to cover the front of the torso), and numerous variations of jackets. Hats, head scarves, neck scarves, buckled or laced shoes, and pockets (tie-on pockets used as a purse) completed the outfit. Maternity wear consisted of the same pieces of clothing, loosened in appropriate areas by way of existing drawstrings or laces.

The style, component parts, and materials from which garments were made indicated one’s status. For example, a field slave might never wear stockings at all, while the most affluent women would only wear silk stockings; middling women would likely wear stockings made of cotton. Head coverings, textiles, and parts of dress all combined to transmit social station and level of affluence.

Lee Davis Smith
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3. Revolutionary America and the New Republic (1754–1819)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

From 1754 to 1819, the British North American colonies experienced changes that would result in the birth of a new nation and the early formation of the U.S. national identity. Profound political, social, cultural, and economic adjustments occurred during these six decades. While the world of this period was decidedly a masculine one, women played critical and sometimes surprising roles in the move toward independence and beyond. The ideologies that brought about the American Revolution influenced women’s lives and the ways in which society viewed their purpose. Although beliefs surrounding women’s function and activities evolved slowly and subtly, the effects of those changes were central in terms of their meaning for American society both in the Revolutionary and New Republic eras. The lives of women during this period were circumscribed by cultural ideas that tied them almost inextricably to their homes and families and in many ways depended on their socioeconomic and freedom status. However, women of the Revolutionary period—contrary to cultural norms governing gender, race, and status—often stepped outside their comfort zones and participated in the war as protesters, soldiers, spies, and camp followers. They impacted the economy and promoted the revolutionary cause by boycotting imported British goods and producing home manufactures to take their place. Following the American Revolutionary War, women of the New Republic became better educated and used their newly acquired political and ideological knowledge to more effectively teach their children to become productive American citizens. While it is difficult to gauge the degree to which this new ideology could be implemented by women of the lower social classes, including servants and slaves, they no doubt were aware of the changes taking place in American society. While Native American women may have looked at this movement toward a new nation as a deeper threat, enslaved women likely hoped that it would lead to new opportunities for emancipation and an end to slavery.

The American Revolution was not only the revolution of American colonists against British rule but was also a cultural revolution that began decades before the first shots were fired at Lexington and Concord. In a letter to his friend Hezekiah Niles dated February 13, 1818, John Adams conveyed these dual meanings: “But what do we mean by the American Revolution? Do we mean the American war? The Revolution was effected before the war commenced. The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people. … This radical change in the principles, opinions, sentiments, and affections of the people, was the real American Revolution” (Adams 1856, 282). Adams’s words testify to the understanding that it was more than political and economic disagreement that caused the American Revolution; a revolution in the cultural assumptions of American colonists was necessary before the revolution could occur. It was the change in the American way of thinking that Adams identified as “the real American Revolution.” Adams’s words referred to the gradual shaking off of hierarchical society, the rejection of monarchy and its related corruption, and a growing understanding that the American colonies could and should take care of themselves. This observation applied to society as a whole while women of this era remained subject to the hierarchical arrangement of the family; dependence on their husbands, fathers, or masters; and absolute masculine rule of their households and their government. The ways in which women’s roles were fit into this equation do not reveal a lack of value for women of the period, however. Instead, they expose the critical nature of the tasks they performed.
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During the American Revolution women worked as nurses, cooks, soldiers, spies, and more. Women made particularly effective spies and military intelligence gatherers during both the Revolutionary and Civil Wars. (Bettmann/Getty)

The rumblings that would eventually lead to American independence began as early as the beginning of the French and Indian War (1754–1763) in North America, part of the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) in Europe. Both of these related conflicts involved the struggle for empire among the world’s great powers. As the name suggests, the French and Indian War was fought between the British and French with help from Native Americans. American colonists, who considered themselves British as they were, in fact, primarily of British descent and a part of the British Empire, contributed both men and material fighting the French and Indian War alongside British regular troops. This familiarity, however, bred contempt that would be partially responsible for the American Revolution. Following the end of the war, standing troops remained in the colonies as a protective force, and it was tension with British soldiers stationed in Boston that was primarily responsible for the Boston Massacre of 1770.

The French and Indian War ended in 1763 with the first Treaty of Paris (a second Treaty of Paris, which was signed in 1783, ended the American Revolutionary War). King George III of England and his economic advisers now found themselves faced with the dilemma of how to pay for the costs of war. British citizens were already taxed to their limit, and visitors to the colonies had carried reports to England describing the apparent prosperity of American colonists. Colonists also enjoyed much lower taxes than British citizens, which encouraged legislators in the home country to view the colonies as a potential source of income.

The efforts of British legislators and administrators to resolve England’s financial problems gave rise to legislation designed to regulate trade and ameliorate some economic issues. However, disagreement soon arose regarding the right of the Crown to tax for revenue purposes and not simply in order to regulate trade. Colonial responses to these perceived threats to liberty resulted in further retaliatory legislation, notably the Coercive Acts (known as the Intolerable Acts in the colonies) that, among other provisions, closed the port of Boston following the Boston Tea Party. While legislative efforts to control colonial dissent continued in England, revolutionary rhetoric continued to escalate in the colonies. Public interest in politics began to spread to all sectors of society, not just the governing class. The move toward independence from England went hand in hand with the idea of individual independence, as articulated in the concept of republicanism. Republican ideology advocated a society of landowning individuals who were free from dependence on others and exercised civic virtue, or the willingness to place the good of society ahead of one’s own interests. The message of the Enlightenment (an intellectual movement that placed emphasis on reason, science, and natural rights) encouraged colonists to press for independence. This initiative was slow to build, but the 1776 publication of Common Sense by Thomas Paine (1737–1809) articulated the argument for independence so clearly that it is largely credited for the change in hearts and minds that pushed colonists into agreement on the issue.

Both ideological and political changes during the period of the American Revolution and the early republic affected women in numerous and profound ways. During the earlier years of American colonization, ideological changes had occurred as a result of demographic and environmental factors. Now the shift in attitudes and behaviors would result from conscious efforts related to revolutionary rhetoric and later because of the needs of the new nation. As broad, public, and intentional as the majority of most changes were, the revolution that occurred among American women of the period nevertheless had to fit into a more circumscribed lifestyle considered appropriate for their status. As it had been in the colonial period, this was a world in which a woman’s importance was inextricably attached to that of her husband. Her family was her primary concern, her home was her locus of power, and her sharing of responsibilities with her husband depended on the understanding that both had critical roles to play. Hers was private and subservient, while his was public and hegemonic. Still, many women of the Revolutionary and Early Republic eras found ways to impact their society directly while remaining inside the parameters of what was considered proper behavior for ladies of the time. Throughout this process, the cultural expectations of women were refined to reflect the dominant political beliefs of the time and the perceived needs of society. Free white women of all classes considered these changes and, as is true with all social changes, implemented them in ways that best suited their individual lives. As occupiers of the bottom rung in the hierarchical ladder, indentured servants and slaves may have ascribed to these beliefs just as their free sisters did but would have been primarily circumscribed by the conditions determined by their masters’ households.

The world of these two eras was distinctly divided between male and female, with a gendered division of expectations, pursuits, and responsibilities for either sex. Men occupied the wider world, participating in business, politics, government, and society in general in an ideological concept known as republicanism. Republicanism carried with it certain requirements. The most important factor was property ownership, which ostensibly made the owner free by allowing him to support his family and live his life without obligations to a benefactor or patron. This idea contrasted sharply with the older feudal system of dependency wherein serfs lived and worked on the property of a large landowner in return for a part of the crop yield. In this arrangement, such dependents were also expected to do whatever the manor lord required of them, including going to battle on his behalf. The feudal arrangement therefore made the serf subject to the will of the landowner for whom he labored, thereby removing his political and economic freedom. Republicans saw this same sort of pattern in the behavior of corrupt politicians, patrons, and clients who operated in a continuous cycle of hegemony and dependency. Property ownership, republicans argued, produced men who were not beholden to anyone and were therefore free to think and act on their own behalf. Civic virtue, or the willingness to work for the good of the community by putting one’s own desires behind the needs of the community, comprised another component of republicanism. Public service in the form of participation in government, public works, and other similar pursuits were considered the hallmark of proper civic virtue. Therefore, in the external public world, property-owning men were considered uniquely qualified to make decisions regarding business, government, and all other important matters.

How, then, did women fit into this equation? The proper place of women was in their homes, operating their domain in ways that would enhance their husbands’ ability to accomplish their goals in the public world. Women’s lives were decidedly private in scope. Coverture laws expressly reinforced this idea; women brought movable property into their marriages, property that was subsequently merged with the real property owned by her husband and therefore “covered” by him. This apparent lack of landownership coupled with the private domain in which she operated during this period rendered her effectively ineligible to be considered a republican except as an extension of her husband. Therefore, a woman’s participation in the world outside her home and family was inextricably linked to that of her husband.

Women could and did make a difference in nontraditional ways, however. During the American Revolution in particular, many women of all stations in life used their stereotypical image of weakness and indifference to political matters in order to breach enemy lines as spies, transmit information, and even rescue prisoners of war. Some women worked within more traditional boundaries as the overseers of their households. Boycotting movements represent one important example of women’s impact outside the home while remaining within their domestic sphere. Indeed, boycotting was one of the most effective strategies utilized by both men and women in efforts to gain the attention of the British Parliament, the governing body in charge of making laws for all parts of the British Empire. By refusing to purchase manufactured goods, colonists who launched effective boycotts managed to strike at the financial soft spot in the British mercantile system that prohibited American colonists from purchasing finished goods from other countries. As the persons primarily responsible for the purchase of household goods, Revolutionary-era women were in a prime position to make such boycotts work effectively. Additionally, it was women’s spinning, sewing, and other household manufactures that took the place of imported goods, thereby strengthening their role in the protest. Stepping outside their traditionally private world, Revolutionary-era women formed associations of their own and signed nonconsumption agreements just as their men did. This is one area in which subservient women would have participated on a regular basis, regardless of their personal opinions about the conflict.

At the end of the Revolutionary War, Americans wrangled with important issues such as how to fashion the new government and what national identity would emerge. One response to both the uncertainty and the resolve of the nation was the concept of republican motherhood. This concept recognized the critical importance of the proper type of education and moral and political training of mothers in order that they might raise their children to be good American citizens. This was particularly important during the era of the New Republic when all Americans struggled to understand what sort of nation the new United States would become. This need presented a new conundrum, however. If a woman’s place was in the home, a broad education was unnecessary, and politics were out of her sphere of consciousness, how could she fulfill this new role? The answer came in the form of a new value system for women that allowed them more access to the tools of education and political consciousness.

Prior to the late 18th century, education and training of children had been accomplished in a gendered arrangement in which women were responsible for teaching their female children the skills necessary to run a household, while fathers trained their boys in ways that would prepare them for life in the wider world. The republican mother, however, was now considered the touchstone for training of good republican citizens, boys as well as girls. This new dynamic created a double-edged sword for the issue of women’s education. The woman’s primary purview was still that of her home, but now there was new emphasis placed on proper education in order to allow her to be the most effective republican mother possible. She must be educated enough to raise good little republican children but not so educated that she threatened the stability of her home and family by participating too much in the life of the mind. In the age of the Enlightenment, women were for the most part discouraged from reading the works of writers such as Montesquieu and John Locke. Rather, they were encouraged to concern themselves with literature that reinforced their understanding of moral issues. Religious writing and popular fiction that taught moral lessons were considered the most appropriate form of intellectual activity for women of this age. Heavy political discussions remained the domain of men and boys, but a solid foundation of moral and ideological belief systems prepared girls as well as boys to take their proper places in the new American nation.

Movements such as boycotting and republican motherhood gained their strength from the understanding that women’s attachment to their homes and families was a natural state. Women did not gain any particular elevation of their status as a result of the American Revolution, nor did their role change significantly within the home. Still, these two examples prove that women could still have an impact on their wider world while occupying the culturally circumscribed space of the household.

The era of the American Revolution was arguably the most transformational in American history. At no time since the beginning of the Revolution in the mid-18th century has society experienced such drastic and widespread changes in culture, politics, and government. The ideology formed during this period set the American people on a path that led from their status as the colonial subjects of a British king to that of citizens of the most powerful nation in the world.

This transformation required much philosophical and political wrangling. The American Revolution affected the most obscure members of the “vulgar herd,” the most prominent Founding Fathers, and every person between the two extremes. An understanding of the conditions of life in 18th-century colonial America and the structure of society renders a more clear understanding of the arguments for (or against) liberty presented by revolutionary participants. Religion, commerce, race, class, and other factors influenced the path of the revolution.

Even before the Revolutionary War ended, the work of forming a new nation began in earnest. The “American Scripture” of the founding documents not only established the laws and government for the new nation but also reflect the characteristics inherent in the American ethos. The transformation of a population from one that supported a monarchical, hierarchical society composed of people bound by obligation and separated by class and “parts” to one of an egalitarian society of virtuous, self-sufficient republican citizens is one that cannot be underestimated in terms of its importance to the pursuit of liberty for the American colonies. While the “softer sort” was not always front and center in this process, women filled critical positions and participated in initiatives and movements that did have significant impact on the success of the struggle.

Expansion of revolutionary ideas regarding freedom, liberty, equality, and virtue caused changes in the way the culture assessed women’s roles in society. However, while the question of how revolutionary thought might affect the lives of slaves, no similar serious discussion regarding the rights of women ever emerged. Feminine roles allowed wives and mothers to expand their natural abilities in order to properly educate and inform their offspring of their responsibilities as good little republican children. To this end, education and some knowledge of the outside world became more important in the lives of women. Nevertheless, Revolutionary-era women negotiated a fine line between having enough education and political understanding in order to be effective republican mothers and having so much knowledge of the outside world that it threatened their femininity and subordinate role in society.

Moving into the early 19th century, ideas of the role of women in society changed again as the country began to form its national identity. At this time the participation of women outside the home as independent businesspeople actually began to constrict, and the meanings of words such as “virtue” began to change in meaning. Just as in the past, men and women were considered to have different purposes, but now those divisions had even stronger ramifications. The meaning of the term “virtue,” for example, formerly connoted public virtue, or the practice of putting the needs of the government above one’s own. While still important, the term now meant private virtue or personal moral constraint with women considered its primary keepers, a meaning more consistent with today’s use of the word. These changes signify the transition of thought that clearly delineated between women’s importance in domestic and private matters and men’s concerns with politics, the economy, and other public matters.

Lee Davis Smith
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Adams, Abigail (1744–1818)

Gifted letter writer Abigail Adams was the wife of second president John Adams (1735–1826) and the mother of sixth president John Quincy Adams. Her letters provide a window into her life and important issues connected to the early development of the nation. She penned her most famous letter to her husband in 1776 in which she demanded more rights for wives. During the American Revolution and the years after, Adams served as her husband’s assistant as she advised him and tended to their household.

Adams was born Abigail Smith on November 22, 1744, in Weymouth, Massachusetts, to Reverend William Smith and Elizabeth Quincy Smith. The clergy was highly regarded in early America, and Adams’s father served as the minister of the First Congregational Church in Weymouth. As were most young girls at that time, Adams, one of four children, was educated at home. However, unlike most girls, Adams had access to a large library owned by her father. She had an insatiable curiosity and a sharp mind. In spite of not having a formal education, Adams managed to gain a store of knowledge superior to that of many colonial men and women. She studied history and mathematics, but she loved literature the most. She read books by various English writers including William Shakespeare, Alexander Pope, and James Thompson. She read world history and theology in English, French, Latin, and Greek. In fact, her self-education impressed her future husband, who confessed that he wished he could speak French as well as she did.

In 1764, 19-year-old Abigail Smith married John Adams, a Harvard graduate and promising attorney 10 years older than her. They had four children, Abigail, John Quincy, Charles, and Thomas Boylston, during the first decade of their marriage. Like her father, her husband had a large library, and Adams used it to continue her education during her adult years.

Because John traveled both before and after the Revolution, he and Abigail exchanged more than 1,000 letters throughout their marriage. Her forthright personality and his respect for her resulted in frank exchanges about family life and public politics. Abigail was a talented letter writer, often quoting from classical literature. Letters written during the American Revolutionary era reveal that she had a keen sense for developments on the home front. Taken as a whole, hundreds of letters chronicle the history of the United States from colonial times to the days of the early republic. Most of all, her letters reveal that she had a knack for analyzing important political issues and advising her husband throughout his political career.
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First Lady Abigail Adams wrote many letters to her husband John across the long separations they endured during his career in politics. Most famous is her request that when founding their new country the members of the Continental Congress, “remember the ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors.” (Bettmann/Getty)

In March 1776, Adams sent her husband the most famous letter she ever wrote, her “Remember the Ladies” letter. In the letter she told her husband that “In the new Code of Laws which I supposed will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors.” She warned that “If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.” To this her husband responded that “I cannot but laugh. … We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems.” Then, in an attempt to appease her, he explained that in his opinion, within marriages men were masters only in “theory” but that wives were the masters in “practice.” In spite of her rejected request, it should be noted that Adams never departed from the traditional role within her marriage either before or after she wrote the now-famous letter.

This letter and a handful of others form the basis of what some scholars have interpreted as colonial feminism. Other historians have denied such a claim and assert that the thoughts in the letter must be placed in proper context. During colonial times, a husband had complete legal control over his wife’s body and property. Adams was ahead of her time in asking for legal action, which would ensure equality within the marriage relationship. However, she was not leading a public revolution for women. These were private thoughts expressed to her husband in confidence. Nonetheless, she had the ideas and wrote them to her husband. She may also have discussed ideas about female liberty with her family and friends. Certainly, she was not the only American woman in the Revolutionary period to imagine that expanding ideas about liberty might be applied to women.

During the American Revolution, Adams’s husband left her at home while he went off to make revolution. Like many women, Adams stayed behind to manage her house and farm. Consulting with her husband whenever she could, she managed household expenses and two house servants. With little help from her husband, she bought and sold livestock and other items, actions usually reserved for men. Dealing with inflation and labor shortages, she managed to keep their investments secure. Whenever the fighting interrupted school, Adams took on the job of educating her children. In this sense, she was the epitome of a republican mother. Besides academic content, she also taught her children values. For example, she instructed her three sons that it was virtuous for men to undergo self-sacrifice in the service of others and their country. In like manner, she taught her daughter to be a good wife who would obey her husband and raise self-sacrificing, service-minded sons.

While the war was raging, revolutionary leaders became convinced that adroit diplomacy was needed to turn the war in their favor. After discussions, representatives chose a handful of men to serve in this important capacity. In 1777 while Adams was looking forward to her husband’s homecoming, the Continental Congress appointed him ambassador to Europe along with Benjamin Franklin. John Adams accepted the appointment and departed in early 1778 with his son John Quincy. They went to Europe, visiting England, France, and Holland in search of support for the American Revolution. Separation was hard on the couple. Although she had a great fear of crossing the ocean, Adams set sail for Europe to join her husband and son in 1784. While in Europe, Adams was in charge of two large Adams homes: one in London and another in Paris. Each house had a staff of 8 to 10 servants, which was more than she was used to coordinating, but she managed. The Adams family returned to America in 1788.

After returning from Europe, John was elected the first vice president (1789–1797) and then the second president (1797–1801). During these executive years, Adams was often in poor health. She stayed at home in Quincy most of the time while her husband was away at the capital. They both agreed that the sacrifice of separation was justified because it was for a greater good. This dedication to service, in fact, was the foundation of her legacy as a founding mother.

Unfortunately, the couple’s golden years were filled with grief. Their sorrow began in 1800 when their son Charles, who had been estranged from his father, died of ailments brought on by alcoholism. Then they were beset by political disaster. John was not reelected during the presidential contest of 1800. The couple felt rejected and hurt. They had invested their fortune and a lifetime of service to the country, and they felt that the country had turned its back on them. One of the most lasting effects of the political defeat was a rift that developed between the couple and newly elected president Thomas Jefferson. Interestingly, even though her husband reestablished a friendly correspondence with Jefferson later in life, Adams never did. She was her husband’s most adamant defender, and after the election of 1800 she could not reconcile Jefferson’s political views or his treatment of her husband. In 1813, the Adams’s daughter Abigail (named after her mother) came home to die of cancer.

Five years later at the age of 74, Adams died of typhoid fever on October 28, 1818. She was survived by her husband and two children. She did not live to see the improvement of the Adams’s family political fortunes, as her husband did one year before his death in 1826 with the election of her son, John Quincy Adams, to the presidency (1825–1829).

Though Abigail Adams lived a life of tremendous service to both her family and her country, she is best remembered for her letters to her husband. The couple never intended for their confidential exchanges to be made public, but the letters were published many years after their deaths. In their strength and intelligence, Abigail Adams’s letters leave an indelible impression of a founding mother.

Rolando Avila

See also Republican Motherhood; Revolutionary War and Women
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“Remember the Ladies” Letter Exchange between Abigail Adams and John Adams (1776)

In 1776 as her husband labored at the Continental Congress, Abigail Adams sent him her famous letter urging the members of the Congress to “remember the ladies.” That letter follows along with John Adams’s reply, Abigail Adams’s comments on his reply to her friend Mercy Otis Warren, and Adams’s reply to her husband.

1. ABIGAIL ADAMS TO JOHN ADAMS, MARCH 31, 1776

I long to hear that you have declared an independancy [sic]—and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I would desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all men would be tyrants if they could. If perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by providence under your protection and in immitation of the Supreem Being make use of that power only for our happiness.

2. JOHN ADAMS TO ABIGAIL ADAMS, APRIL 14, 1776

As to Declarations of Independency, be patient. Read our Privateering Laws, and our Commercial Laws. What signifies a Word.

As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. We have been told that our Struggle has loosened the bands of Government every where. That Children and Apprentices were disobedient—that schools and Colledges were grown turbulent—that Indians slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. But your Letter was the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and powerfull than all the rest were grown discontented.—This is rather too coarse a Compliment but you are so saucy, I wont blot it out.

Depend upon it, We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems. Altho they are in full Force, you know they are little more than Theory. We dare not exert our Power in its full Latitude. We are obliged to go fair, and softly, and in Practice you know We are the subjects. We have only the Name of Masters, and rather than give up this, which would compleatly subject Us to the Despotism of the Peticoat, I hope General Washington, and all our brave Heroes would fight.

3. ABIGAIL ADAMS TO MERCY OTIS WARREN, APRIL 27, 1776

Braintree April 27 1776

He is very saucy to me in return for a List of Female Grievances which I transmitted to him. I think I will get you to join me in a petition to Congress. I thought it was very probable our wise Statesmen would erect a New Government and form a new code of Laws. I ventured to speak a word on behalf of our Sex, who are rather hardly dealte with by the Laws of England which gives such unlimited power to the Husband to use his wife Ill.

I requested that our Legislators would consider our case and as all Men of Delicacy and Sentiment are adverse to Exercising the power they possess, yet as there is a natural propensity in Human Nature to domination, I thought the most generous plan was to put it out of the power of the Arbitrary and tyranick to injure us with impunity by Establishing some Laws in favour upon just and Liberal principals.

I believe I even threatened fomenting a Rebellion in case we were not considered and assured him we would not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we had neither a voice nor representation.

In return he tells me he cannot but Laugh at my extraordinary Code of Laws. That he had heard their Struggle had loosened the bands of Government, that children and apprentices were disobedient, that Schools and Colleges had grown turbulent, that Indians slighted their Guardians, and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. But my Letter was the first intimation that another Tribe more numerous and powerful than all the rest were grown discontented. This is rather too coarse a complement, he adds, but that I am so saucy he wont blot it out.

So I have helped the Sex abundantly, but I will tell him I have only been making trial of the Disinterestedness of his Virtue, and when weigh’d in the balance have found it wanting.

It would be bad policy to grant us greater power say they since under all the disadvantages we Labour we have the ascendency over their Hearts.

And charm by accepting, by submitting sway.

4. ABIGAIL ADAMS TO JOHN ADAMS, MAY 7, 1776

I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies, for whilst you are proclaiming peace and good will to men, Emancipating all Nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over Wives. But you must remember that Arbitrary power is like most other things which are very hard, very liable to be broken and notwithstanding all your wise Laws and Maxims we have it in our power not only to free our selves but to subdue our Masters, and without violence throw both your natural and legal authority at our feet.

Source: L. H. Butterfield, ed., The Adams Family Papers: Adams Family Correspondence, Vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1963), 370–402. Copyright © 1963 by the Massachusetts Historical Society.



Adams, Hannah (1755–1831)

Author and historian Hannah Adams was the first American female to earn her living as a writer. She was the first female to obtain international acclaim as a religious historian and the first American writer to craft a full history of the Jewish people. Hannah was the first to give credit to other authors when using their sources, and she was a strong advocate for the 1790 U.S. copyright law. Adams was allowed access to the all-male Massachusetts Historical Society Library. Because of her voluminous work, she traveled among Boston’s elite Federalist circles and received patronage from both men and women.

Born in 1755 in Medfield, Massachusetts, to Elizabeth and Thomas Adams, Hannah Adams was sickly and in poor health. She was homeschooled and had limited educational prospects. This lack only fueled her thirst for knowledge, and thanks to her father’s expansive library, as she grew up she read voraciously.

Adams’s father lost his wealth, so she sought ways to support herself. To make ends meet, her father took in boarders, one who schooled her in Latin and Greek, logic, and geography. A devout Universalist, Adams began to study different religions and differing sects of the Christian faiths. To earn money, she decided to compile her studies for print. She expanded her treatise to exegesis, defending Christian denominations she studied. Her An Alphabetical Compendium of the Various Sects Which Have Appeared from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Present Day was published in 1784.

Looking to make more money from Adams’s work, her publisher asked to print a new edition. To avoid having her work co-opted, Adams obtained legal copyright to her work under a new Massachusetts law and forbade its reprint. The publisher had no choice but to relinquish the manuscript.

In 1790 Adams sent a petition to Congress for passage of a countrywide copyright law, which was drafted into law that same year. She then traveled to Boston to find another printer for the new edition of An Alphabetical Compendium. A friend introduced her to King’s Chapel pastor Reverend James Freeman, and he helped her contract printing services and assisted her in mounting a more remunerative second edition newly titled A View of Religions. Freeman was also instrumental in obtaining a long list of subscribers for this edition, which was published in 1791.

Demand for Adams’s works occasioned additional printings in both England and the United States, and so she corresponded with clergy and religious scholars in distant places. In 1799 Adams published A Summary History of New-England as a compilation of historical information. The arduous reading took a toll on her vision, and she ceased work on the volumes for two years. She regained part of her vision and with the help of a secretary published the work.

Adams revised her third edition of An Alphabetical Compendium of the Various Sects and in 1801 took to the task of completing an abridged version of A Summary History of New England as a schoolbook. Historian and geographer Reverend Jedidiah Morse published his own Compendious History of New England, undercutting Adams’s book. Adams waged a legal battle against Morse, seeking compensation for the financial losses she suffered. As a devout Congregationalist, Morse was disliked among the liberal religious families of New England. Many people provided Adams with legal services and financial support to wage the suit, which lasted for two years. Morse was required to apologize and pay damages, which he withheld until 1814.

In 1804 Adams published The Truth and Excellence of the Christian Religion Exhibited. She then embarked upon a History of the Jews, a two-volume first of its kind publication issued in 1812. In 1824 she published Letters on the Gospels, and in 1817 she published a final edition of her first work retitled A Dictionary of All Religions and Religious Denominations.

Hannah Adams died in 1831 and was buried in Mt. Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge. Her autobiography, A Memoir of Miss Hannah Adams, was published in 1832 one year after her death.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Adams, Louisa Catherine (1775–1852)

Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams was married to the sixth president of the United States, John Quincy Adams (1767–1848). She served as first lady from 1825 to 1829. Born in England, she was America’s only first lady born outside the United States. She was well educated, spoke several languages fluently, and was a favorite in the royal courts of Europe.

Louisa Catherine Johnson was born in London, England, on February 12, 1775. Though her mother, Catherine Nuth-Johnson, was a British citizen, Louisa’s father was Joshua Johnson, an American merchant from Maryland who served as U.S. consul general in London. Louisa was the second of nine children, with seven sisters and one brother.

When Louisa was three years old the American colonies were at war with England, and Joshua Johnson moved his family to the safety of the French city of Nantes. It was there that the family entertained Americans, including John Adams and his 12-year-old son, John Quincy Adams. Louisa practiced Catholicism in France and the Anglican faith in England. She attended a convent school in Nantes and, upon their return to London, an English boarding school, where her teachers encouraged her to express her views openly. Later, Louisa wondered if this was not a mistake in an age when women were supposed to keep quiet in public.

In England, the 22-year-old Louisa again met John Quincy Adams, age 30. They were married in London on July 26, 1797. John Quincy Adams’s father John Adams (1735–1826) was at this time president of the United States and objected to his son marrying someone born in another country, especially a country with which the United States had recently been at war. However, unlike his wife Abigail Adams (1744–1818), John Adams soon warmed to Louisa.

Suffering from ill health, migraines, fainting spells, and miscarriages, Louisa Adams had four children with her husband. However, three of the four died young, and only one, diplomat Charles Francis Adams, was still living at the time of her death.

Under President James Madison (1751–1836), Adams’s husband was appointed minister to Russia in 1809. Though she was a favorite dancing partner of the czar, the dismal freezing winters, strange language, unusual customs, limited funds, and poor health took their toll on Adams. These were compounded by the death of her beloved daughter and namesake when the child was a year old.

One of the most remarkable episodes in Adams’s life took place when her husband was called immediately to London in 1814. To join him, Adams, with her young son, was forced to make a terrifying six-week trek across Europe in winter during the Napoleonic Wars.

In 1817 when John Quincy Adams was appointed U.S. secretary of state under President James Monroe (1758–1831), the family moved to Washington, D.C. Louisa Adams became a noted hostess, welcoming diplomats and statesmen to her drawing room. She enhanced her Tuesday evening soirees by playing music on the harp. She developed a reputation for being politically astute as well as an outstanding hostess. Around this time, even her mother-in-law Abigail Adams expressed a new respect for Louisa.

Though she professed distaste for political life, Louisa Adams believed that her husband would make a good president. She quietly brought his name to the attention of influential people. She and her husband bought the former home of James and Dolley Madison, opening it to lavish entertainments. Adams’s most famed party was an 1824 ball attended by about 1,000 guests honoring General Andrew Jackson (1767–1845). Later that year, Jackson became John Quincy Adams’s political rival in the presidential election.

Jackson won the popular vote but not the required majority in the electoral college, so the U.S. House of Representatives decided the election. This involved an agreement that John Quincy Adams made with Congressman Henry Clay (1777–1852) that alienated political factions as well as Louisa Adams herself. She did not attend the 1825 inauguration.

In the White House, Adams wrote poems and plays that were often critical of her husband. She also found refuge from political unpleasantness by raising her own silkworms, harvesting her own silk, and using it in her sewing.

Adams served as first lady through 1829, leaving the White House at age 53. Her 4-year tenure was clouded by bitter political strife, ill health, a deteriorating relationship with her husband, and problems with her children such as alcoholism and sexual escapades. Adams and her husband became estranged, with him ignoring her when they were together and both of them spending summers apart.

John Quincy Adams did not win a second term as president, but instead of retiring he began 17 years of service in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1831. At this time, Louisa Adams helped raise two granddaughters after her son died. She joined her husband in the antislavery movement, which brought them closer together. She resumed political entertaining when her husband served in Congress and did so until his death in 1848.

Louisa Adams remained in Washington, living at the former residence of Dolley Madison. While Adams did not write a book about her life for publication, she created several autobiographical works: Adventures of a Nobody; Record of a Life, or My Story; and Narrative of a Journey from Russia to France, 1815. In 1852, she died of a heart attack at age 77. Both houses of Congress adjourned in mourning for Adams, the first woman whose death was so acknowledged. Along with John Adams, Abigail Adams, and John Quincy Adams, Louisa Adams is buried at the United First Parish Church in Quincy, Massachusetts.

Nancy Hendricks
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Advice Literature

Eighteenth- and 19th-century advice literature includes etiquette books, conduct manuals, children-rearing advice books, and sometimes cookbooks and novels. Authors of advice literature often instructed young women and mothers about proper behavior, though how much of this advice women actually followed is almost impossible to know.

The advent of increasingly affordable printing presses in the 17th and 18th centuries meant that more and more people could set up shop as printers and publish books. More books meant that books became more affordable every decade. American advice literature proliferated during the colonial period, in part because families often lived far away from grandparents and other relatives as a result of both immigration and the fact that colonial Americans moved around more than their ancestors had. Thus, the oral traditions for advice giving lost their power, and many people sought advice from books. Advice literature ranged from books for young men that guided them through the perils of young manhood to child-rearing books. A great portion of advice literature was aimed at young women and mothers. In the late 18th century, advice literature branched out to include books on housekeeping and cooking.

In the 1600s, ministers and physicians generally wrote advice manuals. Authors often focused on child rearing, in part because Enlightenment ideals suggested that humans could be molded to good or bad behavior. In 1690, John Locke suggested that humans were born with a blank slate, or tabula rasa, and that parents had a responsibility not just to feed and house children but also to teach them moral values and behavior. Locke believed that childhood should be pleasant. Thus, he and others initiated a new way of thinking about child rearing that considered childhood a unique phase of human development that deserved particular attention. English colonists, including the Puritans, took these ideas about child rearing to the colonies along with books that advised parents, particularly mothers, on what to do, how to do it, and why.

The best-selling 18th-century child-rearing advice book was William Cadogan’s Essay on Nursing and the Management of Children, which was first published in 1749 but was republished many times. Cadogan based his book on his experience with the orphans at the London Foundling Hospital and his observance of how animals treated their young. William Buchan’s advice manual, published over 50 years after Cadogan’s, also sold well in the colonies and echoed Cadogan’s book in a number of ways. His Advice to Mothers (1804) told women how to wean, toilet train, feed, and correct children.

Historians of women have used child-rearing advice literature to track how colonial mothers behaved with their families but generally are skeptical about the absolute worth of advice literature. Advice literature is prescriptive in nature, not descriptive. Prescriptive literature describes how people should act, or how an author thought people should act. Advice books cannot tell historians how many women followed their advice, if they did so in whole or in part, or if they read the books and then ignored them. Advice literature describes the prescription for some behavior but does not describe mothers’ or children’s real behavior.

As many child-rearing advice manuals were written and purchased for mothers, just as many conduct manuals for young women circulated in colonial America. Conduct manuals for young ladies strictly followed gender ideals for women and thus changed their advice over time depending on what society imagined the perfect young lady should be. This genre of advice literature focused on virtue in young ladies and generally set a middle-class standard for young womanhood, a standard that poor women and women of color could not have hoped to attain.

Historians believe that the multiplicity of advice and conduct manuals for young women stems from a social anxiety about shifting power and hierarchies. Colonial Americans could move fairly quickly both up and down the social and economic ladder, in part because the economy followed a boom-and-bust cycle and because rapidly expanding frontiers, towns, and cities created a plethora of opportunities, both positive and negative. The seemingly ever-shifting social mobility made “correct” behavior, particularly for young women, all the more important for the stability it provided society. The Lady’s New Year’s Gift was one such manual. Written in 1688 by an English nobleman for his daughter, the book went through many reprintings and sold vigorously in the American colonies.

Novels also acted as a kind of conduct-based literature and became an important class of literature for middle-class white women. Novels often featured a virtuous young lady beset with problems, to which she had to respond correctly. Characters who responded incorrectly ended up “fallen,” or unrespectable. The novels of Jane Austen, for example, which would have been read by American women, often contrasted virtuous and inappropriate behavior in young ladies. In Austen’s world, young ladies who acted correctly and virtuously always lived happily ever after. Thus, Austen’s novels and a host of other novels sought not just to entertain but also to instruct or advise young women about how to act and think.

Early cookbooks could also function as a type of advice literature, though the advice in such books was generally less about virtue or morality and more about practical tips. Cookbooks often featured advice and recipes for treating illnesses as well as instructions in how to butcher animals, make cheese or sausage, and perform other tasks not in most modern cookbooks. The first American cookbook, Amelia Simmons’s American Cookery (1796), contains advice on which foods were most nutritious, how to store food, and how to serve meals so that they were attractive, thereby suggesting that the American woman not only had to feed her family but do so in an artful manner.

Peg A. Lamphier
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American Cookery (1796)

American Cookery was the first cookbook published by an American author in the United States. The book’s author, Amelia Simmons, encouraged her readers to make use of American ingredients in their dishes and so it was the first instruction manual to merge English cooking traditions with American ingredients.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, women in the American colonies were more likely to receive cooking instruction from their mothers and other women in the household than through a cooking manual. Women might have exchanged an occasional handwritten “receipt,” but most recipes were shared orally. Prior to the publication of American Cookery, the only books printed and used in the American colonies were of British origin. In 1742 William Parks published the first cookbook in America, a reprint of The Compleat Housewife, a London manual written by Eliza Smith. English cookbooks functioned not just as cooking manuals but also as general household guides. Aimed at the gentry and upper-middle levels of society, they offered advice on preserving food, preparing home remedies, and managing a household economy. None of these British imprints included specifically American recipes, although they featured dishes that incorporated native products of the Americas such as sweet potatoes, chocolate, tomatoes, vanilla, and turkey.

American Cookery, or the Art of Dressing Viands, Fish, Poultry, and Vegetables, and the Best Modes of Making Pastes, Puffs, Pies, Tarts, Puddings, Custards, and Preserves, and All Kinds of Cakes, from the Imperial Plumb to Plain Cake: Adapted to This Country, and All Grades of Life was first published in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1796. The manual begins with instructions for roasting and preparing various meats, including turkey, wild fowl, and fish. Another section details the creation of custards, tarts, cookies, cakes, and puddings. The book closes with suggestions for preserving and pickling fruits and vegetables as well as instructions for making spruce beer. Unlike other cookbooks of the period, Simmons’s work does not include medicinal recipes or tips on household management.

The recipes themselves were not particularly innovative; instead, the true innovation was Simmons’s merging of English culinary traditions with American tastes and products. For example, Simmons included a recipe for Johny Cakes, a dish that had been served in the colonies for decades. Her instructions called for the use of maize instead of European grains. Another important innovation was Simmons’s use of pearlash (or potash), an impure potassium carbonate obtained from wood ashes and a common household staple in the early American kitchen. She recommended pearlash as a leavening agent in dough, suggesting a forerunner of modern baking powder.

The book and its subsequent editions include patriotic recipes designed to be served at festive occasions, including particularly American events. American Cookery includes recipes for Election Cake and Independence Cake. Both recipes were clearly intended for large gatherings. The Election Cake recipe calls for 30 quarts of flour, 10 pounds of butter, and 14 pounds of sugar, while the Independence Day cake is to be frosted with loaf sugar and decorated with gold leaf.

[image: Lamphier]

The first cookbook published by an American cook and author, American Cookery appeared in 1796. Though her work was a staple of colonial kitchens, almost no information survives about author Amelia Simmons. (Library of Congress)

Historians have suggested that Simmons, who labeled herself an “American Orphan” on the book’s title page, was a domestic servant or cook in the New England or Hudson River Valley region. As described in the preface to her book, Simmons expected her audience to be women who were making their own way in the world, in particular those who worked in domestic service or lived in the households of friends and relatives. She did not discount the possibility that “ladies of fashion” (those unlikely to be cooking on a regular basis) might find the book entertaining as well.

American Cookery was so popular that it ran through four editions. While the book reflects cooking trends in New England and perhaps even the Middle Colonies, it does not reflect the cooking practices of the South, where dishes were heavily influenced by African traditions. By 1831, American Cookery had been surpassed in popularity and in sales by other cookbooks that incorporated emerging new technologies such as refrigeration and the cooking stove.
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Colonial Recipes: Beverages and Foods (1750s, 1790s)

Published in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1796, Amelia Simmons’s American Cookery was the first American cookbook. Women who produced cookbooks before that date would have had their books published in London. The following are a number of colonial recipes from various sources. Note the casual approach to measuring and other details in these recipes.

To Make Very Fine Syllabubs

Take a quart and a half a pint of cream, a pint of Rhenish, half a pint of sack, three lemons, near a pound of double refined sugar; beat and sift the sugar, and put it to your cream; grate off the rind of your three lemons, and put that in; squeeze the juice of the three lemons into your wine and put that to your cream, then beat altogether with a whisk just half an hour; then take it up altogether with a spoon and fill your glasses; it will keep good nine or ten days, and is best three or four days old; these are called the everlasting Syllabubs.

[from Eliza Smith, “The Complete Housewife,” 1753]

King William’s Possett

Take a quart of cream, and mix it with a pint of ale, then beat the yolks of ten eggs, and the whites of four; when they are well beaten, put them to the cream and ale; sweeten it to your taste, and slice some nutmeg in it; set it over the fire, and keep it stirring all the while; when it is thick, and before it boils, take it off, and pour it into the bason you serve it in to the table.

[from Eliza Smith, “The Compleat Housewife,” 1758]

To Make English Katchup

Take a wide mouth’d bottle, put therein a pint of the best white-wine vinegar; then put in ten or twelve cloves of eschalot peeled and just bruised; then take a quarter of a pint of the best Langoon white wine, boil it a little, and put to it twelve or fourteen anchovies washed and shred, and dissolve them in the wine, and when cold put them in the bottle; then take a quarter of a pint more of white-wine, and put in it mace, ginger sliced, a few cloves, a spoonful of whole pepper just bruised, let them boil all a little; when near cold, slice in almost a whole nutmeg, and some lemon peel, and likewise put in two or three spoonfuls of horse-radish; then stop it close, and for a week shake it once or twice a day; then use it: ’Tis good to put into fish sauce, or any savoury dish of meat; you may add to it the clear liquor that comes from mushrooms.

[from Eliza Smith, “The Complete Housewife,” 1758]

Soup Meagre

Take a half a pound of butter, put it into a deep stew pan, shake it about, and let it stand till it is done making a noise; then have ready six middling onions peeled and cut small, throw them in and shake them about; take a bunch of celery clean washed and picked, cut it into pieces half as long as your finger, a large handful of spinach clean washed and picked, good lettuce clean washed, if you have it, and cut small, a little bundle of parsley chopped fine; shake all this together well in the pan for a quarter of an hour, then shake in a little flour, stir altogether, and pour into the stew pan two quarts of boiling water; take a handful of hard dry crust, throw in a teaspoonful of beaten pepper, three blades of mace beat fine, stir altogether, and let it boil softly for half an hour; then take it off the fire, and beat up the yolks of two eggs and stir in, and one spoonful of vinegar; pour it into the soup dish and send it to table. If you have any green peas, boil half a pint in the soup for change.

[from Hannah Glasse, “The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy,” 1796]

To Make Lamb and Rice

Take a neck or loin of lamb, half roast it, take it up, cut it into steaks, then take a half a pound of rice boiled in a quart of water ten minutes, put it into a quart of good gravy, with two or three blades of mace, and a little nutmeg. Do it over a stove or slow fire till the rice begins to be thick; then take it off, stir in a pound of butter, and when that is quite melted stir in the yolks of six eggs, first beat; then take a dish and butter it all over, take the steaks and put a little pepper and salt over them, dip them in a little melted butter, lay them into the dish, pour the gravy which comes out of them over them, and then the rice; beat the yolks of three eggs and pour all over, send it to the oven, and bake it better than half an hour.

[Hannah Glasse, “The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy,” 1796]

A Hedgehog

This dish was called a “deceit” because it wasn’t really a hedgehog, but a dessert made to look like a hedgehog.

Take two pounds of blanched almonds, beat them well in a mortar, with a little canary and orange-flower water, to keep them from oiling. Make them into stiff paste, then beat in the yolks of twelve eggs, leave out five of the whites, put to it a pint of cream sweetened with sugar, put in a half pound of sweet butter melted, set it on a furnace or slow fire, and keep it constantly stirring, till it is stiff enough to be made in the form of a hedgehog, then stick it full of blanched almonds, slit and stuck up like the bristles of a hedgehog, then put it into a dish; take a pint of cream, and the yolks of four eggs beat up, sweetened with sugar to your palate. Stir them together over a slow fire till it is quite hot; then pour it round the hedgehog in a dish, and let it stand till it is cold, and serve it up. Or a rich calf’s-foot jelly made clear and good, poured into the dish round the hedgehog; when it is cold, it looks pretty, and makes a neat dish; or it looks pretty in the middle of a table for supper.

[Hannah Glasse, “The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy,” 1796]

A Nice Indian Pudding

3 pints scaled milk, 7 spoons of fine Indian meal, stir together while hot, let stand till cooled; add 7 eggs, half pound of raisins, 4 ounces butter, spice and sugar; bake one and a half hour.

[Amelia Simmons, “American Cookery,” 1796]

Source: “Syllabubs Three Ways,” Colonial Williamsburg: History Is Served, http://recipes.history.org/2013/05/syllabubs-three-ways.

To Make an Apple Tansey

Take three pippins, slice them round in thin slices, and fry them with butter; then beat four eggs, with six spoonfuls of cream, a little rosewater, nutmeg, and sugar; stir them together, and pour it over the apples; let it fry a little, and turn it with a pye-plate. Garnish with lemon and sugar strew’d over it.

Source: E. Smith, The Compleat Housewife: Or, Accomplished Gentlewoman’s Companion (London: J. and J. Pemberton, 1754). Available at Colonial Williamsburg, http://www.history.org/Almanack/life/food/appletansy.cfm.




Excerpts from Amelia Simmons’s American Cookery (1796)

The following is the first section of Amelia Simmons’s American Cookery, the first American cookbook, published in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1796. Note the variety of foods she describes.

AMERICAN COOKERY, OR THE ART OF DRESSING VIANDS, FISH, POULTRY and VEGETABLES, AND THE BEST MODES OF MAKING PASTES, PUFFS, PIES, TARTS, PUDDINGS, CUSTARDS AND PRESERVES, AND ALL KINDS OF CAKES, FROM THE IMPERIAL PLUMB TO PLAIN CAKE.

ADAPTED TO THIS COUNTRY, AND ALL GRADES OF LIFE.

By Amelia Simmons,

AN AMERICAN ORPHAN.

PUBLISHED ACCORDING TO ACT OF CONGRESS.

HARTFORD

PRINTED BY HUDSON & GOODWIN,

FOR THE AUTHOR. 1796

PREFACE.

As this treatise is calculated for the improvement of the rising generation of Females in America, the Lady of fashion and fortune will not be displeased, if many hints are suggested for the more general and universal knowledge of those females in this country, who by the loss of their parents, or other unfortunate circumstances, are reduced to the necessity of going into families in the line of domestics, or taking refuge with their friends or relations, and doing those things which are really essential to the perfecting them as good wives, and useful members of society. The orphan, tho’ left to the care of virtuous guardians, will find it essentially necessary to have an opinion and determination of her own. The world, and the fashion thereof, is so variable, that old people cannot accommodate themselves to the various changes and fashions which daily occur; they will adhere to the fashion of their day, and will not surrender their attachments to the good old way—while the young and the gay, bend and conform readily to the taste of the times, and fancy of the hour. By having an opinion and determination, I would not be understood to mean an obstinate perseverance in trifles, which borders on obstinacy—by no means, but only an adherence to those rules and maxims which have flood the test of ages, and will forever establish the female character, a virtuous character—altho’ they conform to the ruling taste of the age in cookery, dress, language, manners, &c.

It must ever remain a check upon the poor solitary orphan, that while those females who have parents, or brothers, or riches, to defend their indiscretions, that the orphan must depend solely upon character. How immensely important, therefore, that every action, every word, every thought, be regulated by the strictest purity, and that every movement meet the approbation of the good and wise.

The candor of the American Ladies is solicitously intreated by the Authoress, as she is circumscribed in her knowledge, this being an original work in this country. Should any future editions appear, she hopes to render it more valuable.

[Illustration]

DIRECTIONS for CATERING, or the procuring the best VIANDS, FISH, &c.

How to choose Flesh.

BEEF. The large stall fed ox beef is the best, it has a coarse open grain, and oily smoothness; dent it with your finger and it will immediately rise again; if old, it will be rough and spungy, and the dent remain.

Cow Beef is less boned, and generally more tender and juicy than the ox, in America, which is used to labor.

Of almost every species of Animals, Birds and Fishes, the female is the tenderest, the richest flavour’d, and among poultry the soonest fattened.

Mutton, grass-fed, is good two or three years old.

Lamb, if under six months is rich, and no danger of imposition; it may be known by its size, in distinguishing either.

Veal, is soon lost—great care therefore is necessary in purchasing. Veal bro’t to market in panniers, or in carriages, is to be prefered to that bro’t in bags, and flouncing on a sweaty horse.

Pork, is known by its size, and whether properly fattened by its appearance.

To make the best Bacon.

To each ham put one ounce saltpetre, one pint bay salt, one pint molasses, shake together 6 or 8 weeks, or when a large quantity is together, bast them with the liquor every day; when taken out to dry, smoke three weeks with cobs or malt fumes. To every ham may be added a cheek, if you stow away a barrel and not alter the composition, some add a shoulder. For transportation or exportation, double the period of smoaking.

Fish, how to choose the best in market.

Salmon, the noblest and richest fish taken in fresh water—the largest are the best. They are unlike almost every other fish, are ameliorated by being 3 or 4 days out of water, if kept from heat and the moon, which has much more injurious effect than the sun.

In all great fish-markets, great fish-mongers strictly examine the gills—if the bright redness is exchanged for a low brown, they are stale; but when live fish are bro’t flouncing into market, you have only to elect the kind most agreeable to your palate and the season.

Shad, contrary to the generally received opinion are not so much richer flavored, as they are harder when first taken out of the water; opinions vary respecting them. I have tasted Shad thirty or forty miles from the place where caught, and really conceived that they had a richness of flavor, which did not appertain to those taken fresh and cooked immediately, and have proved both at the same table, and the truth may rest here, that a Shad 36 or 48 hours out of water, may not cook so hard and solid, and be esteemed so elegant, yet give a higher relished flavor to the taste.

Every species generally of salt water Fish, are best fresh from the water, tho’ the Hannah Hill, Black Fish, Lobster, Oyster, Flounder, Bass, Cod, Haddock, and Eel, with many others, may be transported by land many miles, find a good market, and retain a good relish; but as generally, live ones are bought first, deceits are used to give them a freshness of appearance, such as peppering the gills, wetting the fins and tails, and even painting the gills, or wetting with animal blood. Experience and attention will dictate the choice of the best. Fresh gills, full bright eyes, moist fins and tails, are denotements of their being fresh caught; if they are soft, its certain they are stale, but if deceits are used, your smell must approve or denounce them, and be your safest guide.

Of all fresh water fish, there are none that require, or so well afford haste in cookery, as the Salmon Trout, they are best when caught under a fall or cateract—from what philosophical circumstance is yet unsettled, yet true it is, that at the foot of a fall the waters are much colder than at the head; Trout choose those waters; if taken from them and hurried into dress, they are genuinely good; and take rank in point of superiority of flavor, of most other fish.

Perch and Roach, are noble pan fish, the deeper the water from whence taken, the finer are their flavors; if taken from shallow water, with muddy bottoms, they are impregnated therewith, and are unsavory.

Eels, though taken from muddy bottoms, are best to jump in the pan.

Most white or soft fish are best bloated, which is done by salting, peppering, and drying in the sun, and in a chimney; after 30 or 40 hours drying, are best broiled, and moistened with butter, &c.

Poultry—how to choose.

Having before stated that the female in almost every instance, is preferable to the male, and peculiarly so in the Peacock, which, tho’ beautifully plumaged, is tough, hard, stringy, and untasted, and even indelicious—while the Pea Hen is exactly otherwise, and the queen of all birds.

So also in a degree, Turkey.

Hen Turkey, is higher and richer flavor’d, easier fattened and plumper—they are no odds in market.

Dunghill Fowls, are from their frequent use, a tolerable proof of the former birds.

Chickens, of either kind are good, and the yellow leg’d the best, and their taste the sweetest.

Capons, if young are good, are known by short spurs and smooth legs.

All birds are known, whether fresh killed or stale, by a tight vent in the former, and a loose open vent if old or stale; their smell denotes their goodness; speckled rough legs denote age, while smooth legs and combs prove them young.

A Goose, if young, the bill will be yellow, and will have but few hairs, the bones will crack easily; but if old, the contrary, the bill will be red, and the pads still redder; the joints stiff and difficultly disjointed; if young, otherwise; choose one not very fleshy on the breast, but fat in the rump.

Ducks, are similar to geese.

Wild Ducks, have redder pads, and smaller than the tame ones, otherwise are like the goose or tame duck, or to be chosen by the same rules.

Wood Cocks, ought to be thick, fat and flesh firm, the nose dry, and throat clear.

Snipes, if young and fat, have full veins under the wing, and are small in the veins, otherwise like the Woodcock.

Partridges, if young, will have black bills, yellowish legs; if old, the legs look bluish; if old or stale, it may be perceived by smelling at their mouths.

Pigeons, young, have light red legs, and the flesh of a colour, and prick easily—old have red legs, blackish in parts, more hairs, plumper and loose vents—so also of grey or green Plover, Blade Birds, Thrash, Lark, and wild Fowl in general.

Hares, are white flesh’d and flexible when new and fresh kill’d; if stale, their flesh will have a blackish hue, like old pigeons, if the cleft in her lip spread much, is wide and ragged, she is old; the contrary when young.

Leveret, is like the Hare in every respect, that some are obliged to search for the knob, or small bone on the fore leg or foot, to distinguish them.

Rabbits, the wild are the best, either are good and tender; if old there will be much yellowish fat about the kidneys, the claws long, wool rough, and mixed with grey hairs; if young the reverse. As to their being fresh, judge by the scent, they soon perish, if trap’d or shot, and left in pelt or undressed; their taint is quicker than veal, and the most sickish in nature; and will not, like beef or veal, be purged by fire.

The cultivation of Rabbits would be profitable in America, if the best methods were pursued—they are a very prolific and profitable animal—they are easily cultivated if properly attended, but not otherwise.—A Rabbit’s borough, on which 3000 dollars may have been expended, might be very profitable; but on the small scale they would be well near market towns—easier bred, and more valuable.

Butter—Tight, waxy, yellow Butter is better than white or crumbly, which soon becomes rancid and frowy. Go into the centre of balls or rolls to prove and judge it; if in ferkin, the middle is to be preferred, as the sides are frequently distasted by the wood of the firkin—altho’ oak and used for years. New pine tubs are ruinous to the butter. To have sweet butter in dog days, and thro’ the vegetable seasons, send stone pots to honest, neat, and trusty dairy people, and procure it pack’d down in May, and let them be brought in the night, or cool rainy morning, covered with a clean cloth wet in cold water, and partake of no heat from the horse, and set the pots in the coldest part of your cellar, or in the ice house.—Some say that May butter thus preserved, will go into the winter use, better than fall made butter.

Cheese—The red smooth moist coated, and tight pressed, square edged Cheese, are better than white coat, hard rinded, or bilged; the inside should be yellow, and flavored to your taste. Old shelves which have only been wiped down for years, are preferable to scoured and washed shelves. Deceits are used by salt-petering the out side, or colouring with hemlock, cocumberries, or safron, infused into the milk; the taste of either supercedes every possible evasion.

Eggs—Clear, thin shell’d, longest oval and sharp ends are best; to ascertain whether new or stale—hold to the light, if the white is clear, the yolk regularly in the centre, they are good—but if otherwise, they are stale. The best possible method of ascertaining, is to put them into water, if they lye on their bilge, they are good and fresh—if they bob up an end they are stale, and if they rise they are addled, proved, and of no use.

We proceed to ROOTS and VEGETABLES—and the best cook cannot alter the first quality, they must be good, or the cook will be disappointed.

Potatoes, take rank for universal use, profit and easy acquirement. The smooth skin, known by the name of How’s Potato, is the most mealy and richest flavor’d; the yellow rusticoat next best; the red, and red rusticoat are tolerable; and the yellow Spanish have their value—those cultivated from imported seed on sandy or dry loomy lands, are best for table use; tho’ the red or either will produce more in rich, loomy, highly manured garden grounds; new lands and a sandy soil, afford the richest flavor’d; and most mealy Potato much depends on the ground on which they grow—more on the species of Potatoes planted—and still more from foreign seeds—and each may be known by attention to connoisseurs; for a good potato comes up in many branches of cookery, as herein after prescribed.—All potatoes should be dug before the rainy seasons in the fall, well dryed in the sun, kept from frost and dampness during the winter, in the spring removed from the cellar to a dry loft, and spread thin, and frequently stirred and dryed, or they will grow and be thereby injured for cookery.

A roast Potato is brought on with roast Beef, a Steake, a Chop, or Fricassee; good boiled with a boiled dish; make an excellent stuffing for a turkey, water or wild fowl; make a good pie, and a good starch for many uses. All potatoes run out, or depreciate in America; a fresh importation of the Spanish might restore them to table use.

It would swell this treatise too much to say every thing that is useful, to prepare a good table, but I may be pardoned by observing, that the Irish have preserved a genuine mealy rich Potato, for a century, which takes rank of any known in any other kingdom; and I have heard that they renew their seed by planting and cultivating the Seed Ball, which grows on the tine. The manner of their managing it to keep up the excellency of that root, would better suit a treatise on agriculture and gardening than this—and be inserted in a book which would be read by the farmer, instead of his amiable daughter. If no one treats on the subject, it may appear in the next edition.

Onions—The Madeira white is best in market, esteemed softer flavored, and not so fiery, but the high red, round hard onions are the best; if you consult cheapness, the largest are best; if you consult taste and softness, the very smallest are the most delicate, and used at the first tables. Onions grow in the richest, highest cultivated ground, and better and better year after year, on the same ground.

Beets, grow on any ground, but best on loom, or light gravel grounds; the red is the richest and best approved; the white has a sickish sweetness, which is disliked by many.

Parsnips, are a valuable root, cultivated best in rich old grounds, and doubly deep plowed, late sown, they grow thrifty, and are not so prongy; they may be kept any where and any how, so that they do not grow with heat, or are nipped with frost; if frosted, let them thaw in earth; they are richer flavored when plowed out of the ground in April, having stood out during the winter, tho’ they will not last long after, and commonly more sticky and hard in the centre.

Carrots, are managed as it respects plowing and rich ground, similarly to Parsnips. The yellow are better than the orange or red; middling fiz’d, that is, a foot long and two inches thick at the top end, are better than over grown ones; they are cultivated best with onions, sowed very thin, and mixed with other seeds, while young or six weeks after sown, especially if with onions on true onion ground. They are good with veal cookery, rich in soups, excellent with hash, in May and June.

Garlicks, tho’ used by the French, are better adapted to the uses of medicine than cookery.

Asparagus—The mode of cultivation belongs to gardening; your business is only to cut and dress, the largest is best, the growth of a day sufficient, six inches long, and cut just above the ground; many cut below the surface, under an idea of getting tender shoots, and preserving the bed; but it enfeebles the root: dig round it and it will be wet with the juices—but if cut above ground, and just as the dew is going off, the sun will either reduce the juice, or send it back to nourish the root—its an excellent vegetable.

Parsley, of the three kinds, the thickest and branchiest is the best, is sown among onions, or in a bed by itself, may be dryed for winter use; tho’ a method which I have experienced, is much better—In September I dig my roots, procure an old thin stave dry cask, bore holes an inch diameter in every stave, 6 inches asunder round the cask, and up to the top—take first a half bushel of rich garden mold and put into the cask, then run the roots through the staves, leaving the branches outside, press the earth tight about the root within, and thus continue on thro’ the respective stories, till the cask is full; it being filled, run an iron bar thro’ the center of the dirt in the cask and fill with water, let stand on the south and east side of a building till frosty night, then remove it, (by slinging a rope round the cask) into the cellar; where, during the winter, I clip with my scissars the fresh parsley, which my neighbors or myself have occasion for; and in the spring transplant the roots in the bed in the garden, or in any unused corner—or let stand upon the wharf, or the wash shed. Its an useful mode of cultivation, and a pleasurably tasted herb, and much used in garnishing viands.

Raddish, Salmon coloured is the best, purple next best—white—turnip—each are produced from southern seeds, annually. They grow thriftiest sown among onions. The turnip Raddish will last well through the winter.

Artichokes—The Jerusalem is best, are cultivated like potatoes, (tho’ their stocks grow 7 feet high) and may be preserved like the turnip raddish, or pickled—they like.

Horse Raddish, once in the garden, can scarcely ever be totally eradicated; plowing or digging them up with that view, seems at times rather to increase and spread them.

Cucumbers, are of many kinds; the prickly is best for pickles, but generally bitter; the white is difficult to raise and tender; choose the bright green, smooth and proper sized.

Melons—The Water Melons is cultivated on sandy soils only, above latitude 41 1/2, if a stratum of land be dug from a well, it will bring the first year good Water Melons; the red cored are highest flavored; a hard rine proves them ripe.

Muskmelons, are various, the rough skinned is best to eat; the short, round, fair skinn’d, is best for Mangoes.

Lettuce, is of various kinds; the purple spotted leaf is generally the tenderest, and free from bitter—Your taste must guide your market.

Cabbage, requires a page, they are so multifarious. Note, all Cabbages have a higher relish that grow on new unmatured grounds; if grown in an old town and on old gardens, they have a rankness, which at times, may be perceived by a fresh air traveller. This observation has been experienced for years—that Cabbages require new ground, more than Turnips.

The Low Dutch, only will do in old gardens.

The Early Yorkshire, must have rich soils, they will not answer for winter, they are easily cultivated, and frequently bro’t to market in the fall, but will not last the winter.

The Green Savoy, with the richest crinkles, is fine and tender; and altho’ they do not head like the Dutch or Yorkshire, yet the tenderness of the out leaves is a counterpoise, it will last thro’ the winter, and are high flavored.

The Yellow Savoy, takes next rank, but will not last so long; all Cabbages will mix, and participate of other species, like Indian Corn; they are culled, best in plants; and a true gardener will, in the plant describe those which will head, and which will not. This is new, but a fact.

The gradations in the Savoy Cabbage are discerned by the leaf; the richest and most scollup’d, and crinkled, and thickest Green Savoy, falls little short of a Colliflour.

The red and redest small tight heads, are best for slaw, it will not boil well, comes out black or blue, and tinges, other things with which it is boiled.

BEANS.

The Clabboard Bean, is easiest cultivated and collected, are good for string beans, will shell—must be poled.

The Windsor Bean, is an earlier, good string, or shell Bean.

Crambury Bean, is rich, but not universally approved equal to the other two.

Frost Bean, is good only to shell.

Six Weeks Bean, is a yellowish Bean, and early bro’t forward, and tolerable.

Lazy Bean, is tough, and needs no pole.

English Bean, what they denominate the Horse Bean, is mealy when young, is profitable, easily cultivated, and may be grown on worn out grounds; as they may be raised by boys, I cannot but recommend the more extensive cultivation of them.

The small White Bean, is best for winter use, and excellent.

Calivanse, are run out, a yellow small bush, a black speck or eye, are tough and tasteless, and little worth in cookery, and scarcely bear exportation.

Peas—Green Peas.

The Crown Imperial, takes rank in point of flavor, they blossom, purple and white on the top of the vines, will run, from three to five feet high, should be set in light sandy soil only, or they run too much to vines.

The Crown Pea, is second in richness of flavor.

The Rondeheval, is large and bitterish.

Early Carlton, is produced first in the season—good.

Marrow Fats, green, yellow, and is large, easily cultivated, not equal to others.

Sugar Pea, needs no bush, the pods are tender and good to eat, easily cultivated.

Spanish Manratto, is a rich Pea, requires a strong high bush.

All Peas should be picked carefully from the vines as soon as dew is off, shelled and cleaned without water, and boiled immediately; they are thus the richest flavored.

Herbs, useful in Cookery.

Thyme, is good in soups and stuffings.

Sweet Marjoram, is used in Turkeys.

Summer Savory, ditto, and in Sausages and salted Beef, and legs of Pork.

Sage, is used in Cheese and Pork, but not generally approved.

Parsley, good in soups, and to garnish roast Beef, excellent with bread and butter in the spring.

Penny Royal, is a high aromatic, altho’ a spontaneous herb in old ploughed fields, yet might be more generally cultivated in gardens, and used in cookery and medicines.

Sweet Thyme, is most useful and best approved in cookery.

FRUITS.

Pears, There are many different kinds; but the large Bell Pear, sometimes called the Pound Pear, the yellowest is the best, and in the same town they differ essentially.

Hard Winter Pear, are innumerable in their qualities, are good in sauces, and baked.

Harvest and Summer Pear are a tolerable desert, are much improved in this country, as all other fruits are by grafting and innoculation.

Apples, are still more various, yet rigidly retain their own species, and are highly useful in families, and ought to be more universally cultivated, excepting in the compactest cities. There is not a single family but might set a tree in some otherwise useless spot, which might serve the two fold use of shade and fruit; on which 12 or 14 kinds of fruit trees might easily be engrafted, and essentially preserve the orchard from the intrusions of boys, &c. which is too common in America. If the boy who thus planted a tree, and guarded and protected it in a useless corner, and carefully engrafted different fruits, was to be indulged free access into orchards, whilst the neglectful boy was prohibited—how many millions of fruit trees would spring into growth—and what a saving to the union. The net saving would in time extinguish the public debt, and enrich our cookery.

Currants, are easily grown from shoots trimmed off from old bunches, and set carelessly in the ground; they flourish on all soils, and make good jellies—their cultivation ought to be encouraged.

Black Currants, may be cultivated—but until they can be dryed, and until sugars are propagated, they are in a degree unprofitable.

Grapes, are natural to the climate; grow spontaneously in every state in the union, and ten degrees north of the line of the union. The Madeira, Lisbon and Malaga Grapes, are cultivated in gardens in this country, and are a rich treat or desert. Trifling attention only is necessary for their ample growth.

Having pointed out the best methods of judging of the qualities of Viands, Poultry, Fish, Vegetables, &c. We now present the best approved methods of DRESSING and COOKING them; and to suit all tastes, present the following.

Source: Amelia Simmons, American Cookery (Hartford, CT: Hudson and Goodwin, 1796), 17–24.



Arnold, Peggy (Margaret) Shippen (1760–1804)

Peggy (Margaret) Shippen Arnold, a Loyalist during the American Revolutionary War, was a major partner in her husband Benedict Arnold’s conspiracy to turn over the military fort of West Point to the British.

Peggy Arnold was born on June 11, 1760, the fourth and youngest daughter of Philadelphia magistrate Edward Shippen IV and Margaret Francis, a prominent family who lived in the Society Hill district, where she was insulated by old money and privilege. Arnold was an exceptional beauty, with porcelain skin, blond hair, and blue-hazel eyes. Her father’s favorite, she was treated to a quality education as well as training in culture and etiquette.

When the British occupied Philadelphia in 1777, the Loyalist-leaning Shippens freely entertained troops in their home. Arnold established and maintained an affectionate bond with Major John André, an officer under British general Sir William Howe. André drew flattering portraits of the young woman and gave her a lock of his hair, which she secreted in a locket. In 1778 when the British withdrew, André became an important part of the Arnolds’ treasonous plot.

General Benedict Arnold took oversight of the city as commandant of the Philadelphia Continental Army. The Shippens hosted the 38-year-old Arnold in their home, where he met their then 17-year-old daughter. A courtship ensued, and the couple married in 1779. It was his second marriage.

The Shippens’ refusal to choose sides in the war kept them under constant suspicion and scrutiny. Correspondence between Arnold and André through the ruse of requesting certain sewing supplies later proved instrumental in the plot to surrender an army base to the British. The “Millinery Letter” activated the subterfuge, and Arnold began trading information with André on troop movements and supplies. The Arnolds negotiated compensation of £20,000 if the deception succeeded and £6,000 should it fail, using Peggy Arnold’s letters to André as cover.

West Point was a vital Continental Army stronghold on New York’s Hudson River. A British overthrow would destroy the rebel forces and turn the tide of war. The Arnolds lobbied to install General Arnold at the fort to engineer the downfall. Peggy Arnold charmed Robert R. Livingston, a New York member of the Continental Congress, seeking his consideration of her husband for the post. Livingston was so taken with Peggy Arnold that he wrote to George Washington on her and her husband’s behalf. Benedict Arnold took command of West Point in 1780.

Peggy Arnold stayed in Philadelphia to liquidate assets in preparation for their eventual escape while fielding correspondence between the British and her husband. She joined her husband in New York, and arrangements were made for him to meet André on the shores of the Hudson River, where he passed André documents and maps detailing West Point’s fortifications.

André was subsequently captured and arrested, with the papers and maps still in his possession. Benedict Arnold received word of this on the same day that Washington was scheduled to meet with him at his home. Benedict first alerted Peggy and then fled to HMS Vulture, a British ship docked on the Hudson. Upon Washington’s arrival, Peggy Arnold feigned hysterics, which gave her husband time to escape and convinced Washington that she had no knowledge of the plot.

Arnold returned to Philadelphia with her infant son Edward, feigning ignorance about her husband’s whereabouts. Philadelphia authorities soon discovered the Millinery Letters between her and André. As a result, the Supreme Executive Council banished Arnold from Philadelphia. Edward Shippen escorted his daughter to the Jersey side of the Hudson, where she boarded a boat to New York. The Arnolds departed for England in 1781.

Both of the Arnolds were welcomed warmly in England and received an annuity from Queen Charlotte of £100 a year for the maintenance of their children, including those not yet born. King George III presented Peggy Arnold with £500, “obtained for her services, which were meritorious.” The Arnolds had more children: James, Sophia, George, and William.

Peggy Arnold succumbed to uterine cancer on August 24, 1804, at the age of 44. She was buried next to her husband (who died in 1801) at St. Mary’s Church in Battersea.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Bailey, Anne Hennis (1742–1825)

A scout and courier during the American Revolutionary War and the Northwest Indian Wars, Anne Bailey was also a storyteller of incredible renown. Because of her eccentric behavior she is remembered both by colorful nicknames such as “Mad Anne” and for her acts of heroism and bravery.

Anne Hennis is said to have been born in 1742 in Liverpool, England, and was raised by parents who taught her to read and write. Her parents died around her 19th birthday, at which time she immigrated to the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia. She may have done so to be with relatives, but it is possible that she became an indentured servant to pay for passage to the American colonies.

Four years after arriving in colonial America, Bailey met and married her first husband, Richard Trotter, in 1765. They subsequently moved to Stauton, Virginia, in the Kanawha Valley and had one son, William. Because the area was popular with settlers, there was significant tension between the Native Americans already in the area and the Euro-American settlers. To address this, the governor of Virginia organized a militia. Trotter joined the militia and fought in the battle at Point Pleasant in Lord Dunsmore’s War on October 10, 1774. Casualties were heavy for both sides, and Trotter lost his life.

When Bailey learned of her husband’s death, she adopted men’s clothing and vowed to avenge him in battle. Realizing that her son would not be safe alone, she left him with a neighbor. She then became a volunteer messenger and scout for the Virginia Militia in the Northwest Indian Wars and then later for the Revolutionary cause. She regularly traveled between Fort Savannah and Fort Randolph, about 160 miles, carrying messages. Furthermore, Bailey felt that it was her duty to help the war effort by urging men to join the militia, reasoning to them that in doing so they would help keep women and children safe. As a result, she knew the routes and wilderness very well and was highly respected by the region’s settlers.

Bailey did not don men’s clothing to pass herself off as a man but instead wore a combination of male and female clothing that served to mark her as a woman doing a man’s job. She regularly dressed in a skirt and petticoat paired with a man’s jacket. She was known to carry a tomahawk and a butcher knife in her belt and a rifle over her shoulder.

Bailey’s adventures were the source of many of the thrilling stories she told in later life featuring both herself and her horse, Liverpool. She told several tales, but the most popular was about a time when she was forced to leave her horse behind and hide in a log when pursued by Shawnees, who sat on the very log she was hiding under. When they gave up the pursuit, she backtracked to their camp while they slept and took her horse back, whooping in delight as she raced away. The Native Americans thought that she was possessed and could not be touched by bullets or arrows. They left her alone and free from attack. In another story, she fell asleep in the snow while on a courier mission to acquire ammunition. Her horse walked back to the fort, alerting others to look for her and thus preventing her from freezing to death. In yet another adventure, Bailey was yelling at the gates of Fort Young. When the gates were opened she was bloody and haggard, holding two scalps from Indians she encountered on the trail. Because of her volatile temperament and her stories, Bailey was nickname “Mad Anne.”

In 1785 Anne married John Bailey, a ranger and frontiersman. John was assigned to Fort Lee near Charleston, West Virginia, and they lived at nearby Clendenin’s Settlement when hostilities broke out among settlers and Native Americans. Anne Bailey helped by riding around to settlers warning of impending attacks. When an impending attack by Native Americans was discovered in 1791, the officers at the fort realized that they did not have enough ammunition. The colonel asked for male volunteers to go to Fort Savannah, near Lewisburg, Virginia, to get supplies. When none came forward Bailey volunteered, setting off on the dangerous 100-mile trek and not stopping to eat or sleep along the way. When she arrived at Fort Savannah, she was given the gunpowder and an additional horse. She was also offered an escort on her return trip but refused. Her efforts saved the fort and the nearby settlement. She was treated as a hero, given whiskey and allowed to keep the horse. The Baileys remained at the fort until 1795, when the Treaty of Greenville ended the Northwest Indian Wars.

Records conflict about whether John Bailey died in 1794 or 1802. Nevertheless, after his death Anne Bailey retreated to the wilderness to live. She traveled a great deal, telling stories of her exploits as she carried messages and supplies to settlers. She made her last messenger trip to Charleston in 1817 at the age of 78. She reluctantly retired in 1818 and moved to Gallia, Ohio, to be with her son and his family. She remained independent until her death, living in a cabin that her son built for her. Bailey died there on November 22, 1825, and was interred in Gallia County, but later her remains were moved to Point Pleasant. Her dramatic life and heroic deeds are commemorated by the poem “Anne Bailey’s Ride.” She remains a model female adventurer and a woman who did not let social expectations or gender roles define her life.

Sarah Nation
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Ballard, Martha (1735–1812)

Martha Moore Ballard played a pivotal role in her community as a midwife and healer. Through her diary she has become a historically important female voice documenting social, economic, and religious change in rural postcolonial America.

Few women could write in the 18th century, and fewer still participated in public life, resulting in poor documentation of women’s daily lives. Because women could not own property and seldom participated in legal matters, few details regarding individual women’s lives appear in historical documents. For example, public record of Ballard’s life is limited to her birth sometime in 1735, her 1754 marriage to Ephraim Ballard, and their children’s birth dates. Ballard was a prominent figure in her community, yet without her journal the only thing we would know about her life would be a family story recounted by a famous grandniece, Clara Barton (1824–1912). Barton told the humorous tale of her grandmother and great-aunt (Ballard) hiding in a cellar to brew tea in defiance of family support of the prerevolutionary tea boycott. The girls claimed that the tea was for a sick neighbor. Providing medical care ran in the family; Ballard’s uncle and two brothers-in-law (including Barton’s grandfather) were physicians.

Ballard spent the first half of her life in the town of Oxford, Massachusetts. At the onset of the American Revolutionary War in 1777, Ballard and her husband relocated their family to a frontier settlement in Maine (then still part of Massachusetts). Hallowell was a remote community of approximately 100 families spread out along the Kennebec River.

On January 1, 1785, Ballard began writing daily entries in a hand-bound journal with a quill pen and ink. She was 50 years old, and for the next 27 years she documented her daily work providing medical care, her financial transactions and movement through the community, the textile work of her daughters, and the interactions of everyday people. Combined with maps of the area created by her husband, a surveyor, Ballard’s journal weaves a history of an American frontier community.

Childbirth and Health Care

When Ballard began her journal she had been an active midwife for seven years. She was the mother of nine children, and her neighbors sought her assistance because of her skills, experience, and knowledge. Her diary documents the delivery of 816 babies, including 2 of her own grandchildren on the same day. While childbirth could be quite dangerous, Ballard lost very few mothers and babies in delivery, a reality that signifies her midwifery skill.

Despite depictions of Puritans as prudish, Ballard’s journal reveals tolerant attitudes toward premarital sex. Over 30 percent of children in the postcolonial Northeast were born out of wedlock. An unmarried woman who became pregnant sued the alleged father for financial support. Marriage might follow, but the community’s concern focused on the child’s financial support. If the couple did not marry but financial support was supplied, neither party incurred shame.

Ballard chronicles her bachelor son being accused of paternity. As a midwife, Ballard represented the community and questioned women at the height of labor to identify the child’s father. The society believed that a woman could not lie at that precise moment, and childbirth statements were legally binding.

Ballard also nursed the sick and documented the community’s medical history, including physical injuries and disease. Daily entries follow the arc of a 1787 epidemic; a single sick child evolves into a community plagued by scarlet fever and fatalities. Infectious diseases swept through colonial America; Ballard herself lost three young daughters to diphtheria in 1769. Communicable diseases caused catastrophic consequence when transmitted to Native American populations.

Attitudes toward medicine were also changing. Ballard’s knowledge of anatomy and physiology came from experience. Male physicians were increasingly educated from books.

Initially, two male physicians worked in Hallo-well. Midwives treated minor illnesses and provided primary care to women and children. Most male doctors respected the midwives’ expertise, and Ballard worked cooperatively with physicians. But in the later part of her career, young doctors were attending more births and pushing midwives out of the field. Ballard believed that some doctors recklessly prescribed opiate drugs to women in labor and endangered infants with unnecessary use of forceps during delivery.

The increasingly male-dominated medical field demeaned midwifery as unscientific, but Ballard records rare statistical evidence supporting midwifery. Ballard lost 5 mothers out of 998 career deliveries.In comparison, London hospitals at the time reported deaths of between 30 and 200 women per every 1,000 deliveries. Ballard also recorded fewer stillbirths and neonatal deaths than male counterparts. Some historians believe that the trend away from traditionally trained midwives and toward male physicians, considered to be more scientifically educated, negatively impacted women’s health until the mid-20th century.

Economic Networks

Midwifery was Ballard’s occupation, and she tracked payment of birth “fees” or “rewards” (Ulrich 1990, 89) in a specific column in her daily entries. She was also compensated for herbal remedies—salves, syrups, teas, and pills. As she traveled through the community, she detailed her economic interactions, including barter transactions between women, which are seldom historically documented.

The early years of the United States were economically unstable. Currency was unregulated and varied between states and regions. Dollars and cents replaced English shillings and pence, yet Ballard frequently received shillings and other foreign currency in payment.

Physical paper money and coins were frequently unavailable. Ballard was compensated for one delivery with 18 pounds of butter, $1 in currency, and $3 paid toward her account at a store in town. Supplies were also borrowed or purchased on account. Ballard’s record of economic transactions reveals an interdependent community network.

The diary also details Ballard’s daughters’ economic enterprise—weaving. Ballard knitted and mended family clothing, but she was often away from home several days a week. The family grew flax, raised sheep for wool, and owned a loom. All of the Ballard women spun yarn and thread, but the girls wove textiles. Weaving had been a man’s occupation, but as the process became more automated it provided less economic opportunity. Weaving gradually became part-time work for women in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In families, homespun garments supplemented purchased manufactured clothing and fabrics. Women in the community specialized in different aspects of textile production and traded fibers or work. Ballard bartered a pair of leather shoes for 15 skeins of yarn. Another time, she traded flax to a seamstress who sewed dresses for the Ballard women.

The textile work documented in the journal chronicles a changing economy. The development of the cotton gin by Catherine Greene and Eli Whitney in 1793 enabled mass processing of cotton and marked cotton’s emergence as an important American textile fiber. Ballard notes purchasing raw cotton for processing into fabric. Within a generation, however, this opportunity for women disappeared as industrialization made home textile production unsustainable as a trade.

Religion

The postcolonial period brought religious questioning and evolving Christian sects: freewill Methodists, Shakers, etc. Religious instability fragmented the Hallowell community. Ballard documented a mass murder and suicide committed by a neighbor as a tragic incident, but men in the community blamed the murderer’s religious beliefs for his actions.

Disagreements over religious doctrine caused a young minister to be driven out of town. He left his wife behind, and several prominent men in town sexually assaulted her. Initially Ballard wrote nothing specific in her diary about the event, but her visits to the young woman reveal that she became pregnant, and Ballard was aware of the situation prior to the woman coming forward publicly. Charges were brought against the town’s influential judge, who was also Ephraim Ballard’s employer. Court records did not record testimonies, but Ballard wrote out her statement in her diary. The victim had confided in the midwife. Ballard had encouraged the woman to remain silent. She felt that exposing the situation would be more detrimental to the young woman.

The penalty for rape was death in this time period, but few men were ever found guilty. Puritan society regarded men as heads of households, with women beneath them. In most circumstances, a man’s testimony was considered of greater value than a woman’s. In Ballard’s case, the judge who had raped her was acquitted, and Ballard lost confidence in the town’s male religious leaders. Interestingly, after the trial Ballard began referring to God as the “Great Parent of the Universe,” a phrasing suggestive of her shifting religious beliefs.

Martha Ballard died in 1812 in Hallowell, Maine. Her family handed her diary down through the generations until her descendant Mary Hobart donated it to the Maine State Library in 1930. There it languished until historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich began her work with it in the 1980s. In 1991 Ulrich’s book based on the diary, A Midwife’s Tale, won a number of prizes, culminating in a Pulitzer Prize. During a period of American history documented primarily from a male perspective, Ballard’s diary offers a woman’s point of view. She chronicled not only daily activities but also women interacting, creating an economic network, and participating in a culture that frequently overlooked their contributions.

Keri Dearborn
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Excerpts from the Diary of Martha Ballard (1788–1792)

Midwife Martha Ballard kept a journal for much of her life, the entries of which describe a world much different from today. Sally Pierce, who worked for the Ballards, was pregnant but not married. She confessed to fornication in a legal writ and swore that Ballard’s son Jonathon was the father. Proof of her allegations was collected when in the middle of labor Pierce swore to midwife Ballard that Jonathon was the child’s father. Jonathon married Pierce soon after, but if he had not he would have been brought before the court and forced to provide economic support for the child. The community and the courts were far less concerned with premarital sex or immorality than they were with the practical realities of child support. Colonial Americans did not overly stigmatize women for premarital sex but did make every effort to force fathers to marry the mothers of their children. The stigma fell on the man, not the woman, if the couple did not marry.

November 6, 1788, Thursday

Clear & pleast. I have been at home, did house work & feel much fataugd. the Girls are gone to mr Crages. they are now returnd; informd that Hannah Fletcher has Sworn Shee is with Child by Joseph Fellers.

June 20, 1789, Saturday

a Clear morn. I was Calld at the riseing of ye Sun to Sarah White, Shee being in travil with her forth Child, & is yet unmarried. Shee remaind ill thro ye Day.

July 19, 1791, Tuesday

Cloudy part of ye Day. I went to mr Catons. Calld at mr Pollards, Jonses, Boltons, Voces & Densmores. Came home and went to mr Shuball Hinkleys. Capt Savages Lady Came home with me & Sleeps here. Shee informd me that Sally Peirce Swore a Child on my son Jona & he was taken with a warrent. mr Abisha Cowen is his Bonds man for appearance at Coart

October 20, 1791, Sunday

Snowd & raind. I was Calld to See Sally Peirce at 9 h morn, the rideing very Bad. Doct Colman Calld me from there aft noon to See his Lady. I was Calld from there to Sally before morn.

October 21, 1791, Monday

Clear. I was Calld from ye Docts to Sally, Shee was Safe Deld at 1 h pm of a fine Son. her illness very Severe but I left her Cleverly & returnd to ye Docts about Sun Sett. Sally Declard that my Son Jona was the father of her Child.

February 29, 1792, Wednesday

Clear, a very Cold morn, Pleast Day. my Son Jonathan Brot his wife & little Son here. mr Ballard returnd from Pittstn. I have been at home, finisht kniting Hannah a pair of hoes. mrs Welch here, Shee left her Dagt Jenny at mr Beemans.

Source: Martha Ballard’s Diary Online, www.dohistory.org. Reprinted with permission.



Benevolent Associations

Benevolent associations emerged out of the need for marginalized groups to combat oppression and improve their lives. In the decades after the American Revolution, men and women joined a wide variety of benevolent associations. Women’s participation in these philanthropic groups, both before and after the American Civil War (1861–1865), significantly affected American reform movements and prepared women for more sustained participation in public and partisan politics.

Benevolent societies supported specific needs with direct supportive services and acts to connect people along shared needs. Partially this tradition came out of the European concept of the almshouse, houses owned by private charities for the support of aged or disabled people. William Penn, founder of Pennsylvania, also founded the first American almshouse, which was supported with state property taxes. Because government-funded almshouses were not widespread in the United States, benevolent societies generally developed out of the needs of different religious communities. Also called friendly societies, mutual aid societies, or fraternal organizations, these organizations provided services for the needy before the modern welfare state began to do so.

Early benevolent societies were voluntary associations established with ecumenical hopes of uniting different religions in the common cause of Christian unity, but they actually succeeded in strengthening denominational identity. Morality, or worthiness to receive support, had to be demonstrated. In urban areas, poor families received outdoor relief consisting of food, firewood, wool to spin, and money if they could demonstrate worthiness for assistance. By the late 1700s women began to not only join benevolent societies but also founded their own organizations.

During the American Revolution many women engaged in boycotts and public demonstrations of support for the cause of American independence. Women who had organizing experience in charitable work were able to effectively organize boycotts of British goods such as tea and textiles. Women also organized and participated in spinning bees, which promoted home production of textiles. Women’s participation on public politics helped change gender ideology, giving rise to republican motherhood, an ideology that suggested that women had civic responsibilities. Women would use that ideology as well as their experience in the war to claim female moral authority, which in turn would expand women’s activities in the public sphere, particularly in reform movements. Though it was not meant to do so, republican motherhood ideology transformed and expanded women’s public reform work.

The reform impulses during the first half of the 19th century manifested themselves in five distinct areas that influenced women’s activism: moral reform, the creation of utopian societies, institutional reform, the abolition movement, and the movement for women’s rights. The New York Female Moral Reform Society (NYFMRS), for example, was established in 1834 to prevent prostitution. Rather than seeing prostitutes as morally lax women, the ladies of the NYFMRS believed that women turned to prostitution as an economic necessity, forced to do so by an economy that allowed women limited avenues of self-support. Female antislavery societies in Boston and Philadelphia, on the other hand, formed when all-male antislavery societies refused to admit women. These societies, which included both white and free black women, worked for the abolition of slavery in a variety of ways. By the mid-1800s the nation had scores of female benevolent and reform societies that worked on a variety of issues, including family poverty, custody rights, temperance, education, prison and mental health reform, abolition, and women’s rights.

In the 19th-century West, freeborn Americans of African ancestry, along with Chinese, Jewish, German, and Italian immigrants, were systematically marginalized because they posed formidable competition for scarce resources in urban areas and in the gold fields. Women from each group respectively established benevolent societies and churches to address the particular needs of their community.

The largest slave market on the West Coast trafficked in Chinese women for the sex industry. At a time before Chinese immigration was tightly restricted, San Francisco fostered a well-organized slave market. Girls and women were sold as household servants and prostitutes. An organization called the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Organization arranged a number of services for Chinese immigrants but did little about the sex trade. In 1874 Donaldina Cameron founded the San Francisco Presbyterian Mission Home to rescue Chinese girls and women from sex slavery.

In the 19th century an important but subtle shift of power occurred as states gradually allowed married women control over their property. Women increasingly established relief societies for other women in the public sector. By 1850 chapters of the Ladies Benevolent Society, run almost entirely by the wives of powerful men, provided support for poor widows and orphans. While oftentimes women from such organizations constrained their work to one or two philanthropic endeavors, such as widow relief, many women used these types of organizations as launching pads for women’s rights organizations. Many women found private philanthropy limiting and came to believe that only with the right to vote would women be able to effect any meaningful change upon the nation. Thus, while women’s benevolent work did much to address a plethora of social ills in the nation before the modern welfare state developed, it also prepared women for the demands of a more fully participatory political life. In doing so women expanded American democracy to not only include themselves but also to consider issues important to them.

Meredith Eliassen
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Bonny, Anne (ca. 1700–1782)

Female pirate Anne Cormac Bonny (sometimes spelled Bonney) operated in the Caribbean Sea in the early 1700s. Though she never commanded her own ship, she became known for her ferocious fighting skills. She is often linked to another female pirate, Mary Read (1685–1721), who was Bonny’s shipmate when they were captured by the authorities. Even when she was alive, Bonny became legendary as a free spirit who rejected the patriarchal system of her day, instead living an exciting life of relative freedom.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, treasure ships carried riches from the American colonies to their home ports in Europe via the Atlantic Ocean. They became ripe targets of pirates who stole their cargo and often killed their crews. Much of this piracy on the high seas had its origins in government-sanctioned plunder. As England, Spain, France, and other European countries continually fought wars against each other in the 1600s, they often sought to enrich themselves while crippling their enemies economically by taking command of other countries’ ships. Governments called the government-sanctioned raids “privateering,” as private sailors, rather than sanctioned navies, looted ships to enrich their sovereign. Rulers often rewarded successful privateers with rich bonuses and noble titles.

The Caribbean Sea was a particularly rich locale for this kind of plunder, especially for the English. Spanish galleons carried jewels and precious metals from their colonies on the western Gulf of Mexico, often called the Spanish Main, or mainland. The heavily laden treasure ships had to cross the Caribbean on their journey home, becoming tempting targets for privateers. However, when Spain and England signed treaties to end maritime attacks, privateers’ livelihood became illegal and was called “piracy.” Often, private ships and sailors had no other job prospects or found plundering ships too rewarding to give up. As a result, colorful tales of pirates and piracy abounded in the 1700s.
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This 1725 engraving from A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates shows Anne Bonny. Both her first and second husbands were pirates and she joined them in their exploits. (Bettmann/Getty)

Into this atmosphere, Anne Bonny was born. Much of what is accepted about her life comes from a 1724 book titled A General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates. It was published under the name of Captain Charles Johnson, but many scholars believe it to be the work of English writer Daniel Defoe, author of the fantastical and fictional Robinson Crusoe and ribald Moll Flanders.

Bonny’s birth is usually cited as somewhere between 1697 and 1702. She was born out of wedlock to a housemaid who worked in the home of her father, a married Irish attorney named Cormac. The scandal was such that her parents fled to today’s Charleston, South Carolina. Bonny was 13 when her mother died. Cormac was able to make a comfortable living as a merchant and arranged a marriage between Bonny and a local man. She rebelled, instead marrying penniless sailor James Bonny in 1718. Her father promptly disowned her.

Anne and James Bonny left for New Providence in the Bahamas, where former privateer Woodes Rogers was royal governor. The island was a notorious hub of piracy, a career that James Bonny attempted unsuccessfully. In return for immunity, he became a paid informant for Rogers, gaining the trust of local pirates and then turning them in to the authorities.

Anne Bonny entirely rejected her father’s respectability. She became involved with pirate John Rackham, called “Calico Jack” for his bright-colored clothing. Rackham was said to have originated the distinctive pirate flag that features a skull over two crossed daggers. Rackham offered to pay James Bonny to divorce Anne. Some stories say that Rackman was rebuffed by James; others say that Anne refused to be “sold like an animal.”

Bonny and Rackham had a child together but left the baby in Cuba. In August 1720 Bonny and Rackham, with a crew of about a dozen men, attacked merchant ships around the coast of Jamaica. Having Bonny aboard was extremely unusual, because sailors generally considered women bad luck on a ship. Bonny was open about her gender and generally wore women’s clothes. However, when attacking she changed into men’s clothing and engaged in armed combat alongside her fellow pirates. They tended to treat her with respect, especially after an alleged incident when she stabbed a sailor through the heart for objecting to her presence.

Another infamous female pirate, Mary Read, joined Rackham’s crew around this time. Read and Bonny became close friends. On November 15, 1720, the authorities captured Rackham’s pirate ship when it was at anchor off the Jamaican coast. Most of the crew was belowdecks asleep or drunk. Bonny and Read battled fiercely but were taken prisoner. When they were tried on November 28, they were found guilty and sentenced to hang along with the men. However, both claimed to be pregnant, and under English common law their execution had to be delayed until after they gave birth. According to legend, Bonny was allowed to see Rackham before his execution, telling him, “Had you fought like a man, you need not have hanged like a dog.”

Read is said to have died in prison. While there is no historical record of Bonny being hanged or released, some historians believe that she was ransomed by her father, with whom she reconciled. She is said to have been smuggled on a merchant ship back to Charleston, where she gave birth to Rackham’s second child. In this version of the Bonny story, she married a local man with whom she lived a respectable life as a wife and mother of 10 children until her death on April 22, 1782. Others say that she escaped to a small Caribbean island, while still others say that she went to England, where she owned a tavern, regaling customers with tales of her past.

Nancy Hendricks
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Boone, Jemima (1762–1829/1834)

In July 1776, Daniel Boone’s daughter Jemima and two of her friends were kidnapped by Indians. Only a few days later, they were rescued by her father and other residents of Boonesborough. The oft-told story of the capture and the bold rescue served to embellish Daniel Boone’s reputation as a daring and fearless leader. It is also illustrative of the common portrayal of the frontiersman as the strong male figure and the frontier woman as weak and dependent on him, a portrayal hardly rooted in reality.

Jemima Boone was born to Daniel Boone’s wife Rachel Bryan Boone on October 4, 1762, in Rowan County, North Carolina. Daniel was away on an extended absence at the time, and some, including Daniel’s own son Nathan, speculated that Jemima’s father was actually Daniel’s brother, Edward (Ned) Boone. After exploring the country on several previous trips, Daniel moved his family from North Carolina to Kentucky in 1775. There they established the fortified settlement of Boonesborough. Most settlers at this time lived in the southeastern part of Kentucky in Boonesborough, Harrodsburg, and Logan’s Station. This was at the beginning of the American Revolutionary War, and there was increasing conflict between the settlers and the Native Americans, who were being supported by the British. The Shawnees, who lived north of the Ohio River, and the Cherokees, under their leader Dragging Canoe, frequently attacked settlers and hunters. By the late spring of 1776, only about 200 settlers remained in Kentucky.

On Sunday, July 14, 1776, Jemima Boone and her friends Elizabeth (Betsy) and Frances (Fanny) Callaway left Boonesborough to float in a canoe on the Kentucky River. According to later accounts, the girls were weary of being confined to the fort, and Jemima had an injured foot that she wanted to soak in the cool river. They had been warned to stay near the cabins and not to go near the opposite shore of the river, but they were caught in a current that carried them there.

Unbeknownst to the girls, there was a small war party watching the river. The group was made up of two Cherokee (one of whom was called Hanging Maw by the settlers) and three Shawnee warriors. They were part of a larger group of Native Americans who were returning to Ohio from a conference at the Cherokee town of Chota, located in present-day Tennessee. There they had planned a campaign against the settlers and had already murdered a nearby farmer.

As the canoe approached the north shore, one of the warriors grabbed it. One of the girls attacked a warrior with a paddle while the others screamed for help. Their screams alerted the settlement. The girls were taken north toward the Ohio River, and Daniel Boone organized a rescue party of eight men to pursue them. Jemima and her friends made every attempt to slow the journey. Jemima made much of her injured foot, and the girls pretended to be hampered by their Sunday clothes. They also tried to mark their trail by breaking branches. Far from being powerless victims, the young women did everything in their power to resist their captors and encourage their rescue. When they stopped for the night, the warriors cut off their Sunday dresses at the knees, removed their shoes and stockings, and gave them moccasins to wear. They were then tied up for the night.

By the following afternoon they were 25 miles from Boonesborough. Sometime during their journey, the Indians came upon a stray horse and tried to get the girls to ride it to speed up their pace. But the girls, who were actually good riders, pretended that they could not ride at all, and this plan was abandoned. By the second morning, Boone and his men were only 10 miles behind the captives but making slow progress. Boone decided that the Indians were intending to cross the Licking River at the Upper Blue Licks and set off across country to intercept them. The third morning after their capture, the rescue party overtook the girls and their captors at Bald Eagle Creek near the present-day town of Sharpsburg, Kentucky, killing two of the Indians. The others fled, and the girls were returned home unharmed.

The following year Jemima married Flanders Callaway, one of her rescuers. They settled near Marthasville in Warren County, Missouri. They were to have six children. Several members of Jemima’s family, including her parents, followed them there. Daniel Boone died in Jemima’s home in 1820. According to different sources, Flanders Callaway died in either 1824 or 1829. Sources also differ as to the date of Jemima’s death. Some indicate that she died in 1829, and others say that she died on August 30, 1834. She is buried in the Old Bryan Farm Cemetery near Marthasville.

Like other captivity narratives, the Boone story served to illustrate the savagery of the native people and the heroic power of white colonists. Captivity stories also emphasized female vulnerability to dangerous nonwhite men and as such were often tales of white women’s sexual vulnerability. The dramatic story of Jemima’s capture and subsequent rescue has been commemorated in numerous lithographs and paintings, including Charles Wimar’s The Abduction of Daniel Boone’s Daughter by the Indians (1853) and Howard Pyle’s The Capture of Elizabeth, Frances Callaway, and Jemima Boone (1884). It is said that Jemima’s kidnapping inspired the rescue of Cora and Alice Munro depicted by James Fenimore Cooper in The Last of the Mohicans. In more recent years, Jemima’s story has been depicted in a one-woman show by L. Henry Dowell, Jemima Boone, Daughter of the Frontier (2011).

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Boycotts, Tea and Textiles

As tensions between the American colonies and the British government escalated in the years leading up to the American Revolutionary War, colonial women played a vital role in the success of numerous nonimportation efforts and boycotts of British goods. Many colonists became increasingly hostile to the various taxes imposed by British officials and saw nonimportation and boycott of British goods as a measured response. As the chief goods purchasers in colonial American families, women played an important role in boycotts.

In August 1764, Boston merchants began a boycott of British luxury items in response to the reviled Stamp Act, which required colonists to pay a tax on almost all official papers and documents. The British Parliament repealed the Stamp Act in 1766, and English goods were once again readily imported. Colonists learned that boycotts could be effective ways to force the government to certain kinds of behavior. Just one year later Bostonians reinstated their boycott of luxury items from Britain as relations with the royal government worsened, and by mid-1769 merchants in Philadelphia and the House of Burgesses in Virginia had joined their effort. Colonial sentiment against the British practice of taxation without representation continued to grow, and in October 1774 the first Continental Congress formally adopted the Continental Association, by which delegates agreed to boycott all English imports and effect an embargo of exports to Britain. The movement became a litmus test for colonists, as Loyalists and revolutionary Patriots differed in their purchasing practices.

The success of all of these nonimportations, efforts and boycotts was largely due to the support and ingenuity of colonial women. In most colonial homes women were the managers of the household budget. Their everyday activities, such as buying clothes and food, made them an integral part of the colonial economy. Britain relied on colonial consumption of its imports for the success of its own economy. When colonial political leaders wanted to send a clear message to Britain of their unhappiness with new taxes, they attempted to affect the British economy by curbing consumption of imported goods. The support and cooperation of colonial women was essential to the success of such efforts and became a rallying cry for patriotism. Patriotic Daughters of Liberty, as they came to be known, were urged to give up or find local substitutes for articles traditionally imported from Britain. By 1774 the boycotts and import embargoes caused downright scarcity of some products, and the colonies relied on colonial women to develop feasible alternatives. While not all American women participated in the boycotts—like their male counterparts, some remained loyal to the British Crown—many others proudly shunned purchasing and consuming British goods and collectively worked to provide substitutes as needed by their families.

One British import that many colonial women actively subjected to boycott was tea. American women, as buyers for their households and some as merchants of imported goods, appealed for general abstention from buying or consuming British tea, a common staple of colonial households and taverns. As one example, Boston shopkeeper Elizabeth Murray encouraged colonial protestors to boycott British tea as a way to stand up for their valuable country against taxes that would only feed corrupt British leaders. Meanwhile, much farther south in Edenton, North Carolina, one of the richest women in the colony, Penelope Barker, hosted a tea party at which 50 other women signed a protest statement against the British practice of taxing the colonists without letting them have a say in the government. The petition, signed 10 months after the more famous Boston Tea Party, endorsed a boycott of tea and other British products. Barker sent the petition to a London newspaper, not afraid to publicly share the names of the women signees. While the British press lampooned the women as morally question-able and unfit mothers, many colonial Patriots praised the women for taking a stand. Indeed, women all over the colonies followed their lead and publicly committed to boycott British tea and other goods.

Women did more than merely refuse to buy British tea. They developed their own teas by growing and drying herbal substitutes. However insignificant this might sound, it would have taken considerable effort to gather seeds, plant herbal tea gardens, harvest flowers or greens, and dry and store them. Thus, women weighed in politically not only with their dollars but also with their labor.

Another target of many nonimportation efforts and colonial boycotts was British textiles. American women throughout the colonies, first as individuals at home and then as members of local sewing circles, produced so-called homespun cloth to replace British goods. Women had to spin yarn and weave fabric before they could make clothing, each step of which would have been tremendously labor-intensive. Spinning bees became popular not only as an entertainment where ladies could work their spinning wheels together but also as a form of public protest. Women would participate in public spinning demonstrations and competitions, all the while explicitly condemning British textiles.

While the early garments created of homespun fabric by American women were much coarser in texture and simpler in design than those imported from Britain, many colonists chose to wear the poorer-quality clothes as a symbol of patriotic pride and freedom. As more and more colonists began making their own clothes and the occurrence of spinning bees and sewing circles grew, homespun dresses and suits began to change. More decorations and embellishments were added to American clothes to replace the silk and linen traditionally found on British garments. Increasingly, antitaxation propagandists and colonial women themselves encouraging many homemakers to join the boycotts by connected the politics of nonimportation and nonconsumption to the security of the home and family. Spinning bees, sewing circles, and tea parties became social meetings where women could discuss political issues and bolster their sense of patriotism and political participation.

Kathleen Gronnerud
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Edenton Resolution: South Carolina Women Organize a Boycott (1774)

In response to the British Tea Act of 1773, 51 women in Edenton, South Carolina, drafted the Edenton Resolution on October 25, 1774. Inspired by revolutionary ideology, the women vowed to boycott British products, including tea.

As we cannot be indifferent on any occasion that appears nearly to affect the peace and happiness of our country, and as it has been thought necessary, for the public good, to enter into several particular resolves by a meeting of Members deputed from the whole Province, it is a duty which we owe, not only to our near and dear connections who have concurred in them, but to ourselves who are essentially interested in their welfare, to do every thing as far as lies in our power to testify our sincere adherence to the same; and we do therefore accordingly subscribe this paper, as a witness of our fixed intention and solemn determination to do so.

Source: “2.7 The Edenton ‘Tea Party,’” Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser, January 31, 1775. Available at Learn NC, http://www.learnnc.org/lp/editions/nchist-revolution/4234.



Brant, Molly (1735/1736–1796)

A Mohawk Indian leader and tribal power, Molly Brant was part of the six nations of the Iroquois Confederacy. Iroquois society, unlike European society, was matrilineal, and Iroquois women were farmers. They did the work of planting, raising, harvesting, and preparing food. Because women did this work, they owned the food, which provided the basis for female power. In such a society Molly Brant rose to prominence as the chieftess of all Iroquois clan mothers. She kept most of the Iroquois nations loyal to Britain during the American Revolution. She was the common-law wife of Sir William Johnson, superintendent of Indians in the Mohawk River Valley, and after his death served as a cultural and political intermediary between her people and Euro-Americans.

Likely born in 1736, though some have proposed 1735, Molly Brant is sometimes given the name Mary, though she was known as Molly throughout her life. Historians know little about her childhood, a common occurrence for 18th-century people when records were seldom kept, particularly about marginalized people such as Native Americans and women. Brant, of course, was both. She was a British subject, though not a citizen, and was baptized in the Anglican Church. She lived briefly in Ohio in the 1740s, though her activities there are unknown. By age 15 Brant had lost her father and stepfather, one to disease and the other to warfare. Brant and her mother appear to have been poor during Brant’s adolescence. Extended families were to help their poor relations, though one does not know what assistance Brant’s kin provided, if any.

At about age 23, Brant entered the historical record as the domestic servant of William Johnson, though the two were apparently lovers from the outset. She bore Johnson nine children. Eight survived into adulthood, a remarkable achievement in an era when diseases claimed about half of all children by age 5. Even though the couple did not marry, the Mohawks regarded the two as a married couple. Accordingly, Brant enjoyed high status among Native Americans.

Because the Mohawks accepted Johnson as one of their own, they were pleased that Brant was his spouse. As a result, the Mohawks more willingly dealt with English colonists with Johnson as their representative. Because of her prominence and that of her husband, Brant entertained numerous guests at her home. She also received delegations of various Native American nations, negotiating agreements of peace and trade with them. These negotiations were sometimes tense because Native American nations took a dim view of the British, who Johnson represented, and other Europeans for taking their land. Brant believed that Europeans should permit Native Americans to keep their land, though the reality was otherwise. As an elite woman, Brant owned four slaves. In this she was not alone. Many (but not all) Native Americans owned slaves, who could be other native people or people of African descent. That Brant owned slaves suggests her social class status as a woman of at least moderate means.

Upon Johnson’s death, Brant opened a store that must have resembled a tavern in its sale of alcohol. Because of her prominence, the store was a gathering place for Native Americans. During the American Revolution, Brant joined the British cause as a spy. Like many contemporaries, she believed that Native Americans stood a better chance of keeping their land under British rule than in an independent America. George Washington knew and feared Brant as a spokeswoman for the Iroquois. In addition to her role as spy, Brant delivered ammunition to the British before the Battle of Oriskany in 1777. Revolutionary partisans retaliated by burning her home. After the Revolution, Brant left the nascent United States for Ontario, Canada, which had remained loyal to Britain. For her efforts during the Revolutionary War, Britain awarded Brant a pension and partially compensated her for the property she lost at the war’s end. She died in 1796 at about 60 years old. Two hundred years after Brant’s death, Canada issued a postage stamp with her image. Canada has also erected statues and plaques in her honor. She is less historically significant in the United States, in part because she did not support the colonial effort for independence from Britain.

Christopher Cumo
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Butterworth, Mary (1686–1775)

One of the first counterfeiters of paper money in America, Mary Peck Butterworth was born on July 27, 1686, to Joseph Peck and Elizabeth Smart. Butterworth lived in the contested territory of Rehoboth, a border town in lands that were claimed by both the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay Colonies. The first records of Butterworth appear at her marriage to John Butterworth Jr., a prominent house builder, in 1711.

Counterfeiters of the time used heavy copper plates to produce copied coins and bills and could not easily hide or dispose of these plates, so courts relied on the possession of copper plates as irrefutable evidence of counterfeiting. Butterworth invented a new method that could escape notice by the authorities. She placed a piece of starched muslin onto a genuine bill and pressed the bill onto paper using a hot iron. After successfully transferring the bill’s imprint, she would burn or throw out the muslin. Then Butterworth would use crow quill pens to strengthen the image of the bill into an almost perfect duplicate. Using this method, she was able to create counterfeits of at least eight types of bills including those of Rhode Island, Connecticut, and Massachusetts.

By 1716, Butterworth was successfully running a counterfeiting ring from her kitchen. Her extended family joined in her trade, helping to both make and sell the bills for half their face value to trusted neighbors. The Peck-Butterworth counterfeit ring expanded to at least 12 known accomplices by the early 1720s, including 2 brothers, who made the quill pens; a sister-in-law, Hannah Peck, whose penmanship in detailing the bills rivaled Butterworth’s; Nicholas Campe and his sister; and Daniel Hunt, a deputy sheriff in Rehoboth.

There were also several passers who would put the counterfeited bills into circulation, as Butterworth refused to do the task herself. One of the most notable passers was Daniel Smith, who served as town clerk and justice for the Bristol County Court of General Sessions. The involvement of notable county officials ensured that Butterworth’s activities remained secretive and likely protected her family for quite some time.

Butterworth raised seven children while running her illegal operation. Historians estimate that her ring succeeded in producing and passing more than 1,000 pounds of forged bills in over seven years without being detected. Some of her profits are believed to have helped build Butterworth’s new home in 1722. Authorities in Rhode Island grew suspicious of how the couple could afford such a large home. Additionally, several of the uninvolved justices of the Bristol County Court became suspicious of Daniel Smith’s involvement in the ring. A court of quarter sessions issued a warrant to search for counterfeit plates in Smith’s home in 1722. Butterworth’s home was also searched, but no evidence was found to support the warrant. Apparently her ability to throw out the muslin evidence of her trade kept her safe.

In July 1723, Arthur Noble went to see the captured pirate ship Ranger at a gala in Newport with a supply of Butterworth’s counterfeits on his person. Noble encountered three young women in Newport and enertained them using the counterfeit bills. Elizabeth Weir, the wife or employee of a local innkeeper, discovered the cheat at a tavern, and Noble was arrested. At about the same time, Nicholas Campe was interrogated by Governor Samuel Cranston of Rhode Island and revealed the story of Butterworth’s operation to authorities. Cranston issued arrest warrants for Campe and several others involved in the ring. The case was brought to trial in Rhode Island, but a grand jury would not indict Campe.

Campe’s deposition circulated in the colonies and caused the arrest and retrial of Butterworth and five others in Massachusetts. Unfortunately for the authorities, searches of the homes of Butterworth’s ring members yielded no tangible evidence of the counterfeiting enterprise, and no one besides Campe confessed to the ring’s existence. Thus, authorities had to drop charges against Butterworth and her accomplices.

Afterward, Butterworth closed her counterfeiting operation and retired on the gains made from her enterprise. No documentation of her exists after her 1723 trial except the birth records of her last two children. Protected by her family and friends, Butterworth lived the rest of her life in relative obscurity as a housewife. In 1771, her husband died at the age of 93. Butterworth died of old age in Rehoboth in 1775.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Camp Followers

In most wars before the modern era armies marched with fighting men, but there were few or no men to fill auxiliary roles. Camp followers were women who followed armies to stay close to their loved ones, to earn a living providing services that armies did not provide for their soldiers, or both. Moreover, with their husbands, fathers, or brothers off to war, some women could not sustain their households. Women also followed armies because it was safer than staying home. The phrase “camp follower” has been used as a pejorative and stand-in for “prostitute,” but in reality the majority of camp followers were crucial to the success of fighting forces.

During the American Revolutionary War (1775–1783), women followed both the Continental Army and the British Army. Women acted as cooks, laundresses, health care workers, seamstresses, food scavengers, sex workers, and sometimes even substitute soldiers. Oftentimes women undertook multiple roles, doing one job during periods of relative peace and another during battle. Nursing and water carrying became particularly important in the heat of military engagement. Because armies did not provide soldiers with cooked food or clean clothes, female camp followers stepped into the gap. Armies also made little or no provision for the wounded. Women played an important role in keeping some wounded men alive.

Famed camp follower Molly Pitcher may not have been a real person but rather a composite of women who heroically carried water to men in the midst of war. Or Molly Pitcher may have been Mary Ludwig Hays McCauley, a Pennsylvanian who joined Martha Washington and other women at Valley Forge to wash clothes and feed the troops. In 1778 McCauley, whose nickname may have been Molly, would help keep cannons cool by bringing pitchers of water to pour on the barrel. When the cannon barrel got too hot, or so the story goes, the men would call “Molly, Pitcher!”

It is difficult to know just how many women followed the two armies, but they often made up 3–5 percent of the total force, or up to 20,000 women. Continental Army regulations held that camp followers had to be married to a soldier and were entitled to a half ration. Children were awarded a quarter ration. Aside from rations, the camp followers were not paid from public funds. Individual soldiers paid women for their services. Most camp followers were poor women who had little choice but to follow the army in times of war. Sometimes elite women came to camp to help soldiers, as did Martha Washington occasionally, but they generally did so temporarily and not from economic necessity. Elite ladies also came to camps to show support for the troops, but many of them did little more than symbolic work.

Having decided to follow an army and make a living providing services to that army, camp followers often became passionate advocates for their army’s cause and the soldiers with whom they served. Some even took up arms under fire. McCauley took over for her husband after he was injured manning a cannon. She swabbed and loaded the cannon for the rest of the battle. For her bravery, George Washington made her a noncommissioned officer.

Some of the camp followers did earn their living through sex work or prostitution. Army officers recognized that prostitutes were good for army morale and provided soldiers with a valuable service, though some of the leadership worried about sexually transmitted diseases among prostitutes. Nonetheless, prostitutes, who would have been among the poorest and most desperate of women, followed the armies during the American Revolutionary War as well as wars before and after. During the American Civil War, Major General Joseph Hooker became so famed for the number of prostitutes who followed his army that they became known as “Hooker’s Brigade.”

Civil War armies also had camp followers, but significantly fewer women and children traveled with the troops than during earlier wars. This statistic is due to the fact that organizations such as the United States Sanitary Commission provided considerable services once covered by camp followers. Also, army commands became better at providing auxiliary services to soldiers so that by the 20th century, camp followers disappeared in the United Sates.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Colden, Jane (1724–1766)

The first female botanist in America, Jane Colden learned science from her father’s father, Cadwallader Colden, who had a hobbyist interest in botany and trained her in the Linnaeus system of botanical classification. She studied flora in New York City, mainly along the Hudson River Valley. She was a well-known botanist in her time and was accepted among male botanists.

Jane Colden was born in the province of New York to Cadwallader and Alice (Christy) Colden. She was the 5th of 10 children. When her father learned of Colden’s interest in botany, he wrote to a friend, “As it is not usual for woemen [sic] to take pleasure in Botany as a Science I shall do what I can to incourage [sic] her in this amusement which fills up her idle hours to much better purpose tha[n] the usual amusements eagerly pursued by others of her sex” (Colleen Beck-Kaplan 2010, 36). This attitude was common at the time. Science was considered a suitable course of study for women because people thought it was unchanging and thus taught obedience to order. Women were particularly encouraged to study botany and astronomy, while men were encouraged to study the classics or law. Maria Mitchell, for example, was the most famed and esteemed astronomer of the pre–Civil War (1861–1865) period but lost some ground after the war as society came to believe that science was a male-centered field of study. Science books in the 1700s were directed specifically toward women and emphasized that science was an undertaking that could improve the female mind and was preferable to other ways women could spend their time. The growing popularity of novel reading as a leisure activity for women as well as the increasing affordability of books also led to more scientific books being geared toward women, such as the 1865 The Young Lady’s Geography.
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Drawing number 153 (1724–1766) comes from the work of botanist Jane Colden. She compiled specimens and information on more than 300 species of plants from the lower Hudson River Valley for her manuscript Flora of New York. (The Natural History Museum/Alamy Stock Photo)

By 1757, Colden had described and sketched more than 300 local plants. She was known by her contemporaries as an expert botanist regarding species indigenous to New York and her surrounding area. She was also an expert in the Linnaeus system of botanical classification. It is apparent from her writings and the writings of her peers that not only was she respected, but she was also secure in her place as a botanist. If her observations differed from other work in the field, she did not hesitate to say so in her writings. Nonetheless, her father often received the praise and acclaim that should have been directed toward Colden. One example is when Carl Linnaeus, the creator of the Linnaeus system, honored Cadwallader Colden, not his daughter, with the new generic name Coldenia.

During her time working as a botanist, Colden became a skillful plant illustrator and developed a technique for making ink impressions of leaves. She compiled information and illustrations for around 340 plants around the Hudson River Valley in New York City. She also joined the Natural History Circle, whose members consisted of both American and European botanists who shared seeds and plant samples with each other. In 1756 she discovered the Gardenia, which she named after botanist Alexander Garden. The scientific name was later changed because another plant had been assigned the scientific name Gardenia, but the group of flowering plants that Colden identified is still informally called gardenia.

Colden’s scientific curiosity in her professional life also showed through to her domestic life. In 1756 she also maintained a log of her cheese making. The way that she recorded her cheese-making efforts reads much more like an experiment book than a recipe book. Colden married Dr. William Farquhar, a physician, on March 12, 1759. The marriage was short-lived because of her death in 1766. Like many women of her time, Colden died during the birth of their first child, who died within the week as well.

After Colden’s death and during the American Revolutionary War, a Hessian captain found her drawings and plant descriptions. He returned to England with them, and now they are held at the British Museum. In 1963, the American Garden Clubs published a part of the manuscript. Colden’s unnamed manuscript is still prized today for its artistry and accuracy.
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Corbin, Margaret (1751–1800)

Margaret Corbin fought in the American Revolutionary War and became the first woman in U.S. history to be granted a pension for military service. She earned her fame as a war hero when she took up her husband’s place at his cannon after he died and continued firing until she herself was severely wounded. Corbin’s cannon was the last one on the rebel’s side to stop firing.

Corbin was born in 1751 in western Pennsylvania to Robert Cochran, a Scotch-Irish immigrant, and his wife Sarah, of whom little is known. Corbin was orphaned at a young age, five years old, when her parents were attacked and killed by Native Americans. She along with her brother were adopted by their uncle, with whom they had been staying at the time of the attack. In 1772 she married John Corbin, a farmer. When he decided to join the revolutionary militia three years later, she followed him to war. Like many wives and other camp followers, Margaret Corbin earned money by performing domestic duties for the soldiers such as cooking, laundry, and taking care of the wounded.

Corbin followed her husband to the battlefield during the Battle of Fort Washington on November 16, 1776. John was a matross, which meant that he loaded the cannon. When his partner was killed, John took over firing the cabin and Corbin acted as loader. When John was killed, Corbin continued loading and firing the cannon alone. Both Continental and British soldiers noticed the accuracy of her cannon fire. The British targeted her specifically with their own cannons. Though the British won the battle, Corbin remained at her post firing her cannon even after her arm, chest, and jaw were all hit by enemy fire. She and her fellow soldiers surrendered to British troops but were later released. She would never fully recover from these injuries and lost the use of her left arm for the rest of her life.

After her injury Corbin joined the Invalid Regiment at West Point, where she and other wounded soldiers would cook and do laundry for able troops. On June 26, 1776, the State of Pennsylvania gave Corbin an award of $30 in recognition of her bravery during the battle and to help with her expenses. Then on July 6, 1779, the Continental Congress granted her a lifelong pension. Though the pension was half the amount a man would have received, it was the first military pension granted to a woman. Corbin was included on military rolls until the end of the war. She was officially discharged from the Continental Army in 1783. After the war General Henry Knox and Quartermaster William Price helped Corbin by finding someone to help her bathe and dress.

After the war the Philadelphia Society of Women planned to erect a monument honoring Corbin. Disapproving of her manner and appearance when they met her, the ladies canceled the monument. Corbin, though a brave soldier, did not meet postwar standards of femininity or womanhood. She spent her free time smoking with other soldiers and talking with them, soldier to soldier.

Corbin died in Highland Falls, New York, on January 16, 1800, at the age of 48. Today there are three commemorative plaques celebrating Corbin’s bravery near the Fort Washington battle site. In 1926 the Daughters of the American Revolution had her remains reinterred behind the Old Cadet Chapel at West Point, where a monument now stands for her. Only one other Revolutionary War hero is buried in the West Point cemetery. Corbin’s battlefield experience and the acceptance she gained among soldiers belie modern arguments about the suitability of American women for military combat. Corbin and countless other American women fought bravely for their country, and the fact that many of these women, including Deborah Sampson, were granted pensions speaks to the fact that the government acknowledged their contributions on the field of battle.

Moriah Saldana
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Daughters of Liberty

The Daughters of Liberty were colonial American women who banded together to help the cause of American independence. Around 1766, colonial women began referring to themselves as Daughters of Liberty to support the cause of freedom. They aimed to show that women’s political savvy could be vital to the struggle for American liberty from England. Successful efforts such as boycotting British goods and aiding the Continental Army led Samuel Adams, a Patriot, to say of the Daughters of Liberty that “With ladies on our side, we can make every Tory tremble.” Although the Daughters of Liberty helped significantly during wartime, American women’s legal and political rights remained limited after the American Revolutionary War was won.

Unrest against British rule grew in the American colonies in the late 1700s. Though taxation of the colonists and repressive laws against them were implemented, American colonists were not represented in the British Parliament. However, a British member of the House of Commons, Isaac Barré, spoke on behalf of the colonists against the proposed Stamp Act in 1765 and called them “sons of liberty.” Subsequently, groups of discontented colonists came together and began referring to themselves as the Sons of Liberty. Shortly thereafter around 1766, groups of women were inspired to call themselves the Daughters of Liberty.

The women demonstrated their patriotism to the American cause by boycotting British goods, dealing a substantial loss to British merchants who depended on American buyers for their products. A significant blow was dealt to the British textile industry when the women boycotted imported cloth and made their own, which came to be known as homespun. Though they already labored from dawn to dark with myriad household tasks, they now took on the additional job of providing clothes for their families by weaving yarn and spinning wool into their own fabric.

However, they made the task as pleasant as possible while also calling attention to their patriotic endeavors. In a cooperative effort, they organized spinning bees to work together on their projects. Sometimes church groups held spinning contests on village squares, competitions that were entered by large numbers of women. Often for 12 hours at a time, they turned spinning wheels, producing hundreds of skeins of wool that would then be woven into cloth. They made a point of wearing the rough homespun dresses to elegant social events. And they made sure colonial newspapers carried reports of their efforts, hoping to spotlight their patriotic work and inspire others to the cause.

At these spinning bees, many women were able to leave the restricted domestic sphere for the first time, enjoy each other’s company while working (and therefore without guilt), and discuss topics such as politics about which they were usually expected to keep silent. Annoyed at the lack of patriotic support by some colonial merchants, who continued to deal in British-made goods, in 1768 a poem titled “The 20 Daughters of Liberty by Anonymous” (sometimes attributed to Hannah Griffitts) was published in the Pennsylvania Gazette:

Since the men, from a party or fear of a frown,

Are kept by a sugar-plum quietly down,

… If the sons, so degenerate! the blessings despise,

Let the Daughters of Liberty nobly arise;

And though we’ve no voice but a negative here,

The use of the taxables, let us forbear:—

(Then merchants import till your stores are all full,

May the buyers be few, and your traffic be dull!)

… But a motive more worthy our patriot pen,

Thus acting—we point out their duty to men;

And should the bound-pensioners tell us to hush,

We can throw back the satire, by biding them blush.

To make recalcitrant merchants blush, public flyers were posted by the Daughters of Liberty, such as the following: “It is desired that the Sons and Daughters of Liberty refuse to buy from [name of merchant].” It is difficult to know how many store owners changed their policies as a result of women’s efforts, but public pressure would have been effective in towns where everyone knew each other.

Throughout the colonies, Daughters of Liberty banded together. To further show their commitment to the American cause, they publicly opposed the Tea Act of 1773, which forced colonists to buy their tea from Britain’s East India Company monopoly. More than 500 Boston women signed an agreement, printed in the newspaper, that they would not purchase or drink the mandated tea from England. The women invented substitutes for taxed items such as tea and sugar. Their brew, made with boiled herbs, flowers, and sometimes basil leaves, was called Liberty Tea. It allowed the colonists to support their patriotic cause while maintaining a cherished tradition.

Some Daughters of Liberty, such as Sarah Brad-lee Fulton (1740–1835), took it further. Among other exploits, she was called the “Mother of the Boston Tea Party” for helping colonial men disguise themselves as Mohawk warriors when they dumped English tea into Boston Harbor in 1773, a loss to the shippers of about $1 million in today’s money. Afterward she helped them remove the telltale war paint that would have identified them and subjected them all to arrest.

Some Daughters of Liberty also took it upon themselves as a mark of pride to restrict their gentlemen callers or those of their daughters only to men who espoused the patriotic cause. Again, it is difficult to know how many this strategy affected, but it does suggest the fervor that some women brought to the cause of liberty.

With the onset of the Revolutionary War (1775–1783), the Daughters of Liberty produced even more fabric and sewed uniforms for the soldiers of the Continental Army. They rolled bandages, made bullets, carried water, foraged for the soldiers’ food, and nursed their wounds.

At least one leader of the Daughters of Liberty, Deborah Sampson (1760–1827), actually joined the Continental Army by disguising herself as a man. She fought bravely, was wounded twice, and, after petitioning, was later awarded a Revolutionary War soldier’s pension, though less than that given to males.

One of the most legendary of these women was Molly Pitcher, thought to be Mary Ludwig Hays McCauley (1754–1832), who carried pitchers of water to the parched troops and poured some on the cannons to cool them before reloading. It was said that she received her nickname from the soldiers’ cry of “Molly! Pitcher!” Though Molly Pitcher may have been a composite, several women were cited by eyewitness accounts for fighting amid the bullets on the front lines when their husbands fell.

One of these, Margaret Cochran Corbin (1751–1800), was a Daughter of Liberty from Philadelphia. She took her husband’s place at the cannon after he was killed and kept firing until she was seriously wounded. In 1779, Corbin (nicknamed “Captain Molly”) was awarded an annual pension of $50 by the State of Pennsylvania for heroism in battle, the first American woman to receive a military pension.

Other noted Daughters of Liberty included those who became national figures such as Abigail Smith Adams (1744–1818) and Martha Dandridge Custis Washington (1731–1802). As one of the Daughters of Liberty, Sarah Franklin Bache (1744–1808), whose father was Benjamin Franklin, raised money to finance the Continental Army and, with the women of Philadelphia, made more than 2,000 shirts for the Revolutionary soldiers quartered at Valley Forge. A 16-year-old girl, Sybil Ludington, was called the “female Paul Revere” for her daring 40-mile night ride to warn the American militia.

The names of most of the Daughters of Liberty will never be known. These were the women who labored quietly from dawn to dark over spinning wheels with one eye on their children. They held the home together when the men went away to fight, some never to return. These were the women who labored on the family farm so their men would not return home to ruin and bankruptcy. They repaired houses blasted by cannon fire. They shielded children from the roar of cannons while they themselves were in terror of British troops and foreign mercenaries on their land. They were forced to quarter enemy soldiers in their homes, to humbly serve them at best and suffer rape or death for treason at worst. They served the Continental Army as cooks, washerwomen, nurses, and spies.

One of the Daughters of Liberty, Abigail Adams, is famed for her admonition to her husband John to “Remember the Ladies.” However, after the Revolution, despite the efforts of the Daughters of Liberty, women returned to being chattel with no legal rights to their property, earnings, or children. Still, like Rosie the Riveter during World War II, they knew they had contributed to victory. In the case of the Daughters of Liberty, they helped bring about the birth of a new nation.
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Davis, Ann Simpson (1764–1851)

A spy for George Washington during the Pennsylvania campaigns, Ann Simpson Davis played a significant role in the American Revolutionary War.

Davis was born to Irish immigrants William Simpson and Nancy Hines Simpson in Buckingham Township, Pennsylvania, on December 29, 1764. This area of Pennsylvania was a hotbed for both sides of the debate over American independence. Simpson’s neighbors included Tories (supporters of English rule) and Patriots (supporters of independence), resulting in various conflicts during the war years. Tory raids on Patriot storehouses and the reporting of military movements to British soldiers were common, endangering nearby Patriot troops. This mix of sympathies worked in Davis’s favor when she became a spy. As an accomplished horsewoman, she was familiar with her neighbors, who were accustomed to seeing her riding along roads and through fields.

Davis’s riding habits were crucial to her role in the Revolution. In 1780 at the age of 16, Davis was personally chosen by General George Washington as a courier to carry messages between him and his generals in eastern Pennsylvania. Her familiarity with the area and to her neighbors as well as her young age and gender ensured that she was not often questioned about her rides through the countryside. Davis carried the messages in sacks of grain and vegetables or in her clothing, often meeting other couriers at mills around Philadelphia and Bucks County, Pennsylvania, to exchange correspondence. She was never caught, though she did swallow messages during at least one search of her person by British soldiers. Had the British caught Davis, she would have been charged with treason and sentenced to death by hanging.

Following her service, Davis received a letter of commendation from General Washington. The letter was loaned to family and eventually lost. Also, after the war the new government awarded Davis a land grant in the western territories similar to that given to male soldiers.

In June of 1783 Davis married her childhood friend, John Davis, who had been under the command of General Washington and was part of Washington’s crossing of the Delaware on Christmas Eve of 1776. According to family legend, John is depicted as the man holding the American flag in Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze’s (1816–1868) painting Washington Crossing the Delaware (1851). Davis settled into the life of a farmer’s wife in Solebury, Pennsylvania, and gave birth to her first five children: Sarah, William, John, Nancy, and Samuel.

In 1795 Davis moved to Montgomery County, Maryland, near the Rock Creek Meeting House. Davis bore three more children during this time: Joshua, Joseph, and Elizabeth. The family again moved in 1816, this time to Ohio to claim the land that they had each received for their services during the Revolutionary War. Davis settled in Perry Township in Franklin County, Ohio (now part of Friendship Village). The family prospered, eventually building a brick house large enough to accommodate the family. John Davis died on January 25, 1832, five years after the house was finished.

Ann Davis died on June 6, 1851, at the age of 88, having led a relatively quiet life after her services to Washington. She was buried next to her husband in what is now the Davis Historical Cemetery on Riverside Drive on Route 33 in Ohio. The cemetery was later named after John and Ann Davis. Their gravestone is the largest monument in the cemetery, with an arch and urn over two pillars reading “Ann Davis was messenger and carried orders from General Washington to the other commanders in the Revolutionary War in 1779 and 1780.” Davis also received several posthumous honors, including having two schools and a chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution named after her. She is also remembered for her connection to General Ulysses S. Grant, who was the son of Davis’s cousin, Hannah, and is believed to have visited her in Ohio, also his home state, in 1843.

However brief Davis’s military service, she played a crucial role in the birth of the new nation. Her story suggests a world where battlefield and home front were not neatly divided spheres but rather overlapping areas where women could and did often play a crucial role.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Dower Rights

According to English common law, which was brought by the settlers to the American colonies, dower is the portion a widow receives from her deceased husband’s estate should he die without making a will. Because the law mandated dower, wives were considered by the legal system to have dower rights.

In the 17th century, most women had almost no rights to buy, own, or sell property or to collect rents, make contracts, or bring lawsuits. A woman’s property was managed by her father, and when she married it was managed by her husband. This system, known as coverture, recognized the husband and wife as one legal entity. Thus, after she married a woman was unable to own property in her own right, and her husband could dispose of her property without her permission.

The system of dower rights was established for the support of a woman and her children, should she have any, if her husband died without making a will. The law was intended not so much to give women rights but to minimize the burden that indigent widows placed on the culture. According to this system, a widow was entitled to one-third of her husband’s estate. This dower existed only for her lifetime. It usually included an interest in only the husband’s real estate, but later personal property was also included. She was not able to sell or bequeath the property because it did not belong to her, but she was entitled to collect rents and the income produced by crops grown on land. Until the 19th century, the widow’s portion of the estate could not be used to settle her husband’s debts, which meant that many estates went unsettled until the widow herself died.

Dower rights took effect only in the case of a legally recognized marriage. They were invalidated in cases of divorce or adultery. Some states did preserve these rights if a divorce or separation was the fault of the husband. If the husband made a will, his widow had the choice of taking her dower rights, or, in a process called a widow’s election, accepting the terms of her husband’s will, which might be more generous.

Beginning in the late 17th century, there were changes made to the system of dower rights. Some courts, abiding by prenuptial agreements, placed a woman’s separate estate into a trust that was managed by a man other than her husband. In 1664, Maryland required that a married woman be interviewed privately by a judge before her husband could sell or trade any of her property. In 1771, New York enacted a law requiring a husband to obtain his wife’s signature before he sold or transferred her property. This law also required that the wife meet privately with a judge to give her approval. In 1787, Massachusetts passed a law allowing women, in some cases, to be feme sole traders, able to execute contracts in their own right. Legal action was required, however, to establish the woman’s legal separateness from her husband.

In 1809 Connecticut passed a law allowing women to execute wills, and in 1839 Mississippi granted women limited property rights, mostly in the matter of slave ownership. The Married Women’s Property Act, passed by New York state in 1848, allowed a married woman to continue to own real estate that she brought into the marriage and to collect income from it. This property could not be disposed of by her husband or used to settle his debts. Women were also allowed to inherit or receive gifts of property and control them as if they were unmarried. This law was further expanded in 1860 and served as a model for laws in many other states. By 1900, married women in every state had gained substantial control over their own property.

A federal law passed in 1945 abolished dower in the United States. Most states, however, still have some sort of dower law in effect. Often, a widow automatically receives one-third of her husband’s estate if he dies without a will. In some states a man is not allowed to leave his wife less than a one-third share unless there are special circumstances. In other states the widow receives half of the estate. And whatever property the woman receives she owns outright and not just during her lifetime.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Draper, Mary (1719–1810)

During the American Revolution, Mary Draper worked hard to provide food, medical care, and even supplies to the newly formed Continental Army.

Born in 1719 in Massachusetts, Draper was twice married. Her first husband died, after which she married Moses Draper. The couple lived in Dedham, Massachusetts, and had five sons and one daughter. When the war began in 1775, the Continental Army consisted of volunteer members of the original 13 colonies. Because of the speed at which so many men had to leave their homes to join the Continental Army, soldiers were often without basic supplies. Their struggle inspired Mary Draper to take action.

When her husband and eldest son left to join the army, Draper enlisted the aid of her daughter. They designed a system for giving aid to soldiers who marched past the farm on their way to the front. Initially, Draper’s help consisted of basic sustenance: the family farm was prosperous, and so Draper had abundant grain and dairy at her disposal as well as large ovens. She baked countless loaves of hearty brown bread, which she set out on long tables along the road that ran by her farm. She also provided pan after pan of fresh cheese produced by the family’s dairy cows as well as apple cider made out of apples from the family’s orchards.

Soldiers marching along the road on their way to confront the well-equipped British troops could now stop for a few minutes to rest and eat. This simple but filling repast served to replenish the hungry and exhausted troops, as did—one imagines—Draper’s simple act of generosity and compassion. Draper was driven by a sense of urgency: not only did she perceive the hunger and need suffered by the soldiers, but she also seems to have understood that the war would be a long and costly endeavor. Draper also began providing the ill-equipped soldiers with basic medical care and articles of clothing.

Even after the members of the Continental Army had made their way past her farm, Draper felt called to help more. As a result of the Battle of Bunker Hill, a brutal, prolonged, and ultimately futile struggle by the Continental forces to prevent British forces from taking control of Boston Harbor (Ward 1995, 63–66), the Continental Army found itself running dangerously low on ammunition. At the time bullets were made of lead or pewter, a metal alloy that can be easily molded into a variety of shapes. During the 18th century pewter was a highly valued metal, not simply because of its usefulness as ammunition but also because it was used to create assorted housewares, including dishes, cutlery, and kettles. It was also used to create ornamental pieces such as candlesticks and sconces. Pewter pieces were far from common because pewter was expensive and thus restricted to the more affluent households. Thanks to many years of running a profitable farm, Draper had many pewter housewares. Upon learning of the Continental Army’s need for ammunition, she gathered all of her pewter pieces and melted them down. She then cast bullets, using bullet molds that her husband had purchased before leaving to fight the British. Draper’s willingness to sacrifice her valuable objects further highlights her determination to do everything she could to ensure the birth of the new nation.

Ironically, while the colonials fought the American Revolution with a mind toward reordering their society to create more egalitarian relationships, the reality was that in terms of gender relations, American society would remain largely unchanged for many decades to come. What the Revolution did signal was a sudden vast expansion of the power and influence available to women, because when men left to fight in battle, women were expected to fulfill new leadership roles within their families and communities. Draper demonstrated strength of character and perseverance. That she and women like her are not better known speaks to the absence of women in history and the inequality that ruled the country for so long.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Drinker, Elizabeth (1734–1807)

Elizabeth Sandwith Drinker was an 18th-century Philadelphia Quaker and diarist. Writing in over three dozen volumes over the course of 50 years, Drinker recorded many of her life details as well as the events of the American Revolution and the New Republic as they impacted her family and friends.

Drinker was the eldest of two daughters born to William Sandwith and Sarah Jarvis. Her father was an Irish Quaker merchant and ship owner who had immigrated to America in the early 1700s. As upper-middle-class Quaker children, Drinker and her sister Mary received a formal education at Anthony Benezet’s Friends’ English School of Philadelphia.

In 1758, Drinker began keeping a diary and continued to do so until her death in 1807 at the age of 73. During the winter of 1758–1759, Drinker and her future husband, Henry Drinker (1734–1809), began courting. Henry was a widower and had been married to one of Drinker’s friends. The couple married on January 13, 1761.

Henry was an ironmaster and a partner in the shipping firm of James and Drinker, and at one point he owned half a million acres of land. He was an active Quaker and served as the clerk for the Philadelphia Monthly Meeting. Henry traveled frequently on behalf of the shipping firm as well as on Quaker business, and in the early days of their marriage his wife frequently accompanied him.

On May 12, 1761, Sarah, the first of the Drinkers’ nine children, was born. Only five of Elizabeth Drinker’s children would survive into adulthood. Drinker’s unmarried sister Mary lived with the family, which also included several servants. In spite of all the domestic work her children must have required, Drinker wrote copiously in her diaries during her husband’s absences. Many entries focused on Drinker’s role as caregiver and included her views on childbirth and vaccinations. As political instability increased in the English colonies, Drinker recorded events leading up to the American Revolutionary War. On December 24, 1761, she recorded an account of the Boston Tea Party. After the war began, she recorded events including the British occupation of Philadelphia. In January 1777, the Drinkers had American soldiers quartered in their home by order of the Council of Safety. As Quakers the Drinkers were pacifists, but nonetheless they were expected to provide blankets and other supplies to American soldiers. When they refused, Henry fell under suspicion of aiding and abetting the enemy and was taken prisoner in September 1777. He and a group of other Quakers became known as the “Virginia Exiles” when they were sentenced to exile in Virginia after refusing to swear an oath of loyalty to the new U.S. government.

With her husband gone, Elizabeth Drinker struggled to maintain her household and tried to prevent her home from becoming quarters for British soldiers. She recorded the rout of Washington’s army and the flight of Congress and the townspeople from the encroaching British army. On September 26, 1777, Drinker reported that the British had arrived “in earnest,” and on October 24 she wrote that she was asked to quarter British soldiers in her house. In December, Drinker allowed British major general John Crammond to take up residence in her household.

In April 1778, Drinker and three other Quaker women traveled to the provisional capital at Lancaster, Pennsylvania, to ask for the release of their husbands. Along the way, the women visited the American picket, where Drinker met George Washington (1732–1799) and his wife Martha (1731–1802). The women continued to Lancaster, where they were refused an official meeting, but they learned that their husbands would soon be returned to Pennsylvania. Drinker was reunited with Henry on April 25.

After the war, Drinker’s diary entries became longer and more frequent. She read widely and recorded her thoughts on subjects as varied as race relations, Quaker meetings, and home crafts. Despite several gaps, Drinker’s diary expanded into three dozen volumes and is a valuable source of information about the early years of the American republic. Drinker’s health gradually declined, and she died in Philadelphia in 1807.

Karen S. Garvin
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Eaton, Margaret “Peggy” (1799–1879)

Margaret O’Neale Eaton, better known as Peggy Eaton, is notable in American history for her role in the Petticoat Affair during Andrew Jackson’s presidency. As a barmaid in her parents’ hotel, a hotel in which many politicians frequented, she developed a reputation for being vivacious and intelligent. After her marriage to a senator, she became embroiled in one of the most notorious scandals of her scandal-ridden times, the Petticoat Affair.

[image: Lamphier]

Rumors that Peggy Eaton had had an affair with her husband before they legally married created a rift among the other wives of Cabinet Secretaries in the administration of President Andrew Jackson. Dubbed the Petticoat Affair, it caused the president to reorganize the Cabinet and favor widowers when he could. (Library of Congress)

Eaton was the daughter of Rhoda Howell and William O’Neale, the owner of Franklin House, a popular Washington, D.C., hotel. To the patrons of her parents’ hotel, Eaton was known as a daring young lady. Her father had to prevent her from undertaking multiple elopements and dissuade an array of suitors. In 1816 O’Neale allowed Eaton to marry John B. Timberlake, a 39-year-old purser in the U.S. Navy. They lived in a house across from the hotel. When Timberlake was at sea, Eaton continued to work in her parents’ hotel. Together the couple had three children. It was during this time of her life that Eaton met Senator John Henry Eaton (1790–1856). Shortly after Timberlake died in 1828 during a 4-year voyage in the Mediterranean, Margaret O’Neale married Eaton. Timberlake committed suicide on the journey, and there were rumors that he did so because he was distraught after learning about an affair between the senator and his wife. There is no evidence for this story, and it may be just one of the rumors spread around Washington, D.C., society during Andrew Jackson’s presidency.

When President Andrew Jackson appointed Senator Eaton to the position of secretary of war, Margaret Eaton was thrust into the political Cabinet social circle. During this era while husbands carried political power, wives governed the social aspect of Washington, D.C. Political wives and daughters also wielded considerable political power. In what was known as parlor politics, many women engaged in politics by orchestrating meetings and political deals at the social gatherings they conducted in their homes. Second Lady Floride Calhoun, the wife of Vice President John C. Calhoun, led the Washington ladies’ efforts to socially ostracize Eaton, whom they saw as an outsider on account of her social class. The ladies, and by extension their husbands, also claimed to be shocked at the short interval between the death of Peggy Eaton’s first husband and her remarriage. The ladies of the Cabinet would not answer social calls from Mrs. Eaton, would not address her at social gatherings, and spread gossip and rumors about the alleged affair between Mr. and Mrs. Eaton during her marriage to Timberlake. One of the only members of the Cabinet who remained loyal to the Eatons was Martin Van Buren, a widower who had no wife to pressure him into not speaking to Peggy Eaton.

President Jackson was sympathetic to the Eatons and thought that his political opponents, led by his vice president John Calhoun, unfairly fed the scandal so as to blacken the Jackson name. Thus, Jackson championed Peggy Eaton, whom he felt was being unfairly victimized. It is also possible that he was sympathetic to the Eatons because of the scandal involving his own late wife, Rachel Jackson, who had also been the subject of scorn because she had married Jackson before her previous marriage had been legally ended. President Jackson believed that it was the stress from such scandal that caused his wife’s heart attack and death. In early 1831 Jackson purged his cabinet of Calhoun followers and replaced them with friends, generally referred to as the Kitchen Cabinet, a term that reflected their unofficial status in contrast to the official cabinet, or Parlor Cabinet. During President Jackson’s reelection campaign he replaced Calhoun as his running mate with Van Buren.

Margaret Eaton was again the subject of controversy 3 years after the death of Senator Eaton when she married a 19-year-old Italian music and dancing teacher, Antonio Gabriele Buchignani. She was 59 years old at the time of the marriage. After 7 years of marriage, Buchignani left Eaton and took the bulk of her fortune as well as her 17-year-old granddaughter to Europe. Even though Eaton was able to obtain a divorce, she was unable to recover her finances. She died in poverty in Washington, D.C., on November 8, 1879, at age 80.

Moriah Saldana
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Ferguson, Catherine (1774–1854)

Born a slave and illiterate all her life, Catherine “Katy” Ferguson devoted herself to the poor and neglected children of New York. She is remembered as the founder of what many believe was the first Sunday school in the city; Sunday was the only day that workers were not at work and able to attend public school, designed originally to teach literacy in a secular environment.

While some sources give Ferguson’s birth date as 1779, Lewis Tappan’s revised obituary of her, published in the American Missionary in August 1854, says that she was 80 years old when she died. This would mean that she was born in 1774. Ferguson, then named Katy Williams, was born while her mother was being transferred from Virginia to New York. They were owned by a Presbyterian elder whom Ferguson would only describe as “R.B.” When Ferguson was 8 years old, her mother was sold to another owner; she would never see her mother again. Ferguson said in later interviews that this tragic separation resulted in her lifelong devotion to and compassion for children.

When Ferguson was 18 years old Isabella Graham, a widow who had recently arrived in New York from Scotland, bought her freedom for $200. Graham was a member of the Scotch Presbyterian Church, which was then part of the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church. Katy originally agreed to repay her purchase price within six years, but the agreement was later modified. Under the new agreement, she worked as a servant (probably for Graham herself) for 11 months, which canceled $100 of her debt. Graham’s son-in-law, merchant Divie Bethune, paid the remainder of the debt. Ferguson set herself up as a baker and became well known for her wedding and special occasion cakes. Around this same time she married and had two children, both of whom died in infancy. The marriage itself does not appear to have lasted very long.

At the turn of the century New York City was growing, fueled by an influx of immigrants from other parts of the United States as well as Europe. The city had significant urban poverty, as the city’s poor worked long hours for low wages. The city teemed with illiterate children and adults. One of the methods used to combat this poverty was the establishment of schools that met on Sunday, the only day that workers were not at work and able to attend. At first these schools were secular, with an emphasis on teaching reading and writing, but later many of them became true Sabbath schools that concentrated on teaching the scriptures.

Although there is some confusion about just when Ferguson started her school, she most likely opened it in her home at 51 Warren Street in 1793. According to the Lewis Tappan obituary, she began collecting the neighborhood children, both black and white, into her home to give them a religious education. She taught them verses of scripture and hymns that she had memorized “and got suitable persons to come and hear them say their catechism, etc.” In 1814 with the encouragement of Dr. John Mitchell Mason of the Associate Reformed Church, the classes were moved to a lecture room in the basement of his church on Murray Street. The school later became known as the Murray Street Sabbath School.

Ferguson did not limit her work to her Sabbath school. During her lifetime she took 48 children, 20 of them white, into her home, where she either raised them or kept them until she could find them a suitable home, essentially creating her own orphanage. For the last 40 years of her life she held a prayer meeting in her home every Friday evening for the poor children of her neighborhood and for those adults who did not attend church. For the last 5 years of her life, she held an additional meeting every Sunday afternoon.

Catherine “Katy” Ferguson died of cholera on July 11, 1854. According to Lewis Tappan, “The secret of Katy’s usefulness was her fervent, uniform, and consistent piety. … The love of God was shed abroad in her heart, and it found expression in acts of benevolence to His children.” Her life is a reminder of the good that one person, even one with few social or economic advantages, can accomplish.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Glory of the Morning (ca. 1711–ca. 1832)

Native American chief Glory of the Morning led the Winnebago/Ho-Chunk tribe during the 1700s in what is now Wisconsin.

While documentation is nonexistent, historians believe that Glory of the Morning, the generally accepted translation of her native name, Hopokoeau, was born around 1711. Her father was a chief, and she was born as a part of the Thunderbird Clan.

The Thunderbird Clan lived in a large village on Doty Island in the part of Wisconsin that is now Menash. Growing up in the area formed by the two branches of the Fox River flowing out from Lake Winnebago, Glory in the Morning was said to have impressed her community at an early age. She demonstrated a wisdom that set her apart from the other members of the tribe, including her brothers and other male elders. Consequently, despite her gender, when her father died when she was 18 years old, Glory in the Morning was named his successor as chief. Her elevation to chief split the tribe, with almost half of the members leaving and settling in a separate community. However, over time the rift partially healed, and many eventually returned.

Some historians believe that Glory in the Morning’s ascension to chief was aided by her marriage to Joseph Sabrevoir DeCarrie (spelling is also reported as Descaris). DeCarrie is believed to have come to Wisconsin with the French Army in 1728. Captivated by the area and the young Ho-Chunk woman, he resigned his commission in 1729 and became a fur trader. He married Glory in the Morning and was adopted into her clan. The marriage may have enhanced her status as a prospective chief, with his abilities complementing hers. If true it would prove to be cruelly ironic, for as chief she felt an even greater responsibility to her people. After living with the tribe for about eight years, DeCarrie decided to rejoin the army. Glory in the Morning resolved to stay with her tribe. DeCarrie took their daughter with him, while their two sons remained with their mother. The separation lasted for the rest of their lives, but the impact of the pair’s emotional bonds was evident in many future actions.

During the 1730s and 1740s, Glory in the Morning witnessed a great deal of warfare between the Fox Indians and the French in the area that is now Michigan and Wisconsin. Likely due to her husband, Glory in the Morning aligned the Winnebagos with the French and played a pivotal role in achieving an end to the war in the late 1740s. However, the peace was short-lived, and when the British invaded the Midwest in the early days of what would become the French and Indian War, she again sided with the French. By then her husband had rejoined the French Army, but he died in 1760 of injuries suffered in the Battle of Ste. Foy, the last French victory of the war and one in which the French regained control of Quebec from the British.

Glory in the Morning is not referenced again in any surviving sources until 1832, when writer Julliette Kinzie visited the area. If estimates of her life’s timeline are correct, Glory in the Morning would have been 121. Kinzie was sure it was the famed female chief but reported that she was so ancient and weak that she had to go around on all fours because she was unable to summon the strength to stand erect. Legend has it that not long after Kinzie’s visit, Glory in the Morning was out in the woods when an owl, a creature whose presence was said to be an ill omen, spoke her name. That evening, wrapped snugly in furs and with a seemingly contented smile on her face, she died. Adding to the legend was the fact that on that night the village experienced a massive blizzard. Members of her tribe heard the rare sound of thunder, a sound they believed to be the gods of the clan calling Glory of the Morning home.

Glory of the Morning’s legacy lived on, as she was the founding mother of the famed Decorah family, who produced numerous chiefs over the generations, many of whom played important roles in the various treaties signed between Native Americans and the U.S. government.

William H. Pruden III
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Greene, Catharine Littlefield (1755–1814)

The widow of American Revolutionary War hero Nathanael Greene, Catharine Littlefield Greene was also probably the coinventor of the cotton gin. Known as “Caty” to her friends, Greene demonstrated strength as a military wife, acumen as a businesswoman, and creativity as a contributor to the invention of the cotton gin. She is notable as an early American woman active in science and innovation.

Born in Block Island, Rhode Island, on February 17, 1755, Greene was the daughter of Phebe Ray, a descendant of the island’s founders, and John Littlefield, a Rhode Island legislator. When Greene was 10 years old her mother died, and she entered the care of relatives in East Greenwich, Rhode Island. The aunt and uncle charged with Greene’s care were socially and politically prominent. Her uncle, William Greene, later assumed the governorship of Rhode Island.

In 1772 Catharine Littlefield Greene met Nathanael Greene, a merchant and distant relation of her uncle. The two married in Greenwich, Rhode Island, on July 20, 1774. They made their first home in Coventry, Rhode Island. Together, they raised five children: George (b. 1776), Martha (b. 1777), Cornelia Lott (b. 1779), Nathanael Ray (b. 1780), and Louisa (b. 1783). A sixth child, Catherine (b. 1785), died as an infant.

When the American Revolution began, Nathanael became Rhode Island’s brigadier general. Despite others’ objections, Greene visited her husband in battle. When possible, she was accompanied in these travels by the couple’s young children. The soldiers respected her fortitude in spending time at wartime encampments. Nathanael went on to serve with the Continental Army and command Washington’s southern forces, attaining the rank of general.

After the war, Catharine and Nathanael Greene relocated to Georgia to develop land he received in recognition of his military leadership. The property, located in the vicinity of Savannah and known as Mulberry Grove, became the family’s new home. Following Nathanael’s death in 1786, a tutor charged with educating the Greene children stepped forward to assume additional duties, assisting Greene in managing the plantation.

At Mulberry Grove, Greene received notable visitors, including George Washington in 1791. Greene had sought for years to free her husband’s estate from debts incurred during the Revolutionary War. Out of urgency, Nathanael had guaranteed the costs of acquiring sufficient clothing for his troops during a South Carolina campaign and gone into debt. By 1792, Washington forgave the sizable debt that had plagued the family’s postwar finances.

Later that year when Eli Whitney arrived to tutor her neighbor’s children, Greene persuaded him to modify his plans. She invited the recent Yale graduate to live at Mulberry Grove and serve as a handyman and mechanic. She also gave Whitney space for a makeshift laboratory for his scientific and mechanical experiments. During his stay at Mulberry Grove, Whitney learned from Greene about the challenges of de-seeding the cotton crop. In a year’s time, the two shared conversations that resulted in the design and redesign of the cotton gin.

Questions surround the origin of this invention. While accounts vary, some historians contend that it was Greene who devised the cotton gin. Others suggest that the innovation was the result of collaboration in which Greene suggested the concept and revised the original design. Other people believe that Greene underwrote the costs of the prototype and its patent. In this era women were not permitted to hold patents, so Whitney could not have put her name on the patent even if he wanted to.

Greene’s eldest son George died of accidental drowning in 1793. Initially, the 18-year-old was buried on the premises at Dungeness. In 1901, his remains were relocated and interred with his father’s at a Savannah monument to the Revolutionary War hero.

In 1796 Greene married Phineas Miller, the tutor who had assumed management of Mulberry Grove. Martha and George Washington served as witnesses to the marriage. When the family sold the property two years later, they relocated to Cumberland Island, Georgia, where they presided over another plantation, Dungeness. Greene remained there following Miller’s death in 1803. She died in 1814 and was buried at Dungeness.

Linda S. Watts
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Hemings, Sally (1773–1835)

Sally Hemings was an enslaved woman owned by Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826). The alleged sexual relationship between Hemings and Jefferson and his reported paternity of her children became a controversial public issue when it was initially reported in 1802 by journalist James Callender during Jefferson’s first term as president of the United States. In 1998 one of Hemings’s children, Eston Hemings, was linked by DNA evidence to a male Jefferson. While historical sources, circumstantial evidence, and Hemings family oral history have continued to fuel the discussion over the true nature of the relationship between Hemings and Jefferson, a research committee founded by the Thomas Jefferson Foundation found it likely that Jefferson had fathered all of Hemings’s children.

Sally (given name probably Sarah) Hemings was born in 1773 at The Forest, Charles City County, Virginia, to Elizabeth (Betty) Hemings; Sally’s father was John Wayles, owner of both the Forest plantation and the enslaved Betty. Wayles had taken Betty as his mistress following the death of his third wife, and they had a total of six children together: Robert, James, Peter, Critta, Sally, and Thenia. Betty was herself the child of a white English sea captain and an enslaved African woman. Wayles’s oldest surviving child (from his first marriage to Martha Eppes) was a daughter named Martha (1748–1782), who married Thomas Jefferson in 1772. Therefore, Sally Hemings was half sister to Martha Jefferson.

John Wayles died in 1773, and by 1776 the Hemings family was moved to the Jefferson home, Monticello. The Hemings family maintained favored status among the slaves owned by the Jeffersons. Sally, her mother, and her female siblings performed highly valued domestic chores, while her brothers were apprenticed to trades, including her brother James, who became a pastry chef. Later in life Sally was apparently employed as a seamstress and as Jefferson’s chambermaid.

Little else is known about Sally Hemings’s life prior to 1787. She had likely been a nursemaid to Maria Jefferson, who was six years younger than Hemings, and both were living at Eppington, the home of the now-deceased Martha Jefferson’s aunt and uncle, when Thomas Jefferson—now ambassador to France—called for Maria to join him and her sister Martha in Paris. As her companion, 14-year-old Hemings accompanied Maria on the ocean voyage.

Hemings’s exact place of residence while in France is unclear. Jefferson himself lived in the Hôtel de Langeac, a home located on the corner of the Champs-Elysées and the Rue de Berri in Paris, while his two daughters, Martha (called Patsy) and Maria (called Polly), resided primarily at the convent school Abbaye Royale de Panthemont, also in Paris. Hemings was now elevated from nursemaid to lady’s maid and began training in sewing, laundering, and other skills necessary to maintain Martha’s and Mary’s wardrobes and lifestyle. In addition, Hemings may have received French lessons to help her better perform her duties.

As lady’s maid to the Jefferson daughters, Hemings would have accompanied them to social engagements; Jefferson’s receipt books show that he expended a significant amount of money on clothes for Hemings in Paris. While much less than what he spent on clothing for Maria and Martha, it was still certainly enough to properly outfit her for her new environment and duties as attendant to the Jefferson daughters. In addition, in 1788 Jefferson apparently began to pay monthly wages to both Hemings and her brother, James. Slavery was not allowed in France, and the Hemings siblings both knew that they had the option to remain free there rather than to resume their lives as Virginia slaves; the payment of wages may have been an effort on Jefferson’s part to mollify them in some way by treating them as servants. Physical descriptions of Hemings are few, and no images have been found, but she was described as very beautiful with light skin and long, straight black hair and that she looked “very near white” (Gordon-Reed 1997, 134–135). Because of her relationship to Martha Wayles Jefferson, the two may have borne some resemblance to one another.

The Jefferson party returned to Virginia in 1789, and Hemings was allegedly pregnant at that time. However, this child did not live long. Hemings subsequently bore five additional children, four of whom lived to adulthood. While sources indicate that the rumored relationship between Hemings and Jefferson was known among his neighbors and some contemporaries, the affair did not become public knowledge until journalist James Callender began to publish sensationalized, incendiary articles describing Jefferson’s “dusky Sally” and her alleged children by him. Jefferson was at this point in his first term as president, and it was Callender who had aided Jefferson’s election by writing newspaper pieces less than complimentary to his Federalist opponents. For his efforts the hotheaded Callender had expected to be appointed to a lucrative job, but as president, Jefferson thought better of it and declined. Callender then turned on Jefferson with his scandalizing reports; the controversy over whether or not the stories were true has now roiled for well over 200 years.

In 1998, Dr. Eugene Foster and his associates published in the journal Nature the results of a DNA study conducted to end the controversy concerning Jefferson’s paternity of Hemings’s children. This study compared the Y-chromosome haplotypes of the Jefferson male bloodline with that of male descendants of Eston Hemings, Sally’s youngest child and the only person for whom testable DNA was available. The scientists also tested Hemings’s DNA against that of the Carr line. Jefferson’s defenders had alleged that Jefferson cousins James and Peter Carr were the actual fathers of Hemings’s children. The Y-chromosome haplotype of Thomas Woodson, a man who claimed to be the son of Thomas Jefferson and whose descendants had faithfully retained this information in their family history, was also tested. Results of the tests ruled out the Carr brothers and showed no similarity at all between the Woodson and Jefferson DNA. Eston’s DNA did, however, match the Jefferson DNA.

Besides the DNA evidence, other information has been offered that supports Thomas Jefferson’s paternity of the Hemings children. Chief of these are the calculations from Jefferson’s travel records showings that he was present at Monticello at the time of each of Hemings’s conceptions. Those acquainted with the children remarked that they bore a striking resemblance to Jefferson, and in fact, three of the four living children successfully passed into society as white, as did Hemings in her last years. Sources close to Jefferson believed that he was the father of Hemings’s children, and in an 1873 newspaper interview Madison Hemings stated that he and his three siblings were Jefferson’s children. In addition, the only nuclear family ever freed by Jefferson was the Hemings family. Beverley and Harriet were allowed to leave Monticello, apparently with Jefferson’s blessing, and Madison and Eston were freed in Jefferson’s will. While Sally Hemings was not manumitted in the will but passed to the heirs at his death, she was informally freed by Martha Jefferson Randolph soon after Jefferson died.

The Foster DNA study was evaluated by a specially appointed committee of the Thomas Jefferson Foundation in 2000 and, with the exception of one dissenting member, accepted the findings and concluded that “The DNA study, combined with multiple strands of currently available documentary and statistical evidence, indicates a high probability that Thomas Jefferson fathered Eston Hemings, and that he most likely was the father of all six of Sally Hemings’s children appearing in Jefferson’s records.” (“Report of the Research Committee on Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings” 2000). The committee listed Hemings’s children as Harriet (died as an infant), Beverly, another unnamed infant who died, Harriet, Madison, and Eston. The naming of an infant for a previously deceased sibling, as in the case of the two Harriet Hemings, was a common practice of the time. However, the Thomas Jefferson Foundation committee also acknowledged that there was much more to know about the case.

The controversy is in no way settled regarding the Hemings/Jefferson relationship, and many historians contend that there was no relationship between the two at all beyond that of slave and master. Numerous valid questions and concerns have been raised by Jefferson’s defenders, many of which cannot be answered with currently available information. Principally, the DNA study only verified that Eston Hemings’s father was a Jefferson but not necessarily Thomas Jefferson; the study did not determine paternity for any of the other Hemings children. Indeed, so many questions exist and the case is so complicated that the truth about the Hemings/Jefferson relationship may never be resolved.

Thomas Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, and according to his last will and testament, Madison and Eston Hemings were freed. They subsequently moved to Charlottesville, Virginia. Sally Hemings, still enslaved and a part of the Jefferson estate, was informally freed by Jefferson’s daughter, Martha, and left Monticello to live with Madison and Eston. She died in 1835 and is presumably buried in Charlottesville, although the location of her grave is unknown.

Lee Davis Smith
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Hulton, Ann (?–?)

Ann Hulton was a colonist who lived in Massachusetts during the 18th century and gained fame because her letters contain eyewitness accounts of early events of the American Revolution. Hulton was a Loyalist, or an individual who did not support the idea that the 13 colonies of North America should declare independence from the British Crown in the 1770s. Hulton, the sister of Henry Hulton, lived in Boston with her brother’s family, where the government employed him as the commissioner of customs. He had the unfortunate duty of collecting unpopular taxes and other fees owed to the British Crown during the age of the Imperial Crisis in the mid-1760s and early 1770s. Hulton wrote many of her letters to friends in England, primarily another woman named Elizabeth Lightbody. Hulton’s letters offer firsthand accounts of famous events such as the Boston Tea Party and the Battles of Lexington and Concord. They remain an invaluable resource for scholars.

Hulton’s exact date of birth is unknown. Her father was John Hulton, a merchant from Chester, England. Ann Hulton’s brother Henry, a lifelong employee of the British Crown, received an appointment as the principal commissioner to the recently created Board of Customs in North America in September 1767. Not long after his marriage, he had to leave England for Boston, leaving his wife behind. Months later she gave birth to a son named Thomas, at which point either she or her husband decided that the family should join him in the colonies. Ann Hulton most likely accompanied her sister-in-law and infant nephew to Massachusetts. In an age when respectable women did not travel alone, Ann would have been considerable help to a young mother traveling with a baby. Hulton also hoped to make her own fortune as an independent merchant or planter, a revealing and unusual aspiration for a single woman. She arrived in Boston in early 1768 and lived with her brother’s family for almost eight years.

Between 1767 and 1776, discord grew between the Loyalists and the Patriots. Patriots were colonists who wanted independence from the British Crown. At the time Hulton lived in Boston, political divisions ran deep. Approximately one-third of the colonial population considered themselves Loyalists, while another third identified themselves as staunch Patriots. This left the remaining population undecided as to which side they supported. The colonial struggle with the British Parliament over the issue of taxation without representation led to a series of taxes and fees that the Crown tasked Hulton’s brother with collecting from citizens in Boston.

As a Loyalist among increasingly independence-minded Bostonians, Hulton faced many difficult experiences. Increasing public unrest resulted in mobs storming the offices and houses of government officials. On several occasions the unrest caused Ann and her family to take refuge at Castle William, a fort built on an island in the middle of Boston Harbor. Like many other Loyalist women, Ann had to decide if she would remain in the colonies and face future mob attacks, possible fines, confiscation of property, and arrest by local officials or leave her adopted home and return to England. In 1775, Hulton decided to return to England. Other Loyalist women, such as prominent merchant Elizabeth Murray Campbell Smith Inman, remained in Boston. Patriots seized her home in Cambridge during the Battle of Bunker Hill, and the Continental Army restricted her movements inside and outside the city of Boston during its siege. Another Loyalist woman, Flora MacDonald, accompanied Loyalist regiments in North Carolina after she arrived from Scotland in 1774. She comforted families who lost loved ones, either to capture or death, even after Patriot officials confiscated her family’s plantation. Like many Loyalist women, she returned to Great Britain penniless and debt-ridden after the war ended.

Ann Hulton fared slightly better than some of her contemporaries. Although she never married or had any children, she remained an important member of her brother’s family after they returned to England in mid-1776. Her letters, published in the early 20th century, remain an invaluable resource to those who study the experience of women and Loyalists in the American Revolution.

Deborah L. Bauer
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Jackson, Rachel Donelson (1767–1828)

Rachel Donelson Robards Jackson was the wife of the seventh president of the United States, Andrew Jackson (1767–1845). Rachel Jackson saw her husband elected to the presidency but died before his inauguration, thus never lived in the White House. She was at the center of vicious personal attacks, giving rise to the debate over what private information should be used in a political campaign.
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Rachel Donelson Jackson took General Andrew Jackson as her second husband, unaware that her first had faked their divorce. This lead to accusations of bigamy during the presidential election of 1829. (Library of Congress)

Many sources place Rachel Jackson’s birth date as June 15, 1767. She was born in the Virginia wilderness in either Halifax or Pittsylvania County. When she was 12 years old, she moved with her parents, seven brothers, and three sisters to Tennessee, where her father was cofounder of the present-day city of Nashville. The Donelsons were said to be the first white settlers in Tennessee and were one of its most prominent families. No record exists of a formal education for Rachel, though she could read and write. She was Presbyterian and was a devoted reader of the Bible.

In 1785 when Jackson was 18, she was married to landowner Lewis Robards. They lived in Kentucky until 1788. Claiming that Robards abused her, she fled to the home of her mother. Young circuit lawyer Andrew Jackson was boarding with the widowed Mrs. Donelson. When the family heard that Robards was coming to take Rachel back to Kentucky, she traveled to Natchez with a married couple. Jackson rode along as protector.

On the perilous journey, Rachel and Andrew fell in love. When a newspaper article appeared in 1791 stating that her divorce from Robards was final, she and Jackson were married. In reality the divorce had not actually been finalized, thus making Rachel technically a bigamist and the marriage invalid. After several years together, Rachel and Andrew discovered the trouble, ensured that the divorce was final, and remarried in Tennessee in 1794.

In 1804, the Jacksons bought a cotton farm. The Hermitage plantation grew from a humble log house. By 1821, it was an eight-room, two-story brick mansion surrounded by a 1,000-acre plantation. Jackson largely remained there during her husband’s public career as soldier, businessman, and politician. She suffered greatly during his lengthy absences. Her time and energy were taken up by raising children in her care; the Jacksons had two adopted sons and were legal guardians for six boys and two girls, many from the large Donelson clan.

Andrew Jackson had become a national hero during the War of 1812 and was posted to political positions in Florida, New Orleans, and Washington, D.C. Rachel Jackson sometimes joined him, though she kept to herself except for attending religious services. Despite criticism of Jackson for her backwoods manners such as smoking a pipe, she was comfortable among the political figures they welcomed into their home. Even the sophisticated first lady, Elizabeth Monroe, liked her.

John Quincy Adams (1767–1848) defeated Andrew Jackson in the presidential election of 1824. When he ran again in 1828, supporters of Adams savaged Rachel viciously as an adulteress, bigamist, and divorcee. Andrew Jackson won by a landslide in 1828, but he never forgot the attacks on his wife.

Rachel purchased a white gown and slippers for the inaugural ball, signaling her intention to attend, but at the Hermitage on December 22, 1828, at age 61, she succumbed to a fatal heart attack. It is said that the horrified Andrew clung to her body, hoping she could be revived. Rachel was buried in Nashville in the garden of the Hermitage.

Newspapers that had savaged Rachel in life mourned her passing. About 10,000 people went to her funeral. Andrew never remarried and mourned Rachel for the rest of his life, wearing a locket with her picture close to his heart and keeping her portrait at his bedside. Though Rachel never lived in the White House as first lady, her presence was felt. Andrew sought to remove any federal workers suspected of circulating attacks against her. Most significantly, the Peggy Eaton Affair in which the wife of a cabinet member was vilified brought Jackson to Eaton’s ardent defense. It resulted in the shake-up of the cabinet as well as the promotion of Martin Van Buren as Jackson’s political heir apparent.
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Knox, Lucy Flucker (1756–1824)

Lucy Knox’s prolific letters to her husband Henry Knox, who was a major general in the Continental Army, create a vivid record of life in Revolutionary America. Knox also followed her husband to numerous revolutionary outposts, raising children and serving as a hostess for military events.

Lucy Flucker Knox was born in 1756 to Thomas Flucker, the royal secretary of the province of Massachusetts Bay, and his wife, Hannah Waldo. As the daughter of a high-ranking government official, Knox enjoyed a privileged childhood. Her first glimpse of her future husband came in August 1773, when he was drilling on horseback with the Boston Grenadier Corps, a local militia, on Boston Common. Shortly thereafter she began visiting Knox at his bookstore, which had opened in 1771. She was soon in love with the largely self-educated and charming Knox. Henry’s father died when he was just 12 years old, forcing Henry to leave school and become an apprentice to bookbinders in Boston to support his mother and younger brother before opening his own bookstore. Lucy’s parents, however, disapproved of the match, believing that Henry was a common tradesman. That his parents were Irish immigrants did not help his case either, nor did the fact that he sympathized with the Patriot cause in Boston. In spite of her parents’ disapproval, Lucy and Henry were married on June 16, 1774, at Boston’s King’s Chapel. Lucy’s parents, staunch Loyalists, refused to attend the wedding.

Relations between the newly married couple and Lucy’s parents remained tense, especially after fighting broke out in Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775. Henry Knox was particularly interested in books on military strategy and artillery, and he often had conversations with the British military officers who browsed his bookstore. Since he was one of the few officers who had knowledge of military engineering and tactical artillery, George Washington, commander of the Continental Army, recognized Knox’s skills and appointed him chief of artillery in October 1775. The Knoxes became frequent guests at Washington’s Cambridge Headquarters.

In the winter of 1775–1776, Henry Knox led an expedition to Fort Ticonderoga and returned to Boston with 60 tons of artillery, which was maneuvered up Dorchester Heights. Astonished British generals realized that they had no choice but to evacuate Boston on March 17, 1776. In addition to this military victory, the Knoxes celebrated the birth of their first child, a girl named Lucy, on February 26, 1776. The celebration was muted, however, when the Knoxes learned that the Fluckers were among those who left Boston. During the war, Lucy Knox stayed with her husband in camp as often as he would allow, and she stayed with friends, including Martha Washington, when conditions made staying near her husband too difficult. Henry also discouraged his wife from staying at camp with him, believing that she had given up enough when she married him. Their many letters are from these periods when they were apart.

While her husband was in camp, Lucy Knox and her family would stay in private homes. She would visit the wives of other officers, host dinners for her husband’s officer colleagues, and plan a variety of entertainments for the officer families. During the war Knox became known as a foremost hostess, a role she continued to play after the Revolution. Dangers came not just from battles but also from camp life in general. Knox was inoculated against smallpox, a controversial practice at the time. In the spring of 1779 she contracted infectious hepatitis, a common problem in campsites with poor sanitation and contaminated water. She had just given birth to her second child, daughter Julia, who died on July 2. During the course of their marriage Knox gave birth to 13 children, only 3 of whom survived into adulthood.

After the war the Continental Congress named Henry Knox secretary of war, a post he held until 1794. Throughout their lives the Knoxes were perpetually strapped for cash, but they continued to entertain lavishly in spite of Henry’s meager salary. One potential source of income for the Knoxes was the 30-square-mile plot of land in Maine inherited by Lucy Knox. At the conclusion of the American Revolution in 1783, Henry Knox began to negotiate for his wife’s inheritance of her share of the land.

In June 1795, the Knoxes and seven of their children moved to Thomaston, Maine, where they built an elaborate mansion they called Montpelier. On July 4, 1795, the family hosted a housewarming party for the residents of Thomaston. Guests included Native Americans, members of the Tarrantine tribe of coastal Maine who camped on the house’s grounds. By 1798, the extravagant-spending Knoxes had to sell some of their land and mortgage their home to keep up with their debts.

In addition to their financial woes, Knox lost three of her children in 1796 and 1797. On April 23, 1796, 3-year-old Augusta and 18-month-old Marcus died of diphtheria. Six-year-old George Washington Knox recovered from diphtheria but died that winter. In January 1797, 14-year-old year old Julia died from consumption. At this point in her life, Knox had only three living children: her oldest, Lucy; her youngest, Caroline; and her son, Henry Jackson. On October 25, 1806, Henry died from an infection caused by swallowing a broken chicken bone. Knox continued to live in Montpelier, although she was forced to sell off many possessions and close up much of the house to pay off her husband’s debts. She was devastated by her husband’s death and became increasingly reclusive until her own death on June 20, 1824, at the age of 68.
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The Lady’s New-Years Gift: Or Advice to a Daughter (1688)

George Savile, the first Marquess of Halifax (1633–1695), first published The Lady’s New-Years Gift: Or Advice to a Daughter in 1688. This piece of didactic literature advised readers how to respond to different marital problems, how to conduct one’s family and servants, and how to control one’s vanity and pride, among other things. Lord Halifax shared beliefs common among men of his time period, arguing that husbands and wives were not equals but that each sex had key characteristics that the other one lacked. The work was published in London and gained a large readership in both England and the American colonies well into the 18th century.

Lord Halifax was an English political figure who served in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords during the 17th century. He wrote The Lady’s New-Years Gift for his daughter, Elizabeth, who married the third Earl of Chesterfield. The Lady’s New-Years Gift is split into nine sections: “Religion,” “Husband,” “House, Family, and Children,” “Behavior and Conversation,” “Friendships,” “Censure,” “Vanity and Affectation,” “Pride,” and “Diversions.” Throughout the work, Lord Halifax emphasized that a wife’s place is within the home, while her husband’s duties lay outside it.

In “Husband,” one of the most substantial sections, Lord Halifax justified the inferiority of women to men while also describing how men’s and women’s qualities complemented each other. He argued “That there is Inequality in the Sexes, and that for the better Oeconomy of the World, the Men, who were to be the Lawgivers, had the larger share of Reason bestow’d upon them; by which means your Sex is the better prepar’d for the Compliance that is necessary for the better performance of those Duties which seem to be most properly assign’d to it.” He continued, stating that “We are made of differing Tempers, that our Defects may the better be mutually supplied: Your Sex wanteth our Reason for your Conduct, and our Strength for your Protection: Ours wanteth your Gentleness to soften, and to entertain us.” Women lacked reason, but men provided it and benefited from the gentleness women offered them.

Lord Halifax’s more practical advice on marital relations did not assume that his female reader would enter into a happy or well-functioning marriage. Women and men could both be involved in extramarital relations, and he freely admitted that women bore the brunt of the punishment for such dalliances (through pregnancy). However, he consoled his reader that the benefit of this inequality was that women held the honor of preserving the family. Lord Halifax enumerated some of the faults a woman might find in her husband: he could be a drunkard or could be ill-tempered, greedy, or weak and incompetent. In most of these situations, he advised that a wife could turn these faults to her advantage by learning how to diffuse a husband’s temper and by avoiding comments and activities that aggravate poor behavior. Furthermore, he argued that a wife should be happy to marry a man with faults, because those faults make it more difficult for him to judge his companion. Overall, though, a woman should seek a husband who is a kind man and will be an able master.

In “House, Family, and Children,” Halifax advised readers to embrace one’s household duties because they provided a wife with worth and significance. A wife who ignored those duties and relied on her good looks would soon be disappointed to find that her looks had diminished with time and that she had little to contribute to the home. He further argued that a mother should employ kindness to cultivate obedience in her children: “Let them be more in awe of your Kindess than of your Power.”

The Lady’s New-Years Gift was first published anonymously in 1688, and two “corrected” editions quickly came out later the same year. Readers encountered it in a variety of formats: 25 editions of the work itself appeared over almost a century, it was included along with Lord Halifax’s other writings in multiple editions of his Miscellanies, and it was translated into French. Early American colonists imported Lord Halifax’s advice, along with other conduct and etiquette books, into the colonies.
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Lee, Mother Ann (1736–1784)

As founder of the Shakers, Mother Ann Lee was an innovative and powerful religious leader who, like her contemporary Jemima Wilkinson, challenged traditional church authorities in believing that women should be spiritual leaders. Mother Lee exhibited organizational skill that resulted in the establishment of Shaker settlements throughout New England and the Ohio River Valley that survived long after her death.

Much remains unknown about Lee’s early life. Although her tombstone states that she was born on February 29, 1736, no official birth record exists. A baptismal record indicates that she was baptized on June 1, 1742, in Manchester, England. She married Abraham Standerin on January 5, 1762. Although Lee gave birth to four children, none survived to adulthood. These personal tragedies led her to a deeper involvement with a group she joined in 1758—the Shaking Quakers, led by Jane and James Wardley. Like the Quakers, the Wardleys’ worship services involved expressive singing and bodily spasms, thus the group’s moniker “Shakers.” The Wardleys also encouraged adherents to follow the inner light, or conviction of God’s grace, and taught that women could be spiritual leaders. Despite the similarities between Quakers and the Shaking Quakers, scholars have been unable to uncover any formal connection between the two groups.
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Mother Ann Lee founded the Shakers, a religious sect that emerged from the First Great Awakening. She preached and led people at a time when very few women were allowed to even speak in church. (Mary Evans Picture Library/Alamy Stock Photo)

Arrest records indicate that by the early 1770s Lee became one of the group’s primary agitators in Manchester. She frequently appears in town records as a disturber of the peace and a disrupter of religious services. Increased persecution led her to immigrate to North America along with a small group of followers that included her husband and her brother William. Shaker tradition holds that the small band arrived in New York City on August 6, 1774, although the exact date of their arrival is unknown. Once in North America, the group dispersed. At some point after they arrived in New York, Lee’s husband left her. According to her version of events, he could not accept her belief that the citizens of the Kingdom of God had to abstain from sexual intercourse. In 1779, Lee’s group reunited outside of Albany, New York, on a farm owned by Shaker John Partington. This site became Niskayuna, the original Shaker settlement.

The Shakers maintained a low profile until wider events brought them public recognition. With suspicions heightened during the American Revolution, local authorities accused Shakers of disloyalty. Shakers had allegedly discouraged colonists from joining the military to support the Patriot cause. Suspicion continued throughout the war. Lee was arrested on July 24, 1780, and remained imprisoned until December 4, 1780. She returned to Niskayuna after New York authorities decided that she was not a threat to the revolutionary cause.

Sympathetic outsiders also began to notice the communal settlement. The Shakers labored to build a productive farm in the midst of swampland, and their industry attracted notice. Many Americans, such as the New Light Baptist Joseph Meacham, had been involved in the frequent evangelical revivals of the region that had been the Great Awakening and continued to look for a higher spiritual experience. Meacham and others found this experience at Niskayuna. Some people converted to Shakerism before returning to their farms in other parts of New England, while others stayed on at Niskayuna. Conversions also brought negative attention, as clergymen began to question Lee’s authority as well as the community’s strict policy on celibacy.

The spread of Shaker teaching led Lee, William Lee, and James Whittaker to tour New England between 1781 and 1783. This tour allowed them to consolidate their authority over other Shaker communities while also proselytizing. Lee shared authority with William and Whittaker, with the latter actually undertaking most of the public teaching. Although the three Shakers at times received a warm welcome, they also faced persecution. Hardship had adverse effects on their health. William died in the summer of 1784, and Lee died a few months later. Whittaker led the group until his death in 1787. Meacham took over as leader that same year but by 1790 called on Lucy Wright to join him as coleader. Wright held the position until her death in 1821.

Shakers honor Ann Lee with the title “Mother.” Her precise role in Shaker teaching remains unclear, however. Because Lee was most likely illiterate and because her followers stressed divine revelation and the spoken word over written texts, the early Shakers left no written sources describing their distinctive doctrines. It is impossible to know how much historical truth the 1808 Lee biography by Benjamin S. Young contains or the oral accounts collected in the 1816 work Testimonies. The 1781 invective by a Shaker apostate and Baptist minister named Valentine Rathbun constitutes the earliest written source. Thus, reconstructing early Shaker beliefs regarding Lee remains difficult.

It appears that Shakers believed Lee to have a special relationship with God and an important part in inaugurating his kingdom. According to some early accounts, the Shakers believed Lee to be the second incarnation of Christ. Because Shakers seem to define Christ as the spirit of goodness or the principle of wisdom rather than the historical Jesus of Nazareth, this claim does not appear as radical as it at first might seem. At other times, the Shakers described Lee as the woman of Revelation 12, the mother of the persecuted elect. Whatever Lee’s specific role, sources indicate that early Shakers appear to have seen her as a motherly figure, instructing, disciplining, and comforting them and leading them into the restored Kingdom of God on Earth.

Nathan Saunders
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Loyalist Women

People who remained loyal to the British Crown and government during the American Revolution (1775–1783) were called Loyalists. Loyalists included white, Native American, and black women. Because they did not join the winning revolutionary cause, Loyalist women particularly suffered during and after the war.

With hindsight, it is easy for modern Americans to imagine that all colonials were in favor of the Revolution. Northern colonies that tended to be heavily for the Revolution were known as Patriots, while the Southern Colonies contained more Loyalists, or people who thought rebellion was a bad idea. Men had to declare for one side or the other, and this put many colonial American women in a difficult position. Regardless of their personal feelings, wives and daughters were seen as extensions of fathers and husbands under the laws of coverture. Thus, women had little real political choice in their allegiance.

Individuals and mobs often victimized Loyalist women, who were vulnerable to rape and other assaults. Local governments were eager to identify Loyalists and confiscate their property. This caused many Loyalist families to move to either a friendlier town or colony or to Canada or England. Peggy Shippen, who married Patriot army officer Benedict Arnold, had to flee the colonies for London in 1781 when their plot to conspire with the British Army was discovered. Unlike most Loyalist women, Shippen arrived in London a rich and famous woman. She was celebrated for her change in loyalty, and the queen granted her a yearly annuity to pay for her children’s education.

Most Loyalist women did not find themselves in such grand circumstances. Women who fled generally had children with them and left all or most of their belongings behind and had to start all over when they reached safety. Given these difficulties, many Loyalist women chose to stay in the colonies and resist the Patriots. Mary Morris, Margaret Inglis, and Susannah Robinson plotted unsuccessfully to kidnap the mayor of Albany, New York, after the Inglis house was ransacked in 1776. More women hid their husbands and sons from invading armies or helped British soldiers by feeding, housing, and nursing them. The active role that many women took in defending the Loyalist cause strongly suggests that they were more than victims of circumstance and were active agents of their own destiny.

Native Americans found themselves taking sides in the American Revolution as well, in great part because their destiny lay with whoever won the conflict. Colonists continued through the 1700s to expand into Native Americans’ territory, bringing disease and violence with them. Some tribal groups allied with the British, believing that the Crown was the best way to protect their interests, while other groups allied with the Patriots on the principle that the British had not adequately protected them. The powerful Iroquois nation, for example, sided with the British, in part at least because Mohawk leader Molly Brant urged them to do so at a 1777 council meeting.

Patriot rhetoric about freedom and equality did not extend to black Americans, nor did the Continental government suggest that slavery might be antithetical to liberty. Most black colonials were slaves, so they had few choices during the war. Slave women would have had even fewer choices, in part because children anchored them to slavery. In 1775 Lord Dunsmore issued a proclamation in Virginia that offered freedom to any slaves who ran away from their masters and fought for the British. Over 30 percent of the slaves who did so were women, many of whom went to the British Army with their children in tow. In 1779 British general Sir Henry Clinton made slaves much the same offer in New York. As in Virginia, many of the slaves who ran away to the British Army were women with children. Clinton found himself inundated with slave refugees and eventually ordered some of them returned to their masters. About 3,000 of the black Loyalists were relocated to Nova Scotia and then to Sierra Leone and London.

Loyalist women, regardless of race or economic status, faced great difficulty during the American Revolution. Although many Americans celebrate the American Revolution as a triumph of liberty, colonists who remained loyal to the British government did not in general experience it as a positive.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Madison, Dolley (1768–1849)

A child of the American Revolution, Dolley Madison became perhaps the most celebrated woman of her generation. Her fame came from being more than a president’s wife; she was also a skillfully practiced political power. She virtually invented the first lady’s role in Washington politics as an arbiter of parlor politics by influencing her husband and other men with regard to policy and was on equal terms with congressmen and diplomats.
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First Lady Dolley Madison did much to support her husband’s presidency, running a vital and informed political salon where political men could meet, collaborate, and compromise. Her political power in Washington continued until her death in 1849. (Perry-Castaneda Library)

Born Dolley Payne on May 20, 1768, and a Quaker by birth, she did not follow the Society of Friends policy in eschewing politics. Her parents John and Mary Coles Payne settled their family in Virginia, where, also contrary to Quaker teachings, they owned slaves. Her parents emerged as one of Virginia’s largest landowners, grooming their daughter for life in elite society. Madison attended school and had private tutors, where she learned history, languages, and the literature of classical Greece and Rome. When she was about 15 years old her father freed the family’s slaves and moved to Philadelphia. The city, like others in the Americas and throughout the world, was unhygenic by modern standards and rife with disease. Yellow fever probably killed one of Dolley’s brothers. Her father perished several years later. At age 22 Dolley married Philadelphia attorney John Todd. The couple had two sons, John Payne and William. In 1793 John Todd, William, and John’s parents all died from yellow fever.

James Madison (1751–1836), the architect of the U.S. Constitution, met and married the young widow in 1794. In many ways they seemed an odd match. He was 17 years older than her and considerably less cheerful. At five feet eight inches, Dolley towered over James, who stood at five feet three inches. Because James was not a Quaker, the Society of Friends expelled the new Mrs. Madison. Like her father, James was among the Virginia elite who owned slaves, a fact that did not seem to bother Madison at all. Later in her life, in spite of a directive in her husband’s will not to do so, Madison separated slave families and sold slaves for profit.

Dolley Madison ascended the political ladder with her husband. President Thomas Jefferson’s secretary of state, James became president in his own right in 1809. Madison practiced her political skills under the Jefferson administration, sometimes acting as the widowed Jefferson’s hostess. At her husband’s inauguration people remarked that Madison had the dignified appearance of a queen.

Styled as an aristocrat, Madison adorned herself in expensive French gowns. She opened the White House Wednesday evenings to discuss politics and literature. Men came in large numbers in hopes of talking with the first lady. Politicians and diplomats valued her as a discrete agent for people and issues. During the War of 1812 she gained fame for saving first U.S. president George Washington’s portrait from a White House in flames. She had waited for her husband, who was at the battlefront, but when he did not appear she packed her carriages with White House valuables and fled just before the British advance. English officers arrived at the White House so soon after Madison’s escape that they ate the meal she had ordered prepared for dinner. For her bravery Madison became a national hero.

After James’s presidency the couple returned to Virginia. Madison’s status as an elite political woman, however, did not ebb. James owned a 5,000-acre plantation in Virginia called Montpelier and another 1,000 acres in Kentucky.

James Madison, who outlived most of the founding fathers, died in 1836. His death left Dolley Madison bereft. She moved back to the nation’s capital and supervised the publication of her husband’s papers but burned documents she deemed too personal for public consumption. She also sold James’s estate and its slaves to pay Payne’s debts. Congress, eager to receive the former first lady, invited Madison to attend its deliberations whenever she wished, a privilege extended to no other woman of her time. In 1838 Congress purchased James’s papers from Madison, providing her some relief from poverty. Dolley Madison died on July 12, 1849, and was buried in the Congressional Cemetery before being reinterred at Montpelier, where she now lies next to her husband James.
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Mathews, Mother Bernardina (1732–1800)

Mother Bernardina Mathews (sometimes spelled Matthews) founded the first American community of Catholic women in 1790. Mathews was prioress of a largely cloistered Carmelite community in Port Tobacco, Mary-land, until her death in 1800.

Ann Mathews was born in Charles County, Maryland, in 1732, the daughter of Joseph Mathews and Susanna Croycroft. Her family was elite-class Marylanders and also faithful Catholics. Her father died when she was two years old, but her mother’s inheritance and remarriage to Edward Clements secured the financial stability of the family. The colony of Maryland was founded by Lord Baltimore as a place in which the rights of Catholics to practice their religion and conduct business without discrimination could be protected but was returned to Protestant royal control in 1692. The penal laws established against Catholics at this time included a prohibition on religious houses. Because Mathews wished to pursue a religious life, she was forced to go abroad, entering the Carmelite convent at Hoogstraten, located in the Lowlands in what is now Belgium. Three English-speaking convents could be found in Belgium at Antwerp, Liège, and Hoogstraten to accommodate the influx of Catholic women from Great Britain and its colonies. Mathews received the habit on September 30, 1754, taking the name Bernardina Teresa Xavier of Saint Joseph. She made her profession of faith on November 24, 1755, promising obedience, chastity, and poverty to God and the Blessed Virgin Mary of Mount Carmel.

The community at Hoogstraten recognized Mother Bernardina’s religious conviction and leadership potential and appointed her mistress of novices at the completion of her own novitiate. Her studies included language, as she was able to read both her native English and the French spoken in the country surrounding the convent. She was elected prioress of the convent in 1771, serving in that capacity until her departure for Maryland. At the end of the American Revolution, Mother Bernardina received a letter from her brother, Ignatius Mathews, asking her to return to the new nation to found a convent.

The establishment of religious freedom that came with America’s independence opened the door for the exiled religious women to return home, just as the French Revolution and other unrest in Europe made the nuns’ future unclear. In fact, in 1794 the Hoogstraten convent relocated from Belgium to Dorset, England, under pressure from the French. John Carroll, the prefect of Baltimore, gave permission for the establishment of a convent in Maryland, welcoming the Carmelite sisters and their prayers to serve the Catholic population of the new country. At the time there were approximately 25,000 Catholics in the United States, with only 30 priests to serve them. Nearly 15,000 of these Catholics resided in Maryland. Mother Bernardina was among the 4 women who made the trek to the United States, taking with her 2 of her nieces who had joined her in religious life, Susanna and Ann Teresa Mathews, who adopted the names Mary Eleanora of Saint Francis Xavier and Mary Aloysia of the Blessed Trinity, respectively. Joining them were a British nun, Clare Joseph (Dickenson) of the Sacred Heart, and the convent’s confessor, Father Charles Neale, a Jesuit priest and relative of the Mathews family. The party embarked from Holland on April 19, 1790, and arrived in New York, proceeding down the coast of Maryland to their destination, Charles County, on July 10, 1790. Mother Bernardina’s brother Ignatius, who had sent the letter urging her to return to Maryland, died On May 11, 1790, while she was en route to America.

The nuns first established residence at Chandler’s Hope, a property owned by the Neale family. After this property was deemed unsuitable for the needs of the convent, Father Neale acquired land at Port Tobacco, Maryland. This site included 800 acres of land. The religious community was dedicated on the feast day of Saint Teresa of Avila, October 15, 1790. This marked the founding of the first Catholic female religious order in the new United States. Mother Bernardina was named the first prioress of the Carmelite community, and Clare Joseph was named subprioress. Catholics in Maryland had become accustomed to sending their daughters abroad to join religious orders, so the convent was a welcomed addition to the new state.

The Carmelite order is a cloistered group, seeking God through prayer and remaining isolated from the outside world. John Carroll, who had granted permission for the women to return to America, discovered that he had a need for teachers in parochial schools. Much to Carroll’s chagrin, the newly arrived nuns declined his pleas to alter their calling to fill the need for teachers. The sisters would eventually heed the call to teach but only for a short period of time before returning to cloister. This was in keeping with the Carmelite emphasis on contemplative prayer mixed with community action when necessary.

Mother Bernardina served as prioress of the Carmelite community at Port Tobacco until her death in 1800. Following Bernardina’s death, Clare Joseph was promoted to prioress. By 1831 the convent was beset by lawsuits from neighbors and an economic downturn in the area. The City of Baltimore acquired the Port Tobacco convent that year. From 1790 to 2011, 136 women made professions and became members of the Carmelite community descended from the Port Tobacco Carmel and now located in Baltimore. It is estimated that two-thirds of the Carmelite monasteries in the United States can trace their origins to the convent established at Port Tobacco by Mother Bernardina. Carmelite nuns also have orders, including missions and enclosed monasteries, across the world.
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McCauley, Mary (1754–1832)

Mary McCauley is likely the model for the composite character known as Molly Pitcher, a name given to women who assisted soldiers or performed other heroic acts during the American Revolution. McCauley served with her husband at the Battle of Monmouth (June 28, 1778) and served with the Continental Army until the end of the war. It was not until after her death that she became associated with the growing legend of Molly Pitcher.
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A number of women carried water to troops during the American Revolution, inspiring the fictive name “Molly Pitcher.” Mary Hays McCauley took up her husband’s post at the Battle of Monmouth in 1778, making her the most famous “Molly Pitcher.” (National Archives and Records Administration)

Mary Ludwig Hays McCauley was born to German immigrants in New Jersey on October 13, 1754. In 1768 she moved Carlisle, Pennsylvania, to serve in the household of Anna and Dr. William Irvine. That same year McCauley married William (some sources say John) Hays, a barber, and the couple settled in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Hays joined the Continental Army as a gunner in 1776. He served in the 1st Pennsylvania Regiment of artillery, a unit commanded by Dr. Irvine. In 1777, Hays joined the 7th Pennsylvania Regiment. Like many other women, McCauley eventually followed her husband to war, likely serving with a support unit attached to the medical corps or the artillery. Among her jobs was the task of providing water (in pitchers) to the artillery corps.

The legend of Molly Pitcher was born during the Battle of Monmouth. McCauley and her husband were serving with Captain Francis Proctor’s company in the Pennsylvania artillery regiment. Throughout the battle she supplied the tired and wounded men with drinking water and water to cool the cannon. When her husband collapsed from heat stroke (some sources say he was injured in battle), McCauley took his place at the cannon.

Returning home after the war, McCauley and her husband had one son, John Hays, born in 1780. McCauley apparently worked around town as a domestic servant. Her husband died in 1789 from wounds sustained during the war, and in 1793 she married George McCauley, a stone cutter, a Revolutionary War veteran, and a friend of her first husband’s.

On February 18, 1822, Mary McCauley petitioned the Pennsylvania assembly for a pension. That same year the body passed “An Act for the Relief of Molly M’Kolly, for Her Service during the Revolutionary War” and awarded her an annual pension of $40. McCauley died on January 22, 1833, and is buried in Carlisle. There was no mention of her connection to the Molly Pitcher legend in her obituary. In 1856, however, her son’s obituary claims that he was the son of the famous Molly Pitcher. By the centennial of the American Revolution, the town of Carlisle, Pennsylvania, agreed with this claim. On July 4, 1876, it erected a white marble statue over her grave, dedicated to “Molly Pitcher, the heroine of Monmouth.”

Although there are many legends associated with the name Molly Pitcher, two elements remain essentially consistent across stories: the legendary Molly took her husband’s place at cannon, and her actions took place in the Battle of Monmouth. In 1830 Freeman Current published American Anecdotes, which included the story of Molly Pitcher fulfilling her wifely duties by taking her fallen husband’s place at the cannon. The 1835 Cyclopedia of American History presented Pitcher as a fierce Patriot who provided water to all the soldiers on the battlefield. Newspaper articles circulating in this period also presented Pitcher as an ardent Patriot who demanded to serve in her husband’s stead.

Perhaps the most influential figure in the crafting of the Molly Pitcher legend was George Washington Parke Custis, George Washington’s step grandson. In 1840, Custis began publishing serialized accounts of important moments of the American Revolution in the National Intelligencer under the title “Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington.” In his column describing the Battle of Monmouth, Custis described “Molly” as a brash camp follower who spoke with an Irish brogue and stopped the cannon after taking up the ramrod when several artillerymen had been killed. He claimed that Pitcher received the personal thanks of General Washington as well as a piece of gold for her service at the cannon. Custis added to the legend in 1843 when he described Pitcher as a camp follower who washed soldiers’ clothing while wearing an artilleryman’s uniform and hat.

McCauley herself left almost no records of her life aside from pension applications. Private Joseph Plumb Martin, whose memoir was first published in 1830, described a woman helping her husband fire artillery at Monmouth, a cannonball passing directly through her legs and tearing her petticoat. In 1927, William Stryker quoted the diary of Dr. Albigence Waldo in his work The Battle of Monmouth. Waldo claimed that a wounded officer had described a woman who allegedly took up a gun (or some sort of artillery) after her husband became incapacitated. Neither story mentions Mary McCauley or Molly Pitcher by name.

Further complicating the legend is the fact that two other women who served during the war have also occasionally been referred to as Molly Pitcher. One is Deborah Sampson, a woman from Massachusetts who disguised herself in men’s clothing and enlisted in the Continental Army under the name Robert Shurtleff. Another candidate for the legend of Molly Pitcher is Margaret Corbin, occasionally referred to as “Captain Molly.” Corbin worked a cannon with her husband at Fort Washington in New York in 1776, and she was the first woman to receive a pension from the U.S. government for her service during the American Revolutionary War.
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McCrea, Jane (1752–1777)

As a young woman engaged to a British soldier during the American Revolution, Jane McCrea, allegedly murdered in 1777 by Native Americans, fueled a propaganda war in the colonies and spawned debates over the use of Native American allies in war. Her story became a popular subject for artists and writers in the 19th century as a symbol of the predation of white women by men of color, or the supposed savage Other.

Jane McCrea was born in Bedminster (now Lamington), New Jersey, in 1752 to James McCrea and Mary Graham McCrea, both immigrants from Scotland. After her father’s death in 1769, McCrea lived with her eldest brother, John, and his family in the upper Hudson River Valley, not far from the remote British outpost of Fort Edward. At the outbreak of the American Revolution in 1775, McCrea’s family divided their loyalties between the revolutionaries (or Patriots) and those remaining faithful to the British Crown, the Loyalists. Three of her brothers joined the Continental Army, but two others remained with the British military. In late 1776, McCrea became engaged to David Jones, a loyalist who joined the forces led by General John Burgoyne.

In the summer of 1777, Burgoyne launched his assault on the Hudson Valley region. Throughout the campaign he relied on Native Americans from the Iroquois Confederacy, a group of six tribes living across upper New York state. After Burgoyne’s forces recaptured Fort Ticonderoga on July 6, 1777, most Patriots abandoned the Fort Edward area in anticipation of a British attack, but McCrea chose to remain behind in the hope of seeing her fiancé. On July 17, 1777, she traveled to Fort Edward to visit her friend Mrs. Sarah McNeil, who was packing to leave for Albany. The two women were discovered by a Native American scouting party under the command of Burgoyne. McNeil was eventually delivered to the British camp, but a second raiding party returned only with McCrea’s scalp. Her dead body, which also bore a bullet wound, was found the next day near Fort Edward. There are conflicting accounts of McCrea’s death. One version claims that her captors argued over who would take credit for seizing her, and therefore earn a reward for delivering her to her fiancé, and that she was murdered as they attempted to settle the dispute. A different account reports that McCrea was accidentally shot by Americans (aiming for the Native Americans) withdrawing from Fort Edward.

General Burgoyne faced a serious dilemma in the wake of McCrea’s death. He knew that he could not punish the Native Americans involved without losing their support. However, his lack of action was perceived by Americans on both sides of the war as an unwillingness or inability to keep his Native American allies under control. George Washington and American commander Horatio Gates recognized the propaganda value of McCrea’s death and used the incident to charge the British and their Native American allies with brutal treatment of noncombatants, particularly women. In a letter to Burgoyne in September 1777, Gates alleged that McCrea was murdered in her wedding dress, and he accused Burgoyne of employing murderers. Both Gates’s letter and accounts of McCrea’s murder were widely published in colonial newspapers, likely earning sympathy for the Patriot cause in upstate New York and New England. The story even reached London where, in the House of Commons, Edmund Burke used the example of McCrea’s death to denounce the British policy of using Native American allies in warfare. The Continental Army likely used McCrea’s death as a recruiting tactic for the remainder of the Revolution. Certainly Gates’s ranks more than doubled after the American success at Ticonderoga and news of McCrea’s murder.

Thousands of men, women, and children were captured or killed in the wars between colonists and Native Americans, yet McCrea continued to inspire popular culture for decades after her death. Most visual and textual representations perpetuated racial stereotypes of an innocent and unprotected American maiden gratuitously attacked by savage Native Americans. Examples include John Vanderlyn’s painting The Death of Jane McCrea, exhibited in the Paris Salon of 1804. This was the first American tableau d’histoire ever to be accepted in that prestigious international art exposition. Joel Barlow commissioned the image to illustrate his 1807 epic poem The Columbiad, which celebrated American victory over the British. Both pieces emphasize McCrea’s vulnerability at the hands of her stronger well-armed captors. McCrea inspired a number of additional paintings and lithographs in the 19th and 20th centuries. Asher B. Durand’s Murder of Miss McCrea (1839) places her on horseback, watching a group of Native Americans engage in a heated argument with tomahawks raised. The other raiding party—or perhaps McCrea’s potential rescuers—appear powerless in the distance. In 1900, McCrea made her first appearance on a calendar for Glen Falls Insurance Company. Based on a painting by F. C. Yohn titled The Capture of Jane McCrea, our heroine appears resigned to her fate, fully dressed in her wedding costume.

McCrea also appeared in numerous texts in the 19th century, each telling, or inventing, a different part of her story. In Michel René Hilliard-d’Auberteuil’s 1784 novel Miss McCrea: A Novel of the American Revolution, McCrea is presented as a disobedient daughter who foolishly gave her heart to a Loyalist. In 19th-century works such as The Life of Jane McCrea, with an Account of Burgoyne’s Expedition in 1777, published by David Wilson in 1853, McCrea is a romantic heroine driven by her heart rather than by reason. McCrea’s death also served as an inspiration for similar events recounted by James Fenimore Cooper in his novel The Last of the Mohicans. In each work McCrea remains a victim and a martyr to American independence.

Kathleen Barker
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Mecom, Jane Franklin (1712–1794)

Jane Franklin Mecom was Benjamin Franklin’s youngest and favorite sibling. Although lacking formal education, she carried on a lifelong correspondence with the brother who left home when she was only 11 years old. Their exchanges and their comparative lives offer insight into the role of gender in early American life as well as the challenges central to life in 18th-century North America.

Born on March 27, 1712, Jane Franklin was 1 of Josiah and Abiah Folger Franklin’s 10 children (Josiah had 7 children with his first wife) and the only sibling younger than Benjamin. While colonial life tested most women, Jane had more than her share of challenges. As the youngest female child, she took care of her parents in their declining years. That burden was made no easier by her own family situation. At age 15 she married Edward Mecom, but he proved to be an erratic provider. She had 12 children within a span of 22 years, only 1 of whom was still alive at her death. One of her sons died fighting in the American Revolutionary War, and 2 suffered from mental illness. Other children suffered from poverty and struggled to stay out of debtors’ prison. All of these domestic travails made Mecom’s life one of hardship and heartache.

As the sister of two printers and the mother of another, Mecom read far more than the average colonial white woman and was considerably well versed in the events of her time. Mecom and her brother Benjamin had a special relationship. She was long touted as Franklin’s favorite sibling, and their lifelong correspondence revealed much about their disparate lives. In fact, because the letters he wrote to his sister were more likely to include discussion of political issues than were letters sent even to his wife, the sibling exchanges have offered historians a distinctive look into Franklin’s thinking. Franklin’s letters also reveal a personal familial side. Upon hearing that his sister planned to marry, he wrote her to be sure that she understood that a good wife was both frugal and industrious. Franklin had considered sending a tea table for a wedding present, but he reconsidered, recognizing that such a gift ran counter to his more practical admonitions.

Meanwhile, their correspondence reveals at least one major difference in their worldview, as Mecom often bemoaned her brother’s lack of religious faith. The contrast in their daily lives represented an even greater gap. While Franklin represented the colonies in Europe and was the most famous American in the world, Mecom embodied the experience of the white colonists whose lives were directly impacted, often to their detriment, by the developing conflict between the Crown and the colonies. For example, the Townshend Acts boycott forced Mecom to close her hat and bonnet making business because she used materials from England that Franklin had secured. Meanwhile, the exodus from Boston caused by the Crown’s dissolution of the Massachusetts General Assembly caused Mecom to lose some of her best boarders.

In the aftermath of the Revolution as the United States struggled to make its new democratic experiment a success, Mecom witnessed the challenges that befell the young republic. She wrote about the sympathy she felt for the debtors whose cause was pursued by Daniel Shays and his comrades in the western part of Massachusetts. At the same time, she expressed great pride in the fact that her older brother continued to be among the leaders who sought to address the problems of governing a new young country.

When Franklin died, he bequeathed to Mecom the house in which she lived, assuring her security in old age. Jane Franklin Mecom died at home on May 7, 1794. Her home was later destroyed to make room for a monument to Paul Revere. She lived a full life, one that reflected the changing times in which she had lived, first as a British colonist and later as a citizen of the United States and the favorite sister of the nascent nation’s most famous man.
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Correspondence of Benjamin Franklin with Catherine Ray Greene (1755, 1775, 1776)

Benjamin Franklin maintained a friendship and a correspondence with Catherine Ray Greene, the wife of William Greene, from 1754 until his death in 1790. Although more than 100 letters between the two are extant, they only met in person five times, the last occasion being in Philadelphia in 1776. Catherine Greene was also close friends with Franklin’s sister Jane Mecom, wife of Edward Mecom of Boston. When Boston was besieged by colonial forces in 1775, Jane Mecom fled the city and stayed with Greene at her home in Warwick, Rhode Island. Some of the letters in the correspondence and reproduced here are from Mecom.

1. CATHARINE RAY AT BLOCK ISLAND (OFF RHODE ISLAND) TO FRANKLIN AT PHILADELPHIA (1755)

Block Island June ye 28th [1755]

Dear, Dear Sir

Excues my writeing when I tell you it is the great regard I have for you will not let me be Silent, for Absence rather increasis than lesens my affections then, my not receiveing one line from you in answer to 3 of my last letters March ye 3d & 31st and April ye 28th gives me a Vast deal of uneasiness and occation’d many tears, for Suerly I have wrote too much and you are affronted with me or have not received my letters in which I have Said a thousand things that nothing Should have tempted me to [have] Said to any body els for I knew they wold be Safe with you—I’ll only beg the favor of one line what is become of my letters tel me you are well and for give me & love me one thousandth Part So well as I do you and then I will be Contented and Promise an amendment, it is with the greatest reluctance I Shall finish my letter with out telling you of Some great alterations Since my last but you have my Promise So I will Pray God to Bless you with the Best of Blessings and Subcribe my Self Dear Sir

your most Sincere affectionate & obliged friend

C Ray

My Proper Respects to Mrs Franklin & Daugter

Pray take Care of your health and except the Sugar Plums they are every one Sweetn’d as you used to like

2. JANE (FRANKLIN) MECOM AND CATHARINE (RAY) GREENE AT WARWICK TO BENJAMIN FRANKLIN AT PHILADELPHIA (1775)

… but throw the Goodnes of God I am at last Got Saif Hear & kindly Reeved by Mr Green & His wife (who to my grate comfort when I had got Pac’t up what I Expected to have liberty to carey out intending to Seek my fourtune with hundred others not knowing whither) Sent me an Invitation in a leter to Mrs Patridg of which I gladly acepted an the day I arived at Prove-dence had the unspeakable Pleasure of hearing my Dear Brother was Saif arived at His own home, Blessed be God for all His mercys to me an unworthy Creature, these People [the Greenes] Seem formed for Hospitality Apear to be Pleasd with the vast Adition to there famely which consists of old M r Gough [Gooch] & wife, there Sons wife & negro boy, Mr Thomas Leverett’s wife 2 Children & a made, my Self an Grand Daughter [Jane Flagg] who I could not leve if I had it would have been her Death, & they Expect this Day 3 more of M r Leveretts chill,n young Mr Gouge, Suckey [Susannah Hubbard] & Mrs Pateridg & Daughter. & Seem as tho there harts were open to all the world. …

Dear Brother I am tould you will be joynd to the Congress & that they will Remove to conetecut [Connecticut] will you Premit me to come & See you there Mrs Green Says She will go with me—Jane

My Dear Dear Friend Welcom a Hundred times Welcom to our once happy Land, Are you in Health and allow me to ask you the old question over a gain if you are the Same good old Soul—Caty

3. JANE (FRANKLIN) MECOM AND CATHARINE (RAY) GREENE AT WARWICK TO BENJAMIN FRANKLIN AT PHILADELPHIA (1775)

Warwick July 14—1775

The Concern I knew my Ever Dear Brother would be in to know what was become of me made me take the first opertunity to write to him & twice Since, but did not reeve a line from you till the day befor yesterday when I reed yrs of the 17 June & this Day I have reed the first you wrot, it had been Returnd from Cambridg & had lane 3 weeks in Newport office, your care for me at this time Added to the Innumerable Instances of yr Goodnes to me gives me grat comfort under the Difeculties I feel with others but not in a grater Degree for I am in want of nothing haveing mony Suficent to Saport me Some time if I Should go to board (which however mrs Green will not Consent to) & I have with me most of the things I had to Sell & now & then Sell Som Small mater …

(Postscript by Catharine Greene)

My Dear Friend your letter which [I] had the Pleasure of Receiving gave me great Pleasure as it gave me a fresh Proff of your own Dear Self, & being once more on the Same Land with us, your Dear good Sister Grew Very impatient till She heard from you and began to fear you was not Come She was kind enough to Shew me her letter and you are fear full She will be trouble Some but be assurd that her Company Richly Pays as She goes a long and we are Very happy to gether and [I] Shall not Consent to Spare her to any body but her Dear Brother was he to Stay at home and Be Positive but if you are to Journey we must have her for She is my mama and friend and I tell her we are Rich that we have a lot here and another there and have 3 or 4 of them and we Divert one

4. JANE (FRANKLIN) MECOM AT PHILADELPHIA TO WILLIAM GREENE AT WARWICK BUT INTENDED FOR CATY GREENE (1776)

Philadelphia 8th may 1776

My Dear friend

you can’t Imagin the Anxiety I have been in Since I reeved yr last, hearing then of yr famely being So Sick & not a word Since maks me fear Every thing, you can’t Surely Sopose I Should think any thing of paying postage on any Extroydenary ocation I Sent won large paquet to Governer Cook without a word of Apolegy you must make it for me for it was by yr order, & I had not time to write a word. I have Sent a nother by yr Brother Wards Servant which I hope you will git Saif & Soon, ansure me quick I besech you by the post, but prehaps I may meet it for there has been a Alaram hear to Day which Almost Determins me to Sett out for NewEngland Directly & if I Should I Shall take Ray with me for He would Brake His hart if I Should Leave Him & I have promised I will not, I cannot hear whither my Daughters Goods are Gone as well as mine but Expect theye are, & I think there is but very litle Chance for her Husband to Escape being taken, She looks on her Self alredy as a Disconsolat widdow Intreets me to promis her I will Return that we may live to gather, what if I Should go & take yt House Mr Leverett had near Provedence do you think we could git a liveing in the way they began I am afraid Boston is not Sufficiently fortified yet. I thought not to tell you the circumstanc of the Alarm as you may hear it as quick & more perfict in the News Papers but I will Just tell you that two Ships the Roebuck & a nother came up the River I forgit how many mils Distant from the City when a number of armed Gondelos & fier Ships went Down to Ingage them there was Grat fiering all Day till five o clock & there is an Expres come brings News they have Shatered them boath much & Drove the Roebuck on Shore the Same that was Ashore on Sunday week but go off again it is Expected She will be Taken, Ray Desiers me to Remember His Duty love & Respects where it is Due & pleas to Do the Same for your Affectionat friend

Jane Mecom

5. CATHARINE (RAY) GREENE AT WARWICK TO BENJAMIN FRANKLIN AT PHILADELPHIA (1776)

Warwick July ye 3d 1776

My Dearly belovd Friend

I Gladly once more Welcom you To your own home though I Lament the occation hope by this you have Recoverd your Health & the Pheteiuge of So Disagreeable a Tuor & have Resumd the Chearfull agreeable BENJAMIN FRANKLIN Pray God to Preserve you long a Blessing to your family Friends & Ingurd Country We have Disagreeable accounts from N-York and Quebeck But Still hope there Is Virtue & Stability enough in our friends to Send our Enemies a Shamd to there own homes, and be Simple Bread & Water the Portion of theire Cheifs and that in a Dungeon But I Reflect is not Such guilty Conciencionss Punishment enought He leave them to a Higer Power, And to our agreeable Corrispond which has been So long Bar,d I think your last favor is Jany 27th a long while indeed But you have been Sick and in a Strange Land do give Sister Some little account of it and She will give it me for She is a Dear good Woman and I know you have not time—In yours you wrote you had Put Ray to Lattin School which we was much Pleasd with as we Proposd giving him learning if his Capacity was good enough of which being Parents we did not think our Selves Judges Mr Greene was Just in Since my writeing and Designd to have wrote him Self to you but tis a Severe Drougth with us and has a Number of People makeing Hay So that is obligd to be with them But Desires his Kind Regards to you and Many thanks for your Care of his Boy and Says he hopes you will Call upon him for Money when ever you think fit for he does not love large Sums against him and would be Glad to know what Sum would Carry him throw Colledg and if you think tis Best for him to Come home this Vacancy whether he would be Willing to go again or not I Could Deny my Self any Pleasure for My Childrens advantage those at home with Jenny & the family are all well and Joyn in Respects to you I dont know but think Jenny is like to get one of our best Matches you are So good a friend to Matrimony that you will be Glad to hear of it I Could Run much farther but fear the Post will be gone So I bid you Day Day God Bless

your friend that loves you Dearly

Caty Greene

Brother Hubbart Desires his love to all

6. JANE (FRANKLIN) MECOM AT WARWICK TO SARAH (FRANKLIN) BACHE AT PHILADELPHIA (1776)

I have, as you suppose, heard of your ladies noble and generous subscription for the army, and honour them for it; and if a hearty good will in me would effect it would follow your example; but I fear what my influence would procure would be so diminutive we should be ashamed to offer it. I live in an obscure place, have but little acquaintance, and those not very rich; but, you may say, a mite has been accepted and may be again, but there was a time when there was more religion and less pride. I really believe our friend Mrs Greene would be forward to set the example here as any of your ladies, had she the power, but her family have suffered extremely in their fortune by the depreciation: several of their farms were let on lease, and had the paper money tendered to them, and could not help themselves: great part of their interest lay in Block Island, where they could get nothing, as the person has proved dishonest and poor, and a debt he had contracted in paper money, the creditor living in Newport, where he could not get at him to discharge it [because of the British occupation], and now the Britons have left it, insists on silver and the Gov r has paid it; I forget whether it was four thousand pound or four thousand dollars, but either is a great sum in silver at this day.

Source: William Greene Roelker, ed., Benjamin Franklin and Catharine Ray Greene: Their Correspondence 1755–1790 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1949). Reprinted with permission. Available at http://archive.org/stream/benjaminfranklin1949fran/benjaminfranklin1949fran_djvu.txt.



Morris, Mary (1749–1827)

A strong supporter of American independence from England and a celebrated hostess to the early leaders of the new country, Mary White Morris was born on April 13, 1749, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. She was the youngest child of Thomas and Esther White, who had settled in Maryland but later moved to Philadelphia, where the family prospered. As a prominent member of the Philadelphia social community Morris married wealthy shipping magnate Robert Morris on March 2, 1769, giving him three sons and two daughters in the course of the marriage. Their home, Hills, became a novelty at that time, with its tropical fruit, a fishpond, and an icehouse. Mary Morris’s life and that of her family would be closely interwoven with the progress of the American Revolutionary War and the rise of the new U.S. government, as Robert Morris would eventually work on and sign the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the U.S. Constitution.

As a delegate to the assembly of Pennsylvania, Robert Morris was appointed to the Second Continental Congress and became a financier for the Continental Army of George Washington, while Mary’s brother William was appointed chaplain to the Congress. In December 1776 as the British forces were advancing on Philadelphia, the Congress moved to Baltimore. Robert Morris stayed in the city to protect his holdings but sent his wife and children to safety in Baltimore, where she stayed with her parents. Similar to Abigail Adams, Mary Morris was in regular correspondence with her husband, sending him what war news she could along with updates on their parents, children, and friends.

In March 1777 Mary Morris returned to Philadelphia, but in December the British captured the city, and their home had to be abandoned for a time. The Congress moved to Lancaster and then York, Pennsylvania, but reassembled again in Philadelphia in July 1778. As the wife of a powerful member of Congress, Morris entertained political guests in her home in much the same way Dolley Madison would do for future presidents Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in later years. At Morris’s events politics was the talk of the day, and many useful alliances were born. As the Morrises were supporters of the American Revolution, there were frequent visits by prominent French representatives to their house. The Prince de Broglie and the Chevalier de la Luzerne lavishly praised the housekeeping and hospitality during such a visit in 1782. Mary Morris’s elegance, style, and sophisticated manners as a hostess made the elite of society feel at home in her house and helped convince the French to become allies of the new American government. George Washington was a close friend of the couple and often stayed in their house. He resided there in May 1787 when the Constitutional Convention opened in Independence Hall for the reworking of the Articles of Confederation.

After Robert was elected as a senator in October 1788, Morris accompanied Martha Washington to New York to see General Washington sworn in as the president on April 30, 1789. In the dinner parties given by the president, Morris and her husband were regular guests. When Philadelphia became the national capital, Morris and her husband rented their house for the sum of $1 per year to the new government to be used as the president’s home.

With the ruin of the American land market in the late 1790s, Robert Morris incurred heavy losses from his involvement in land speculation. He was incarcerated for debts between February 1798 and August 1801 at Prune Street Prison in Philadelphia. Morris regularly visited her husband in prison. At this time Washington appealed to Morris and her daughter to stay in his home, but she remained with other family.

Robert Morris died in May 1806. Mary Morris received an annuity of $1,500 for the rest of her life from the Holland Land Company. In 1824, General Lafayette visited the city, and Morris was still prominent enough to attend the reception given in his honor on October 5. Morris died on January 16, 1827, and was buried in the family graveyard.

Patit Paban Mishra

See also Adams, Abigail; Revolutionary War and Women
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Murray, Judith Sargent (1751–1820)

Born May 1, 1751, in Gloucester, Massachusetts, Judith Sargent Murray was the eldest child of Winthrop and Judith Sargent. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries Murray was part of an international debate about the place of women in society, which she contributed to through writing. She believed that traditional gender roles should not deter women from achieving their ambitions and questioned why society put limits on even its most talented women. Throughout her life Murray wrote for several magazines and completed three plays, often under assumed names such as Constantia or the male name Mr. Vigilius, nicknamed “The Gleaner.”

In 1769, Murray married ship captain John Stevens. She and her family became followers of the Universalist faith in 1770 and befriended a traveling minister, John Murray, who became her mentor. Her family donated land for him to build America’s first Universalist/Unitarian meetinghouse. Because of the American Revolution, Murray’s husband went bankrupt, forcing them to flee to the West Indies to avoid creditors. There she turned to writing as a means of income. She had been a prolific correspondent and had already begun to keep copies of all her letters before mailing them, similar to the habit of Thomas Jefferson.

Murray published works to promote Unitarian beliefs and her belief in the equality of the sexes, such as “Desultory Thoughts upon the Utility of Encouraging a Degree of Self-Complacency, Especially in Female Bosoms” (1784).

After Stevens died in 1786, Murray returned to the United States and in 1788 married John Murray. In 1792, Judith Murray started writing a column for Massachusetts Magazine, her first use of “The Gleaner” as pseudonym. In 1795 she became the first woman to have a play produced in Boston, The Medium or Virtue Triumphant. While its lead character, Eliza Clairville, desires a marriage of equals and refuses marriage until she achieves her own financial security, it too was written under a pseudonym, “A Citizen of the United States.” In 1798, again in financial difficulties caused by her husband, Murray published The Gleaner, three volumes of plays, poetry, and prose popular among the Founding Fathers. George Washington and John Adams wrote endorsements to help her solicit subscribers for early purchase.

Murray’s feminist ideology came forth in an essay she wrote and kept in her files but did not publish titled “On the Equality of the Sexes” in 1779. Had she published it and done it under her own name, scholars might have ranked Murray among the earliest feminists along with the English writer Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797), who published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792. Murray’s arguments are still being repeated today: “Will it be said that the judgment of a male of two years old, is more sage than that of a female’s of the same age? I believe the reverse is generally observed to be true. But from that period what partiality! How is the one exalted, and the other depressed, by the contrary modes of education which are adopted! The one is taught to aspire, and the other is early confined and limited. As their years increase, the sister must be wholly domesticated, while the brother is led by the hand through all the flowery paths of science. Grant that their minds are by nature equal, yet who shall wonder at the apparent superiority, if indeed custom becomes second nature.”

With that attitude, Murray helped found a female academy south of Boston in 1802 to teach women. Then when her second husband died in 1815, she finished his autobiography and moved to Natchez, Mississippi, where her one surviving child lived. Murray died there on June 9, 1820.

In the 1990s Unitarian minister Gordon Gibson journeyed to Murray’s last residence, where he found Murray’s papers intact. These letters and other memorabilia revealed Murray to have been an ambitious writer, one who sought both to be taken seriously by scholars and critics and to be popular with the masses.

Christopher Cumo

See also A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
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Part 1 of Judith Sargent Murray’s “On the Equality of the Sexes” (1790)

Judith Sargent Murray’s (1751–1820) essay “On the Equality of the Sexes” predates Mary Wollstonecraft’s much more famous A Vindication of the Rights of Woman by two years. Like Wollstonecraft, Murray argues that women have as much intellectual capacity as men. Here is the first part of Murray’s two-part essay.

TO THE EDITORS OF THE MASSACHUSETTS MAGAZINE,

GENTLEMEN,

The following ESSAY is yielded to the patronage of Candour.—If it hath been anticipated, the testimony of many respectable persons, who saw it in manuscripts as early as the year 1779, can obviate the imputation of plagiarism.

THAT minds are not alike, full well I know,

This truth each day’s experience will show;

To heights surprising some great spirits soar,

With inborn strength mysterious depths explore;

Their eager gaze surveys the path of light,

Confest it stood to Newton’s piercing sight.

Deep science, like a bashful maid retires,

And but the ardent breast her worth inspires;

By perseverance the coy fair is won.

And Genius, led by Study, wears the crown.

But some there are who wish not to improve

Who never can the path of knowledge love,

Whose souls almost with the dull body one,

With anxious care each mental pleasure shun;

Weak is the level’d, enervated mind,

And but while here to vegetate design’d.

The torpid spirit mingling with its clod,

Can scarcely boast its origin from God;

Stupidly dull—they move progressing on—

They eat, and drink, and all their work is done.

While others, emulous of sweet applause,

Industrious seek for each event a cause,

Tracing the hidden springs whence knowledge flows,

Which nature all in beauteous order shows.

Yet cannot I their sentiments imbibe,

Who this distinction to the sex ascribe,

As if a woman’s form must needs enrol,

A weak, a servile, an inferiour soul;

And that the guise of man must still proclaim,

Greatness of mind, and him, to be the same:

Yet as the hours revolve fair proofs arise,

Which the bright wreath of growing fame supplies;

And in past times some men have sunk so low,

That female records nothing less can show.

But imbecility is still confin’d,

And by the lordly sex to us consign’d;

They rob us of the power t’improve,

And then declare we only trifles love;

Yet haste the era, when the world shall know,

That such distinctions only dwell below;

The soul unfetter’d, to no sex confin’d,

Was for the abodes of cloudless day design’d.

Mean time we emulate their manly fires,

Though erudition all their thoughts inspires,

Yet nature with equality imparts

And noble passions, swell e’en female hearts.

Is it upon mature consideration we adopt the idea, that nature is thus partial in her distributions? Is it indeed a fact, that she hath yielded to one half of the human species so unquestionable a mental superiority? I know that to both sexes elevated understandings, and the reverse, are common. But, suffer me to ask, in what the minds of females are so notoriously deficient, or unequal. May not the intellectual powers be ranged under these four heads—imagination, reason, memory and judgment. The province of imagination hath long since been surrendered to us, and we have been crowned and undoubted sovereigns of the regions of fancy. Invention is perhaps the most arduous effort of the mind; this branch of imagination hath been particularly ceded to us, and we have been time out of mind invested with that creative faculty. Observe the variety of fashions (here I bar the contemptuous smile) which distinguish and adorn the female world: how continually are they changing, insomuch that they almost render the wise man’s assertion problematical, and we are ready to say, there is something new under the sun. Now what a playfulness, what an exuberance of fancy, what strength of inventine imagination, doth this continual variation discover? Again, it hath been observed, that if the turpitude of the conduct of our sex, hath been ever so enormous, so extremely ready are we, that the very first thought presents us with an apology, so plausible, as to produce our actions even in an amiable light. Another instance of our creative powers, is our talent for slander; how ingenious are we at inventive scandal? what a formidable story can we in a moment fabricate merely from the force of a prolifick imagination? how many reputations, in the fertile brain of a female, have been utterly despoiled? how industrious are we at improving a hint? suspicion how easily do we convert into conviction, and conviction, embellished by the power of eloquence, stalks abroad to the surprise and confusion of unsuspecting innocence. Perhaps it will be asked if I furnish these facts as instances of excellency in our sex. Certainly not; but as proofs of a creative faculty, of a lively imagination. Assuredly great activity of mind is thereby discovered, and was this activity properly directed, what beneficial effects would follow. Is the needle and kitchen sufficient to employ the operations of a soul thus organized? I should conceive not, Nay, it is a truth that those very departments leave the intelligent principle vacant, and at liberty for speculation. Are we deficient in reason? we can only reason from what we know, and if an opportunity of acquiring knowledge hath been denied us, the inferiority of our sex cannot fairly be deduced from thence. Memory, I believe, will be allowed us in common, since everyone’s experience must testify, that a loquacious old woman is as frequently met with, as a communicative man; their subjects are alike drawn from the fund of other times, and the transactions of their youth, or of maturer life, entertain, or perhaps fatigue you, in the evening of their lives.

“But our judgment is not so strong—we do not distinguish so well.”—Yet it may be questioned, from what doth this superiority, in this determining faculty of the soul, proceed. May we not trace its source in the difference of education, and continued advantages? Will it be said that the judgment of a male of two years old, is more sage than that of a female’s of the same age? I believe the reverse is generally observed to be true. But from that period what partiality! how is the one exalted, and the other depressed, by the contrary modes of education which are adopted! the one is taught to aspire, and the other is early confined and limitted. As their years increase, the sister must be wholly domesticated, while the brother is led by the hand through all the flowery paths of science. Grant that their minds are by nature equal, yet who shall wonder at the apparent superiority, if indeed custom becomes second nature; nay if it taketh place of nature, and that it doth the experience of each day will evince. At length arrived at womanhood, the uncultivated fair one feels a void, which the employments allotted her are by no means capable of filling. What can she do? to books she may not apply; or if she doth, to those only of the novel kind, lest she merit the appellation of a learned lady; and what ideas have been affixed to this term, the observation of many can testify. Fashion, scandal, and sometimes what is still more reprehensible, are then called in to her relief; and who can say to what lengths the liberties she takes may proceed. Meantimes she herself is most unhappy; she feels the want of a cultivated mind. Is she single, she in vain seeks to fill up time from sexual employments or amusements. Is she united to a person whose soul nature made equal to her own, education hath set him so far above her, that in those entertainments which are productive of such rational felicity, she is not qualified to accompany him. She experiences a mortifying consciousness of inferiority, which embitters every enjoyment. Doth the person to whom her adverse fate hath consigned her, possess a mind incapable of improvement, she is equally wretched, in being so closely connected with an individual whom she cannot but despise. Now, was she permitted the same instructors as her brother, (with an eye however to their particular departments) for the employment of a rational mind an ample field would be opened. In astronomy she might catch a glimpse of the immensity of the Deity, and thence she would form amazing conceptions of the august and supreme Intelligence. In geography she would admire Jehovah in the midst of his benevolence; thus adapting this globe to the various wants and amusements of its inhabitants. In natural philosophy she would adore the infinite majesty of heaven, clothed in condescension; and as she traversed the reptile world, she would hail the goodness of a creating God. A mind, thus filled, would have little room for the trifles with which our sex are, with too much justice, accused of amusing themselves, and they would thus be rendered fit companions for those, who should one day wear them as their crown. Fashions, in their variety, would then give place to conjectures, which might perhaps conduce to the improvements of the literary world; and there would be no leisure for slander or detraction. Reputation would not then be blasted, but serious speculations would occupy the lively imaginations of the sex. Unnecessary visits would only be indulged by way of relaxation, or to answer the demands of consanguinity and friendship. Females would become discreet, their judgments would be invigorated, and their partners for life being circumspectly chosen, an unhappy Hymen would then be as rare, as is now the reverse.

Will it be urged that those acquirements would supersede our domestick duties. I answer that every requisite in female economy is easily attained; and, with truth I can add, that when once attained, they require no further mental attention. Nay, while we are pursuing the needle, or the superintendency of the family, I repeat, that our minds are at full liberty for reflection; that imagination may exert itself in full vigor; and that if a just foundation is early laid, our ideas will then be worthy of rational beings. If we were industrious we might easily find time to arrange them upon paper, or should avocations press too hard for such an indulgence, the hours allotted for conversation would at least become more refined and rational. Should it still be vociferated, “Your domestick employments are sufficient”—I would calmly ask, is it reasonable, that a candidate for immortality, for the joys of heaven, an intelligent being, who is to spend an eternity in contemplating the works of the Deity, should at present be so degraded, as to be allowed no other ideas, than those which are suggested by the mechanism of a pudding, or the sewing the seams of a garment? Pity that all such censurers of female improvement do not go one step further, and deny their future existence; to be consistent they surely ought.

Yes, ye lordly, ye haughty sex, our souls are by nature equal to yours; the same breath of God animates, enlivens, and invigorates us; and that we are not fallen lower than yourselves, let those witness who have greatly towered above the various discouragements by which they have been so heavily oppressed; and though I am unacquainted with the list of celebrated characters on either side, yet from the observations I have made in the contracted circle in which I have moved, I dare confidently believe, that from the commencement of time to the present day, there hath been as many females, as males, who, by the mere force of natural powers, have merited the crown of applause; who, thus unassisted, have seized the wreath of fame. I know there are who assert, that as the animal power of the one sex are superiour, of course their mental faculties also must be stronger; thus attributing strength of mind to the transient organization of this earth born tenement. But if this reasoning is just, man must be content to yield the palm to many of the brute creation, since by not a few of his brethren of the field, he is far surpassed in bodily strength. Moreover, was this argument admitted, it would prove too much, for occular demonstration evinceth, that there are many robust masculine ladies, and effeminate gentlemen. Yet I fancy that Mr. Pope, though clogged with an enervated body, and distinguished by a diminutive stature, could nevertheless lay claim to greatness of soul; and perhaps there are many other instances which might be adduced to combat so unphilosophical an opinion. Do we not often see, that when the clay built tabernacle is well nigh dissolved, when it is just ready to mingle with the parent soil, the immortal inhabitant aspires to, and even attaineth heights the most sublime, and which were before wholly unexplored. Besides, were we to grant that animal strength proved any thing, taking into consideration the accustomed impartiality of nature, we should be induced to imagine, that she had invested the female mind with superiour strength as an equivalent for the bodily powers of man. But waving this however palpable advantage, for equality only, we wish to contend.

[To be concluded next month.]

Source: The Massachusetts Magazine, or, Monthly Museum Concerning the Literature, History, Politics, Arts, Manners, Amusements of the Age, Vol. 2, 1790 (Boston: Printed by I. Thomas and E. T. Andrews, 1790). Available at University of Pennsylvania, http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/murray/equality/equality.html.



Observations on the Real Rights of Women (1818)

Written by Hannah Mather Crocker (1752–1829) and published in 1818, Observations on the Real Rights of Women: With Their Appropriate Duties Agreeable to Scripture, Reason, and Common Sense was the only book arguing for women’s rights to appear in America between 1800 and 1820. In an age of postrevolutionary political and social conservatism, Observations made a forceful, if pragmatically limited, case for the recognition of women’s abilities as equal to those of men.

Crocker was a prominent Bostonian and well-known writer. Born on June 27, 1752, to Reverend Samuel Mather and Hannah Hutchinson and the youngest of seven children, she could trace her New England roots back to the first families of New England: she was the granddaughter of Cotton Mather and a descendant of religious dissident Anne Hutchinson. At the age of 26 Hannah married Joseph Crocker, an American Revolutionary War veteran and local shopkeeper. She gave birth to 10 children between 1780 and 1795. Throughout their marriage the Crockers lived with her parents in the Mather family home, where Hannah Crocker managed a household of three generations. When her husband died in 1797, Crocker had trouble supporting her large family, surviving through the sale of ancestral property and charitable funds from the Society of the Cincinnati.

Although Observations is Crocker’s best-known work, when it appeared she had already established herself as one of Boston’s public intellectuals. Crocker published at least five poems in Boston newspapers. She also explored theology through both unpublished writing and sermons, and she published treatises on freemasonry and temperance. While not explicitly addressing the question of women’s rights, both A Series of Letters on Freemasonry (1815) and School of Reform: Or Seaman’s Safe Pilot to the Cape of Good Hope (1816) articulate an important place for women in the social and political fabric of the new nation. Crocker also invested in the intellectual pursuits and education of other women: she was one of a group of women who founded St. Ann’s Lodge, a Masonic lodge for women, in 1778 and organized the School of Industry for impoverished girls in Boston’s North End in 1813.

In Observations, Crocker grounded her argument for women’s equality in theological and historical examples of exceptional women, making a case for women’s place alongside men in the American republic. She displayed her wide-ranging knowledge of previous works on women’s rights, drawing on the writing of women such as Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) and Mercy Otis Warren’s (1728–1814) History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution (1805). While pragmatically accepting the emerging division of public and private labor along gender lines, Crocker nevertheless argued for women’s moral equality with men and the importance of women’s access to education and their leadership in certain socially acceptable contexts, such as benevolent societies and social clubs. In this the book contributed to an ideology that historians call republican motherhood, which argued that the new American nation required educated women to sustain democracy. Observations attracted considerable attention, both positive and negative, upon its release.

Observations has continued to challenge its readers in the almost 200 years since its first appearance, with later generations of women’s rights and feminist activists holding it in ambivalent regard. During the late 19th century, for example, suffrage leaders Harriet Robinson (1825–1911), Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902), and Matilda Gage (1826–1898) dismissed Crocker’s articulation of women’s role as too limited. Lack of access to Crocker’s writing, since her work was largely out of print or in manuscript form, generally led 20th-century scholars and activists to perpetuate this view. When mentioned, Crocker’s contribution to the literature on women’s rights was generally critiqued as insufficient in its radicalism. More recently, scholars Eileen Botting and Sarah Houser have challenged this view, arguing that Observations is an astute articulation of the tension between an egalitarian ideal and the lived realities of an imperfect social, economic, and political system. That Crocker’s work continues to be debated so many years after its publication is an indication of the complexity of its political philosophy and the enduring relevance of its subject.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Parlor Politics

“Parlor politics” is a phrase used by historians of women to describe the ways in which public politics function outside official halls of government. In the earliest decades of the United States, politicians often exercised power in the city’s parlors and dining rooms rather than in public governmental buildings. Wives, sisters, and daughters of politicians played a significant role in the exercise of such private-sphere political machinations while also establishing the social rules of the new government.

When Great Britain signed the Treaty of Paris in the fall of 1783, the United States officially became a nation. The newly minted United States was also very much defined by what it was not: a monarchy. Creating a new government that functioned differently from a monarchy was a complicated undertaking. Not only did the United States require founding documents that set up governments, courts, and laws, but it also needed to determine how the government would function and what it would look like. In 1790 Congress approved a new capital to be built on the Potomac River at the confluence of Maryland and Virginia. In November 1800 Congress had its first session in the city, officially making it a functioning national capital. Among the important questions asked in the new capital was whether people could run a government in the absence of a monarchical court. The ladies of Washington helped to answer this question as they worked out how politics would work in the private sphere (their homes).

Widower Thomas Jefferson was the first president to take up residence in Washington. Dolley Madison, the wife of Jefferson’s vice president, became his hostess at state functions. In virtually inventing the job of first lady, Madison also became the prime mover in Washington’s parlor politics. She and other Washington ladies established the tradition of morning calls, or ladies visiting each other’s houses for short daytime visits. A lady would have an at-home day when she would receive callers in her parlor, and on other days she would visit ladies on their at-home days.

While this might appear to be frivolous time-wasting by elite-class women with not enough to do, in fact the calling ritual played an important role in establishing political hierarchies and creating bridges between political factions. The round of calls laid the groundwork for a social network into which men could step when they were not in the public sphere conducting official government business. Men began to make calls as well, particularly on Sunday, finding that meetings in parlors, where their wives had cultivated relationships, allowed deals to be struck that had not seemed possible in more official milieus.

Politicking happened at private dinners as well, both in the socializing that happened before and after dinner and at the dining room table. Washington ladies would organize dinners, pick the attendees to fit a particular political purpose, and then orchestrate who sat with and spoke to whom. Women could ensure the success of a husband’s political career with astute dinner party planning.

Women also engaged in politics themselves, doing more than putting men together or making friends with other men’s wives. Women advocated for reforms, issues, and candidates on their own. Some women did so particularly effectively. In the early 1800s, Dolley Madison was the undisputed champion of political management. Sometimes called “the Republican Queen” (referring to the political principles of republican democracy and not the modern political party), Madison set the standard for home decoration, dress, and manners. She was stately but approachable and dignified but kind to everyone, from the lowliest political functionaries to ambassadors and senators. Having established herself as a society leader, she made herself a political leader, modeling how Washingtonians behaved and thought in a democratic manner. She then used her power to ensure her husband’s election to the presidency and to convince others to follow his policies.

Madison was neither the first nor the last woman to use her social position and the private sphere to practice political power. Nor were parlor politics confined to the nation’s first decades. During the American Civil War and Reconstruction years, Kate Chase Sprague used her considerable social and political acumen to further her father’s political life. As President Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of the treasury and a prominent antislavery advocate, Salmon P. Chase worked to create new ways to fund the Civil War and to encourage Northern politicians to consider ending slavery and moving into a new era of racial equality. In these great matters his daughter helped him considerably, paying calls and establishing a political salon at his home where politicians could meet to discuss differences. Chase Sprague also had a hand in her father’s presidential aspirations. In 1868, she left her father’s parlor behind and set up camp in a New York hotel so she could manage his bid for the nomination from her hotel room. Since ladies were not allowed on the convention floor, she invited men to her room and wrote directions, which she expected to be followed.

Dolley Madison, Kate Chase Sprague, and a host of other American women skillfully operated at the center of the nation’s political life and did so without being able to vote or run for office by engaging in parlor politics. The importance of this type of political participation has long been overlooked, though today women continue to operate politically within the private sphere, reminding us that not all politics are public.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Philipse, Mary (1730–1825)

Mary Philipse was the daughter of Frederick Philipse III, a wealthy landowner and politician. Although she is best known for having momentarily been the object of affection for a young George Washington, Philipse’s life was defined by courage and personal sacrifice.

Philipse was born on July 3, 1730, the heiress to a great fortune. Her family owned a massive tract of land that spanned 22 miles along the Hudson River near what is now Yonkers, New York. The land had been in the Philipse family since the mid-1600s. In 1658 Fredryk Felypse, a Dutch man from Bolswaert, Holland, arrived in what was then called New Amsterdam. By 1682 he had amassed a fortune, which allowed him to begin construction on what was to become Philipsborough, the massive manor located on the Philipse estate in Yonkers. The manor was so large that 50 servants were required to run and maintain it.

[image: Lamphier]

Mary Philipse married Roger Morris, a colonel in the British Army during the French and Indian War, after being courted by George Washington. She was an important member of the Loyalist community during the American Revolutionary War. (Chaiba Media)

When George Washington (1732–1799), then a young colonel of only 24 years of age, met Philipse through family friends, he seemed immediately drawn to her, and they courted over the course of several months. Philipse ended the courtship and married Major Roger Morris, an officer of the British military forces, on January 19, 1758. Her decision was in keeping with her character, for Philipse was known for being headstrong and deeply independent; this latter trait was evident in her choice to not marry until she was 28, which in the 18th century was considered very late in life.

The first 10 years of Philipse’s marriage to Morris were relatively peaceful. Despite owning the family estate in Yonkers, the couple built a luxurious mansion in Harlem Heights, New York, then a heavily wooded area. They called the property Mount Morris and enjoyed a life of ease. Unfortunately, Philipse’s marriage to Morris had severe consequences after the outbreak of hostilities between the colonies and the British Empire, for not only was Morris an Englishman, but he was also a Loyalist. The Loyalists were persons who resided in the colonies while remaining loyal to Britain. Loyalists were considered figures of suspicion by many Americans, as their allegiances were ultimately not to the colonies but to Britain, and specifically the British military. Once conflicts a rose between the colonies and Britain, Philipse urged her husband to go to England until the tensions abated. He complied, leaving for England on May 5, 1775. Philipse stayed behind with their four children, in large part so she could protect the family’s extensive landholdings from the increasingly hostile Patriots.

Terrible trials followed Morris’s departure. To the surprise of many British Loyalists, tensions between America and Britain did not die down; instead, anger grew and spread as the colonies mobilized to fight for their independence from Britain. Philipse tried to stay in Mount Morris, but American forces began to close in on New York, and in early 1776 she was forced to flee to the Philipse estate in Yonkers. In the meantime, the American forces led by General George Washington confiscated Morris Manor and used the former family home as an army headquarters.

In late 1777, Morris returned from Great Britain to reunite with his family. He found the situation for British Loyalists increasingly dangerous. Legislation passed condemning the Loyalists to death. and the remaining Philipse lands were confiscated by the American government as punishment for the family’s Loyalist ties. Despite Philipse’s determination to protect her family’s properties, it was clear that leaving America was the only way to ensure her family’s survival. Soon, the family left for Great Britain.

Despite the many hardships that she endured, Philipse apparently never considered abandoning her commitment to her Loyalist husband. Although her story might be interpreted as characterized by loss—loss of property, loss of wealth, and loss of social standing—it can also be seen as a story of determination. Philipse was far more than simply a youthful George Washington’s romantic interest: she was a woman who knew her own mind and followed it, whether it told her to reject Washington’s romantic overtures or to remain true to her husband and her country, Great Britain.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Pinckney, Eliza Lucas (1722–1793)

Eliza Lucas Pinckney was an agricultural innovator at a time when men typically took charge of their farms. Eliza established a reputation as an expert in the cultivation of indigo, and in the years before the American Revolutionary War, she almost single-handedly made it an important crop in coastal South Carolina.

Pinckney was born Eliza Lucas on December 28, 1722, to well-to-do parents. Her father, George Lucas, did not want his daughter to be only ornamental, so he arranged for her to be educated in England at a time when few daughters received any formal education at all. Once out of school Pinckney settled with her family in coastal South Carolina, where her family owned three sugar plantations. The Lucas estate had a large library, from which Pinckney read copiously.

When Pinckney was 17, her father left South Carolina to join the British Army, in which he was a colonel. He entrusted his three plantations to his daughter. As with her father, Pinckney’s work largely consisted of slave management. She planted rice and later indigo as her staples, experimented with other crops, and raised pigs. She described her workload as heavy and fatiguing. This characterization must have been more true for her slaves. She did not query her father for advice but instead undertook all aspects of the plantations, hiring and firing overseers, corresponding with factors in London, and buying and selling land and livestock. Pinckney viewed the profits from the plantations as hers rather than her father’s even though the land belonged to him.

Pinckney is best known as a pioneer in the growing of indigo in South Carolina. In the early 18th century rice was the main staple crop of South Carolina, and slaves were more numerous than whites. A decline in rice consumption in Europe in the 1740s convinced Pinckney that indigo was the crop of the future, though it was used as a dye rather than food. In 1739, her father sent her indigo seeds from the Caribbean. Along with indigo and rice, Pinckney grew ginger, cotton, alfalfa, and perhaps cassava, almost surely as a subsistence crop for the plantation’s slaves.

Success was not immediate. Frost killed the first indigo planting. The next year the harvest was small with two more lean years to follow. Pinckney sought advice from a man of African descent who had expertise in indigo growing. She probably also sought advice and help from her slaves, many of whom were from West Africa and were familiar with indigo cultivation.

Only in 1744 was the harvest bountiful. Pinckney hired a dye maker to process the leaves into dye cakes. She sent 17 pounds of dye cakes to London, whose merchants thought it as good as anything the French sold them. Rather than keep the market to herself, Pinckney shared indigo culture with friends in the hopes of persuading them to try the crop. One year she took seeds from an entire crop and sent them to every farmer she knew in South Carolina. Because of her efforts, by 1747 South Carolina exported 138,000 pounds of indigo.

In 1744 Pinckney married the widower Charles Pinckney, though he was more than twice her age. She had four children, one of whom died in infancy, in the first six years of marriage. Pinckney’s duties to her husband and children did not prevent her from running her plantations as she had when she was single. In 1752, Pinckney and her husband moved temporarily to England to educate their children, returning to their South Carolina plantations in 1758. Their daughter Harriott came with them. Two sons remained in England to continue their education. On July 12, 1758, Charles died from malaria. Pinckney mourned him, pouring out her grief in letters to friends. Her sons returned to South Carolina and became politically influential Federalists. Pinckney was especially close to her daughter Harriott, who married a South Carolina planter. The armies of the Revolutionary War destroyed much of her lands, though Pinckney supervised their rebuilding after the war. She died of cancer in 1793. President George Washington acted as one of her pallbearers. In 1989, Pinckney was the first woman inducted into the South Carolina Business Hall of Fame.

Christopher Cumo
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Reed, Esther (1746–1780)

Esther de Berdt Reed was a British-born American Patriot best remembered for organizing women’s support of the American Revolution in her adopted home of Philadelphia.

Reed was born in London on October 22, 1746, the daughter of merchant Dennis de Berdt. Because of her father’s business and his contacts with the American colonies, she saw firsthand how the increasingly volatile political situation affected British merchants who depended on exporting goods. She and Joseph Reed, an American lawyer who had studied law in London, courted throughout the 1760s. They delayed marriage because they wanted to wait until a time when Joseph could settle in London with his bride. After he dealt with the business troubles of both his father and wife, it became clear that they would never be able to live in London. The couple married in 1770 and promptly moved to Philadelphia, where he set up a successful law practice and, by 1775, she had become both a mother and an American.

After the battle at Lexington and Concord in April 1775, Joseph was called to serve with George Washington as his secretary and aide-de-camp. Reed was left to move her young children around the countryside during the war because Philadelphia was a city deeply divided between Patriots and Loyalists and thus not a safe place for young children. In 1778, Joseph was elected president of the Executive Council, a position akin to governor, of Pennsylvania. In her position as the governor’s wife, Reed published “The Sentiments of an American Woman” in June 1780 to articulate why and how American women could contribute to the war effort. Her work first appeared in Philadelphia as a one-page sheet but was later reprinted in various newspapers.

Despite a societal belief in women’s natural weakness and inferiority to men, Reed appealed to what she clearly imagined to be her female audience: “Our ambition is kindled by the same of those heroines of antiquity, who have rendered their sex illustrious, and have proved to the universe, that, if the weakness of our Constitution, if opinion and manners did not forbid us to march to glory by the same paths as the Men, we should at least equal, and sometimes surpass them in our love for the public good” (Reed 1790, 1).

Reed’s pamphlet was published five years into the war, when Americans needed to reinvigorate the enthusiasm that launched them into the conflict. She urged her female readers to revisit their initial enthusiasm for rebellion, recommit to tea boycotts, and renounce “superfluities” for handmade and homemade goods such as textiles. She urged women to spin and weave flax for soldiers’ garments, an act that would doubly support the American Revolution by supporting soldiers and taking money out of the hands of merchants who sold English-made goods. In an addendum to her first pamphlet, Reed laid out a plan for collecting funds from American women to support American soldiers. She thought that the women in each county should choose a “Treasuress” who would collect money from women and girls and carefully record the sums in a book before moving those funds to the Continental Army. Reed followed her pamphlet writing by forming the Ladies’ Association of Philadelphia, which coordinated the fund-raising in that city.

With the plans that Reed laid out for them, the women of Philadelphia began to collect money. Not content to simply contribute their own money, they also went door-to-door soliciting contributions. Money poured in from a wide range of women, despite the fact that some people did not approve of the idea of genteel women asking for money. The Marchioness de Lafayette, wife of the famous French general, donated the largest amount, but far more modest sums came in from housemaids and elderly widows who wanted to show their support. In total, the Ladies’ Association of Philadelphia collected $300,000 in paper money, an astonishing act given the wartime economy. The association also inspired women in other colonies, such as New Jersey, Maryland, and Virginia, to undertake similar campaigns.

Reed originally intended for the funds to go directly to the soldiers as a reward above and beyond what the army would supply them. She believed that subsistence items, such as food and clothing, should be provided by the government. However, George Washington expressed concern about giving $2 of hard specie (gold or silver coins) to his troops, as Reed suggested. He feared that his soldiers would turn the hard money into hard liquor. Thus, funds would encourage drunkenness, not patriotism. He urged her to use the funds for clothing instead, which the soldiers needed badly.

A few weeks after Reed had settled upon making linen shirts as the women’s offering to the soldiers, she fell ill with dysentery and died on September 18, 1780, at the age of 33. Sarah Franklin Bache, the daughter of Benjamin Franklin, oversaw the women’s next project: purchasing linen and assigning shirt making to individuals. The ladies provided 2,200 shirts to the army, and each seamstress, whether married or unmarried, embroidered her name on each shirt she made. Washington thanked Bache and her committee: “The Army ought not to regret its sacrifices or its sufferings when they meet with so flattering a reward as in the sympathy of your sex; nor can it fear that its interests will be neglected, while espoused by advocates as powerful as they are amiable” (Roberts 2004, 130). As Reed had articulated, American women may not have been expected to pick up arms alongside their men, but certainly their enthusiasm and energy benefited the Continental Army all the same.

Amy Sopcak-Joseph
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Republican Motherhood

The term “republican motherhood,” coined by historian Linda Kerber, describes a set of gender ideologies that developed in the colonies and the new nation around the time of the American Revolution (1775–1783). The term “republican” refers not to the modern political party but rather to what historians call small-r republicanism, or the set of political ideas that underwrote the Revolution. Thus, a woman who was familiar with the ideals of the Revolution and passed them on to her family both by deeds and words was one who embraced republican motherhood. These ideologies of womanhood both empowered and limited women in the late 18th and early 19th centuries.

The American Revolution created opportunities for women to expand their public and domestic roles. Before the war women participated in resistance to British power by boycotting English trade goods such as tea, coffee, and textiles. Prewar spinning bees, where young women competed to see who could spin the most thread or yarn in a given amount of time, were also demonstrations against the British government. American women, both Patriot and Loyalist, also undertook a number of extraordinary roles during the war. Women such as Abigail Adams, Martha Washington, and many less famous women kept the family farms, plantations, and businesses going while the men went off to war or to found a new government. Poor women became camp followers, traveling with armies and providing fighting men with valuable services, working as cooks, laundresses, scavengers, nurses, and water carriers. Other women used their homes to nurse or hide soldiers.

Both during and after the war the founding generation was conscious of American women’s contributions to the Revolution. Nonetheless, laws and customs continued to constrain women, keeping them from formal schools and most jobs and businesses and outside any official role in public life, including voting and running for office. The ideas that made up republican motherhood arose from the dissonance between the importance of women and their oppression. Rather than encourage women to join in the promise of equality and liberty, the founding generation embraced ideas that said that women’s power could be found in the home, as guardians of civic virtue and educators of young citizens.

The downside of republican motherhood, insofar as the independence of women is concerned, was that it served to further confine women to the domestic sphere. Women were to be wives and mothers and thus engaged in the domestic work of housekeeping, childbearing, and child rearing. They were not meant to be equal to men, particularly with regard to the rights of citizenship. The upside was that if American women were to be virtuous republican wives and mothers who understood the ideals of the Revolution and ensured that their families did as well, women had to be literate and educated. Also, republican motherhood imbued domestic work with political meaning, making the work more powerful to the society than it had been. Thus, American women could use the ideology of republican motherhood to wield power, however limited, both inside and outside the home.

Perhaps the most significant benefit of ideology of republican motherhood lay in its promotion of education for women. If women were to guide husbands and teach children American values, then women had to be educated enough to do so. Towns and cities funded schools that allowed for the education of both boys and girls. The schools encouraged girls to learn literature, languages, science, and philosophy. Few girls were allowed to go on to higher education, and indeed few institutions of higher education took female students until the mid-1800s, such as Oberlin College.

While republican motherhood ideologies were aimed at all American women, they were most influential with middle-class white women. Poor working women, who could not afford education and had less time to nurture children (who may have been doing agricultural or factory work themselves), could not always fulfill the premise of the ideology. Nor could slave women, who had little control over their families and little to no opportunity for education. Thus, the ideas of republican motherhood proved impossible for poor women or women of color to enact. Furthermore, because republican motherhood was a normative gender ideology, or an idea about how “normal” women thought and behaved, any woman or group of women who could not conform to the ideology could be classified by society as outside of respectable womanhood.

By the early 19th century, the idea of republican motherhood was endemic in America. Katharine Sedgwick promoted republican motherhood in her novels by creating feisty main characters who refused to express patriotism through domestic values. Harriet Beecher Stowe did much the same in Uncle Tom’s Cabin but emphasized women’s role in guiding Americans to antislavery values. Poet Lydia Sigourney promoted republican motherhood both in her poems and in conduct books she wrote for young ladies, emphasizing that a lady’s virtue had to be modeled to those around her. Antebellum reformers such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton used the ideals of republican motherhood to argue that women had a moral authority that men did not have and thus a special responsibility to reform the nation.

Eventually republican motherhood ideologies gave way to ideas encapsulated as the cult of true womanhood, which put particular emphasis on women’s supposedly natural domesticity and purity. Nonetheless, the ideas found in republican motherhood continued to influence American women throughout the 19th century and can still be found in America today.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Revolutionary War and Women

Because of the realities of war, women took over all duties of their husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons who left to serve in the American Revolutionary War. Women physically and financially supported their families in the absence of male heads of family. They also supported soldiers through a variety of means and sometimes even directly participated in the war as nurses, laundresses, and soldiers.

Because there was more work than workers in colonial America, women found that they could engage in a variety of roles, regardless of their gender. Aside from the domestic labor associated with bearing and raising children and managing a household, women often made extra goods that they sold for additional income. It was not uncommon for a woman to take over a deceased husband’s business or farm.

Colonial women divided their loyalties, with some women supporting the revolutionary or Patriot cause and others remaining loyal to the British Crown. As men prepared for military battle and political engagement, women did too. Most famously, Abigail Adams’s lifelong management of the family farm allowed her husband John Adams the economic space to become a founding father. While he was serving in the Continental Congress between 1774 and 1778, she assumed management of the household. When John was in France in 1778, Abigail expanded her role by renting the farm to tenants and starting a private import business that sold various household goods. Abigail Adams also wrote letters that served as eyewitness accounts of the home front during the Revolution. She encouraged friends such as Mercy Otis Warren to start their own businesses as well as reminded her husband to remember the rights of women in the formation of the new nation.

Women were willing to help the revolutionary effort through political and economic means. In June 1770 the Sons and Daughters of Liberty urged the boycotting of British goods. In the same month 300 Boston women pledged to boycott tea. In 1774 in North Carolina, 51 women pledged to do everything in their power to support nonimportation. Women began spinning their own cloth to achieve this pledge. In 1778, a Boston coffee merchant refused to sell beans to the women of the city. Infuriated and refusing to back down, they stormed the warehouse, overwhelmed the merchant, and loaded the goods on their handcarts.

Women were also effective fund-raisers for the war effort. The first organization of women in America was established by Esther Reed (1746–1780) in Philadelphia in 1780. As the wife of the president of Pennsylvania, she was able raise $3,000 for the Revolution and the Continental Army. She wanted to give cash directly to the soldiers; Washington, fearing that they would spend it on alcohol, suggested that she buy linen and sew shirts instead. When Reed died, Sarah Franklin Bache (1744–1808) took up her efforts.

Poor women helped the war effort by becoming camp followers. Women followed army units and provided valuable services, including cooking, sewing, and nursing. Prostitutes also followed armies and in times of need helped with nursing and other crucial work. Women known as “Molly Pitchers,” such as Mary Ludwig Hays McCauley (1754–1832), were on the battlefield giving their husbands water and other aid.

Women were also known to fight in battles either when their husbands were injured or through voluntary enlistment. Most famously, in 1781 Deborah Sampson Gannett dressed as a man and then enlisted to fight, earning a pension for her bravery in the war. Bravery and opportunity collided in war hero Nancy Hart of Georgia. She and her family lived in the unsettled low country. When British soldiers approached her cabin and demanded lodging, she distracted them with food, alerted neighbors of their presence, and then killed two with their own muskets and hanged three more.

On the other side of the conflict were the Loyalists or Tories, who refused to renounce their loyalty to the king. Loyalists faced considerable difficulties in some regions of the colonies. Many times husbands and fathers were in hiding or exile, leaving wives and children alone, subject to vigilantes and looting mobs. Many women chose to leave their community, often without their possessions. Leaving may have also meant having to relinquish their dower property, further diminishing their personal wealth. The most heartbreaking consequence of retreating may have been leaving sons over the age of 12 to fight in the Patriot army.

Some Loyalist women created a resistance movement to fight against the revolutionaries. Women refused loyalty oaths to the new government and hid husbands and sons, and some collected information for the British to use against the Patriots. Elizabeth Lichtenstein, daughter and wife of Loyalist officers, chronicled the Tory cause and served as a solidifying element in social circles. Peggy Shippen, married to Benedict Arnold, was from a Loyalist family in Philadelphia who were prominent politicians and judges. Her treasonous correspondence and Arnold’s implication resulted in their exile.

Native American women played a part in the American Revolution as well. Most indigenous peoples sided with the British in the war because they believed that their chances of having their land rights respected were greater under British rule than they would be under the colonists’ independent nation. Native American women served as cultural intermediaries, as support systems for fighting men, and sometimes as soldiers or spies. Mohawk Molly Brant is perhaps the best known of these women.

African American women’s position in Revolutionary America was just as chaotic. Most black women in America were slaves doing various types of domestic work, though sometimes they were used in building and repairing fortifications, as in the siege of Savannah. Recognizing slavery as one of the greatest weaknesses of the colonists, in 1775 Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation declared martial law in Virginia and promised freedom to slaves who ran away from their masters and joined the British Army. Though Dunmore left the colony only a year later, effectively freeing very few slaves, a 1779 proclamation offered freedom to slaves whether they fought for the British or not.

Many slave women were unwilling or unable to run away because they had small children. Other women stayed within British lines during the war and were able to marry and have children with little interference from masters. The British subsequently put slaves to work in personal service duties such as valets or agricultural work instead of battle, as promised. When the war ended, these former slaves left with the British to Nova Scotia and the Caribbean. Over the course of the war approximately 100,000 slaves ran away from their masters to seek freedom with the British Army, resulting in the largest emancipation effort in American history until the American Civil War.

One voice that uniquely exemplified the restrictions of blacks in America was Phillis Wheatley (1753–1784). She had been born in Africa and brought to America as an eight-year-old slave. Her extraordinary literary aptitude eventually earned her freedom, but while America fought for independence, she was writing poetry that was full of double meaning. Her work supported the Revolution while pointing out the difference between the rhetoric of liberty and the proslavery reality of the new nation.

When the war for American independence ended, women were not any freer than they had been before the war. They were still under the rule of fathers and husbands, and in some places limited rights such as voting and jury service were revoked. Employment and educational opportunities were further restricted. Slavery was slowly abolished in northern states, but slave numbers gradually increased in southern states.

Nevertheless, seeds for future abolition and suffrage movements had been sown with the ideas of revolution and independence, particularly as women embraced the ideas of republican motherhood. Through the war many American women came to understand their crucial role in the outcome of the Revolution. They understood that they had important skills and knowledge to pass on to the next generation. Republican motherhood encompassed a set of ideas that found power in the domestic sphere, turning motherhood into a civic duty. Women used these ideas to push for greater educational opportunities, arguing that literate and informed women would be better mothers to future citizens. Historians point out that these ideas both confined women in the domestic sphere and empowered women’s work within the domestic sphere. In the latter, women would find the impetus to join a number of 19th-century reform movements and in doing so significantly expand their own liberty.

Sarah Nation
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Ross, Betsy (1752–1836)

The story of Betsy Ross’s design and sewing of the first American flag during the American Revolution has remained a well-entrenched American myth since its introduction to the public approximately a century after the alleged events took place. Even the name of the main character of the story, “Betsy Ross,” is misleading, since Betsy was her nickname and Ross was the first of her three married names. However, the American public has clung to the Betsy Ross story in spite of its inaccuracy, suggesting that the story is culturally important regarding popular understanding of women’s roles in the Revolution.

Elizabeth Griscom was born on January 1, 1752, into a Quaker family in Philadelphia. She married John Ross, who was not a Quaker, in 1773. She was expelled from the Quakers as a result. She and her husband began an upholstery business in Philadelphia, which included making flags for the Royal Navy. Ross was one of many women who sewed flags for the military. After her husband died in 1776, she married Joseph Ashburn in 1777. He died in 1782, and she married John Claypoole a year later. In 1817, she became a widow for the third and last time. She had seven children. Ross died on January 30, 1836, at the age of 84. Compared to other women of her time, Elizabeth Griscom Ross Ashburn Claypoole was far less extraordinary than her story suggests.
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Betsy Ross is widely credited with making the first American flag for George Washington. The Ross story illustrates several of the problems with American women’s history. It has no basis in fact and celebrates a woman’s domestic talents and ignores the multitude of women who made real contributions to the Revolutionary War. (National Archives)

In 1870 William J. Canby, Ross’s grandson, presented a paper before the Historical Society of Pennsylvania in which he related a family oral tradition. According to Canby, in June 1776 Commander in Chief George Washington (1732–1799) and two Continental Congress members visited his grandparents’ upholstery shop in Philadelphia. Washington handed Ross a rough sketch of a flag they had in mind with stripes and a straight row of 13 six-pointed stars set in a blue field. From a design standpoint, Ross pointed out that five-pointed stars would work best. According to Canby’s story, his grandmother took a piece of paper, folded it into triangles, clipped the folded paper once with a pair of scissors, and then unfolded the paper to reveal a perfect five-pointed star. She also suggested that the stars would look better against the blue field if they were set in a circle. The men accepted her advice, and she created the first American flag within days after the men left her shop.

Since Canby’s paper, Americans have embraced the story as the truth. The story conveys patriotism and a sense of American enterprising ingenuity. These were traits that appealed to Americans especially after the American Civil War (1860–1865), when territorial expansion and new technological developments seemed to imply unlimited possibilities on the horizon. At its core, the Betsy Ross flag tale is the story of a woman’s contribution in the fight for independence. Perhaps the fact that early American women were largely denied the promise of the American Revolution makes the story particularly powerful because it makes invisible the second-class status of women. Nonetheless, from its inception serious historians have contended that the Betsy Ross story is no more than a folktale.

First, neither Canby, who relied on affidavits, nor any other historian has been able to find any written documentation to support the story. There is no contemporary written record of Washington’s visit or flag order. Second, the story is plagued with important chronological errors. Congress did not approve of an official flag design until 1777, one year after the events were said to have taken place. Third, a single first flag never existed. There were several first flags. Also, in 1779 Charles Wilson Peale painted a famous portrait of Washington standing in front of the official flag, which had six-pointed stars. In 1778, Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) and John Adams (1735–1826) described the official flag as having 13 stripes alternating in red, white, and blue. In fact, flag sheets from as late as the 1790s show American flags striped in these three colors with four-, six-, and eight-pointed stars. Thus, the “first flags” did not have five-pointed stars or just red and white stripes.

The Betsy Ross story functions for Americans as a kind of creation myth. And while Betsy Ross was a real woman, her story is larger than her life, transforming her into an all-purpose Founding Mother.

Rolando Avila
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Rowlandson, Mary (1637–1711)

Mary White Rowlandson was an English Puritan living in southeastern New England. She was captured by Native Americans during Metacom’s War (1675–1676) and held for 11 weeks before being ransomed. Upon surviving her captivity, she wrote about her experiences and published them in a book, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God (1682). She is known for writing not only what is believed to be the first Indian captivity narrative but also the first published book by a North American woman.

Not much is known about Mary Rowlandson prior to the publication of her book, but according to Robert K. Diebold, she was probably born in South Petherton in Somerset, England. Her father, John White, immigrated to Salem, Massachusetts, before the rest of the family joined him a year later. The family moved to Lancaster by 1653, where her father enjoyed his position as a wealthy landowner. Rowlandson married Joseph Rowlandson, who served as the town’s first minister in 1656. They had four children, but one died in infancy before the Indian raid. (Diebold 1983, 1245–1246). In February 1676 when the Indians raided the small town of Lancaster in Massachusetts, they captured Rowlandson along with her 3 children and 19 of their neighbors.

The raid was due to the conflicts between the colonists and the Native Americans. As more English settlers immigrated to the New World, tensions between the two parties grew. The result was a declaration of war by Metacomet (1639–1676), the leader of the Wampanoag tribe, against what the Indians perceived as those who were invading their territory. The war was hence named Metacom’s War or Metacomet’s War after the Indian leader’s name. However, because the colonists referred to Metacomet as King Philip, the war is also commonly known as King Philip’s War. The reason for this nickname comes from religious differences between England and Spain. When the Pilgrims had left England to escape persecution for their Puritan beliefs, England was still at war with Spain. Since King Philip II of Spain was Catholic and therefore perceived as an enemy to the English Puritans, these same Puritans projected his name onto Metacomet, whom they perceived as another godless heathen.

Nearly 30 narratives on King Philip’s War had been composed between 1675 and 1682, but Rowlandson’s narrative stands out as the only one to have been written by a woman. Her narrative alone made the genre of the captivity narrative popular due to her vivid and provocative descriptions of the tribulations that she suffered during her captivity. Furthermore, Rowlandson creatively structured her narrative into 20 different removes (or various departures after settling in one area for some time), illustrating with biblical verses the trials she had undergone. While these poignant allusions to biblical references may seem excessive to modern readers, Rowlandson’s contemporaries mostly came from Puritanical roots and appreciated her zeal for Christianity.

Within the first paragraph of the narrative, Rowlandson describes the chaos around her in graphic detail. Bullets fly, bowels are split open, and Indians “knock [people] on the head” during the initial raid (Rowlandson 1997, 69). Rowlandson also captures the victims’ emotions, vividly describing her elder sister pleading to the lord to “let me dy with them” upon finding out her son had been killed, only to join him moments later (Rowlandson 1997, 69). Rowlandson constantly reports her reflections upon each scene of the Indians’ attack. She admits that she would tell herself that she would rather have the Indians kill her if they were ever to attack, but when the time came, she decided to allow them to take her alive because she felt that these tribulations were God’s way of testing her. In this way, she assumes the role of the messenger who undergoes great trials and, having survived them, experiences a life-changing transformation. For this reason, Sovereignty not only serves as a historical documentation of one of the Indian raids during King Philip’s War but also as an opportunity to tell a story of a miracle someone lived through and encourage deeply religious Protestants to renew their faith in God for having read about his miracle.

While Rowlandson’s contemporaries probably found the religious aspect of her narrative the most relevant, it serves as an important historical document of the interactions between two different cultures during the colonial period. Rowlandson shockingly recounts the savage behavior of the Indian race, oftentimes comparing them to wild animals. Before the Indians lead her and her neighbors away from Lancaster, Rowlandson surveys the damage, evaluating that many Christians were lying in a pool of their own blood “like a company of sheep torn by wolves” (Rowlandson 1997, 70). Even though the Native Americans perceived the New England colonists as the invaders who tried to steal their territory, Rowlandson treats the colonists as the victims who were hunted by barbaric natives.

Rowlandson also writes about how different the Indians’ living styles are from those of the colonists. During the sixth remove, they took her to a village that she refers to as “a great Indian town” before retracting her statement and referring to their homes as “nests.” While the depictions of her Indian captors were heightened for dramatic effect, these descriptions served as models for later American authors who wrote about interactions between Indians and Americans in their works.

After Rowlandson’s release the family moved to Wethersfield, Connecticut, where they lived until her husband’s death in 1678. Then she and her children moved to Boston, where she wrote and published her captivity narrative. Rowlandson died there on January 5, 1711.

Maryellen Diotte
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Excerpts from Mary Rowlandson’s Account of Her Capture by Indians (1682)

Native Americans captured Mary Rowlandson in 1676 during King Philip’s War, when they attacked and burned the town of Lancaster, Massachusetts. Rowlandson was held for one week until ransomed by money raised by several women of Boston. She published The Sovereignty and Goodness of God: Being a Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson only weeks after her release. The book became an immediate best seller, in part because it reaffirmed Euro-American notions of native people as heathen savages. This excerpt is taken from the 1682 printing.

Mary Rowlandson Some of Her Experiences.

I HAD often before this said, that if the Indians should come, I should choose rather to be killed by them than taken alive, but when it came to the trial, my mind changed; their glittering weapons so daunted my spirit, that I chose rather to go along with those (as I may say) ravenous bears, than that moment to end my days. And that I may the better declare what happened to me during that grievous captivity, I shall particularly speak of the several Removes we had up and down the wilderness.

The First Remove

Now away we must go with those barbarous creatures, with our bodies wounded and bleeding, and our hearts no less than our bodies. About a mile we went that night, up upon a hill, within sight of the town, where we intended to lodge. There was hard by a vacant house (deserted by the English before, for fear of the Indians); I asked them whether I might not lodge in the house that night? to which they answered, “What, will you love Englishmen still?” This was the dolefulest night that ever my eyes saw. Oh, the roaring and singing, and dancing, and yelling of those black creatures in the night, which made the place a lively resemblance of hell. And miserable was the waste that was there made, of horses, cattle, sheep, swine, calves, lambs, roasting pigs, and fowls (which they had plundered in the town), some roasting, some lying and burning, and some boiling, to feed our merciless enemies; who were joyful enough, though we were disconsolate. To add to the dolefulness of the former day, and the dismalness of the present night, my thoughts ran upon my losses and sad, bereaved condition. All was gone, my husband gone (at least separated from me, he being in the Bay; and to add to my grief, the Indians told me they would kill him as he came homeward), my children gone, my relations and friends gone, our house and home, and all our comforts within door and without, all was gone (except my life), and I knew not but the next moment that might go too.

There remained nothing to me but one poor, wounded babe, and it seemed at present worse than death, that it was in such a pitiful condition, bespeaking compassion, and I had no refreshing for it, nor suitable things to revive it. Little do many think, what is the savageness and brutishness of this barbarous enemy, those even that seem to profess more than others among them, when the English have fallen into their hands. …

The Second Remove

But now (the next morning) I must turn my back upon the town, and travel with them into the vast and desolate wilderness, I know not whither. It is not my tongue or pen can express the sorrows of my heart, and bitterness of my spirit, that I had at this departure; but God was with me in a wonderful manner, carrying me along and bearing up my spirit, that it did not quite fail. One of the Indians carried my poor wounded babe upon a horse; it went moaning all along: “I shall die, I shall die.” I went on foot after it, with sorrow that cannot be expressed. At length I took it off the horse, and carried it in my arms, till my strength failed and I fell down with it. Then they set me upon a horse with my wounded child in my lap, and there being no furniture on the horse’s back, as we were going down a steep hill, we both fell over the horse’s head, at which they, like inhuman creatures, laughed, and rejoiced to see it, though I thought we should there have ended our days, overcome with so many difficulties. But the Lord renewed my strength still, and carried me along, that I might see more of his power, yea so much that I could never have thought of, had I not experienced it. …

Her Return

… About the sun’s going down, Mr. Hoar, myself, and the two Indians, came to Lancaster, and a solemn sight it was to me. There had I lived many comfortable years among my relations and neighbors; and now not one Christian to be seen, or one house left standing. We went on to a farm house that was yet standing, where we lay all night; and a comfortable lodging we had, though nothing but straw to lie on. The Lord preserved us in safety that night, and raised us up again in the morning, and carried us along, that before noon we came to Concord. Now was I full of joy and yet not without sorrow: joy, to see such a lovely sight, so many Christians together, and some of them my neighbors. There I met with my brother, and brother-in-law, who asked me if I knew where his wife was. Poor heart! he had helped to bury her and knew it not; she, being shot down by the house, was partly burned, so that those who were at Boston at the desolation of the town, came back afterward and buried the dead, did not know her. Yet I was not without sorrow, to think how many were looking and longing, and my own children among the rest, to enjoy that deliverance that I had now received; and I did not know whether ever I should see them again. Being recruited with food and raiment, we went to Boston that day, where I met with my dear husband; but the thoughts of our dear children, one being dead, and the other we could not tell where, abated our comfort in each other. …

Source: Mary Rowlandson, A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (New England, 1682). Available at Bartleby, http://www.bartleby.com/163/213.html.



Rowson, Susannah Haswell (1762–1824)

British-born actress and teacher Susannah Rowson was also a best-selling American novelist, poet, and playwright in the 18th century. Her 1791 novel Charlotte Temple was the best-selling book, aside from the Bible, in America until Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Rowson was born Susannah Haswell in Portsmouth, England, to Lieutenant William Haswell and Susannah Musgrave Haswell. Her mother died during childbirth. Early in her life, the Royal Navy sent Rowson’s father to Massachusetts. A nurse in England raised Rowson for four years until her father, who had remarried, sent for her. She joined him at Nantucket in January 1767. Rowson would later recall her journey to America in her novel Rebecca, or the Fille de Chambre (1792), which described how her ship arrived in Boston Harbor during a snowstorm.

Rowson was educated at home. She became well read, familiar with works by Virgil, Homer, Shakespeare, and Spencer, and was often tutored by James Otis, a family friend and pamphleteer for the revolutionary cause. In October 1775 her family moved to Hingham when American revolutionaries confiscated their property during the American Revolution. The family subsequently lived on charity, since Rowson’s father was unwilling to side with the Americans, until they were sent to England in 1778 in exchange for prisoners of war.

In England, Rowson secured a position as a governess. She traveled with her employer to France. In 1786 she married William Rowson, an actor and singer. Susannah Rowson’s employment became the couple’s primary source of income throughout their married life. That same year she published her first novel, Victoria, which she dedicated to the socialite and author Georgia Cavendish, the duchess of Devonshire. Over the next four years, Rowson published several other novels.

The most notable of these novels was Charlotte Temple; or, A Tale of Truth, published in 1790, that became an American best seller. The novel featured nine separate passages in which Rowson spoke to her readers, offering authoritative advice to women about how to make the most important decision of their lives: marriage. The most striking point about the audience of this book is that it was quite clearly intended to be female. In her preface Rowson explicitly states that she is writing to “the fair sex,” specifically to the “young and thoughtless” among them, and in the asides in which she comments on the story, she addresses her readers as “my dear girls.” The novel also focused on the themes of seduction and betrayal and was one of the first novels to use the American Revolution as a setting. The novel became so popular that a grave site was erected to the fictional protagonist in Trinity Churchyard in New York City that became a shrine and tourist destination. However, Rowson did not own the copyright to the novel and so made very little money from it despite its best-seller status.

A year later Rowson published Mentoria, a collection of 10 letters, three short stories, and an essay for women who did not read novels. Mentoria centered on Helena Askam, a governess to the four Winworth daughters, who sent the grown girls letters signed “Mentoria.” The collection focused on the false allure of social ambition and the importance of female friendships.

In 1792, Rowson and her husband went bankrupt. They joined Rowson’s half sister, Charlotte, as actors in Edinburgh. Their career led them to immigrate to America in 1793, where they opened a play by Thomas Wignell at the Chestnut Street Theater in Philadelphia. Rowson continued to write novels and plays, often performing in the plays she wrote. Her first play, Slaves in Algiers, or A Struggle for Freedom (1793), dramatized Americans held captive in North Africa. Rowson utilized the existence of white slavery to celebrate the freedoms of the recently constituted United States. Her play also featured feminist rhetoric, with Rowson’s characters delivering statements about women having as much spirit as the bravest men. Conservatives criticized the liberal nature of the play. English journalist William Cobbett called her “Our American Sappho.” A Greek lyric poet from Lesbos, “Sappho” by the late 1800s was understood as a code word for a lesbian or “unnatural” woman. In the introduction of her next book Rowson wrote that he was a “loathsome reptile.”

Rowson also wrote Americans in England; or, Lessons for Daughters and appeared in the comic opera Farmer in Boston at the Federal Street Theater. In 1797, Rowson left her career as an actress to begin the Young Ladies Academy for girls in Boston. Six years later, she moved the school to Medford. In 1811, Rowson and her husband—now working as a clerk in a customhouse—moved to a house on Hollis Street in Medford. The couple never had children, but Rowson raised her husband’s son by another woman and two adopted daughters. She also supported her brother’s widow and children. The Young Ladies Academy closed when Rowson retired in 1822.

Rowson continued writing and worked as an editor for the Boston Weekly Magazine until her death on March 2, 1824. Her last novel was published posthumously in 1828 as Charlotte’s Daughter; or, The Three Orphans as the sequel to Charlotte Temple. Rowson had published nine novels, four volumes of poetry, and six textbooks for young women; wrote and starred in six dramas; and produced several songs.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Sacagawea (ca. 1788–1812/1884)

Shoshone Indian Sacagawea accompanied the Lewis and Clark expedition as the only woman from the Missouri River over the Continental Divide on to the Pacific coast. The wife of the expedition’s Canadian French interpreter Toussaint Charbonneau, Sacagawea has been memorialized as the indispensable guide for Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. She captured the romantic imagination of the nation, becoming the symbol of both the contributions of Native Americans to American history and their fate at the hand of American settlers. While her role as a guide has been exaggerated, Sacagawea’s services as an interpreter and her knowledge of native food resources greatly contributed to the success of the expedition. As such, she served an important role as a cultural broker between the Indian and American worlds.

Sacagawea was born in a Northern Shoshone village near the Lemhi River Valley in present-day Idaho, likely a member of the Agaiduka, or Salmon Eater, band of the tribe. Around 1800 when the band was on a hunting or war expedition east of their home territory in present-day Montana, Sacagawea was captured by the Hidatsa Indians from what is now North Dakota. In 1804, French fur trader Charbonneau purchased her from the Hidatsas and claimed her as his wife. Lewis and Clark encountered the two while wintering among the Mandans in 1804–1805 and hired Charbonneau as their interpreter. When they embarked upon their journey west in April 1805, Sacagawea accompanied the expedition together with the couple’s two-month-old son, strapped to a cradle board on her back.
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Though often described as the Native American woman who accompanied Lewis and Clark on their epic 1804–1806 expedition to the Pacific, Sacagawea actually led the party for a significant portion of the trip. She traversed as many miles as the men in the party but with a growing baby strapped to her back. (Library of Congress)

When Sacagawea became part of the expedition, she did not control her life. She was a teenager with a young infant, bound to a man who apparently had a liking for young Indian women (at the time, he had another young Indian wife). In his journals, Lewis commented on her cheerful, cooperative attitude, one that he interpreted as different from the indifference that set primitive people apart from civilized people. Lewis was to change his mind later, not just about Sacagawea but to some extent about Indian people in general, and come to see her as a full human being.

There was a clear advantage to having Sacagawea and the young infant along: their presence signaled to possibly hostile Indians along the way that the expedition was not a war party. But there was more to her role in the success of the endeavor than her mere passive presence. Although not accredited in the roster as an equal partner with the interpreters George Drouillard and Charbonneau, she performed crucial translation tasks from the very beginning of the trek west. Often it was Sacagawea who communicated with the Indians and translated what they were saying to Charbonneau, who then delivered the message to Lewis and Clark. When Sacagawea became seriously ill in early June, Lewis himself acknowledged the significance of her role as not just interpreter but also a cultural mediator, noting in his journal that they depended on her for friendly relations with the Native Americans who provided the expedition with horses along the route from the Missouri to the Columbia River.

When the expedition finally came across the Shoshones, it became apparent that they were Sacagawea’s people. She was immediately recognized by a woman who had also been a captive of the Hidatsas, and general rejoicing at her return followed. An even more emotional reunion took place when Sacagawea sat down to interpret the meeting between Lewis and Clark and the Shoshone leader, Cameahwait. Looking up at the chief, she realized that he was her brother. In their History of the Expedition, the two explorers noted that she instantly embraced him, weeping profusely. Negotiations for buying the horses for the overland journey went on for two weeks. In the end, while she could have rejoined her people, Sacagawea carried on with Lewis and Clark, clearly identifying her own best interests with the expedition and maybe even enjoying the adventure of exploration.

Sacagawea’s most critical contribution to the expedition came in helping alleviate the greatest threat to its success: perpetual hunger. While the men all hunted and fished, they were not consistently successful. Sacagawea had grown up learning the female indigenous skills of collecting roots and berries; she could locate and prepare edible plants unknown to the men in the expedition. She also understood their medicinal properties. In addition, she was able to trace the underground food caches of small animals and merely dug them up to feed the men. She cracked small animal bones to extract the nourishing marrow and prepared the meat and other meals. Clark was impressed with Sacagawea’s service as well as her strength in the harsh conditions, nicknaming her Janey in his journals. He also became attached to her son, Jean Baptiste, whom he fondly called Pomp, and assumed responsibility for his education.

After wintering among the coastal Indians, the expedition began its return trip to St. Louis, retracing its route over the first mountain range. At that point, the group decided to split. Lewis took a few men to explore a short northern route back to the falls of the Missouri, while Clark and the rest of the expedition retraced the route they had taken west the previous summer, then cut across to the Yellowstone River and followed it back up to the Missouri. On this trek Sacagawea came into her own as a guide, leading the expedition through her childhood surroundings.

When the two groups met, the expedition was over. They cruised down the Missouri, greeted by Indians who had seen them off the previous year. Since his services as interpreter were no longer necessary, Charbonneau asked to be paid and released from service. On August 17, 1806, Lewis noted in his journal the services that Charbonneau had provided. Furthermore, he wrote, “his wife was particularly useful among Shoshones. Indeed, she has borne with a patience truly admirable the fatigues of so long a route, encumbered with the charge of an infant, who is even now only 19 months old” (Karttunen 1994, 42). Charbonneau received his wages of $500.33, while Sacagawea received nothing, reflective of notions about women and their rights, or lack thereof. According to the legal practice of the time, a woman at marriage became a feme covert, meaning that her legal identity was absorbed into that of her husband. It did not even occur to Lewis and Clark to compensate Sacagawea because she was a married woman. Additionally, regardless of the respect they had for her, she was an Indian.

Sacagawea’s life after the expedition remains shrouded in mystery. Traditional historical records suggest that Sacagawea, her son Jean Baptiste, and Charbonneau went to St. Louis around 1810 to accept Clark’s offer of 320 acres of land and additional pay as well as to finance the education of their son. Sacagawea and Charbonneau returned to the upper Missouri River country to work for the Missouri Fur Company trader Manuel Lisa. Jean Baptiste appears to have stayed behind to begin his education under the patronage of Clark. Most historians believe that Sacagawea herself died at Fort Manuel on the Missouri River of “putrid fever” on December 20, 1812.

The alternative version of Sacagawea’s life persists among the Shoshones, Comanches, Mandans/Hidatsas, and Gros Ventres and other Indian nations. Their oral traditions maintain that Sacagawea left Charbonneau and wandered from tribe to tribe until marrying and having children among the Comanches. When her Comanche husband died, she reunited with her firstborn son and adopted nephew and helped her Wind River Shoshone people in their transition to life on their newly created reservation. In this version of her life, she died and was buried on her Wyoming reservation on April 9, 1884.

Sacagawea continues to capture the imaginations of both Indians and non-Indians alike. Arguably, there are more monuments, memorials, rivers, lakes, and other natural markers named after her than any other American woman. Her life, both real and fictional, has been resurrected numerous times by historians, novelists, anthropologists, and feminists. In 1998, the Dollar Coin Design Advisory Committee recommended that Sacagawea be depicted on the new dollar coin, first minted in 2000. The most authentic picture of this extraordinary young woman emerges from the journals of Lewis and Clark, but it is a picture seen through the eyes and prejudices of American men. The real Sacagawea remains elusive.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Sampson, Deborah (1760–1827)

Deborah Sampson was a Massachusetts woman who disguised herself as a man and served as a soldier in the Continental Army during the American Revolution. She became a celebrated figure in her own lifetime, in part because of the publication of her memoir in 1797 and a lecture tour in 1802 and 1803. Like other veterans, Sampson petitioned the federal government for military benefits after the war. She spent nearly 30 years fighting for a federal pension, and when it was finally granted she also won official recognition that she had served her country as a soldier.

Sampson was born in Plympton, Massachusetts, on December 17, 1760, to Jonathan Samson and Deborah Bradford. (The family spelled its name “Samson”—without the “p”—but on her lecture tour and in her biography, her name is spelled Sampson.) Although descended from founders of Plymouth Colony, Sampson’s family struggled to make ends meet throughout her childhood. In the mid-1760s, her father abandoned the family and moved to Maine. Her mother, unable to care for Sampson and her six brothers and sisters, sent the children to live with neighbors and relatives. Sampson lived in various households before being placed with the family of Jeremiah and Susannah Thomas of Middleborough at the age of 10. Here Sampson learned a variety of domestic skills while also honing her agricultural skills. Although she was not necessarily an indentured servant (no such contract has been discovered), Sampson was likely not paid for her work.

[image: Lamphier]

Deborah Sampson Gannett served in the Continental Army for seventeen months during the Revolutionary War as Robert Shurtleff. She and hundreds of other women belied the notion that women could not serve in combat by disguising themselves as men and fighting. (Library of Congress)

Freed from service at age 18, Sampson worked as a weaver to support herself. She also spent two summers teaching school, which likely involved instructing young women to read. Despite the fact that Sampson’s own educational prospects were limited, her few surviving letters and diary reveal a curious, well-read mind. On November 12, 1780, Sampson was admitted to the Third Baptist Church in Middleborough at a time when Baptist membership was booming in New England. According to church records, however, Sampson’s membership was suspended on September 3, 1782, when she was accused of dressing in men’s clothing and enlisting in the army.

Although British major general George Cornwallis had surrendered 8,000 troops at Yorktown in October 1781, the American Revolutionary War was not over. More than 26,000 British troops remained in America, including 13,000 in New York City. George Washington, commander of the American Continental Army, decided to maintain an army in the Hudson Valley in 1782 to contain the British troops in the region. In March 1782, Massachusetts issued a call for troops to serve for three years or the duration of the war. Sampson first tried to enlist in Middleborough in March or April under the name “Timothy Thayer.” When she was recognized, she tried again. She successfully enlisted in Uxbridge, Massachusetts (about 45 miles away), on May 20, 1782. Binding her breasts, disguising herself in men’s clothing, and using the name “Robert Shurtleff” (also spelled Shurtlieff), Sampson was mustered into the Light Infantry Company of the 4th Massachusetts Regiment in Worcester, Massachusetts, on May 23. She received a payment of £60 for her enlistment. Sampson then marched to West Point, New York, with about 50 other recruits, where she received a loosely tailored uniform, which would easily have hidden her female figure.

Light infantry companies were the most active military units in the Hudson Valley in the winter of 1782–1783. According to Sampson’s six pension applications as well as others’ accounts of military action during this period, she first saw action in late June or early July 1782. Her company was sent on a scouting mission south from the army’s winter quarters in Newburgh, New York, toward the British encampments in New York City. On their return to camp, the company was fired upon by a corps of Loyalists. In a second skirmish near Tarrytown, Sampson received a flesh wound to the head as well as a musket ball injury. (The site of this second injury remains a mystery, although historian Alfred Young suspects that Sampson was shot in the shoulder or upper body.) Beginning in the winter or spring of 1783, Sampson served as a waiter (an officer’s servant or orderly) to General John Paterson, a position in which she would remain until the fall.

News of the Treaty of Paris, which officially ended the American Revolution, reached Washington’s camp in the spring of 1783, and most soldiers were furloughed. On June 24, however, Washington received a request from the president of the Continental Congress asking him to send troops to Philadelphia to suppress a potential mutiny among soldiers who were protesting their lack of pay. Washington sent 1,500 troops, including Sampson, to Philadelphia. While there she contracted some sort of fever (malaria and smallpox were both rampant in the city at the time). Her true identity was discovered as she recovered in a hospital. When released she returned to Washington’s headquarters where, her fellow soldiers celebrated her—as Deborah Sampson—for her brave exploits during the war.

Sampson was discharged from the Continental Army on October 25, 1783. She returned to her aunt and uncle’s farm in Sharon, Massachusetts, where she married Benjamin Gannett on April 7, 1785. Gannett, a farmer with limited education, was the oldest son of one of the most prosperous men in Sharon. This family connection, however, would not keep Sampson and her family from suffering financial hardships. She and Gannett would eventually have three children: Earl Bradford (b. 1785), Polly (b. 1787), and Patience (b. 1790).

In the 1790s Sampson collaborated with Herman Mann, a schoolteacher and later printer in Dedham, on a memoir. In 1797, he published Female Review: Or, Memoirs of an American Young Lady. The book brought widespread attention to Sampson’s exploits as a soldier. Although Mann met with Sampson many times while preparing the biography, it is far from an accurate portrayal of her life. The work is representative of the heroic novels of the time, full of dramatic embellishments and romantic subplots. Although Mann’s biography leaves readers with a questionable sense of Sampson’s past, it did provide future generations with the only surviving portrait of her. Mann commissioned an image of Sampson for the frontispiece of the book. The image, taken from an oil painting by Joseph Stone of Framingham, depicts Sampson as a tall woman with long hair and wearing a fashionable dress. The frame around her portrait combines feminine flowers with a musket, a sword, and other symbols of Sampson’s military career.

In 1802 Sampson embarked on a speaking tour, a very unusual career path for a woman in the late 18th century. The tour began at Boston’s Federal Street Theater and continued in locales such as Worcester, Providence, and Albany. At each engagement Sampson would deliver an oration written primarily by Mann. At many events she also dressed in her uniform, armed herself with a musket, and performed maneuvers from the soldiers’ manual on the exercise of arms. In a fragmentary diary of her tour, Sampson wrote that she was generally well received by her audiences, and she was often pleased by the “respectable” nature of the crowds that came to see her performance.

On January 11, 1792, Sampson successfully petitioned the Massachusetts government for back pay. To support her request, she acquired letters of reference from officers under whom she served, including Colonel Henry Jackson (who testified that Sampson had served in his regiment and received an honorable discharge) and Captain Eliphalet Thorp (who confirmed that it was Mrs. Deborah Sampson Gannett who had enlisted as a soldier). She was awarded £34. In 1804 Sampson petitioned the U.S. government for an invalid pension, available to soldiers injured during the Revolution. Among those who supported her claim were John Paterson, a congressman from New York, and industrialist Paul Revere. Congress approved Sampson’s request on March 11, 1805. She was granted a pension of $4 per month, to begin retroactively with January 1, 1803. In March 1818 Congress passed the first general pension act, and Sampson petitioned for hers in September. After months of wrangling and more letters of support as well a personal inventory of her assets and net worth (proving her need for the pension), Sampson began receiving her general pension payments from the federal government in 1821.

Sampson died on April 29, 1827. Her husband continued to petition the government for support, but it was not until after his death that a special act of Congress provided Sampson’s daughters with a more generous pension. Her family was awarded $80 per year, prorated to cover the period from March 4, 1831, to Benjamin’s death in January 1837, for a grand total of $466.66.

Kathleen Barker
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Schools for Girls and Women

Initially, the American colonial educational system was based on religious and philosophical ideas that settlers brought with them from Europe. The educational experience of the New England Colonies, Middle Colonies, and Southern Colonies differed to some degree, but they had one significant thing in common: for the most part, females were permitted limited educational opportunities compared to males. In spite of the limitations that women faced as both students and teachers, women played an important role in the development of informal American schools. After the American Revolution and into the era of the early republic, Americans began to forge their own unique educational identity. Over time, Americans began to see the value in universal education, and with the introduction of common and public schools, women gained greater formal educational opportunities.

Two educational tracks were set up for colonial American students. Lower-class students generally learned basic skills such as reading, writing, math, and religion. Male students from wealthy families were taught the basics but also a variety of other classes, such as Latin and Greek, to prepare them for college. Since colleges were in short supply in the colonies, most well-to-do parents sent their sons to colleges in Europe. In 1636, Boston-based Harvard in Massachusetts became the first North American college. More than half a century later in 1693, the College of William and Mary was founded in Williamsburg, Virginia. Both colleges were originally created to train clergymen. Most colonials saw no reason to educate women beyond the basic skills.

In New England, the Puritans were strongly guided by reformation ideas, which stressed the supremacy of the scriptures. Instead of trusting church traditions, European Protestant reformers argued that the faithful should be able to read the Bible. Consequently, Puritan schools taught a number of subjects, most blended with religion, but they considered reading as the most important educational skill.

In contrast, the population of the Middle Colonies was much more varied than in the North. Besides the English, the area included Dutch, Irish, Scottish, and German settlers. Each of these settlers set up schools, which promoted their own particular beliefs. The Quakers uniquely believed in setting up schools to educate both boys and girls. Puritans persecuted Quakers for their beliefs, including their practice of allowing women to become spiritual leaders.

The colonies in the South had the most rigid class system. Southerners believed that only males from wealthy families should be educated beyond the basic skills. Slaves were generally excluded entirely from any sort of education.

In all three regions, the earliest schools were home schools. Parents, usually the mother, taught their children basic skills at home. If parents could afford the small tuition fee, they would sometimes send their children to dame schools, a European concept. As the name suggests, dame schools were taught by women in their homes. For obvious reasons, the level of instruction in dame schools depended on the knowledge of the dame. Both boys and girls ideally received lessons in basic academic as well as homemaking-type skills. However, sometimes children learned only numbers and letters, and other times dames provided no more than a babysitting service. Unfortunately, most colonial girls only received home and dame school educations, because most of them were excluded from formal schools even after the passage of early compulsory education laws. For example, the Massachusetts School Laws in 1642, 1647, and 1648, which inspired other areas of the colonies to adopt similar laws, required communities with more than 50 families to build a grammar school to prepare male students for college.

Some women received more than a basic skills education. For example, Benjamin Franklin’s and Thomas Jefferson’s daughters received a better education than most men in the colonies. Self-educated Abigail Adams gave herself a better education than that of John Adams, her college-educated husband and future president. Other women, educated in either America or Europe, made a living as teachers. Like Adams, many women found informal ways to educate themselves and turned their skills to teaching.

Although opportunities were limited, some orphaned girls and girls from lower-class families were accepted into various apprenticeships, where they learned academic skills as well as crafts. Parents would sometimes send their young daughters to boarding school to live with a widow or unmarried woman who would educate the young ladies in the arts (drawing, painting, and music) as well as manners and literature. Evening (or night) schools were private schools created to supplement women’s education after they mastered skills learned at home or at dame schools. Some evening schools taught a variety of subjects that went far beyond the basic skills, including foreign languages, accounting, drawing, geography, algebra, geometry, trigonometry, ethics, logic, and philosophy.

In spite of these efforts, most colonial and Revolutionary-era women remained less educated than men. Over time and especially after the American Revolution and into the era of the early republic, Americans gradually disassociated themselves from European models and began to forge their own unique educational identity. Textbooks, known as spellers, which taught students the American way of spelling English words, became the underpinning of all schoolhouses across the country. By the early 1800s, American education had moved away from a major focus on religion and began to focus on teaching skills that were good for commerce, such as math. Education was also fashioned into a tool to promote American democracy, patriotism, good citizenship, and moral values. By the mid-1800s, women gained greater educational opportunities in formal schooling with Horace Mann’s (1796–1859) introduction of the idea of public secondary schools for all children.

Rolando Avila
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Second Great Awakening

The Second Great Awakening was a mass religious movement in America and the second of its kind. Notably, the evangelical impulse that began in 1790 and lasted through the 1840s emphasized the individual’s role in universal salvation. In a time when many Americans frowned on women’s work outside the home, the religious nature of the movement legitimized women’s activities in the public sphere, empowering women to take up a variety of secular causes in an effort to reform society.
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While much has been written about the male preachers and religious ideology of the Second Great Awakening, approximately two-thirds of revival goers were women. Women attended these revivals, absorbed their message of the perfectibility of the human spirit, and gave birth to a wave of social justice crusades that define the early nineteenth century. (Library of Congress)

In the 1730s and 1740s both Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield, two of the leading First Great Awakening preachers, laid the groundwork for a faith that emphasized the role of individuals in seeking their own salvation based on personal revelation. Nonetheless, many Protestants theologians held fast to the doctrine of predestination, a belief that God had chosen only a few people to be saved and that there was nothing a person could do to change their eternal destiny.

In the late 1700s, a number of influential revivalists sought to reestablish personal choice as a doctrine in salvation and in so doing created the Second Great Awakening. Evangelists like Charles Grandison Finney taught that God offered an opportunity for salvation to all people. Black, white, young, old, rich, poor, men, and women had access to salvation—not just a privileged few. In this new faith, it was up to believers to make a freewill choice to seek out and accept the gift of salvation from God.

The mass religious movement swept through both cities and the countryside. In the country, camp revival meetings became common as early as 1800. Hundreds of people from various denominations flocked to hear sermons preached by rotating charismatic ministers. The net effect was that visitors listened to sermons all day long. In some cases, religious services went on for several days. Many preachers adopted the practice of placing prospective converts in the “anxious box” so that they could preach directly to them hour after hour until they accepted salvation. Often, converts displayed overtly dramatic responses by falling on the ground and shaking widely, creating a lively and entertaining revival atmosphere. In the cities, the fiery messages that preachers delivered were said to awaken believers from spiritual slumber by igniting a spiritual fire inside their hearts. In New York state, for example, some areas were nicknamed “burnt-over districts.” According to some estimates, in 1839 Finney converted more than 100,000 people in New York, and oftentimes the majority of converts were women.

The universal nature of the new faith particularly attracted women. Since colonial times, traditional Protestants had viewed women as the weaker sex. In contrast, evangelicals, who believed that all people could be saved, placed women in a state of spiritual equality with men. In fact, in some ways women were regarded as spiritually superior to men because more women than men heeded the call to salvation. Some evangelists capitalized on the state of affairs by empowering women to tend to the salvation of the rest of their households. Many women responded by bringing their husbands and children to the faith. Others became evangelists and spiritual hymn writers, spreading the message to the world.

The universal nature of the new faith resulted in a more democratic approach to religion. In short, the Second Great Awakening empowered women as individuals and as a group. It changed the way Americans saw women’s role in religion and society, and this new view encouraged women to engage in reform movements based on the notion that if women were uniquely able to reform their own households they might also be best suited for national reforms due to “female moral authority.” Some of the most notable female reform movements included temperance, abolition, suffrage, and utopian ventures.

Ultimately, leadership roles in the new faith equipped some women to take on new leadership roles in society. Many women joined activist clubs. Some of the most famous activists included Sojourner Truth, an advocate of abolition and women’s rights; Harriet Tubman, an abolitionist and the chief conductor of the Underground Railroad; and Susan B. Anthony, a proponent of temperance, abolition, and suffrage, who was arrested for voting illegally in a presidential election and proclaimed at her trial that “Resistance to tyranny is obedience to God.”

Rolando Avila
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Sedgwick, Susan Anne Livingston Ridley (1788–1867)

A member of an illustrious and literary family, Susan Anne Livingston Ridley Sedgwick published works for young readers during the first half of the 19th century.

Born Susan Anne Livingston Ridley, on May 24, 1788, in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, Sedgwick was the first of two daughters of Matthew and Catherine Livingston. Her sister Matilda Frances Sherbourne Ridley, born in 1789, married Robert Watts and lived until 1862. Sedgwick’s family was politically active and socially prominent. Her maternal grandfather was New Jersey governor William Livingston (1723–1790).

Sedgwick married Theodore Sedgwick Jr. on November 28, 1808. Her husband was born in Sheffield, Massachusetts, on December 31, 1781, the eldest son of Pamela Dwight and Theodore Sedgwick, a delegate to the Continental Congress who also went on to become a politician and state supreme court judge. Sedgwick Jr. graduated from Yale College in 1798, studied law, and practiced in Albany, New York, from 1801 to 1821.

Following his years of practicing law in Albany, Sedgwick Jr. relocated to Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where he engaged in farming and became president of the county agricultural society. As a Democrat and active opponent of slavery, Sedgwick Jr. also entered politics. He served in the state legislature (1824, 1825, and 1827) and made several unsuccessful attempts at becoming elected as the lieutenant governor of Massachusetts. In addition, he published several volumes, among which were Hints to My Countrymen (1826) and Public and Private Economy (1838). He died of apoplexy in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, on November 7, 1839.

The Sedgwicks had one son, born in Albany, New York, in 1811 and named Theodore after his father. The son graduated from Columbia College in 1829 and was admitted to the bar in 1833. Like both his father and his grandfather, he practiced law. He went on to become a U.S. district attorney and also published various writings, including Memoir of Governor William Livingston (1833) and Treatise on the Measure of Damages (1847).

Susan Sedgwick devoted her energies to a different form of writing than her husband or son pursued and did not begin publishing until her son had grown up and moved away. She chose juvenile fiction. Her works include The Morals of Pleasure (1829), The Children’s Week (1830), Allen Prescott: Or, The Fortunes of a New England Boy (1834), The Young Emigrants: A Tale Designed for Young Persons (1836), Alida: Or, Town and Country (1844), and Walter Thornley, or A Peep at the Past (1859).

As some of the titles of Sedgwick’s novels suggest, her writings shared the characteristic interest of 19th-century authors, especially women, in using the power of fiction as a vehicle to deliver lessons in morals, manners, and the proper conduct of life. Many writers believed that such didactic volumes could reach readers unlikely to seek such advice through the means of nonfiction, such as advice literature and moral essays. In this respect, numerous works of American fiction from this era in U.S. history represent efforts both to inform and uplift readers, particularly the young, immigrants, and members of the working class. Rather than functioning as works chiefly intended for leisure and enjoyment, such novels aspired to the audience’s personal, social, and spiritual improvement.

Two of Sedgwick’s published works, Allen Prescott and Alida, took shape from her recollections of remarks by her maternal aunt, Susan Livingston Symmes, who had witnessed the American Revolution firsthand and spoke to the harsh realities of war not just for soldiers but also for entire communities. Sedgwick’s novels both paid tribute to her aunt and served to dramatize the lasting effects of the American Revolutionary War (1775–1783) on American society.

Few published critiques of Sedgwick’s work are available. The exception is an 1844 review of Alida published in the North American Review. Introducing excerpts from the novel, the reviewer praises her characters and compares Sedgwick’s work to that of Jane Austen. The commentary is not entirely laudatory, suggesting that Sedgwick is still honing her craft. Still, the fact that she received notice in this way indicates that she was regarded as an author of considerable promise.

There was, however, another woman in the Sedgwick family who achieved even greater literary notice than did Sedgwick. Her classmate and later her sister-in-law, Catharine Maria Sedgwick, was widely known as an author in a genre then classified by the diminutive term commonly applied to works by women, domestic fiction. Catharine Sedgwick’s published novels include Hope Leslie (1827) and The Linwoods (1835). Her work was often compared to that of author Susan Warner. Like her sister-in-law, Catharine Sedgwick also composed some work targeted to young readers.

Susan Sedwick died in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, in 1867. She was buried in the Sedgwick family plot, Sedgwick Pie, in Stockbridge Cemetery.

Sedgwick earned a reputation as an American author, taking particular interest in presenting fiction directed to the distinctive needs and interests of youthful readers during the 19th century.

Linda S. Watts
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Seton, Elizabeth Ann (1774–1821)

The first Catholic saint born in the United States and the founder of the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s, Ann Bayley Seton was born on August 28, 1774, to Dr. Richard Bayley (1744–1801) and Catherine Charlton (d. 1777). After her mother’s death, Seton’s father married Charlotte Amelia Barclay (1759–1805), and Seton spent some of her childhood and teen years living with Bayley relatives in New Rochelle, New York. On January 25, 1794, she married William Magee Seton (1768–1803), the son of a prominent New York merchant. The couple had five children. Although she devoted a considerable amount of time to her family responsibilities, Elizabeth Seton enjoyed participating in the New York social scene.

As a founding member of New York’s Society for the Relief of Poor Widows, Seton also engaged in charitable work by collecting money and visiting families in need. In 1798 after the death of her husband’s father, Seton and her husband moved into the Seton family home on Stone Street and cared for his younger brothers and sisters, including 7-year-old Cecilia and 10-year-old Harriet, who remained close to Seton throughout their lives. Unfortunately, the disruption caused by the elder Seton’s death and William Magee’s struggle with tuberculosis led the family’s business into bankruptcy, placing the Setons in a precarious financial position.

In an effort to restore his health, Seton and her family traveled to Leghorn (Livorno), Italy, in October 1803. Italian officials quarantined the passengers on arrival, fearing the spread of yellow fever, which was then raging in New York. Both parents and their eight-year-old daughter Anna Maria spent the next month in a damp, drafty cell, a dangerous situation for someone in the final stages of tuberculosis. Although released on December 19, William Magee Seton did not recover, dying on December 27, 1803. In February and March 1804, Anna Maria and Elizabeth Seton contracted a form of scarlet fever, and mother and daughter did not return to New York until June. However, Seton’s Italian sojourn proved fortuitous for her spiritual development. As an Episcopalian, Seton was unfamiliar with the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church.

While in Italy, Seton visited historic sites and attended Catholic worship services with her friends, Antonio (1764–1847) and Amabilia Filicchi (1773–1853). The Filicchi family fostered Seton’s interest in Catholicism, sharing art, religious literature, and their personal convictions. Although attracted to Catholicism, Seton did not join the Church in Italy. She continued to study and pray, convinced that God would guide her in her religious search. Despite opposition from family and friends, Seton experienced a conversion when she returned from Italy and made her profession of faith in Roman Catholicism at St. Peter’s Church in New York City on March 14, 1805. In doing so she joined an oppressed minority in a 19th-century America, where Protestants held almost all positions of social, economic, and political power. Indeed, Catholics were so despised that most both the temperance movement and the anti-immigrant nativist movements were anti-Catholic movements in a thin disguise.

The next few years were trying ones, as Seton faced the task of providing for her five children. Reverend Louis Dubourg (1766–1833) proposed that Seton move to Baltimore, and he persuaded her to start a school. In 1808 Seton rented a house on Paca Street, adjoining St. Mary’s Seminary and College. The school remained small, but during her stay in Baltimore, Seton’s interest in religious life grew, and along with the Sulpician priests who advised her, she began investigating the possibility of starting a community of religious women in Maryland. After Reverend Pierre Babade recruited two young women to join her, Seton began planning a community of nuns. With a donation from Samuel Sutherland Cooper, Seton secured some property near Emmitsburg, Maryland. There she founded the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s, the first new Catholic community of religious women in the United States.

The nascent community continued to develop and regularize its rules between 1809 and 1812. The Sulpicians initially proposed that the sisters join with the Daughters of Charity in Paris, but Seton opted for her community to remain independent. The priests made no further efforts to unite with the French religious community until the 1840s. In 1810, Bishop Benedict Flaget delivered a copy of the Common Rules of the Daughters of Charity to Emmitsburg, which he had received on a journey to France. With minor adaptations necessitated by American social conditions, the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s adopted these rules in 1812. By the time Seton died, the community operated the school in Emmitsburg, staffed the infirmary and managed domestic operations at Mount St. Mary’s College, and administered orphanages in Philadelphia and New York City.

Seaton spent the years after the establishment of her community working to expand their charitable activities. She succumbed to tuberculosis in 1821 when she was 46 years old. Two of her daughters preceded her in death. Seton’s example, writings, and the ministries that the Sisters of Charity established have influenced the faith, education, and well-being of thousands of individuals throughout the United States. The original community of five women has grown into six foundations and their branches, now united in the Sisters of Charity Federation. On September 14, 1975, Pope Paul VI canonized Elizabeth Ann Seton. She was the first American-born person, male or female, to be made a saint and remains an important symbol for American Catholics.

Kristine Ashton Gunnell

See also Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Catholic Women; Vol. 2, Sec. 1: Daughters of Charity

Further Reading

Bechtle, Regina, S.C., and Judith Metz, S.C., eds. 2000–2006. Elizabeth Bayley Seton Collected Writings. 3 vols. Ellin M. Kelly, mss. ed. New York: New City Press, http://via.library.depaul.edu/vincentian_ebooks/.

Melville, Annabelle M., and Betty Ann McNeil, DC. 2009. Elizabeth Bayley Seton, 1774–1821. Han-over, PA: Sheridan.

Soldiers, Women Passing as Men, Revolutionary War

Early American history provides significant evidence of women’s desires to participate in the battle for freedom. The American Revolutionary War (1775–1783) is one of the first conflicts with documented evidence of women disguising their gender in an attempt to fight on the battlefield. While there are fewer documented cases of women passing for men in the Revolutionary War, by the time of the American Civil War (1861–1865) there are accounts of hundreds of women cutting their hair, adopting male aliases, and binding their breasts to serve alongside their male counterparts. These women challenged society’s gender roles that only allowed women to serve as nurses, cooks, laundresses, and spies by pushing such gender boundaries and gathering up arms to fight.

In the years before the American Revolution, there were women soldiers on the frontier. One of the most renowned is Anne Hennis Trotter Bailey (1742–1825) of Virginia, who vowed revenge when Native Americans killed her husband. In 1774, she dressed in male buckskin attire and gained a reputation for being absolutely fearless. During the American Revolution, she became a courier and scout. She received regular army pay and rations and gained the respect of her male comrades.

Since boys as young as 12 were said to have joined the American ranks during the Revolutionary War, a soldier with a high voice and no facial hair was not cause for alarm. Sometimes women soldiers cut their hair short and rubbed dirt on their faces to simulate the growth of a beard. With the soldiers sleeping and often bathing in their clothes, the women’s guise could be carried out under layered bulky attire. In both the Revolutionary War and the Civil War, modesty prevailed for all soldiers when handling bodily functions, allowing women the privacy necessary to pass as a man.

During the American Revolutionary War, this gender ruse allowed women to live lives beyond the confines of the home and move into roles other than wife and mother. Many women who decided to disguise their gender were concerned with more than adventure. Most were poor, unmarried, and young and wished to go to war so as to collect a soldier’s paycheck. One of the more well-known women who served in the Revolutionary War was Deborah Sampson (1760–1827) of Plympton, Massachusetts. Noted to have been a direct descendant of William Bradford (1590–1657), the former governor of Plymouth Plantation, Sampson enlisted in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment in 1782 under her deceased brother’s name, Robert Shurtliff. She fought in New York until 1783, when she was wounded in battle and her true gender was discovered by the attending physician. The doctor did not reveal her secret, and after a year and a half of serving with her regiment, Sampson was honorably discharged.

In 1777, Ann (or Nancy) Bailey of Boston adopted the name Samuel Gay and enlisted in the 1st Massachusetts Regiment. While there are few details about her short time in service, there are accounts that confirm that she was promoted to the rank of corporal, the highest rank of any woman who served during the Revolutionary War. After a few weeks of service, Bailey left the 1st Massachusetts Regiment. It is believed that her abrupt departure may have been linked to the discovery that she was a female. Her true gender identity discovered, Bailey was fined and imprisoned for impersonating a man.

Sally St. Claire, a Creole woman from South Carolina, joined a South Carolina regiment during the Revolutionary War to remain close to her lover. Little is known of St. Claire’s early life or her time in service. Records indicate that she enlisted in 1778 and fought in the Battle of Savannah, where both she and her lover were killed in battle. It was not until her death that she was discovered to be a woman.

While the numbers were lower for women who served in the Revolutionary War, historians note that by the American Civil War, there were upwards of 400 women who served under the guise of being men. These women came from diverse and varied backgrounds—rich and poor, literate and illiterate, city dwellers and rural denizens. Their reasons for service were varied. Many women enlisted to remain close to their husbands, lovers, or brothers. Others enlisted for adventure. Some women enlisted to avoid being married off to unsuitable men or to free themselves from unbearable family situations. Enlistment in the army allowed women to make their own money, and many were able to relieve the financial burdens of their families back home. Other women enlisted because they deeply believed in the cause for either the Confederate or Union side and desired to play a more active role in the war effort.

Even after the Revolutionary War, women continued to serve their country disguised as male soldiers. Some sources cite one “Lucy Brewer,” who was alleged in an “autobiography” to have secretly fought as a marine aboard USS Constitution during the War of 1812. However, many historians feel that the legend was a tactic to sell “her” book, The Female Marine, which was probably written by a male.

There are reports that in the Mexican-American War (1846–1848), Elizabeth Newcom (b. ca. 1825) joined the Missouri infantry as “Bill Newcom.” Though she marched 600 miles to camp in Colorado, she was discovered to be female and summarily discharged.

For decades after both the Revolutionary War and the Civil War, military officials denied the existence of women soldiers. Diaries, letters, and narratives were dismissed as hoaxes. Proven women soldiers were scorned as prostitutes, lesbians, or crazy women. Officials denied that the women could have gone undetected at induction, though for much of American history the induction exams given to prospective soldiers were cursory at best. The conscripts were asked to walk to make sure they were not too lame to march, and their mouths were examined to make sure they had at least three teeth to tear open cartridge packets. They were not asked to undress.

It is impossible to know just how many women went to war disguised as men, because the only ones known to history are the ones who, for one reason of another, were caught and made public. We can know that women have served in combat for the entirety of American history and did so with bravery and honor.

Sherri M. Arnold
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Toypurina (1760–1799)

Toypurina, a Kumi-Vit (or Tongva) woman from the village of Javachit in today’s San Gabriel Valley, California, was born nine years before the Spanish began colonizing southern California. The Spanish would have identified her as a Gabrielino, a term that identified all native people who were relocated to San Gabriel Mission (est. 1771) and baptized. A leader of an insurrection against the San Gabriel Mission in 1785, she continues to be a symbol of resistance to Spanish colonization. After the foiled campaign and years of imprisonment, she was baptized and later married a presidio soldier. Therefore, she also represents the process of accommodation in the face of overwhelming threat and coercion. Toypurina was a doctor, a wise woman, and a leader of her community. She earned respect among the leadership and populations of at least seven villages. Toypurina is a reminder of the value and status of women recognized in the traditional Kumi-Vit worldview. She experienced the impact of Spanish patriarchal order and the disruptive culture imposed through the establishment of 21 missions in Alta California.

Javachit was one of many independent Kumi-Vit villages whose territory embraced the Los Angeles, Santa Ana, San Gabriel, and Rio Hondo Rivers. Before the Spanish came the Kumi-Vit people numbered 5,000 and were distributed among 1,500 square miles of territory into 50 politically independent villages. Some of the villages competed for resources, while others were bound to each other through economic, social, and religious ties. Coastal villages tended to compete with those in the foothills and mountains.

The Kumi-Vits thrived on a hunting and harvesting subsistence economy. They also participated in an intertribal trade network that included the Serrano, Cahuilla, Chemehuevi, and Mojave peoples. Men hunted, and women were responsible for the managing, harvesting, preparing, and cooking of foods (acorn and pinon) central to the Kumi-Vit diet. Toypurina spoke at least one of the four dialects of the Takic language family (Uto-Aztecan language group). Kumi-Vit religious cosmology taught people to be stewards of the land and negotiate land-use rights rather than to see themselves as the center of the universe and owner or conqueror over all other life forms. Kumi-Vit leadership included the dominant lineage leader of his or her village. The shamans also comprised the leadership, although under their own authority.

Kumi-Vit women enjoyed marked freedom, respect, and independence, particularly when compared to Euro-American women. Women were valued in their role as mothers, and children were prized and nurtured. In addition to doing the life-sustaining work of the population, women produced clothing and participated in tribal ceremonies and mourning rituals. Spiritual women such as Toypurina were responsible for the elaborate mourning ceremonies and for distribution of food following communal hunts. They controlled dances, studied astronomy, and kept time, important for seasonal planting, harvesting, and ceremony. Such tribal members also cured physical, emotional, and spiritual ailments.

Toypurina was a young woman on September 8, 1771, when the Franciscans established Mission San Gabriel near the Rio Hondo River, the fourth mission of Alta California. The acquisition of native women by soldiers often began with chasing and lassoing them, followed by rape and then the murder of Kumi-Vit men when they attempted to protect the women. “Men, women and children would be whipped, tied up and driven to the mission. There a ritual of submission was required from men and boys … [and] women and children were used as leverage to secure baptisms” (Castillo 1994, 71–72). The sexual violence that accompanied the conquest did not help the Church’s efforts to convert natives, but Church officials could do little to curb the military’s behavior.

By relocating members of rival and more distance villages to the mission, the Spanish conquest also increased competition for land and resources. Beginning with a failed insurrection in 1771 and through the early 1780s, Kumi-Vit leaders resisted colonization. Continued sexual assaults, floggings, theft of children, acute loss of resources, and increased mortality led many women to accept baptism. The pressure applied to the most vulnerable women and children probably led the men to accept baptism, as they did what was necessary to stay close to their loved ones. Once baptized, neophytes (trainees) were confined to the mission to labor in the fields and industries of the mission, making them little more than slaves. The introduction of systematic labor exploitation, sexual abuse, and violence quickly brought free native women under the patriarchal authority of the missions.

Mission authorities began confining girls by the age of six or seven to monjeros (barracks) to be isolated from male contact until married. Women were confined again following the death of a husband. Monjeros, which were little more than prisons, lacked sewage and ventilation and contributed to the proliferation of disease and high mortality. Birthrates declined partially because women practiced birth control and infanticide to avoid the birth of children who were the product of rape. Some chose not to bring children into a world that they experienced as harsh and that was under rapid, unwanted change. Women who attempted to escape were brutally whipped and sometimes put in shackles. Thus, in all ways mission Indian life denied women’s power and the opportunity for respect and positions of leadership that Kumi-Vit society honored.

By 1785, Toypurina had become a formidable doctor and had witnessed the devastating impacts of Spanish influence that undermined the recognition of women’s value and status. As a doctor, a ceremonial leader, and a wise woman, she had both influence and kinship connection. Nicolas Jose (1748–ca. 1790), the first alcalde (Indian supervisor) and the third adult male to have been baptized at Mission San Gabriel, approached Toypurina to assist him in destroying the mission. He may have had considerable influence inside and outside the mission, balancing his leadership role between two worlds. He brought beads and other things to Toypurina as compensation for her services.

Nicholas organized resistance from within the mission while counting on Toypurina’s influence among the free Kumi-Vits. She expected to be paid in mission cattle following a successful uprising. She recruited tumia r Temejavaguichi of Juvit Rancheria, Aliyivit of Jajamovit Rancheria, the tumia r of Jachivit Rancheria, the population of Azucavit, and others. Seven villages agreed to join forces in an effort to eject the Spanish from their territory. Traditionally, war parties were led by both men and women such as Toypurina and Jose. Unfortunately for the free natives, the plot was discovered. Nicolas, Toypurina, and at least 20 others were imprisoned at the Presidio to await trial and sentencing. Nicolas testified that he was motivated to rebel due to oppression of native culture and ceremony. Toypurina testified that she participated in the insurrection in an effort to end Spanish occupation of Kumi-Vit territory.

In 1777 after being held for two and a half years, Nicolas was exiled and condemned to six years of hard labor in irons. Toypurina was exiled to Mission San Carlos in Monterey and spent 16 months in solitary confinement. Upon release she faced retribution from 20 followers and 2 chiefs who had sworn revenge on her for the failed campaign. Perhaps because of the threat from her own people, Toypurina chose to convert. In 1787 at the age of 27, she was baptized Regina Josepha at Mission San Gabriel, the 29th baptism. It is also possible that her baptism was not consensual. She may also have been forced to be baptized while in prison and in shackles. Two years later she married Presidio soldier Manuel Montero and bore at least three children. Her son, Cesario, and daughter, Juana de Dios Montero, were born at San Luis Obispo Mission. Maria Clementina, their last known child, was born at San Carlos Borromeo Mission in November 1794. Toypurina lived with her family at various missions until she died on May 22, 1799, and was buried at the age of 39 at Mission San Juan Bautista.

Toypurina was born prior to the Spanish conquest at a time and in a society that valued women and their contributions. Kumi-Vit women were equals among men even if oftentimes the labor they performed was different than that of their male counterparts. Toypurina survived apocalyptic changes throughout her life when most indigenous people did not. She learned to adapt to survive. However unsuccessful her revolt was, she stands as an icon of native female agency and serves as a reminder that California missions were not the beneficent agents of indigenous transformation from savages to civilized people. Rather, the mission system did great damage to indigenous culture and indigenous women.

Leleua Loupe

See also Vol. 1, Sec. 1: Hunter-Gatherers; Slavery, Native Americans; Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Mestiza

Further Reading

Bauer, William. 2006. “Toypurina.” News From Native California 19(3): 34–36.

Castillo, Edward D. 1994. “Gender Status Decline, Resistance, and Accommodation among Female Neophytes in the Missions of California: A San Gabriel Case Study.” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 18(1): 67–93.

Hackel, Steven W. 2003. “Sources of Rebellion: Indian Testimony and the Mission San Gabriel Uprising of 1785.” Ethnohistory 50(4): 644–688.

Ursuline Nuns

Ursuline nuns educated girls across North America and elevated women’s participation in colonizing New France, becoming the first teaching order of women within the Catholic Church. They influenced Native American textile art and promulgated a positive image of native peoples that impacted ideals of personal freedom and European political theory, potentially contributing to the American Revolution and the French Revolution.

The Company of St. Ursula was a response to the poverty, illiteracy, and subsequent exploitation of women endemic throughout Europe in the 16th century. Angela Merici (1474–1540) organized the first Ursulines in Brescia, Italy, in 1535. Her innovation was unprecedented within the Catholic Church. Merici envisioned women working within a community to educate and empower other women rather than nuns cloistered away from the public.

The first Ursulines resided in private homes, met regularly with a community of sisters, and operated under all-female governance headed by a mother superior. This structure empowered the women, but their independence unnerved Church hierarchy, resulting in an initial refusal to ordain the order. Still, Ursuline companies established schools for girls throughout Europe, especially in France and Germany. French women maintained personal wealth through direct inheritance and property ownership. Religious-minded women with financial independence, such as young widows of the upper class, were drawn to the Ursulines.

Merici died before the company was officially recognized in 1546; she was canonized as a saint in 1807. In 1639 Mother Marie de l’Incarnation, Marie Guyard (1599–1672), two other French Ursuline sisters, and three Augustinian nursing sisters sailed to the remote outpost of Quebec, the capital of New France. They were the first Catholic nuns in North America. Under Guyard’s leadership, the Ursulines and their benefactress, Marie-Madeleine de Chauvigny de la Peltrie (1603–1671), built North America’s first convent and school for girls and founded an orphanage.

Guyard felt spiritually called to minister to Native Americans. She learned the local native languages, trained her nuns, and wrote the first dictionary, grammar references, and Christian books in Huron, Algonquian, Montagnais, and Iroquois.

The Ursulines taught preteen women literacy in preparation to receive communion, developed elocution and language skills through staged theatricals, and celebrated faith in the study of music. Cultural art appreciation would later inspire founding mothers of growing American cities to support opera, music, and theater.

The sisters educated students in math and elementary science, empowering female involvement in trade and industry. They also offered trade skills—spinning, sewing, knitting, and fine embroidery.

Across New France, the French merchant class sent their daughters to Ursuline boarding schools, but the sisters also provided classes for Native American, African, Hispanic, and mixed-race girls (métis). Schools were established at Trois Riviéres (1697), Montreal (1670), and New Orleans (1727). By 1731, 12 Ursuline schools were educating women to influence colonization, trade, and even diplomacy. Female colonists managed half of the property in New France. Native American and mixed-race woman became influential translators during tribal negotiations with Europeans.

Esther Wheelwright (1696–1780), a New England captive among the Abenakis, was ransomed by a French Jesuit priest and joined the Ursulines. She became their mother superior in 1760 following the British invasion of Quebec. While the British expelled the Jesuits, Wheelwright, an English speaker, negotiated to keep Ursuline schools, convents, and Catholic churches open.

Philanthropic women in France and New France funded the sisters’ endeavors, and business acumen enabled them to support themselves. Ursuline sisters brought gold-gilding technology to New France. Thin gold foil was applied to wooden objects—frames, religious altars, and artifacts—to brighten up dreary chapels and to produce saleable items for other religious institutions.

As upper-class French women, many Ursulines, including Guyard, Peltrie, and Parisian sister Marie Lemaire des Anges (1641–1717), were skilled at needlework. They created embroidery masterworks to decorate altar frontals, liturgical ornaments, and religious vestments.

Native American women traditionally decorated garments with dyed tufts of animal hair or porcupine quills in geometric designs. The Ursulines taught European needlework to their students. Native American students returning to tribal cultures incorporated new floral themes, pictorial elements, and embroidery techniques into traditional textiles, creating new forms of Native American art.

Similarly, the Ursulines absorbed native and métis women into their ranks and adopted their ethnic crafts. Wheelwright, having learned birch bark techniques as a captive, encouraged production of birch bark boxes and moose hair embroidery. Exotic curios were presented to visiting dignitaries and patrons and were sold in France to fund schools and hospitals. Native American dolls and miniature birch bark canoes that benignly depicted unfamiliar people were made specifically for European markets. Some scholars believe that these scenic depictions shaped 18th-century European political philosophy by suggesting the ideal of le bon sauvage, “the good wild man” (individuals with innate goodness free of the corrupting influence of society).

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) spent his young adult years in France as a Catholic convert, where he may have encountered Ursuline curios. His writings on individual freedom and equality as a natural state, juxtaposed against the corrupting influence of complex society, influenced the political beliefs of Thomas Jefferson and others involved in the American Revolution and the French Revolution.

In 1900, Pope Leo XIII called all Ursuline sisters to come together under the Ursulines of the Roman Union with an administrative representative in Rome. Some groups, however, remained independent under the original Company of St. Ursula. All Ursuline sisters remained dedicated to education and empowering women to reach their full potential.

Keri Dearborn

See also Dower Rights; Vol. 1, Sec. 1: Clothing, Native American Women; Cultural Interaction; New France, Women in; Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Captives, English; Catholic Women; Inheritance Laws; Mestiza

Further Reading

Maison Générale des Ursulines, Quebec. 2007. “Les Ursulines.” http://www.ursulines-ur.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=30&Itemid=33&lang=en.

Phillips, Ruth Bliss. 1998. Trading Identities: The Souvenir in Native North American Art from the Northeast, 1700–1900. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Sister Mary of Jesus. 1948. “Ursulines.” In The Encyclopedia of Canada, Vol. 6, edited by W. Stewart Wallace, 221–224. Toronto: University Associates of Canada.

Vaillande Douvillier, Suzanne (1778–1826)

Suzanne Théodore Vaillande Douvillier was the first ballerina to perform in the United States. The French-born Vaillande also left her mark on the American stage as the first female choreographer in addition to contributing to set designs. Vaillande contributed to American theatrical arts on multiple levels—a feat that had not been previously accomplished by a woman in the United States.

Born in France in 1778, Vaillande was raised by her mother, who does not appear to have ever married. Records from this time period are incomplete, particularly for the working-class French, so historians know little of Vaillande’s early life. She studied dance at the Paris Opéra, marking her as a classically trained ballerina. Ballet opera, which contained both dancing and singing, was popular in 18th-century France. Ballet, as an art form for continual dance rather than dance interspersed with singing or talking, developed in midcentury. By the time Vaillande trained as a ballerina, dancers were wearing no-heeled dancing shoes and clothing that allowed for natural movement. The young Vaillande excelled at this new art form. She developed a swift and successful career as a ballerina in France with regular performances at the Nicolet’s Théâtre des Grands Danseurs du Roi under the stage name Mademoiselle Théodore.

When Vaillande was a teenager, both France and its colonies faced political turmoil. During the French Revolution she traveled to Santo Domingo, where she met Alexandre Placide, a French entertainer skilled in acrobatics, gymnastics, and dance with whom she had a professional and probably romantic relationship. However, the colony faced a revolt in 1791, which may have convinced Placide and Vaillande to relocate once more. The two moved to the United States, where they launched a lucrative career.

Ballet itself was relatively new to New York when Vaillande and Placide arrived in 1792. Vaillande first performed in America under her stage name Madame Placide, though she was not married to Placide at the time. Her appearance at New York’s John Street Theatre in The Bird Catcher, one of the first traditionally choreographed French ballets, was the first ballet performance in the state. Vaillande was the featured ballerina for the majority of the ballets and pantomimes that Placide would go on to stage for the New York Theater that season. She also performed ballet and pantomimes around the country, including Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island, before settling in South Carolina. In addition to being recognized as a talented performer with many leading roles, Vaillande became the first female choreographer in the United States when she worked on the ballet Echo and Narcissus in 1796.

During Vaillande’s career as a dancer, both Placide and Louis Douvillier, a singer and dancer who joined the troupe while they toured in Boston, courted Vaillande. Although not legally married to her, Placide was jealous of Douvillier’s affection for Vaillande; he challenged the singer to a duel for the ballerina’s hand. Though Douvillier lost the duel with a minor injury, he asked Vaillande to marry him. She accepted, and in late 1796 Vaillande’s stage name changed to Madame Douvillier. She performed with her husband in New Orleans and began to hone her choreography skills.

Vaillande continued to push the boundaries of theatrical work throughout her life. She was the first female performer to play a male character onstage in the United States, though the American theater had a long tradition of men playing female roles. She also contributed to set design, though she was rarely credited for her work. Because she was reportedly disfigured in her later years, Vaillande wore a mask during her final performance as Donna Anna in Don Juan. Vaillande died at age 48 a few years after her late husband and was buried in the St. Louis Cemetery. Throughout her career, Vaillande expanded her role in professional dance as a student, performer, choreography, and set designer. Though major American cities now all have ballet companies, American formal dance culture was in its very infancy when Vaillande performed, and though she is relatively unknown today, she should be considered a pioneer of American dance culture.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, written by British feminist Mary Wollstonecraft in 1792, addresses several issues regarding the repression of women advocated by philosophers who believed that women should not receive an education. Wollstonecraft extended the argument she initiated in A Vindication of the Rights of Man (1790), in which she rejected monarchies and the aristocracy in favor of republicanism. In her magnum opus of women’s rights, she challenges the systematic subjugation of uneducated women. Although both the author and text received negative criticism at the time, Wollstonecraft’s Vindication was an important founding document for American women’s rights.

After Edmund Burke (1729–1797) published Reflections on the French Revolution, arguing that social upheaval would set a dangerous precedent for the future of monarchies, Wollstonecraft provided one of the first published rebuttals via A Vindication of the Rights of Man. In addition to challenging Burke’s defense of the aristocracy, Wollstonecraft criticizes the rhetoric he employed, believing that it reinforced problematic gender dynamics. She would later expand these arguments in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

As political discussions in response to the French Revolution spread in England, they often included arguments about the education of women. In response to Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord’s pamphlet Rapport sur l’instruction publique, Wollstonecraft argued that women had a right to education. Influenced by intellectuals such as Dr. Richard Price (1723–1791) and Thomas Paine (1737–1809), Wollstonecraft argued for an end to the social restrictions women faced, including access to education, on the grounds of ethics and reason.

Throughout A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft grappled with the failure of contemporary philosophers to include women as part of the revolution for rights. She criticized the accepted belief that women were naturally weaker, both physically and intellectually, and therefore were incapable of rational thought. Furthermore, she targeted the systematic subjugation of women through the institution of marriage, religious doctrine, and domesticity. To provide women with a better opportunity to contribute positively to society, Wollstonecraft argued that rational education was necessary.

In the first chapters, Wollstonecraft establishes that virtue is obtained by men through reason; as a result, denying access to rational education would prevent women from obtaining virtue, a necessary attribute of modern citizenship. She also emphasizes that while men are educated to become professionals and contributors to society, women are groomed for outward aesthetics and marriageability. Wollstonecraft reasons that it would be undesirable and unethical to deny women the rights granted to men. To bolster her argument in later sections, she examines how it is unethical to withhold education from women by examining the path to marriage and duties of wives and mothers to challenge the imbalance of power between men and women.

In 1798 William Godwin (1756–1836), Wollstonecraft’s widower, published Memoirs of the Author of a Vindication of the Rights of Woman. His unconventional approach in providing an intimate account of Wollstonecraft’s career and affairs was not well received and contributed to the negative criticism against her work. Wollstonecraft and Godwin, for example, though married, lived in separate adjoined houses. The couple also married only once they discovered that Wollstonecraft was pregnant. Their daughter Mary was also an unconventional woman, famous chiefly for writing Frankenstein: Or, The Modern Prometheus (1818).

Although the rights of women did not change immediately after its publication, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman would serve as inspiration for women’s rights activists by the turn of the century. Both literary and political figures—from George Eliot and Virginia Woolf to Millicent Garrett Fawcett—attempted to rehabilitate Wollstonecraft’s memory. Prominently published throughout the 1800s, Rights of Woman garnered a wide readership in the United States. Among these readers were activists Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony. Despite the initial rejection of Wollstonecraft as radical and unorthodox in her philosophy on women’s education and in the personal choices she made during her lifetime, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman remains one of the earliest important documents of the feminist movement.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Excerpt from Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792)

Although Mary Wollstonecraft was an English writer, her A Vindication of the Rights of Woman would have been available to American women. The book, excerpted here, is often credited with being a founding document in the 19th-century women’s rights movement.

The most perfect education, in my opinion, is such an exercise of the understanding as is best calculated to strengthen the body and form the heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain such habits of virtue as will render it independent. In fact, it is a farce to call any being virtuous whose virtues do not result from the exercise of its own reason. This was Rousseau’s opinion respecting men: I extend it to women, and confidently assert that they have been drawn out of their sphere by false refinement, and not by an endeavor to acquire masculine qualities. Still the regal homage which they receive is so intoxicating, that till the manners of the times are changed, and formed on more reasonable principles, it may be impossible to convince them that the illegitimate power, which they obtain, by degrading themselves, is a curse, and that they must return to nature and equality, if they wish to secure the placid satisfaction that unsophisticated affections impart. But for this epoch we must wait—wait, perhaps, till kings and nobles, enlightened by reason, and, preferring the real dignity of man to childish state, throw off their gaudy hereditary trappings: and if then women do not resign the arbitrary power of beauty—they will prove that they have less mind than man.

I may be accused of arrogance; still I must declare what I firmly believe, that all writers who have written on the subject of female education and manners, from Rousseau to Dr. Gregory, have contributed to render women more artificial, weak characters, than they would otherwise have been; and consequently, more useless members of society. I might have expressed concern on a lower key; but I am afraid it would have been the whine of affectation, and not the faithful expression of my feelings, of the clear result which experience and reflection have led me to draw. …

Though, to reason on Rousseau’s ground, if man did attain a degree of perfection of mind when his body arrived at maturity, it might be proper, in order to make a man and his wife one, that she should rely entirely on his understanding; and the graceful ivy, clasping the oak that supported it, would form a whole in which strength and beauty would be equally conspicuous. But, alas! husbands, as well as their helpmates, are often only overgrown children; nay, thanks to early debauchery, scarcely men in their outward form—and if the blind lead the blind, one need not come from heaven to tell us the consequence.

*  *  *

Rousseau declares that a woman should never, for a moment, feel herself independent, that she should be governed by fear to exercise her natural cunning, and made a coquettish slave in order to render her a more alluring object of desire, a sweeter companion to man, whenever he chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, which he pretends to draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates that truth and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be cultivated with certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female character, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed with unrelenting rigour.

What nonsense! when will a great man arise with sufficient strength of mind to puff away the fumes which pride and sensuality have thus spread over the subject! If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must be the same in quality, if not in degree, or virtue is a relative idea; consequently, their conduct should be founded on the same principles, and have the same aim.

Source: Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects (London: Joseph Johnson, 1792). Available at http://womhist.alexanderstreet.com/awrm/doc1.htm.



Wall, Rachel (1760–1789)

As the first American-born female pirate, Rachel Wall collaborated with her husband and other sailors to capture and loot ships at sea.

Wall was born in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in 1760 and raised on a farm by a conventional Presbyterian family. When Wall was a child, her father gathered the family for morning and evening prayer. Every Sabbath, he quizzed his children on the Holy Scripture and on other holy books he would read to them. Longing to live by the waterfront, Wall ran away from home at a young age. She shortly returned and lived with her family for 2 years before leaving home again at age 16. She never saw her family again.

During a visit to a harbor near Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, Wall was attacked by a group of girls. A sailor named George Wall saved her. The two fell in love and eloped. The couple traveled together to New York and Boston, where George left Wall to work on a fishing schooner. Wall took a job as a servant with a prominent home in Beacon Hill.

After two months, Wall’s husband came back with five of his shipmates to convince her to leave her life of servitude and join them at sea. George proposed that he, his wife, and his shipmates become pirates. Wall’s husband and his friends served aboard privateers during the American Revolutionary War and hardly saw the moral disconnect in taking the step to full piracy when they had been paid by the government to do much the same.

In early 1781, the crew began their life of piracy. Wall’s husband decided to use her as bait. When the weather was good, the crew would work on the schooner as simple fishermen. After a storm, Wall and the crew would make the ship appear battered, and Wall would scream for help as other ships approached. The unsuspecting captain and crew would board Wall’s ship to rescue her, and the crew on Wall’s ship would murder and rob them. Once the pirates plundered and pillaged the vessel of all loot, they would throw the bodies overboard and sink the ship. Upon returning to shore the crew would blame the deaths and loss of a ship on bad weather.

For about a year the crew continued this ruse. Within a year, the crew was $6,000 richer from the 12 ships they plundered and sank. The lucrative business came to an end when Wall’s husband mistook the eye of a hurricane as the end of the storm and died at sea. A New York ship offered Wall and the remaining crew help and brought them to shore. Another account claims that Wall’s husband was murdered during a fight on another ship and that in her mourning she decided to quit the life of piracy.

Once in Boston, Wall returned to her former job as a maid for the Beacon Hill home. After a year of piracy, she found her income as a servant inadequate and supplemented her earnings by petty theft and prostitution. She was ultimately caught for the theft of another woman’s bonnet in 1789. Wall was charged with highway theft, a crime punishable by hanging. She was also a suspect in a waterfront murder. In Wall’s confession she denied being guilty of the crime for which she was charged. She did confess to piracy, although she said that she never committed murder.

Rachel Wall was hanged on October 8, 1789, along with two men for highway robbery. She was the last woman to be hanged in the state of Massachusetts. She remains one of a relatively small number of 18th-century female pirates. Anne Bonny and Mary Read worked together with famed pirate “Calico Jack” Rackham in the Caribbean in the 1700s, while Mary and Thomas Harvey worked the Carolina Sea Islands at about the same time. The most powerful female pirate of all time was undoubtedly Ching Shih, famed for her portrayal in the third Pirates of the Caribbean movie, who commanded over 300 ships and as many as 40,000 pirates.

Adrienne Harwell
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Warren, Mercy Otis (1728–1814)

Born into a prominent New England family, author and political philosopher Mercy Otis Warren was close friends with public figures such as Abigail (1744–1818) and John Adams (1735–1826), Elbridge Gerry, Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826), and George Washington (1732–1799). Warren served as a key intellectual figure during the American Revolution and Early Republic periods.

Born in West Barnstable, Massachusetts, on September 14, 1728, Warren was the 3rd child and 1st daughter of 13 children born to Judge James Otis Sr. and Mary Allyne. The Otis family was well established in the Massachusetts colony: Warren’s grandfather John Otis served in the Massachusetts House of Representatives, and her father was a lawyer and judge who served as attorney general of the province. During Warren’s childhood, the Otis household included at least 1 black slave as well as indentured servants. Despite her support for the American Revolution, some of Warren’s later writing reflects a sense of disappointment and loss in a world in which her family’s position of power was unquestioned within their community.

Warren was particularly close with her father and eldest brother, James Otis Jr., and was encouraged by both of them to read widely and practice her skill with the pen. Along with James, she studied Greek and Latin classics in translation as well as work by William Shakespeare, Alexander Pope, John Dryden, John Milton, and Sir Walter Raleigh. The support and encouragement by men in pursuit of intellectual endeavors was a recurring pattern in Warren’s life, one that gave her license to step outside the bounds of colonial and early republican womanhood.

On November 14, 1754, Mercy Otis married James Warren (1726–1808), a lawyer practicing in Plymouth, Massachusetts. Between 1757 and 1766, Mercy Otis Warren gave birth to five sons: James, Winslow, Charles, Henry, and George, all of whom lived to adulthood. Their 54-year marriage was a strong partnership, and both husband and wife chafed against the often necessary separations of the American Revolutionary period. The couple seemed most content when living together on the Warren family estate, Eel River, in Plymouth, Massachusetts. During the years leading up to the American Revolution, the Warren home became a site for political debates and organizing. James Warren supported his wife in her role as a revolutionary polemicist. After the Revolution when both Warrens suffered personal and political disappointments, Eel River served as their refuge.

Warren began writing poetry during the 1760s, though none of her early poems were published during her lifetime. Her first published work, written at the encouragement of her fellow revolutionaries, was The Adulateur, a satirical play in blank verse. Written as a critique of Governor Thomas Hutchinson’s role in the Boston Massacre, it appeared serially in the Massachusetts Spy during March and April 1772. This was followed by The Defeat, published in the Boston Gazette in May and July 1773, and The Group, published in pamphlet form in April 1775. All three of these works appeared anonymously, though their authorship was an open secret among friends and family. At this point in her career, Warren was ambivalent about her role in the political realm, and in private letters she expressed anxiety and uncertainty about women’s role in the public sphere.

[image: Lamphier]

Historian and playwright Mercy Otis Warren is remembered for her insightful commentary on American politics. Though largely forgotten by historians, she wrote the first history of the American Revolution. (Cirker, Hayward and Blanche Cirker, eds., Dictionary of American Portraits, 1967)

The period following the American Revolutionary War was a difficult one for the Warrens, both politically and personally. They were uncomfortable with the social instability and rowdy nature of early republican politics, and the rise of new players in the political scene frustrated James Warren’s political ambitions. As a result, he withdrew from public life in 1778, a decision that drew criticism from many family friends. Domestically, the couple faced the convalescence of their son James, who had lost a leg during the war and suffered from mental health problems that today might be described as post-traumatic stress disorder.

During the tumultuous constitutional debates of 1787, James and Mercy Warren reentered politics on the side of the anti-Federalists, expressing a strong distrust of centralized government. Mercy Warren, writing as “a Columbian Patriot,” published a pamphlet in February 1788, widely circulated throughout the new nation, that was a passionate defense of decentralized government. The Warrenses’ anti-Federalist position led to a falling out with John and Abigail Adams, who were already bitter about James’s earlier withdrawal from public life and saw James and Mercy Warren as undermining the efforts to build a new nation.

As she entered her 60s, Warren published her first book, which was the first work to appear under her own name: Poems, Dramatic and Miscellaneous (1790). Fifteen years later, she followed this up with one of the earliest histories of the American Revolution: the three-volume History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution: Interspersed with Biographical, Political, and Moral Observations (1805). Warren’s narrative wove together factual information about people and events with a passionate defense of classical republican ideals of public virtue and obligation. History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution also incorporates the perspective and experience of women more fully than her previous political work, making a strong case for the importance of women’s participation in the creation of the new nation. To Warren’s disappointment, her history met with little critical attention and weak sales.

The publication of History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution brought Warren’s career to a close. During the final decade of her life, she lived at Eel River with her husband and son James, who had moved in with his aging parents in 1800. Their son Henry, his wife, and nine grandchildren lived nearby. On November 28, 1808, James Warren passed away at the age of 82. Warren died 6 years later on October 19, 1814, after a short and sudden illness. She was 86 years old.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Washington, Martha (1731–1802)

Martha Dandridge Custis Washington was a private family-oriented woman who endured personal tragedy and provided extraordinary support and stability to others, including the Continental Army of the Revolutionary War. As the wife of the first president of the United States, George Washington (1732–1799), she originated the role of first lady, creating an ideal for successors.

Washington was born the eldest of eight children to John and Frances Dandridge, middle-class landowners descended from the Virginia Colony’s founding families. Her father owned a medium-sized tobacco plantation, where the Dandridge women prepared the family’s food, spun their own yarn, and sewed most of their everyday garments assisted by one or two house slaves.

While some historians describe Washington as educated only in domestic matters, plantation-class women typically were literate and handled legal documents. They were also taught strong arithmetic skills to maintain household financial records. As the oldest daughter, Washington helped raise her younger siblings and throughout her life was happiest when surrounded by family, especially children.

The petite five-foot-tall Washington, with dark brunette hair, was an accomplished equestrian and had an interest in textiles. Just prior to her 19th birthday, she married Daniel Parke Custis, a man 20 years her senior and one of Virginia’s wealthiest planters. The couple had four children, but their first son died of malaria at age 2. Further tragedy struck in 1757 when Washington’s 4-year-old daughter and husband died.

At age 26, Washington was a widow with 2 children under age 4. This early experience taught her “that the greater part of our happiness or misery depends upon our dispositions, not upon our circumstances” (Fields 1994, 224). Rather than despair, she took on the management of her plantations.

When Custis died without a will, his estate—including 18,000 acres of farmland, multiple homes, and 300 African slaves—fell under English inheritance law. Dower rights entitled Washington to manage the properties in trust for her two living children—John “Jack” Parke Custis (1754–1781) and Martha Parke Custis (1756–1773).

Washington was the wealthiest widow in Virginia, a position offering independence not afforded most colonial women. She could manage her own affairs, including whether or not she remarried. Despite proposals from wealthy widowers, Washington eventually chose an indebted bachelor six months her junior: George Washington. A distinguished military officer from the French and Indian War (1754–1763), he shared her frugal nature and love of the land. They were married on January 6, 1759, and moved to his family home at Mount Vernon, Virginia.

Their marriage was a loving partnership. George Washington oversaw the management of her properties, but documents reveal that she maintained active involvement in business matters. They never had any children, but George helped raise Jack and young Martha. Unfortunately, Washington’s daughter developed epilepsy, and despite investigation into various medical treatments, the girl died of a seizure at age 17.

Though Martha Washington publicly claimed no interest in politics, political activists gathered at Mount Vernon. When unpopular taxes were placed on English imports, the Washington household participated in the various tea and textile boycotts. As George was leaving to represent Virginia at the First Continental Congress, Washington admonished one of his corepresentatives to stand firm with her husband on independence from England.

During the eight years of the American Revolutionary War while George acted as general of the Continental Army, Washington managed the plantation during the summer and followed the army to its encampment each winter. She acted as nurse, mother, and confidante to the men under her husband’s command. Mercy Otis Warren (1728–1814) noted how Washington brought unusual kindness and comfort to the war-weary soldiers and the general.

Washington also supplied much-needed food and clothing (made by her textile workers at Mount Vernon) after she saw how the Continental Congress had failed to provision the soldiers. When support for the war waned, Washington invited local women to come and call on her and her circle of officers’ wives, including Lucy Knox and Catherine “Kitty” Greene. When the visitors arrived, they were put to work knitting socks and sewing shirts for the soldiers.

Even the end of the war came with a personal price; Washington’s remaining son contracted typhus at Yorktown and died. He left a young widow with four small children. Washington and her husband adopted and raised the two youngest grandchildren.

Washington hoped that the war’s end would bring a return to a private life, but George accepted election to the presidency in 1789. Throughout her husband’s eight years in office, Washington used her friendly nature to moderate political advisories, charm foreign dignitaries, and champion the military veterans who had served under her husband. She was a thoughtful hostess tasked with delicately balancing open social events reflecting democratic ideals and weekly official dinners highlighting cultured hospitality to engender the respect of European allies. Abigail Adams (1744–1818), the wife of Vice President John Adams, became a close friend of Washington’s and noted the universal respect and admiration paid to the first lady.

Exposure to a wider world in New York and Philadelphia during the presidency impacted Washington, and she became a supporter of increased education for women, sending her granddaughter to one of the newly established schools for girls.

Throughout their lives, when separated the Washingtons wrote weekly. Upon her husband’s death, Washington burned 41 years’ worth of their private letters. She preserved the privacy they had so often given up for the public good. Many modern scholars feel that Washington’s full influence as a founding American figure is unknown because of the lack of primary documents revealing her interaction with her husband, the first president of the United States. Martha Washington died on May 22, 1802 at Mount Vernon.

Keri Dearborn
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Wheatley, Phillis (1753–1784)

Poet Phillis Wheatley was born in West Africa, sold into slavery, and eventually freed. She wrote poems at a time when many people argued that people of African descent were so inferior to Euro-Americans as to be fit only for slavery. She is remembered as a preeminent poet of the American Revolutionary period.

Wheatley was born in Gambia around 1753 but was sold into slavery and shipped to the United States when she was 7 or 8 years old aboard the Phillis, a slave ship that landed in Boston, Massachusetts. Purchased by John Wheatley, a wealthy Boston merchant, as a domestic servant for his wife and teenage children, he named her Phillis after the slave ship that brought her to America. Unlike most slaves, Wheatley had an opportunity to demonstrate an intellectual talent that her masters were willing to develop. As a result, she received a rather extensive education for the time—something rather rare for any woman, let alone a slave. Under the guidance of 18-year-old Mary Wheatley, the enslaved girl quickly grasped the English language, eventually engaging in in-depth studies of literature as well as a wide array of subjects that included Latin, Greek, and religious studies. For Wheatley, these studies ultimately became the inspiration for her poetry and the basis for her most highly anthologized poetic works.

Encouraged by Mary to use her education to write, Wheatley published her first poem, “On Messrs. Hussey and Coffey,” on December 2, 1767, in the Newport Mercury newspaper, marking the beginning of what would prove a short-lived yet influential literary career. Laden with allusions to the classical works and Christianity, in which she was educated, her poetry reflected the values instilled in Wheatley during her time in slavery. These themes proved popular with many American readers, particularly in the developing colonies where the First Great Awakening of the 1730s and 1740s swept a spirit of Christian revitalization throughout the Northeast. At the same time, Wheatley often incorporated a larger social message in these works, as in her poem “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” where she reminds the Christian masses that the enslaved black race should not solely be condemned, for much like herself, they could also be refined.

Wheatley’s emphasis on Christian values also aided in the acceptance and appreciation of her work by local white audiences, foregrounding her humanity in stark contrast to the prevailing stereotypes of slaves as inferior that were prominent in racial discourse from the antebellum South to the industry-driven North. In fact, because of her intellectual skill, Wheatley was often cited in abolitionist talks and literature as evidence of the humanity and talents of the growing free black population. Her works, after all, demonstrated, at least to the circle of white families and supporters all around her, that blacks were not in fact the brute and unintelligent beasts solely bred for labor that many proslavery proponents claimed them to be.

Wheatley, through her literary example and frequent exposure to white society, illustrated to Americans in the New Republic that blacks could be educated if allowed to escape the dehumanizing effects of slavery. While there is certainly an element of racist thinking among Wheatley’s admirers, who assumed that black Americans achieved a pinnacle of humanity only in emulating whites, she nonetheless offered an important role model for people who believed that slavery was wrong.

After the publication of several poems in newspapers and periodicals, Wheatley gained wider recognition with her 1768 poem titled “To the King’s Most Excellent Majesty,” a poem that celebrated the repeal of the Stamp Act. Her tendency to record significant historical events later became a dominant thread across her literary works. Eventually Wheatley was able to gain even greater attention at home and abroad with the publication of a funeral elegy that she composed for Selina Hastings, the countess of Huntingdon, in response to the death of George Whitefield, her chaplain and one of the founders of Methodism. The poem was published in both London and Boston in 1771, which drew Wheatley international attention. The following year the publication of her poem “Recollection” in the London Magazine brought her further fame.

In time, Wheatley amassed enough poetry to compile a full-length collection titled Poems on Various Subjects: Religious and Moral. Unable to find a publisher in Boston due to the rising racial prejudice, she published the collection in London in 1773, guided by the support of Selina Hastings. This collection demonstrated an artistic and intellectual skill that was relatively unheard of from a slave.

Prior to the publication of the collection, however, Wheatley returned to Boston to nurse her sickly mistress and was soon after granted her freedom. In 1774 Wheatley’s poetry collection was also published in the colonies, establishing her as one of just a few American women at the time, Anne Bradstreet included, to have their work appear in print for a public audience.

The 46 poems in the book were written according to European standards of poetry, modeled after the work of Alexander Pope and composed in traditional form, much like the works she read as a teenager under the tutelage of Mary Wheatley. Reflecting on key historical events and dedicated to influential figures, Phillis Wheatley’s poetry not only portrayed her thoughts on life in Boston but also demonstrated the cultural literacy she was afforded by the family that once owned her.

Racial prejudice of the era, however, worked against the success of these early poems, as many American readers and critics frequently denied that she was the author of these works. Many Americans simply refused to believe that a black woman could write poetry. As Wheatley moved forward in her literary career, she had to convince a panel of Boston’s literary and political elite of her authorship. To combat the potential racial prejudice that would threaten its later success at home, Poems thus contained a letter from John Wheatley assuring the readers that Wheatley had written the poems as well as an “Attestation” from New England’s literary leaders. This same tradition was later prominent in the slave narratives of the antebellum period as black authors continued to have to prove the legitimacy of their authorship. Thus, published letters of support by well-known white figures in the community became a tradition in black American literature.

Though Wheatley continued writing poetry, eventually compiling enough work for a second proposed collection, her literary career essentially ended not long after the publication of her first book. In October 1775 Wheatley wrote a poem honoring General George Washington, which captured his attention and resulted in an invitation to his headquarters in Cambridge early the following year. On April 1, 1778, however, she married John Peters—a decision that proved disastrous for Wheatley’s literary endeavors. Peters’s failure to maintain employment and financial instability left the family in abject poverty. During this time Wheatley gave birth to three children, all of whom died at a very young age. Under these conditions she found it difficult to write. When Peters was imprisoned for outstanding debts, Wheatley found herself unable to adequately provide for herself.

Sickly throughout her life, Wheatley died in relative obscurity and poverty on December 5, 1784, shortly after giving birth to her third child. Though unable to find a publisher in her lifetime for her second collection of poetry, she remains a significant figure in American poetry today. Able to merge classical forms with religious themes and a pious spirit, she challenged the dominant misconceptions of blacks as unintelligent, bestial creatures. She was promoted instead as a rare talent of her day and age.

Certainly much of Phillis Wheatley’s success can be attributed to the unprecedented support that she received from the Wheatley family, but her talent was her own. She was vital to the growth of African American literature during the 19th and 20th centuries. She was one of the first voices of the steadily growing canon of American poets. Her poems, considered raceless by some and for others coded with a larger sociocultural message, paved the way for other women writers of color, writers such as Alice Walker who have recognized the vital role that her literary foremothers like Wheatley and Zora Neale Hurston have played in forging a place for women of color within the once exclusive canon of American literature.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Poems of Phillis Wheatley

Phillis Wheatley (ca. 1753–1784) was a significant Revolutionary-era American poet. Though critics disagree about the quality of her poems, the fact that she wrote poetry at all while enslaved in a culture that evaluated her as inferior and even subhuman provided powerful proof of African American female agency. In the first of her poems reproduced here, “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” Wheatley begins the poem by suggesting that she is grateful for slavery but ends in a subtle rebuke of the institution.

The vast majority of Wheatley’s poems do not address slavery but instead are written to some important person on some notable occasion, such as the second poem here, written to George Washington. Washington praised her work in 1773 and corresponded with her. Poems such as those here provide an interesting window into Revolutionary-era culture.

On Being Brought from Africa to America

’TWAS mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

Taught my benighted soul to understand

That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

Once I redemption neither sought nor knew,

Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

Remember, Christians, Negroes, black as Cain,

May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.

His Excellency General Washington

Celestial choir! enthron’d in realms of light,

Columbia’s scenes of glorious toils I write.

While freedom’s cause her anxious breast alarms,

She flashes dreadful in refulgent arms.

See mother earth her offspring’s fate bemoan,

And nations gaze at scenes before unknown!

See the bright beams of heaven’s revolving light

Involved in sorrows and the veil of night!

The Goddess comes, she moves divinely fair,

Olive and laurel binds Her golden hair:

Wherever shines this native of the skies,

Unnumber’d charms and recent graces rise.

Muse! Bow propitious while my pen relates

How pour her armies through a thousand gates,

As when Eolus heaven’s fair face deforms,

Enwrapp’d in tempest and a night of storms;

Astonish’d ocean feels the wild uproar,

The refluent surges beat the sounding shore;

Or think as leaves in Autumn’s golden reign,

Such, and so many, moves the warrior’s train.

In bright array they seek the work of war,

Where high unfurl’d the ensign waves in air.

Shall I to Washington their praise recite?

Enough thou know’st them in the fields of fight.

Thee, first in peace and honors—we demand

The grace and glory of thy martial band.

Fam’d for thy valour, for thy virtues more,

Hear every tongue thy guardian aid implore!

One century scarce perform’d its destined round,

When Gallic powers Columbia’s fury found;

And so may you, whoever dares disgrace

The land of freedom’s heaven-defended race!

Fix’d are the eyes of nations on the scales,

For in their hopes Columbia’s arm prevails.

Anon Britannia droops the pensive head,

While round increase the rising hills of dead.

Ah! Cruel blindness to Columbia’s state!

Lament thy thirst of boundless power too late.

Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side,

Thy ev’ry action let the Goddess guide.

A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine,

With gold unfading, WASHINGTON! Be thine.

Source: Basker, James G. 2002 Amazing Grace: An Anthology of Poems about Slavery. New Haven: Yale University, 293.




Phillis Wheatley’s Letter to Reverend Samson Occom Containing a Strong Antislavery Statement (February 11, 1774)

In 1761 John Wheatley, a Boston merchant, purchased a slave girl of about 8 years of age for his wife, who wanted a companion and household servant. Mrs. Wheatley taught Phillis how to read and write, and by the age of 14 Phillis was writing poetry. Although Phillis was treated like a daughter in the Wheatley family, she was an anomaly, an educated black slave, and so she never fit comfortably into any group, either black or white, in Boston society. The following is a letter she wrote in 1774, when she was about 21 years old. The letter contains the strongest antislavery statement that we have from Phillis Wheatley.

Reverend and honoured Sir,

I have this day received your obliging kind epistle, and am greatly satisfied with your reasons respecting the negroes, and think highly reasonable what you offer in vindication of their natural rights: Those that invade them cannot be insensible that the divine light is chasing away the thick darkness which broods over the land of Africa; and the chaos which has reigned so long, is converting into beautiful order, and reveals more and more clearly the glorious dispensation of civil and religious liberty, which are so inseparably united, that there is little or no enjoyment of one without the other: Otherwise, perhaps, the Israelites had been less solicitous for their freedom from Egyptian slavery; I do not say they would have been contented without it, by no means; for in every human breast God has implanted a principle, which we call love Freedom; it is impatient of oppression, and pants for deliverance; and by the leave of our modern Egyptians I will assert, that the same principle lives in us. God grant deliverance in his own way and time, and get him honour upon all those whose avarice impels them to countenance and help forward the calamities of their fellow creatures. This I desire not for their hurt, but to convince them of the strange absurdity of their conduct, whose words and actions are so diametrically opposite. How well the cry for liberty, and the reverse disposition for the exercise of oppressive power over others agree—I humbly think it does not require the penetration of a philosopher to determine.

Source: Connecticut Gazette, March 11, 1774. Available at Perspective in Literature, http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap2/wheatley.html.



Wilkinson, Jemima (1752–1819)

Evangelist Jemima Wilkinson, as part of the religious fervor of the Great Awakening, preached sexual abstinence and acceptance of all people. Believing that she was God’s holy vessel, she was the first American woman to establish a utopian religious community. Wilkinson established Jerusalem in western New York in 1794.

Born on November 19, 1752, in what was then the colony of Rhode Island, Jemima Wilkinson was the 8th of 12 children of Quakers Jeremiah and Amey Whipple Wilkinson. They named her Jemima because it had been the name of one of Job’s daughters in the Old Testament. Lacking a formal education, Wilkinson was self-taught and read the Bible as her primary source of information about the world. Born in poverty, she would rely on elite patrons for her economic support for most of her life.

Strong and athletic, Wilkinson was an adept horse rider from her youth. In adulthood she was strong enough to fell trees for her settlement in western New York. Because she had been raised a Quaker, Wilkinson believed that women could be religious leaders. Wilkinson’s memory allowed her to quote long passages from the Bible. The First Great Awakening led her to deepen her faith. In her 20s she became ill, possibly with typhus, and experienced what she believed to be a vision of two archangels. Wilkinson believed that her old self had died and that God had resurrected her with a new soul. Acting in everything as she believed God had commanded her, she held revival meetings in her home and traveled about New England preaching. She recruited four sisters and one brother to her ministry. She preached to American and British troops during the American Revolution and began to call herself the Publick Universal Friend and the Friend of Sinners.

General Horatio Gates attended one of Wilkinson’s meetings and thought that she believed herself to be the second coming of Jesus in female form. Wilkinson never made a clear claim of divinity. In fairness, it is difficult to reconstruct what she believed because she was a mystic and spoke ambiguously. She stressed morality and the universality of biblical stories. Her mature beliefs meshed with the Quakerism of her childhood, though the Quakers abjured her beliefs.

In 1788 Wilkinson believed that God was calling her to preach in Britain, but in the midst of war the Royal Navy would not let her cross the Atlantic. Filled with the Holy Spirit, she attempted to cure the sick as Jesus is said to have done, but these efforts were unsuccessful. In one case a woman died in her arms. In the 1780s Rhode Island recognized Wilkinson’s ministry as a denomination, though she protested that she had no ties with any denomination. Her ties were to Jesus alone. Nonetheless, her religious group was called the Society of Universal Friends. That decade Wilkinson expanded her ministry beyond New England to Pennsylvania. In 1782 she arrived in Philadelphia, where she made both converts and enemies.

Tiring of the urban bustle, Wilkinson came to believe that God called her into the wilderness to worship in relative solitude. For Wilkinson the wilderness meant western New York, where in 1788 she made her first attempt at establishing a utopian community. The Shaker communities in Pennsylvania may have been her inspiration. Her initial attempt was unsuccessful because the community could not afford to buy the land, but in 1794 Wilkinson and her followers established Jerusalem, New York. Visitors were welcome in the community, which stressed friendship and kindness. People who broke the community’s rules on absolute sexual abstinence were asked to leave.

Spiritual matters consumed Wilkinson, so she entrusted the leadership of the community to her closest confidante, Sarah Friend. Because Wilkinson and her followers were the first community of white people in a region populated by Seneca people, she claimed herself a Seneca chief, though there is no evidence that the Senecas agreed to her title. Wilkinson died on July 1, 1819, and was buried in an unmarked grave, apparently in accord with her wishes. After her death rumors arose that she had risen from the dead, and her followers attributed miracles to her. Her utopian community dissolved after 1800.

Christopher Cumo
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Williams, Eunice (1696–1785)

The life story of Eunice Williams, captured by Native Americans in 1704, resisted standard captivity narratives, which were designed to demonstrate the horrors of what could happen to God-fearing Puritans who fell into the hands of “heathen savages.” Williams actually found her life among the native people to be empowering and rejected her English family’s efforts to return her to colonial English society.

Williams was born on September 17, 1696, in Deerfield, Massachusetts, to Reverend John Williams and Eunice Mather Williams. On the morning of February 29, 1704, when Eunice Williams was seven years old, a combined force of Frenchmen, Abenakis, Hurons, Mohawks, and Pennacooks attacked Deerfield. They killed 48 people, including Williams’s 2 youngest siblings. Among the 112 of the town’s residents who were captured were the surviving members of the Williams family. The raiding party forced their captives to march to Canada. Many of them did not survive the trek, including Williams’s mother.

Once in Canada, the surviving Williamses were dispersed among the various Native American groups. Williams was adopted into a Mohawk family to replace a female who had died of smallpox. By 1707, most of the Williams family had been released by their captors and had returned to New England. Soon thereafter, her father John Williams authored The Redeemed Captive Returning to Zion, which included his version of the family’s experiences at the hands of both the Iroquois and the French. Throughout the text, it was obvious that he was especially distressed by his daughter’s conversion by French Jesuits to Catholicism, which he discovered from her in one of the few conversations they had while both were in Canada.

John Williams’s narrative suggested that his freedom and that of most of his children was proof of God’s love for Puritans. The narrative also emphasized the inferiority of native people, particularly when compared to Puritan Christians. Religious leaders of the day, most notably Cotton and Increase Mather, used captivity narratives to fortify the religious and political beliefs of their followers. Due to the popularity of The Redeemed Captive Returning to Zion, Eunice Williams’s continued captivity became problematic over time for both the Williams and Mather families. Her continued existence among Catholic native people begged the question that if God truly favored the Puritans, then how could a member of two of the most prominent families of ministers in New England choose to embrace Catholicism and a Mohawk way of life?

Little is documented from Williams’s life among the Mohawks. She lived in Kahnawake, near Montreal, Canada, where she learned Iroquois culture and customs. She would have lived in a family unit and village where women were seen as equal to but different from men. While learning to speak Iroquois, she forgot her native tongue. The Jesuits gave her the name Margaret when she was baptized. As an adult among the Iroquois, she was known as A’ongote. She married Arosen, and they had three children together. Native child-rearing practices would have been significantly more relaxed and emotion-based than the practices of the Puritans, who viewed children as sinful and in need of physical correction.

Although Williams remained with the Mohawks for the rest of her life, she retained a connection with her original family through her surname. Because the Iroquois were matrilineal, her children used Williams as their last name. Despite what her Puritan relatives believed, Williams was not a captive of the Mohawks; she one of them. She consciously rebuffed efforts to be “freed,” as she preferred to stay in Kahnawake with her husband, children, and extended native family.

Williams periodically gathered information about her English family. She was aware that her father had gone back to minister to the people of Deerfield and had remarried. She cited his marriage as the reason that she was not willing to visit him. Once John Williams died, his son Stephen continued to encourage Eunice Williams to return to New England. Although she never returned to live with her white family, she visited them in 1740, 1741, 1743, and 1760. On those trips, she was accompanied by Mohawk relatives and an interpreter.

Williams died at Kahnawake on November 26, 1785. Her great-grandson Eleazer Williams produced a captivity narrative in 1842 titled A History of the Life and Captivity of Miss Eunice Williams that celebrated Williams’s life as a Catholic Kahnawake Mohawk. Although intended to counter John Williams’s views toward Catholic Indians in The Redeemed Captive Returning to Zion, Eleazer’s book wasn’t published until 2006.

Today Williams’s life story stands in direct conflict with standard captivity narratives and some historical approaches to native people. Captivity narratives such as Mary Rowlandson’s were designed to illustrate the superiority of Euro-Americans and savagery of Native Americans. Other captivity tales, such as Jane McCrea’s, were used as prowar, procolonist propaganda. In these narratives women are unwilling victims of barbaric Indians. Williams, like a number of other Euro-American women, did not regret her “captivity” and indeed was not actually a captive but a willing member of the Iroquois people, finding in that life greater power and freedom than she would have as a Puritan.

John R. Burch Jr.
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Middle- and upper-class women in the Revolutionary and New Republic periods (1754–1819) built upon the customs and culture of their colonial-era predecessors. Just as the American colonies moved from a society based on hierarchy and deference toward one of liberty and self-sufficiency, women’s lives moved in tandem, albeit on a much more gradual and limited basis. Meanwhile, the lives of African American and Native American women were not governed by the same social and cultural schema reserved for white women. In general, they were considered to have even less intellectual ability and potential for leadership than white women; though many such women proved that they could possess formidable attitudes and intellectual skills, most nonwhite women were governed by different codes of conduct that more closely reflected society’s assessment of them as slaves or other outsiders, and society ascribed its assumptions to them accordingly.

Key to the revolution against British rule was the shift in colonial ideology that focused on the value of liberty not only as a political change but also as a way of life, a concept known as republicanism. Strongly influenced by the Enlightenment, a philosophical movement of the 17th and 18th centuries that emphasized the use of reason and the rejection of tradition based on the works of John Locke (1632–1704), Isaac Newton (1643–1727), and others, republicanism evolved from the concept of natural rights, among them life, liberty, and property. Self-sufficient property ownership and public virtue, or the willingness to sacrifice one’s own personal interests for the benefit of the greater good, were key components in republican ideology.

Gender Roles

As revolutionary rhetoric expanded, white women’s lives and the ways in which they negotiated the expectations imposed upon them became more nuanced as they assimilated revolutionary ideals. These new ideologies were reflected in almost all areas of the feminine experience, and once the American Revolutionary War ended, the task of building the new nation encouraged women to further refine their activities and belief systems in order to more effectively negotiate the changing world around them. When Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) deliberated on the choice of a spinning wheel or a tea table as a wedding gift for his sister Jane, he chose the spinning wheel—better to encourage his sister to be practical and industrious rather than merely decorative. This image is a fitting metaphor for the expectations for such women in the Revolutionary and Early Republic eras.

The white women of the Revolutionary and New Republic had been raised in a society in which social and cultural norms tied them inextricably to their husbands in virtually all matters of their daily lives. The hardworking housewives of the prewar 18th century became the bastions of republican motherhood in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. While Revolutionary-era women did not emerge from America’s fight for liberty with much more freedom or rights of their own—which they did not actively pursue—they did gain a new purpose. As republican mothers they were deemed responsible for instilling in their children an understanding and appreciation for the republican way of life—a necessity in the ever-evolving world of the New Republic.

The boundaries of the circumscribed life were frequently tested, however, by women who found opportunities to take part in the political, intellectual, economic, and cultural world outside their usual purview. While most women of the late 18th and early 19th centuries were expected to be helpmeets to their husbands and caretakers of their homes and families above all else, their actions beyond the home and hearth distinguished them as much more than simply “notable housewives” or “pretty gentlewomen.” These two terms described the ultimate goals to which women were expected to aspire. To be notable required dedicated attention to every aspect of work in the home, and to be referred to as notable was among the highest of compliments. If 18th-century commentators are to be believed, the women of the time never stopped moving in order to fulfill this feminine ideal. Nothing took the place of what went on inside her home, and she was expected to excel—even revel—in the perfect completion of every task.

While differing in the types of women to which they referred, both terms carried with them the central theme of devotion to home and family and the binary division of responsibilities between male and female. In the commonly accepted assessment of the time, women were considered to be physically and intellectually weaker than men, which rendered them unsuitable for life in the public sphere. This was not considered to be a shortcoming but rather an indication of the precise suitability of women for particular important tasks for which men were specifically unsuited. This, above all, was a woman’s purpose: to defer to her husband’s judgment, which due to his own natural makeup and purpose was considered superior to hers. It was her duty and obligation to defer to his decisions and his will. Too much education was considered unnecessary and even dangerous. As a person whose purpose in life required her to be perfectly attuned to the needs of her own household, interest in public affairs was unnecessary. Although women were considered the weaker sex, this weakness was a natural and necessary condition that perfectly completed the whole when combined with her husband’s abilities.

While this was the dominant ideology in place, it was not always strictly adhered to by the women it claimed to define. During the Revolutionary period, women participated in boycotts of British goods, raised funds for the support of the Continental Army, and served as camp followers, spies, and even soldiers. Bold, well-educated elite women such as Mercy Otis Warren (1728–1814) wrote literary works that bolstered the Patriot cause. Ordinary women, including slaves and servants, hid information in the folds of their skirts and passed it across enemy lines. The vast majority of women participating in these activities did so while also managing a household and family, which was itself an all-consuming task. Clearly, while custom and propriety dictated that women of the time served best while within the confines of hearth and home, the women themselves did not always see it that way.

Education

Formal education for females was not considered a priority during the colonial era due to the perception of women’s limited intellectual ability and the dominant ideology that the proper role of women was as wife, mother, and helpmeet. Indeed, it could be a dangerous thing; when a friend asked Massachusetts Bay Colony founder John Winthrop for advice concerning a marital issue, Winthrop replied that the problem was caused by his wife’s habit of reading too much. Young women were educated but in different ways and to different degrees than young men as befit their proper roles in colonial society. The ideology of republican motherhood convinced some men to educate women so that as mothers they could contribute to the early education of their sons.

While boys often attended schools and colleges in order to obtain the broadest education possible, girls were usually taught at home. The curriculum included reading but not necessarily writing; religious studies and instruction in common household tasks rounded out the education deemed necessary for the proper housewife. In addition to these basics, girls from elite families were often schooled in ornamental subjects such as dance, music, art, and fine needlework. As the colonial period progressed, females of elite social status were encouraged to expand their knowledge to include natural philosophy, mathematics, and other subjects more common to the education of young men. This emphasis on more advanced education for women did not extend to a broader range of social classes until after the American Revolution, when ideology regarding the role of women in American society began to change.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

Rural women achieved notability for the level of perfection they attained in the keeping of their home, an endeavor that included not only housework but also dairying and other forms of farm labor typically reserved for women. Their notability also carried with it the responsibility for home manufactures, primarily the fabrication of clothing and the production of foodstuffs. Such a list of daily chores was not only repetitive but was also physically draining, particularly when considering that there were almost always children underfoot who also required attention. For southern women on plantations, enslaved women performed this manual work, with slave-owning females acting as supervisors and managers. This often created uncomfortable connections between enslaved biracial women who were the children of the husbands of the women who owned them.

Middle- and upper-class women who lived in cities had far more access to finished goods than their countrified sisters and therefore were spared some of the heavy work associated with rural life. While this did give them more time and opportunity for leisure, much of it spent receiving and calling on friends, it did not absolve urban women from the responsibility to be notable. While notable housewives in the country complained about their inability to keep things clean, city women used the time not spent on producing home goods to do exactly that. What “pretty gentlewomen” lacked in cupboards full of home-produced cheese and textiles they made up for in sparkling floors and highly polished tabletops. The urban woman’s list of daily tasks was no less exhausting than that of her counterpart in the country, as urban women still tended kitchen gardens, did laundry, cooked, and performed all the other duties necessary in order to keep an urban home in notable condition, all the while minding her children as well. Even women with servants or slaves often remarked that management of these assistants often took as much time and effort as doing the tasks themselves. The servants and slaves themselves, whether in rural or urban settings, spent their days performing the same household tasks that would have occupied their mistresses without the option of delegating their work to someone else. In addition, they were just as likely to perform agricultural work alongside male laborers.

Females became aware of the gendered arrangement of public and private spheres at a very early age; girls were trained by their mothers in the household arts, which included not only such tasks as sewing, cooking, and cleaning but also spinning, candle making, gardening, beer making, dairy management, and any number of additional crafts necessary in order to properly operate a home. Urban women had more access to finished goods than did rural women, and some women had more help from servants, but all were involved to one degree or another in the use of these skills in order to fulfill the functions of a proper wife and mother. Women and girls often exchanged work with their friends and neighbors in order to maximize individual talents. For example, an especially competent knitter who was not particularly good at spinning (or who did not own a spinning wheel) might offer to knit for a friend who was the better spinner. The most prevalent income-producing activity was the barter or sale of surplus household production, such as eggs and wool.

Studies of women’s nonwaged work reflect an overwhelming status of women as home keepers. However, women did sometimes work outside the home, either as wage earners or as employees in family businesses. While scant evidence exists of wage-earning women during the colonial period, by the time of the American Revolution women’s participation in the paid workforce becomes apparent. It must also be noted that lack of written evidence does not mean that women did not earn money outside the home. Many women likely marketed foodstuffs and participated in the marketplace but kept no written records of their business pursuits due to widespread female illiteracy. A gendered division of labor dictated which jobs were appropriate for women and which were acceptable for men. For example, men primarily tailored garments, and while some women tailors can be identified, women generally sewed gowns, shirts, and similar apparel.

Legal and Political Power

In legal matters, single women wielded more power than married women. The feme sole (single female) had broader legal rights and privileges, particularly those related to property ownership, than a married woman, or feme covert (covered female). The exception to this was the “deputy husband” function performed by married women when their husbands were away and the legal matters of the home or business fell to the wives. Under these circumstances, decisions normally reserved for the husband were legally made by the wife. This concept obviously contained contradictions; while the husband was present, the wife was considered to be unequipped in terms of intellect or experience to make crucial decisions, but while he was away, her ability to function in his stead was legally recognized as possible and appropriate.

The major political question for women of the Revolutionary era was on which side their sympathies might lie. This question is both easier and more difficult to answer than one might expect. First of all, a woman’s political alliances were, by definition, the same as her husband’s. That said, while the disagreement over taxes, tea, and so many other issues involved colonists and England and while most colonists were indeed British, many were not. Those who were not had little interest in arguing over the subtleties of British rights. Regardless of their sympathies or lack thereof, many found themselves just as embroiled in the conflict. At the least, they fell subject to both colonial and British policies that impacted their daily lives. As household managers, women of all backgrounds found themselves negotiating the difficult issue of providing clothing, provisions, and supplies for their families.

Much of this hardship came about due to the boycotting and nonimportation of British manufactured goods. As one of the most successful tactics employed by American colonists over the course of the Revolution, boycotting and nonimportation agreements were economic measures in which women could participate in revolutionary activity. The agreements signed by women pledging to boycott the purchase of imported British products were political statements of their support for the American cause and an expression of their potential political power.

By refusing to purchase tea and other similar imported goods, women of this period exerted significant economic pressure on the British mercantile system already reeling from the debt incurred in the French and Indian War. The mercantile system was the model for economic success at the heart of England’s struggle for empire in the New World. The mercantile plan required the American colonies to send raw materials to England, which would in turn send finished goods to the colonies. By refusing to purchase imported goods from the mother country, women—responsible for nearly all the purchasing of household goods, especially in urban areas where most revolutionary fervor occurred—could exert their own form of power and influence. By further producing comparable home-manufactured goods, women sustained such movements and reinforced revolutionary assertions that the colonies could support themselves without British interference. Boycotting played a crucial role in the chain of events leading to the American Revolution in that it was not only an effective form of protest against unpopular British policies but also struck at the vulnerable economic nucleus of England’s New World strategy. Without the involvement of revolutionary women, the nonimportation and boycotting movements so instrumental in the success of the American Revolution would not have been possible.

The women who signed boycotting agreements and abided by them were clearly protesting on two separate levels. On its face, these agreements mirrored the complaints of the male sector of revolutionary society. However, by vowing to forgo the purchase of imported British goods, many of them luxury items, American women protested any allusion to the perceived weakness in their feminine constitutions that made such items attractive to them in the first place. Indeed, this protest could be quite laden with meaning. During the Stamp Act Crisis (1765), the British government required certain items, among them all colonial legal documents, to be produced on official stamped paper. In protest, some young women refused to obtain marriage licenses until they could be legally procured on unstamped paper.

Once the Revolutionary War began in earnest, women participated on numerous levels. From the beginning of the war, women of all socioeconomic levels became camp followers. Women attached themselves to military units for any number of reasons, and the conditions they experienced varied widely. Officers’ wives, for instance, would often arrive en masse at the winter encampments. Their presence ushered in a social season that lifted morale for their husbands and enlisted men as well. Beginning with no less than Martha Washington herself, these women were afforded comfortable lodgings and venues for festivities. Some women sought out work as nurses, cooks, and laundresses, which brought with them wages paid by the army. This was a precarious position, however, as they were often subject to sexual harassment by unruly troops. Some worked for individual soldiers, providing cooking, sewing, and laundry services. There were other career camp followers as well. Sutlers (traveling merchants) and prostitutes were regular fixtures on an army’s march, and women figured prominently among them. Perhaps the most pathetic of the camp followers were the women who were forced to travel with the army in order to be with their husbands because they had nowhere else to go. These women frequently had their children in tow as well, for without close proximity to their husbands these women had neither the personal safety nor the financial wherewithal to take care of their families alone.

Among the most courageous female participants in the American Revolution were the women who directly participated in the war as spies, soldiers, and emissaries and worked shoulder-to-shoulder with their husbands. Indeed, women were so ubiquitous on the battlefield that the mythical figure of Molly Pitcher, one of the best-known revolutionary heroines, emerged as a composite symbol of all the women who carried water to cool the cannons and refresh the troops. Deborah Sampson Gannett, who enlisted under the name Robert Shurtleff, was one of the many women who donned men’s clothes and enlisted in the Continental Army. She served approximately 18 months before an army surgeon discovered her secret during the course of medical treatment. Other women followed suit. Besides Gannett, Ann Bailey, Anne Smith, Sally St. Clair, and Anna Maria Lane, who enlisted alongside her husband, are some of the women who are known to have disguised themselves as men in order to fight on the front lines. There were likely many more whose contributions have not been discovered.

Responses to these women’s tactics were varied. Gannett was honorably discharged and received a soldier’s pension. She later traveled on a lecture tour, giving her wartime experiences to packed houses. Margaret Corbin received a pension as a disabled war veteran. For her efforts, Bailey was discharged, fined, and jailed, and Smith was also jailed and fined. St. Clair paid the ultimate price in battle in 1782.

Immigration and Migration

From the earliest period of migration, women came to the colonies in much smaller numbers than men. Some societies, such as the Puritans of New England and the Germans who populated the lower reaches of the Mississippi River during the French colonization of Louisiana, were more likely to come in family groups than the early immigrants to other colonies. However, in Virginia, for example, very few women immigrated with the initial wave of settlement; between 1620 and 1622, only 147 women were transported to that colony. The resulting low ratio of females to males did not begin to reconcile in earnest until after the 1660s, first in New England and later in other colonies. The English represented the majority of immigrants in most North American seaboard colonies, followed by Germans and Scotch-Irish.

Women who came to the colonies alone usually arrived as indentured servants in the earlier years. It is believed that the earliest African women brought to British America came as indentured servants. But soon, all African women would arrive as slaves and be identified as property rather than people.

Other colonial immigration patterns differed from those of British North America. The immigration of French women to colonial Louisiana ranged from Ursuline nuns to female criminals and prostitutes. The severe lack of marriageable women in the colony eventually prompted the Crown to send a shipment of suitable women who became known as “casket girls” because of the small boxes of personal belongings they carried with them to the New World. While Spain maintained colonies in North America, Spanish women arrived in much smaller numbers than did female immigrants to other areas of colonization.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Arranged marriages were not uncommon, especially among the higher ranks of society. Couples entering into matrimony did not expect to be in love with one another on their wedding day, but may have expected to grow to love one another in the future. High on the list of desirable attributes was the social and financial suitability of the bride or groom not only to the intended spouse but also to the family in general; upper-crust marriages forged alliances between families and strengthened social standing. Marrying up to a slightly higher rung on the social ladder was usually desirable, assuming that the proper mate could be found. Indentured servants often had to wait until their term of indenture was up before they could marry, unless their intended could afford to buy out their contract. The ability of slaves to marry depended on their location; they would be subject to receipt of their master’s permission, and their marriages were never considered legal.

Not all marriages were arranged, of course, but even in those that were, courtship could begin with simple meetings at church services, dances, parties, and similar social functions. During courtship, young couples often exchanged love letters and tokens of affection. Betrothal, or the intention of marriage, represented a gray area in the relationship somewhere between single status and matrimony, and it appears that the rules regarding sexual interaction were relaxed following betrothal. Young men often visited their sweethearts’ homes, and in situations that included sometimes great distances between houses, the young man might even be invited to spend the night.

Once married, wives continued the pattern of family hierarchy they had known all their lives. Previously considered to be under the protection of her father, a wife now prepared to spend her life under the protection of another male authority figure—her husband. Like the greater world around it, the family operated within a hierarchy all its own. Husbands enjoyed the highest status due to their assumed superiority in terms of physical and intellectual ability and their position as providers, decision makers, and actors in the larger community. Wives came next followed by children, with the oldest male in the lead position. In a gendered division of responsibilities, women took care of the home and the general needs of the children, with specific attention to the training of girls in household tasks, which could range from embroidery to animal husbandry. Fathers made decisions that affected the household and prepared their sons for work and civic life. In the case of bonded women, legal marriage was not allowed. Masters sometimes did allow religious ceremonies between enslaved peoples in order to encourage family bonding in hopes that it would make attempts to run away much harder. But enslaved wives never legally belonged to such husbands and could be sold away at any time, as could any children they shared. Other owners did not allow even the pretense of marriage, instead assigning male and female slaves to live together based on preferred physical characteristics in order to breed new generations of healthy slaves.

As the 17th century turned into the 18th century, death of family patriarchs caused the breakup of family properties, necessitating the division of estates into smaller parts in order to compensate heirs. Inheritance customs dictated that sons received land, while daughters received movable property such as furniture and livestock. Most families had numerous children among whom to divide the estate. Likewise, a widow was entitled to a certain percentage of her husband’s property, known as her dower right. Therefore, by the first half of the 18th century, each beneficiary of an estate usually received a very small part of the whole. This reality removed much of the need for children to remain unconditionally obedient to their parents in order to preserve a large inheritance and often required them to become more financially independent. Increased Enlightenment emphasis on happiness and reduced emphasis on tradition and duty, coupled with new opinions on the rights of the individual, caused younger people to be less concerned with sexual continence as a social norm and more interested in exercising their own freedoms, ostensibly less constrained by obligations to their families.

Fertility and Fertility Control

Historians have observed a steep increase in the rate of premarital pregnancy among couples who wed in the last quarter of the 18th century. While the levels of sexual freedom in play during this period may seem surprisingly high, the permissiveness of parents was not so much different from earlier generations in the colonial era, who experienced a much lower premarital pregnancy rate. The major difference was the way in which Revolutionary parents attempted to handle the issue of potentially sexually active youths and the very real possibility of premarital pregnancy. Pragmatism played a major role in the way parents and interested third parties dealt with this issue. The serious implications for women concerning this steep rise in pregnancies and its particular relationship to the Revolutionary period merit attention and explanation.

Prior to the middle of the 18th century, bridal pregnancy rates ranged below 20 percent; in the late 17th century, that statistic had been in the single digits. However, by the 1770s and 1780s the percentage of young women who were pregnant on their wedding day had risen dramatically, to over 30 percent (Godbeer 2004, 10). It is important to note that this rise was not necessarily due to an increase in general promiscuity but instead reflects the number of couples who delivered infants early enough to indicate that the brides were pregnant before they married. This rise in the obvious evidence of premarital sexuality begs two questions: (1) What conditions led to this rapid increase in premarital pregnancies? (2) How did parents react to and handle this situation?

The changes depended on a number of factors, among them demographics, place of residence, the influence of Enlightenment ideology, and the rhetoric of freedom and liberty in operation at the time. As in many other factors in the lives of Revolutionary women, the ways in which people internalized these concepts and worked within these conditions impacted the society in which they lived in large and small ways alike. Revolutionary couples also inherited a cultural mind-set that viewed pregnancy out of wedlock as an issue that, unless it was reconciled by the child’s father’s financial support, represented an economic threat to society more than it did a moral one.

Premarital sexual relations and pregnancies had not been unusual during the colonial period. The impetus for this situation arose from the Puritan understanding of the meaning of betrothal. Consensus dictated that formal betrothal was closely akin to marriage, and therefore the difference between the two was of no great concern in terms of sexual activity. Additionally, the greatest concern of the community was the question of whether or not the young woman and her baby would be supported by the father or if they would become a public burden. In the minds of early colonials, abandonment by the father was a much larger threat to the community than the pregnancy itself. The testimony of a mother regarding paternity was sufficient in order to determine the identity and culpability of the father. Ideally, it was his willingness to support the child that made the community whole again.

So, how to deal with this apparently unfettered access to opportunities for premarital sex? The responses to the problem depended as well on whether the couple lived in an urban or rural setting. In rural locations, pragmatism dictated that parents accept the inevitable and condone overnight stays and unchaperoned visits in order to exert at least some oversight of the relationship. A custom known as bundling allowed courting couples to sleep in the same bed with the requirement that they remained clothed. Sometimes a bundling board, or divider, was used to remind the sweethearts of the separation they must keep. It was also not unusual for parents to adopt a liberal policy concerning the terms of unchaperoned visits as long as said visits were approved and the identity of the suitor known.

Given the increase in bridal pregnancies during the fourth quarter of the 18th century, clearly these methods were not effective in preventing sexual activity. However, they did serve an important purpose in efforts to maintain social stability. By this time, courts had become less concerned with moral issues and more involved in legal matters regarding issues of economics in general. In contrast to previous practice, the word of the mother alone was no longer adequate in order to hold a party responsible for a premarital pregnancy. By condoning sexual activity within the home in the form of unchaperoned visits or overnight stays, parents could more easily ascribe accountability to the specific male in question. Accepting the reality that betrothed couples were probably going to engage in sexual relations anyway, pragmatic allowance of more sexual freedom provided leverage to a young woman’s parents should her beloved attempt to dodge responsibility for her condition.

The somewhat ineffective methods of preventing premarital pregnancy among courting couples has already been described. Among married couples, the most commonly used method of controlling family size was breast-feeding. By postponing the weaning of an infant for as long as possible, most women managed to fall into a pattern of one pregnancy every two years. While certainly not a foolproof method, it gave spouses some modicum of control over family size while keeping the birthrate high enough to overcome high infant mortality rates, which virtually guaranteed the loss of one or more children within the first few years of life. Chemical and herbal abortifacients (compounds that caused abortion) were included in medical reference books and were in common use by white women as well as enslaved women, who feared bringing more children into a life of slavery.

Not all marriages resulted in wedded bliss or lasted until the inevitable parting brought by death. Obviously, not all couples adhered to the culturally prescribed strategy of the well-ordered household governed by a decisive father who was assisted by a deferential, competent, notable housewife. Divorces did occur and probably would have been more common if they had been more widely available. Only in New England was marriage considered a civil contract that could be dissolved, and individual colonies varied greatly in their interpretations of the scope of the contract. Most other colonies were governed by laws based on ecclesiastical rules that effectively placed a high burden of proof on the party requesting a divorce.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

By the early 1800s following a period of exceptionally high bridal pregnancy rates and low infant mortality rates, American society changed the focus of pregnancy from one of duty to a more personal experience that celebrated the child. The movement encouraged women to shorten their period of childbearing from the traditional every two years pattern to one of less children over fewer years. This attitude coincided well with the demands of republican motherhood, which necessitated the careful attention to the minds and spirits of children rather than their importance as units of labor or products of feminine duty.

Children were a valuable resource in terms of the potential labor they could provide. Large families increased the productivity of the family, particularly in rural areas where more hands were needed to perform daily tasks. Daughters were particularly important in the operation of the household, and while they learned a variety of tasks, some jobs were considered most suitable for young women. Girls learned to spin at an early age and from that point were tasked with most of the fiber and textile production in the household. This activity was so ubiquitous that the term “spinster” became synonymous with unmarried women, while the expression “the distaff side” (a term referring to a part of the spinning wheel) described women in general. A mother’s primary responsibility to her daughters was to teach them everything she knew about the effective operation of a household, an education that included not only how to do laundry and milk cows but also how she would fit into the family structure in relation to her husband.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

Laws in Revolutionary-era America based in coverture assumed that daughters belonged to their fathers and that wives belonged to their husbands. Thus, the law held that a man had the right to do with his wife what he wished, up to and including beating her. Moreover, gender ideologies and social custom encouraged both men and women to think that wives owed their husbands obedience. As a result, women victimized by family violence were left with few or no resources.

Sexual violence, both within and outside of the family, was probably as widespread in this time period as any other in American history. Unfortunately, because the law did not recognize marital rape or encourage rape accusations outside of marriage, incidents of rape are difficult to track. Some women successfully prosecuted rape cases, but the numbers are low.

African American slave women had no recourse against rape. Masters legally owned slave women and were allowed to have sex with them, even without consent. Moreover, notions of consent were muddied by both masters’ property rights and racist ideologies that held that slave women were sexually libidinous and thus eager for all sexual contact. Slave women did take steps to avoid unwanted sexual contact with masters and other men but often did so unsuccessfully.

Clothing and Fashion

Women’s clothing styles changed quite a bit in this period. As the American Revolution began, women continued to wear multiple layers of skirts and petticoats, reinforced by relatively rigid corsetry. Upper-class women wore finer fabrics and adorned their dresses with lace and satin ribbons, while lower-class women wore plain cloth, often hemp or wool based. Slave women and poor white women would have owned only one dress of rough material and often gone shoeless. For the upper-classes, shoes often had heels but were not differentiated by right and left foot. Married women wore hats or caps, much as they had since the Renaissance, while unmarried women and girls could wear their hair down.

As the turn of the century approached, women’s clothing took on a simplicity not seen in decades. Heavy skirts and petticoats began to fall out of style for simple shift dresses, often worn without elaborate corsetry. The empire waist came into vogue for dresses, and for upper-class women feathered headdresses became highly desirable. Poor and slave women continued to dress simply, in great part because they could not afford to do otherwise.

Lee Davis Smith
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1. The Antebellum Era (1820–1860)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The years leading up to the American Civil War were characterized by struggle: toward abolition of slavery, toward greater rights for women, toward the West as the nation expanded and industrialized. During these years, Americans were searching for a way to reconcile the principles of their founding documents with the reality of contemporary politics, slavery, labor, and international relations. For women, all of these issues held a profound meaning that was often distinct from the male experience of these same events. One of the most significant changes in the lives of many American women between 1820 and 1860 was in the level of engagement in public life. This colored nearly all aspects of life for free women in the United States during this period: greater access to education and employment as well as evolving definitions of roles in the home and within the family structure. Slave women, of course, faced an almost entirely different set of realities. Borders and boundaries also defined much of what early 19th-century life was like in the United States. Territories were being added to the Union, with newly drawn lines designating regional identities of the inhabitants of those territories. Meanwhile, American industry and economy were crossing new thresholds and reshaping how Americans conducted business and lived their daily lives.

The antebellum era was typified by this national expansion as well as a reform impulse, which brought about awakenings of religious fervor, humanist charity, economic divergence, and political engagement. In this period of infrastructure building, the United States saw a contested rise in the eminence of banking as politicians wrestled with the decision to run a national banking system. Meanwhile, the federal government began to fund and encourage construction projects of all sorts, from canals to railroads to communication lines. Businesses and innovators worked on advances in navigation and transportation. Construction began on the Erie Canal in 1817 with the aim of connecting the Great Lakes to Albany, opening water routes for trade and shipping between the Northeast and the Midwest. The massive canal project opened officially in 1825, and the intervening years saw the start of a dozen other canal projects designed to benefit industry, including the Pennsylvania Canal and the Ohio and Erie Canal in the 1820s. Construction of the Erie Canal made settlement of the northern regions of Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana possible and potentially fruitful and brought the possibility of economic prosperity to rural settlers in Ohio and western Maryland. While the canals were constructed primarily by men, women’s lives were tied up in the changes that the burgeoning industry brought to the country. Small towns grew around canal construction, and especially in rural areas, this created a market for small business opportunities. Women as shopkeepers, seamstresses, and laundresses supplied services to the canal industry, and even after the canals were completed, most cargo boats were operated by whole families, with women playing an integral role in the shipping and managing of goods in transit. By the late 1850s, canals would be outstripped by railroads for convenience and economy in shipping and transportation. The first functioning railway in the United States to open for business was the Baltimore & Ohio, incorporated in 1827, followed quickly by the Camden & Amboy and the Winchester & Potomac.

These advances in industry and economy tested the new nation. A series of economic twists and downfalls, demonstration of the weakness of the Second Bank of the United States, new tariffs, and the Panics of 1819 and 1837 forced many Americans to come to terms with what defined the opportunities that the nation had been touting since before its inception. The so-called Era of Good Feelings, which emphasized nationalism and prosperity, came to a close with the Panic of 1819, when widespread bankruptcy and spiraling property values sent the country’s economy into a tailspin. The controversial election of the so-called common man’s president, Andrew Jackson, in 1828 brought to bear many peculiarly American ideas about class, upward mobility, and political governance. Questions of the expressed purpose of accumulation of wealth for the nation came to a head with the financially skeptical Jacksonian Democrats in power. These financial crises, which meant a loss of investment funds and profits for the wealthy, meant homelessness and dire poverty for the lower classes, bringing urban destitution to the forefront of social consciousness. Some states were compelled to dramatically alter their laws regarding debtors, including Maryland’s abolition of incarceration for debts owed in 1819. Poverty has almost universally affected women more harshly than men throughout world history, and much of the suffering caused by the economic downturn of 1819–1823, some scholars argue, contributed to the tendency toward reform and poor relief that began to expand in this period. Each economic downturn during the period drove the poor further from realization of the economic independence that drove American industry, lowering wages in mines and factories while bringing greater numbers of women and children into the waged workforce, where they worked for low pay under poor conditions.

While these struggles were confronted primarily in the metropolitan areas of the Northeast and the cotton regions in the South, wholly different difficulties were faced by Native Americans and settlers in the western territories. The Land Act of 1820 had decreased the price of land, prompting further westward movement by families and businesses alike. Missouri was admitted to the Union as a slave state in 1820, and the first American colony was established in Texas in 1822. Groups of settlers reached the western coast by wagon train in search of land and resources along the Oregon Trail after 1832.

Scholars have generally agreed that the 1820s and 1830s were characterized by an opening of democratic tradition to a wider audience, and women were no exception. In general, the audience itself was increasing in size; the population of the United States nearly doubled between 1820 and 1840, the result of declining infant mortality and rising birthrates in conjunction with increasing European immigration. Populations in eastern cities grew rapidly, while the lure of open land called many families westward, adding to the vulnerability of Native American populations in the West. In 1830 President Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act, calling for aggressive coercion of Native Americans to cede land to white settlers for compensation with land west of the Mississippi. This ultimately led to the forcible removal of thousands of members of the Cherokee nation in the Trail of Tears in 1838, culminating in a westward march and the death of over 4,000 Cherokees. Jackson’s presidency, which once defined an entire era to most historians, did indeed signal the advent of a connected communications empire and the proverbial shortening of distances of all points in the American territories through a revolution in transportation.

During the antebellum era, the United States was thrust headlong into a period of dramatic demographic and industrial change. The transition to factory work, largely in textile mills in the Northeast, fundamentally altered the structure of free labor throughout the nation. The agrarian model on which the United States had functioned for the previous century was breaking down as the 19th century wore on. While farms and home businesses had once kept most family members in and around the house on a daily basis, sharing in the requisite labor and household upkeep of agriculture and trades, industrialization sent men, women, and children out of the home seeking wages. Factory jobs brought rural laborers to cities, and many female workers found employment in the garment industry both in factories and by doing piecework from their homes. In spite of the reality of many American families, many scholars argue that the household designations of male wage earner and female homemaker originated from this period in American history, resulting in the concept of the gendered “separate spheres” ideology.

The economic and industrial changes of the antebellum era as well as increased availability of print material brought about a remarkable reform movement in countless aspects of American sociocultural experience. Attempts to move away from overcrowded, unsanitary, and ineffective imprisonment in public jails brought about the penitentiary movement, or the creation of large prisons where individuals could be held in solitary confinement, with the aim of prompting thoughtfulness, penitence, and morality. The first of these prisons were the Eastern State Penitentiary in Pennsylvania in 1828 and the Ossining Institution in New York in 1829. Meanwhile, temperance societies advocating abstinence from alcohol were formed across the country. These reform groups became a mainstay for religious women in the United States as well as anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant nativists. Women had formed groups to aid the poor and needy since the Revolutionary era, but the Second Great Awakening of religious fervor in the 1820s–1830s lent new life to efforts to moralize Americans. As settlement moved westward, women along the Eastern Seaboard retrenched in moral reform and a growing determination to solidify their standing before the country grew too large to change. During this period, Catholic and Protestant missionaries infiltrated native Hawaiian communities, creating tensions among local residents who had converted or found ways to connect native beliefs with these newly arrived beliefs. Hawaii’s Queen Ka’ahumanu had embraced white Protestant Congregationalism but feared the influx of Catholic ideology and banned Catholic missionaries from the islands on threat of imprisonment in 1831.

As the 19th century progressed, the American government embraced more fully the concept of manifest destiny, a term coined by a newspaper editor in 1845 defining the nation’s expanding and Christianizing mission westward across the continent. Subjugation of Native American sovereignty was essential to efforts to bring vast swaths of land between Texas and California under U.S. control so the nation could fulfill its full potential. National leaders, including President James K. Polk, strongly suggested that the country’s potential to civilize native people and tame nature was at the heart of American destiny. Resistance to American expansion on both physical and intellectual planes was a potent force during the antebellum era, and tensions between Native American inhabitants, settlers, and the government created complex conflicts. In 1835, American settlers in the territory that is now Texas aimed to create an independent republic on the Mexican land they had colonized, declaring themselves a sovereign territory. The conflict culminated with serious loss of life among Mexicans and Texans over the next decade and concluded with the annexation of Texas as the 28th state in 1845. Just a year later the United States declared war on Mexico over land interests and, en route to a truce, annexed the area that became New Mexico Territory, resulting in the multimillion-dollar 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which lost Mexico the northern one-third of its land.

In the 1820s and 1830s much of the art and literature produced in the United States was dominated by natural themes and tropes related to Native Americans. John James Audubon published the first volume of his famous collection of lifelike drawings of birds, Birds of America, in 1828. In the same decade, James Fenimore Cooper began to publish his frontier novels laden with environmental imagery, beginning with The Pioneers in 1823. In 1845 Henry David Thoreau began living at Walden Pond, an experiment in self-reliant living conducted in Massachusetts about which he later wrote in an eponymous narrative. Thoreau’s writing and the work of similarly influential American philosophers formed what scholars refer to as the Transcendentalist movement, which set the tone for the majority of literature and poetry produced in this period. Works such as Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Nature and Self-Reliance, the poetry of Emily Dickinson, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, the essays of Margaret Fuller, Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin all illustrate the literary and humanistic belief in the divinity inherent in nature and mankind and in the interaction of the two. Perhaps the most influential of all antebellum American writers, however, was Walt Whitman, whose volume of poetry Leaves of Grass was originally published in 1855 and edited and revised throughout the remainder of the 19th century. His work exuded a belief in human potential, racial and gender equality, nonhetero-normative sexual orientation, and flexible political adherence. Many scholars now point to his work as one of the most essential creative elements in voicing an American spirit. Similarly instrumental in shaping the identity of the nation, at least on paper, or rather in stone, was the work of romantic American poet Emma Lazarus. Born in 1849 and a friend and devotee of Emerson, Lazarus was critically acclaimed for her poetic commentary on current events, art, and descriptions of Jewish life in the United States and published her first book as a teenager in 1866. She is remembered in the 21st century for her poem “The New Colossus,” whose famous lines grace the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty.

In the late 1830s, most states revised their constitutions using a rhetoric of rights and responsibilities, with a focus on franchise as a citizen’s central duty. Suffrage for women and African Americans, which had been technically legal since the first years of the Early Republic in New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, was called into question, and in 1838 Pennsylvania revoked the right of African American males to vote. The well-known legacy of the women’s rights movement and the fraternal antislavery movement, in progress for at least a century on localized levels, burst into the spotlight with the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, followed by the first National Women’s Rights Convention in 1850. The year that the Seneca Falls Convention was held in New York, married women in that state were first legally granted the right to hold property independent of their husbands. These early 19th-century feminists were petitioning for basic rights of citizenship, and many of the same questions of qualification for participation in state building that were asked of females were asked of African Americans of both sexes.

With each passing year, the racial question in the United States grew more contentious. Cotton production in the South relied on slave labor to supply northern textile factories to meet export demands. The burgeoning labor movement in the North leveled accusations of wage slavery at the bosses of industry, while full-fledged chattel slavery defined nearly every aspect of American life in some way. By the end of the 1840s, race and slavery were at the center of almost all political conversations. Historians have argued for over a century as to whether American slavery created American racism or vice versa, but certainly the two are conjoined. Chattel slavery (the classification of humans as possessions in terms of labor capital) in the United States was geographically defined. In Louisiana, it could mean forced sugarcane cultivation. In Mississippi, it might mean being forced to pick cotton for upwards of 18 hours a day. In Pennsylvania, slaves were often made to smelt iron in forges, while in New York, domestic service was one of the most common occupations for slaves, at least until northern states gradually abolished slavery in the early decades of the century. One’s labor status as a transported African or African American was classified based on the status of mothers, so enslaved women gave birth to enslaved children. Whether forced to labor involuntarily on a plantation in Virginia with dozens of other slaves or hired out to serve as the only slave for an urban family, positions and locations changed with the whims of owners, economic turns, and the shifting stations in the lives of owners. As such, families consisting of slaves were incredibly unstable and often separated. Marriages between slaves were generally not considered legal or permanent unions by any state. During this period, African Americans born in the North were born free as a result of gradual abolition acts, which freed those born after a certain date, while others remained enslaved. Countless numbers of these free African Americans were active in abolitionist causes, actively working to free individuals from bondage and advocating for emancipation and social and political change.

Because of the important geographical nature of slavery and labor in general in the United States (with the majority of industry in the North), laws regarding slavery were defined primarily state by state. As territories were added in the antebellum period, Congress made profoundly significant decisions regarding the stipulations for their entrance to the union. As such, one of the most important laws influencing the future of slavery and, many scholars have argued, contributing to the instigation of the Civil War was the Compromise of 1850, a package of legislation allowing for the entrance of California as a free state, the addition of Utah and New Mexico as territories with no limitations on slaveholding, and, perhaps most important, the Fugitive Slave Act. This law enforced slave ownership by requiring slaves discovered in free territories or separated from their masters to be returned, with the assistance of federal marshals. The intentions behind this legislation were reinforced with the 1857 Supreme Court case Scott v. Sanford, known as the Dred Scott decision, which ruled that slaves did not have the rights of U.S. citizens and protected the rights of slaveholders to transport enslaved people into free territories while maintaining possession of their labor and bodies. The rhetorical battle over the additions of Kansas and Missouri as free or slave states in political circles translated to brutal physical violence, earning a series of encounters in the territories the term “Bleeding Kansas.” Abolitionist and activist John Brown famously fought proslavery settlers there in 1855–1856. Many consider these battles a precursor to Brown’s famous raid at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in 1859, where he was a leader in a slave insurrection. Like many abolitionists, he believed that direct rebellion by slaves was the only effective way to destroy the institution of slavery in the United States; his translation of that ideal into violent action earned him the death penalty, and he was executed for treason by the State of Virginia on December 2, 1859. The rising fervor of pro- and antislavery sentiment, coupled with political divisions and economic concerns, closed the tumultuous decade of the 1850s.

Kristin O’Brassill-Kulfan
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Abolition/Antislavery Movement

Women played a significant role in the abolition, or antislavery, movement that began in the United States in the 1830s and laid the foundation for the women’s rights movement. The Quakers were the earliest abolitionists in the 1600s in North America. However, the abolitionist movement did not become a significant social justice movement until the 1830s. Nat Turner’s slave revolt in 1831 was one catalyst of the abolitionist movement of the 1830s. Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896), John Brown (1800–1859), and many others brought national attention to the plight of slaves. Women’s rights activists, many of whom were also abolitionists, worked for the Union during the American Civil War (1861–1865) because they believed that their loyalty would be rewarded with more rights for women. In this they were disappointed. Because some abolitionist organizations barred women from full participation and also because women were excluded from the postwar suffrage changes, American women organized their own societies specifically for women’s rights. Black women’s participation in the abolition movement was generally more practical than that of white women. Some black women, such as Harriet Tubman (ca. 1820–1913), worked in the Underground Railroad to remove blacks from slavery, while others such as Sojourner Truth (ca. 1797–1883) took to the lecture circuit to forcefully argue that slavery damaged slaves, slave owners, women, and American democracy.

The Quakers had opposed slavery since colonial times, but their stance represented a minority opinion among most of the settlers. Aside from unsuccessful slave revolts, the first promising opportunity slaves had to gain their freedom was during the American Revolution (1775–1783). Great Britain promised to liberate American slaves if they fought for the British. Many slaves heeded the call and were freed after the war. For Americans, the war had long-term ideological effects. Some Americans, influenced by ideas of liberty, began to sympathize with the plight of the slaves because they saw a connection between the slaves’ right to freedom and their own quest for independence. Religious revivals in the early 1800s reinforced antislavery sentiments among some Americans who saw slavery as a sin.

The different economics that developed in the North and South in the New Republic period were also tied to pro- and antislavery sentiments. Due to climate and soil conditions, northern states developed an economy based on fishing, shipbuilding, and trade. As a consequence, the North was less dependent on slave labor. Northern states gradually abolished slavery in the decades after the American Revolution. On the other hand, southern states had climates that encouraged a variety of labor-intensive cash crops, among them tobacco, indigo, sugar, rice, and, most important, cotton. Slaves proved to be an immensely profitable workforce in those economies.

As a result of these economic differences, antislavery movements were more likely to develop in the North than the South. For example, in 1817 Robert Finley established the American Colonization Society (ACS) in New Jersey. The ACS proposed liberating slaves by purchasing them (compensated emancipation) and then sending them to Africa. The society founded the colony of Liberia in 1821, and it retained political influence as late as the 1860s.

Nat Turner’s rebellion, the bloodiest slave revolt in U.S. history, occurred in 1831. The revolt showed that slaves were indeed unhappy with their bondage and were willing to resort to violence to win their freedom. The South responded by instituting stricter slave laws. Black and white northerners responded by establishing slavery abolition organizations. Women joined and sometimes led these groups.

In 1832, for example, a group of free African American women organized the Female Anti-Slavery Society in Salem, Massachusetts. At the time women, especially African American women, wielded little political clout. Women were legally banned from voting, and they were often blocked from speaking to crowds. Consequently, women reformers engaged in seeking petition signatures that they could send to politicians and fund-raising activities to fund gatherings and the publication of their agenda in newspapers, pamphlets, and fliers.

To gain political power for their cause, some women sought to ally themselves with men, but this strategy proved difficult. For example, in 1833 Philadelphia Quakers, New England William Garrison followers, New York activists, and free African Americans met and formed the American Anti-Slavery Society, which became the most powerful abolitionist society in America. Although women were allowed to attend the meeting, they were not allowed to speak during the proceedings or formally join the society. As a consequence, black and white women formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. During the next five years, thousands of women formed similar religiously based and secular societies in the North.

By the 1840s, slavery had become a more pressing issue. The annexation of Texas (1845) and the Mexican American War (1846–1848) netted the United States more southern territory, which upset the political balance of power in Congress by the increment of slave power in the South. In 1845 Frederick Douglass, a runaway slave, published his life story, which exposed many northerners to the horrors of slavery for the first time. In the midst of these developments, society became more tolerant of women speaking in public.

Women continued to face marginalization within the male-led abolitionist meetings. The most notable example of this kind of discrimination occurred in 1840 at the World Anti-Slavery Convention held in London, England. U.S. antislavery representatives Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott were frustrated to find that they were not allowed to participate fully in the convention. Instead, they were asked to sit in a gallery overlooking the event and to remain silent. It was there that they planned the first women’s rights convention. In 1848 women organized the Seneca Falls Convention, the first convention for women’s rights in the United States, where they stated their support for women’s rights in the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions. Many male and female attendees were also abolitionists.

By the 1850s sectional political conflicts were continuing to heat up, and the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1852 by Harriet Beecher Stowe fueled the flames. Stowe’s novel brought the cruelties of slavery to the forefront of the nation’s consciousness.

In 1850 the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law made it more difficult for slaves to practice their own kind of abolition by running away and also made life more perilous for fugitive slaves. Among other things, the law legalized the capture of runaway, or fugitive, slaves living in free states so that they could be returned to slavery. Underground Railroad workers, such as Harriet Tubman and hundreds of less famous volunteers, had to get slaves all the way to Canada to ensure their safety. Uncounted women, both black and white, worked on the Underground Railroad, abolishing slavery one slave at a time.

In 1859 John Brown, a militant abolitionist, was arrested for attacking a U.S. arsenal with the aim of arming slaves and launching a slave insurrection. Southern newspapers and literary figures declared that justice had been done to a traitor. On the other hand, abolitionist northerners regarded Brown as a hero and a martyr. While most women praised his efforts to end slavery, many women found it hard to reconcile his use of violence.

During the American Civil War, women abolitionist groups supported the war effort in the North because a Union defeat would perpetuate slavery in the South and exacerbate the oppression of women. They also believed that loyalty to the Union would lead grateful politicians to reward women with the right to vote, which they could use to promote a variety of reforms. However, women were upset when none of the three new postwar amendments granted them rights. While the Emancipation Proclamation (1863) had freed the slaves in the rebelling states, the Thirteenth Amendment (1865) freed all the slaves in the United States. The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) granted freedmen, or ex-slaves, citizenship rights, and the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) granted freedmen the right to vote but not black or white women.

Many women, including Susan B. Anthony, petitioned for the inclusion of women’s rights when these new laws were being considered. However, most male abolitionists supported the amendments as they were. Consequently, many women became convinced that women had to take charge of their movement and concentrate on women’s rights. In this respect, the abolitionist movement led directly to the women’s rights movement. Ultimately the work that women did in the abolitionist movement, such as organizing, public speaking, fund-raising, and petitioning, laid the groundwork for the American women’s rights movement.

Rolando Avila
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African American Benevolent Societies

In the 18th and 19th centuries African American benevolent societies worked for a number of causes, from providing housing and food for poor blacks to political causes such as the abolition of slavery. Black women created their own organizations when they found themselves unwelcome in groups run by either white women or black men. Within these organizations black women learned how to organize and network. In doing good works they also learned mass communication and leadership skills.

After the American Revolution, northern free blacks established the infrastructures that would create benevolent societies. Free blacks formed voluntary church and school associations in urban centers, where members shared a commitment to create economic stability and relative liberty. These precursors became vehicles for establishing independent black churches that in turn provided opportunities for black Americans to obtain education, insurance, and job training.

The African Union Society, established in Lakeport, Rhode Island, in 1780, was the first all-black voluntary organization. It helped people register birth, death, and marriage information and manumission documents. Absalom Jones and Richard Allen founded the Free African Society in Philadelphia in 1787, which attempted to provide relief for black Philadelphians during the city’s ruinous yellow fever epidemics. Embracing the idea of female moral authority, free black Philadelphia women enthusiastically embraced philanthropic work. By 1830 they ran 27 of the city’s more than 40 philanthropic societies for African Americans.

African American women were more likely to belong to volunteer associations that focused on education. Former slaves were more likely to become members of benevolent societies than were freeborn blacks, seeing in the organizations an avenue to secure familial well-being. Also, members of benevolent organizations utilized the social bonding found in black philanthropy to sustain employment. Members supported other members’ economic endeavors, creating a system of race-based reciprocity that enhanced the strength of black communities.

Nineteenth-century gender ideology held that dissipation, self-indulgence, and wasteful use of resources were undesirable female traits. American women were supposed to be industrious, domestic, obedient to men, and morally superior. This ideology of “true womanhood” encouraged women, black and white, to join benevolent organizations. While these kinds of organizations may appear to be frivolous, they did considerable cultural work in meeting the needs of a variety of people. They also became conduits for more direct political action. New York City’s African Society for Mutual Relief (1808), for example, was able to raise sufficient funds to purchase a two-story building in 1820 for a school for black children that in the 1850s became a stop on the Underground Railroad.

Moral conduct was essential for female and male members of benevolent societies for a variety of reasons. African American benevolent societies served as insurers and bankers for black Americans denied services at more mainstream institutions. Benevolent organizations also provided monetary assistance and companionship for the disabled. Upwardly mobile black communities during the antebellum era were necessarily conscious of the perceptions of their white neighbors; members could be expelled for familial or other moral transgressions.

While most African American benevolent societies were founded in northern cities and towns, some existed in the American South, particularly in towns with considerable free black populations. Some southern benevolent societies included the Brown Fellowship Society (1790) in Charleston, South Carolina; the Beneficial Society (1815) and the Burying Ground Society (1815) in Richmond, Virginia; the Resolute Beneficial Society (1818) in Washington, D.C.; and Unity and Fellowship (1844) in Charleston, South Carolina.

While most benevolent societies were in the eastern United States, there were some in the West as well. California entered the Union as a free state in 1850, but that did not ensure safe refuge for African Americans. San Francisco was one of many dangerous shanghai ports, but an informal network within the black community emerged in 1851 that helped slaves to escape. Women played an important role in this underground network.

Freeborn Mary Ellen Pleasant (1814–1904) arrived in California without papers proving her emancipation and was worth $30 million at her death. She had been active in the Underground Railroad before coming to California. Pleasant acquired wealth and connections with wealthy merchants that allowed her to finance and organize church fund-raisers for the needy. In the 1850s Pleasant contributed directly to the library of the San Francisco Athenaeum Institute, where blacks congregated for social and cultural events and developed networks where fugitive slaves could find refuge as well as educational and employment opportunities. Called “the Mother of Human Rights in California,” Pleasant spent a considerable portion of her fortune to promote black equality.

Pleasant’s work inspired a generation of black female San Franciscans. The Daughters and Sons of Zion Benevolent Association (1860), which met in the AME Zion Church, raised money for the abolitionist movement, while the Ladies’ Union Beneficial Society (1861) helped members when they were sick and also helped bury members when they died.

Elizabeth Keckley (1818?–1907) established the all-black–run Contraband Relief Association (CRA) in Washington, D.C., in August 1862. Keckley, who purchased her freedom in 1855, was a skilled seamstress who cultivated clientele from Washington’s elite, including Mary Todd Lincoln. When white abolitionists learned of the hunger, disease, and poor housing conditions in “contraband” camps of escaped slaves, they organized fairs and other fund-raising activities to help. Keckley reasoned that free blacks could also provide assistance and founded the CRA. She was also instrumental in founding the integrated Freemen and Soldiers’ Relief Fund that supported freedmen in the Washington area after the war.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, black women used their work in benevolent societies as a springboard into the women’s suffrage movement and later the civil rights movement, all the while resisting the double burden of racial and gender oppression.

Meredith Eliassen
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Alcott, Louisa May (1832–1888)

Louisa May Alcott was one of the most celebrated American authors of her time. Her oeuvre includes poems, short stories, scripts, essays, articles and, perhaps most notably, novels. Additionally, during her life she served briefly as an American Civil War nurse and was a lifelong political activist. Alcott was raised during the transcendental movement in the United States, which encouraged her parents to foster her creativity and strive for a more perfect world. She channeled the political activism she learned from her parents into protests against slavery and for women’s rights. Alcott’s Little Women, one of the first novels targeted to young female readers, and its sequels inspired a generation of women.

[image: Lamphier]

Best known for her novel Little Women, author Louisa May Alcott also served as a nurse during the Civil War. Her novel has never been out of print since it was first published in 1868. (National Archives and Records Administration)

Louisa May Alcott drew inspiration from her mother, Abigail “Abby” Alcott, a social work pioneer and political activist. Alcott’s father, Amos Bronson Alcott, was a noted transcendentalist scholar, philosopher, and educator who penned several publications on his observations as a parent and teacher. Her older sister Anna and younger sisters Elizabeth and May also played significant roles in shaping Alcott’s identity and career.

During Alcott’s childhood her father drifted between teaching jobs, particularly when his school in Boston was shut down due to what some parents perceived as radical instruction, including permitting black students into his classroom. As a result, the family moved often and called several places home, including Fruitlands, a utopian community in New England pioneered by Amos and Charles Lane, and Hillside, a home in Concord near Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was a close friend of Amos and an inspiration to Alcott. While living in Concord, the teenaged Alcott was educated by Henry David Thoreau and began writing creatively.

Since the family could not rely solely on Amos for support, the women of the family had to be more self-sufficient than many middle-class women of the time. Alcott and her siblings shared household duties and worked sporadically to earn additional income for the family. Prior to her career as a writer, Alcott worked as a teacher and governess. Determined to bring her family out of debt and support her sisters, Alcott also decided to try to become a writer. At age 19 she began to submit poems and short stories for publication in magazines. In 1854 her first collection of short stories, Flower Fables, was published. She continued to publish short stories with moderate success under various pseudonyms.

Some of Alcott’s work was influenced by the political activism instilled by her parents and her experiences during the Civil War. At age 30 she contributed to war efforts by sewing uniforms and volunteered as a nurse for six weeks. After the war she published Hospital Sketches, a series based on her work in Georgetown’s Union Hotel Hospital in Washington, D.C. Several publishers vied for the rights to publish the stories in a collection, marking a significant shift in Alcott’s writing career. She continued to have success as an author with regular publications in magazines, additional novels, and an editorial position with H. B. Fuller’s children’s magazine Merry’s Museum.

Alcott achieved renown when she wrote a novel about a family of American girls, Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. Although she initially resisted the idea, which a publisher suggested to her, Alcott eventually acquiesced and penned Little Women, which became a best seller when it was published in 1868. Alcott based the book’s heroine Jo on herself and modeled the fictional sisters’ relationship on her own experiences with her sisters. The novel launched Alcott into authorial celebrity. With her earnings she brought her family out of debt, traveled abroad with her sister May, and continued to fight for her political beliefs by speaking at public events.

As she aged, Alcott continued to support her family members. When John Pratt, Anna’s husband, passed away, Alcott gave all proceeds of Little Men to her sister’s family. She also adopted her niece Lulu when May died unexpectedly. Alcott passed away at age 55 of what historians now believe to be lupus. She left behind a legacy of written work featuring story lines and characters that represented the same progressive mindset that she fostered throughout her life.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Excerpts from the Journal Louisa May Alcott Kept While Working at a Hospital in Georgetown near Washington, D.C. (1862–1863)

Before becoming famous as the author of Little Women, Louisa May Alcott volunteered as a nurse for the Union Army during the American Civil War. At a hospital in Georgetown, she worked under the supervision of Dorothea Dix until contracting typhoid pneumonia and being sent home. The following are excerpts from the diary Alcott kept while working at the hospital.

November.—Thirty years old. Decided to go to Washington as nurse if I could find a place. Help needed, and I love nursing, and must let out my pent-up energy in some new way. Winter is always a hard and a dull time, and if I am away there is one less to feed and warm and worry over.

I want new experiences, and am sure to get ‘em if I go. So I’ve sent in my name, and bide my time writing tales, to leave all snug behind me, and mending up my old clothes,—for nurses don’t need nice things, thank Heaven!

December.—On the 11th I received a note from Miss H. M. Stevenson telling me to start for Georgetown next day to fill a place in the Union Hotel Hospital. Mrs. Ropes of Boston was matron, and Miss Kendall of Plymouth was a nurse there, and though a hard place, help was needed. I was ready, and when my commander said “March!” I marched. Packed my trunk, and reported in B. that same evening.

We had all been full of courage till the last moment came; then we all broke down. I realized that I had taken my life in my hand, and might never see them all again. I said, “Shall I stay, Mother?” as I hugged her close. “No, go! and the Lord be with you!” answered the Spartan woman; and till I turned the corner she bravely smiled and waved her wet handkerchief on the door-step. Shall I ever see that dear old face again?

So I set forth in the December twilight, with May and Julian Hawthorne as escort, feeling as if I was the son of the house going to war.

Friday, the 12th, was a very memorable day, spent in running all over Boston to get my pass, etc., calling for parcels, getting a tooth filled, and buying a veil,—my only purchase. A. C. gave me some old clothes; the dear Sewalls money for myself and boys, lots of love and help; and at 5P.M., saying “good-by” to a group of tearful faces at the station, I started on my long journey, full of hope and sorrow, courage and plans.

A most interesting journey into a new world full of stirring sights and sounds, new adventures, and an ever-growing sense of the great task I had undertaken.

I said my prayers as I went rushing through the country white with tents, all alive with patriotism, and already red with blood.

A solemn time, but I’m glad to live in it; and am sure it will do me good whether I come out alive or dead.

All went well, and I got to Georgetown one evening very tired. Was kindly welcomed, slept in my narrow bed with two other room-mates, and on the morrow began my new life by seeing a poor man die at dawn, and sitting all day between a boy with pneumonia and a man shot through the lungs. A strange day, but I did my best; and when I put mother’s little black shawl round the boy while he sat up panting for breath, he smiled and said, “You are real motherly, ma’am.” I felt as if I was getting on. The man only lay and stared with his big black eyes, and made me very nervous. But all were well behaved; and I sat looking at the twenty strong faces as they looked back at me,—the only new thing they had to amuse them,—hoping that I looked “motherly” to them; for my thirty years made me feel old, and the suffering round me made me long to comfort every one.

January, 1863. Union Hotel Hospital, Georgetown, D. C.—I never began the year in a stranger place than this: five hundred miles from home, alone, among strangers, doing painful duties all day long, and leading a life of constant excitement in this great house, surrounded by three or four hundred men in all stages of suffering, disease, and death. Though often homesick, heartsick, and worn out, I like it, find real pleasure in comforting, tending, and cheering these poor souls who seem to love me, to feel my sympathy though unspoken, and acknowledge my hearty good-will, in spite of the ignorance, awkwardness, and bashfulness which I cannot help showing in so new and trying a situation. The men are docile, respectful, and affectionate, with but few exceptions; truly lovable and manly many of them. John Sulie, a Virginia blacksmith, is the prince of patients; and though what we call a common man in education and condition, to me is all I could expect or ask from the first gentleman in the land. Under his plain speech and unpolished manner I seem to see a noble character, a heart as warm and tender as a woman’s, a nature fresh and frank as any child’s. He is about thirty, I think, tall and handsome, mortally wounded, and dying royally without reproach, repining, or remorse. Mrs. Ropes and myself love him, and feel indignant that such a man should be so early lost; for though he might never distinguish himself before the world, his influence and example cannot be without effect, for real goodness is never wasted.

Monday, 4th.—I shall record the events of a day as a sample of the days I spend:—

Up at six, dress by gaslight, run through my ward and throw up the windows, though the men grumble and shiver; but the air is bad enough to breed a pestilence; and as no notice is taken of our frequent appeals for better ventilation, I must do what I can. Poke up the fire, add blankets, joke, coax, and command; but continue to open doors and windows as if life depended upon it. Mine does, and doubtless many another, for a more perfect pestilence-box than this house I never saw,—cold, damp, dirty, full of vile odors from wounds, kitchens, wash-rooms, and stables. No competent head, male or female, to right matters, and a jumble of good, bad, and indifferent nurses, surgeons, and attendants, to complicate the chaos still more.

After this unwelcome progress through my stifling ward, I go to breakfast with what appetite I may; find the uninvitable fried beef, salt butter, husky bread, and washy coffee; listen to the clack of eight women and a dozen men,—the first silly, stupid, or possessed of one idea; the last absorbed with their breakfast and themselves to a degree that is both ludicrous and provoking, for all the dishes are ordered down the table full and returned empty; the conversation is entirely among themselves, and each announces his opinion with an air of importance that frequently causes me to choke in my cup, or bolt my meals with undignified speed lest a laugh betray to these famous beings that a “chiel’s amang them takin’ notes.”

Till noon I trot, trot, giving out rations, cutting up food for helpless “boys,” washing faces, teaching my attendants how beds are made or floors are swept, dressing wounds, taking Dr. F. P.’s orders (privately wishing all the time that he would be more gentle with my big babies), dusting tables, sewing bandages, keeping my tray tidy, rushing up and down after pillows, bed-linen, sponges, books, and directions, till it seems as if I would joyfully pay down all I possess for fifteen minutes’ rest. At twelve the big bell rings, and up comes dinner for the boys, who are always ready for it and never entirely satisfied. Soup, meat, potatoes, and bread is the bill of fare. Charley Thayer, the attendant, travels up and down the room serving out the rations, saving little for himself, yet always thoughtful of his mates, and patient as a woman with their helplessness. When dinner is over, some sleep, many read, and others want letters written. This I like to do, for they put in such odd things, and express their ideas so comically, I have great fun interiorally, while as grave as possible exteriorally. A few of the men word their paragraphs well and make excellent letters. John’s was the best of all I wrote. The answering of letters from friends after some one had died is the saddest and hardest duty a nurse has to do.

Supper at five sets every one to running that can run; and when that flurry is over, all settle down for the evening amusements, which consist of newspapers, gossip, the doctor’s last round, and, for such as need them, the final doses for the night. At nine the bell rings, gas is turned down, and day nurses go to bed. Night nurses go on duty, and sleep and death have the house to themselves.

My work is changed to night watching, or half night and half day,—from twelve to twelve. I like it, as it leaves me time for a morning run, which is what I need to keep well; for bad air, food, and water, work and watching, are getting to be too much for me. I trot up and down the streets in all directions, sometimes to the Heights, then half way to Washington, again to the hill, over which the long trains of army wagons are constantly vanishing and ambulances appearing. That way the fighting lies, and I long to follow.

Source: Ednah D. Cheney, ed., Louisa May Alcott: Her Life, Letters, and Journals (Boston: Little, Brown, 1898), 144–145.



Anthony, Susan B. (1820–1906)

Women’s rights activist Susan B. Anthony worked her entire life to expand the American right to vote to include women. A tireless reformer, Anthony also worked for the temperance reform and antislavery movements. In her later years she expanded her women’s rights work to include women around the world. Elizabeth Cady Stanton worked closely with Anthony for decades. The two women are considered among the most productive working partnerships in the history of the United States.

Born in 1820 in Massachusetts to Lucy Read and Daniel Anthony, a Quaker, Susan Brownell Anthony learned social reform, particularly temperance and antislavery ideas, from her parents. The Anthony family encouraged all seven of their children to be independent, business minded, and conscious of inequality. Anthony briefly attended a Quaker boarding school, but the family lost their fortune in the 1837 economic downturn and moved to a farm in Rochester, New York. The move to Rochester was fortuitous in forming Anthony’s lifework, as the city was steeped in the evangelical and social reform impetus.

In 1846 Anthony took a job as the headmistress of the Canajoharie Academy but returned to the family farm when the school closed in 1849. A gifted and passionate public speaker, Anthony began her career as a professional activist soon after. She met her lifelong partner in reform, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, in 1851. While Stanton excelled at writing and theorizing but was hampered in public by her role as a wife and mother, Anthony was a born speaker and as a lifelong single woman could travel all over the country. The two women created a working partnership in which Stanton wrote and Anthony spoke. Anthony also spent considerable time with the Stantons, often taking charge of the children so Stanton could write.

Both Stanton and Anthony cofounded the New York State Women’s Temperance Party in 1852. In 1853 they attended the World’s Temperance Convention in New York City, where they witnessed a vituperative fight over whether or not women should be allowed to speak at the convention. In response Stanton, who had co-organized the Seneca Falls Convention, and Anthony turned their energies toward women’s rights. Anthony turned her considerable energy and speaking talent on women’s rights to control their own wages. After years of work, in 1860 New York passed the Married Women’s Property Act, which allowed married women to own property separate from their husbands. The law also allowed women to sign contracts on their own behalf and be legal guardians to their children.

All the while, Anthony also worked in the antislavery movement. She played a roll in the Underground Railroad, sometimes working with Harriet Tubman; organized antislavery conventions; and spoke time and again about the necessity for the immediate abolition of slavery. More than just an opponent of slavery, Anthony envisioned a racially integrated society, believing that black Americans should have rights of citizenship and equal access to education and jobs.

In 1863 in the midst of the American Civil War, Anthony and Stanton organized the Women’s Loyal National League to work for an amendment to the U.S. Constitution to abolish slavery. The league collected over 400,000 signatures, making it the largest petition drive of its day.

In 1866 Anthony and Stanton organized the first post–Civil War women’s rights convention, where they founded the American Equal Rights Association with the intended aim of seeking equal rights, including the right to vote, for all citizens, male and female, black and white. Other reformers, most notably Lucretia Mott and Frederick Douglass, argued that women should suspend their suffrage demands until after black men gained the right to vote.

In 1869 the women’s rights movement split into two organizations over the issue of suffrage, with Anthony and Stanton’s National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) advocating for suffrage for all citizens regardless of race and with the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), whose organizers were willing to support black male suffrage at the expense of women’s suffrage. While some historians have criticized this break in the movement, suggesting that it stymied forward progress for decades, others point out that having two organizations with different focuses actually strengthened the women’s rights movement.

For all of these years Anthony supported herself with lecture fees. Some years she gave as many as 100 speeches a year, an astounding feat in an era when travel was difficult and slow. In the 1870s Anthony sometimes traveled and lectured with Stanton. Anthony was more focused on the political realities of women’s suffrage than Anthony, who increasingly came to view women’s suffrage as an inadequate remedy for American gender equality.

In 1871, the NWSA undertook a campaign of civil disobedience, urging women to vote, or attempt to vote, and then sue when denied the right to vote based on the idea that the Fourteenth Amendment implicitly protected women’s right to vote. In Rochester, New York, Anthony led 50 women in an attempt to vote in the 1872 presidential election. Anthony was arrested for attempting to vote and went to court. Her case became famous, particularly when her remarks to the judge were made public, remarks sometimes called the most famous speech ever given in favor of woman suffrage. Found guilty and fined, she refused to pay the fine, saying “Resistance to tyranny is obedience to God.” In 1875 the federal government put an end to the NWSA’s voting campaign when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Minor v. Happersett that the Constitution and citizenship did not guarantee anyone the vote.

In the last decades of the 19th century Anthony, Stanton, and others worked on the multivolume History of Woman Suffrage, the last volume of which was not published until after Anthony’s death. In 1891 after years on the road, Anthony moved into a house with her sister Mary. Anthony continued to work for woman suffrage until her death in 1906. In 1979 Anthony’s image appeared on a dollar coin, making her the first real American woman to ever appear on U.S. currency.

Rolando Avila

See also Abolition/Antislavery Movement; Mott, Lucretia Coffin; Seneca Falls Convention; Stanton, Elizabeth Cady; Temperance Movement; Tubman, Harriet; Women’s Rights Movement; Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Quakers; Vol. 2, Sec. 2: American Equal Rights Association; Minor v. Happersett

Further Reading

Sherr, Lynn. 1995. Failure Is Impossible: Susan B. Anthony in Her Own Words. New York: Crown.

Ward, Geoffrey C. 1999. Not for Ourselves Alone: The Story of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. New York: Knopf.


Remarks by Susan B. Anthony at Her Trial for Voting Illegally (1873)

In June 1873 Justice Ward Hunt pronounced Susan B. Anthony guilty of voting, a privilege of citizenship to which she, as a woman, had no right. Before he sentenced her, Hunt asked Anthony if she had anything to say. The court did not officially record her reply, and several versions of Anthony’s remarks exist. The following is the account that Anthony herself recorded later in 1873.

Anthony’s Account of Her Trial Comments

Judge Hunt—(Ordering the defendant to stand up), Has the prisoner anything to say why sentence shall not be pronounced?

Miss Anthony—Yes, your honor, I have many things to say; for in your ordered verdict of guilty, you have trampled under foot every vital principle of our government. My natural rights, my civil rights, my political rights, my judicial rights, are all alike ignored. Robbed of the fundamental privilege of citizenship, I am degraded from the status of a citizen to that of a subject; and not only myself individually, but all of my sex, are, by your honor’s verdict, doomed to political subjection under this, so-called, form of government.

Judge Hunt—The Court cannot listen to a rehearsal of arguments the prisoner’s counsel has already consumed three hours in presenting.

Miss Anthony—May it please your honor, I am not arguing the question, but simply stating the reasons why sentence cannot, in justice, be pronounced against me. Your denial of my citizen’s right to vote, is the denial of my right of consent as one of the governed, the denial of my right of representation as one of the taxed, the denial of my right to a trial by a jury of my peers as an offender against law, therefore, the denial of my sacred rights to life, liberty, property and

Judge Hunt—The Court cannot allow the prisoner to go on.

Miss Anthony—But your honor will not deny me this one and only poor privilege of protest against this high-handed outrage upon my citizen’s rights. May it please the Court to remember that since the day of my arrest last November, this is the first time that either myself or any person of my disfranchised class has been allowed a word of defense before judge or jury.

Judge Hunt—The prisoner must sit down the Court cannot allow it.

Miss Anthony—All of my prosecutors, from the 8th ward corner grocery politician, who entered the complaint, to the United States Marshal, Commissioner, District Attorney, District Judge, your honor on the bench, not one is my peer, but each and all are my political sovereigns; and had your honor submitted my case to the jury, as was clearly your duty, even then I should have had just cause of protest for not one of those men was my peer; but, native or foreign born, white or black, rich or poor, educated or ignorant, awake or asleep, sober or drunk, each and every man of them was my political superior; hence, in no sense, my peer. Even, under such circumstances, a commoner of England, tried before a jury of Lords, would have far less cause to complain than should I, a woman, tried before a jury of men. Even my counsel, the Hon. Henry R. Selden, who has argued my cause so ably, so earnestly, so unanswerably before your honor, is my political sovereign. Precisely as no disfranchised person is entitled to sit upon a jury, and no woman is entitled to the franchise, so, none but a regularly admitted lawyer is allowed to practice in the courts, and no woman can gain admission to the bar hence, jury, judge, counsel, must all be of the superior class.

Judge Hunt—The Court must insist the prisoner has been tried according to the established forms of law.

Miss Anthony—Yes, your honor, but by forms of law all made by men, interpreted by men, administered by men, in favor of men, and against women; and hence, your honor’s ordered verdict of guilty, against a United States citizen for the exercise of “that citizen’s right to vote,” simply because that citizen was a woman and not a man. But, yesterday, the same man-made forms of law, declared it a crime punishable with $1,000 fine and six months’ imprisonment, for you, or me, or any of us, to give a cup of cold water, a crust of bread, or a night’s shelter to a panting fugitive as he was tracking his way to Canada. And every man or woman in whose veins coursed a drop of human sympathy violated that wicked law, reckless of consequences, and was justified in so doing. As then, the slaves who got their freedom must take it over, or under, or through the unjust forms of law, precisely so, now, must women, to get their right to a voice in this government, take it; and I have taken mine, and mean to take it at every possible opportunity.

Judge Hunt—The Court orders the prisoner to sit down. It will not allow another word.

Miss Anthony—When I was brought before your honor for trial, I hoped for a broad and liberal interpretation of the Constitution and its recent amendments, that should declare all United States citizens under its protecting aegis that should declare equality of rights the national guarantee to all persons born or naturalized in the United States. But failing to get this justice—failing, even, to get a trial by a jury not of my peers—I ask not leniency at your hands—but rather the full rigors of the law.

Judge Hunt—The Court must insist

(Here the prisoner sat down.)

Judge Hunt—The prisoner will stand up.

(Here Miss Anthony arose again.)

The sentence of the Court is that you pay a fine of one hundred dollars and the costs of the prosecution.

Miss Anthony—May it please your honor, I shall never pay a dollar of your unjust penalty. All the stock in trade I possess is a $10,000 debt, incurred by publishing my paper—The Revolution—four years ago, the sole object of which was to educate all women to do precisely as I have done, rebel against your man-made, unjust, unconstitutional forms of law, that tax, fine, imprison and hang women, while they deny them the right of representation in the government; and I shall work on with might and main to pay every dollar of that honest debt, but not a penny shall go to this unjust claim. And I shall earnestly and persistently continue to urge all women to the practical recognition of the old revolutionary maxim, that “Resistance to tyranny is obedience to God.”

Judge Hunt—Madam, the Court will not order you committed until the fine is paid.

Source: An Account of the Proceedings on the Trial of Susan B. Anthony, on the Charge of Illegal Voting, at the Presidential Election in Nov., 1872, Rochester, N.Y., 1874, 81–85, JK1899.A6 A5. Susan B. Anthony Collection, Rare Book and Special Collections Division, Library of Congress.



Antislavery Fairs

In the antebellum period (1820–1860), abolitionist women organized antislavery fairs to raise funds to support the abolitionist cause. The fairs featured an array of useful and fancy goods, including needlework, clothing, household items, children’s toys and books, and foodstuffs. While fund-raising fairs have a long history as leisure events associated with food, revelry, and trade, their focus on supporting charitable causes, such as abolitionism, were a recent development in the early 19th century. For abolitionist women, the antislavery fair provided an important opportunity to support abolitionism within a traditional feminine framework.

Maria Weston and Anne Weston, sisters from Boston, Massachusetts, organized one of the earliest fairs, the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society Fair, in 1834. The Weston sisters worked with supporters from a number of female antislavery societies to raise funds for the New England Anti-Slavery Society. The women solicited donations, publicized the event, and sold a variety of goods over the course of several days. The Boston fair became a regular event, held primarily in mid to late December each year from 1834 until 1858. The Boston fair also initiated the practice of holiday shopping, coming as it it did during the Christmas season. The Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society’s fair was the most successful of the antislavery fairs, raising more than $65,000 for the cause.

Women in other areas organized similar fairs. The Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society held an annual fair from 1836 until 1853, raising $16,500. The proceeds of the Philadelphia fair funded the annual budget for the Pennsylvania Antislavery Society in the late 1840s.

The women who organized antislavery fairs solicited donations locally, regionally, and even internationally. In the United States, rural women often donated handmade goods such as aprons and winter gloves. Such goods were popular with urban women who found it more convenient to purchase these goods at the fairs than make such items. For the rural women, sewing for fairs provided an outlet for their wares and a practical means of supporting the abolitionist cause. For literary women, such as Maria Weston and Hannah Townsend, the antislavery fairs provided an opportunity to write and produce books for the cause. Weston edited and produced for the Boston fair a gift book, Liberty Bell, that was sold at the fair annually from 1839 through 1846 and intermittently through 1859. For the 1846 and 1847 Philadelphia fairs, Townsend wrote The Anti-Slavery Alphabet, a children’s publication that used an alphabet-style book to teach children about slavery and abolitionism.

Antislavery fairs were important venues for creating an abolitionist community, bringing together like-minded individuals in an informal, joyful, and family-like atmosphere. In particular, antislavery fairs helped educate young abolitionists, fostering support for the cause among the next generation of abolitionists. In addition to the toys and books made for children and sold at the fairs, children benefited from the opportunities to socialize, play games, and help with the work of the fairs. Mothers undoubtedly benefited from the socializing opportunities as well.

In the 1840s, even as American abolitionists divided over questions of tactics and strategies, the antislavery fair remained an important part of the movement. While antislavery fairs encouraged conspicuous consumption, they also provided a valuable source of funding for the antislavery movement and a socially acceptable stage upon which women could be activists. In the 1850s, the Philadelphia fair ceased to be an annual event due to heightened hostility against abolitionists by the general population. Nonetheless, antislavery fairs expanded the definition of citizenship for women, increasing their knowledge of slavery and their sense of responsibility to work for its abolition. Antislavery fairs placed women’s domestic and reform work clearly within the political realm, actively engaging in the national debate about the future of enslaved labor.

Julie Holcomb
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Beecher, Catharine Esther (1800–1878)

Author and educator Catharine Beecher, a member of the influential family of American preachers, teachers, writers, and activists, is remembered today as a pioneer in the field of women’s education. She was the author of the first comprehensive American domestic advice manual, and she was a prolific and widely read commentator on public affairs.

Beecher was born on September 6, 1800, the first of Lyman Beecher and Roxana Foote’s nine children. Lyman was a Yale-educated minister, the only child of a blacksmith, whose restless and exacting temperament ensured that the large family was often one step away from insolvency. Roxana supplemented her husband’s modest income by teaching.

As a girl, Catharine Beecher attended the well-respected Litchfield Female Academy from the ages of 10 to 16. When her mother died of consumption in 1816, Catharine left school to run the family household until her father remarried, an experience she would later draw upon in writing and lecturing on domestic economy and child rearing.

In 1821 Beecher became engaged to Alexander Metcalf Fisher, a mathematics professor at Yale. Lyman Beecher approved of the match but pressured his daughter to experience conversion before her marriage, something his eldest daughter felt unable to authentically deliver. When Fisher died at sea several months into the engagement, the loss—combined with her conversion anxieties—drove Beecher to a nervous breakdown. She recovered but never formed another romantic attachment, nor did she ever make the religious commitment her father desired.

Beecher opened a school in 1823 with her sister Mary, eventually incorporated as Hartford Female Seminary. Beecher used her school as a platform to begin writing and publishing on the subject of women’s education. In 1929 she published a pamphlet, Suggestions Respecting Improvements in Education (1829). In 1832 when Lyman Beecher accepted a position as president of Lane Theological Seminary in Ohio, Catharine followed the family west and with her sister Harriet established the Western Female Institute in Cincinnati. The institute was met with suspicion from Cincinnati elites and closed after only four years.

During the 1840s, Catharine Beecher turned her energies toward writing, lecturing, and advocacy, arguing for the establishment of better schools in the American West and better training for female teachers. She also wrote on political, social, and religious topics, including women’s rights and antislavery activism. In her controversial polemic An Essay on Slavery and Abolitionism, with Reference to the Duty of American Females (1837), Beecher argued against immediate abolition and the active political role women were playing in the movement—a position that drew criticism from many antislavery and women’s rights activists.

The publication of A Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841) marked a turning point in Beecher’s career. The first domestic manual attempting to cover all aspects of household management, Domestic Economy was reprinted almost annually between 1841 and 1860 and provided Beecher with some measure of financial independence. The widespread popularity of the manual also ensured her position as a national commentator on subjects relating to women and the domestic sphere. The book formalized a variety of domestic tasks. For example, Beecher’s instructions on proper ironing, which took several pages to cover, required a housewife to have multiple irons and many other implements to successfully complete the job.

While Beecher explored other topics in her writing, most notably religion, the majority of her work elaborates on her argument that motherhood and domestic labor should be respected as the professional vocation for women, for which rigorous training must be provided. Even unmarried and childless women, such as Beecher herself, were folded into this framework by incorporating gender-appropriate paid labor, such as teaching and nursing, into the domestic sphere. Beecher was not a supporter of suffrage for women, arguing in The True Remedy for the Wrongs of Woman (1851) that professional education and employment were more important (and gender-appropriate) goals.

Beecher led a peripatetic life in her later years, moving from household to household within her extended family. Despite her income from writing, lecturing, and teaching, she had little savings and relied on financial support of relatives. Traveling and writing until the end, Beecher died suddenly of a heart attack on May 12, 1878, while staying at the home of her younger brother Thomas.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Blackwell, Elizabeth (1821–1910)

Elizabeth Blackwell was the first American woman to receive a medical degree. She helped establish the first medical training schools for women in the United States and England. Blackwell faced many obstacles, but in her determination she became a trailblazing reformer.

[image: Lamphier]

The first woman to receive a medical degree in the United States, Elizabeth Blackwell taught music lessons to fund her medical education. With two other female doctors, she founded the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children which assisted with training Union Army nurses for Dorothea Dix. (Library of Congress)

Blackwell was born in Bristol, England, in 1821 and became a U.S. citizen in 1849. In 1832 the Blackwell family, which included nine children, moved to the United States. In England, her father Samuel had been a part-time preacher who spoke out against all forms of oppression. In America, he supported abolitionist and temperance causes. Samuel died in 1838, leaving the family destitute. To make a living, the Blackwell family opened a private school. However, the venture failed, and Blackwell took jobs in North Carolina and South Carolina teaching music to girls. She felt unfulfilled, though, because she wanted to make a greater difference in the world. Although her father was gone, his spirit for reform resonated with her.

In 1845, Blackwell found her calling when she visited a dying friend who explained to Blackwell that she would have sought treatment for her uterine cancer sooner had women doctors been available to her. Due to the morality norms of society in antebellum America, many women opted to suffer with gynecological ailments in silence rather than seek medical attention from male doctors. In keeping with these norms, male medical students were often instructed to dim the lights during childbirth and other similar procedures to keep the woman’s modesty intact. These practices were detrimental to the health of women. Blackwell became convinced that women needed women doctors. While boarding with a medical doctor’s family, she borrowed medical books and independently studied to prepare herself for medical school.

In a male-dominated society, her dream was certainly difficult to achieve. She applied and was rejected by 29 medical schools on account of her sex. Finally, in 1847 she was admitted to the Geneva University Medical School in upstate New York. Geneva was in no way more progressive than other schools. The faculty had turned the decision over to the male medical students, who voted to admit Blackwell because they believed that she would surely fail, and in this way they could teach her a lesson. Indeed, the circumstances of her admittance set the tone for her tenure at the school, where she was often ostracized and marginalized. In spite of these and other obstacles, she successfully completed her studies in 1849. However, once graduated she found it impossible to find work as a doctor. Hospitals would not hire a female doctor. She also found it difficult to rent lodgings, because many people viewed a female doctor as an immoral or reprehensible kind of woman.

Blackwell went to Paris, where she was also denied hospital employment. Consequently, she began working in clinics for the poor dealing with various female- and child-related health issues. In Paris, Blackwell witnessed male doctors’ mistreatment of female patients, which strengthened her conviction. Unfortunately, her plans of becoming a surgeon vanished when she contracted an eye infection. She lost one of her eyes and ended up with diminished sight in the other. In 1858 she met Florence Nightingale, who tried unsuccessfully to convince Blackwell that nursing was the best place for women in the medical field. After more training in England, Blackwell returned to the United States right before the outbreak of the American Civil War (1861–1865).

Due to Blackwell’s poor eyesight, she used her medical expertise in an administrative capacity. During the war, she helped create the Women’s Central Relief Association (WCRS) to train nurses who served as volunteers aboard hospital ships, as army nurses, and as relief workers. After the war, Blackwell and her sister Emily Blackwell, who also became a doctor and faced similar obstacles, established the Women’s Medical College, the first women’s medical training school in the United States. The Blackwells’ school trained more than 300 women doctors. Having eschewed marriage, Elizabeth Blackwell adopted a young child in 1869. The same year she returned to England, where she remained until her death in 1910. She helped establish the London School of Medicine, the first female medical school in England, where she taught gynecology.

Rolando Avila
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Bloomer, Amelia (1818–1894)

Best known for “Bloomer” pantaloons, Amelia Jenks Bloomer was a temperance leader, suffragist, and publisher of one of the first female-produced newspapers.

Born in Homer, New York, in 1818, Bloomer followed Emma Willard (1787–1870) and other intelligent women of the early 19th century by becoming a teacher. In 1840 she married newspaperman Dexter Bloomer and moved to Seneca Falls, New York. Her husband was involved in politics, and she worked with him on William Henry Harrison’s presidential campaign.

Bloomer’s husband encouraged her writing talents, and she wrote for several newspapers under pseudonyms—most frequently “Gloriana.” She joined the temperance movement in Seneca Falls and helped start the Ladies Temperance Society in 1848. At the initial organizing meeting, a committee formed to publish an organizational newspaper, The Lily: A Ladies’ Journal, Devoted to Temperance and Literature. Before the first edition went to print, however, the committee dissolved, and Bloomer was left as The Lily’s writer, editor, and publisher.

Through The Lily, Bloomer advocated for temperance and peaceful home life. When detractors challenged that it was unwomanly to voice personal beliefs publicly, Bloomer retorted that women were morally obligated to speak out when drunken men threatened children’s welfare and drove women into poverty and despair.

Bloomer attended the first Seneca Falls Convention on women’s rights in 1848 but did not sign the convention’s Declaration of Rights and Sentiments. Initially, she did not support the suffrage movement. Gradually, however, women’s rights topics were included in The Lily, with articles written by suffrage leaders Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) and Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906). Bloomer introduced the two prominent activists to each other in 1851.

Bloomer and Stanton had worked together in Seneca Falls but had not always agreed politically. In a private letter, Stanton warned Anthony to beware of Bloomer’s opinions. Stanton believed that Bloomer was too conservative because she did not initially denounce the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850.

Bloomer evolved into a strong voice supporting women’s rights through dress reform. The limiting clothing worn by 19th-century women (corsets, multiple petticoats, bustles, and heavy long skirts) represented to many the social confines placed on females. In The Lily, Bloomer championed practical women’s clothing.

Women within the Oneida Community were wearing loose trouser-like garments under tunics. Perhaps influenced by local Native American clothing, these pants enabled the women to participate with men in communal chores. Elizabeth Smith Miller, Stanton’s cousin, lived adjacent to the Shaker community. When Miller visited Stanton in Seneca Falls, Bloomer and the whole community admired her innovative knee-length dress over matching baggy pants.

The “Turkish costume,” as it was originally called, had a relaxed corset-less bodice and a raised hemline. The less-confining fit and reduced weight were practical and comfortable. Bloomer embraced the outfit, creating one for herself and publishing construction directions in The Lily.

Controversy swirled around the radical clothing. Critics claimed that the pants were unfeminine. Bloomer countered that there was nothing feminine about dirty, wet hems draped around women’s ankles. The freedom to move naturally enhanced female health, while the shorter skirt’s reduced yardage was economical. When Horace Greeley, a renowned newspaper reporter, wrote about Bloomer and the pantaloons, dress reform became international news. The Lily’s circulation catapulted from 500 subscriptions to 4,000. Dress reform, indirectly, made women’s issues a public topic.

Bloomer never took credit for the outfit, but it became known as the “Bloomer costume.” Originally a woman wearing baggy pants under a shortened dress was called a “Bloomer.” Gradually, the billowy pants themselves became known as “bloomers.”

Bloomer and her husband went on to own a newspaper in Ohio, where they took a stand on equal employment for women. When they hired a woman to help run the printing presses, the male staff threatened to quit. The Bloomers responded by replacing the workers with progressive-minded men and hiring three additional women.

In 1854, Bloomer sold The Lily before moving to the frontier town of Council Bluffs, Iowa. She remained politically active and was elected president of the Iowa Women’s Suffrage Association in 1871. She championed an 1873 revision to the Iowa legal code that removed all distinctions between male and female property owners. Once women in Iowa owned property equally, individuals such as Bloomer petitioned Congress that taxation on their property resulted in taxation without the right to vote for representation—an important shift in tactics to obtain women’s suffrage.

Bloomer died on December 30, 1894, 26 years before her writing helped women finally gain the right to vote.

Keri Dearborn
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Brown Blackwell, Antoinette (1825–1921)

Born on May 20, 1825, Antoinette Brown Blackwell was the first American ordained female minister. She devoted her life to speaking out for women’s rights and to forming groups designed to help women advance within a highly patriarchal society.

Brown was born to Joseph Brown and Abby Morse, a deeply religious family in Henrietta, New York. When Brown was nine years old, she unexpectedly stood up and offered a prayer during a prayer meeting. When asked why she did it, she is said to have responded “Because I think I am a Christian, and why should I not pray?” The congregation was impressed by the strength of her faith and welcomed her as a member. Unfortunately, Brown would not always encounter this level of acceptance.

In 1840 when Brown was 15 years old, she graduated from Monroe County Academy, the first secondary school in Monroe County. This would have ended her academic career, but she accepted a teaching position at a local school and stayed there for approximately 4 years. Most scholars agree that it was during this time that she truly resolved to go into the ministry. This was an incredibly unorthodox goal for any woman, even one as deeply religious as Brown. At this time there were no women serving as ministers. Brown was determined, and her first step toward attaining her goal was to enroll at Oberlin College, one of the few institutions of learning that would accept female students.

Brown successfully enrolled, earned a literary diploma, and applied to be admitted to the Theological Department. Initially, she was rejected because of her gender. Women were allowed to study at Oberlin, but the idea of a female minister was unheard of a time when women were not supposed to occupy public roles such as that of a religious leader. But Brown persevered and eventually was allowed to sit in during theology classes on the condition that she would not receive a proper degree.

Brown then faced an additional problem because of the prohibition against women speaking in class. Although women could be present in the classroom, they were not allowed to participate in discussions. Since Brown was determined to be a preacher, public speaking was an essential skill that she needed to master. She was able to resolve the matter by speaking to her professors individually about her ideas gained from class readings and discussions.

The determination and strength of character that Brown exhibited during her college years would be tested once again after she left Oberlin and began her ministerial work. Perhaps because of the years of inequities that she had endured, she felt drawn to advocating for not only women’s rights but also the abolitionist movement. She combined her religious beliefs with social work; through preaching, she inspired others toward social change. She became a very well-regarded speaker.

Although Brown was a staunch feminist, she disagreed with feminist issues that clashed with her religious views. One such issue was divorce. In the 1850s, feminists were strongly advocating for changes in the divorce laws that would make the process easier. Brown believed in the importance of preserving marriage, which according to her faith was a union sanctioned by God. Instead, she advocated marriage reform, insisting that “the cure for the evils that now exist is not in dissolving marriage, but it is in giving to the married woman her own natural independence and self-sovereignty.”

Brown married Samuel Blackwell in 1856, although first she carefully detailed how their marriage would operate, particularly with regard to finances. Brown married on her own terms.

Brown devoted the rest of her life to continuing to advocate for women’s rights (primarily through writing) and raising her family. When the American Civil War broke out, she expanded her efforts to the antislavery movement and gave speeches at Loyal League meetings held by Union supporters. After the war feminists resumed their campaigning for equal rights, and although Brown disagreed and eventually disconnected from the feminist movement, she never stopped advocating for the necessity of equality between the sexes.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Celia, a Slave (ca. 1836–1855)

Celia was a slave in Callaway County, Missouri, whose tragic life became well known for the murder of her master and the subsequent trial Missouri v. Celia, a Slave. Celia’s case is significant because it not only presents the issues of sexual exploitation and violence faced by slave women but also reveals the manner and treatment of slaves and slavery by courts in the United States.

Born around 1836, Celia became the property of Robert Newsom, a small-time planter, at the age of 15 sometime in 1850. As one of only six slaves on his Missouri farm, Celia testified during her trial that Newsom raped her from the day of her purchase until shortly before his deadly encounter with her just 5 years later. While Celia’s primary duty on the Newsom farm was purported to be that of cook, her testimony reveals that she was viewed more as her master’s concubine. Newsom probably fathered one of the two children born to Celia between 1850 and 1855. Records indicate that for the convenience of using Celia as both property and concubine, Newsom arranged for her to live in a modest single-story brick cabin approximately 50 feet behind his own home.

In 1855 Celia became romantically involved with another of Newsom’s slaves, a man by the name of George. The relationship between Celia and George was reported to have been serious enough that George often spent nights with Celia in her small cabin. This did not prevent Newsom from continuing to rape Celia. She became pregnant with her third child in February or March 1855. George, becoming increasingly disgruntled by the forced sexual relationship between Newsom and Celia, demanded that Celia cease the relationship with Newsom. George’s demand suggests that Celia may have had a voice in her sexual exchanges with Newsom, a notion that does not align itself with the realities of the plantation and the sexual abuse and exploitation commonly experienced by enslaved women. Just as likely, George may have been making unreasonable demands on Celia, perhaps in frustration because he had no power to stop Newsom’s sexual predation.

Afraid to lose George’s companionship, Celia went to her master on or about June 23, 1855, and told him that she was experiencing sickness from her pregnancy and asked him to cease having sex with her. Newsom refused to do so and informed her of his intent to visit her cabin that evening. According to Celia’s trial testimony, she told Newsom that if he came to her cabin she would hurt him. Despite her warnings, on Saturday, June 23, around 10:00 p.m., Newsom made his way to Celia’s cabin. Trial testimony reveals that Celia and Newsom exchanged words, and she was subsequently cornered by him. Picking up a large stick, Celia struck Newsom about the head once, causing him to stumble to the floor. Afraid of the repercussions should Newsom regain his composure, Celia’s second blow to Newsom killed him. Fearing what would happen if Newsom was discovered dead in her home, Celia placed his corpse in her fireplace and proceeded to burn his lifeless body until nothing remained but ashes and small bits of bone.

An inquisition began on the plantation the following morning when Newsom could not be located. When questioned, it was George who said that he last saw Newsom making his way to Celia’s cabin the night before. On the strength of George’s testimony against her, Celia’s cabin was searched, and the bits of burned human bone were found. On Monday, June 25, 1855, the case Missouri v. Celia a slave began. Celia was represented by three lawyers, who argued that her actions on the evening of June 23 were self-defense against a brutal master. Missouri law, however, viewed the rape of a slave by his or her master as a trespass of property, not as the violation of a woman’s body without her consent. Thus, a man not Celia’s master could have raped her, but not her master. Celia was found guilty of the murder and sentenced to be hanged. She appealed the initial decision to the Missouri Supreme Court to no avail. On Friday, December 21, 1855, at 2:30 p.m., Celia was executed. Her case fueled abolitionists’ charges that slavery was immoral because it encouraged white masters’ sexual improprieties with slave women and that slavery made women victims of sexual predation.

Sherri M. Arnold
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Testimony from the Prosecution in the Trial of Celia, a Slave Who Murdered Her Master after Being Repeatedly Raped by Him (1855)

In 1855 a 19-year-old slave named Celia, cook and concubine on the plantation of Robert Newsom of Fulton, Missouri, was placed on trial for beating Newsom to death after being repeatedly raped by him since she was 14 years old. She was found guilty of murder and sentenced to death. The sentence was stayed until the birth of her child (fathered by Newsom) a month later. The child was stillborn. An appeal was filed with the Missouri Supreme Court, but it ruled against a second trial. Celia was hung on December 21, 1855.

Prosecution Witness Jefferson Jones, being sworn in, states on his examination in chief:

I went to the jail to convene with Celia (defendant) at the request of several citizens. The object of my conversation was to ascertain whether she had any accomplices in the crime. This was 8 or 10 days after she had been put into the jail. I asked her whether she thought she would hang for what she had done. She said she thought she would hang. I then told her to tell the whole truth. She said the old man (Newsom, the deceased) had been having sexual intercourse with her. That he had told her he was coming down to her cabin that night. She told him not to come, that if he came she would hurt him. And then got a stick and put it in the corner. He came down that night. There was very little fire in the kitchen cabin. When she heard him coming, she fixed the fire to make it a little light. She said his face was low over her, and he was talking to her when she struck him. He did not raise his hand when she went to strike the first blow, but sunk down on a stool towards the floor. Threw his hands up when he sunk down. She struck him with left hand then right hand. The stick with which she struck was about as large as the upper part of a Windsor chair, but not as long. She thought she did not kill him the first blow at the time of striking, but thought now that the first blow must have killed him. She said she had struck the second blow because he had approached. She was afraid he was not dead. His face was towards her when she struck. I told her it had been said she had attacked the man while he was getting into the back of her house, and that he had fallen back on the outside. She answered that she had said so, but was in a state of excitement at the time, and that she had told two (or three) slaves about it. Said she was standing in the middle of the room when she struck. I asked her whether she had had anyone that she intended to kill the old man. She said that she never had. I told her that George had run off and that she might as well tell if he had anything to do with killing the old man. She said that George need not have run off, for that he knew nothing about it. I asked her if George had asked her to kill the old man, said he never had. Said that George had told her that he would have nothing to do with her if she did not quit the old man. Said that George had been staying with her. Said that after she had killed him, the body had laid a long time, she thought an hour. She did not know what to do with it, thought she might try to burn it. She put the body on the fire and kindled the fire on and around it with some staves that were made for hogs heads and were in the yard. She bound the body up and placed some of the bones under the hearth, and under the floor between a sleeper and the fireplace. She said she took out the ashes before day. I don’t recollect where she said she put the ashes. It was late when he came down, late bed time. She doubled him up to put him in the fireplace.

Cross examined by the defense

She said the old man had sexual intercourse with her. Her second child was his. The deceased bought her in Audrain County. Can’t say positively whether Celia said the deceased forced her on the way home from Audrain County. It was heard that he did, but do not know with certainty whether she told me so. Said that she was nineteen years old at the time we were conversing. The stick with which she struck was about as large as the top part of a Windsor chair, but not so long as the part above the seat of the chair. Said she struck with the right hand on the right side of his head. I asked her did she not know that she could not have struck him as she said, and if George had not struck the old man from behind. She said that he did not, that he knew nothing about it, was not there at the time.

Source: Proceedings in the Matter of Missouri v. Celia, a Slave (1855), Celia File No. 4496, Records of Calloway County (Missiouri) Circuit Court. Available at University of Missouri Kansas City School of Law, http://law2.umkc.eduºº/faculty/projects/ftrials/celia/celiatranscript.html.



Child, Lydia Maria (1802–1880)

Lydia Maria Child was an abolitionist, women’s rights activist, Indian rights activist, and an author of fiction and nonfiction, including political essays. Her contribution to various activist groups during her time shaped her into a versatile writer.

Child was born in Medford, Massachusetts, on February 11, 1802, to Convers Francis and Susannah Rand Francis and was the youngest of five surviving children. Child began her education in 1807 when she enrolled in a local school and later a women’s seminary. When her mother died of tuberculosis in 1814, Child left for Norridgewock, Maine, where she lived with her older married sister, Mary Francis Preston, and studied to become a teacher until she secured a position in Gardiner, Maine, in 1820. Meanwhile, Child continued her education by reading works by great classical authors such as Homer, Samuel Johnson, Sir Walter Scott, and John Milton. During her residence in Norridgewock, she studied the history of the Abenaki and Penobscot tribes and sympathized with their situation. This experience led her to her first novel, which encouraged her lifelong pursuit of activist writing for minority groups.

Child wrote her first novel, Hobomok: A Tale of Early Times (1824), a romantic historical novel that she published anonymously because of its plotline focus on the marriage of a white woman and an Indian man who produce a mixed-race child. Antebellum Americans were shocked by tales of race mixing and would have been more shocked to learn that the novel was written by a woman. At the time there were few novels that focused on Native Americans. Furthermore, Hobomok was the first novel to focus on miscegenation, though it was followed by James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans in 1826. Child followed up with The First Settlers of New-England (1829), in which she suggests that a potential solution to the “Indian problem” is interracial marriage between Native Americans and whites.

In 1828 Child married Boston lawyer David Lee Child, a lawyer and social reformer. David encouraged Child’s activism and introduced her to a number of prominent reform thinkers, including Margaret Fuller and Elizabeth Peabody. The couple had no children.

Child also published many books in her lifetime, some of them novels and others works of nonfiction. Child’s contribution to students’ lessons encouraged her to found Juvenile Miscellany in 1826, which was the first American periodical for children. She also contributed to the culture of the time by writing domestic advice for women and children. The first of these books is The Frugal Housewife (1829), followed by the two-volume publication of her guides for mothers and children: The Mother’s Book (1831) and The Girl’s Book (1832). The next year, Child wrote what many believed to be the first piece on advocating the emancipation of slaves. Her book An Appeal in Favor of That Class of Americans Called Africans (1832) called for the immediate emancipation of all slaves and dismissed the idea that slave owners ought to be compensated for their freed slaves. At the time even many abolitionists considered her stance to be considerably radical and it contributed to the 1839–1840 split in the abolition movement between radicals and moderates.

In the 1840s and 1850s Child continued her reform work and writing, focusing primarily on the women’s rights movement and abolition. In the 1850s in response to both the violence between proslavery and antislavery forces in Kansas and the beating of Senator Charles Sumner by a proslavery senator, Child shifted from pacifism (nonviolence) to a reluctant embrace of the use of violence to end slavery. In 1861 she edited and wrote the preface for Harriet Jacobs’s (Linda Brent) autobiography, which told the story of slavery from a female perspective.

After the Civil War, Child returned to Native American activism, writing a number of pamphlets appealing to Americans to grant indigenous people full civil rights. Her work contributed to the establishment of the U.S. Board of Indian Commissioners, which both guided the federal government’s Indian policy and encouraged the government to respect and enforce existing treaties. Child died in 1880 and is buried in Wayland, Massachusetts.

Maryellen Diotte
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Public Correspondence of Lydia Maria Child (1859)

The following are two letters from the public correspondence of Lydia Maria Child. The first is a letter that Child wrote to John Brown in October 1859 after his unsuccessful raid on Harpers Ferry. The second is a letter to Child from the wife of Virginia senator James Mason, who was responding to Child’s letter to Brown.

1. LETTER OF LYDIA MARIA CHILD TO JOHN BROWN (OCTOBER 26, 1859)

When he received this letter, Brown was in a Virginia prison awaiting execution for murder, conspiring with slaves in a rebellion, and treason against the state. Northern abolitionists such as Child turned Brown, whose raid had been part of his plan to end American slavery, into a martyr to the abolitionist cause. He had been wounded in the raid and was tried before he could recover. Brown wrote back to Child that however much he would like to meet her, he did not require nursing. He did ask her to donate a small sum of money to his wife and mother, who would be left with no support after his execution. The letters, which were published in a number of newspapers, were essentially antislavery tracts.

MRS. CHILD TO JOHN BROWN.

Wayland, Mass., Oct. 26, 1859.

Dear Capt. Brown: Though personally unknown to you, you will recognize in my name an earnest friend of Kansas, when circumstances made that Territory the battle-ground between the antagonistic principles of slavery and freedom, which politicians so vainly strive to reconcile in the government of the United States.

Believing in peace principles, I cannot sympathize with the method you chose to advance the cause of freedom. But I honor your generous intentions—I admire your courage, moral and physical. I reverence you for the humanity which tempered your zeal. I sympathize with you in your cruel bereavement, your sufferings, and your wrongs. In brief, I love you and bless you.

Thousands of hearts are throbbing with sympathy as warm as mine. I think of you night and day, bleeding in prison, surrounded by hostile faces, sustained only by trust in God and your own heart. I long to nurse you—to speak to you sisterly words of sympathy and consolation. I have asked permission of Governor Wise to do so. If the request is not granted, I cherish the hope that these few words may at least reach your hands, and afford you some little solace. May you be strengthened by the conviction that no honest man ever sheds blood for freedom in vain, however much he may be mistaken in his efforts. May God sustain you, and carry you through whatsoever may be in store for you!

Yours, with heartfelt respect, sympathy and affection, L. MARIA CHILD.

2. LETTER OF MRS. MASON TO LYDIA MARIA CHILD (NOVEMBER 11, 1859)

The public nature of the Child-Brown correspondence meant that the letters became touchstones for the abolitionist movement, but they also drew responses from slavery supporters. Margaretta Mason, wife of Virginia senator James Mason, wrote Child a public letter expressing the proslavery sentiment regarding Brown, Child, and slavery in general. Child replied with an 11-page letter, also public, in which she took issue with Mason point by point. Mason’s letter is included here to remind readers that while the abolitionist movement had many female members, so too did the proslavery movement.

LETTER OF MRS. MASON.

ALTO, King George’s Co., Va., Nov. 11th, 1859.

Do you read your Bible, Mrs. Child? If you do, read there, “Woe unto you, hypocrites,” and take to yourself with two-fold damnation that terrible sentence; for, rest assured, in the day of Judgment it shall be more tolerable for those thus scathed by the awful denunciation of the Son of God, than for you. You would soothe with sisterly and motherly care the hoary-headed murderer of Harper’s Ferry! A man whose aim and intention was to incite the horrors of a servile war—to condemn women of your own race, ere death closed their eyes on their sufferings from violence and outrage, to see their husbands and fathers murdered, their children butchered, the ground strewed with the brains of their babes. The antecedents of Brown’s band proved them to have been the offscourings of the earth; and what would have been our fate had they found as many sympathizers in Virginia as they seem to have in Massachusetts?

Now, compare yourself with those your “sympathy” would devote to such ruthless ruin, and say, on that “word of honor, which never has been broken,” would you stand by the bedside of an old negro, dying of a hopeless disease, to alleviate his sufferings as far as human aid could? Have you ever watched the last, lingering illness of a consumptive, to soothe, as far as in you lay, the inevitable fate? Do you soften the pangs of maternity in those around you by all the care and comfort you can give? Do you grieve with those near you, even though their sorrows resulted from their own misconduct? Did you ever sit up until the “wee hours” to complete a dress for a motherless child, that she might appear on Christmas day in a new one, along with her more fortunate companions? We do these and more for our servants, and why? Because we endeavor to do our duty in that state of life it has pleased God to place us. In his revealed word we read our duties to them—theirs to us are there also—”Not only to the good and gentle, but to the froward.”—(Peter II: 18.) Go thou and do likewise, and keep away from Charlestown. If the stories read in the public prints be true, of the sufferings of the poor of the North, you need not go far for objects of charity. “Thou hypocrite! take first the beam out of thine own eye, then shall thou see clearly to pull the mote out of thy neighbor’s.” But if, indeed, you do lack objects of sympathy near you, go to Jefferson county, to the family of George Turner, a noble, true-hearted man, whose devotion to his friend (Col. Washington) causing him to risk his life, was shot down like a dog. Or to that of old Beckham, whose grief at the murder of his negro subordinate made him needlessly expose himself to the aim of the assassin Brown. And when you can equal in deeds of love and charity to those around you, what is shown by nine-tenths of the Virginia plantations, then by your “sympathy” whet the knives for our throats, and kindle the torch that fires our homes. You reverence Brown for his clemency to his prisoners! Prisoners! and how taken? Unsuspecting workmen, going to their daily duties; unarmed gentlemen, taken from their beds at the dead hour of the night, by six men doubly and trebly armed. Suppose he had hurt a hair of their heads, do you suppose one of the band of desperadoes would have left the engine-house alive? And did not he know that his treatment of them was his only hope of life then, or of clemency afterward? Of course he did. The United States troops could not have prevented him from being torn limb from limb.

I will add, in conclusion, no Southerner ought, after your letter to Governor Wise and to Brown, to read a line of your composition, or to touch a magazine which bears your name in its lists of contributors; and in this we hope for the “sympathy,” at least of those at the North who deserve the name of woman.

M. J. C. MASON.

Source: Correspondence between Lydia Maria Child and Gov. Wise and Mrs. Mason (Boston: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1860), 2–4.



Colored Female Free Produce Society

The Colored Female Free Produce Society (CFFPS) grew out of the desire of many Americans, northern and southern, to decrease their own complicity with slavery. One method was to boycott goods such as sugar, cotton, and rum that were either harvested or manufactured by enslaved persons. Products that were not made by slaves were considered to be “free,” prompting some antislavery activists to organize around the idea of “free produce.” Abolitionists sought to decrease the market demand for products made by involuntary laborers by refusing to buy slave-made goods. The CFFPS was a product of this moral, humanitarian reform impulse of a group of dedicated African American female abolitionists in the Philadelphia area.

In a widely read 1811 essay, Long Island Quaker Elias Hicks (1748–1830) wrote that no one could “plead the necessity … to indulge themselves in the luxuries raised by the labor of slaves” (Hicks 1834, 19–20). Hicks was echoing the sentiments of Quaker John Woolman (1720–1772), who championed the “free produce” ideology as early as the 1770s. Dozens of free produce organizations were formed by the start of the 1830s.

Black abolitionists in Philadelphia formed a distinct group in 1830 called the Colored Free Produce Society of Pennsylvania. Black women in the movement, a majority of them members of the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church, broke off to create the CFFPS in 1831. This group preceded by two years the widely recognized Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, founded by Lucretia Coffin Mott (1793–1880) and other prominent female Quaker abolitionists. Among many similar reform groups, black and white women were compelled to create their own organizations when they encountered sexism in male-led organizations. Many historians trace the beginning of the women’s rights movement to these groups, which created for women a platform for public speaking and activism as well as awareness of gender-based oppression.

The CFFPS worked toward its goals through public promotion of its ideals, beseeching women, as household managers, to take the moral high road in their purchasing habits. One of the earliest free produce advocates in the United States was a Pennsylvania woman named Alice Jackson Lewis who spoke publicly about free produce at the turn of the century, encouraging her fellow Quakers to refrain from using sugar produced in the West Indies by slave labor. At this time, women were not supposed to engage in public speaking or speak to racially or gender-integrated groups. Thus, the rhetorical cause of free produce offered a unique opportunity for women to speak on what was to many men an acceptable topic. For many black abolitionists, an obligation to abstain from slave-made goods seemed both a personal and political imperative. Many Americans joined the free produce movement, including well-known speaker and writer Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825–1911) and the prominent Philadelphia free black Forten family.

The CFFPS also actively promoted merchants who dealt in free labor goods, advertising on their behalf in addition to patronizing their stores. Members were expected to not only abstain from purchasing slave-made goods in their own lives but also as an example to the larger abolitionist community and in their regions. Free produce fairs were held in New York and midwestern states, where attendees could buy literature about the movement and merchandise branded with abolitionist rhetoric, including the slogan “Am I not a woman and a sister?” Gender-based slogans not only invoked a unity of femininity in hopes of adding more members to the cause but also played on the abolitionist notion that slavery damaged both free and slave women. Lydia White ran a successful free produce store in Philadelphia for 16 years. Nevertheless, few of these stores lasted beyond 1840, and critics rejected the free produce cause as idealistic. While little documentation has survived about the members of the CFFPS, what remains points to a legacy of staunch abolitionists among black and white American women. Grassroots organizations such as the free produce societies of the 1820s and 1830s served as a springboard for many women into careers of activism.

Kristin O’Brassill-Kulfan
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Craft, Ellen (1826–1891)

Ellen Craft was a fugitive slave made famous by the daring escape she and her husband William Craft (1824–1900) made in December 1848. Ellen, disguised as an infirm and sickly slaveholding gentleman, and her husband William, posing as a slave servant, traveled from the slaveholding state of Georgia to freedom in Philadelphia. So widely publicized was their escape that the Crafts became world-renowned spokespersons for abolitionism.

Born in 1826 in Clinton, Georgia, Ellen Craft was the daughter of a mulatto slave named Maria and cotton planter and slaveholder Major James Smith. She was described as extremely fair in complexion and was often mistaken for one of the Smith family children. Her resemblance to Major Smith made Ellen the target of Mrs. Smith’s anger, hostility, and cruelty. In 1837, Mrs. Smith’s daughter Eliza married Dr. Robert Collins from Macon, Georgia. Mrs. Smith used this as an opportunity to rid herself of Ellen, giving her to Eliza and Dr. Collins as a wedding gift.

In 1840 Ellen met William Craft, a slave from a neighboring plantation. Though slave states did not recognize slave marriages as legal, the couple married in a slave ceremony in 1846. Deeply dissatisfied with slavery, the Crafts made their escape in December 1848. The escape plan hinged on Ellen Craft’s appearance because she was light-skinned enough to pass as a white person. Since it was not socially acceptable for a white woman to travel with a male slave, she dressed as a male slave owner who was traveling to Philadelphia to seek medical attention for a rheumatic condition. William pretended to be the young man’s personal servant. Neither Ellen nor William were literate, and knowing that Ellen would be asked to sign documents along their journey to verify ownership of her male slave, they put her right arm in a sling and told officials that the injury prevented writing. They wrapped her face in a poultice (a warm compress applied to an inflamed area and tied with a larger bandage) to avoid lengthy conversations with strangers.

Ellen and William boarded a train to Savannah, Georgia, and via several modes of travel (steamboats, coaches, and trains) in four days successfully made their way to Philadelphia, arriving on Christmas Day 1848. Shortly thereafter the Crafts relocated to Boston, a safer city for fugitive slaves. Their ingenious plan caught the attention of many antislavery activists and thrust both Ellen and William into the abolitionist lecture circuit.

For 18 months, the Crafts lived as free people until the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law in 1850, which made it legal for owners of escaped slaves to retrieve fugitive slaves from free states in the North. Slave owners hired slave catchers who captured not only runaway slaves but also many northern free black persons, who in absence of proof of freedom were sold into slavery. Though abolitionist Bostonians fervently resisted the law, their efforts often failed, and this reality put the Crafts in great danger. In November 1850, Ellen and her husband fled to England. They lived there for almost two decades and continued to speak at abolitionist meetings. Their story Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom was published in London in 1860. Ellen bore five children while in London and continued to raise funds for southern freed persons.
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To escape enslavement, the light-skinned Ellen Craft disguised herself as a male. Her husband William pretended to be her servant as they traveled from Georgia to Pennsylvania by train and steamboat in 1848. They became famous abolitionists working alongside Frederick Douglass before the Civil War ended slavery. (Eon Images)

In 1868, the Craft family left Britain and returned to America. They settled in Hickory Hill, South Carolina, where Ellen and her daughter ran two schools: a day school for children and a night school for adults. By 1870 the Crafts had relocated to Savannah, Georgia, to the abandoned Woodville plantation, where Ellen and her son established another school. Educators applauded Craft’s school for its curriculum, which included reading, writing, spelling, math, history, and geography. She was active in Savannah life, often spotted riding her buggy into town to offer medical attention to the poor, instruct women in sewing, and encourage freed persons to send their children to school. She remained an avid educator until her death in 1891. Ellen Craft was buried on the Woodville plantation underneath her favorite oak tree.
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Cult of True Womanhood

First described by Barbara Welter in 1966, the cult of true womanhood is a name given by historians to 19th-century gender ideologies that describe woman’s nature and proper place as the moral protector of her home. The four values of true womanhood were domesticity, piety, purity, and submissiveness. Society judged women based on their adherence to these four virtues. Poor women and black women, particularly slave women, could not hope to meet these gender standards, a fact that allowed society to categorize them as substandard women. White middle- and upper-class women might have subscribed to the ideologies, though scholarship suggests that there was considerable resistance from even those women who could fulfill the ideas.

True womanhood focused on the idea that womanliness was intricately connected with domesticity, which included both housework and child-rearing–related work. Nineteenth-century Americans believed that women were designed by nature and God to be domestic and that undomestic woman were unnatural and an offense against God. Often called the cult of domesticity, in the cult of true womanhood women were supposed to be the creators of a stress-free home, where men might retire from the rigors of waged labor in the public sphere. Women then were seen as belonging in the domestic or private sphere. Accordingly, 19th-century gender ideology held that not only were women unsuited for the public spheres of elected service, politics, and waged labor but also that the public sphere could corrupt and ruin women.

Nineteenth-century Americans also believed that women were naturally more pious and moral than men. Piety was said to supply the religious core of strength and dignity for a woman. A true woman guided both her husband and her children in matters of morality. Immorality in women was thus seen as worse than immorality in men. While piety might be considered an ideology that constrained and controlled women (for indeed it was), women used ideas of female moral superiority to make claims on public power. Nineteenth-century women joined moral reform movements (such as the antislavery, temperance, utopian, and women’s rights movements) in multitudes, using their claims to greater morality to justify the imposition of moral reform on the larger society.

Nineteenth-century Americans spent a great deal of time worrying about and controlling sex. True womanhood held that a woman’s purity was her greatest virtue. Before she was married, she was to protect her virginity. After marriage, women were supposed to tolerate their husbands’ sexual demands in return for the promise of children. Nowhere did this ideology account for female sexual pleasure. Instead, women were supposed to be passionless, either disinterested in or actively repulsed by sexual contact. Women who broke the code of passionlessness were viewed as ruined or fallen women.

True women were also submissive. Before a woman was married, she was supposed to submit to her father in all decisions. Once a woman was married, she was to be submissive to her husband’s desires and needs; submissiveness was said to fulfill a woman by making her the perfect dependent companion. Women were supposed to willingly and cheerfully submit to the powerlessness of their lives. Indeed, ministers and other commentators claimed that it was only in willing submission to a man that a woman could find true happiness.

Poor white women, who had to work for wages to support themselves and their families, could not fulfill the domestic component of true womanhood because they worked outside the home. Moreover, many working-class women recognized that true womanhood ideologies were designed to valorize middle- and elite-class women, whose husbands could afford a stay-at-home wife. As a result, many working-class women consciously rejected notions of submissiveness, moral superiority, and passionlessness.

Slave women were particularly oppressed by 19th-century gender ideologies. They did not have homes to take care of, so there was little opportunity to enact domesticity. They had little or no control over their own bodies and were routinely sexually assaulted by masters. Indeed, proslavery advocates used the ideas of true womanhood to “prove” that slave women deserved their bondage by promoting the notion that slave women were sexually licentious and aggressive. These ideas, which fall under the Jezebel stereotype, proved to be powerful motivators in continuing slavery and the abuse of slave women.

Even middle- and elite-class women could encounter difficulties in fulfilling the strictures of true womanhood. For example, not all women had stable, supportive, or nonviolent husbands. Wives whose husbands drank away the family income or beat them had little recourse in a society that often refused to recognize problems and often blamed wives for husbands’ failings.

Antisuffragette Catharine Beecher’s book Principle of Domestic Science provided 19th-century Americans with a supportive doctrine of patriarchy mixed with the proper division of public and private spheres. However, many women were quick to realize that achieving the goals of true womanhood was impossible. Most women, regardless of class status, cooked, cleaned, did laundry, grew gardens, and performed an almost uncountable number of small domestic tasks. All of this work was (and still is) unwaged labor. Complicating the unwaged nature of women’s work was the reality that society began to see work as waged and male, making women’s domestic work invisible as real work.

By focusing on a woman’s role in her home, some American women could support the notion that a proper woman’s sphere was taking care of her husband and children. The cult of domesticity created women’s commercial markets, such as the magazine Godey’s Lady’s Book. Civic domesticity and moral reform movements led to the women’s rights movement, which began in 1848 at Seneca Falls, New York.

A. H. Forss and Peg A. Lamphier
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Cult of True Womanhood (1855)

The cult of true womanhood held that 19th-century women could find fulfillment and happiness in domestic pursuits, including housework, childbearing, and child rearing; piety (or religiosity); and submission to men, most particularly their husbands. Novels, magazine and journal stories, and a host of other popular culture sources all transmitted the ideas of “true womanhood.” The short story that follows appeared in the November 1855 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book, a popular fashion magazine.

Health and Happiness

By Virginia De Forrest

Two ladies sat together, in earnest conversation, in a little boudoir, fitted up more for an invalids room than a dressing-room generally is. One of the ladies was a young, blooming girl, about nineteen years of age, with a profusion of light hair, and brightly blue eyes, which looked as if mischielf and pleasure were the aim of their owner. The other lady, who was some three or four years older, was lying on a sofa. Her complexion was as white, and the color on her cheeks as rich as her companion’s; but, alas, hers was not the bloom of health. Consumption had marked her for his own. Her face was very sad, while that of her companion flashed with indignation.

“It is cruel and unnatural, Emily; and I wonder you will do so, and that Frank will consent to it is stranger still. A baby, not a year old, sent away from its mother to be nursed in the country, and for its health! Stuff and nonsense! as if it was not as healthy here as anywhere.”

“Do you suppose it costs me nothing, Clara?” said the invalid, gently.

“Forgive my scolding, Emily,” said Clara, throwing her arms around her sister. “I know you must feel badly; but why do you do it?”

“Because it is for little Bertha’s own good. You know how delicate I have always been; and now I am pronounced in consumption. Bertha is a very frail baby, and Doctor Greaves says country air is positively necessary for her life; not her health alone, Clara, but her very life. Frank cannot go, and I cannot leave him. I have the greatest confidence in Mrs. Ellis, and feel safe trusting my baby to her care; besides, I can see her whenever I am able to ride out, and, when I am called away, you will watch over her for my sake.”

“Indeed, indeed I will!” said Clara earnestly.

“You cannot enter into my fears fully,” added Emily; “you who have never known a day’s sickness in your life, cannot understand the fear I have that Bertha will inherit my complaints. Believe me, Clara, there is no unalloyed happiness without health.”

“But, Emily, it must be pleasant to be sick now and then, just to find out how much people love you. I actually feel a pang of envy sometimes when Frank hangs so lovingly over you, and leaves all his pleasures away from home to sit and read to his poor, sick wifey; then I sometimes wonder if my husband, supposing I ever have one, will care so much for his healthy, laughter-loving spouse as my brother does for the dear new sister he brought home some two years ago.”

“True, Clara, I have every reason to be thankful that my lot is cast among such loving friends, and, since my cross is to be ill-health, that I have such tender care bestowed upon me; but look at the other side of the picture. Frank is very fond of society; and, although it is given very cheerfully for my sake, I feel while he is with me that he is longing to make me among his friends, and enjoy their pleasant gatherings; then, you speak of envying my monopoly of Frank’s evenings. How often do I long to send both you and he upon some pleasure-seeking jaunt, but may not because I cannot be left alone; and Frank wil not leave me with hired assistance. He did not know, when he married the porr, orphaned, friendless girl, that his own and his sister’s pleasures would pay the penalty.”

“Don’t talk so, Emily. You know there is no pleasure so sweet to me as tending you and Bertha; and, if I want to go out, you are aware that I am not wholly dependent on Frank.” And a bright blush showed who took Frank’s place.

“We have wandered dreadfully from our subject, Clara dear, which was to decide about taking Bertha to Mrs. Ellis this afternoon.”

The afternoon of the same day on which this conversation took place, Emily, Clara, Emily’s husband, and Clara’s brother, Frank Wharton, with Bertha, the baby, started for a farm in the country, about five miles from Mr. Wharton’s house in town. We have seen the reasons Emily had for trusting her child to the care of another; but none knew the bitter struggle it cost the mother to part with her first-born. When the party arrived at Mrs. Ellis’s, they found the dame and her three children watching for them at the door.

“You understand, Mrs. Ellis, I want Bertha to be treated just like your own children, and allowed to be in the open air as much as possible. See how soon you can make her show such cheeks as these,” she said, pinching Lizzie’s rosy ones; “and now good-by, mother’s little one. We shall come to see her very often, dame.”

Another trial awaited Emily. As the autumn months became cold, Doctor Greeves insisted upon her seeking a warmer climate, and even held out hopes of a final cure of her troubles if she would consent to spend the winter in Havana. Bertha had improved wonderfully in the few months she had been with Mrs. Ellis and it was decided that she had better remain there. To leave husband and her baby for a whole winter! Emily was perfectly aghast at the prospect; but her strong common sense decided that so it must be, and she determined to conquer her own weakness, and act again for the good of her little one.

* * * * *

It was a beautiful day in the early part of May, and Clara and Frank Wharton were in a state of feverish excitement—Emily was coming home! The pleasure anticipated when she parted from husband, sister, and child was near; all the trial of the parting, the bitter tears shed, the fears that the invalid might die abroad, were forgotten now. Emily was expected every hour!

In the corner of a carriage, which was rapidly conveying her toward home, sat Emily; she was altered, much altered, since we saw her last. Her cheeks were filled out, and the hectic flush was replaced by a pure, healthy glow. Her eyes were filled with happy anticipations; she was going home! The carriage stopped at last, and there stood Frank and Clara at the door.

“Why, Emily, how well you look!” was the first exclamation. I cannot give all that followed; my readers can imagine the joy of that meeting.

“Emily, you won’t know Bertha,” said Clara, as she stood by her sister, arranging her riding habit; “she has altered as much as you have.”

“Trust a mother to recognize her, sister,” answered Emily, gayly.

“Emily, I made one addition to our party.”

“Ah! Who is it?”

“Why, you see,” said Clara, blushing, “Everard and I have been riding out to see Bertha together since you went, that is, when Frank could not go; and he wanted to go so much to-day that”—

“That, like a dutiful wife that is to be, you invited him to join us. Well, it is pleasanter so; you two will be so much engrossed with each other that you will not laugh if Frank and I do the lovers after such a long absence. Come, are you ready? There are the horses. Here comes Everard up the street, and I am all impatience.”

“Ready!” said Clara, springing lightly down stairs.

After Everard had exhausted a multitude of exclamations on Emily’s improved looks, the whole party started for Mrs. Ellis’s farm. They were almost there, when Clara suddenly left Everard’s side, and, Ieaving him to come after with Frank, took Emily forward with her.

“See, sister!” she said, pointing to a group a little before them. “Is not that picturesque? A little boy raking, a wheelbarrow full of sods, a baby and tiny girl playing with a dog, and the young girl watching all to keep them in order.”

“Clara, it is Sarah, Tom, and Lizzie, and the baby must be Bertha;” and, touching her horse, she was beside the group in an instant.

“Lift her up, Sarah,” she said, “and walk beside the horse to the cottage. No, no, give her to me. See how she jumps, Clara; I believe the darling knows me!”

“Highly probable!” said Clara, laughing.

Taking Bertha upon the horse before her, Emily led the way to the farm house.

“Emily,” said Clara, affecting an air of languor, “I don’t think you and Bertha are half so interesting as you were a year ago; then you both had such white, clear complexions, and were so spiritual; now you are in such rude bloom, and Bertha is positively sunburned.”

“And so well,” said Emily, “Doctor Greeves says I may take her home again. Oh, Clara, I am so happy now! Last year, I was sick, and Bertha delicate; and I feared I should die, and leave my little one motherless. Then came that dreadful parting, first for a short distance, then the long, long journey. Now see us! I have my baby; and, God willing, we may both live many years together. I feel another being! Believe me, Clara, there is no union more delightful than ‘Health and Happiness.’“

Source: Virginia De Forrest, “Health and Happiness,” Godey’s Ladies Book (November 1855): 399–401.



Cushman, Charlotte (1816–1876)

Charlotte Cushman was one of the most celebrated dramatic performers on the American and English stage in her lifetime. Drawn to the performing arts at an early age to provide financial help to her family, Cushman transitioned from a career as a singer to dramatic performer. Dedicated to portraying both female and male characters, Cushman became known for her portrayals of Meg Merrilies in Sir Walter Scott’s Guy Mannering, Lady Macbeth, and Romeo Montague. During a period when women onstage were likened to prostitutes, Cushman played theatrical roles against gender norms by portraying characters who were emotive, strong, and commanding. She also maintained an intimate relationship with like-minded creative women offstage.

When her father abandoned his struggling family, Cushman dropped out of school to help alleviate the financial burden. At age 14 she started singing in choirs. She studied under John Paddon for three years, paying for her lessons through domestic services. After her contract was terminated, she found work singing with Mary Ann Wood, whose coach James G. Maeder became Cushman’s new singing instructor. In 1835, Cushman made her professional debut as Countess Almaviva in Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro. Although her tours as the countess were met with mixed reviews, they provided Cushman with the opportunity to pursue a career as a performer and the opportunity to meet with agents and actors.

Cushman’s earliest roles were for the stock company as a walking lady with the Bowery Theater. As she began to receive offers for more prominent roles, she convinced her family to move to New York so she could take care of them. In 1836, Cushman debuted as Lady Macbeth to positive reviews from the press for her unconventional interpretation of the character. Despite her success, when the Bowery burned down later that year, Cushman was encouraged by family and colleagues to give up the theater in favor of a career more suitable for a woman. Warnings and criticism notwithstanding, Cushman continued to act.

Cushman pursued a contract with different theater companies, including the Street Theatre in Albany, the National Theater in Philadelphia, and the Park Theatre in New York. During this time she performed as Meg Merrilies, a career-defining role she would continue to perform throughout her life. Although she received some negative criticism in the press for acting outside of traditionally accepted gender norms, Cushman continued to portray both female and male characters. Her tenacity and determination contributed to her fame, which became international when she accepted William Charles Macready’s offer to perform in England.

Cushman received unprecedented attention in England for her role as Bianca in Henry Hart Milman’s Fazio. She also made her first appearance in a male role as Shakespeare’s Romeo. Cushman’s Romeo made some critics nervous, in part because she played the male lover to an actress playing Juliet. Neither 19th-century Americans nor the English were ready to accept women kissing women, even in a play.

While Cushman was careful to keep her intimate relationships from the press so as to avoid scandal, she maintained an intimate personal life with other women offstage for her entire life. In avoiding censure for her sexual preferences, she continued to succeed in her career. When she returned to the United States in 1849, her company met her demand that she be paid a salary equal to that of her male colleagues. She maintained her renown even during her several brief retirements from the stage.

In 1852 during her first retirement Cushman flew to Rome, where she coestablished a community of artistic women including writer Matilda Hays, to whom Cushman considered herself married. Sallie Mercer, Cushman’s longtime traveling companion and maid, and aspiring artist Harriet Hosmer were also founding members. During the period in which Cushman traveled between countries, she separated from Hays and became intimate with Emma Stebbins, a sculptor who remained by Cushman’s side until the performer died of pneumonia in 1876.

Even while combating breast cancer and during her rockier relationships, Cushman continued to immerse herself in the theater. She pursued her career and personal desires by seizing the authority to challenge the cumbersome norms that restricted her from her passions, both professionally and personally.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Daughters of Charity

As a Catholic community of religious women committed to serving poor persons, the Daughters of Charity established hospitals, orphanages, and schools in Europe and the United States. Through its mentoring programs, the organization trained skilled nurses and teachers before these occupations were professionalized.

As hospital and school administrators, Daughters of Charity incorporated their ministries, bought and sold property, negotiated with benefactors and government officials, and developed innovative financial strategies to establish and maintain institutions devoted to assisting people struggling in poverty. The organization’s activities illustrate some of the opportunities available to unmarried women in the 19th century as well as their motivation for engaging in benevolent work outside of the nuclear family. The Daughters of Charity sought to serve God by serving poor persons. Consistent with its religious convictions, which emphasized respect for the individual and human dignity, the organization opened its hospitals to patients regardless of race, religion, or ability to pay.

In 1633, Vincent de Paul (1581–1660) and Louise de Marillac (1591–1660) cofounded the Daughters of Charity as an active religious community in France. Its members could wholly devote themselves to God without being cloistered behind convent walls. Members of the Daughters of Charity are considered Catholic sisters. They make annual vows, and their mission requires direct interaction with poor persons through their institutions. In contrast, contemplative nuns make lifetime vows, focusing on worship by separating themselves from the world. The community expanded to Poland, Lithuania, Russia, Spain, and Italy by the end of the 18th century.

Although Elizabeth Ann Seton (1774–1821) modeled the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s on the original rule of the Daughters of Charity in 1809, the American community, headquartered near Emmitsburg, Maryland, did not unite with the Paris-based Daughters of Charity until 1850, thus marking its official beginning in the United States. Nearly 3,900 women entered the Daughters of Charity in the United States between 1850 and 1909 in addition to the 737 women who served as Sisters of Charity between 1809 and 1849.

Noted for their hospital and nursing services, the Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s and the Daughters of Charity managed a large network of 19th-century hospitals. The Sisters of Charity staffed the Baltimore Infirmary beginning in 1823 and opened the first Catholic hospital west of the Mississippi (St. Louis, 1828) and the first Catholic psychiatric hospital in the United States (Baltimore, 1840). By 1865, the Daughters of Charity opened 15 additional general hospitals, stretching from Buffalo to Los Angeles.

In 1910 the Daughters of Charity operated 43 hospitals, 5 psychiatric hospitals, and 27 schools of nursing. Nurses volunteered to attend sick and wounded soldiers during the American Civil War and the Spanish-American War. Over 300 sisters (34 percent of the community’s membership) nursed Union and Confederate soldiers at 60 sites throughout the country. During the Spanish-American War, 200 nurses served in military hospitals in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the United States.

Recognizing that people living in poverty usually have many needs, the Daughters of Charity did not limit its work to hospital services. The Sisters of Charity of St. Joseph’s managed the first Catholic orphanage in the United States (Philadelphia, 1814) and the first Catholic foundling and maternity home (St. Louis, 1853). The organization also operated private schools (primarily for girls) and used tuition fees to subsidize the education of orphans and other impoverished students. The sisters operated 24 orphanages and 28 schools between 1840 and 1860.

In 1910, the Daughters of Charity operated 38 orphanages (6 of which were combined with schools), 14 foundling homes, and 5 industrial schools. That year, sisters taught 9,223 students in 21 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. In the 21st century, the Daughters of Charity continues to adapt to new and emerging needs and serves in a variety of ministries in the United States and other nations.
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Daughters of Charity Nurse Civil War Soldiers (1864)

Over 300 Daughters of Charity (34 percent of the community’s membership) nursed Union and Confederate soldiers at 60 sites throughout the country during the American Civil War. From letters collected in the records of the American Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, we learn that as nurses the sisters dispensed both medical and spiritual treatment to wounded soldiers, often acting alone in making decisions on aspects of patient care including when to call in a doctor and when to provide baptism.

May, 1864.—The beautiful month of May has again opened with all its week attractions, and we have commenced to the customary devotions every evening at 7 o’clock. New patients are coming in every day, and the Hospital is fast filling up. The wards are re-opened on the South Corridor, tents are going up outside the enclosure to be occupied by those invalids of such cases as might prove dangerous to keep in the wards, such as smallpox, etc….

As usual after the re-filling of the hospital, several are in a dying condition from the effects of their wounds. Many, also, have died. The Catholics received the Sacraments with the exception of one, who could only receive Extreme Unction and the Last Benediction, on account of being delirious. He was wounded in the head and suffered very much. The way in which Sister discovered him to be a Catholic was certainly providential. While examining some article of clothing, she found sewed up as a little cushion a Gospel of St. John, and a written Catholic prayer. She immediately sent for the priest, and the patient seemed to recover his reason for a few moments. He smiled a welcome to the priest, but could not speak.

He died about 6 o’clock the same evening. He had been in the hospital only one week. A few evenings previous to his death, after sister had left the ward, he rose several times and made his way to the door of her medicine room, on which he beat violently, nor could he be prevailed upon to leave until the men took him by main force and put him to bed. We thought afterwards that he was then trying to request her to send for the priest during a partial return to reason. Be that as it may, she’s very thankful that she procured him the benefit of Extreme Unction, and she desires all those who read this little story to pray for the repose of his soul.

May 23.—We have now nearly three thousand four hundred patients in our hospital. Indeed, it is as if we were in the midst of a little city. Everywhere we turn we meet crowds of the maimed, the lame and the blind, going through the Corridors and yards as best they can. The wards are quickly filling up with rows of beds in the centre, as new arrivals are coming in every day from the recent battles. More are dying this summer than last summer. The cause is supposed to be that the poor soldiers are worn out with privations before being wounded or falling ill. We had only one baptism this month, but we must be satisfied. The poor sufferor was a patient in Ward F. His name was Benjamin Hains.

June.—The hospital is now quite filled with sick. Many are removed to the tents on account of their wounds becoming gangrenous. Many, also, are dying from the same cause.

July.—Toward the latter part of July, the colored patients arrived, beginning to come in at an early hour of one evening and continuing to arrive during greater part of that night. They were placed in the lower wards, until arrangements could be made for them in the tents, of which there were five camps, consisting of ten tents each. Camps 2 and 3, with part of camp 4, were occupied by them. In Camp 2, a patient—a Catholic—was very low. Sister asked him how long since he had been to confession? He said he had not been since Easter, and he expressed a desire to see a priest. Sister sent immediately for Father McGrane, who anointed him, as he was then unconscious and could make no confession. He died about 8 o’clock the same evening. In the same camp, another patient was dying, and at his request, Sister gave him Private Baptism. He died a few hours later. In Camp 4, there were three colored men baptized, who died soon after the names were James Simmons, William Hopkins and Joseph White.

Source: Records of the American Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, Vol. 8 (Philadelphia: American Catholic Historical Society of Philadelphia, 1897), 311–314.



Davis, Paulina Kellogg Wright (1813–1876)

Paulina Kellogg Wright Davis was an abolitionist, social reformer, and editor. She was born in Bloomfield, New York, on August 7, 1813, to Ebenezer Kellogg and Polly Saxton. When Davis was seven years old, her parents both died. She moved to Le Roy, New York, and lived with her aunt, an orthodox Presbyterian. Davis attended the Presbyterian Church regularly. She did not enjoy church services or a theological stance because they were not favorable to independent women.

Davis married the like-minded Francis Wright, a wealthy businessman from Utica, New York, in 1833. The couple did not like the proslavery attitude of many churches, both southern and northern. The couple joined the New York Anti-Slavery Society, working as members of the executive committee. In the 1830s and 1840s even northerners thought that antislavery or abolition groups were hotbeds of extreme radicalism, so membership in one signified Davis’s commitment to equality.

Like many antebellum women, Davis’s involvement in the antislavery movement led to an interest in other social justice movements. She became interested in female health reforms and the rights of married women. She also turned her attention toward the education of young women. Many antebellum Americans believed that teaching girls physiology and mathematics was a waste of time and was even deleterious to female health. Davis began to give public lectures on anatomy, physiology, and women’s health to single-sex audiences. With the help of a mannequin imported from Paris, Davis explained the details of female anatomy. Cultural conservatives found the lecture series distasteful and shocking in the extreme. Nonetheless, Davis continued lecturing and began encouraging women to become doctors, reasoning that women might overcome their embarrassment about physical ailments if they had a female doctor.

Francis Wright died in 1845, and Davis married Thomas Davis, a jewelry manufacturer, women’s rights supporter, and future member of the Rhode Island State Senate and the U.S. Congress. The New York legislature passed the Married Women’s Property Act in 1848, granting women rights over property of their own. In July 1848 Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton called the Seneca Falls Convention to discuss women’s civil rights, but Davis could not attend. Two years later she helped Mott, Stanton, Lucy Stone, and Abby Kelly Foster organize the first National Woman’s Rights Convention in Worcester, Massachusetts. Nearly 1,000 people, largely men, from 11 different states passed resolutions demanding equal rights for women in the areas of education and marriage. Davis presided over the meeting and gave the opening address.

At the 1852 convention, Davis decided to launch the monthly woman’s magazine Una, named after a character in Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene. Davis was both the editor and sole financier of the magazine, which addressed issues of labor, marriage, suffrage, and education as they affected women. Una was devoted to the “elevation of woman” and to discussing the rights of women and projecting their aspirations. Davis’s editorials called for equality between husband and wife, equal pay for the genders, respect for women, and more opportunities in various professions. She wrote that women were not to be “crushed into idiocy to make them lovely and beloved.” The magazine was discontinued after two years and nine months due to financial constraints as well as differences of opinion between Davis and her new coeditor regarding whether their mission statement should focus on activism or literary style. Similarly, Davis later left the abolitionist movement to focus, along with Stanton, on promoting woman suffrage over enfranchisement for male African Americans.

In 1868 Davis helped found the New England Woman Suffrage Association, and the following year she served as president of the Rhode Island Suffrage Association. She contributed articles to the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) journal The Revolution. The year 1870 marked the 20th anniversary of the National Woman’s Rights Convention. Davis served as president in recognition of her immense contribution to the struggle for women’s rights. In 1871 she published A History of the National Women’s Rights Movement. Davis died at her home in Providence, Rhode Island, on August 24, 1876.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Declaration of Rights and Sentiments (1848)

The Declaration of Rights and Sentiments, also known as the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, was a manifesto for women’s rights discussed and voted on at the Seneca Falls Convention (July 19–20, 1848). Modeled after the Declaration of Independence, the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments was a call for women’s rights. The controversial document’s demand for women’s suffrage was radical in the 1840s. Ultimately, the declaration paved the way for the growth of the women’s rights movement.

In the 1800s many women were frustrated with laws that banned them from owning property or keeping their own wages. The legal principle of coverture made women and all they owned the property of their husbands. Because women could not vote, they could not vote to change any of these laws, nor could they hold office or direct public policy. In most states they could not sue for divorce or have any rights to their own children. Women could not serve on juries and were banned from almost all professions.

In 1848 Martha Wright, Jane Hunt, Mary M’Clintock, Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902), and Lucretia Mott (1793–1880) met to organize a meeting in Seneca Falls, New York, to address women’s rights issues. They placed notices in nationally circulated newspapers and composed and locally circulated flyers. In preparation for the meeting, the women met at M’Clintock’s home on July 16 to plan an agenda. After some discussion, they agreed to draft a statement of purpose and resolutions that the attendees could discuss, vote on, and adopt. Since little had been written on women’s rights, they found themselves at a loss. They realized that they needed an example on which to base their document. M’Clintock went through her personal papers and located several pamphlets on antislavery, peace, and temperance conventions. In the end, they rejected the idea of basing the document on the pamphlets and instead decided to model their document on a much older political statement: the Declaration of Independence.

The similarities between the two documents are striking. While Jefferson’s declaration blamed King George III for the colonist’s problems, the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments blamed men for women’s problems. Each statement in Jefferson’s list of grievances against the king begins with the word “He.” In like manner, in the document that the women composed, each statement in their list of grievances against men begins with the word “He.” Echoing the most memorable part of Jefferson’s introductory statements concerning the creation of men as equal, the women wrote that both men and women had been created equal. The document called for an end to all laws that discriminated against women. Furthermore, it stated that women should be allowed to enter male-dominated trades, professions, and businesses. Notably, the document proclaimed that it was the duty of women to secure rights for themselves.

The resolutions were debated and voted upon during the convention. By far the most controversial statement in the document concerned women’s suffrage. Even though most of the 300 delegates, including about 40 men in attendance, agreed in general with most ideas of the document, many of them felt that women’s suffrage was too radical a departure from traditional American gender roles.

Some delegates believed that women should abstain from politics and that the right to vote would serve to introduce women to the political arena. In fact, even Mott tried to convince Stanton to leave the suffrage demand out of the document. Mott agreed that women should have the right to vote, but she believed that pushing for it at the convention would alienate possible allies. However, Mott was unable to convince Stanton to wait. When the vote was taken, the delegates adopted 11 resolutions calling for women’s equality under the law, including the right to control property. However, the resolution calling for women’s suffrage encountered strong resistance.

During discussions, several delegates asked for the suffrage resolution to be modified or deleted, but Stanton held firm. According to Frederick Douglass, who recorded the convention’s activities in the North Star, his abolition newspaper, it was only due to his endorsement that the resolution calling for women’s suffrage passed by a narrow margin. Even though the resolution passed, it remained unpopular, and only about a third of all people in attendance signed the final document. Newspapers gave the convention and the document mostly negative reviews. Some newspaper editors considered the entire affair ridiculous. Other newspapers accused the women of engaging in activities that were unfeminine and immoral.

Neither the Seneca Falls Convention nor the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments brought about any immediate changes to the status of women. Women gained rights, including the right to vote, gradually over decades. The federal right to vote was not granted to women until 1920, 72 years after the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments was adopted. However, the Declaration was an important first step in the campaign for women’s rights. It was the first time that women formally demanded equal rights, and as such the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments continues to have symbolic significance.

Rolando Avila
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Declaration of Rights and Sentiments (1848)

In July 1848, women and men gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, for the first Women’s Rights Convention. This document, signed by all of the attendees, came out of that convention. The Declaration of Sentiments is considered one of the foundational documents of the women’s rights movement.

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course.

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; that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly, all experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.

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.

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice.

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men—both natives and foreigners.

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides.

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns.

He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes with impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes of divorce; in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children shall be given; as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon the false supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands.

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single and the owner of property, he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it.

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration.

He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known.

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges being closed against her.

He allows her in Church as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and, with some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the Church.

He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man.

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and her God.

He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and religious degradation,—in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of these United States.

In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and national Legislatures, and endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed by a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country.

Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day affix our signatures to this declaration.

At the appointed hour the meeting convened. The minutes having been read, the resolutions of the day before were read and taken up separately. Some, from their self-evident truth, elicited but little remark; others, after some criticism, much debate, and some slight alterations, were finally passed by a large majority.

[At an evening session] Lucretia Mott offered and spoke to the following resolution:

Resolved, That the speedy success of our cause depends upon the zealous and untiring efforts of both men and women, for the overthrow of the monopoly of the pulpit, and for the securing to woman an equal participation with men in the various trades, professions and commerce.

The Resolution was adopted.

Source: Report of the Woman’s Rights Convention, Held at Seneca Falls, N.Y., July 19th and 20th, 1848 (Rochester, NY: Printed by John Dick at the North Star Office, 1848). Available at the Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony Papers Project, Rutgers University, http://ecssba.rutgers.edu/docs/seneca.html.



Dickinson, Emily (1830–1886)

An icon of American literature, poet Emily Dickinson explored introspective themes and gave a uniquely female voice to love and loss in a century that included the American Civil War. Her poetry speaks for itself, yet the bare emotion in her work has prompted scholars to write thousands of books and papers investigating her life, relationships, and writing.

Only 11 of Dickinson’s poems were published during her lifetime. Scholars believe that she may have avoided publication because her poetry had an untraditional structure. Dickinson did not title her poems (most are referred to by opening words), and she primarily used dashes as punctuation. Nineteenth-century publishers imposed traditional structure on her work, adding titles and commas, which she believed altered her meaning and intent.

Eminent poet Ralph Waldo Emerson may have philosophically influenced Dickinson against publishing. Emerson championed handwritten poetry as truer to the initial creation. Dickinson hand-penned her poems and bound them together in small manuscript books.

When Dickinson died at age 55, probably due to complications from high blood pressure, her younger sister discovered 40 hand-bound poetry booklets in her bedroom. Additional pieces were written on slips of paper and even backs of envelopes. Over 1,700 poems were eventually published posthumously. Family and publishers helped create Dickinson’s persona as an isolated recluse. In reality, Dickinson was a complex individual whose life fed her poetic voice.

[image: Lamphier]

Now taught as one of America’s finest poets, most of Emily Dickinson’s writing was published after her death by her younger sister. Among her female friends she claimed fellow author Helen Hunt Jackson (author of Ramona). (Cirker, Hayward and Blanche Cirker, eds., Dictionary of American Portraits, 1967)

She was born December 10, 1830, in Amherst, Massachusetts, a descendant of early Puritan colonists. Education was a family hallmark; her paternal grandfather cofounded Amherst College. Dickinson began attending school at age five and was one of the first female students at the Amherst Academy. She spent a year at one of the nation’s first women’s colleges, Mount Holyoke Female Seminary. Unfortunately, her health was always fragile, and her father insisted that she not return for a second year.

Edward Dickinson was an intimidating Victorian patriarch who believed that men should protect women from finances and public matters. A prominent local lawyer, he served in the Massachusetts state legislature and in the U.S. House of Representatives. He also acted as the treasurer of Amherst College, a position later held by Dickinson’s brother.

The family’s home was the center of local politics, business, and culture. Dickinson was expected to help entertain guests, and she was known to play the piano. Her mother was frequently ill, leaving Dickinson and her younger sister to manage the affluent household.

Two hundred yards across the garden, her brother’s house hosted prominent literary figures such as Emerson and abolitionist author Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896). Dickinson had the opportunity to encounter a broad range of people without leaving her home. She was, however, a private person, like her mother, and preferred studying, writing, and walking with her Newfoundland dog, Carlo, over maintaining social obligations.

Though unpublished, her work circulated among literary connections. Dickinson corresponded with and sought literary criticism from others, including Thomas Wentworth Higginson, an author/editor at the Atlantic Monthly. Higginson would eventually coedit the first published volume of Dickinson’s poetry.

Amherst neighbor Helen Fiske Hunt Jackson (1830–1885), the Native American rights advocate and author of Ramona, edited the book A Masque of Poets and included her friend Dickinson. The book presented poems anonymously, challenging readers to guess the poet’s identity. Most critics incorrectly attributed Dickinson’s poem “Success Is Counted Sweetest” to Emerson. Jackson championed Dickinson’s talent and repeatedly offered to act as her literary agent.

Dickinson’s poetic themes arose organically from her life. At age 14 she began an herbarium—a collection of pressed plants with detailed scientific identification. Over 400 specimens demonstrate her affinity for nature and observation of detail, themes most reoccurring in her poetry. Her scientific interests also included geology, astronomy, and cultivating exotic plants.

At the impressionable age of 13, Dickinson experienced the death of a close cousin and playmate. Personal loss reoccurred throughout her life, and she wrote in depth on grief, death, and mortality.

Dickinson wrote most of her poetry between the ages of 20 and 34 against the backdrop of the Civil War. A quarter of the soldiers from Amherst died, either in battle or from disease. Dickinson knew these men and their families. She was not a war protest poet. She did not participate in abolition, as did fellow writer Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888). Dickinson did, however, allow three poems to be published anonymously, in a New York newspaper, to raise funds to provide medical care for Union soldiers. Direct war references are rare in her work. She refrained from politics and instead emphasized universal themes: personal loss, death in battle, and the unnecessary waste of life.

Dickinson had little patience for housework but loved the creative action of baking bread. Her bread frequently won honors at local fairs, and her poetry revels in the sacred found in everyday life.

The greatest mystery surrounding Dickinson concerns her uninhibited love poems and letters written to an unnamed lover/mentor. While numerous male callers visited, neither Dickinson nor her younger sister ever married. Letters from later in Dickinson’s life reveal that she considered marriage to a family friend and widower, Massachusetts Supreme Court judge Otis Phillips Lord. Unfortunately, the judge died before marriage plans could be solidified.

Some scholars speculate that Dickinson had a lesbian relationship with Susan Huntington Gilbert Dickinson, a woman who had been the poet’s closest friend and then married her brother. While there is no known proof of a romantic relationship, Dickinson wrote more letters and poems to her sister-in-law than to anyone else. Her sister-in-law also acted as her primary writing critic.

In an age of rigid social conformity especially for women, Dickinson’s disinterest in domestic matters and preference for creative solitude were enough to label her eccentric. She was not a public figure, as were activist-writers Stowe, Jackson, and Frances E. Willard (1839–1898). Dickinson did not have to publish to help support a family, as did Alcott. Aspects of Dickinson’s life will always be debatable, but the honest emotions in her work make her one of the most beloved of American poets.

Keri Dearborn
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Dix, Dorothea (1802–1887)

Dorothea Lynde Dix was an activist in a variety of social reform movements. Her exposure to the dreadful conditions in U.S. prisons and consequent prison reform efforts led her to seek reforms for the mentally ill, particularly with regard to their treatment in asylums. She trained nurses during the American Civil War (1861–1865) but returned to asylum reform after the war.

Dix was born in Hampden, Maine, on April 4, 1802. Her mother suffered from mental illness, and her father was an alcoholic. Consequently, the responsibility of raising her siblings fell on her. In her early teens Dix went to live with her wealthy grandmother in Boston, where she was educated and opened a school. Dix never married, and she taught for 20 years. She wrote stories for children, a hymn book, and a science textbook. However, in the late 1830s her doctor diagnosed her with tuberculosis, which necessarily ended her career as a teacher. Though Dix’s doctor ordered bed rest, she traveled to Europe instead. While in Liverpool, England, she met several social reformers who had a great influence on her.

In January 1841 at the age of 38, Dix returned to the United States. Still not well enough to take up full-time employment, she decided to engage in temporary volunteer work teaching Sunday school classes in a women’s prison. Her experience at the House of Corrections at East Cambridge was a turning point in her life. She was appalled at the cold and dirty conditions in which the women were forced to live. In the 1840s, asylums for the mentally ill were scarce. As a consequence, authorities housed mentally ill individuals together with criminals as a way of removing the mentally ill from society. No attempts of rehabilitation or treatment were made. While in prison, the mentally ill were often abused by criminals and jailers. Dix began an 18-month survey of confinement institutions in Massachusetts and found that the problem was widespread. She saw mentally ill inmates confined in cages, closets, and pens, chained, naked, and beaten.

In 1843, Dix prepared and presented a report of her findings before the Massachusetts state legislature in which she argued that the mentally ill should be housed separately from criminals. Her efforts led to improvements at the insane asylum in Worcester. Encouraged by her success, between 1843 and 1845 Dix surveyed confinement institutions all over the country. Due to her efforts, in 1844 New Jersey built its first insane asylum in Trenton, which became the first of 32 asylums built in 15 states. In 1845, Dix published her findings and opinions in Remarks on Prisons and Prison Discipline in the United States. In the 1840s asylums were primarily funded by charitable contributions, so in 1848 Dix launched a campaign to make federal funding of asylums the norm. However, President Franklin Pierce vetoed the congressional bill. After this defeat, Dix left the country and continued her prison reform efforts in Europe and Asia.

Dix returned to the United States in 1856 and volunteered as a nurse in 1861 at the start of the American Civil War. Due to her experiences, the U.S. government appointed Dix superintendent of female nurses. Her lone-reformer attitude served to alienate her from other prominent women such as Elizabeth Blackwell (1821–1910) and Clara Barton (1821–1912). As a result of her autocratic leadership style, she became known as “Dragon Dix.” Charged with training female nurses, Dix sought to mitigate the cultural ideas that nurses were women of low repute. She only employed nurses of good reputation and over 30 years of age, and she required them to dress plainly.

After the war, Dix dedicated herself to various activities including ongoing asylum reform. When she retired in 1881 at the age of 79, she went to live in an apartment built for her inside the Trenton, New Jersey, asylum, the first institution that had been built due to her advocacy. She died there on July 17, 1887.

Rolando Avila
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Domestic and Sentimental Fiction

Developing in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, American domestic and sentimental fiction became popular among women readers, beginning with the publication of A New-England Tale in 1822 by Catharine Maria Sedgwick. The novel, tracing the story of an orphan girl as she faces a series of both religious and moral tribulations, is significant in calling attention to the very real struggles of American women. Widely popular into the 1870s, such novels reveal the social, religious, and even political complexity of American society through the lens of their female characters. As Winfried Fluck states, “The sentimental narrative dramatizes a struggle between moral norm and desire, between obedience and transgression, in which an individual has to make a crucial choice” (Fluck 1999, 98). Those individuals torn between morality and social transgression were often virtuous heroines struggling to overcome the passions and desire for independence that, at the time, threatened the notion that women belonged in the domestic sphere.

Despite the influence of Sedgwick in expanding the form, it actually finds its roots in 18th-century British novels including Henry Mackenzie’s 1771 The Man of Feeling and Oliver Goldsmith’s 1766 The Vicar of Wakefield, which emphasize the power of man’s emotion to influence his actions—an approach based on the perceived good of man as opposed to the Calvinist vision of man’s depravity. With the rise of the separate spheres ideology, women writers adapted this form to promote instead images of young women guided to right action by their emotional sentimentality. This is evident in works such as Susan Warner’s 1850 The Wide, Wide World, a novel charting the journey of Ellen Montgomery to maintain Christian self-control, and Maria Cummins’s 1854 The Lamplighter, or, An Orphan Girl’s Struggles and Triumphs, a novel following the growth of an impoverished girl as she gains not only economic security but also increased Christian faith. Based on these works, the tradition of domestic and sentimental fiction was closely linked with reform movements across the United States and the efforts to model the type of benevolent citizenship expected of the white middle class.

In the changing political climate of the pre–Civil War days, the definition of sentimental fiction began to shift. Literature such as the 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe took a sentimental approach, seeking to evoke an intensely emotional response to the social and political issues that plagued the nation. Intended to promote the cause of abolition, Stowe depicts the ills of slavery through characters such as Topsy and Uncle Tom to create a sense of sympathy among white readers whose perspectives were ultimately skewed by the wealth of proslavery pamphlets and fiction at the time. Some critics, however, contest this definition. Nina Baym, for instance, claims that domestic and sentimental fiction must depict characters working for the benefit of their own cause—a perspective that seems consistent with the focus on gender and gender roles traditionally associated with the separation of spheres. Still, this poses a rather interesting question of the role that characters of color play in this largely white literary tradition, particularly with novels such as the 1859 Our Nig by Harriet Wilson, a novel that appropriates elements of the sentimental form. Wilson’s novel, the first by an American black woman, uses an autobiographical form to explore life as a free black at a time when slavery was still legal.

The sentimental novel in time gave way to domestic fiction. Domestic novels draw sympathy toward the struggles of their characters to express the authors’ beliefs about appropriate conduct for women. Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women stands as a model mid-19th-century domestic novel. Domestic novelists such as Alcott called renewed attention to the plight of the lower social and economic class with an orphaned protagonist or protagonists, who discovers the meaning and value of life by facing and overcoming hardship. This movement toward sentimentalism and domestic fiction is therefore closely related to social movements of the time. Domestic novels could advocate for the abolition of slavery, temperance, the end of the death penalty, or even greater equality for women. Certainly Alcott’s character Jo in Little Women represents the positive value of independent womanhood.

It is clear that the traditions of American sentimental and domestic fiction were not a single coherent movement. Reflecting the shifting culture of the time, the notion of sentimentality often changed and is still changing. Still, important authors of American literature have written in these forms, including Lydia Maria Child, Emma Southworth, and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps—all authors of the mid to late 19th century whose works have contributed to the expansion and redefinition of the forms. While some works focus primarily on the heroine’s religious journey of self-denial, others end with marriage and reflect the norms of the day, again placing women in traditional roles as mothers and wives. At the same time, these works suggest a social and cultural nostalgia resurgent in the era’s movement toward Christian reform. These texts thus served an undeniable social function, presenting the image of Christian respectability that society wanted for its rising middle class. Contemporary scholars have sought to revive these texts as some of the era’s most representative texts, while others seek a much more expanded vision—one that extends the tradition of sentimentalism and domestic fiction even into the 20th century.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Douglass, Sarah Mapps (1806–1882)

Educator, abolitionist, lecturer, artist, and writer, Sarah Mapps Douglass was a prominent member of the free African American community in antebellum Philadelphia. Douglass is remembered for her activism to end slavery and her progressive stance on education for girls and women in black society. A follower of the Religious Society of Friends (Quaker) doctrine, Douglass was the first person of color to speak out against the racial discrimination existing within Quakerism. Her courageous call for equality continues to be addressed by Quakers in the present day.

Douglass grew up in a family at the hub of Philadelphia’s abolitionist movement. Her maternal grandfather, Cyrus Bustill, had been manumitted by his Quaker slave owner and continued as a faithful follower of the Society of Friends. A baker, Bustill opened a school for free black children in his home and was a member of the Free African Society, the first mutual aid organization in Philadelphia.

His daughter, Grace Bustill Douglass (1782–1842), also a practicing Quaker, married Robert Douglass, a successful hairdresser and cofounder of Philadelphia’s first African Presbyterian Church. Historians note Bustill Douglass as the greatest influence on the activism of Sarah Douglass.

Educated by private tutors along with her brother, Robert Jr., Douglass excelled in the sciences and arts. Her hand-painted silk scarves were later sold in her brother’s portrait and daguerreotype studio. Her mother kept a millinery store and though dedicated to her faith was denied official membership. Douglass followed her mother’s path and regularly attended the Meeting for Worship at North as well as the Arch Street Meeting House in Philadelphia.

Douglass became a teacher as a teenager at a school for black children operated from her family’s home. By 1825, she opened her own school of sciences and arts for free African American girls. A strong supporter of William Lloyd Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, Douglass spent time collecting financial support for its continued publication as well as petitioning, writing, and lecturing about the abolition of slavery.

In 1831, Douglass cofounded the Female Literary Society (FLS). Its goals were to encourage black women to hone their literary expertise in the expression of their lives as well as in society and politics with a focus on the abolition of slavery. Weekly meetings were held in which the women submitted and discussed their essays and poetry. The FLS worked in conjunction with Garrison, who published its work in the “Ladies Department” of The Liberator.

It was during this time, in the early 1830s, that Douglass strengthened her voice of activism. Her essays appeared not only in The Liberator but also in the Colored American and the Anglo-African Magazine. She became one of the few women to give public lectures on a national level.

In an address to the FLS, Douglass spoke of her fervent belief that free blacks must be active in supporting those in bondage, based on her personal realization that slavery threatened all blacks, free and enslaved.

In the early 1830s women were not permitted to join or speak in public meetings attended by men. Excluded from active participation in the American Anti-Slavery Society, 18 women, including Douglass’s mother, formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS). Their mission was to petition for the unequivocal end to slavery and to grant civil rights to all freedmen, equal to those of whites.

The PFASS was one of the rare societies to have both black abolitionists, such as Charlotte Forten and her daughters, Margaretta, Sarah, and Harriet, and white activists, such as Lucretia Mott and sisters Angelina and Sarah Grimké.

While still headmistress of her school for girls, Douglass was active in the PFASS, serving over time as recording secretary, librarian, and manager and on its board of directors. In 1854 the PFASS adopted Douglass’s school and merged it with the Institute for Colored Youth, where Douglass remained as headmistress until her retirement in 1877.

Though a regular attendee at the Arch Street Meeting House, Douglass and her mother were restricted to sitting on a segregated bench in the back. When her friends, the Grimké sisters, sat with the Douglass women at a meeting of worship, they were chastised by meeting elders. Further, when Douglass’s mother died, the local Quaker publication, The Friend, listed no obituary for such a long-standing follower, which further grieved Douglass. Unlike her mother, Douglass spoke out against the segregation at the Arch Street Meeting. She wrote to The Friend in 1844, challenging the racial injustice in the Quaker community that conflicted with their religious doctrine. She continued to advocate for change, and by the 1850s the Arch Street Meeting had begun to make changes in its segregationist policies.

In 1853, Douglass became the first African American student to receive fundamental medical training at the Female Medical College of Pennsylvania and at the Ladies’ Institute of Pennsylvania Medical University. She studied anatomy and female health and hygiene and began lecturing on these topics to women of color at the Banneker Institute.

At age 49 Douglass married a widower, William Douglass, the African American rector of the St. Thomas Protestant Episcopal Church and the father of nine children. Widowed in 1861, Douglass resumed full-time lecturing and teaching women about how to care for themselves under the umbrella of “hygiene.” Recent studies recognize that these private lectures also included teaching women about the female body and practices of birth control. Sarah Mapps Douglass died in Philadelphia in 1882 at the age of 76.
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Dress Reform

Some antebellum American women, particularly middle-class white women, began to critique their clothing as restrictive and oppressive. Mid-1800s women’s dress demanded tightly cinched corsets, heavy petticoats hung from the waist, and multiple layers of clothing that proved to be a threat to health and safety. Many medical professionals and feminists alike advocated for a change to healthier, freer garments. However, when reformers began wearing looser clothing, they became the targets for the media and the public at large, many of whom saw altered clothing as a threat to patriarchy and the cultural status quo.

Typically, American women wore corsets that had whalebone or steel stays sewn between layers of fabric. Corsets were to be laced as tightly as the wearer could bear. The corset wearer would then also have a straight back and a stiff torso. Additionally, women generally wore multiple heavy petticoats, as many as six at a time, weighing up to 15 pounds, that hung from the waist to the floor with a skirt over the top. Women were forced to drag the fabric in mud or dust, frequently picking up debris under their feet. Cleaning was difficult and sometimes impossible, particularly in an age when laundry involved a number of arduous steps. Women might also wear a crinoline, or fabric-covered metal skirt that acted as a cage around the waist, but these hoop skirts caused many of the same problems as petticoats. Combined, these garments restricted a woman’s air intake and put great amounts of pressure on internal organs, at times displacing livers, intestines, and reproductive organs.

In the early 1850s, English temperance activist Elizabeth Smith Miller adopted a simpler and more rational form of dressing by wearing full trousers that gathered at the ankle, like those of Middle Eastern women, with short dresses over the trousers and no corset. The look was adopted by American activists such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Amelia Bloomer, who became the look’s namesake and promoter through her publication of the feminist paper, The Lily. “Bloomers,” as the garments and the adherents were called, were ridiculed in the press and the streets, causing many women to give up the garb by the late 1850s.

The problem arose from challenging culturally entrenched attitudes of the roles of men and women. Though the movement advocated for women’s health, a movement that even conservative organizations could support, many people could not see past women wearing men’s pants, thus appropriating male privilege. Dress reform became closely associated with extremism and a threat to separate spheres, where skirt- and corset-wearing women stayed in the domestic sphere and pant-wearing men controlled the public sphere. Because antebellum society saw the wearing of pants as strictly male, women in pants infringed upon the rights of the male world or even suggested the feminization of men. The violent harassment of pro–dress reform women was reactionary and meant to shame women into returning to the domestic sphere that restrictive dresses represented. Thus, for cultural conservatives, dress reform came to represent the entirety of the women’s rights movement.

Dress reform ceased to exist during the Civil War. However, the issue became popular again during the 1870s when groups such as the New England Woman’s Club advocated for less restrictive garments, primarily underwear. The club’s influence was popular enough that it opened a store that gave advice, sold patterns, and took orders. Reform included the “chemiloon,” a one-piece undergarment that replaced the corset; shortened skirts; and all clothing attached from the shoulders rather than the hips. The group was effective enough that the garments were produced commercially.

During the last quarter of the century, women renewed arguments for dress reform, arguing that women’s fashions were not just a health issue but also a form of imprisonment and subjugation. The solutions ranged in extremes, from going completely nude to wearing men’s clothing to hanging skirts from the shoulders. None of these ideas ever truly became functional solutions for the majority of women.

A large part of the problem was that the ideas were not popular. Even early advocates of the movement found ways to avoid the suggested dress. Amelia Bloomer eschewed her namesake garments to return to the crinoline. Lucy Stone only wore reformed garments in the privacy of her home. Elizabeth Cady Stanton also returned to long skirts. Few women were able to withstand the criticism of society and dress according to comfort needs, and many more found that their alternative outfits took attention away from other reform issues.

Thus, the dress reform movement fizzled by the 1890s or became co-opted by the fashion industry. By the turn of the century, fashions were becoming less restrictive. Women wore increasingly shorter, divided skirts for walking and bike riding, and gymnasium suits were used for athletic activity, though most women continued to consider wearing pants.

Also, by 1900 women had far more economic and employment opportunities than they did in the mid-1800s. It could be argued that once women were given more equality and freedom, dress reform happened organically. By the 1920s after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, dresses were loose and relatively short. The brassiere replaced the corset as the primary upper-body undergarment. This is not to say that after women gained the vote they never again wore uncomfortable or restrictive clothing but that 20th-century women had many more choices than did their 19th-century counterparts.
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Dress Reform Editorial (1853)

The following is an editorial on dress reform that appeared in the Water-Cure Journal in December 1853. The writer addresses the social pressure that women faced if they tried to wear more comfortable and healthy clothing.

Thoughts on Dress—I have been reading some extracts from lectures by Hon. Horace Mann on the Powers and Duties of Women, and among the numerous other beautiful thoughts and ideas, he has some on Dress, which would do every woman good to read and think of. Hear him:

“The Forms and Materials of Dress should always be made rigidly subservient to the Laws of Health. NO garment should ever be allowed to interfere with entire freedom of locomotion, or with the natural action of any bodily organ, or with the perfectly free circulation of the blood.”

What a change would be produced in the Dress and Health of American Ladies were these rules strictly adhered to! We should see no more compressed waists, no more lungs encased in whalebones, and a sufficient quality of the pure air of heaven, for fear that they might become an ugly form, if allowed to be as nature fashioned them. Ladies would see the impropriety of using silks, and other delicate fabrics, as brooms and rags with which to cleanse our streets.

I am an advocate of the Short Dress, both in word and in deed; therefore I write for encouragement of those who read the JOURNAL and are co-workers in this reform. I am cheered in reading the JOURNAL to find that in all, or almost all, parts of the land there are those who are determined to live down prejudice, and stem the tide of popular opinion, and those who have no bitter arguments to offer to sneers and taunts. At a Temperance Convention, held in our county some weeks since, a Rev. found it his duty or privilege (I know not which) to say, that he had a high regard for the ladies, but he had no respect for the Bloomers. Such an argument may have force with some, but I chose to obtain respect from some other quarter, and shall continue war against a fashion that murders thousands of young ladies every year, and makes life hardly endurable for many more on account of ill health. The day has dawned, when many are seeing that the laws of Health come from God; the laws of Fashion from l’arts milliners; and I hope the day is not far distant when all my country women will learn to obey the former, and treat the latter as they deserve—with neglect and contempt.

L. A. S. [Freetown Corners, N.Y.]

Source: “Dress Reform,” Water-Cure Journal 16(6) (December 1853): 129.



Factory Girls’ Association

The Factory Girls’ Association was an organization of 2,500 women working in the textile mills in Lowell, Massachusetts, in the mid-1800s. Founded in 1834 following a labor strike, the Factory Girls’ Association was the precursor to the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association, the first union of working women in the United States. Each group campaigned to protect workers’ wages and for the 10-hour workday.

Prior to the industrial revolution (1820–1870), textiles were produced in the home. With the advent of industrialization, however, home production dwindled, and textiles began to be produced largely by factories. In 1826 several factory owners purchased Chelmsford, Massachusetts, as the site for a manufacturing town. This portion of Chelmsford was renamed Lowell after Francis Cabot Lowell (1775–1817), an American businessman who improved American spinning and weaving machines and founded the first mill in America where raw cotton was processed and converted into cloth in the same building. Lowell, Massachusetts, is significant to the history of American industrialization because the town was entirely based around mill life. The mills employed primarily female workers who lived in local boardinghouses, shopped at company stores, and engaged in company-approved leisure time activities, making Lowell the first company town.

The Lowell Mill System was unique in that it purposefully hired young women, both because women would be paid less and because young men were still working on family farms in the early 1800s. Women workers came from New England farms and were between the ages of 15 and 25. Many came to the mills to help support their families or to send their brothers to college. Most women signed up for short terms of employment, averaging 3 years, and left to marry, return home, or migrate west. During the 1850s Lowell factory owners began hiring female Irish immigrants who had fled to the United States to escape the Irish Potato Famine (1845–1851).

By 1836 Lowell was the home to over 17,000 people, most of whom were female mill workers. Work began at 5:00 a.m. and ended at 7:00 p.m., with two breaks lasting a half hour each. In 1834 the company announced that it would cut wages. Women workers took to the streets in protest. Though the strike did not raise wages, it did provide female workers with strike experience. In 1836 owners once again announced that wages would be cut. Also, workers would pay housing and meals, which had previously been partially paid for by the factory, in full. Factory workers again went on strike. Mills were forced to shut down, and between 1,200 and 1,500 women and girl marched through town in protest, singing songs as they walked. At a time when women rarely spoke in public, Lowell women made speeches against their employers’ decision to reduce wages.

Skilled factory laborers led the landmark 1836 strike. Workers correctly assumed that if the most central workers in the factory walked out, the factory would be forced to close. The strike lasted for two weeks, and the Factory Girls’ Association was founded with 2,500 members. Its constitution maintained that any woman working in the mills with a good reputation could join the association. Similar to a labor union, the Factory Girls’ Association demanded better conditions for its members. Key to their demands was that factory owners not punish members of the Factory Girls’ Association. The 1836 strike concluded with little significant change in workers’ conditions, but the factory owners agreed to continue paying a partial fee for lodging.

In 1845, factory workers were still fighting for fair wages and board. Recognizing that the Factory Girl’s Association was not strong enough to address these issues, in January 1845, 12 factory workers organized the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association (LFLRA). Within six months membership had grown to 500 members. Both the Factory Girl’s Association and the LFLRA served notice to factory owners that their female workforce would be neither passive nor submissive about their rights as workers. In the 1840s and 1850s female unions would spread to factory towns in Manchester, Massachusetts; Dove, New Hampshire; and Fall River, Massachusetts.
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An Account of Life in the Textile Mills for Female Workers (1845)

The Lowell Female Labor Reform Association lobbied to improve the lives of women working in factories, particularly in textile factories. The following article comes from an 1845 issue of the Lowell Offering, a periodical produced by women at the Lowell textile factories to describe life at the mills.

A Week in the Mill

Much has been said of the factory girl and her employment. By some she has been represented as dwelling in a sort of brick-and-mortar paradise, having little to occupy thought save the weaving of gay and romantic fancies, while the spindle or, the wheel flies obediently beneath her glance. Others have deemed her a mere servile drudge, chained to her labor by almost as strong a power as that which holds a bondman in his fetters; and, indeed, some have already given her the title of “the white slave of the North.” Her real situation approaches neither one nor the other of these extremes. Her occupation is as laborious as that of almost any female who earns her own living, while it has also its sunny spots and its cheerful intervals, which make her hard labor seem comparatively pleasant and easy.

Soon the breakfast bell rings; in a moment the whirling wheels are stopped, and she hastens to join the throng which is pouring through the open gate. At the table she mingles with a various group. Each despatches the meal hurriedly, though not often in silence; and if, as is sometimes the case, the rules of politeness are not punctiliously observed by all, the excuse of some lively country girl would be, “They don’t give us time for manners.”

The short half-hour is soon over; the bell rings again; and now our factory girl feels that she has commenced her day’s work in earnest. The time is often apt to drag heavily till the dinner hour arrives. Perhaps some part of the work becomes deranged and stops; the constant friction causes a belt of leather to burst into a flame; a stranger visits the room, and scans the features and dress of its inmates inquiringly; and there is little else to break the monotony. The afternoon passes in much the same manner. Now and then she mingles with a knot of busy talkers who have collected to discuss some new occurrence, or holds pleasant converse with some intelligent and agreeable friend, whose acquaintance she has formed since her factory life commenced; but much of the time she is left to her own thoughts. While at her work, the clattering and rumbling around her prevent any other noise from attracting her attention, and she must think, or her life would be dull indeed.

Thus the day passes on, and evening comes; the time which she feels to be exclusively her own. How much is done in the three short hours from seven to ten o’clock. She has a new dress to finish; a call to make on some distant corporation; a meeting to attend; there is a lecture or a concert at some one of the public halls, and the attendance will be thin if she and her associates are not present; or, if nothing more imperative demands her time, she takes a stroll through the street or to the river with some of her mates, or sits down at home to peruse a new book. At ten o’clock all is still for the night.

The clang of the early bell awakes her to another day, very nearly the counterpart of the one which preceded it. And so the week rolls on, in the same routine, till Saturday comes. Saturday! the welcome sound! She busies herself to remove every particle of cotton and dust from her frame or looms, cheering herself meanwhile with sweet thoughts of the coming sabbath; and when, at an earlier hour than usual, the mill is stopped, it looks almost beautiful in its neatness.

Then approaches the sabbath-the day of rest! If the factory girl keeps it well, it must be at church; for there are some in every boarding-house who find an excuse for staying at home half the day at least. One of her room-mates is indisposed; another says she must write a letter to her friends; another has to work so hard during the week that she thinks she ought to make this literally a “day of rest,” so that retirement and meditation are out of the question. But in the sabbath school and sanctuary her time is well spent. No one is more constant at church, or earlier in her seat, than the operative who has been trained to know the value of the institution of the gospel. The instructions which she receives sink deep into her heart, giving her a fund of thought for the coming week….

The writer is aware that this sketch is an imperfect one. Yet there is very little variety in an operative’s life, and little difference between it and any other life of labor. It lies

“half in sunlight—half in shade.”

Few would wish to spend a whole life in a factory, and few are discontented who do thus seek a subsistence for a term of months or years.

Source: “A Week in the Mill,” Lowell Offering 5 (1845): 217–218. Available at University at Albany, State University of New York, http://www.albany.edu/history/history316/WeekintheMill.html.



Farnham, Eliza (1815–1864)

A humanitarian, reformer, and author, Eliza Woodson Farnham had many talents and immense energy. She is best known as an activist for prison reform. As matron of the women’s division of Sing Sing prison in New York City, Farnham sought to introduce a number of reforms, much to the dismay of the staff and administrators. She edited books on phrenology and criminology. Scholars are in the process of rediscovering Farnham’s writing, concentrating on her travel book Life in Prairie Land (1846) and her memoir California, Indoors and Out (1856) as well as her two novels. Farnham has emerged as one of the 19th century’s most compelling nature writers.

The daughter of Cornelius and Mary Wood Burhans, Eliza Woodson Burhans was born on November 17, 1815, in Rensselaerville, New York. Her mother died in 1820, leaving Farnham first in the care of her grandfather and then with an aunt and uncle in Maple Springs, New York. Eliza’s father died during these transitional years. Her autobiography, My Early Days (1859), describes the anguish of these years. Farnham had no emotional connection to her aunt, whose autocracy and atheism felt alienating. During these years she was not sent to school. Nonetheless, she must have had instruction in reading and writing because even as a youth, Farnham was a voracious reader.

When life with her aunt became intolerable, Farnham sought solace in the surrounding woods, where she cultivated an interest in nature. With assistance from her brother, she attended the Albany Female Academy and Teaching School in Albany, New York, in about 1831. In 1835, she moved with her sister to Illinois and the next year married attorney Thomas Jefferson Farnham. The couple had a son, but he died in childhood probably from tuberculosis. Life in Prairie Land focuses on her years in Illinois. Although technically nonfiction, some scholars have commented that it is a gripping and readable as a novel. Full of the expressive language of 19th-century Romanticism, the book is also humorous. Critics see Life in Prairie Land as a transitional work. It is not only travel literature but also fully fits into either the American Romantic or Realist genres.

One scholar attempts to place Farnham among the Transcendentalists, a mid-19th-century philosophical and religious movement that, among other things, embraced the inherent goodness of nature. Farnham sought renewal in nature and, reinvigorated by nature, longed to return to New York to campaign for reform. She was aware that farmers and merchants would transform the Midwest and was ambivalent about the coming changes. She used the image of a steamboat churning the water as a symbol of the disturbances that the machine age was causing. She sympathized with the plight of Native Americans, whose fortunes Europeans had so altered. Farnham questioned whether whites had a right to the land that had once belonged to Amerindians.

Farnham reveled in springtime with the promise of new life and in the vast expanses of land that whites had not yet spoiled. A naturalist in the descriptive tradition of natural history in the 19th century, she delighted in detailing the plants and animals of North America. She took particular interest in birds. She was also attuned to the transition from season to season in an eternal cycle of renewal and death. Farnham described midwestern winters as mild in an era before global warming and climate change, though she described a horrific day in 1837 when winter temperatures in Illinois plummeted so suddenly that people outdoors froze to death in minutes.

In 1844 back in New York City, Farnham was matron of the women’s division of Sing Sing prison. She proposed controversial reforms, among them the idea that prisoners ought to have access to books, which she believed would improve inmates’ behavior and lives. Farnham resigned in 1848 and moved to Boston, where she worked for the renowned Perkins Institute for the Blind. The next year she settled in California, where she lived until 1856. During these years she farmed, taught school, lectured, and again worked for prison reform. When the American Civil War began, she returned to New York. She contracted tuberculosis while tending soldiers wounded at Gettysburg. The disease killed her on December 15, 1864.
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Female Antislavery Societies

The history of organized antislavery dates from the 1780s, with dissenters documented on both sides of the Atlantic. However, African women began resisting enslavement when the Portuguese raided the first villages of the African coast. Some committed suicide and infanticide during the voyages across the Atlantic. Others immediately ran away upon arrival in the Americas and created free communities there.

The antislavery movement on both sides of the Atlantic developed as a result of several factors. The growth of compassionate humanitarianism, the American Revolution, and the Declaration of Independence raised questions that challenged the institution of slavery. Some Enlightenment thinkers recognized slavery as both inhumane and a violation of their belief in human liberty and the natural rights of man. In Britain and North America, Quakers and other religious groups condemned it as un-Christian; Pennsylvania passed the first legislative act against slavery in 1780.

Women were active in the antislavery movement as helpers to their male kin as well as dissenters in their own right. By 1783, activists joined across color and gender lines to establish organized antislavery societies, the oldest being the Pennsylvania Abolition Society, established in 1775 by Philadelphia Quakers. Reformers in New York established the New York Manumission Society in 1785. By 1788 there were four major abolitionist societies in communication, two on each side of the Atlantic. Abolitionists saw themselves as part of an Atlantic world that was progressive and enlightened. From there, organized antislavery expanded rapidly and by the mid-1790s included a complex network of 16 groups including Quakers, Protestant evangelists, shopkeepers, artisans, and merchants. They circulated letters, books, pamphlets, newspapers, prints, novels, plays, poems, and artifacts all with the antislavery message.

Many people argued that women had the same right as men to speak out against slavery and that they were particularly suited to discuss moral issues. Women launched their efforts in the 1820s to recast slaveholders as barbaric man-stealers and to represent slaves as fully human, capable of feeling pain. This broke with the tradition of casting the slaveholder in such a way as to evoke sympathy and the slave as a beast.

The abolitionist movement became a space in which women began to expand their visible political participation from being helpmates to full political agents. By the mid-1830s, a network of hundreds of cross-racial female antislavery societies surfaced in America. The first women’s antislavery society, in Salem, Massachusetts, was followed by similar organizations in Philadelphia, Boston, New York, and 100 more cities. Women sought to help people understand that American democracy, the U.S. Constitution on which it was based, and the legal system were designed to privilege only a few men at the expense of women, children, and most people of color. Their goal was to encourage the development of genuine democracy. Activists worked to sensitize whites to their privilege and to engender an understanding of how their complicity in slavery limited their own political status as well as that of the enslaved.

In family circles, literary associations, religious gatherings, and transatlantic slavery societies, women debated activist performance strategies across racial and religious differences. They staged abolitionist dialogues, recited antislavery poems, gave speeches, shared narratives, and published essays. Drawing on religious traditions and the eastern tradition of transmigration, Elizabeth Chandler, Sarah Forten, Maria W. Stewart, Sarah Douglass, Lucretia Mott, Ellen Craft, and others forged activist pathways.

Black and white American women emulated British women, who in the 1790s staged a boycott on West Indian sugar and lobbied the British Parliament through an 1833 petition signed by nearly 300,000 citizens. Political action began in 1835 when women established the Female Anti-Slavery Society in Boston, composed of every rank, religious sect, and complexion. Women divided their towns and villages into districts and canvassed neighbors, telling antislavery stories door-to-door while gathering signatures on petitions.

Women activists stood against Jacksonian Democracy that worked to oppress women and free blacks, remove and destroy indigenous peoples, and uphold and expand the institution of slavery. Congress instituted the gag rule to stifle women’s antislavery petitions and enforced early laws that required northerners to return fugitive slaves to southern masters. Women tried to instate a real state of emergency to encourage people to observe the incredible gap between the ideals and image of the nation and the reality of it being an antidemocratic police state.

Angelina and Sarah Grimké, daughters of a wealthy planter and senator of South Carolina, had converted to Quakerism and sought a way to discourage and end slavery. After having read a letter expressing their strong antislavery sentiment, William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879) invited them to Boston to speak on behalf of the movement. This launched them as lecturers concerning abolition, and they went on to speak in 60 towns. Angelina Grimké became the first woman to speak in front of an all-male audience and the Massachusetts state legislature. In 1837, the women of the Boston Anti-Slavery Society threatened more militant sentiments and were informed that they would be killed if they continued to meet and speak out against slavery. They continued their activism anyway and were met by a mob of men, forcing many to turn away from the meeting place. Black poet and lecturer Frances Ellen Watkins Harper recited poems onstage in the 1850s to encourage sympathy for the movement.

For at least 40 years, women across the color line organized against slavery and worked together to engender sympathy for the enslaved.
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Female Moral Authority and Sphere of Influence

In the antebellum period (1820–1860), dramatic changes in American society led to the development of a new paradigm of gender relations that historians have termed the “ideology of separate spheres.” According to this ideology, men and women were endowed by God and nature with opposite and complementary traits, which dictated that men occupy the public realms of economic and political activity and that women occupy the private realm of the home and family. In this ideology, women traded public authority for private moral authority, or authority over husbands and children, because women were thought to have a greater claim to morality than men. Although the ideology of separate spheres and female moral authority was more prescriptive than descriptive, the ideas created powerful cultural ideals.

Changes in gender relations were caused by the so-called market revolution, a term that historians use to describe the shift from a rural agricultural economic base to an urban industrial economy. This economic revolution transformed every aspect of American life in the first half of the 19th century. During the colonial period, women were subordinate to men in law and custom, but there was no clear dividing line between work and home, or public and private life. Industrialization caused more and more men to leave their homes to work in shops, offices, or factories, working as many as six days a week. Men received a cash salary based on their individual labor, which could be used to purchase goods for their own and their family’s needs. Work thus became defined as labor that was waged. Also, husbands surrendered responsibility for the household to their wives. The ideology of separate spheres developed in this period to explain changes in the household and in the relationship between the family and society.

The ideology of separate spheres assumed, often incorrectly, that men earned enough money to support their children and their wives, who worked at home for no wages. This assumption, however, applied primarily to middle-class households and did not accurately describe the lives of enslaved, immigrant, working-class, and female-headed families where every family member was required to contribute wages to the household. Even among the middle class the ideology of separate spheres was more often an ideal than a reality.

Nonetheless, men were expected to be rational, competitive, aggressive, and independent. In contrast, women were expected to wield influence as the moral guardians of the home in the private sphere. True womanhood was based on four traits: piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity. Piety served as the core of female virtue and reflected a common belief that women were naturally moral. Purity, particularly sexual purity, was seen as women’s greatest treasure. Absence of purity, like the absence of piety, was deemed unnatural and unfeminine. Submissiveness was considered the most feminine of virtues. Finally, domesticity reinforced the cultural idea that women were born to create a haven from the rough-and-tumble public world of work and politics in which men participated. Because of this, the true woman was deemed to be morally superior to men and was expected to exert virtuous influence over her husband and sons through her guidance and example.

Yet the ideal of true womanhood limited women’s opportunities, particularly in the areas of political, legal, and economic rights. Women were excluded from voting and holding elected office, which were associated with the male public sphere. Legally, women owned nothing. The principle of feme covert defined husbands and wives as one person according to the law, that person being the husband. Similarly, working women often received lower wages than men. Men were breadwinners. Women’s work was often seen as temporary and of limited value. Cultural ideals assumed that these women would stop working after marriage, though economic realities often dictated that women continue both waged and unwaged labor after marriage. Moreover, many women were not fortunate enough to marry stable, nonviolent men who could and would support them. These women had to make their own way, often while supporting their children in the absence of fathers.

Still, many women used the ideal of female moral authority to expand the scope of their influence by participating in various reform movements such as temperance, antislavery, penal reform, moral reform (i.e., prostitution, lewdness, and obscenity), and educational reform. They took an oppressive idea and used it to justify public behavior. Women were also the most frequent attendees of religious revivals, which further encouraged women to seek out opportunities in benevolent and reform work. In the first half of the 20th century many women claimed female moral authority as the basis for women’s participation in pubic politics, claiming that women had a unique responsibility to encourage and maintain a kind of moral housekeeping for the nation. It was in this spirit, for example, that Frances Perkins became the first female cabinet member when Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed her secretary of labor in 1933, a post she used to expand rights for the oppressed working class. Thus, the malleable character of gender roles and female authority provided women with an opportunity to move beyond their prescribed sphere of influence, though not always without controversy.

Julie Holcomb
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Forten, Charlotte (1837–1914)

A freeborn African American educator and antislavery activist, Charlotte Bridges Forten Grimké was one of the most influential of abolitionists and civil rights activists of the mid-19th century.

Forten was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on August 17, 1837, to an influential abolitionist family. Her father Robert Bridges Forten, her aunt Margaretta Forten, and her grandparents were all involved in local organizations such as the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. She was the only African American student among approximately 200 white children at the Higginson Grammar School in Salem, Massachusetts.

Forten’s influence in the field of antislavery activism began in the 1850s when she became a member of the Salem Female Anti-Slavery Society. Her role as an occasional public speaker strengthened her resolve to contribute to the cause. In 1856 financial problems pushed her into teaching. She taught for two years at the Salem school she attended as a child before she returned to Philadelphia, possibly suffering from tuberculosis. During her recovery she started writing poetry, which was published in Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator and, like Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, in the Christian Recorder and the Anglo-African Magazine.
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Charlotte Forten Grimké was born into a free black family deeply steeped in the abolitionist mission of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. She contributed to the cause through teaching and arranging lecturers by traveling abolitionists. (Fotosearch/Getty Images)

During this time, Forten also began her most noted literary accomplishment, a series of journals from 1854–1864 and 1885–1892. Considered one of the few surviving documents chronicling the life of a free black woman, the journals provide a detailed account of her experiences with the many activists, writers, and reformers Forten encountered throughout her lifetime. One of her most noteworthy entries, for instance, covered the infamous trial of Anthony Burns, returned to slavery under the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. Forten recorded her thoughts regarding racism across the North and, much like her later letters on the Port Royal Experiment, provided an insightful look into the culture of ex-slave communities developing during and after the American Civil War.

In 1862 Forten sought work at Port Royal, South Carolina, where slaves abandoned by their masters after they fled Union forces were preparing for life after slavery. The U.S. government sent volunteers and the army to the area to provide “contraband” slaves with assistance and to protect the valuable cotton grown in the area. Forten taught at a school established on a former Confederate military base and educated former slaves. Her ultimate goal was to provide her students with the skills to live independently after the fall of the slaveholding South. In 1864 Forten recorded her experiences in “Life on the Sea Islands,” an article later published in the Atlantic Monthly. During the Civil War she also served as a volunteer nurse and later as a recruiter and clerk for the U.S. Treasury Department.

In 1864 after suffering a reoccurrence of her illness, Forten returned to Philadelphia, where she worked as secretary for the Teachers Committee of the New England Branch of the Freemen’s Union Commission. Six years later she returned to South Carolina to teach. In 1878 Forten married Francis James Grimké, a nephew of famed white abolitionists Angelina and Sarah Grimké. They had one child, who died in infancy. For the rest of her life Forten worked for issues such as women’s rights and black civil rights. She continued to work as a voice for the disempowered and oppressed until bedridden the year before her death on July 23, 1913, in Washington, D.C.

From her essays to her journals to her outspoken voice, Forten thus became a noted figure in the struggle for abolition and increased rights for African American people. Reared in a tradition of activism at a young age and highly intelligent herself, Forten sought to pass on that knowledge to her students, teaching at many schools over the years as part of her ongoing project of racial uplift. The journals she left behind are vital to the bourgeoning African American literary tradition and to the history of 19th-century black Americans.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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John Greenleaf Whittier’s “To the Daughters of James Forten” (1830s)

John Greenleaf Whittier was so taken with Charlotte and Margaretta Forten, daughters of a free northern black family, that he wrote the following poem in their honor, probably in the 1830s. The Forten family had long been active in the antislavery movement, and the sisters were cofounders of the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. Because the poem was not found until some time after Whittier’s death in 1892, it does not appear in his collected works.

“To the Daughters of James Forten.”

John Greenleaf Whittier

Sisters!—the proud and vain may pass ye by

With the rude taunt and cold malicious eye;

Point the pale hand deridingly and slow,

In scorn’s vile gesture at the darker brow;

Curl the pressed lip with sneers which might befit

Some mocking spirit from the nether pit;

Yet, from a heart whence Truth and Love have borne

The last remains of Prejudice and Scorn,

From a warm heart, with, thanks to God hath felt

Pride’s charm to loosen and its iron melt,

Fervent and pure let this frail tribute bear

A Brother’s blessing and a Brother’s prayer.

And what, my sisters, though upon your brows

The deeper coloring of your kindred glows

Shall I less love the workmanship of Him

Before whose wisdom all our own is dim?

But for the White, and for the Black be still?

Let the thought perish, while the heart can feel

The blessed memory of your grateful zeal,

While it can prize the excellence of mind

The chaste demeanor and the state refined,

Still are ye all my sisters, meet to share

A Brother’s blessing and a Brother’s prayer.

Source: “To the Daughters of James Forten,” 1833. Printed by C. F. Grimke, Independent 61 (November 15, 1906): 1139.



Forten, Margaretta (1806–1875)

Margaretta Forten was instrumental in founding the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, an influential local chapter of abolitionist and journalist William Lloyd Garrison’s American Anti-Slavery Society, and served as an active member and frequent officer of the society during its entire 37-year history.

Born in Philadelphia on September 11, 1806, Forten was the daughter of free blacks James and Charlotte Vandine Forten. James Forten was a veteran of the American Revolutionary War and one of the most prosperous sailmakers in Philadelphia. The Fortens were staunch abolitionists, and their children spent much of their time attending abolitionist meetings while they were growing up. The family also entertained prominent abolitionists and moral reformers in their home. After one such visit, poet John Greenleaf Whittier was so taken with the family that he wrote a poem titled “To the Daughters of James Forten.”

On December 14, 1833, Forten, her mother, and her sisters Sarah and Harriet joined with 14 other women to establish the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. Most of the other members of the society, including abolitionist and women’s rights advocate Lucretia Mott, were white, and many of them were Quakers. Forten was the society’s first recording secretary and wrote its first charter. Over the years she served at various times as secretary, treasurer, and a member of the education committee. Forten and her sisters were also active on the national level, attending the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women in New York City in 1837. At other times, they made speeches in favor of abolition and wrote articles and poems for Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator. The society itself was active in petitioning the state and federal governments to abolish slavery. They helped the Vigilant Committee of Philadelphia to move runaway slaves along the Underground Railroad. Their annual fair, begun as a small craft fair, grew in size until it often featured prominent abolitionist speakers.

Through its increasing popularity, the fair provided significant funding for the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society. The society also used its funds for smaller individual projects. In 1841 several members collected money to aid the widow of abolitionist Elijah P. Lovejoy, who was murdered by a proslavery mob in Illinois in 1837. In 1856 they gave money toward the effort to build a house for William Lloyd Garrison and his family. Through their education committee, they also contributed funds for the education of African Americans in Philadelphia. In 1838 they took over the school that abolitionist and educator Sarah Mapps Douglass had established for African American girls in Philadelphia, which merged with the Institute for Colored Youth (now Cheyney University) in 1854. The organization probably also funded local Underground Railroad work, though the secret nature of those activities make them difficult to track.

Forten’s two sisters, Harriet and Sarah, married brothers, fellow abolitionists Robert and Joseph Purvis. Robert Purvis was the head of the Philadelphia Vigilant Society. Forten herself, however, never married and continued to live in the family home on Lombard Street. There she kept house for her mother and two younger brothers. During the 1840s Forten taught in Sarah Mapps Douglass’s school but in 1850 opened her own school, which she ran for many years. While she had no children of her own, she was close to her nieces and nephews and for two years served as the guardian of her sister Sarah’s children when the death of their father, Joseph Purvis, left the family penniless. Like many female abolitionists, Forten was also interested in woman’s suffrage. In 1854, she and her sister Harriet were key organizers of the fifth National Woman’s Rights Convention in Philadelphia.

Following the American Civil War and with the 1870 passage of the Fifteenth Amendment granting the right to vote regardless of race, the members of the Anti-Slavery Society felt that their goals had been accomplished, and the society was disbanded. By this time, three generations of women from the Forten family had been involved in its work, including Forten’s nieces Charlotte L. Forten and Hattie Purvis.

Forten died of pneumonia on January 14, 1875. Buried first at Lebanon Cemetery in Philadelphia, her brother later had her body reinterred at St. James the Less Episcopal Churchyard.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Foster, Abby Kelley (1811–1887)

An antislavery crusader and women’s rights advocate, Abby Kelley Foster was born on January 15, 1811, to farmers Wing and Lydia Kelley in Pelham, Massachusetts. The family moved to north Worcester, Massachusetts, and Foster grew up in a Quaker community. She was educated at the New England Friends Boarding School in Providence, Rhode Island, and later taught there. Her life’s work included the causes of abolition, peace, and women’s equality.

In 1837, Foster became the corresponding secretary of the Lynn Female Anti-Slavery Society and went to New York for the first all-female Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women. In May 1838, she gave her first speech in the second meeting of the convention held in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Foster left teaching to support abolitionism full-time, but she did not abandon her other causes. Later that year, she organized a Peace Convention and helped establish the New England Non-Resistance Society with William Lloyd Garrison, among others.

In 1840 the attendees of the Annual American Anti-Slavery Convention in New York nominated Foster to the business committee, making her the first woman to hold such a high position. The term “Abby Kelleyism” came into vogue as a pejorative marking women who crossed the boundary of societal gender norms. Foster continued her lecture tour in Rhode Island and New York nonetheless. Though her fellow Quakers shared her antislavery ideas, they disliked Foster’s radical behavior. She resigned from the Quakers in March 1841.

In 1842 and 1843 Foster toured Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Delaware, and Ohio, giving lectures in spite of opposition in some quarters. The year 1845 was eventful for Foster due to her marriage to fellow abolitionist Stephen Symonds Foster and the founding of the Antislavery Bugle, an influential newspaper in the Western Reserve. Foster and her husband had purchased a farm at Mower Street in the Tatnuck area of Worcester, Massachusetts, in 1847. It was named Liberty Farm and served as a stop on the Underground Railroad and a shelter for runaway slaves. In the same year in May, a daughter “Alla” Paulina Wright Foster was born. In spite of her failing health, Foster went on with her program of fund-raising and lecturing in Worcester, New York, and Ohio in 1847 and 1848. She also assisted in opening the Worcester Anti-Slavery Bazaar.

In October 1850, Foster organized the first National Women’s Rights Convention (NWRC) at Brinley Hall on Main Street in Worcester, Massachusetts, along with Lucy Stone, Paulina Wright Davis, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucretia Mott. The NWRC linked the struggles for racial and gender equality. Foster was a keynote speaker and in the second convention gave her famous “Bloody Feet” speech, declaring that “my life has been my speech. For fourteen years I have advocated this cause by my daily life. Bloody feet, sisters, have worn smooth the path by which you have come up hither.”

Foster was a pacifist even when marshals came to enforce the Fugitive Slave Law in Rochester, New York, in 1852. She and her supporters stood against violence, pledging to throw themselves in front of the marshals, whom she dubbed “kidnappers,” rather than to let them recapture runaway slaves. She made a whirlwind tour of Michigan in 1853 lecturing on slave emancipation and women’s rights and also lectured in Wolcottville, Indiana, in 1854. In 1859 she became the general agent in charge of lecture and convention schedules for the Anti-Slavery Society. Foster collected 400,000 signatures in 1864 in support of the Thirteenth Amendment banning slavery.

After the American Civil War, Foster continued advocating for women’s rights. In 1872 she and her husband did not pay property taxes as a protest against the government for denying women the vote. They lost their farm due to this action, but it was purchased by supporters at auction and returned to them. In 1874 Foster organized a “No Taxation without Representation!” convention at Mechanics Hall.

Foster died on January 14, 1887. Though the National Women’s Hall of Fame was created in 1969, it did not induct Foster until 2011, the same year she was also inducted into the National Abolition Hall of Fame.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Fox, Leah (1814–1890), Margaret (1833–1893), and Kate (1837–1892)

Famous mediums who later admitted that they were frauds, Leah, Margaret, and Kate Fox popularized the American Spiritualist movement of the mid-19th century.

The sisters were born to John and Margaret Fox in Hydesville, New York—Leah in 1814, Margaret (Maggie) in 1833, and Kate in 1837. On a night in March 1848, their parents heard strange rapping sounds coming from somewhere in the house. They could not figure out the source of the sounds, and when their parents questioned them, the girls claimed ignorance. The strange sounds continued for many nights. Eventually the youngest sister, Kate, claimed that she could communicate with the “spirit” that was creating the sounds. Their mother immediately believed that her daughters were communicating with the dead. Years later, Margaret would implicate her mother’s credulity in the girls’ successful perpetration of their fraud.


[image: Lamphier]

Sisters Margaret, Kate, and Leah Fox played a key role in the emergence of Spiritualism during the mid-19th century. Lithograph by Currier and Ives, about 1850. (Library of Congress)

The Fox sisters’ claims fed into Spiritualism, a growing religious movement based on the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg and Franz Mesmer that posited that spirits lived after death and communicated with living beings. Spiritualists began to travel to the Fox home hoping to see the girls communicating with the spirits in person. The girls often put on demonstrations for the growing crowds, thus overwhelming their parents. Eventually Leah married, and the parents sent the two younger sisters away. Kate was sent to live in Rochester, New York, with Leah, while Margaret was sent to live with her brother, David Fox, in Auburn, New York. Despite being separated, the mysterious rappings continued. Amy Post, a famous abolitionist and Spiritualist, served on an investigative committee looking into what became known as the Rochester Rappings but found no fraud.

Eventually, Leah became Margaret and Kate’s manager and arranged for the two younger sisters to travel the show circuit, including a booking with P. T. Barnum. On November 14, 1849, at Corinthian Hall in Rochester, the sisters performed before an audience of nearly 400 people. They performed this way for several nights, and a story about the phenomenon was published in the New York Weekly Tribune. These performances marked the first time a national newspaper carried a story about spirit rapping and helped propel news of the sisters through the rest of the country. Despite their popularity, the Fox sisters never advocated for Spiritualism as a religion; their focus seemed to be solely on reaping the rewards of their fame.

On October 21, 1888, in front of a large audience in a music hall and long after her fame had begun to wane, Margaret revealed that she and her sister had faked their experiences. She demonstrated the methods by which they created the mysterious rapping sounds: the sisters made the sounds by cracking the joints of their toes, an ability they discovered at a young age. Their initial motivation had been simply the desire to have fun fooling their parents. Kate was in the audience while her sister spoke and seemed comfortable with Margaret’s revelations. The confession caused a great deal of consternation among Spiritualists, many of whom dismissed Margaret’s claims outright. They accused her of lying for the sake of financial gain, a charge they felt held some merit given that she made these revelations after the Fox sisters’ fame diminished. Other Spiritualists claimed that she repudiated her sisters’ talent because of her conversion to Catholicism.

A year later in 1889, Margaret recanted her confession and reaffirmed her belief in the spirits. She may have done so out of financial desperation. Her attempts to make money as a lecturer telling the story of the Fox sisters’ fraud failed, and she hoped to revive her lecture career with a return to Spiritualism. The recantation did not change the Spiritualist community’s perception of Margaret; her efforts to return to the fold were rejected.

Leah Fox died on November 1, 1890; Kate died on July 2, 1892; and Margaret died on March 8, 1893. Both Kate and Margaret died in poverty, but their fame then and now is a testament to the power of the antebellum Spiritualist movement and the American fascination with the afterlife. The Fox sisters wielded significant cultural power for years in an age when women were supposed to be passive and confined to the private sphere.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Free Black Women

While the vast majority of persons of African descent in the antebellum United States were enslaved, free black women and girls made up about 5 percent of the total African American population in 1860. They ranged from escaped slaves, such as Harriet Tubman, to the daughters of elite black families, such as Charlotte Forten.

In the antebellum United States there was a legal difference between free blacks and fugitive slaves. When Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman escaped slavery, they were not legally free but rather fugitives who had stolen themselves. Moreover, the federal Fugitive Slave Laws of both 1793 and 1850 allowed masters and professional slave catchers to capture and return fugitive slaves. In 1837 slave catcher Edward Prigg kidnapped Margaret Morgan and her children to sell into slavery on the basis that she had once been a slave. Prigg was arrested and found guilty of abduction because Pennsylvania law made the kidnapping of fugitive slaves illegal. The case came before the U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled that the Pennsylvania law was unconstitutional. Thus, Prigg v. Pennsylvania (1842) made abundantly clear the space between free blacks and fugitive slaves.

In the North, particularly in New England, African American women often brought freedom suits before the courts based on either mistakes in paperwork or proof that one of their female ancestors had been free. Because slavery followed the condition of the mother, if a woman could prove that a mother or grandmother had been free, she could prove herself free. In 1805 Margaret Skypion filed for her freedom based on the fact that her grandmother had been a free Natchez Indian. She won her suit, lost it again on appeal, and finally won freedom for herself and all her relatives descended from the free grandmother when the U.S. Supreme Court upheld her case in 1836. Women won slightly more than half of the freedom suits they brought.

In 1860 before the American Civil War began, there were approximately 488,000 free blacks in the United States. Slightly more than half of the total population of free persons of color lived in southern states. Women also made up slightly more than half of all free blacks in the South, at 52 percent of the total population, in part because men were more likely to move North. Free black women were probably less likely to move north because they had children or relatives still in bondage.

In the North, free black women came in all ages, from babies to elderly women, because some families had been free for generations. In the South, free black women tended to be older, either because their master freed them after their childbearing years were over or because it took them considerable time to amass enough money to buy their freedom. Masters were most likely to free slaves who looked like them and were light-skinned, which often meant that the slaves were their own children. Thomas Jefferson, for example, freed the six children of his slave Sally Hemings. DNA testing in the 21st century proved that at least one of them had been fathered by a Jefferson male.

In both the North and the South, free black women tended to live in cities because there was work in cities for people who could not afford farms. Elizabeth Keckley, who paid for her freedom, set up a millinery and dressmaking business in Washington, D.C., and numbered First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln among her clientele. Many free women of color worked as maids or laundresses and in other low-status jobs, but the free black community in any city would have had both elite- and middle-class members as well. Some elite-class free blacks even owned their own slaves.

Free black women played an important role in the abolition movement. For example, Philadelphia had a large and vital free black community. Quaker influence in Pennsylvania and the state’s proximity to slave states made Philadelphia a destination for fugitive slaves. Philadelphian and activist Charlotte Forten came from a prominent free black and abolitionist family and spent her life writing, speaking, and advocating for black civil rights.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Fremont, Jessie Benton (1824–1902)

Jessie Benton Fremont was the daughter of prominent senator Thomas Hart Benton and the wife of John C. Fremont, explorer of the pre–American Civil War West and the first presidential nominee of the Republican Party. Despite her conflicting loyalties, Jessie Fremont refused to be eclipsed by the males in her life. A strong and determined individual, Fremont carved her own niche in American politics, ultimately serving as a model of female achievement.

Born on May 31, 1824, in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains, Jessie Ann Benton was the second child and second daughter of Thomas Hart Benton and his wife Elizabeth. Desiring a son, Missouri’s senator named her for his father Jesse, with only the slight spelling alteration and a feminine middle name to acknowledge her gender. Her early education came from her parents, tutors, a French school in St. Louis, and finally a boarding school outside of Washington. There she met the dashing young army officer John Charles Fremont, and despite parental opposition, 17-year-old Jessie married the 28-year-old lieutenant on October 19, 1841. It was the beginning of a distinctive partnership that produced five children and created a spousal collaboration unusual for its time.

From the moment they secretly wed, Jessie Fremont was John’s greatest supporter and blind to his weaknesses. She weathered his long absences exploring the American West. When he returned, Fremont polished his expedition findings in reports that brought the western frontier alive in ways no previous work had. She helped orchestrate his defense when John faced a controversial court-martial stemming from the Bear Flag Revolt in California.

In the late 1840s, Fremont demonstrated both her devotion to her husband and her adventuresome spirit when she and her daughter went to California via the Panamanian isthmus. Fremont and her husband then spent much of the next decade in the newly admitted state of California. While the discovery of gold made the Fremonts rich, at least for a time, John’s financial incompetence and questionable investment practices led not only to a painful split with his father-in-law but also to an embarrassing arrest and brief detainment in London.

The politically astute senator’s daughter also served as an influential adviser to his 1856 candidacy as the Republican nominee for president. Though James Buchanan ultimately won that election, the Fremonts both played an important role in establishing the new antislavery Republican Party on the national political stage.

The outbreak of the Civil War brought John an appointment as head of the Union’s western forces, and the couple took up residence in St. Louis in 1861. Soon after John issued an order freeing slaves in Missouri. President Abraham Lincoln demanded that the order be rescinded. John sent Jessie to the capital to argue her husband’s case to the president, but her efforts were unsuccessful. The event hindered John’s military career for the duration of the war.

After the war, financial good fortune stemming from John’s involvement with railroads soon became another source of embarrassment when he was convicted in absentia in a French court of selling worthless rail bonds. The family’s tenuous finances totally collapsed in the economic depression of the early 1870s.

Ironically, the fiscal collapse proved to be a source of liberation for Fremont. Faced with impending bankruptcy and desperate to pay their bills, she began to write in her own name. In finally coming out from behind John’s shadow, Jessie Fremont established herself as a skilled writer. Her work appeared in many magazines, with publishers clamoring for more. While the family was forced to sell many of their personal possessions and lived in a series of consistently smaller dwellings in both New York and California, Fremont’s efforts were critical to supporting her family as John, bedeviled by health issues, wallowed in his reversals. His appointment as governor of the Arizona Territory in 1878 offered a brief respite, but enmeshed in controversy, he resigned after less than three years.

After John’s death in 1890, hearing that Jessie was living in poverty, Congress provided a pension for the “Pathfinder’s” widow. By this time, having moved back to California and continuing to write, Fremont was embraced by the nation’s developing women’s movement as a model American woman. In tribute, a California group purchased a house for her use. It was in that Los Angeles home that she spent her last days, dying on December 27, 1902.

William H. Pruden III
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Fuller, Margaret (1810–1850)

A prolific writer and critic and adherent of Transcendentalist philosophy, Sarah Margaret Fuller Ossoli was a strong feminist voice for women’s rights in Antebellum America.

Fuller was born in Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, on May 23, 1810. Her parents recognized her intelligence and provided her with a strong education, particularly when compared to the standards for female education at the time. During the early 19th century, boys and girls were taught separately, and many subjects were taught exclusively to male students. Fuller’s experience was exemplary in that she received an education in a wide range of academic subjects.
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Writer Margaret Fuller was the first full-time American female book reviewer in journalism and author of the first major book on feminism in the United States: Woman in the Nineteenth Century. She was also a member of the Transcendental movement and an abolitionist. (Library of Congress)

This was largely due to the influence of her father, Harvard-trained attorney and educator Timothy Fuller. He began her education early, serving as her first teacher. By all accounts, Timothy was exceptionally demanding of his young daughter. He imposed an educational philosophy on her characterized by rigorous study, rote memorization, and regular recitations. By the age of nine, Fuller was conversant in both spoken and written Latin and familiar with the works of Virgil, Ovid, and Plutarch.

Fuller continued her education at schools with curricula that were grounded in the classics, modern languages, literature, mathematics, and biblical exegesis. In particular, she was deeply affected by the images of Romans because they appeared to be capable of re-creating themselves by sheer force of will. She strongly believed that thought, not nature, was the basis for human achievement.

Although at the time there were no colleges that would admit women, Fuller continued to move within academic circles, working as a teacher from 1836 to 1839 first at a Boston school run by Bronson Alcott (father of Louisa May Alcott), who also worked with Elizabeth Peabody, and then for a school in Providence. In 1839 Fuller formed a women’s group so women denied entrance in universities could gather to discuss philosophical questions.

In the late 1830s Fuller first allied with Transcendentalism, a movement within religion, philosophy, and literature that valued individual perception, arguing that only ideas gathered through such perception could reveal truth about human reality. Transcendentalists rebelled against intellectualism and religious inflexibility and placed a high value on self-reliance. Transcendentalists believed that only highly self-reliant persons could form a community that would not be corrupt and thus would be a true community and not a repressive institution. Significant Transcendentalists included Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862), Bronson Alcott (1799–1888), and Elizabeth Peabody (1804–1894), all of whom emphasized self-reliance and independence from social institutions. This philosophy spoke deeply to Fuller, who knew firsthand how social institutions excluded women from educational and occupational opportunities. Fuller began organizing Transcendentalist conversations and meetings in Elizabeth Peabody’s Boston bookstore on subjects ranging from the biological sciences to women’s rights. Both men and women attended and spoke at the meetings, including a number of women who became prominent in the women’s rights movement.

Emerson wanted an editor for his new Transcendentalist journal, The Dial, and offered the job to Fuller after several men turned him down. She held the position for two years with no salary, but the position provided her recognition as a prominent writer and thinker of the day. The post also led to an invitation to join a local communal-living experiment, Brook Farm, inspired by Transcendentalist philosophy. In 1842 she wisely declined the invitation (the Brook Farm experiment lasted only six years and was a financial disaster for those involved) to accept the position of book reviewer for the New York Tribune, a newspaper formed by Horace Greeley. Such a position was new in the world of journalism, making Fuller the first journalist to focus completely on literary critique.

By 1846, Fuller had published over 250 articles. She also wrote the work for which she is best known, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845). In it Fuller explores gender roles and the ways in which they affect men and women in 19th-century American society, arguing that women and men must be both self-reliant and equal if they are to coexist harmoniously. In making this argument, Fuller combines her convictions regarding feminism and Transcendentalism with her long-held belief in the ability of human beings to re-create their lives.

Also in 1846, the Tribune made Fuller its first female foreign correspondent with an assignment to Europe that lasted four years. There Fuller interviewed prominent literary figures, including George Sand (1804–1876), and revolutionary political figures, such as Giuseppe Mazzini (1805–1872). Through Mazzini, Fuller met her husband, Giovanni Ossoli. They had a son together in 1849 and a year later were on a return voyage to the United States when their ship crashed into a sandbar close to the shores of New York’s Fire Island. Fuller and her husband and son perished, and her body was never recovered from the wreckage. Julia Ward Howe wrote a biography of Fuller in 1883 and in 1901 organized a group that placed a memorial to Fuller on the beach at Fire Island.

Fuller left behind a legacy as a person who did not let cultural constraints dictate her life. Instead, she built a life for herself that was characterized by fearless self-expression.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Margaret Fuller’s “The Great Lawsuit” (1843)

Margaret Fuller was the most well-known female member of the transcendentalists, a philosophical and religious movement that believed in the inherent goodness of nature and human kind, though she argued that transcendentalists seemed too preoccupied with individual improvement and not enough with social reform. “The Great Lawsuit,” first published as an essay in The Dial, the transcendentalist journal she edited, became the book Woman in the Nineteenth Century. It is often thought of as the first major American work on feminism because it was the first piece on the subject published in America following the English writer Mary Wollstonecraft’s publication of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

What woman needs is not as a woman to act or rule, but as a nature to grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul to live freely, and unimpeded to unfold such powers as were given her when we left our common home. If fewer talents were given her, yet, if allowed the free and full employment of these, so that she may render back to the giver his own with usury, she will not complain, nay, I dare to say she will bless and rejoice in her earthly birth-place, her earthly lot.

[30] Let us consider what obstructions impede this good era, and what signs give reason to hope that it draws near.

[31] I was talking on this subject with Miranda, a woman, who, if any in the world, might speak without heat or bitterness of the position of her sex. Her father was a man who cherished no sentimental reverence for woman, but a firm belief in the equality of the sexes. She was his eldest child, and came to him at an age when he needed a companion. From the time she could speak and go alone, he addressed her not as a plaything, but as a living mind. Among the few verses he ever wrote were a copy addressed to this child, when the first locks were cut from her head, and the reverence expressed on this occasion for that cherished head he never belied. It was to him the temple of immortal intellect. He respected his child, however, too much to be an indulgent parent. He called on her for clear judgment, for courage, for honor and fidelity, in short for such virtues as he knew. In so far as he possessed the keys to the wonders of this universe, he allowed free use of them to her, and by the incentive of a high expectation he forbade, as far as possible, that she should let the privilege lie idle.

[32] Thus this child was early led to feel herself a child of the spirit. She took her place easily, not only in the world of organized being, but in the world of mind. A dignified sense of self-dependence was given as all her portion, and she found it a sure anchor. Herself securely anchored, her relations with others were established with equal security. She was fortunate, in a total absence of those charms which might have drawn to her bewildering flatteries, and of a strong electric nature, which repelled those who did not belong to her, and attracted those who did. With men and women her relations were noble; affectionate without passion, intellectual without coldness. The world was free to her, and she lived freely in it. Outward adversity came, and inward conflict, but that faith and self-respect had early been awakened, which must always lead at last to an outward serenity, and an inward peace.

[33] Of Miranda I had always thought as an example, that the restraints upon the sex were insuperable only to those who think them so, or who noisily strive to break them. She had taken a course of her own, and no man stood in her way. Many of her acts had been unusual, but excited no uproar. Few helped, but none checked her; and the many men, who knew her mind and her life, showed to her confidence as to a brother, gentleness as to a sister. And not only refined, but very coarse men approved one in whom they saw resolution and clearness of design. Her mind was often the leading one, always effective.

[34] When I talked with her upon these matters, and had said very much what I have written, she smilingly replied, And yet we must admit that I have been fortunate, and this should not be. My good father’s early trust gave the first bias, and the rest followed of course. It is true that I have had less outward aid, in after years, than most women, but that is of little consequence. Religion was early awakened in my soul, a sense that what the soul is capable to ask it must attain, and that, though I might be aided by others, I must depend on myself as the only constant friend. This self-dependence, which was honored in me, is deprecated as a fault in most women. They are taught to learn their rule from without, not to unfold it from within.

[35] This is the fault of man, who is still vain, and wishes to be more important to woman than by right he should be.

[36] Men have not shown this disposition towards you, I said.

[37] No, because the position I early was enabled to take, was one of self-reliance. And were all women as sure of their wants as I was, the result would be the same. The difficulty is to get them [women] to the point where they shall naturally develop self-respect, the question how it is to be done.

[38] Once I thought that men would help on this state of things more than I do now. I saw so many of them wretched in the connections they had formed in weakness and vanity. They seemed so glad to esteem women whenever they could!

[39] But early I perceived that men never, in any extreme of despair, wished to be women. Where they admired any woman they were inclined to speak of her as above her sex. Silently I observed this, and feared it argued a rooted skepticism, which for ages had been fastening on the heart, and which only an age of miracles could eradicate. Ever I have been treated with great sincerity; and I look upon it as a most signal instance of this, that an intimate friend of the other sex said in a fervent moment, that I deserved in some star to be a man. Another used as highest praise, in speaking of a character in literature, the words “a manly woman.”…

[80] History jeers at the attempts of physiologists to bind great original laws by the forms which flow from them. [Anatomy may not be destiny] They make a rule; they say from observation what can and cannot be. In vain! Nature provides exceptions to every rule. She sends women to battle, and sets Hercules spinning; she enables women to bear immense burdens, cold, and frost; she enables the man, who feels maternal love, to nourish his infant like a mother. Of late she plays still gayer pranks. Not only she deprives organizations, but organs, of a necessary end. She enables people to read with the top of the head, and see with the pit of the stomach. Presently she [Nature] will make a female Newton, and a male Syren…. [Isaac Newton, titanic scientist; syren or siren may here mean something like “sex symbol”]

[81] Every relation, every gradation of nature, is incalculably precious, but only to the soul which is poised upon itself, and to whom no loss, no change, can bring dull discord, for it is in harmony with the central soul.

[82] If any individual live too much in relations, so that he becomes a stranger to the resources of his own nature, he falls after a while into a distraction, or imbecility, from which he can only be cured by a time of isolation, which gives the renovating fountains time to rise up. With a society it is the same. Many minds, deprived of the traditionary or instinctive means of passing a cheerful existence, must find help in self-impulse or perish. It is therefore that while any elevation, in the view of union, is to be hailed with joy, we shall not decline celibacy as the great fact of the time. [still a radical notion esp. to family values and pro-populationists] It is one from which no vow, no arrangement, can at present save a thinking mind. For now the rowers are pausing on their oars, they wait a change before they can pull together. All tends to illustrate the thought of a wise contemporary. Union is only possible to those who are units. To be fit for relations in time, souls, whether of man or woman, must be able to do without them in the spirit….

[83] There is no sweeter sight than to see a father with his little daughter. Very vulgar men become refined to the eye when leading a little girl by the hand. At that moment the right relation between the sexes seems established, and you feel as if the man would aid in the noblest purpose, if you ask him in behalf of his little daughter. Once two fine figures stood before me, thus. The father of very intellectual aspect, his falcon eye softened by affection as he looked down on his fair child, she the image of himself, only more graceful and brilliant in expression…. [L]o, the dream was rudely broken. They were talking of education, and he said.

[84] “I shall not have Maria brought too forward. If she knows too much, she will never find a husband; superior women hardly ever can.”

[85] “Surely,” said his wife, with a blush, “you wish Maria to be as good and wise as she can, whether it will help her to marriage or not.”

[86] “No,” he persisted, “I want her to have a sphere and a home, and some one to protect her when I am gone.”

[87] It was a trifling incident, but made a deep impression. I felt that the holiest relations fail to instruct the unprepared and perverted mind. If this man, indeed, would have looked at it on the other side, he was the last that would have been willing to have been taken himself for the home and protection he could give….

[88] But men do not look at both sides, and women must leave off asking them and being influenced by them, but retire within themselves, and explore the groundwork of being till they find their peculiar secret. Then when they come forth again, renovated and baptized, they will know how to turn all dross to gold, and will be rich and free though they live in a hut, tranquil, if in a crowd. Then their sweet singing shall not be from passionate impulse, but the lyrical overflow of a divine rapture, and a new music shall be elucidated from this many-chorded world….

[89] A profound thinker has said “no married woman can represent the female world, for she belongs to her husband. The idea of woman must be represented by a virgin.”

[90] But that is the very fault of marriage, and of the present relation between the sexes, that the woman does belong to the man, instead of forming a whole with him. Were it otherwise there would be no such limitation to the thought.

[91] Woman, self-centered, would never be absorbed by any relation; it would be only an experience to her as to man. It is a vulgar error that love, a love to woman is her whole existence; she also is born for Truth and Love in their universal energy. Would she but assume her inheritance, Mary would not be the only Virgin Mother. Not Manzoni [1785–1873, Italian poet and novelist influenced by his wife’s conversion to Catholicism] alone would celebrate in his wife the virgin mind with the maternal wisdom and conjugal affections. The soul is ever young, ever virgin.

[92] And will not she soon appear? The woman who shall vindicate their birthright for all women; who shall teach them what to claim, and how to use what they obtain? Shall not her name be for her era Victoria, for her country and her life Virginia? Yet predictions are rash; she herself must teach us to give her the fitting name.

Source: Margaret Fuller, “The Great Lawsuit,” The Dial 4 (July 1843): 7–8.



Gage, Matilda (1826–1898)

Matilda Joslyn Gage’s activism covered several issues of her time: women’s suffrage, abolitionism, and Native American rights. The author of the History of Woman Suffrage was born on March 24, 1826, in Cicero, New York, to Hezekiah and Helen Leslie Joslyn. Like many women of her day, Gage’s abolitionist work led her to take a greater role in the other causes. At the age of 18, she married fellow abolitionist Henry Hill Gage, and the home they shared with their five children became a stop on the Underground Railroad that operated through the end of the American Civil War. In 1850 Matilda Gage signed a public petition refusing to comply with the newly created Fugitive Slave Act, which made it illegal to assist runaway slaves.
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Activist, author, and editor Matilda Gage advocated for rights for women, Native Americans, and African Americans in the 1800s. She cowrote the first three volumes of the six-volume History of Woman Suffrage with Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. (Library of Congress)

Along with her abolitionist work, Gage also worked for women’s rights, beginning by becoming the youngest speaker at the National Women’s Rights Convention in Syracuse, New York, in 1852. She continued to speak on both subjects through the Civil War while also preparing hospital supplies and hosting fund-raising events in support of the Union Army. Additionally, caring for her children kept her closer to home until the late 1860s, when she returned to activism full-time. In 1869 she joined the National Woman Suffrage Association, founded by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and wrote for its newspaper, Revolution. At the same time Gage served as secretary of the New York State Women’s Suffrage Association. In 1871, Gage along with a group of 10 women attempted to cast votes in Vineland, New Jersey, but failed. Susan B. Anthony, her coworker in the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), succeeded the next year but was tried and fined for her civil disobedience.

Having served in various capacities of the NWSA as vice president as well as chairperson of the Executive Committee, Gage was elected president from 1875 to 1876. On July 4, 1876, during the centennial celebration, Gage along with other four suffragists presented the Declaration of the Rights of the Women of the United States, a document she cowrote. The next year she petitioned the U.S. Congress to grant women voting rights. Gage contended that criminals could gain the right to vote, but law-abiding female citizens were denied that right. Although her petition was not heard, it did create publicity on behalf of the NWSA.

Women’s suffrage was not the sole focus of Gage’s considerable energies. She also advocated for easier divorce procedures for married women and equal pay in employment. In her speeches and articles she addressed issues such as sexual and domestic abuse, trafficking in women, the rights of females over their bodies, and medical care for prostitutes. She also highlighted women’s achievements in many areas where they had been dismissed, such as science and the military.

Gage was also committed to the freedom of all people irrespective of race. In the 1870s she wrote frequently about the unfair treatment of Native Americans and highlighted what she felt was a superior form of government found in the six-nation Iroquois Confederacy, which balanced power between genders. For her efforts the Mohawk nation adopted her as a ceremonial member of the people.

Though Gage cowrote the first three volumes of History of Woman Suffrage (1881–1887), her Woman, Church, and State (1893) was her most widely known work. It contained her controversial belief that the church served as an instrument of the subordination of women by blaming them for original sin. In 1895 she and Susan B. Anthony coauthored The Woman’s Bible, a rewriting of the Christian Bible that removed the subordination of women and replaced it with statements of male and female equality.

By 1890 Gage, tired of the lack of suffrage for women, left the NWSA to found the Woman’s National Liberal Union so as to have one organization that focused on a variety of social justice issues. She served as president of the organization and editor of its publication, the Liberal Thinker, until her death in 1898. Five years after Gage’s death Margaret W. Rossiter coined the term “Matilda Effect” to refer to the unfairness that women scientists receive for their research work.
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Godey’s Lady’s Book

Godey’s Lady’s Book was a magazine published between 1830 and 1898. Spearheaded by Louis Godey (1804–1878), the magazine published poetry, short stories, articles, and engravings—including its famous hand-colored fashion plates. The height of the magazine’s circulation was before the American Civil War under the editorship of Godey and Sarah Josepha Hale, who was one of the first women prominent in the publishing world as both an author and an editor. By 1860, Godey’s Lady’s Book exceeded 150,000 subscribers. Throughout its publication, it served as an influential source for directing the culture of middle-class American women.

Hale established a career for herself in the publishing world as both a writer and an editor. She published her novel Northwood: Life North and South in 1827, which provided her with the opportunity to work as an editor and contributor for Reverend John Blake’s Ladies’ Magazine. She was the first American woman to publish a novel and one of the first successful female magazine editors. Godey recognized Hale’s capabilities, acquired Ladies’ Magazine, and instated Hale as editor—a position she held for 40 years.

Godey and Hale maintained separate roles in operating the magazine. While Godey focused on the business of marketing the magazine and management of the hand-colored fashion plates, Hale focused her attention on the literary content. Together they aimed to target newly emerging middle-class American women. In addition to increasing readership, Hale aimed to direct the culture of this target audience in particular ways.

While Hale was heavily influenced by Victorian gender standards, she desired to expand the sphere of womanhood to include intellectual equality. Hale believed that women should be connected to the public sphere. She aimed to elevate women’s domestic interests and activities and advocated for women’s education and literacy. In her first issue as editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book, Hale defined her target audience as female and also articulated the culture that she envisioned for those women. The magazine often featured images of women engaging in activities from reading and sewing to physical fitness and included articles on a variety of subjects.

One of Hale’s early goals for the magazine was to encourage women to produce original works of literature. Godey’s Lady’s Book contained some similar features as other journals marketed to female audiences at the time, but it was one of the first magazines of its kind to prominently feature poetry and literature. The magazine featured both male and female contributors, including Harriet Beecher Stowe, Lydia Sigourney, and Edgar Allen Poe. Hale also fostered connections between readers and the magazine with announcements that acknowledged readers and encouraged them to submit material.

The magazine adopted unconventional policies for the time. Some of these policies included the refusal to publish articles already in print to guarantee that all material represented in Godey’s Lady’s Book would be original content. Hale also insisted that contributing authors copyright their published material.

Godey maintained a strict “no politics policy” for writing submitted to Godey’s Lady’s Book. Sara Jane “Grace Greenwood” Lippincott was fired after expressing her views on slavery—a topic that Godey especially wished to bar from the journal. Due in part to this policy, the magazine lost significant readership during the Civil War as readers turned to other sources for political and current event coverage.

Hale retired from her position as editor in 1877 after 40 years of work. That same year, Godey sold the magazine to John Hill Seyes Haulenbeek, who managed the magazine for 21 more years. Both Hale and Godey passed away shortly after their retirement, leaving behind a legacy of published literature, art, and fashion.

Godey’s Lady’s Book is representative of the shifting inclusion of women in both the production and consumer ends of the publishing world. Both editors selected content to direct the culture of womanhood for their readers. Although Godey maintained a restriction on politics, Hale professed her stance on several women’s issues such as education and access to professional jobs. The magazine is emblematic of the literature, fashion, and shifting interests of middle-class women in the United States during the 19th century.
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Grimké, Sarah (1792–1873) and Angelina (1805–1879)

Commonly known as the Grimké sisters, Sarah and Angelina Grimké were born to a family of slave owners in South Carolina, but their embracing of the Quaker faith led them to become early advocates and leaders in the cause of abolition and, later, of women’s rights. When they defied societal norms and spoke before audiences of both men and women, their public speeches created nearly as much controversy as the firsthand accounts of the horrors of slavery they were able to provide. The Grimké sisters were the first women to speak before a state legislature on the issue of African American rights, placing them in the pantheon of antislavery activists such as William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879), Frederick Douglass (181–1895), and William and Ellen Craft.

Sarah was born in Charleston, South Carolina, on November 22, 1792, and Angelina was born there on February 20, 1805. In their childhood, Sarah witnessed a slave whipping. In retaliation, she secretly taught her personal slave to read, knowing that it was against the law. By 1829 the sisters had left their family and settled in Philadelphia, joining local female antislavery societies.

The Grimké sisters came to prominence in 1835 when Garrison published a letter Angelina had written in response to a series of mob riots against abolitionists. Though they shared her sentiments, their Quaker associates were shocked by a woman becoming a public figure and shunned her. The sisters continued nonetheless and in 1836 published Appeal to the Christian Women of the South asking them to pray, speak, and act out for the end of slavery. While some women may have been swayed by her words, the public result was her banishment from Charleston by the local police.

The sisters followed Garrison’s suggestion of doing a speaking tour in New York state, culminating in an appearance at the 1837 Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women. They followed with a speaking tour of New England, during which Angelina was challenged to what might have been the first public male/female debate over women’s rights. One of these speeches took place in front of the factory women of Lowell, Massachusetts.

While Angelina shined in both speaking and writing, Sarah focused on writing. Her 1837 “Letters on the Equality of the Sexes” appealing to men to “take their feet off our necks” caused controversy but also brought a wellspring of support. One of their supporters, Theodore Weld, proposed to Angelina, and they married on May 14, 1838. She would give birth to three children in the marriage: Charles Stuart, Theodore, and Sarah.

Yet more controversy came when the sisters began to wear the new pantsuits designed by Amelia Bloomer, so they gave up the style to keep the focus on their ideas and not their clothing. In 1838, Angelina became the first woman to speak before any legislative committee. She offered an antislavery petition to her state representative, former president John Quincy Adams (1767–1848), himself an abolitionist.

At an antislavery convention in Philadelphia later that year, an angry mob set fire to the hall in which Angelina and Theodore had spoken, so they continued their antislavery efforts as a couple by writing, teaching, and eventually supporting the Union efforts during the American Civil War (1861–1865), though all of them had hoped to end slavery peacefully through legislation and not through the violence of war. After the war, the sisters turned their focus to suffrage.

In 1868 after their brother died, the sisters learned that he had three mixed-race children and had lived illegally with an enslaved woman. They supported their nephews financially and sent two of them, Archibald and Francis Grimké, to college. These men, a lawyer and a minister, respectively, became founding members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Francis later married the free black abolitionist poet Charlotte Forten.

In the 1870 election the sisters attempted to vote, claiming that the Fifteenth Amendment gave them the right, but their votes were denied. Sarah died three years later, on December 23, 1873. Angelina died six years later, on October 26, 1879.
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Angelina Grimké’s Appeal to the Christian Women of the South (1836)

Sarah and Angeline Grimké were both southern women and abolitionists. In 1836, Angelina published her Appeal to the Christian Women of the South to argue against slavery. Grimké, like many abolitionists, took issue with the proslavery stance that the Bible justified slavery. Her appeal logically and theologically destroyed those arguments.

RESPECTED FRIENDS,

It is because I feel a deep and tender interest in your present and eternal welfare that I am willing thus publicly to address you. Some of you have loved me as a relative, and some have felt bound to me in Christian sympathy, and Gospel fellowship; and even when compelled by a strong sense of duty, to break those outward bonds of union which bound us together as members of the same community, and members of the same religious denomination, you were generous enough to give me credit, for sincerity as a Christian, though you believed I had been most strangely deceived. I thanked you then for your kindness, and I ask you now, for the sake of former confidence and former friendship, to read the following pages in the spirit of calm investigation and fervent prayer. It is because you have known me, that I write thus unto you.

To all of you then, known or unknown, relatives or strangers, (for you are all one in Christ,) I would speak. I have felt for you at this time, when unwelcome light is pouring in upon the world on the subject of slavery; light which even Christians would exclude, if they could, from our country, or at any rate from the southern portion of it, saying, as its rays strike the rock bound coasts of New England and scatter their warmth and radiance over her hills and valleys and from thence travel onward over the Palisades of the Hudson, and down the soft flowing waters of the Delaware and gild the waves of the Potomac, “hitherto shalt thou come and no further;” I know that even professors of His name who has been emphatically called the “Light of the world” would, if they could, build a wall of adamant around the Southern States whose top might reach unto heaven, in order to shut out the light which is bounding from mountain to mountain and from the hills to the plains and valleys beneath, through the vast extent of our Northern States. But believe me, when, I tell you, their attempts will be as utterly fruitless as were the efforts of the builders of Babel; and why? Because moral, like natural light, is so extremely subtle in its nature as to overleap all human barriers, and laugh at the puny efforts of man to control it. All the excuses and palliations of this system must inevitably be swept away, just as other “refuges of lies” have been, by the irresistible torrent of a rectified public opinion….

I have thus, I think, clearly proved to you seven propositions, viz.: First, that slavery is contrary to the declaration of our independence. Second, that it is contrary to the first charter of human rights given to Adam, and renewed to Noah. Third, that the fact of slavery having been the subject of prophecy, furnishes no excuse whatever to slavedealers. Fourth, that no such system existed under the patriarchal dispensation. Fifth, that slavery never existed under the Jewish dispensation; but so far otherwise, that every servant was placed under the protection of law, and care taken not only to prevent all involuntary servitude, but all voluntary perpetual bondage. Sixth, that slavery in America reduces a man to a thing, a “chattel personal,” robs him of all his rights as a human being, fetters both his mind and body, and protects the master in the most unnatural and unreasonable power, whilst it throws him out of the protection of law. Seventh, that slavery is contrary to the example and precepts of our holy and merciful Redeemer, and of his apostles.

Sisters in Christ, I have done. As a Southerner, I have felt it was my duty to address you. I have endeavoured to set before you the exceeding sinfulness of slavery, and to point you to the example of those noble women who have been raised up in the church to effect great revolutions, and to suffer for the truth’s sake. I have appealed to your sympathies as women, to your sense of duty as Christian women. I have attempted to vindicate the Abolitionists, to prove the entire safety of immediate Emancipation, and to plead the cause of the poor and oppressed. I have done—I have sowed the seeds of truth, but I well know, that even if an Apollos were to follow in my steps to water them, “God only can give the increase.” To Him then who is able to prosper the work of his servant’s hand, I commend this Appeal in fervent prayer, that as he “hath chosen the weak things of the world, to confound the things which are mighty,” so He may cause His blessing, to descend and carry conviction to the hearts of many Lydias through these speaking pages. Farewell—Count me not your “enemy because I have told you the truth,” but believe me in unfeigned affection,

Your sympathizing Friend,

ANGELINA E. GRIMKÉ

Source: Angelina Emily Grimké, Appeal to the Christian Women of the South (New York: American Anti-Slavery Society, 1836). Available at Uncle Tom’s Cabin and American Culture, University of Virginia, http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/abolitn/abesaegat.html.



Harper, Frances (1825–1911)

One of the founding members and vice president of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), Frances Ellen Watkins Harper was also a published poet and novelist.

Harper was born in Baltimore, Maryland, on September 24, 1825. Her uncle, an influential educator and civil rights activist, raised her after her free black mother died shortly after. Harper studied at her uncle’s Academy for Negro Youth until she was 13 years old. Exposed to activism at a young age, she first gave voice to her thoughts in poetry, publishing Forest Leaves in 1845. In 1850 she moved to Ohio temporarily to become the first female vocational teacher at Union Seminary, where the infamous abolitionist John Brown was principal.

In 1853 Maryland passed a law that ultimately prevented free blacks from returning to the state. As a result, Harper became more invested in the abolition and antislavery movement and moved to Philadelphia, where she quickly became acquainted with William Still, a free black abolitionist who worked for the Underground Railroad. With Still, Harper actively assisted runaway slaves in reaching freedom in Canada. These experiences proved vital to Harper, as they represented a new direction for her life; she became wholeheartedly committed to the cause of abolition and sociopolitical reform.
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An African American abolitionist, suffragist, and poet, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper helped escaped slaves along the Underground Railroad on their way to Canada. She once refused to give up her seat or ride in the “colored” section of a segregated trolley car in Philadelphia. (Library of Congress)

Harper published Poems on Miscellaneous Subjects in 1854. Despite the rise of her literary career, this time proved difficult for Harper, whose growing knowledge of the injustices of slavery pulled her to speak for black Americans. The year thus marked the beginning of Harper’s public speaking career on the abolitionist lecture circuit. She shifted her writing toward that cause and was eventually appointed to a permanent position as a lecturer with the Anti-Slavery Society of Maine. In 1859 Harper also published the first short story by an African American, titled “Two Offers,” which was serialized in the Anglo-African Magazine. Because of her commitment, she remained an influential and well-known figure in several reform movements until 1860, when she married Fenton Harper, moved to Ohio, and took on a reduced public role to care for his three children. Together the couple would have one more child, a daughter, who would follow her mother into the educational field.

After her husband’s death Harper returned to lecturing, tackling issues such as the suffrage movement for blacks. By addressing primarily black women and advocating the growing role they would play in racial politics, she also became more involved with the developing women’s club movements of her time. She eventually served as vice president of the Philadelphia Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU).

Harper continued to publish, often with the Christian Recorder, which serialized three novellas: Minnie’s Sacrifice (1869), Sowing and Reaping: A Temperance Story (1876–1877), and Trial and Triumph (1888–1889). Her arguably most renowned work, however, was Iola Leroy or Shadows Uplifted, a novel chronicling the journey of a mixed-race woman and her brother, a soldier in a colored unit of the Union Army, as he fights to rescue her from the throes of slavery. The novel provides a startling portrait of the American Civil War and the antebellum South, interweaving social commentary and a feminist stance to demand equality for blacks. The novel also depicts black women as strong and independent rather than the weak, servile creatures depicted in earlier works of American literature.

Eventually Harper returned to Philadelphia, where she continued to support women’s suffrage and participate in a number of organizations including the WCTU, the National Association of Colored Educators, and the NACW, which she helped found in 1894 as a precursor to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. In 1897 the group elected Harper vice president. Her influence, however, waned during this time, as she was replaced by a new wave of younger African American speakers and leaders. Though less influential but not forgotten, Harper ultimately died in Philadelphia on February 20, 1911, leaving behind a literary legacy and contributions to social and political change essential in the long-lasting fight for equal women’s and African American rights.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Health Reform

During the antebellum period, health reform developed as a challenge to traditional medical practices. Until the 19th century the study of medicine was based on the belief that the body was made up of vital forces, or humors. Mostly male doctors sought to remedy this imbalance with bloodletting, enemas, lancing boils, or inducing vomiting. Following the reform impulse of the Second Great Awakening (1790–1840), however, social reformers, many of them women, promoted alternative means to achieving health, including vegetarianism, exercise, and daily bathing. This widespread movement for health reform took the responsibility of good health out of the hands of doctors and placed it in the hands of ordinary men and women.

Beginning in the presidency of Andrew Jackson (1829–1837), the United States experienced a period of urbanization and industrialization. Evangelicals argued that society was suffering from moral downfall as the result of economic development and expansion of cities. Consequently, reform movements directed at perfecting society were established, including antislavery, women’s rights, temperance, education, dress reform, and health reform.

Until approximately 1830, medical practices in the United States were based on the ancient concept that health was based on the alignment of vital forces, known as humors. When one of these humors became imbalanced in the body, a person became ill. Medical doctors believed that excess fluid must be released to restore the humors. Doctors’ practice of bleeding patients for tuberculosis and women recovering from childbirth killed uncounted women, though the medical profession had difficulty realizing that its practices harmed more patients than it helped.

The health reform movement first gained support in New England, where sectarian medicine replaced some orthodox medicine. Sectarian medicine differed from traditional medicine by promoting daily bathing, limited diet, moderation in sex, exercise, athletics, and fresh air rather than violent purging or bloodletting. These practices were especially appealing to women because they fell under the realm of the home and its management.

According to antebellum practices, women’s proper place was within the private sphere of the home, and their roles revolved around domesticity. Women were also thought to be naturally more moral than men and therefore closer to God, a belief emphasized during the Second Great Awakening. This meant that it was a women’s responsibility to not only uphold the home but also to maintain the health and morality of the family through personal actions and child rearing. Health reform specifically appealed to women because it placed the responsibility of health in the hands of the individual and promised to target illness and sin. Health reform promoted noninvasive cures for physical maladies from which women suffered, including physical weakness, menstrual distress, and nervous disorders. Industrialization also contributed to women’s interest in health reform, because with more factory-produced goods available, the need for home production decreased. As a result, women found themselves with free time to dedicate to the preservation of their homes and specifically to their own health and the health of their families.

Among the most famous health reform leaders was Sylvester Graham (1794–1851). Graham, along with his fellow advocate for vegetarianism William Andrus Alcott (1798–1859), argued that illness could be cured with diet and exercise. He promoted vegetarianism and invented the Graham cracker, which he argued was healthier than purchased bread that had chemical additives. Graham had begun as a temperance reformer, which led him to conclude that gluttony in food as well as drink was unhealthy. In 1830 he also began lecturing on the merits of daily baths. Graham disciples Mary Grove Nichols (1810–1884) and Paulina Wright Davis (1813–1876) also advocated for vegetarianism and improved hygiene. Nichols and Davis joined the lectern circuit and traveled around the country lecturing about the benefits of health reform.

Hydropathy is perhaps one of the most well-known divisions of health reform. Popularly known as water-cure, hydropathy appealed to both men and women and promoted the consumption and use of water to cure illness. In addition to drinking and bathing in freshwater, hydropaths encouraged douches, wrapping patients in wet sheets, and submerging them in water. Combined with fresh air, exercise, healthy diet, and limited sex, hydropathy promised to cure any ailment. Hydopathic practices could be applied at home, which made it accessible to all classes, but spas, where room and board could be obtained for a fee, were popular with the upper and middle classes. Hydropathy specifically targeted female patients because it proposed to cure complaints related to nervous conditions, menstruation, and childbirth. Health reformers also targeted women’s fashion as one cause of illness, because they claimed that corsets constricted organs and that long skirts spread disease by catching trash as women walked through the streets.

For women, hydropathy also offered opportunities to practice medicine that were unavailable elsewhere. In 1851 Mary Gove Nichols and her husband Thomas Low Nichols opened the American Hydropathic Institute. Hydropathic doctor Joel Shew (1816–1855) and his wife Mary Louise Shew promoted water-cure as part of midwifery. Harriet N. Austin (1825–1891) worked as a water-cure physician, writer, and health reformer, and Rachel Gleason (1820–1905), along with her husband Silas Gleason (1818–1899), made women’s health their water-cure specialty.

Health reform also influenced other reform groups to adopt health reform. During the 1860s Seventh-Day Adventists, under the guidance of Ellen White (1827–1915), adopted vegetarianism and diets with simple foods. John Harvey Kellogg (1852–1943), creator of the corn flake, was a holistic doctor who promoted vegetarianism, exercise, and enemas.

Laura J. Ping
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Hooker, Isabella (1822–1907)

Isabella Beecher Hooker, a notable suffragist and reformer, was born in February 1822 at Litchfield, Connecticut, to Reverend Lyman Beecher and Harriet Porter. Her older half sisters included the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) Harriet Beecher Stowe and education reformer Catharine Beecher. Hooker attended the Western Female Institute and the Hartford Female Seminary, founded by her sister Catharine. In 1839 Hooker met fellow progressive John Hooker, a clerk at Thomas Perkin’s law office. After a two-year engagement John opened his own office, and they married in August 1841.

While abolitionism was the couple’s first cause, Isabella Hooker also became interested in the rights of women. She associated herself with prominent women’s rights advocates and in 1868 organized the New England Woman Suffrage Association. After the schism in the American Equal Rights Association, Hooker joined the radical wing, the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), in May 1869. In the same year, she organized the Connecticut Woman Suffrage Association (CWSA) and served as president of the organization from 1869 to 1905. Hooker focused the group’s efforts on lobbying in state legislatures and later in Congress for women’s suffrage and other rights.
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Suffragist leader Isabella Beecher Hooker came from a family of famous activists and abolitionists, including her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, who all gave lectures and wrote articles to draw attention to their causes. (Chaiba Media)

In 1871, Hooker organized at her own expense a suffragist convention in Washington, D.C., where a constitutional amendment was prepared by the suffragists demanding voting rights because already they were citizens of the United States under the Constitution. Though this petition failed, Hooker and her husband coauthored a petition in the Connecticut General Assembly that provided property rights to married women and presented it every year for seven years until it passed in 1877.

What became known as the Beecher-Tilton Scandal Case caused a rift among the family, specifically among the Beecher sisters. In 1872 free love advocate Victoria Woodhull printed an article accusing Hooker’s brother, famed clergyman and abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher, of conducting an adulterous affair even as he hypocritically preached against free love from the pulpit. The article resulted in Woodhull’s imprisonment for breaking the Comstock Law by sending obscene material through the mail. Hooker supported her friend, Woodhull, while her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe supported their brother. Woodhull was eventually released on a technicality, and Henry Ward faced a church inquiry in which he was exonerated from all charges.

Distanced from her family, Hooker along with her husband began to tour cities such as Washington, Boston, and New York, where Hooker would give lectures on issues affecting women such as property rights, induction of female police officers, and others. In 1888, Hooker also planned the first International Convention of Women. In 1890, she attended the deliberations when the NWSA and the American Woman Suffrage Association merged into the National American Woman Suffrage Association to combine their efforts in the fight for voting rights. The next year she published Women in Politics and Jurisprudence, which argued that both politics and law required a combination of male and female perspectives to function ideally.

In 1892, Hooker joined Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucy Stone to present the case of suffragists before the Senate Committee on Women’s Suffrage. Hooker dealt with the theme of unfair treatment of American law toward women. She alienated herself from her relatives, such as her grandniece Charlotte Perkins Gilman, because of her strong opinion against divorce and career taking precedence over motherhood. Toward the latter part of her life she became interested in Spiritualism, a religious movement that held that the spirits of the dead could and did communicate with the living. Some of Hooker’s friends disapproved of her interest in Spiritualism, but the movement did have many adherents, so Hooker was not alone in her interest.

After the death of her husband in 1901, Hooker continued her efforts for the cause of suffrage but ceased appearing in public on the matter, preferring to write papers and letters to congressional representatives. She died after a stroke on January 25, 1907, and was buried at Cedar Hill Cemetery in Hartford.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Jackson, Helen Hunt (1830–1885)

Writer and poet Helen Hunt Jackson also championed Native American rights in the mid-19th century. Her most popular novel, Ramona, explored the lives and inequalities of indigenous peoples in southern California.

Jackson was born Helen Maria Fiske on October 18, 1830, in Amherst, Massachusetts, to Nathan and Deborah Vinal Fiske. She was an occasional childhood playmate to Emily Dickinson, with whom she attended the Amherst Academy. Jackson was sent to boarding schools when she was 11 years old after her parents fell victim to tuberculosis. She was educated at Ipswich Female Seminary and the Abbott Institute.

[image: Lamphier]

A successful and prolific author, Helen Hunt Jackson is best remembered for A Century of Dishonor (1881) and Ramona (1884), books that helped to raise awareness of the rights of Native Americans and of their ill treatment at the hands of the U.S. government. (Library of Congress)

In 1851 Jackson married Edward Bissell Hunt, a lieutenant in the U.S. Army. She followed him to various military stations, including Newport, Rhode Island, where she met fellow artists and writers. Together they had two sons, both of whom died in childhood. When her husband died in 1863, Jackson decided to become a writer to support herself.

Jackson’s first pieces of poetry were published in the New York Evening Post. In 1866 she returned to Newport, where she rented a room in a boardinghouse. One of her neighbors was Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who became her literary mentor and helped her to secure publications. Jackson used a variety of pseudonyms, including “Marah,” “Rip Van Winkle,” “Saxe Holm,” and her primary pseudonym, “H. H.” In 1872 Jackson traveled west by the transcontinental railroad, a trip that would change her and her writing. Her vivid descriptions of people and places in the United States fascinated readers and made her known for her lively, often humorous writing style. A year later, Jackson moved to Colorado for health reasons and settled in Colorado Springs.

By 1874 Jackson had become financially successful as a writer, publishing a book of poetry, Verses; two collections of essays, Bits of Travel and Bits of Talk about Home Matters; and a collection of short stories, Saxe Holm’s Stories, First Series. Her stories often featured self-reliant female protagonists who triumphed over hard times and were rewarded by a good marriage in a solid community. In 1875 Jackson married William Sharpless Jackson, a banker and railroad executive in Colorado Springs.

In 1879 Helen Hunt Jackson attended a reception in Boston for a group of Native Americans who were on tour to educate Americans about the injustices committed against native tribes. Deeply moved by Chief Standing Bear’s description of the forced removal of the Ponca Indians from their reservation in Nebraska, Jackson became a crusader for Native American rights.

Jackson studied Native American rights extensively and began to write essays and letters that called for federal and state reform in the treatment of Native Americans. Her writings led to a contract to write an exposé on Indian mistreatment. She published her exposé in 1881 as A Century of Dishonor: A Sketch of the United States Government’s Dealings with Some of the Indian Tribes. A copy of the book was sent to every member of Congress, leading to Jackson’s appointment as government investigator of the missions of California in 1882. Her writings on this investigation were posthumously published in 1902 as Glimpses of California and Its Missions and Father Junipero and the Mission Indians.

Jackson also continued to write fiction. In 1884 she published Ramona, a historical romance set in the American West about a half-white, half-Indian girl who gave up her privileged position to marry a Native American man, after which she suffered a series of injustices. In that same year, Jackson suffered a fall down a flight of stairs, after which her health rapidly declined. She died on August 12, 1885, having spent her last days writing letters to friends and government officials to urge them to continue the struggle for Native American rights. Her death was mourned nationally, and publishers rushed to print her remaining works and previously prepared collections of her stories, essays, and poems. This included collections of previously unpublished children’s stories, such as Pansy Billings and Popsy (1898) and Cat Stories (1898).

In 1923 Jackson’s novel Ramona was adapted into an outdoor stage play and has been performed annually since then in Hemet, California. The novel’s popularity spurred California tourism and is often compared to Uncle Tom’s Cabin for the social reform impulse it spurred.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Jacobs, Harriet (1810–1900)

Harriet Ann Jacobs was a fugitive slave and abolitionist whose 1861 autobiographical Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, published under the name Linda Brent, provided American readers with a rare inside look at the physical and sexual abuse suffered by female slaves.

Jacobs was born into slavery in Edenton, North Carolina, in 1813 to Delilah Horniblow and Elijah Knox. Because of her father’s trade as a carpenter and the relative independence that it afforded, she was largely protected from the trials of slavery until her mother died in 1819. As a result, Jacobs was sent to live with her mother’s owner and mistress, Margaret Horniblow, where she learned to read and write, a rare accomplishment for slaves, male or female. With the death of her mistress in 1825, the shelter that protected Jacobs from the ills of slavery collapsed. She was sent to the home of Dr. James Norcom, whose sexual abuses eventually drove her into hiding over a seven-year period. These experiences ultimately served as the foundation for her autobiographical book.

Primarily focused on Jacobs’s journey to freedom and her struggles to obtain that same freedom for her children, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl details the structure of slavery from the rape and proposition of female slaves (a form of miscegenation) to the institution of the Fugitive Slave Law and its devastating effect on black families even in free states. Using pseudonyms to protect herself and those involved in her life story, Jacobs retells her struggles with Dr. Flint (the fictitious name for Norcom) against concubinage, the sale of her children, and the seven years spent in hiding.

Considering that few white abolitionists even mentioned the sexual exploitation of female slaves in their critique of slavery, Jacobs’s work is significant in providing an alternative and arguably more complete portrait of American slavery. Jacobs accomplished this by illustrating her lengthy struggle to resist her own exploitation, the persistence that Dr. Norcom demonstrated, and the growing jealousy of Norcom’s wife. In carefully coded language, Jacobs discusses both unwelcome sexual advances and probable rape, making it clear to readers that in spite of stereotypes that said that black women were sexually insatiable, she was an utterly unwilling victim of his sexual predations.

To stave off Norcom’s advances, Jacobs formed a relationship with Samuel Tredwell Sawyer (named Mr. Sands in her narrative), a white lawyer later elected to the U.S. House of Representatives with whom she had two children. Hoping to inspire Norcom to sell her children to their father, Jacobs’s book says that she hid for seven years in the crawl space above her grandmother’s nearby shed. Whether she actually did so is a matter of historical conjecture, but this version of her story made a powerful impact on readers. Jacobs escaped to Philadelphia by boat, later traveling to New York to reunite with her daughter, who had been sent to Brooklyn to work as a servant. With the eventual passage of the Fugitive Slave Law and the repeated attempts of Norcom to recapture his slave, life in the North proved both difficult and dangerous for Jacobs until 1852, when a friend purchased her freedom. Only then did Jacobs begin the task of writing her autobiography.

First published anonymously as a series of letters in the New York Tribune, Jacobs’s life story was later edited by Lydia Maria Child, abolitionist and activist for women’s rights, and accepted for publication by two Boston publishing companies that fell into bankruptcy before the book went to print. In 1861 Jacobs purchased copies of the book herself, which she advertised in the local press, and in 1862 she published the book abroad in Britain under the new title The Deeper Wrong. Though praised by antislavery advocates abroad and in the United States, the narrative was never reprinted during Jacobs’s lifetime and was relatively forgotten by critics and readers among the growing political tension and the fierce battles of the American Civil War. Not until over a century later, in 1973, was the narrative finally reprinted.

Jacobs’s role in combating slavery, however, was not limited to her autobiographical writing. Jacobs nursed black troops injured in Civil War battles and aided freed slaves in Washington, D.C. With the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, she and her daughter took on a larger role in educating former slaves who saw education as a gateway to increased opportunity. Together, they founded the Jacobs School in Alexandria, Virginia, which remained open from 1863 to 1865. At the close of the war they traveled to Savannah, Georgia, called to continue their relief work for freed persons. In 1870 with racial tension on the rise, Jacobs returned to the North to briefly run a boardinghouse in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

On March 7, 1897, Jacobs died in Washington, D.C., and was buried next to her brother in Cambridge. Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl remains a significant contribution to American literature by offering a glimpse into the struggles of slavery, particularly from the perspective of an escaped female slave. Her refusal to mask the evils she was forced to endure was instrumental, much like the works of Frederick Douglass and Ellen Craft, in challenging notions of the contented slave and the wretched freedman popularized in proslavery fiction and debate. As a result, Jacobs’s work stands as crucial evidence against American slavery as well as a representation of the humanity of people considered property at one of America’s most difficult and controversial times.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Lange, Elizabeth Clovis (1784–1882)

Elizabeth Clovis Lange was the founder of the Oblate Sisters of Providence, the first black Roman Catholic order in the United States. A lifelong educator, she was also the founder of the nation’s first black Catholic School, Saint Francis Academy in Baltimore, Maryland.

Born in the French colony of Haiti to Annette and Clovis Lange in 1784 (the exact date is unknown), Lange and her family left Haiti before the revolution, relocating to Cuba. Around 1815 she and her mother, traveling unaccompanied, came to the United States.

In Baltimore in 1827, a city with a sizable Haitian population, Lange discovered a disturbing lack of public education for black children. Among the religious orders there were some Protestant-run schools, but there was nothing for black Catholics. Seeking to fill this void, Lange opened a small school with the help of her fellow Haitian refugee Marie Magdalene Balas, but it soon closed, a victim of insufficient funding. Undeterred and needing support, Lange turned to the Sulpicians, émigrés from revolution-torn France, whose St. Mary’s Seminary Chapel was the center of religious activity for Baltimore’s Haitian community. The Sulpicians, especially Father James Hector Joubert, who shared her commitment to education, provided the initial financial support she needed as well as some desired spiritual support. Indeed, in addition to offering an education to the city’s young blacks, Lange wanted to join a religious order, but all existing ones were restricted to whites. Consequently, she decided to establish a new order, one designed to serve black women. Envisioning an undertaking that would offer new opportunities while also being a source for new teachers, Lange secured the required approval of the archbishop of Baltimore.

On July 2, 1829, Lange and three other black women took the requisite vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, establishing the Oblate Sisters of Providence, the world’s first religious order for women of African descent and the first black Catholic order in the United States. Mary Elizabeth Lange was the mother superior. The city’s black community included many Haitian refugees. The school’s growth required that it relocate, leading to racial tensions with the new neighborhood. Saint Frances Academy opened in 1828 and soon thrived. Originally an all-girls school, in 1852 it opened its doors to boys.

The order faced continuing challenges. Lange’s family inheritance was dwindling, and outside funding was limited. Father Joubert died in 1843, stripping the order of its most devoted backer. Meanwhile, the Sulpicians ended their support, and the archdiocese ordered the women to give up their religious ties. The leader of the local seminary sought to have the women serve as local domestics, but they refused. It was a challenging time, but under Lange’s leadership the order weathered its difficulties and established itself as a symbol of hope and perseverance. The Oblate Sisters provided both education and healing to local residents despite being regularly subjected to what seemed like race-based snubs. The order was also victimized by the anti-Catholic riots by the Know Nothing Party in the 1850s, but the Saint Frances Academy continued to serve as a model for schools that emerged in the 1850s and 1860s. In the aftermath of the Civil War, they worked with the destitute and often orphaned children from the war.

By the 1870s Lange’s health was failing, and her active involvement became increasingly limited, making her a less visible part of the order. Her attendance at a 50th anniversary celebration of the Oblates in 1879 marked one of her last major public appearances. Almost blind, Lange died on February 3, 1882, and was buried in Baltimore’s Bonnie Brae Cemetery, but her legacy endures. Saint Frances Academy continues operations and is the oldest continuously operating school for black Catholic children in the United States. While the order is in decline, the Oblates still run chapters in seven states, Costa Rica, and the Dominican Republic. The Catholic Church has designated Sister Mary as a “Servant of God,” an appellation given to people who are bing considered for sainthood. Efforts to have Mother Mary Elizabeth Lange canonized are under way. Three Catholic schools were combined in 2005 and named the Mother Mary Lange Catholic School.

William H. Pruden III
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Lowell Female Labor Reform Association

The Lowell Female Labor Reform Association (LFLRA) was a labor reform organization of women textile workers in Lowell, Massachusetts, during the height of the American industrial revolution.

Textile mills established in Lowell during the 1830s relied on a largely female workforce to work in the textile mills in a number of jobs, including weaving on looms and spinning. These young female workers were recruited largely from New England farms. In return for working in the mills, workers were promised a fair wage and supervised boardinghouses to live in. In December 1844, the LFLRA was formed to promote healthier working conditions and a shorter workday. By June 1845 the LFLRA reached 400 members, and by April 1846 it grew to 600 members. Sarah Bagley was the LFLRA’s founding president, and its motto became “Try Again!”

The LFLRA met weekly to promote labor reform in the areas of fair wages, hours, and working conditions. In addition to labor reform, the LFLRA also organized the Industrial Reform Lyceum, a lecture series to teach workers about how to achieve fair working conditions and an understanding of politics. The LFLRA sent speakers to other New England mill towns to help female mill workers establish their own associations, creating fairs, improvement circles, and social gatherings for the workers.

In October 1845, the New England Workingmen’s Association (NEWA) made the Voice of Industry its official newspaper and moved its office from Framingham to Lowell, Massachusetts. Bagley joined the newspaper’s publishing committee to write a special section called “The Female Department” that focused on women’s interests. The LFLRA used the Voice of Industry labor newspaper to get out their message to fellow workers and the voting public, and it became an organizing tool for their main goal, the 10-hour workday.

The Ten-Hour Movement aimed to shorten the 11- to 13-hour workdays for mill workers. The LFLRA argued that the shorter workday would allow the workers healthier and better lives. Petitions signed by workers were sent to the Massachusetts state legislature requesting that laws be created to reduce workdays to 10 hours for the mostly female textile mill workers. The legislature created a committee headed by Lowell representative William Schouler to investigate the working conditions in the mills. To the dismay of the petitioners, Schouler’s final report backed up factory owners in claiming that factories were safe and that owners had a right to regulate the length of the workday to meet their needs. Schouler’s report did not acknowledge that the Lowell mill workers had any needs.

In addition to the Voice of Industry, the LFLRA also published Factory Tracts, a pamphlet series that openly stated the association’s point of view, even comparing working in the Lowell mills to slavery. One operative wrote

Slaves to a system of labor which requires them to toil from five until seven o’clock, with one hour only to attend to the wants of nature, allowed—slaves to the will and requirements of the “powers that be,” however they may infringe on the rights or conflict with the feelings of the operative—slaves to ignorance—and how can it be otherwise? What time has the operative to bestow on moral, religious or intellectual culture? How can our country look for aught but ignorance and vice, under the existing state of things? When the whole system is exhausted by unremitting labor during twelve and thirteen hours per day, can any reasonable being expect that the mind will retain its vigor and energy? Impossible! (“Factory Tracts: Factory Life as It Is” 1845)

In 1847, the NEWA rewrote its bylaws and became the New England Labor Reform League. Women revised the LFLRA bylaws/constitution and created the Lowell Female Industrial Reform and Mutual Aid Society. Though the initial concerns of the LFLRA were labor reform, this new society also established a sick fund for workers. In 1850 the society disbanded, but many women still worked together for fair labor conditions and women’s rights.

Women discovered new freedoms in joining the workforce in Lowell and in unionizing to mitigate their mistreatment by mill owners. Through organizations such as the LFLRA, women found themselves welcomed into politics and public debate. The LFLRA led the way for women to become public speakers, community organizers, and advocates for women’s rights.

Ellen M. Anstey
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Mammy and Jezebel Stereotypes

Mammy and Jezebel were two common stereotypes of enslaved black women in antebellum America. Though these stereotypes are a product of proslavery ideology and the need to justify slavery, the ideas continue to resonate in modern American society. Mammy was depicted as the nurturing servant caretaker of white women and children who loved her masters and slavery, while the black temptress Jezebel lured white men into her bed to sate her rampant sexual appetite. Both of these stereotypes were created as rationalizations for the horrific treatment of black women during the centuries of American enslavement.

Jezebel is the older of the two stereotypes. Developed to assuage the minds of the white slave owners who sexually exploited their female slaves, the Jezebel ideology argued that black women were naturally lascivious and welcomed sexual overtures from masters. The Jezebel was the anti-Victorian lady of the idealized 19th-century white woman. Jezebel was the opposite of the white woman following the cult of true womanhood’s four cardinal rules of piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity. She was the seductive, insatiable siren created to excuse the sexual atrocities committed against enslaved women. Northern antislavery advocates used the Jezebel stereotype as proof that slavery was an abomination. Slavery, they argued, was such a corrupt institution that it corrupted those associated with it, including white masters and female slaves.

Proslavery apologists countered abolitionist critics of Jezebel by developing a new stereotype: Mammy. If Jezebel was the anti–true woman, Mammy was the very image of true black womanhood. Mammy was a submissive slave who found her greatest joy in serving her white family. She was an asexual and religious grandmotherly type of woman. She wore a bandanna handkerchief to cover her kinky (supposedly ugly) hair. If Jezebel justified the enslavement of black women by suggesting that they were too uncontrolled and sexual for “true woman” status, Mammy justified slavery be illustrating both how slavery made black women into “true women” and how much black women enjoyed the role. Mammy supposedly was happy to work in a white woman’s household and nurse white babies while her own children were neglected (or invisible). The Mammy was a trusted maternal provider who had no needs of her own. In short, she was the perfect woman.

Both stereotypes have had significant power in American popular culture. The Quaker Oats Company created Aunt Jemima to sell pancake mix in 1889, though Quaker borrowed the Aunt Jemima character from minstrel show traditions. Minstrel shows, in which white actors in blackface would play black characters for the entertainment of largely white audiences, were popular in the decades after the Civil War. Aunt Jemima was a Mammy-like character who greatly entertained crowds, in part because she fulfilled their expectations for black female behavior. The 1939 blockbuster film Gone with the Wind even had a character named Mammy. She was Scarlet O’Hara’s faithful caretaker, the model of black enslaved domesticity. Actress Hattie McDaniel’s brilliant portrayal of Mammy won her an Academy Award, the first time an African American woman was given this movie honor. Criticized by the black community for playing Mammy roles again and again in the movies, McDaniel famously said that she would rather play a maid for $300 a week than be a maid for $300 a month. Actress Halle Berry portrayed a Jezebel in the film Monster’s Ball and also won an Academy Award for the role. That two Academy Awards earned by black female actresses came from playing these stereotypes suggests that the ideas they represent continue to resonate in modern American society.

In reality, female slaves were neither Jezebel nor Mammy. Enslaved women were routinely abused; they were stripped at auction for slave buyers to assess their fertility. It was also not uncommon for enslaved women to be flogged while naked and often made to do their work in the fields with their skirts over their heads. Doubly oppressed by raced-based slavery and by their gender, female slaves did not fit neatly into either the Jezebel or Mammy categories. That the ideas represented by both Jezebel and Mammy still exist in contemporary America suggests the continued power of both stereotypes.

A. H. Forss
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Marriage Protest of Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell (1855)

During the 19th century marriage equality had not been established. When a woman married, she became the ward of her husband under the legal principle of coverture. Her autonomy and financial resources were subject to her husband’s management. The marriage protest of Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell was a rejection of this practice.

Lucy Stone, abolitionist and well-known women’s suffrage advocate, was born in 1818 to a successful farmer and his wife who both believed that it was divine will that allowed a man control over his wife. This was the foundation for patriarchal resentment that fueled Stone. She enrolled at Oberlin College, the only college to admit women at the time, and in 1847 she became the first woman from Massachusetts to earn a degree.

During one of Stone’s lectures in 1853 Henry Blackwell encountered and became smitten with her. After proper introductions, Stone accepted his friendship but not his courtship because she had no intention of marrying. To marry would mean surrendering control over her personhood and keeping her from her chosen work. Blackwell was undeterred. He had been born in Bristol, England, in 1825, one of nine children of abolitionist parents. The family immigrated to the United States in 1832, but by 1840 Blackwell’s father was dead, leaving the family destitute. The women in the family opened a school for children. As a result, Blackwell and his siblings were well educated and habituated to women who worked outside the home.

Between 1853 and 1855, Stone and Blackwell continued to correspond during Stone’s lengthy lecture tours. It was during this period that they discussed the faults of marriage and the benefits of true ideal marriage. Blackwell argued that Stone should not have to surrender her independence or career and that a marriage based on equality would benefit them both. Blackwell further argued that couples could shape the details of their marriage by setting terms of a private agreement, much like ones of a business partnership. In 1855, Stone agreed to marry Blackwell.

On the day of their wedding, Blackwell read a signed copy of their marriage agreement, which was written as a public protest of the accepted and mandated by law female role after marriage. Stone and Blackwell acknowledged mutual affection in becoming husband and wife; however, they insisted that this act did not imply any expectations of obedience to laws that refused to recognize the rights of a woman. They further protested laws that allowed husband custody over his wife, control or guardianship over their mutual children, and sole ownership of the wife’s property. The agreement argued that property should be placed in trust. They also protested a husband’s right over a wife’s income from her own labors as well as widower benefits that were greater than a widow’s dower rights.

The protest was a general rejection of a system that did not allow women to legally decide where to live, make a will, sue in a court, or inherit property. For Stone and Blackwell, a person’s independence and equality could not be given up. Both signed the document, entering their protests against the rules that violated justice. The document was then sent to the local paper for publishing. The resulting comments ranged from those who thought it was an assault on marriage itself to inspiration to many couples who signed similar documents.

Furthering the idea of equality in marriage, Blackwell agreed that Stone would control the time and number of children they would have in accordance with the ideas of Henry C. Wright, who advocated women’s rights in marriage. After the marriage Stone retained her last name, giving rise to the phrase “Lucy Stoners” for women who did not take their husband’s name after marriage. Stone continued conducting a heavy lecture tour until the birth of their daughter, Alice Stone Blackwell.

While Stone insisted upon rights after marriage, including the right to her own name, over 150 years ago, the practice is still considered unusual. In the 1990s, 23 percent of American women kept their last name after marriage. That number fell to 8 percent in 2012.

Sarah Nation
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Marriage Protest of Lucy Stone and Henry B. Blackwell (1855)

Lucy Stone refused to change her name upon her marriage to Henry B. Blackwell in May 1855. He agreed with her position, so they wrote this protest, which was read at their wedding ceremony and then published in abolitionist newspapers, making Stone the first woman in the United States to keep her own name after marriage. In 1921 in Stone’s honor, feminist Ruth Hale started the Lucy Stone League, which challenged courts to accept whatever name a married woman chose to use.

While we acknowledge our mutual affection by publicly assuming the relationship of husband and wife, yet in justice to ourselves and a great principle, we deem it a duty to declare that this act on our part implies no sanction of, nor promise of, voluntary obedience to such of the present laws of marriage, as refuse to recognize the wife as an independent, rational being, while they confer upon the husband an injurious and unnatural superiority, investing him with legal powers which no honorable man would exercise, and which no man should possess. We protest especially against the laws which give to the husband:

1.The custody of the wife’s person.

2.The exclusive control and guardianship of their children.

3.The sole ownership of her personal, and use of her real estate, unless previously settled upon her, or placed in the hands of trustees, as in the case of minors, lunatics, and idiots.

4.The absolute right to the product of her industry.

5.Also against laws which give to the widower so much larger and more permanent interest in the property of his deceased wife, than they give to the widow in that of the deceased husband.

6.Finally, against the whole system by which “the legal existence of the wife is suspended during marriage,” so that in most States, she neither has a legal part in the choice of her residence, nor can she make a will, nor sue or be sued in her own name, nor inherit property.

We believe that personal independence and equal human rights can never be forfeited, except for crime; that marriage should be an equal and permanent partnership, and so recognized by law; that until it is so recognized, married partners should provide against the radical injustice of present laws, by every means in their power.

Source: Alice Stone Blackwell, Lucy Stone: Pioneer of Woman’s Rights (Boston: Little, Brown, 1930), 166–168. Available at http://www.uky.edu/~dolph/scraps/protest.html.



Married Women’s Property Act (1848)

The Married Women’s Property Act (1848), passed by the New York state legislature, granted married women limited property rights and served as the model for similar legislation passed in America during the latter half of the 19th century.

Prior to 1848 America followed the legal tradition of coverture, hedged in English common law and family law. Under this law, married women had only a limited separate legal existence from their husbands. A married woman could not control, acquire, or sell property; maintain her own income; bring any lawsuit; or name guardians for her children; and could even potentially be excluded from guardianship by her husband’s will. In exchange, this system theoretically obligated husbands to maintain their wives in an appropriate manner suitable to their rank and guarantee them with a lifetime dowry. By the mid-1800s, however, coverture was increasingly critiqued as oppressive toward women.

The tradition of coverture was revised in America by the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act, releasing wives from the absolute patriarchal authority experienced beforehand but certainly not making them legally equal to their husbands. The Married Women’s Property Act consisted of four principle sections. Section 1 stipulated that any woman married hereafter could keep any personal property or income she previously held as a single person. It also prohibited her husband or his creditors from seizing her property. Section 2 stated that while the personal property and income of any woman already married were now her sole and separate assets and could not be disposed of by her husband, any debts incurred before the act’s passage might still be settled by their seizure. Section 3 stated that a married woman could inherit or be given property that would be immune from claims by her husband or his creditors. Section 4 stated that all contracts entered into prior to marriage or while engaged remained in effect following the marriage.

Legislation related to the rights of women had been proposed in America prior to 1848, most notably in 1809 when Connecticut permitted women to execute wills and in 1839 when Mississippi passed the first limited Married Women’s Property Act protecting women’s assets from their husband’s debts. The largest change occurred following the Banking Panic of 1837, when state legislatures sought to protect families’ assets by introducing statutes protecting specific types of married women’s property from her husbands’ creditors. As a result, states such as Ohio, Indiana, and Iowa, as well as the Republic of Texas passed a series of limited acts allowing married women to enter into contracts, write wills, and sue for divorce. Soon after, other states such as Maryland (1843), Michigan (1844), and Arkansas (1846) passed similar laws, ensuring that women were entitled to some limited property rights, including the ability to control personal property, enter into contracts, inherit independent of their husbands, and write wills. In 1848, the most comprehensive of these bills was passed in New York following extensive campaigns by Paulina Wright Davis, Ernestine Rose, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Following 1848, states such as Pennsylvania (1848), California (1849), New Jersey (1852, 1874), Massachusetts (1855), and Illinois (1861) all passed similar legislation giving married women control over their earnings and property. Subsequently, the constitutions of states such as Oregon (1857), Kansas (1859), and Nevada (1864) each codified women’s property rights.

Despite the increasing public sentiment toward the granting of women’s rights, the issue did not go unchallenged. Virginia debated and rejected related legislation in the 1840s, as did Tennessee in 1849, and by 1887 one-third of states still had not provided protection for married women or their property. Moreover, despite the proliferation of legislation purporting to protect the rights of married women, such laws were often challenged in court, resulting in reliance by justices on traditional statues and patriarchal interpretations. There is some scholarly debate regarding the benefits of Married Women’s Property Acts, with academics arguing that their influence was often limited by subsequent judicial rulings. Despite these debates, the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act provided important though limited legal changes, suggesting a transformation in the status and rights of women in America.

Sean Morton
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Married Women’s Property Act (1848)

In 1848, New York state passed the Married Women’s Property Act, which allowed women to continue to own property after their marriage. Other states followed suit in the 1850s, most using the New York law as their model.

AN ACT for the effectual protection of the property of married women.

Passed April 7, 1848.

The People of the State of New York, represented in Senate and Assembly do enact as follows:

Sec. 1. The real and personal property of any female who may hereafter marry, and which she shall own at the time of marriage, and the rents issues and profits thereof shall not be subject to the disposal of her husband, nor be liable for his debts, and shall continue her sole and separate property, as if she were a single female.

Sec. 2. The real and personal property, and the rents issues and profits thereof of any female now married shall not be subject to the disposal of her husband; but shall be her sole and separate property as if she were a single female except so far as the same may be liable for the debts of her husband heretofore contracted.

Sec. 3. It shall be lawful for any married female to receive, by gift, grant devise or bequest, from any person other than her husband and hold to her sole and separate use, as if she were a single female, real and personal property, and the rents, issues and profits thereof, and the same shall not be subject to the disposal of her husband, nor be liable for his debts.

Sec. 4. All contracts made between persons in contemplation of marriage shall remain in full force after such marriage takes place.

Source: “Married Women’s Property Laws,” Library of Congress, American Memory, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/awhhtml/awlaw3/property_law.html.



Miner Normal School

In 1851 Myrtilla Miner (1815–1864) established the Normal School for Colored Girls in Washington, D.C. This school opened for the purpose of training African American women to become teachers. Today, the impact of the Miner Normal School on American education continues through its merger with another teaching college and subsequent expansion of the University of the District of Columbia.

The school opened in part due to funding received via Quaker philanthropic work. Henry Ward Beecher (1813–1887), a Congregationalist clergy member who promoted social efforts, was instrumental in Miner establishing the new school. Beecher’s sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896), best known for her antislavery efforts through writing—especially Uncle Tom’s Cabin—also contributed to the school financially. Miner was motivated to open a school because she witnessed slavery and what it did to the education of African Americans.

During the early years enrollment in the school increased significantly, causing the school to use multiple locations. In 1854 the school moved to a long-term location on the outskirts of the District of Columbia. In 1856 the school transitioned to a board of trustees governance structure, with board members such as notable abolitionists and philanthropists such as Henry Ward Beecher and Johns Hopkins. The school was granted a charter by the U.S. Senate in 1863. Under this charter additional board members were appointed, including Miner. In 1871 the school became affiliated with Howard University, which was open to men and women as well as blacks and whites. In 1879 the school, now called the Miner Normal School, became an independent educational entity within the District of Columbia’s education system.

A new principal of the Miner Normal School was hired in 1883. Recommended by Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), Lucy Ella Moten (1851–1933) made a tremendous impact on the school and its students. She served at the school for nearly four decades, until 1920. During her administration, Moten initiated changes to enhance the curriculum, upgrade the facilities, and improve student development. For example, she lengthened the program of study to two years in 1896. Knowing the importance of recruiting qualified students, she also implemented stricter admissions tests. She later lengthened the program again to three- and four-year teacher preparation programs. Moten believed in character development, and to that end she taught her students to use proper hygiene, etiquette, and other social skills expected of schoolteachers. To Moten, culturally developed students were as important as academically prepared students.

Moten pursued advanced education to enable her to more effectively serve the school’s students. In 1897 she earned a medical degree from Howard University. During the early 1900s, Moten recommended improvements in facilities that ultimately led to the opening of a new school building in 1914. The new building was modeled on the colonial revival architectural style. This building stands today on Georgia Avenue in northwestern Washington, D.C.

In 1929, Congress passed a statute declaring the Miner Normal School a teachers’ college. In 1955 the college merged with Wilson Teachers College, and together they became the District of Columbia Teachers College. Two decades later in 1976, the college consolidated with other institutions to create the University of the District of Columbia.

Abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass long remembered his meeting with Miner when she first proposed her school. Douglass wrote that “She was refined, dignified, and in earnest. I saw too that my amazement on the boldness of her enterprise had such little effect on her mind, so I began to argue against her undertaking. I pointed out the dangers and hardships that awaited her, and the certain failure of the measure. She listened to all I had to say, but finally and firmly responded ‘I shall try it’ and try it she did…. [S]he persevered and victory crowned [her] efforts.” At a time when education for black American women was either nonexistent or illegal, Myrtilla Miner and the Miner Normal School defied both racial and gender conventions and created a standard for women’s education that few other American educational institutions can match.

Eric G. Lovik
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Minstrel Shows

The minstrel show was the first distinctly American performance art form. Many scholars believe that minstrelsy pulled from the notions of carnival, masking, Irish dance, Anglo-Celtic folk melodies, and African American rhythms. Appearing in the 1820s, the minstrel show in its most authentic form remained a popular form of entertainment until the turn of the 20th century. While predominantly seen as a male and white art form, black minstrel troupes appeared after the American Civil War, and by 1870 all-female minstrel shows appeared in American theater.

The minstrel show is noted to have been founded on the premise of white American entertainers blackening their faces and adopting an exaggerated form of African American speech and dialect. Ironically, the creation of minstrelsy is credited to Englishman Charles Mathews (1776–1835) who, upon touring the United States in 1822, created a one-man minstrel show and embarked on a tour in the American South. Mathews viewed his shows as realistic representations of African Americans and found the material for his first show by observing audience members at the African Theatre Company in New York.

The minstrel show employed the use of caricaturing African Americans as a form of comedy and entertainment. In 1828, Thomas Dartmouth Rice (1808–1860), or Daddy Rice, introduced the character of Jim Crow to New York audiences. Donned in blackface and ragged attire, Rice imitated a crippled elderly slave he witnessed on a southern plantation dancing to the slave song “Jump Jim Crow.” The origins of “Jump Jim Crow” are noted to have been a means for slaves to circumvent the 17th-century southern laws that forbade them from dancing or crossing their feet. To avoid detection, the slaves would slide or shuffle their feet. Rice took the character of the elderly slave with a crippled leg and a misshapen shoulder, added the plantation song, and became an overnight sensation in the United States and England.

While the minstrel show was initially viewed as distasteful, low-brow (lacking culture or intellect) comedy, by 1837 this form of entertainment gained popularity. Because of the mobility and inexpensive overhead of these shows, prior to the American Civil War actors were able to garner support from the audience by playing on common stereotypes of African Americans that worked in opposition to the abolitionist agenda. In these shows, slaves were depicted as happy and content. Black women were portrayed as either sexually frustrated Jezebel types or Mammy types who loved their white families. Both types of female stereotype portrayed black women as inferior women who needed the civilizing influence of white Americans or yearned to serve them.

It was not until after the American Civil War that African Americans began to acquire roles in the minstrel show and all-black minstrel troupes began to emerge. This had little impact, however, on the material in these shows. White audiences expected to see the same type of exaggerated black dialect, songs, dances, and routines. Even with the removal of blackface, African American minstrel performers could do little to change the content. Many artists, however, were able to use their experiences as minstrel performers in their burgeoning careers. Singers such as Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith began their careers on the minstrel circuit. Thus, for some black women, minstrelsy was an outlet for artistic talent, a venue for songs that expressed black women’s problems, and a path to economic success.

In 1870, Michael B. Leavitt (1843–1935), a former blackface minstrel singer, created the Madame Rentz’s Female Minstrels, an all-female blackface minstrel troupe. While working from the premise of low-brow comedy, this all-female troupe, influenced by the British troupe the British Blondes, who first appeared in the United States in 1860, featured scantily clad women. With the combination of bawdy humor and the minstrel structure, the all-female minstrel troupes became popular, and by 1871 there were 11 rival female minstrel troupes, including Elwood’s Female Minstrels, Barnard’s Female Minstrels, and Ada Tesman’s Female Minstrels. By the turn of the century, however, these all-female troupes abandoned blackface, eventually adding aspects of vaudeville and striptease, morphing such acts into the burlesque show, which remains popular entertainment today.

Sherri M. Arnold
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Miscegenation

Miscegenation refers to the mixing of people of different races through marriage and sexual intercourse. The word derives from the Latin miscere, meaning “to mix,” and genus, meaning “race.” Laws against marriage between whites and African Americans began as early as 1630 and continued until the U.S. Supreme Court ruled them unconstitutional in the Loving v. Virginia decision of 1967.

Initially intermarriage between Europeans, Africans, and Native Americans was not perceived as negative or even unusual. Indentured servants of the Chesapeake colonies, whether Irish, Scottish, English, African, or Native American, endured similar conditions and were therefore part of the same community, which meant that people met and married their partners within their class level, resulting in children of mixed heritage.

In the colony of New France, 75 percent of men married native women and complied with their matrilocal practices. In the early 1600s French authorities encouraged white-Indian marriage, expecting to assimilate indigenous peoples and make them French citizens. When those efforts failed, intermarriage became perceived as a security threat. French women, the filles du roi, were recruited to save the colony, and French-indigenous unions were discouraged.

By 1662 authorities of the Chesapeake passed the first series of acts designed to discourage miscegenation and relegate people of mixed descent to an inferior position within society. Legislation enforced the practice that the children of enslaved women would inherit their mother’s status. An English woman who bore a child by a man of African descent would suffer a heavy fine or 5 years of servitude. The child could be sold as a servant until it attained the age of 30.

The construct of race and interracial union became a means to deny certain groups rights and privileges and instead criminalize them and justify enslavement of women and their children. A few mixed-race persons prospered and acquired laborers themselves, but most free blacks were poor and frequently listed as servants, Negroes, slaves, mustees, and Indians. By 1705 the Virginia legislature defined mulatto as child of an Indian and the child, grandchild, or great grandchild of a Negro. By 1723 legislation denied equal citizenship, made private manumission difficult, and taxed free black women. Colonial assemblies banned interracial marriage in part to keep white women from bearing mulatto children. Authorities feared that having free white mothers of mixed-race children might allow those children, as adults, to sue and gain their freedom, thereby creating a legally recognized mixed-race class.

In Louisiana the quadroon balls were regular and public affairs where wealthy and cultured white men courted light-skinned women of African descent to enter into plaçage, a financial contract between mistress and patriarch that promised privileges and economic gain to the woman and any children they might have together in return for a sexual relationship. Therefore, the French and Spanish colonies have the longest tradition of recognized and tolerated miscegenation. Legal definitions of color varied from state to state, but which or how many of your ancestors were of African descent determined whether an individual would be classed as Negro, and therefore lesser, or white, and therefore privileged.

Americans became increasingly antimiscegenational in the 1800s. Henry Hughes in Treatise on Sociology: Theoretical and Practical (1854) declared miscegenation to be a crime against nature and conflated it with incest. With the development of so-called scientific racism, which embraced the idea of different racial human species, incest and miscegenation were linked to their assumed weakening effect on the genetic stock that was perceived as threatening white dominance.

Between 1850 and 1915 the industrial revolution ushered in new changes in race relations in America. Mulatto communities and blacks pressed for acceptance and participation and a share of wealth, while whites in the lower South began to reject mulattos rather than semiaccept them. As whites began to threaten mulatto freedoms, mulatto elites began to choose black alliances over white ones. The change accelerated in the American Civil War and continued into the 20th century, when many states outlawed interracial marriage, a practice that ended in 1967 when the U.S. Supreme Court invalidated all such laws.

Leleua Loupe
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Freeing Black Women: The Last Will and Testament of William Barland (1816)

The last will and testament of William Barland of Natchez, Mississippi, which was executed in 1816, illustrates the complexity of relationships during the period when slavery was legal. The document shows how hard it was to legally free a woman he loved (but could never marry due to laws against miscegenation) and to ensure that her freedom and the freedom of the biracial children they had together would last beyond his death.

William Barland Will Proven at April 1816 Natchez, Mississippi

In the name of the Almighty God, amen, I William Barland of Adams County in the Mississippi Territory being now of sound mind and passing memory solemnly considering the uncertainty of human life do make and publish this, my last will and testament. Whereas in the seventh day of April in the year of our Lord, one thousand seven hundred and eighty nine, in the presence of David (Momo), James (Studart), William Bannar and John (Short?) I did purchase my friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and three infant children called Andrew Barland, Elizabeth Barland Junior and Margaret Barland (our natural begotten children) of James Eiler, through the city of Natchez of whom the said James Eiler put me in possession of and furnished me with a legal bill of sale drawn by the said John Short and witnessed by the above named persons. And whereas I did on the same date in the same year in conformity with Spanish laws and usages set her free, manumit and forever exempt from slavery my said friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and our three natural born children Andrew Barland, Elizabeth Barland Junior and Margaret Barland and the said bill of sale and the said instrument of manumission having been destroyed by fire when my house was burned on or about the twenty seventh day of December one thousand seven hundred and ninety two. And whereas on the sixth day of June in the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and ninety seven I did confirm the freedom or manumission of my said friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and our natural begotten children Andrew Barland, Elizabeth Barland Junior and Margaret Barland as aforesaid in an instrument in my own proper handwriting, bearing oath, on the said sixth day June as may be seen by reference to a small manuscript book covered in canvas in which are entered the births of all my natural children by my aforesaid friend and companion Elizabeth Barland. And whereas on the twenty third day of August in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred I did make and publish a will and testament in which I did also recognize and confirm the said freedom and manumission of my said friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and our natural begotten children as may be seen in reference to the said will and testament. Now therefore in consequence to her attachment and fidelity to me as a friend and companion and her industry and affection to her and my children as a mother I do in the most solemn and unequivocable manner confirm in to her and her children Andrew, Elizabeth and Margaret their full and utter exemption from slavery from and after the said seventh day of April in the year of our Lord one thousand seven hundred and eighty nine and as afterwards declared and confirmed by the above cited acts without any hesitation or reservation whatever.

[he proceeds to leave land to all his white children listed as: Andrew Barland, Elizabeth Barland alias Germaine, Margaret Barland alias Henderson, James B, William B, Adam B, Agnes B, David B. and George B. giving to each of them] real estate with undisputable titles to the amount of two thousand dollars which at this time I consider each of their just proportions of real estate therefore in order to secure to my friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and a home and a comfortable living during her natural life and in order that my children not yet of age may be raised, clothed, schooled and brought up in the principles of virtue and morality: and to the end that all my children may have a full and fair proportion share and share alike without fear of partiality. I give and bequeath unto my friend and companion Elizabeth Barland and my three youngest children otherways unprovided for, Alexander Barland, Susannah Barland and John Barland, all and singular the plantation on which I now live together with the dwelling and out houses, stock of black cattle, horses, sheep, hogs and farming utensils also thirteen slaves young and old herein named until the death of my said friend and companion Elizabeth Barland or in case that event should take place first until my youngest child John Barland should attain the full age of twenty one years. But which ever of these events should last happen on no account whatever is my friend and companion Elizabeth Barland to be dispossesed of the plantation and dwelling house in which I now live until her death….

My reason for making the above will and testament is that strong natural affection I entertain for my children and the respect and esteem I have for their mother my friend and companion on account of her good conduct and fidelity and attachment to me and as I was the agent through God of bringing them into existence so I thought of my duty to my country, to my God and myself to raise them industriously and virtuously and in the end to have them as independent and as comfortable as the product of my labor would permit and further if misfortune or distress had overtaken me in my old age I should have to look to them and them only for support and comfort in such a situation.

Source: Will Record, Vol. 1, Adams County Courthouse, Natchez, Mississippi, April 1816. Available at Mississippi History Now, http://mshistorynow.mdah.state.ms.us/articles/45/a-contested-presence-free-blacks-in-antebellum-mississippi-18201860.



Mitchell, Maria (1818–1889)

Maria Mitchell was the first American astronomer to discover a telescopic comet—a comet too far away to see with the naked eye but detectable with a telescope. For her achievement, she was rewarded with a gold metal by the king of Denmark, became the first female member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and later became a professor at Vassar College, one of the first exclusively all-women colleges in America.

Mitchell was born on Nantucket Island, Massachusetts, in 1818. Her father, William Mitchell, was an accomplished amateur astronomer and encouraged her education, especially in math and science. At age 18 she began work as a librarian at the Nantucket Athenum by day, but at night she would sweep the skies with her father for celestial objects in a small observatory he built.

On October 1, 1847, the 29-year-old Mitchell discovered a comet through her telescope. She was the first American to discover a comet and did so with no institutional support, using her father’s four-inch telescope. Formally called C/1847 T1, the comet was more commonly called “Miss Mitchell’s Comet.”

The king of Denmark had issued a prize to the first person to discover a comet too small to be seen with the naked eye. While several astronomers spotted the comet, Mitchell was the first to find it, two days sooner than her nearest competitor; thus, she won the gold metal for her achievement.
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Astronomer Maria Mitchell discovered a comet in 1847, thereby winning a gold medal from the king of Denmark. In 1865 she was the first person assigned to the new Vassar College’s faculty. Once hired she protested the fact that male faculty were paid more than female faculty. (Bettmann/Getty)

Nineteenth-century women’s rights activists in Boston were proud of Mitchell, and with the support of several activists, including botanist Elizabeth Agassiz and publisher Elizabeth Peabody, she was elected into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1848. She was the first women to become a member and would be the only one for 100 years. She was also elected into the American Association for the Advancement of Science, which had recently formed and is today the publisher of the prestigious Science journal.

Mitchell returned to her life in Nantucket as a librarian, but now the U.S. Coastal Survey paid her to sweep the skies. Her task was to help develop weather forecasting and to measure and compute distances. People who did this became known as computers.

In 1865, Mitchell accepted a teaching position at Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York, one of the first colleges for women in the United States, though she was the only female professor out of the nine initially employed. With her father, she operated a 12-inch telescope at the school’s observatory—the third largest in the country—and lectured her students at night with it. In a time when most colleges simply educated their students, Mitchell conducted original research with her students; she brought them along to measure the 1869 total eclipse of the sun in Burlington, Iowa, and again in 1878 near Denver, Colorado. She also invented a device to take pictures of the sun, and her original engraved photograph plates were rediscovered in 1997. Notable inventors of the day, including Samuel F. B. Morse, corresponded with her.

As Mitchell aged, she became much more involved with politics and women’s suffrage. Leading up to the Civil War, she swore to never wear cotton grown by slaves. At Vassar, she hosted dome parties in her observatory to discuss politics with her students and other activists and suffragists. Mitchell also led the creation of the American Association for the Advancement of Women (later renamed the American Association of University Women) and served as its president in 1873. Her list of friends includes the likes of Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Blackwell, and many other activists.

Mitchell retired and left Vassar in 1888, much to the dismay of her beloved students and in despite of the generous offer from the school to keep her residence and continue her research. She moved in with one of her sisters in Lynn, Massachusetts, and lived there until her death a year later from a brain disease. Mitchell was inducted into the Hall of Fame of Great Americans at New York University in 1905 and also into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1994. When astronomers mapped the surface of the moon, they named a crater after her.

Elliott Popel
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Mormon Polygamy

The practice of polygamy, also known as plural marriage among members of the Church of Jesus Christ Latter-Day Saints, or Mormons, remains a major point of criticism of the church by majority Americans. Polygamy has been formally outlawed in the Mormon Church for over 100 years. However, Mormon polygamy not only continues to attract critics but also attracts interest among scholars seeking to understand the origins, reasoning, and practicality for such a contentious marriage practice.

The history of polygamy in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints traces its origins to the religion’s founder and prophet, Joseph Smith Jr. (1805–1844). In 1843, Smith received a divine revelation that permitted husbands to take multiple wives, thus sanctioning the practice of polygamy in the Mormon Church. This revelation was puzzling to many church members, considering that the practice of polygamy contravened the early codes on marriage contained in the Book of Mormon. To explain the reasoning for this practice, propolygamy church members pointed to the prevalence of polygamy among the Patriarchs of the Old Testament. In other words, since prominent biblical figures engaged in polygamous relationships, 19th-century church leaders thought that it was permissible to replicate polygamous marriage. The contents of this revelation were not shared with the rest of the early Mormon community until 1852, when Orson Pratt (1811–1881) made the official announcement. Unofficially, several members of the church had enjoyed the patriarchal privilege of multiple wives for a number of years before the announcement.

The practice of polygamy did increase following the church’s decision to officially sanction the practice. In 1863 Congress passed the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act to prohibit plural marriages. The Edmunds Act of 1882 imposed heavy fines and prison terms for Mormon men guilty of polygamy. These penalties were shortly compounded with the passage of the much more severe Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1887. The act reaffirmed the penalties of the earlier laws and added a host of additional ones, including removing the Mormon Church’s corporate status and confiscating its major property holdings. In response to the Edmunds-Tucker Act, the church challenged the law and appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court in the Late Corporation of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints v. United States, citing First Amendment support for freedom of religious expression. In 1890, the Supreme Court deemed the provisions within the Edmunds-Tucker Act constitutional.

In the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s decision, the church’s leadership was presented with a difficult decision. On one hand, the church was pressed to protect its property and assets from federal confiscation and financial ruin. On the other hand, the leadership was simultaneously required to preserve the teachings and practices of its prophet. In 1890 Wilford Woodruff (1807–1898), the fourth president of the church, promulgated his “Manifesto” instructing Mormons to adhere to federal laws regarding marriage, namely the rejection of polygamy. Despite Woodruff’s 1890 manifesto, the practice of polygamy did continue, albeit less frequently. The practice continued even following the federal government’s gestures of goodwill, namely the return of confiscated Mormon property shortly thereafter. Joseph F. Smith (1838–1918), the sixth president of the church, released the “Second Manifesto” in 1904, which stipulated that those who practiced polygamy would be excommunicated from the church. The complex saga of Mormon polygamy has not ended, because some Mormon sects continue to practice multiple marriages despite the fact that they are against the law. These sects are not officially affiliated with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints.

Critics of Mormon polygamy point out that polygamy allows men to have more than one wife but not vice versa. Sometimes new wives are quite a bit younger than their husbands, creating a system whereby teenagers and girls, some as young as 10 and 11, are put under the sexual control of much older men. Some critics argue that the system is a product of or encourages sexual licentiousness. Feminists point out that the practice of allowing men multiple wives is fundamentally patriarchal, sexist, and oppressive to women, particularly give that many women are allowed few or no alternatives. Other critics point out that allowing older, more powerful men many wives disadvantages young men by creating a shortage of suitable marriage partners.

John Cappucci
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Mott, Lucretia Coffin (1793–1880)

Abolitionist, women’s rights activist, and social reformer Lucretia Coffin Mott was born on January 3, 1793, in Nantucket, Massachusetts, to sea captain Thomas Coffin and Anna Folger Coffin. Staunch Quakers, they sent Mott to the Nine Partners Quaker Boarding School, managed by the Society of Friends, where she worked as an assistant teacher after graduation. She met fellow teacher James Mott at a Philadelphia antislavery meeting and married him in April 1811. The couple became involved in various causes and raised their five children to be activists along with them. Mott’s causes focused on abolitionism, female empowerment, and pacifism. In accordance with the religious teachings of her childhood, she visualized all three as essential parameters for a just society without discrimination on grounds of race, color, or gender.
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Quaker abolitionist Lucretia Mott cofounded the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery society after she and other women met with sexism within the larger abolitionist movement. She was also a life-long women’s rights activist. (Bettmann/Getty)

After a split in the ranks of Quakers in 1817, Lucretia and James joined the liberal branch led by Elias Hicks. The Hicksites were not that particular about rigid rules, unlike the orthodox faction, and emphasized inward reflection and peace. Mott formally received recognition as a Quaker minister in 1821 and became involved in disseminating her ideas of faith as well as equality. A die-hard opponent of slavery, she began to preach in African American churches from 1829. Mott and her husband supported a boycott on free produce, meaning goods produced by free labor rather than enslaved labor. Although she and her husband were among the organizers of the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS) and she spoke at its first meeting, she was debarred from further participation, as the other male organizers voted to exclude women from its membership.

Mott’s brush with male dominance in abolitionist groups made her determined to fight for women’s equality as well. In December, she organized the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, open to black and white women from its inception. She continued to lecture throughout the state of Pennsylvania against slavery and became friends with many prominent free blacks such as Frederick and Sarah Douglass. The Mott home became a known stop on the Underground Railroad. After the AASS dropped its agenda of female exclusion, Mott became an executive board member of its Pennsylvania branch. In 1837 she became one of the organizers of the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women.

As a delegate to the world conference against slavery, Mott and her husband traveled to London in 1840, but she and the other female delegates were refused admittance because of their gender. In retaliation, Mott and one of the other female delegates, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, organized the Seneca Falls Convention in New York in July 1848. Both women contributed to the writing of the Declaration of Sentiments, which put forth the concerns of the conference and was written in a style mimicking the Declaration of Independence. Mott also authored the book Discourse on Woman (1850) discussing the status of education and low pay for women. She was one of the organizers along with Stanton, Lucy Stone, Paulina Wright Davis, and Abby Kelley Foster of the first National Woman’s Rights Convention (NWRC) in Worcester, Massachusetts, in October 1850. Mott was elected president of the NWRC’s meeting in 1852 and continued to attend meetings until the NWRC disbanded during the Civil War.

In 1860 Mott, her husband, and other Hicksites founded Swarthmore College to offer coeducation in the natural sciences to Quaker students who would feel safe on its campus. She and her husband were also instrumental in founding the first medical school for women in the United States, the Female Medical College of Pennsylvania, as well as what became the Moore College of Art, also originally for women to study design.

In May 1866 Mott, Stanton, and Stone established the American Equal Rights Association, and Mott served as its first president. The association worked for women’s suffrage and civil rights for African Americans but in 1869 it split into two factions over the question of granting voting rights to African American males but not females of either color. The American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) chose to support the Fifteenth Amendment despite the fact that it ignored women’s suffrage. At first Mott tried to bring a rapprochement between the two but was unsuccessful, so she joined the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), which focused solely on passage of a federal amendment for the enfranchisement of women.

At the same time Mott also served as vice president of the Universal Peace Union and became the president of the Pennsylvania Peace Society in 1870. She presided over an important NWSA convention in Philadelphia on July 4, 1876. Her last speech was in July 1878 at Rochester, New York, to commemorate the 30th anniversary of Seneca Falls Convention. A life dedicated to the cause of equality for women and African Americans came to an end when she contracted pneumonia and died on November 11, 1880, at home in Pennsylvania. In spite of criticism and harassment, Mott was a pillar of strength who was determined to achieve her goals. One of Mott’s famous quotes reflecting her life philosophy was “I have no idea of submitting tamely to injustice…. I will oppose it with all the moral powers with which I am endowed. I am no advocate of passivity.”

Patit Paban Mishra
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Lucretia Mott’s Discourse on Woman (1850)

In December 1848, abolitionist and women’s rights advocate Lucretia Mott delivered her “Discourse on Woman” speech. She revised the speech and published it as a pamphlet in 1850. In the pamphlet, excerpted here, Mott gently but persuasively argues for women’s equality.

There is nothing of greater importance to the well-being of society at large—of man as well as woman—than the true and proper position of woman. Much has been said, from time to time, upon this subject. It has been a theme for ridicule, for satire and sarcasm. We might look for this from the ignorant and vulgar; but from the intelligent and refined we have a right to expect that such weapons shall not be resorted to,—that gross comparisons and vulgar epithets shall not be applied, so as to place woman, in a point of view, ridiculous to say the least.

This subject has claimed my earnest interest for many years. I have long wished to see woman occupying a more elevated position than that which custom for ages has allotted to her. It was with great regret, therefore, that I listened a few days ago to a lecture upon this subject, which, though replete with intellectual beauty, and containing much that was true and excellent, was yet fraught with sentiments calculated to retard the progress of woman to the high elevation destined by her Creator. I regretted the more that these sentiments should be presented with such intellectual vigor and beauty, because they would be likely to ensnare the young.

The minds of young people generally, are open to the reception of more exalted views upon this subject. The kind of homage that has been paid to woman, the flattering appeals which have too long satisfied her—appeals to her mere fancy and imagination, are giving place to a more extended recognition of her rights, her important duties and responsibilities in life. Woman is claiming for herself stronger and more profitable food. Various are the indications leading to this conclusion. The increasing attention to female education, the improvement in the literature of the age, especially in what is called the “Ladies’ Department,” in the periodicals of the day, are among the proofs of a higher estimate of woman in society at large. Therefore we may hope that the intellectual and intelligent are being prepared for the discussion of this question, in a manner which shall tend to ennoble woman and dignify man….

In the beginning, man and woman were created equal. “Male and female created he them, and blessed them, and called their name Adam.” He gave dominion to both over the lower animals, but not to one over the other.

“Man o’er woman He made not lord, such title to himself Reserving, human left from human free.”

The cause of the subjection of woman to man, was early ascribed to disobedience to the command of God. This would seem to show that she was then regarded as not occupying her true and rightful position in society.

Why should not woman seek to be a reformer? If she is to shrink from being such an iconoclast as shall “break the image of man’s lower worship,” as so long held up to view; if she is to fear to exercise her reason, and her noblest powers, lest she should be thought to “attempt to act the man,” and not “acknowledge his supremacy;” if she is to be satisfied with the narrow sphere assigned her by man, nor aspire to a higher, lest she should transcend the bounds of female delicacy; truly it is a mournful prospect for woman. We would admit all the difference, that our great and beneficent Creator has made, in the relation of man and woman, nor would we seek to disturb this relation; but we deny that the present position of woman, is her true sphere of usefulness: nor will she attain to this sphere, until the disabilities and disadvantages, religious, civil, and social, which impede her progress, are removed out of her way. These restrictions have enervated her mind and paralysed her powers….

Let her cultivate all the graces and proper accomplishments of her sex, but let not these degenerate into a kind of effeminacy, in which she is satisfied to be the mere plaything or toy of society, content with her outward adornings, and with the tone of flattery and fulsome adulation too often addressed to her. True, nature has made a difference in her configuration, her physical strength, her voice, &c.—and we ask no change, we are satisfied with nature. But how has neglect and mismanagement increased this difference! It is our duty to develop these natural powers, by suitable exercise, so that they may be strengthened “by reason of use.” In the ruder state of society, woman is made to bear heavy burdens, while her “lord and master” walks idly by her side. In the civilization to which we have attained, if cultivated and refined woman would bring all her powers into use, she might engage in pursuits which she now shrinks from as beneath her proper vocation. The energies of men need not then be wholly devoted to the counting house and common business of life, in order that women in fashionable society, may be supported in their daily promenades and nightly visits to the theatre and ball room….

Far be it from me to encourage woman to vote, or to take an active part in politics, in the present state of our government. Her right to the elective franchise however, is the same, and should be yielded to her, whether she exercise that right or not. Would that man too, would have no participation in a government based upon the life-taking principle—upon retaliation and the sword. It is unworthy a Christian nation. But when, in the diffusion of light and intelligence, a convention shall be called to make regulations for self-government on Christian, non-resistant principles, I can see no good reason, why woman should not participate in such an assemblage, taking part equally with man….

Then in the marriage union, the independence of the husband and wife will be equal, their dependence mutual, and their obligations reciprocal.

In conclusion, let me say, “Credit not the old fashioned absurdity, that woman’s is a secondary lot, ministering to the necessities of her lord and master! It is a higher destiny I would award you. If your immortality is as complete, and your gift of mind as capable as ours, of increase and elevation, I would put no wisdom of mine against God’s evident allotment. I would charge you to water the undying bud, and give it healthy culture, and open its beauty to the sun—and then you may hope, that when your life is bound up with another, you will go on equally, and in a fellowship that shall pervade every earthly interest.”

Source: Lucretia Mott, Discourse on Woman (Philadelphia: T. B. Peterson, 1850).



New York Female Moral Reform Society

The New York Female Moral Reform Society (NYFMRS) was an organization of women who sought to fight “licentious” behaviors, namely prostitution and premarital sex, and attacked the sexual double standard in antebellum America. Concerned women founded the society in 1834, and they undertook missionary work and published a magazine to spread their message. Coming at a time when women looked to extend their influence beyond the home, the NYFMRS expanded to become the largest women’s moral reform group, with thousands of members along the East Coast and into the Midwest.

During the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s, American middle-class women became increasingly involved in reform movements to improve their communities. Women participated in Protestant religious revivals sparked by the Second Great Awakening, which motivated them to help eliminate sin from the world. Middle-class women in particular argued that since they were expected to provide moral guidance to their husbands and children, so they should be able to extend that influence throughout American society.

It was no accident that this first moral reform society emerged in New York City. In this era, many young men from rural areas flocked to the city for work. Far away from home with some leisure time and money to spend, these men found a variety of activities, including sexual encounters with young women working in brothels.

The focus of moral reform was not necessarily to find different amusements for young men but rather to protect female virtue. Proper women were domestic, pious, submissive, and pure. An antebellum woman who participated in premarital or extramarital sex could lose her standing as a respectable person in society. Some women turned to prostitution because of economic necessity, and Americans feared that once purity was lost, prostitution was a ruined woman’s only fate.

Reverend John R. McDowall figured prominently in the development of the NYFMRS. He first cofounded the New York Magdalen Society in 1831, a “Magdalen” being a prostitute who has renounced her way of life. The Magdalen Society provided former prostitutes with religious instruction and vocational training, which gave the women both spiritual and practical tools for avoiding prostitution. McDowall also helped found the American Society for Promoting the Observance of the Seventh Commandment (thou shalt not commit adultery), founded in 1833, to attract men to the cause of moral reform.

The NYFMRS was founded in 1834 as a female auxiliary to the Seventh Commandment Society. Women ran the organization and determined its goals. Rather than directly reforming prostitutes, the members wanted to prevent prostitution in the first place. To do this, they focused on getting rid of the double standard that punished only women for sexual deviance.

The NYFMRS pursued a number of different projects. It published the Advocate of Moral Reform, its own magazine to inform the public of the effects of “licentious” behavior and to provide guidelines for moral behavior. The Advocate advised mothers to educate their children about moral behavior and warned women that fashionable dress could be too revealing, thus exciting men’s passions. The NYFMRS also established an employment agency to help new migrants from rural areas find respectable work.

In 1835, the NYFMRS began to develop its own auxiliary societies, particularly in small towns and villages beyond the city. The Boston Female Moral Reform Society was founded that same year, and the two organizations became rivals because of their close proximity. To claim a more regional identity, the Boston group renamed itself the New England Female Moral Reform Society in 1838. By 1838, the NYFMRS had 361 auxiliary societies, 20,000 members, and 16,500 subscribers to the Advocate of Moral Reform. Two years later the New England organization reported having 53 auxiliaries and 2,100 subscribers. The New York group aimed to be a national group and thus renamed itself the American Female Moral Reform Society in 1839.

Amy Sopcak-Joseph
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Nichols, Mary Gove (1810–1884)

Nineteenth-century writer, lecturer, and advocate for women’s rights, reformer Mary Gove Nichols was also a medical practitioner who offered progressive treatment of women and childbirth. She was also a strong proponent of hydrotherapy and free love.

Born in 1810 in New Hampshire, Mary Sargeant Neals was a shy child and a precocious student who became a teacher and writer by the age of 17. Following a religious conversion, she married her first husband, Hiram Gove, in 1831 and had her first child the next year, followed by four stillbirths. The marriage became oppressive when Gove, who was unsuccessful at his trade, began controlling his wife’s needlepoint earnings. In 1837 against her husband’s wishes, she began teaching again. She embraced hygiene reform and the benefits of cold-water therapy. She also lectured women about their anatomy and physiology and urged them to follow the Graham regimen of diet, fresh air, exercise, and daily bathing while avoiding coffee, tea, drugs, and alcohol. Her most ardent recommendation at the time was to call for the loosening of corset laces.

By 1842, Nichols refused to remain in a loveless marriage and separated from Gove. She then met and was influenced by Henry Gardiner Wright, who introduced her to Vincenz Priessnitz’s theory of water-cure. She believed so strongly that water was a proper cure for all illness that she trained in hydrotherapy and began calling herself a doctor and treating patients. Despite criticism that the therapy was limited, Mary and other hydrotherapists saw health as a balance. Evil and disease came from erratic and unbalanced actions such as overeating or indulging in alcohol or drugs. They believed that the electrical force of water restored vital energy and thus health.

During this time, Nichols also developed as a fictional writer under the name Mary Orme. Her most famous work was a thinly disguised autobiography in which she discussed the people in her life as well as her thoughts of remaining in a loveless marriage. Afterward, most of her fictional writing centered on the theme of a vain woman’s degradation through loveless marriage as opposed to true love marriages between poor but honest people. Nichols’s literary reputation and reformist ideology made her clinic a salon for writers, philosophers, musicians, artists, and pupils who were interested in cold baths, exercise, and a vegetarian diet.

In 1848 Mary married Thomas Low Nichols and had one daughter who died at 13 years of age. Together they opened a clinic in New York City that advocated hydrotherapy and health reform, eventually opening a school called the Hydropathic Institute that enrolled 21 temperate students who were instructed in water-cure, midwifery, and diseases of women and children.

Mary Nichols also began lecturing on the sin of loveless marriage as the source of disease. She was influenced by the ideas of individual sovereignty that had been inspired by French socialist Charles Fourier and Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg. Love was the highest achievement of individual sovereignty, but marriage was an oppressive system. Marriage laws denied women property rights and freedom. However, only complete freedom of choice could ensure true marriage based on mutual attraction of the sexes in pure love; otherwise, it was prostitution.

The Nicholses were invited by Stephen Pearl Andrews to open a new school at his community, Modern Times. However, lacking funding, the couple opened a bookstore in New York City instead and eventually tried to establish another school in Ohio. Because of their threatening view of free love and the misguided belief that they promoted polygamy, they were rejected. Ironically, the couple believed that sex should occur only when a child was desired. Despite setbacks, the community of Memnonia was established in 1856 and required members to live pure spiritually and dietetically. It was disbanded after a short period when the Nicholses both converted to Roman Catholicism because it offered a structured life devoted to obedience and faith necessary for redemption.

Disappointed with President Abraham Lincoln’s efforts to end slavery, the Nicholses moved to London, where they opened another bookstore and earned a modest living by writing and editing. Mary died there in 1884.
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Oberlin College

Oberlin College is a liberal arts college in Oberlin, Ohio, whose history has been characterized by a commitment to community and social justice. It distinguished itself as the nation’s first coeducational and biracial institution of higher learning.

The school was founded in 1833 by two men, Reverend John J. Shipherd, a Presbyterian minister, and his friend Philo P. Stewart, a missionary, both of whom were disturbed by what they thought was a lack of Christian principles among the people flocking into the expanding American West. Shipherd and Stewart also wanted to create a liberal arts college that promoted the idea that education was for all Americans regardless of class, gender, or race.

With the help of about 40 other people and the financial support of some wealthy benefactors, Shipherd and Stewart established both the town and the school on about 500 acres of donated land. The first building, a log cabin constructed in the center of the town, was built in the spring of 1833. Classes in the Oberlin Collegiate Institute began in December for a student body consisting of 29 men and 15 women. In 1837 Mary Kellogg, Mary Caroline Rudd, Mary Hosford, and Elizabeth Prall were the first women admitted to the four-year college program. Frances Willard, Lucy Stone, and Antoinette Blackwell, all leaders in the 19th-century women’s rights movement, attended Oberlin. Oberlin was also one of the first institutions to graduate female medical doctors.

“Learning and Labor,” adopted as the school’s motto, was a reflection of the school’s approach to education and life, for while tuition was free, every student was expected to contribute to the building and maintenance of the community. This distinctive philosophy attracted many for whom a college education was a financial impossibility.

From the beginning, Oberlin College was an educational community distinctive in its progressive outlook and its commitment to social justice. Women were admitted to the school from the beginning but initially were only granted diplomas from what was called the Ladies Course. In 1837, women were admitted into the regular degree-granting baccalaureate program. African Americans were admitted beginning in 1835. While African Americans had previously had access to some of the nation’s existing colleges, the Oberlin policy represented the first time that admission to a school was fully open and without regard to race or gender.

Oberlin had its share of financial challenges in its early years but gained a valuable ally with the support of Charles Grandison Finney, a central figure in the Second Great Awakening, a revival movement that swept through the United States in the first third of the 19th century. Finney, who served as the minister of the First Church of Oberlin from 1837 to 1872 as well as the college’s second president from 1851 to 1866, was a major influence in the school’s early development.

In 1850, the institution officially changed its name to Oberlin College. The change reflected the developing shift in the academic program away from its labor and religious training roots to one offering a more broad-based liberal arts curriculum. At the same time, the school remained true to its social justice roots, with both the town and the college serving as important stops on the pre–Civil War Underground Railroad. Oberlin is sometimes called “the town that started the Civil War” because of its connection to abolition and resistance to the Fugitive Slave Law, as in the Oberlin-Wellington rescue case. In 1862 Mary Patterson graduated from Oberlin College, the first American black women to earn a college degree. Oberlin also educated Margru, also known as Sarah Kinson, who had been a refugee from the Amistad case. Kinson was the first documented African woman to go to an American college.

In the 21st century, Oberlin College continues to offer a highly regarded liberal arts curriculum. Consistently ranked among the nation’s top undergraduate colleges, it annually produces more graduates who go on to pursue doctorates in philosophy than any of its peer schools. After over 175 years of operation, the college remains true to the vision of its founders, who sought to educate leaders for the developing American nation.

William H. Pruden III
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Oberlin College Documents (1836, 1841, 1845, 1860)

Founded in Oberlin, Ohio, in 1833, Oberlin College was the first college to accept women into a collegiate course of study. The following are several documents relating to the education of women and Oberlin in the antebellum period.

1. REPORT OF THE OBERLIN FACULTY ON CO-EDUCATIONAL CLASSROOMS (1836)

In March 1836, the faculty members of Oberlin College were invited to meet with the Board of Trustees to present their findings after the first year of experimenting with allowing men and women to study together in co-educational classrooms. The following is an excerpt from the faculty report.

“After a detailed exhibition of facts and the results of personal observation in reference to the effect of the system upon the manners of young gentlemen—upon the manners and especially the modesty of young ladies, and in general upon whatever pertains to purity, propriety and progress in all desirable improvement; and other gentlemen of the Institute having sustained the views of the Faculty by pertinent facts, it was

“Resolved That after more than two years experience in the plan of Uniting a male and female department in the same Institute we are amply sustained in the opinion that the mutual influence of the sexes upon each other is decidedly happy in the cultivation of both mind and manners, and that its effect in promoting real virtue and in correcting the irregularities, frivolities & follies common to youth is unquestionably beneficial.

“Resolved Also that our experience shows satisfactorily that under proper management, no serious evil, but much good will result from carrying out the same principle, viz. that of associating the Sexes,—which lies at the basis of the very idea of human Society; which God himself has inserted in its structure—which mankind have almost universally admitted—and the exceptions to which, as in the case of monasteries and nunneries have been attended with unparallelled and most disgusting licentiousness.”

2. MARY HOSFORD TO MARY KELLOGG ON HOSFORD’S GRADUATION FROM OBERLIN (1841)

In 1837 four women were admitted to coeducational classes in the Collegiate Course, and four years later three of them received the AB degree, the first college degrees ever granted to women. Upon the occasion of commencement in 1841, Mary Hosford, one of the first three women to graduate from Oberlin College, wrote these thoughts to Mary Kellogg Fairchild, who had started the course with them but dropped out.

“The trials, perplexities and discouragements with which we met in our first year you are quite too well acquainted with. The sophomore year was hardly less difficult. We seemed destined to days, and nights even, of toil and fatigue. But these last two years have been fraught with comfort and pleasure, and we have succeeded beyond our own expectations. Often do I look back to the time when so many, who occupied the most influential stations in the school, stood out against the course we were pursuing, and especially the unkind coldness and indifference of her to whom we would look for sympathy and counsel, and contrast with our situation, with our incentives to take the course which seemed best to us, the situation and incentives to action which are laid before those who are behind us. Most of the faculty are now in favor of [women taking] the college course, and Mrs. [Alice Welch] Cowles [president of the Female Department] is advising all those young ladies who have strength and means, to take a thorough course! Sometimes I feel like weeping tears of joy over those dear young ladies who are now making their way through the same path that we have trod, peaceful and unmolested. After the catalogue was issued last fall, Mrs. Cowles met us on the side-walk, and took us by the hand, and shed over us some of the sweetest tears you ever saw, and instead of discouraging us as she had done formerly, gave us a ‘be of good courage’ and ‘onward.’“

3. EXCERPT FROM THE “REPORT ON EDUCATING THE SEXES TOGETHER” (1845)

In 1845, a special committee presented the “Report on Educating the Sexes Together” wherein they pointed out only a few faults to watch out for in the future of coeducation, which were listed under the subheading “Evils.”

“1. A tendency to spend too much time & to be too much engrossed in each others society. This tendency makes it necessary to adopt specific rules respecting calls, visits, late hours, study hours, walking out in the evening, rides into the country &c &c.

“These rules are imposed with more strictness upon the young ladies than upon the young men. The latter often resist their action upon the young ladies, speak of these regulations with contempt, the results of which are very unhappy, & obedience on the part of the young ladies is secured with great difficulty.

“2. A second great evil is early matrimonial engagements. These result sometimes in violation of this engagement; and usually in a great absorption of time & thought, in a decline of piety, distaste for study, and impaired usefulness.”

4. MALE STUDENT’S THOUGHTS ON SHARING CLASSES WITH WOMEN AT OBERLIN (1860)

One young man wrote the following regarding his experience with sharing college courses with female students in the coeducational experiment at Oberlin College.

“Brothers in the monastic Colleges we pity you, but we think there is hope, if not for you, of your successors. The day of deliverance dawns…. Women are to be educated because we choose civilization rather than barbarism. Of course in the ages when women were practically regarded as soulless, there could be no joint education. Man was educated alone because there was nobody else to be educated. The old institutions of learning were not organized on such a basis that women could be admitted into them. Hence if women were to be educated at all, seminaries must be built for them. But when the civilized world comes to adjust itself properly to the new phase of human progress, the education of woman, the sexes will be educated together….

It is our happy experience, of a quarter of a century’s growth, that it is better for both sexes to travel together along the paths of science. Womanhood becomes more beautiful, and manhood more strong and elevated, as they are brought out side by side in harmonious contrast. The principle, that it is not good for man or woman to be alone, is older than any monastic seminary of learning. Separate from each other, the sexes cannot be educated in the best and highest sense.”

Source: Robert S. Fletcher, A History of Oberlin College from Its Foundation through the Civil War, Vol. 1 (Oberlin, OH: Oberlin College, 1943), 383–384. Available at The Internet Archive, www.archive.org.



Oneida Community (1848–1881)

The Oneida Community was one of the most successful of a number of 19th-century American utopian experiments. The religious commune practice of complex marriage in many ways presaged feminist arguments of the 20th century against traditional marriage. Although founder John Humphrey Noyes (1811–1886) at times expressed chauvinistic opinions, he stood apart from other utopian religious leaders such as Joseph Smith (1805–1844) in his rejection of patriarchy.

Noyes began what would become the Oneida Community in Putney, Vermont, in 1836. In 1834 while preparing for the ministry at Yale, he declared himself not only saved from divine wrath but also sinless in his earthly existence. This belief in Christian perfectionism coincided with his conclusion that the second coming of Christ actually occurred in 70 CE. He believed that Christians should therefore expect to live in sinless perfection and work to build the Kingdom of God on Earth. Because of his new beliefs, he was asked to leave Yale and lost his license to preach.

In the 1840s, Noyes began to teach several doctrines that characterized the Oneida Community. Because he believed that private property constituted institutionalized selfishness, his followers practiced what became known as Bible communism. Recognizing the connection between property rights and the marriage contract, Noyes believed that monogamy was a form of oppression. Thus, in 1846 he began teaching the doctrine of complex marriage. He argued that no one person belonged to a particular mate. Noyes’s community differed from other free love settlements in that personal passions were subject to the direction of a committee known as the Central Members. Unlike groups such as the Mormons, Noyes wanted to restrict the size of the community and not burden women with childbearing. He therefore taught male continence, or the idea that men should engage in sexual intercourse without ejaculating. Those persons desiring to bear children had to ask permission from the Central Members. The community raised children together, with parents not allowed to form special bonds with their biological children.

Noyes moved his headquarters to Oneida in upstate New York in 1848. By the early 1850s, the Oneida Community had over 200 members. Dozens of standing committees and departments managed all aspects of community life. Members also worked at a number of commercial ventures. The community first earned money by farming and logging before moving on to the manufacture of steel traps and flatware. All of these enterprises were successful, with flatware production outliving the community itself.

The Oneida Community operated relatively smoothly until the mid-1870s, when several conflicts emerged. First, Noyes decreed that he or one of his designees would introduce all female virgins into the sexual life of the community. Postmenopausal women had introduced virgin males to intercourse within the community so that young men could master male continence without the risk of causing pregnancy. The new practice as it related to young women engendered jealousy among the male members of the community and consternation among many younger female members who did not wish to have sex with the elderly Noyes. Second, a group from the free love community of Berlin Heights, Ohio, joined the Oneida Community in 1874. This new group was not predisposed to accept Noyes’s authority and sought to replace it with a more institutional and legal form of community governance. Third, Noyes’s decision to hand leadership over to his agnostic son Theodore met with resistance from longtime community members. External pressures exacerbated the situation. In 1879, a friend informed Noyes that the state of New York had a warrant for his arrest on charges of statutory rape. Noyes fled to Canada, where he died in 1886.

The Oneida Community decided that the external pressures and internal tensions were insurmountable. In 1881, the Central Members distributed shares of community property and Oneida businesses. After selling off most of their enterprises in the early 20th century, Oneida Limited continued manufacturing flatware under the direction of John Humphrey Noyes’s son, Pierrepont Noyes. Nonetheless, the Oneida Community proved to be a most successful experiment in alternative living. As part of the religious fervor and experimentation of the Second Great Awakening, Noyes and his adherents both questioned traditional religious authority and reacted against the increasing industrialization and commodification of American culture in the mid-19th century.
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Peabody, Elizabeth Palmer (1804–1894)

Educator, author, bookseller, editor, publisher, and reformer Elizabeth Palmer Peabody was centrally involved in the Transcendentalist movement and a passionate advocate of early childhood education in America. Her insatiable intellect brought her into relationship with contemporary thinkers such as Bronson Alcott (1799–1888), William Ellery Channing (1780–1842), Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), Margaret Fuller (1810–1850), Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864), Horace Mann (1796–1859), and George Ripley (1802–1880). Peabody’s gift for teaching, a career that she began in adolescence, eventually led her to introduce the concept of kindergarten to America. She also facilitated the training of the nation’s first generation of kindergarten teachers.

[image: Lamphier]

A leading figure in the American Transcendentalist movement, Elizabeth Peabody founded the first kindergarten in the United States. Her Boston bookstore functioned as a central meeting place for intellectuals, feminists, and philosophers in the 1840s. (Library of Congress)

Born on May 16, 1804, in Billerica, Massachusetts, Peabody was the first of seven children, four daughters and three sons, born to schoolteachers Elizabeth Palmer and Nathaniel Peabody. One daughter, Caroline, died in infancy; the three surviving sisters—Elizabeth, Mary, and Sophia—all grew up to be prominent figures in the mid-19th-century social and cultural flowering known as the American Renaissance.

During Peabody’s childhood, her father left teaching to attend Harvard Medical School but struggled afterward to establish a dental practice. Her mother supported the family with the help of her daughters, organizing several schools at which she educated not only her own children but also paying pupils. Peabody began teaching alongside her mother in early adolescence and eventually used her skills as a teacher to establish some financial independence and contribute to the family income. Between 1821 and 1840 she taught in a variety of settings, at times alone and at times in partnership with her sisters. For two years (1834–1836) she worked with philosopher Bronson Alcott at his experimental Temple School in Boston. The observations that Peabody made of Alcott’s interactions with pupils were published as Record of a School (1835). The book became a classic text in the history of American childhood education.

Peabody was also engaged in scholarly projects of her own. A tireless autodidact, she read and translated from Latin, Greek, French, Italian, and German and studied over half a dozen other languages. In 1834, she began a series of religious essays, three of which were published in The Christian Examiner, and in 1836 she launched the briefly lived magazine The Family School.

By the end of the decade Peabody opened a bookshop and subscription library on West Street in Boston, just off the Common. Her shop specialized in foreign-language texts and served as a gathering place for members of the Transcendental Club and other Boston radicals. As the bookshop proprietor, Peabody played an important role in the Transcendentalist movement, which believed that social institutions corrupted people and that only in nature and self-reliance could people find their true selves. The following year Peabody branched out into publishing, assumingresponsibility for The Dial, a Transcendentalist periodical edited by Margaret Fuller and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Peabody also published works by Channing, Fuller, and Hawthorne and her own translations of foreign-language texts.

On July 9, 1842, Peabody’s sister Sophia married author Nathaniel Hawthorne, and less than a year later, on May 1, 1843, another sister, Mary, wed reformer Horace Mann. Both men had been romantically connected with Elizabeth Peabody before turning their attentions toward her sisters, and scholars debate how these marriages affected her. The eldest Peabody sister never married, nor did she have children of her own.

Peabody returned to teaching in 1860, opening the first American English-speaking kindergarten, located on Pinckney Street in Boston. This launched two productive decades of teaching, advocacy, and teacher training in early childhood education—a cause that would consume the rest of Peabody’s career. She traveled to Europe several times to visit kindergartens and meet with teachers and theorists, and she translated foreign-language work on kindergarten methods for English-speaking audiences. Peabody also traveled to Washington, D.C., to consult with the Bureau of Education, and she lectured widely on the need for formal kindergarten teacher training. In 1873 she launched a magazine, The Kindergarten Messenger, as a professional magazine to keep kindergarten teachers in contact with one another and introduce them to new ideas and methods.

Peabody continued to write, publish, lecture, and travel into the 1880s, despite waning health. She outlived both of her younger sisters, passing away on January 3, 1894, at the age of 90 in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society

In late 1833, Lucretia Mott and 21 women met in a Philadelphia schoolroom to create the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society (PFASS). The women did so because they were not allowed membership in the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS).

Months earlier Philadelphia abolitionists met at a conference and organized the AASS. Four women were in attendance at the convention but not as delegates. They were not allowed to participate in decision making but were allowed to observe the proceedings from the gallery. Lucretia Coffin Mott asked the chairman if she could to speak and then addressed the delegates on several points. At the end of the meeting as the delegates were deciding whether or not to sign the new organization’s radical “Declaration of Sentiments,” Mott instructed her husband to sign. Impressed by Mott’s energy and idealism, the AASS encouraged the creation of a female antislavery society. As a result, Mott and like-minded women met and agreed to create the PFASS and finalized their constitution on December 14.

Unlike sister female antislavery societies in Boston and New York City, the PFASS was racially integrated. In fact, the PFASS was interracial from its inception, with several African American women being charter members and initial signatories on the PFASS Constitution. Language in the PFASS Constitution denounced both slavery and racism, stating that slavery and prejudice were contrary to the principles of the Declaration of Independence and “the laws of God.” Furthermore, despite its Quaker origins, the PFASS welcomed religious diversity within the organization.

Throughout the 1830s the PFASS focused on circulating antislavery petitions, hosting public lectures, boycotting goods manufactured by slave labor, organizing fund-raising, and financially supporting community improvement for free blacks. In 1836, Congress passed a gag law that tabled antislavery petitions; however, the PFASS continued its petition campaign throughout 1837 in which it collected over 5,000 signatures. The petitions placed political pressure on Congress, as women reminded their political leaders that though they lacked the ability to vote, women had tremendous sociopolitical influence. In 1837 Congress received 43,441 male signatures and 63,178 female signatures on antislavery petitions.

In 1838, over 300 women attended the second Anti-Slavery Conventions of American Women held in Philadelphia. On the second day of the convention, a mob of over 10,000 attempted to disrupt the event, and subsequently Pennsylvania Hall was burned to the ground. The combination of public scrutiny, lack of congressional support, and violence discouraged recruitment efforts for the PFASS. Nevertheless, throughout the 1840s the society maintained membership and successfully organized antislavery fairs that sold handmade items with antislavery inscriptions and mottos. These fairs produced the majority of funding for the PFASS.

At the end of 1834, the PFASS started its own school for African Americans. In 1838, Sarah Douglass managed the school. For nine years (1840–1849), the society’s education committee, which included several black members, allocated $120 annually to finance Douglass’s school for free black girls. The women also worked with Robert Purvis and other blacks of the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee by donating money to clothe, feed, house, and transport slaves fleeing the South. From 1836 to 1854 the PFASS donated approximately $13,845—roughly equivalent to $400,000 today—to the Pennsylvania Abolition Society and also supported the Underground Railroad through its contributions to the Philadelphia Vigilant Committee.

During the American Civil War (1861–1865), PFASS members devoted their efforts to the support of the war effort and, after the end of slavery in 1865, to the campaign for African Americans’ right to vote. In 1869, the PFASS organized its final fair to support the movement for black suffrage and then disbanded in 1870 after ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment. Several of the women of the PFASS joined Elizabeth Cady Stanton at the Seneca Falls Women’s Rights Convention of 1848. Through both the abolition movement and the women’s rights movement, women performed traditionally male roles such as public speaking and political activism. The women who belonged to the PFASS were powerful advocates of change despite societal limitations due to their gender.

Robert L. Thornton
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Post, Amy (1802–1889)

Suffragist, abolitionist, and spiritualist Amy Post was born in Jericho, New York, on December 20, 1802, to Joseph Kirby and Mary Seaman Kirby. Her father was a farmer on Long Island who belonged to the Society of Friends (Quakers). They lived a relatively quiet life, and glimpses of Amy Post’s early life come from letters concerning her first love, Charles Willets, who died shortly before they were to be married in 1825. Post then moved in to serve as caretaker to her sister, Hannah, who died a short time later. In 1827 she married Hannah’s widower, Isaac Post, and together they had four children.

In 1836 Amy Post moved to Rochester, New York, where her husband started the Post, Coleman, and Willis Drug Store. As the store prospered, Post’s comfortable income enabled her to become involved in many reform movements. By this time, she had become involved in the antislavery movement and began using her home as a refuge for slaves on the Underground Railroad. Her home also served as headquarters for many reform lecturers. Frederick Douglass was one of Post’s visitors and became a close friend, stating that he frequently found Post either with guests or knitting stockings for antislavery fairs. In 1842, Post helped form the Western New York Anti-Slavery Society (WNYASS), which held a series of fairs to raise money and sympathy for abolishing slavery. Post became a key member of the WNYASS, serving as a delegate to national conventions, signing petitions, and visiting fugitive slave communities in Canada. She also became friends with Harriet Jacobs, whom she encouraged to write an autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, for which Post wrote the postscript.

When her five-year-old daughter Matilda died in 1844, Post became involved in Spiritualism, a religious movement based on the belief that spirits could make contact with the living. At a séance, the medium present stated to the Posts that Matilda’s spirit was present and happy. Her husband soon became a medium, and in 1848 he and Post became two of the five original investigators of the Rochester Rappings (a series of knock-like noises, believed to be communications from spirits, heard by the Fox sisters, Leah, Margaret and Kate, that began the modern Spiritualism movement). The Posts found no evidence of fraud and became mentors to the Fox sisters, inviting them to live with the Post family as their home base between lecture tours. Post remained involved in spiritualism for the rest of her life.

Post’s most notable reform role began in 1848 when she participated in the debates of the Seneca Falls Convention and signed the Declaration of Sentiments. When the convention was adjourned, Post was appointed to the committee on arrangements for the suffragists’ next meeting in Rochester. The committee’s proposal that a woman preside over the Rochester convention led to the election of Abigail Bush as the first woman to chair a suffragist convention. Post attended the Rochester convention in 1848, where she called the meeting to order and participated in various debates. She was firm in asserting her opinion that women had an equal right to family earnings due to women’s contributions in household labor and inheritance.

Post remained heavily involved in various reform movements, especially after the death of her husband in 1872. She helped form the Working Women’s Protective Union, which advocated for wage increases for working girls. She organized over a dozen antislavery fairs in New York. She also continued her work as a suffragist by attending various conventions, and she registered to vote in 1872 alongside Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906). In 1885 Post helped establish the Women’s Political Club in Rochester and then attended the 1888 meeting of the International Council of Women in Washington, D.C. Post continued to serve as a lay healer, preacher, and writer for the Woman’s Advocate of Philadelphia while also working to abolish capital punishment and establish coeducational manual labor schools. For Post, “women could be as committed to social activism as men and could make political statements through the daily routines of their lives” (“Post Family Papers Project” 2012). She remained dedicated to her causes and died in Rochester in 1889.
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Quilts/Quilting

A quilt is a bed coverlet made of two layers of fabric with batting material in between. The quilting itself is actually the stitching that holds the layers together. Quilting, as a craft and art form, developed in the mid-1800s as women used the new affordable cotton fabrics and recycled old clothing both to keep people warm and make beautiful objects. Quilting became a folk art made almost exclusively by women. Native American, African American, Hawaiian, and Amish women adapted or incorporated their own textile traditions. Quilting traditions are valuable for their functional and aesthetic qualities and as cultural and historical documents.

The earliest known quilt in America dates to 1704, created by Sarah Sedgwick and Elizabeth Leverett, the wife and daughter of John Leverett, governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony from 1673 to 1697. Early American quilters made primarily whole-cloth quilts (not pieced), generally out of woolen fabrics and often embellished with fancy needlework. Quilting bees were social events and were often held to celebrate important events, such as engagements or weddings.

The American industrial revolution put many young women to work in textile factories, which mass-produced affordable cotton fabrics. These fabrics could either be dyed solid colors or printed with colored patterns, a type of fabric known as calico. Contrary to the notion that quilting is a preindustrial colonial art or craft form, in reality it is a product of the industrial revolution and the availability of affordable fabrics that resulted. Before mass production, textiles were too expensive to cut up into small pieces. Also, Singer introduced a relatively affordable home sewing machine in the 1850s, making possible the arduous piecing that many quilt patterns require. Sewing machines made it possible for women to make quilts by themselves, which encouraged the development of individual textile artists.

The African American quilting tradition conveys the history and experiences of a people traditionally conveyed through oral history and is vital to remembering and recovering the experiences of the African American community. Black Americans modified popular 19th-century quilt patterns so as to create textual meaning within the textiles. For example, the “Jobs Tears” pattern in 1800 became “Slave Chain” by 1825 and “Texas Tears” by 1840 in response to escalating slavery conflict in Texas. Many quilts make by black women echoed traditional African textiles and thus featured geometric motifs and bright colors.

Harriet Powers (1837–1911) was born as a slave and freed by the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. Two of her quilts, now held at museums, tell both local history and biblical stories through appliquéd figures. Harriet Tubman traded a quilt she made for information she used in her escape. Some quilts may have had escape routes sewn into them, and others used blocks that signaled, when the quilt was hung outside, that the household was friendly to runaway slaves. The Underground Railroad quilt contained information about secret codes, camouflaged symbols, and disguised signposts that were part of the Underground Railroad experience. Oral tradition of people enslaved in America includes the Underground Railroad quilt code.

Euro-American missionary women thought that teaching native women to sew fabric would be a civilizing influence and taught native women to quilt. Other native women saw in fabric the possibility to create complex and colorful patterns. Many Native American quilts feature large stars. Southwestern peoples, such as the Navajos and Hopis, reproduced woven patterns into quilts. Regardless of the tribal origin, most Native American women favored highly complex quilt patterns using many small pieces, making their quilts visually stunning and technically impressive.

Prior to European contact, Hawaiian women produced tapa or kapa cloth from the inner bark of the wauke plant for clothing, bedding, burial wrappings, and candle wicks. Depending on its use, it was also decorated with color and designs. In 1820, the first missionaries voyaged to Hawaii aboard the Thaddeus. After contact, Hawaiian people incorporated new techniques, materials, and designs and developed a new quilting tradition. Bedding cloth, or kapa moe, began to be decorated with new fabrics introduced with trade, such as red silk. They developed a new technique when they overlaid white kapa with red cloth and beat them together to form a single sheet called a pa’i’ula. This adaptation led to the development of the Hawaiian appliquéd quilt in which a large ornate single cutwork piece is appliquéd on top of a whole cloth. Lili’uokalani formed a quilting bee during her 10-month incarceration following the American coup of Hawaii in 1893. She and her family created the Queen’s Quilt, or Imprisonment Quilt.

Amish women were introduced to the wide variety of fabrics coming out of mid-19th-century textile factories by traveling textile salesmen. Forbidden to use patterned calicos, Amish women bought plain-colored fabrics and created striking patterns with them. Because the Amish sensibility frowns on overt artistic display, women developed a subversive artistic art form that used large simple patterns made striking by color contrast. Thus, the piecing in Amish quilts is generally fairly simple, but the quilting (the stitches sewn through the fabric layers) could be quite complex. Initially groups of Amish women made quilts primarily for young women’s dowries. In the 20th century Amish women found that there was a market for their quilts, which can command prices in the thousands of dollars. In many Amish communities, where it is increasingly difficult to make a living as a small farmer, women’s quilts economically support families and communities.

Only recently have scholars viewed quilts as art. This is in part because quilts are associated both with women and with home or domestic production, categories not traditionally considered founts for the artistic. Contemporary museums and art galleries regularly feature both antique and modern quilts as art, thereby marking their female (and sometimes male) makers as artists.

Leleua Loupe
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Rose, Ernestine (1810–1892)

Ernestine Louise Rose was a freethinking atheist women’s rights activist who sought suffrage, or voting rights, for all Americans regardless of race, gender, or immigration status. Her political and religious views distinguished her speeches from other advocates for abolitionism and women’s rights of the time. She served as the presiding officer for numerous organizations and conventions and delivered powerful and provocative speeches advocating human rights in the United States.

Rose grew up in Piotrkow, Poland, in a Jewish household. Her rabbi father taught her Hebrew and the Jewish Scriptures. At an early age, Rose began to question religious practices and resist her father’s demand for unchallenged obedience. After her mother died, Rose’s father arranged a marriage for Rose. Rose begged her betrothed to release her. When he refused, Rose successfully pleaded her case before a judge, arguing that she should not have to marry and should keep her dowry. Afterward, Rose opted to live in Berlin and England where she could pursue greater freedom.

In England, Rose was heavily influenced by the teachings and philosophy of Robert Owen. Owen’s emphasis on religious freedom, women’s rights, communal cooperation, and exchange of labor particularly resonated with her. In 1836, Rose and her new husband, William Rose, an Englishman, moved to New York, where they hoped to put their Owenite beliefs into practice. Rose attended women’s rights conventions and lectures in the 1840s. After years of organizing, speech writing, and appearing before the New York legislature, Rose and William’s efforts to expand women’s marriage rights succeeded in 1849.

Because William provided her support and financial assistance, Rose traveled through the Midwest delivering lectures on issues ranging from abolitionism to marriage reform. Her background as a freethinker contributed a rhetoric style distinct from her more religious contemporaries. Her speech at the Women’s Rights Convention in 1851, for example, received high praise from some but was criticized as too radical by others. Undeterred, Rose continued to argue that strict distinctions between men and women, particularly on a political level, were oppressive to both sexes and that universal suffrage was necessary to American democracy. She also expressed unpopular perspectives such as the oppression of religious institutions and capitalism.

The rhetoric that Rose utilized for abolitionist speeches also significantly differed from her contemporaries by including black and white women. Also, she declined to argue that God was in favor of abolition of women’s rights, a marked difference from most mid-19th-century social activists, who grounded their work in Christian ideology. In 1853, she delivered a speech at the British West Indian Emancipation anniversary hosted by the New York Anti-Slavery Society in which she emphasized the necessity to free all citizens—especially women—rather than focus solely on antislavery.

In 1854, Rose was the first female vice president of the women’s rights convention. That year her speeches—which tackled the necessity of education for women—received enthusiastic applause. In addition to presiding over conventions, Rose also appeared before the New York legislature and went on a lecture tour with Susan B. Anthony. During the tour the media praised Rose’s eloquence but also emphasized her appearance and foreignness, much to her chagrin. As an intellectual and feminist, it was important to Rose that she be noted for her ideas and not for looks. Her critics also objected more to her atheism than to her radical ideas about gender and racial equality.

[image: Lamphier]

Intellectually gifted Ernestine Rose lectured and wrote on women’s rights, slavery, and atheism. Rose contended that the Bible’s antiwoman passages should be ignored because human rights trumped “dead letters.” (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

During the American Civil War, Rose continued her public activism even as her health limited her activity. When Abraham Lincoln announced the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, Rose criticized it as a half measure. Given that the proclamation’s importance lay more in a message of intended freedom than in any real freedom for slaves, her criticisms were not entirely unfair.

Rose persisted in speaking publicly in favor of equal rights for blacks and all women at conferences her entire life. Although forced to take time off to recuperate during periods of poor health, she remained an active political force until her death in 1892. Rose left behind a legacy of speeches, organizations, and legislative change that would help pave the way for future movements.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Seneca Falls Convention (1848)

The Seneca Falls Convention, held on July 19–20, 1848, in Seneca Falls, New York, was the first American conference on women’s rights. Participants were both female and male. The scope of the conference included not only the treatment of women but also how women’s rights were connected to both abolitionism and the temperance movement. A document ratified at the conference was titled the “Declaration of Sentiments” and became a cornerstone of the women’s rights movement. Its most controversial resolution was women’s right to vote.

Seneca Falls is a small town in western New York. Along with the nearby town of Waterloo, it was home to a large number of people who were members of the religious Society of Friends, otherwise known as Quakers. Many in the Seneca Falls area were Hicksite Quakers, named for the liberal Elias Hicks. This group espoused simplicity, temperance, opposition to war, abolition of slavery, and the rights of all women and men.

In 1840, the World Anti-Slavery Convention was held in London. Two attendees from America were Quaker minister Lucretia Mott and the young Elizabeth Cady Stanton. They became friends. Since women were excluded from the convention floor and forced to sit in a sectioned-off area, their conversation turned to the issue of women’s rights and the possibility of there being a women’s rights conference in the United States.

In the summer of 1848, with political revolutions swirling in Europe, Mott was visiting her sister in Waterloo, New York. One of the people invited to a social gathering with the sisters was Stanton, from nearby Seneca Falls. Over tea, the group of women discussed a radical idea: mounting a convention to focus on the social, civil, and religious rights of women. They decided to schedule it while Mott, a powerful orator, was in town. This meant organizing the convention in just five days’ time.

They placed a small notice in the local newspaper, but most of the promotion was by word of mouth. Keeping their expectations low, they anticipated a small turnout, but Mott assured Stanton that it would at least “be a start.” Stanton began itemizing grievances for a document to be based on the Declaration of Independence, which would be debated and ratified by the attendees.

At that time, American women were denied access to higher education, almost all professions, and many jobs. In the few careers they could enter they were paid less than men for doing the same job, and if they were married their wages legally belonged to their husbands. If they brought property into a marriage they lost all claim to it, even if they divorced; if a husband divorced his wife, she could also lose custody of their children. Women were legally bound to endure abuse of all kinds by their husbands and to tolerate the basest behavior. The legal system, the government, and the elective process were composed entirely of males.

The “Declaration of Sentiments” that was to be brought forward listed 18 grievances and 11 resolutions demanding the rights of women as equal members of the human race. Resolution 9 was the most radical. It called for “elective franchise.” Without the vote, reasoned Stanton, nothing would change. It was such a provocative notion that even Mott told Stanton, “Thee will make us ridiculous!”

Meanwhile, word of the conference spread. Nineteen-year-old Charlotte Woodward, who worked as a glove maker, rode 40 miles in a wagon to Wesleyan Methodist Chapel in Seneca Falls for the Woman’s Rights Convention. When she and the organizers arrived on July 19, they found more than 200 women and about 40 sympathetic men locked out of the church. They boosted Stanton’s young nephew through a window to open the door.

Though it was a Women’s Rights Convention, it was considered improper for a lady to conduct a public meeting. James Mott, Lucretia’s husband, chaired the conference. Women were, however, allowed to speak. Stanton stated that the purpose of the event was to address civil and political rights. She read the declaration, invited comments, and amended the document based on suggestions.

As predicted, the most contentious issue was Resolution 9, calling for women’s right to vote. It barely passed after former slave Frederick Douglass urged its passage. Stanton later wrote that she believed that those who opposed it did so out of fear that it would overshadow and compromise the other resolutions. But she decried the fact that women did not have the same right to vote as “drunkards, idiots, [and] horse racing rum-selling rowdies.”

About 300 people attended the Seneca Falls Convention. Of that number, the final draft of the Declaration of Sentiments was signed by 100: 32 men and 68 women, including the young Charlotte Woodward.

The national press wrote scathingly about the conference. Some of the signers of the Declaration of Sentiments feared reprisals and asked that their names be removed from the document. But other women’s rights conferences were held, and when Elizabeth Cady Stanton published her History of Woman Suffrage she identified the Seneca Falls Convention as the beginning of the fight for women’s suffrage in the United States.

Seventy-two years after the Seneca Falls Convention, the Nineteenth Amendment gave American women the right to vote, which they did for the first time in 1920. Among the original signers of the Declaration of Sentiments, only one was left alive. Charlotte Woodward Pierce, age 92, was in poor health and unable to go vote, but she lived long enough to see the culmination of what had begun in Seneca Falls.

Nancy Hendricks
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Separation of Spheres

The idea of separation of spheres dictated the “proper” and expected roles for men and women. This idea was based on the inherent biological differences between the sexes as well as biblical precepts. It developed in Europe, particularly England, and British colonists to the New World brought this concept with them. Men were associated with the public sphere of business and politics (all things found outside of the household), and women were associated with the private sphere of home and family. Separate spheres ideology became particularly important in the United States during the 19th century, when those in the middle class aspired to model their families on this ideology, something that working-class families could not afford and enslaved families would not be allowed. It is important to remember that separate spheres was a societal ideal that not every American lived up to and that even some middle-class women challenged during the 19th century.

During the colonial period, hierarchy characterized society. Both the public and private realms consisted of superior and inferior groups, such as rich landowners and poor farmers, husbands and wives, and parents and children. Superiors expected deference from their inferiors, whether they be men or women; thus, the wife of a wealthy landowner expected a level of respect from poorer males. Biblical ideas about men and women also prevailed, which alternatively presented women as seductresses, such as Eve, and as helpful, obedient consorts who dutifully produced children. The way that communities and work were organized also affected how men and women interacted. People conducted business locally, with people with whom they were familiar, while work on farms required both sexes to tend to fields and gardens that were outdoors. Throughout the 18th century and into the 19th century, industrialization and urbanization changed the way that both men and women performed work and interacted socially. As a result, men became more associated with business transactions (such as having credit and trading goods), and those transactions increasingly took place beyond one’s village or town. Conversely, women became less involved in such transactions.

Englishman John Dunton has been identified as the first person to describe the idea of separate spheres in print. Dunton was the editor of the Athenian Mercury, founded in 1691 in England. The Athenian Mercury was a two-sided broadsheet that was a new and fresh format that allowed readers to seek advice about their personal problems anonymously. Dunton expanded upon his successful model by printing special “Ladies Issues.” The Athenian Mercury’s Ladies Issues were dedicated to love, courtship, marriage, and the household, and in effect these issues excluded men from the definition of family. The publication differed in its recommendations for men and women regarding education and the household. For instance, it recommended a full course of reading and independent study for men, but its recommendations for reading for women were far more circumscribed: education should teach a woman to carry on a conversation, but a full academic course was unnecessary. The differences between the sexes that Dunton advised culminated in his articulation of separate spheres in a 1702 pamphlet, Petticoat-Government, in a Letter to the Court Ladies, in which he wrote about the accession of Queen Anne of England (but her husband was not king). While didactic literature had consistently advised women of their obedience to their husbands, even within the private sphere, in this pamphlet Dunton broke from that tradition to assert that women should be in charge of the household: “In the House, her very Husband lives under Petticoat-Government.”

By the 19th century the idea of separate spheres was fully articulated, and the burgeoning middle class sought for men and women to take their places in the proper spheres. Men belonged to the public sphere of business, law, and politics, so they could move freely from their homes into the streets and businesses. Women, on the other hand, belonged to the private sphere of the home and family, concerning themselves with running the household (which often included servants) and raising and educating young children. In comparison to the hierarchical organization of colonial society, the idea of separate spheres generally placed less emphasis on wifely obedience to her husband. Instead, it defined the distinct roles that each sex played in a marriage and the areas in which each sex had expertise. It did not speak much to the duties of unmarried people, imagining that the goal of all was to marry.

During the 19th century, middle-class women worked to expand the private sphere. For example, some women joined moral reform societies that worked to prevent prostitution and premarital sex, while others joined abolition societies. Many women became authors of sentimental stories and poems that were published in books and magazines; while they wrote about domestic subjects, publishing their work pushed the boundaries of the private sphere. As public education became more widespread, other women became teachers, which expanded upon the mother’s role to educate her own young children.

This was an ideal, and not necessarily every woman chose her actions and interests based on what was considered proper for the private sphere. Other women faced daily living conditions that did not allow them to stay within the private sphere, even if they so desired. For example, working-class women in urban areas could not fulfill their roles of only living within the private sphere because they needed to work in factories to support their families. In a similar way, women on the frontier also faced challenges to acting only within the private sphere.
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Shakers (1747–Present)

The Shakers, formally known as the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, formed in Manchester, England, in 1747. They are remarkable for their longevity as a communitarian group, their strict celibacy, and their elevation of female leadership. Although today only one Shaker community remains, they have had a lasting impact on American handicrafts and have garnered a great deal of scholarly attention.

James and Jane Wardley originally led the group of charismatic Christians in Manchester, England. Because worship services involved bodily spasms, outsiders called them “Shakers” or “Shaking Quakers.” The group resembled Quakers in their emphasis on following the inner light, their belief in the spiritual equality of the sexes, and their conviction that established churches were corrupt. The Shakers ran afoul of local authorities because of their loud worship services and their habit of disrupting services in other churches. Imprisonment and large fines led a small group of Shakers, led by “Mother” Ann Lee, to immigrate to New York in the spring of 1774. The group dispersed after they arrived in New York City, and there is no record of their activities until they met again in 1779 on land owned by a group member outside of Albany, New York. At this time, they formed a commune. Lee continued to lead the group, along with her brother William and another English Shaker named James Whittaker.

Lee’s Shakers did not actively seek converts, but a group of disaffected New Light Baptists joined the commune shortly after its founding. The group began a trend whereby the Shakers proselytized participants in Great Awakening revivals. The pastor of the New Light Baptists, Joseph Meacham, became the Shakers’ leader in 1787. Meacham oversaw the expansion of the Shakers both numerically and geographically. By 1794, the Shakers expanded to include 12 communities, all of which were in New York and New England.

At some point, Lee or her followers developed several doctrines that set the Shakers apart from the Wardleys and other radical Protestant groups in both the United States and England. Lee apparently came to believe that Christ would take the form of a woman upon returning to Earth a second time. Lee believed herself to be this woman, or “The Second Pillar of the Church of God.” Lee believed that the Kingdom of God had already begun, and thus people had a responsibility to avoid sin and do good.

Lee’s followers consequently avoided ostentatious dress or furnishings that might indicate attachment to worldly goods. They developed a distinctive simple Shaker style that has exerted a strong influence on American artisanal practices. Lee also taught that the fall of man resulted from sexual intercourse between Adam and Eve, and so the restoration of the kingdom necessitated celibacy. Historians speculate that the trauma caused by the death of four of Lee’s children in infancy prejudiced her against sexual intercourse while also driving her to become mother to her congregation. Lee’s strictures meant that Shakers could not increase their communities with births and had to rely on adoptions and adult conversion.

Under Lucy Wright, who led the group from 1796 until her death in 1821, the Shakers expanded westward. In the wake of the Cane Ridge Revival, the Shakers formed several communities in Kentucky, Ohio, and Indiana. The Finneyite revivals of the Second Great Awakening also resulted in a number of conversions to Shaker teachings. Beginning in 1837, a wave of often contentious prophetic visions threatened the group’s unity and led to the temporary closure of Shaker worship services to outsiders. At their height during the 1840s, the Shakers had approximately 6,000 members living in 19 different communities.

Shaker communities declined even more precipitously after the American Civil War. The requirement of celibacy meant that growth came only through conversion or adoption. The declining population of rural areas and the founding of state-run orphanages hampered Shaker recruiting methods. Perhaps most important, those orphans who did grow up in Shaker communities usually did not stay. As numbers declined, communities closed. Many Shaker communities continue as museums and protected historic sites, lasting testimonies to the importance of Shaker communities and their ideas about gender equality in American history.
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Sigourney, Lydia Howard Huntley (1791–1865)

The best-known female poet of the mid-19th century and the “Sweet Singer of Hartford,” Lydia Huntley Sigourney was born on September 1, 1791, in Norwich, Connecticut, to Ezekiel Huntley, an accomplished gardener, and Zerviah Wentworth. During her life, Sigourney published more than 50 volumes of poetry.

A proponent of education, Ezekiel encouraged Sigourney to read. In an era before universal public education, she acquired knowledge from home studies and planned to teach other females when she came of age. However, to teach young women, Sigourney had to learn to paint, embroider, and become proficient in the broad arena of the arts.

In 1811 Sigourney opened her own school in Norwich with her friend Nancy Maria Hyde. Hyde’s declining health led her to resign and perhaps prompted Sigourney to resettle in Hartford, intent on opening a new school. An associate, Daniel Wadsworth, invited Sigourney to open this school in his home. Under his guidance she published her first book, Moral Pieces in Verse and Prose, in 1815. Not yet 25 years old, Sigourney was on the way to establishing herself as an author.

Not long afterward, Sigourney abandoned her teaching, preferring to devote herself to writing. Though she taught briefly, several students fondly recalled Sigourney half a century after she had quit teaching. In 1819 she married Charles Sigourney. Her husband had three children from a previous marriage whom Sigourney took under her wing. The owner of a hardware store, Charles saw his fortunes decline. The real breadwinner became Sigourney, who supported her entire new family as a writer. Sensitive to the realities of American history, she penned Traits of the Aborigines (1822), a tract that condemned the destruction of Native Americans and their lifeways. She then became known for creating books on conduct, including Letters to Young Ladies (1833) and Letters to My Pupils (1837), that gave advice on everything from letter writing to conversation to being well read. Originally Sigourney used a pseudonym at her husband’s request, but after the success of the first Letters book she reverted to her own name. Other renowned works included Sketch of Connecticut and Forty Years Since (1824) and Lady Howard’s Journal (1857).

Of Sigourney’s five biological children, three succumbed soon after their birth, and a fourth died in his 20s of tuberculosis. Only one daughter survived to care for Sigourney as she aged. With this daughter’s help, Sigourney completed her autobiography, Letters of Life (1866). As she advanced in age, she traveled frequently to Europe in search of rest and the perfect climate and moved often while there. Europe’s nobility feted Sigourney, and she met the monarchs of England and France. Among her correspondents were Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Edgar Allan Poe. Sigourney was prominent enough for Matthew Brady to take her photograph and Charles Dickens to ask for an audience in her home as he toured the United States.

While Sigourney’s profits helped her family, she also found enough to donate to charities important to her philosophies. These included the temperance movement, societies devoted to peace, Greek war relief, and various types of missionary societies. Through her prolific correspondence she encouraged other female educators, including Catharine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe. An advocate of minorities and the less fortunate, Sigourney championed the rights of African Americans, Native Americans, and the deaf, though being a product of her time, she envisioned segregated schools.

Sigourney was also a product of her era in supporting Jeffersonian small government, sobriety, frugality, piety, and family. She wrote that the natural role of women was to teach. She promoted the ideal of the self-made woman who acquired knowledge through her own efforts. Women should read aloud, according to Sigourney, for the education and edification of others and should write letters to widen their circle of acquaintances. Sigourney wanted women of all ages to form reading societies for the discussion of books read in common but cautioned against verbosity. Women should think, speak, and write concisely, advice no less suitable for men. Sigourney opposed gossip and frivolity. In addition to reading, speaking, and writing, in her opinion women should cultivate the skill of listening. Sigourney died in June 1865 in Hartford.

Christopher Cumo

See also Beecher, Catharine Esther; Stowe, Harriet Beecher; Temperance Movement

Further Reading

Baym, Nina. 1990. “Reinventing Lydia Sigourney.” American Literature 62(3) (September): 385–404.

Donawerth, Jane, ed. 2002. Rhetorical Theory by Women before 1900: An Anthology. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield.

Slave Women

To be a female slave in the antebellum United States was to belong to the most vulnerable group of humans in the country. Slave women were multiply oppressed by their gender, race, and condition of bondage. Female slaves faced sexual predation at the hands of white masters, were responsible for both productive and reproductive work, and escaped slavery in significantly smaller numbers because they had children.

While slavery existed in colonial America and continued after the American Revolution, the antebellum period saw an explosion in slave numbers. In 1810 there were approximately 400,000 slaves in the United States. By 1860 that number had increased to almost 4 million, a tenfold increase in 50 years brought upon by the invention of the cotton gin and the rising value of cotton. While northern states gradually abolished slavery between the 1780s and early 1800s, southern states increased the number of slaves, strengthened slave codes, and became increasingly ideologically committed to the institution of human bondage. Many northern slaves became freed persons in this period, but about 1 million were sold south before the state they lived in ended slavery, a process often called the Second Middle Passage.

Before the transatlantic slave trade was outlawed in 1807, about 70 percent of American slaves were first-generation Africans. After 1807, slave owners in the United States relied on natural increase, or reproduction by existing slaves, to supply additional slave workers. This reality placed additional burdens on female slaves, who were subject to the same work, violence, and indignities as male slaves but also faced sexual predation, forced breeding, and the loss of their children through sales. Natural increase also quickly equalized the balance between the numbers of male and female slaves. While many Latin American countries continued to rely on imported Africans, who were generally male, during the antebellum period American female and male slave numbers were roughly equal.

Female slaves’ problems with the sexual predation of masters was exacerbated by the fact that most slaves did not live on plantations with large slave populations. Over half of American slave women lived on farms with fewer than 50 slaves, and 25 percent lived on farms with fewer than 15 slaves. Women living on these smaller farms were far more likely to have a master father for their children than women on larger farms. More masters with fewer slaves meant more enslaved women unable to escape the attention of masters. On average, slave women had a child every 2 years for about 20 years. Slave children had a significantly higher mortality rate than did white children. An enslaved woman could expect half of her children to die before their first birthday, in part because women were forced to wean children at three to four months and leave them while they worked and also because slave families had inadequate housing, low-nutrient food, and little formal health care.

On top of their reproductive work, giving birth to new slaves for their masters as much as for themselves, slave women were expected to engage in productive work. Ninety percent of slaves in the United States worked in agriculture tending crops including cotton, rice, sugarcane, and hemp. Female slaves would have made up half of the agricultural workforce, with the remaining women generally working as house slaves, maids, cooks, and nannies. Female slaves reported that they generally preferred working in the fields, because housework brought them in dangerous and oppressive contact with white owners.

There is significant debate among historians about how to categorize sex between slave women and masters. Most historians reject the notion that any relationship between slave and master was consensual and loving, if for no other reason than one party legally owned and controlled the other. Many scholars argue that all sex between slave women and masters was technically rape, insofar as no female slave was legally able to refuse a master’s sexual advances. Slaves who did so could be harshly punished. The slave woman Celia, for example, killed her sexually abusive master, was found guilty in a court of law, and executed for her crime, in part because the courts did not recognize a slave woman’s right to self-defense and in part because they saw rape as a crime against property. Legally a man could not rape his own slave. Nonetheless, many female slaves took advantage of their master’s desire and created a kind of agency for themselves that mitigated some of a slave’s powerlessness. Sally Hemings, as did many women like her, essentially traded sex with her master Thomas Jefferson for improved living conditions and eventual freedom for her children.

Some slave women ran away from their bondage, effectively stealing themselves and becoming fugitive slaves living as free in the North. Harriet Tubman is perhaps the most famous female fugitive slave. Others bought themselves from their masters, as did Elizabeth Keckley, who worked for Mary Todd Lincoln as her dressmaker when she was free. The vast majority of fugitive slaves were men, though, because female slaves faced challenges to running away that male slaves did not. Children primarily made it difficult for enslaved women to escape, and many women who did escape had to leave their children behind. Harriet Jacobs escaped a sexually abusive maser in 1842 and then spent years trying to free her children from the man who owned them, the man who was also their father.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Spiritualism

Spiritualism is a religion based around the belief that spirits can communicate with the living through a living human called a medium. The movement developed between 1848 and 1900, inspired by the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg and Franz Mesmer. Spiritualism was buoyed by the rising fame of mediums such as the Fox sisters. The movement lost popularity during the early 20th century but still exists today.

Although many people believe Spiritualism to have been at odds with mainstream Christian religions, the historical reality is far more complicated. When Spiritualism first arose in the mid-1800s, the movement was closely tied to Christianity. Spiritualism attracted the interest of many members of established Christian religions including clergy, who saw it as a possible continuation of Christianity, even the next step in Christianity’s long history. The connection between Spiritualism and Christianity was so well accepted by some that in 1852 the popular Spiritualist newspaper Shekinah used an image of Jesus on its front page.

Other clergy rejected Spiritualism entirely. They expelled members of their congregation found to be followers of Spiritualism, and they delivered sermons warning congregants away from the movement. Some clergy went so far as to try to outlaw the practice of Spiritualism altogether. They appealed to their state governments in the hopes of securing anti-Spiritualist legislation. These attempts failed but served to fuel the anti-Spiritualist sentiment, underscoring this time in American history.

Despite the backlash from some mainstream religious leaders, Spiritualism continued to grow in popularity. Although the movement began after reports of communication with the dead by the Fox sisters in 1848, by 1850 there were over 100 such mediums reported to be living and operating in New York City alone (Brandon 1983, 43). People flocked by the hundreds to attend Spiritualist lectures, and some mediums developed large followings.

One reason Spiritualism grew so quickly was that the religion required no special training: anyone could be a medium, or claim to be one. One popular Spiritualist magazine, aptly titled The Spiritualist, advised readers who were curious about Spiritualism to attempt it in their own homes: “Inquirers into Spiritualism should begin by forming spirit circles in their own homes, with no Spiritualist or professional medium present…. One or more persons possessing medial powers without knowing it are to be found in nearly every household” (Brandon 1983, 43). During these meetings, spirits would communicate by a variety of methods, including rapping or knocking sounds (which would seem to come out of nowhere), flickering lights, and even physical manifestations (which could include everything from spirits appearing in their ghostly forms to mediums producing ectoplasm from their bodies). The nature of these activities provoked the attention of skeptics. Some people took it upon themselves to investigate the claims of the mediums. In many cases they were able to publicly declare them frauds, though not in the case of the Fox sisters, who were investigated and found to be legitimate by abolitionist and spiritualist Amy Post. Only when their popularity began to dim did Margarte Fox, who had converted to Roman Catholicism, declare herself and her sisters frauds by demonstrating how they made rapping sounds by cracking their toe joints. Despite that admission, Spiritualism continued to spread.
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Spiritualism, as both a religious and reform movement, had tremendous popular support and power in the decades before and after the American Civil War. The nation’s most influential spiritualists and trance speakers were women. (Transcendental Graphics/Getty Images)

In part, the popularity of Spiritualism in the mid-1800s can be explained by the fact that it was an essentially democratic movement. Unlike most churches, Spiritualism did not adhere to rules set by a governing authority. There was no ruling hierarchy to hand out decrees or determine what constituted a valid Spiritualist. This allowed for a great deal of latitude in how Spiritualism was practiced. It also allowed for followers to continue with a mainstream religion of their choice, because Spiritualism did not require followers to abandon their preexisting faith systems. As a result, Spiritualism tended to appeal to the more marginalized and less powerful members of American society. In particular, it was seen as especially appealing to women.

For American women, the open and antihierarchical nature of Spiritualism meant that there were no limits on how far they could advance within the movement. Women were free to create their own spirit circles, discover their medial abilities, and express their abilities to other believers. An effective medium, one able to convincingly communicate with the dead, could gain wide recognition within the Spiritualist community (and even outside of it, as her fame could easily attract nonbelievers). This was not the case in mainstream religions of the time, where women were typically not permitted to take on roles of authority.

This is perhaps why some of the best known-mediums, such as the Fox sisters and Madame Blavatsky, were women. This is also why many historians continue to write about Spiritualism as a primarily female concern, often expressing this perspective in language that seems to leave no room for debate, such as “The occult, was, after all, a female affair” (Kontou 2008, 276). Here, “occult” refers to both the Victorian occult (occult practices taken up by women during the Victorian age in Britain) and American Spiritualism.

Although Spiritualism did indeed offer unique opportunities to women in terms of allowing them a space in which to grow in power, this was only one part of what it did for its followers. The fact that it espoused no specific structure and imposed no hierarchy meant that male and female Spiritualists had to work together to figure it out; they could not rely on traditional roles, and this left them free to create new ones.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Stanton, Elizabeth Cady (1815–1902)

A leading figure in the fight for women’s rights in the 19th century, Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a passionate reformer and a talented writer. She is most famous for her role in organizing the first women’s rights convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848, where she drafted the Declaration of Sentiments. She is also noted as the cofounder and president of the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA). Stanton wrote several influential works, including History of Woman Suffrage, The Woman’s Bible, her autobiography Eighty Years and More: Reminiscences 1815–1897, and scores of periodicals, essays, and speeches.

Born in Johnstown, New York, on November 12, 1815, Elizabeth Cady was the 7th of 11 children born to Daniel Cady and Margaret Livingston. Her father was a New York lawyer who served in the U.S. Congress and on the New York Supreme Court. The Cady family’s elite status created opportunities for Stanton not available to most American women. Stanton was formally educated at Johnstown Academy, a coeducational institute, where she learned Latin, Greek, writing, science, mathematics, and theology.

Stanton’s status in both her home and the broader society was further underscored following her graduation from Johnstown Academy in 1830. Although she had excelled academically, she was barred from attending Union College based solely on her sex. The 15-year-old Stanton convinced her father to send her to Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary in New York.

Stanton graduated from Troy in 1833, after which she spent time in the home of her cousin Gerrit Smith. Smith was a prominent abolitionist, so Stanton was exposed to radical abolitionist politics. Smith presided over New York’s American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS). His parlor was routinely visited by many of the prominent figures of the movement, including William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Frederick Douglass, and Elizabeth Cady’s future husband, Henry Stanton. The two were married in Johnstown in 1840.

The Stantons went to London to participate in the first World Anti-Slavery Convention. While attending the conference, Stanton experienced what she later recalled was a germinal moment in her fight for women’s rights: several female representatives were present, including Lucretia Mott and Emily Winslow, but the male delegates voted to deny women participation in the convention. The female representatives, along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, were humiliated, as they were forced to observe the proceedings silently from the gallery.

Between 1842 and 1846, Stanton focused on her family and domestic life after giving birth to three sons. Then in 1847, the Stantons moved to Seneca Falls, New York. It would be their home for 15 years and became the catalyst for Stanton’s transformation to a full-fledged feminist agitator. Stanton reconnected with Lucretia Mott in 1848, and the two women discussed the necessity of a women’s rights convention.

The convention took place in July 1848. Stanton drafted a Declaration of Sentiments modeled after the Declaration of Independence and presented it to the attendees at the convention. The declaration formed the written framework for the women’s grievances, which included a lack of property rights, education, and equality under the law and exclusion from the “elective franchise.” Following the Seneca Falls Convention, Stanton became a leading voice in the fledgling reform movement. She relied heavily on her fierce rhetorical skill to combat the foes of women’s equality and was most active through her writing.

Not long after the birth of her fourth son in 1851, Stanton made the acquaintance of a liberal Quaker and radical reformer named Susan B. Anthony. Stanton and Anthony’s friendship would last for 50 years, growing into a dynamic and successful partnership. Whereas Stanton was bound to the home with the duties expected of a mother and wife, Anthony was unmarried and free to travel the country. In the 1850s Stanton and Anthony campaigned tirelessly in pursuit of women’s rights, focusing on legal reform and the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1860. With the onset of the American Civil War, the movement was put on hold. In 1862 Stanton moved to New York City, and within a year she and Anthony had established the Women’s Loyal National League devoted to supporting the Union efforts to abolish slavery.

After the Civil War, both Stanton and Anthony broke with their abolitionist companions on the issue of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which excluded women’s suffrage. Stanton and Anthony established the American Equal Rights Association, whose objective was to promote voting rights for both black men and all women. When Stanton and Anthony started the NWSA in 1869, Stone established a more conservative oppositional group, the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), highlighting a growing division in the women’s movement.

After ratification of the Reconstruction Amendments, Stanton wrote and lectured on a multitude of controversial issues including sexism in Christianity, birth control, abortion, interracial marriage, and, of course, women’s suffrage. Between 1880 and 1898 Stanton published several influential works, including the first three volumes of her collaboration with Susan B. Anthony and Matilda Joslyn Gage, titled the History of Woman Suffrage. By 1898, Stanton inspired a storm of criticism and condemnation when she published the first two volumes of her Woman’s Bible, a critique of sexism in organized Christianity. Stanton rewrote the Bible, removing and replacing everything in it that was antiwoman. In that same year at the age of 83, she published her personal autobiography titled Eighty Years and More: Reminiscences, 1815–1897.

By the time of her death in 1902, Elizabeth Cady Stanton was a widow and a mother of seven children. In her lifetime she was a leading voice for progressive change and shaped the rhetoric of the suffrage movement. Her collaboration with Susan B. Anthony yielded enduring victories in the hard-fought struggle for women’s rights, yet neither woman lived to see women gain the right to vote.

Meghan O’Donnell
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Waterloo, New York, Speech (1848)

The following speech is often incorrectly identified as one Elizabeth Cady Stanton gave at the Seneca Falls Convention, but it was most probably first given two months after the convention in Waterloo, New York, in September 1848. Lucretia Mott described the Waterloo speech as Stanton’s first public address. Stanton also used this speech as a basis for several short articles.

Ladies and gentlemen, when invited some weeks ago to address you I proposed to a gentleman of this village to review our report of the Seneca Falls convention and give his objections to our Declaration, resolutions and proceedings to serve me as a text on which to found an address for this evening—the gentleman did so, but his review was so laconic that there was the same difficulty in replying to it as we found in replying to a recent sermon preached at Seneca Falls—there was nothing of it.

Should that gentleman be present this evening and feel disposed to give any of his objections to our movement, we will be most happy to answer him.

I should feel exceedingly diffident to appear before you wholly unused as I am to public speaking, were I not nerved by a sense of right and duty—did I not feel that the time had fully come for the question of woman’s wrongs to be laid before the public—did I not believe that woman herself must do this work—for woman alone can understand the height and the depth, the length and the breadth of her own degradation and woe. Man cannot speak for us—because he has been educated to believe that we differ from him so materially, that he cannot judge of our thoughts, feelings and opinions by his own. Moral beings can only judge of others by themselves—the moment they give a different nature to any of their own kind they utterly fail. The drunkard was hopelessly lost until it was discovered that he was governed by the same laws of mind as the sober man. Then with what magic power, by kindness and love, was he raised from the slough of despond and placed rejoicing on high land. Let a man once settle the question that woman does not think and feel like himself and he may as well undertake to judge of the amount of intellect and sensation of any of the animal creation as of woman’s nature. He can know but little with certainty, and that but by observation.

Among the many important questions which have been brought before the public, there is none that more vitally affects the whole human family than that which is technically termed Woman’s rights. Every allusion to the degraded and inferior position occupied by woman all over the world, has ever been met by scorn and abuse. From the man of highest mental cultivation, to the most degraded wretch who staggers in the streets do we hear ridicule and coarse jests, freely bestowed upon those who dare assert that woman stands by the side of man—his equal, placed here by her God to enjoy with him the beautiful earth, which is her home as it is his—having the same sense of right and wrong and looking to the same Being for guidance and support. So long has man exercised a tyranny over her injurious to himself and benumbing to her faculties, that but few can nerve themselves against the storm, and so long has the chain been about her that however galling it may be she knows not there is a remedy.

The present social, civil and religious condition of women is a subject too vast to be brought within the limits of one short lecture. Suffice it to say for the present, that wherever we turn the history of woman is sad and drear and dark, without any alleviating circumstances, nothing from which we can draw consolation. As the nations of the earth emerge from a state of barbarism, the sphere of woman gradually becomes wider but not even under what is thought to be the full blaze of the sun of civilization is it what God designed it to be. In every country and clime does man assume the responsibility of marking out the path for her to tread,—in every country does he regard her as a being inferior to himself and one whom he is to guide and controul. From the Arabian Kerek whose wife is obliged to steal from her Husband to supply the necessities of life,—from the Mahometan who forbids pigs dogs women and other impure animals to enter a mosque, and does not allow a fool, madman or women to proclaim the hour of prayer,—from the German who complacently smokes his meerschaum while his wife, yoked with the ox draws the plough through its furrow,—from the delectable gentleman who thinks an inferior style of conversation adapted to women—to the legislator who considers her incapable of saying what laws shall govern her, is this same feeling manifested. In all eastern countries she is a mere slave bought and sold at pleasure. There are many differences in habits, manners, and customs, among the heathen nations of the old world, but there is little change for the better in woman’s lot—she is either the drudge of man to perform all the hard labour of the field and the menial duties of the hut, tent, or house, or she is the idol of his lust the mere creature of his ever varying whims and will. Truly has she herself said in her best estate,

I am a slave, a favoured slave

At best to share his pleasure and seem very blest,

When weary of these fleeting charms and me,

There yawns the sack and yonder rolls the sea,

What! am I then a toy for dotards play

To wear but till the gilding frets away?

In christian countries, boasting a more advanced state of civilization and refinement, woman still holds a position infinitely inferior to man. In France the Salic law tells much although it is said that woman there has ever had great influence in all political revolutions. In England she seems to have advanced a little—There she has a right to the throne, and is allowed to hold some other offices and some women have a right to vote too—But in the United States of America woman has no right either to hold office, nor to the elective franchise, we stand at this moment, unrepresented in this government—our rights and interests wholly overlooked.

Let us now glance at some of the popular objections to this whole question. There is a class of men who believe in the natural inborn, inbred superiority both in body and mind and their full complete Heaven descended right to lord it over the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, the beast of the field and last tho’ not least the immortal being called woman. I would recommend this class to the attentive perusal of their Bibles—to historical research, to foreign travel—to a closer observation of the manifestations of mind about them and to an humble comparison of themselves with such women as Catharine of Russia, Elizabeth of England distinguished for their statesmanlike qualities, Harriet Martineau and Madame de Stael for their literary attainments, or Caroline Herschel and Mary Summerville for their scientific researches, or for physical equality to that whole nation of famous women the Amazones. We seldom find this class of objectors among liberally educated persons, who have had the advantage of observing their race in different countries, climes, and under different phases, but barbarians tho’ they be in entertaining such an opinion—they must be met and fairly vanquished.

Source: Elizabeth Cady Stanton Papers, 1814–1946 (bulk 1840–1902), Series 2: Speeches and Writings, 1848–1902, Library of Congress Manuscript Division.



Stewart, Maria (1803–1879)

Maria W. Stewart, an African American journalist and advocate for abolition and women’s rights, was born in Hartford, Connecticut, to two African-born parents who died young. Orphaned at the age of 5, Stewart worked as a domestic servant for a local minister until she was 15. During that time, she began her education in Sabbath schools and, to support herself, continued working as a servant until 1826, when she married independent Boston shipping agent James W. Stewart. He died 3 years later, and because the marriage produced no children, Stewart was denied her husband’s inheritance. Being left poor and struggling again became an experience that shaped her later interests in advancing women’s rights. Shortly afterward, her friend and political mentor David Walker (1796–1830) also died, leaving a hole in the fight for abolition that Stewart eventually sought to fill. From these experiences, Stewart began a lifelong journey against racial and gender discrimination in American society, using her writing and her lectures to promote change.

Stewart’s career ultimately began in 1831 when she met the famous abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison (1805–1879), who published her first pamphlet, Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality. The following year in September she gave her first speech, calling for increased race pride among blacks in addition to widespread advancement of both educational and job opportunities alike. The speech, given in Boston, placed Stewart in the tradition of renowned female orators that included Angelina and Sarah Grimké, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Sojourner Truth—a controversial movement that clashed with established gender norms at a time when women were still largely considered second-class citizens and condemned for speaking to large audiences, especially those consisting of men.

Despite social limitations for women, Stewart proved to be an adept speaker. Her boldness and determination grabbed the attention of her audiences, and although she only delivered three subsequent speeches, her contribution to reform was undeniable. Stewart spoke on a wide array of subjects from abolition to the growing necessity of independence from whites. Transcripts of her speeches were later printed in Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator. In 1832 with the money she finally reclaimed from her husband’s inheritance, she published those speeches in a second pamphlet titled Meditations from the Pen of Mrs. Maria Stewart.

Despite Garrison’s support and the success of Stewart’s early speeches, ultimately American society was not ready to embrace women lecturers such as Stewart on a public stage, so after four lectures she withdrew from public speaking and moved to New York in 1833. Though less vocal in the public arena, Stewart was still very much active in promoting social and political change in the treatment of women and blacks. For instance, she attended the 1837 Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, joined the local Female Literacy Society, and encouraged the emerging generation of black youths as a teacher in Manhattan and Brooklyn’s public schools. Here her activism translated into the field of education, where she demanded reform so that America’s young men and women would no longer be limited by the inefficient and underfunded system in place. Later she continued her work in Baltimore and Washington, D.C., in the 1850s and 1860s and at the Freedmen’s Hospital in the 1870s until she died at the Freedmen’s Hospital on February 6, 1880.

At the forefront of the African American struggle for freedom and equality as well as women’s rights, Stewart and her speeches paved the way for other women lecturers and activists who also combated the many social and political issues plaguing American society. Though Stewart is often one of the underacknowledged figures in the abolition and human rights debate, her works were truly influential in stirring abolitionist sentiment and garnering support for the cause at a time when women were just beginning to challenge the limited domestic roles afforded them by immersing in the politics of the day. Considered one of the first black women political writers and a part of the first wave to break the racial and gender barriers commonplace in the United States for far too long, Stewart was inducted in 2001 to the Connecticut Women’s Hall of Fame.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Maria Stewart’s “Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality” Speech (1831)

The following is an excerpt from a speech given by African American abolitionist Maria Stewart in Boston in 1831. Her talk was titled “Religion and the Pure Principles of Morality, the Sure Foundation on Which We Must Build.” Stewart’s speech is an excellent example of the way in which abolitionist women used religious ideas as liberation theology to change the understanding of freedom and equality of many Americans so as to include people of color and women.

I was born in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1803; was left an orphan at five years of age; was bound out in a clergyman’s family; had the seeds of piety and virtue early sown in my mind; but was deprived of the advantages of education, though my soul thirsted for knowledge. Left them at 15 years of age; attended Sabbath Schools until I was 20; in 1826, was married to James W. Stewart; was left a widow in 1829; was, as I humbly hope and trust, brought to the knowledge of the truth, as it is in Jesus, in 1830; in 1831, made a public profession of my faith in Christ.

From the moment I experienced the change, I felt a strong desire, with the help and assistance of God, to devote the remainder of my days to piety and virtue, and now possess that spirit of independence, that, were I called upon, I would willingly sacrifice my life for the cause of God and my brethren.

All the nations of the earth are crying out for Liberty and Equality. Away, away with tyranny and oppression! And shall Africa’s sons be silent any longer? Far be it from me to recommend to you, either to kill, burn, or destroy. But I would strongly recommend to you, to improve your talents; let not one lie buried in the earth. Show forth your powers of mind. Prove to the world, that:

Though black your skins as shades of night,

Your hearts are pure, your souls are white.

I am of a strong opinion, that the day on which we unite, heart and soul, and turn our attention to knowledge and improvement, that day the hissing and reproach among the nations of the earth against us will cease. And even those who now point at us with the finger of scorn, will aid and befriend us. It is of no use for us to sit with our hands folded, hanging our heads like bulrushes, lamenting our wretched condition; but let us make a mighty effort, and arise; and if no one will promote or respect us, let us promote and respect ourselves.

The American ladies have the honor conferred on them, that by prudence and economy in their domestic concerns, and their unwearied attention [in] forming the minds and manners of their children, they laid the foundation of their becoming what they now are. The good women of Wethersfield, Conn. toiled in the blazing sun, year after year, weeding onions, then sold the seed and procured money enough to erect them a house of worship; and shall we not imitate their examples, as far as they are worthy of imitation? Why cannot we do something to distinguish ourselves, and contribute some of our hard earnings that would reflect honor upon our memories, and cause our children to arise and call us blessed? Shall it any longer be said of the daughters of Africa, they have no ambition, they have no force? By no means. Let every female heart become united, and let us raise a fund ourselves; and at the end of the one year and a half, we might be able to lay the corner-stone for the building of a High School, that the higher branches of knowledge might be enjoyed by us; and God would raise us up, and enough to aid us in our laudable designs.

Source: Productions of Mrs. Maria W. Stewart Presented to the First African Baptist Church & Society of the City of Boston (Boston: Published by Friends of Freedom and Virtue, 1835).



Stone, Lucy (1818–1893)

An antislavery advocate and prominent suffragist, Lucy Stone is also remembered for refusing to change her surname upon her marriage. Stone was born on August 13, 1818, in West Brookfield, Massachusetts, to Francis Stone and Hannah Matthews. From her younger days, she was appalled at the subordination of women in her own household and the socially accepted unequal salary structure in school where she taught. Her father did not finance her college education because she was a woman, so Stone saved her own salary and enrolled in Oberlin College, the first college in the United States to accept women and African Americans. Stone graduated in 1847 with honors, the first women in Massachusetts to earn a college degree.
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Women’s rights activist and abolitionist Lucy Stone made social justice causes her life’s work. At a time when women were supposed to be silent and ignorant, she graduated from college and spoke publicly against slavery and for the vote for women. (Library of Congress)

Upon Stone’s graduation the American Anti-Slavery Society commissioned her, and she toured the United States giving speeches against slavery and for women’s rights. Because many Americans disapproved of women speaking in public, she was often heckled, doused with cold water, or had books hurled at her, but she continued. In October 1850 Stone helped organize the first National Women’s Rights Convention, held in Massachusetts, and she published her influential speech “The Enfranchisement of Women” after the convention.

In 1855, despite vowing never to marry to maintain her legal identity and independence, Stone married Henry Browne Blackwell, a fellow champion of antislavery and women’s rights. He arranged a successful lecture tour for her and created a trust so that Stone could maintain power over her half of their finances. He also supported her desire to keep her maiden surname, an event that made headlines. Two years later they had a daughter, Alice Stone Blackwell, who followed her parents’ activist footsteps and eventually wrote her mother’s first biography.

During the wartime politics of the 1860s, women in general found it difficult to undertake political activism. But in 1863, Stone along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Antony, Martha Coffin Wright, and others formed the Woman’s National Loyal League with an agenda of enfranchisement of African Americans and full emancipation. A petition with 400,000 signatures was submitted to Congress in support of the Thirteenth Amendment, which passed.

A milestone was established in the women’s rights movement when Stone, along with Anthony, Stanton, and Lucretia Mott, founded the American Equal Rights Association in 1866, which split in 1869 over the question of voting rights to African American men proposed by the Fifteenth Amendment. Stone was a die-hard supporter of this, while Stanton, Anthony, and others opposed it, as it denied suffrage to women. The other women formed the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) in May to emphasize women’s suffrage. Stone along with Julia Ward Howe, Josephine Ruffin, Henry Blackwell, and Elizabeth Blackwell founded the more moderate American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) in Cleveland, Ohio, that November. The AWSA’s strategy for gaining the vote focused on working one state at a time. To assist that effort, Stone founded the Woman’s Journal in 1870 and served as editor for the next 23 years.

Realizing that two different organizations working on two different strategies bogged down the process, leaders of both groups reunited them in 1890 under the title National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Stone became chairperson of the Executive Committee, which took up her agenda of gaining voting rights state by state. In 1892 Stone appeared before the House Judiciary Committee speaking in support of voting rights for women. She gave her last speech the next year at the World’s Congress of Representative Women in Chicago.

Stone died on October 18, 1893, in Dorchester, Massachusetts. On the occasion of the 150th anniversary of her birth, the U.S. Postal Service issued a 50-cent postage stamp in her name. In 1921 Ruth Hale, another prominent woman who refused to give up her maiden name upon marriage, founded the Lucy Stone League in support of the practice. In 2000, Amy Ray of the Indigo Girls band released the song “Lucystoners.”

Patit Paban Mishra
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Stowe, Harriet Beecher (1811–1896)

Nineteenth-century author Harriet Beecher Stowe is best remembered for writing Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), the most important antislavery novel in American history. The novel sold so many copies, at least in states that did not have legal slavery, that they replaced Bibles at many bedsides and made Stowe internationally famous. Stowe also wrote many short works and two other books, all centered on themes involving Christian values and morals. Prior to the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe’s work was recognized in a few literary periodicals including the Atlantic Monthly and the National Era, but none of her other works came close to the fame of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

Stowe was born in Litchfield, Connecticut, on June 14, 1811, to Lyman Beecher (1775–1863) and Roxanna Foote Beecher and was the 7th of 13 children. The Beechers may have been the most influential reform family in antebellum America. Lyman was a leading voice in the reform-minded revivals of the Second Great Awakening, and Stowe’s brother Henry Ward Beecher (1813–1887) became a leader in the abolitionist movement. Stowe was educated by her sister, Catharine Beecher, who was also a noted writer and reformer and had a school in Hartford, Connecticut, that Stowe graduated from when she was 15. Stowe subsequently taught there until 1832. She left the school and moved with her father to Cincinnati when he became president of the Lane Theological Seminary.

While in Cincinnati, Stowe met Calvin E. Stowe, a professor of languages and biblical literature at the Lane Theological Seminary. Before the two married on January 6, 1836, Harriet Stowe published “Uncle Lot,” her first short story. While she lived in Cincinnati, she began to learn about the realities of slavery, seeing for the first time the many fugitive slaves trying to attain the freedom that she took for granted. Ohio was a free state, but on the other side of the Ohio River, which made up Ohio’s southern border, was slave territory. Slaves had to make it across the river to freedom, and thus Ohio became an important antislavery state.

The Fugitive Slave Act, which declared that all runaway slaves could be captured, even in states that did not recognize slavery as legal, and returned to their rightful owners became federal law in 1850. This law challenged abolitionists to resist and inspired Stowe to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The novel was published in March 1852 as a serial in a well-known abolitionist journal, but Stowe’s editors and readership inspired her to expand the story into a novel. By the end of November of that same year, more than 150,000 copies had been sold in America. It was not long before the novel’s popularity expanded to Europe, where the first London copy was published in May 1852.

The novel’s popularity inspired some critics to attack its authenticity. Anticipating these accusations, Stowe published The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin in 1853, deconstructing the content of her novel and providing evidence that real events inspired specific scenes in her novel. Many of the novel’s accounts shocked the nation, particularly after Stowe illustrated the novel’s basis in fact. As heavily dramatized as many of the scenes in Uncle Tom’s Cabin are, the Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin made the issue of slavery all too real for many Americans, who had not previously taken the abolition of slavery seriously.

Eager to continue her writing career, Stowe published a third book, Dred: Or, a Tale of the Dismal Swamp in 1856. Due to Stowe’s established fame from her first published novel, Dred sold well initially but failed to evoke the same kind of intense emotions that her most famous novel produced. To be fair, Uncle Tom’s Cabin created the kind of sensation that set the bar unfairly high for all of Stowe’s later work. She produced about 20 other works for the next 40 years of her life and died in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1896.

In many ways, Uncle Tom’s Cabin overshadowed Stowe’s life and work. She was a dedicated abolitionist and women’s rights reformer as well as a talented writer. She also founded the Hartford Art School, which eventually became the University of Hartford.

Maryellen Diotte
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Letter from Harriet Beecher Stowe to Frederick Douglass (1851)

As an author and antislavery activist, Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the best-selling novel of antebellum America. She met President Abraham Lincoln, who may or may not have called her “the little woman who wrote the book that started this great war.” Prior to the war Stowe assisted fugitive slaves on their way on the Underground Railroad and educated the children of free blacks in her home. After the war, she focused on married women’s legal rights. In this letter to famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass, Stowe asks for his assistance to achieve the proper enslaved person’s perspective for her new novel because she wants it to be graphic enough to draw more people into the abolitionist movement. She also debates his antichurch stance, saying that while it is true that many people use religion to support the slave trade, many, such as her and her friends, use their religious beliefs to end slavery.

Frederick Douglass Esq. (1851)

Sir—

You may perhaps have noticed in your editorial reading of a series of articles that I am furnishing for the Era under the title “Uncle Tom’s Cabin or Life among the lowly”—In the course of my story, the scene will fall upon a cotton plantation—I am very desirous here to gain information from one who has been an actual laborer on one—& it occurs to me that in the circle of your acquaintance there might be one who would be able to communicate to me some such information as I desire—I have before me an able paper written by a southern planter in which the details & modus operandi are given from his point of sight—

I am anxious to have some more from another standpoint—I wish to be able to make a picture, which shall be graphic & true to nature in its details. Such a person as Henry Bibb, if in this country might give me just the kind of information I desire. You may possibly know of some other person—I will (subj-) (?) to this letter a list of questions which in that case, you will do me a favor by enclosing to the individuals with a request, that he will at earliest convenience answer these—

For some weeks past I have received your paper thru the mail & I have read it with great interest—desire to return my acknowledgements for it—it will be a pleasure to me at sometime, when less occupied to contribute something to its columns—

I have noticed with regret your sentiments on two subjects—the church—& African colonization—& with the more regret, because I think you have a considerable share of reason for your feelings on both these subjects—but I would willingly if I could modify your view on both points.

In the first place you say the church is “pro slavery[“]—There is a sense in which this may be true—The American church of all denominations rather as a body comprises the best and most conscientious people in the country—I do not say it comprises none but these—or that none such are found out of it—but only that if a census were taken of the present and most highly principled men & women of our country the majority of them must be found to be professors of religion in some of the various Christian denominations—This fact has given to the church great might in this country—the general & predominant spirit of intelligence & probity & piety of its majority has given it that degree of weight that it has the power to decide the great moral questions of the day—Whatever it unitedly and decidedly sets itself against as a moral evil it can put down—

In this sense the church is responsible for the sin of slavery—Dr. Banus has beautifully and briefly expressed this on the last page of his work on slavery when he says, “not all the force out of the church could sustain slavery an hour, if it were not sustained in it—[“]

It then appears that the church has the power to put an end to this evil and does not do it—In this sense she may be said to be pro slavery—But the church has the same power over intemperance & Sabbath breaking—and sin of all kind—no doubt if the moral power of the church were brought up to the N Testament point of view it is sufficient to put an end to all these too.

But I would ask, would you consider it a fair representation of the christian church in this country to say it is pro intemperance—pro Sabbath breaking & pro everything else it might put down if it was in a higher state of moral feeling?

If you should make a list of all the abolitionists of the country I think you would find a majority of them in the church—certainly some of the most influential & effective ones are ministers—

I am a minister’s daughter—a minister’s wife & I have six brothers in the ministry—(one is in Heaven)—& I certainly ought to know something of the feelings of ministers—I was a child in 1821, when the Missouri question was agitated & one of the strongest & deepest impressions on my mind were my father’s sermons & prayers—& the anguish of his soul for the poor slave at that time—I remember his preaching drawing tears down the hardest faces of the old farmers—I remember his prayers night & morning in the family for “poor oppressed bleeding Africa” that the time for her deliverance in the family might come—prayers offered with strong crying & tears which indelibly impressed my heart & made me what I am from my soul the enemy of slavery—Every brother I have has been in his sphere a leading anti slavery man—(one of them was to the last hour of his life the bosom friend & counsillor of Lovejoy & all have known & heard of the man-) As for myself and husband we have lived on the border of a slave state for years & we have never for years shrunk from the fugitives—we have helped them with all we had to give—I have received the children of liberated slaves into a family school & taught them with my own children—& it has been the influence that we found in the church & by the altar that has made us do this—Gather up all the sermons that have been published on this offensive & unchristian law & you will find that those in its favor against it are numerically more than those in its favor—& yet some of the strongest opponents have not published their sermons—out of thirteen ministers who meet with my husband mostly for discussion of moral subjects only three are found who will acknowledge or obey this law in any shape.

After all my brother, the strength & hope of your oppressed race does lie in the church—In hearts united to Him of whom it is said, He shall spare the souls of the needy—& precious shall their blood be in His sight—Everything is against you—but Jesus Christ is for you—& He has not forgotten his church misguided and erring tho it may be—I have looked all the facts over with despairing eyes—

I see no hope except in Him—This movement must and will become a purely religious one—the light will spread in churches—the tone of the feeling will rise—christians north and south will give up all connection with & take up their testimony against it and thus this work will be over.

(Harriet Beecher Stowe)

Source: Harriet Beecher Stowe to Frederick Douglass, 1851. Copyright © 2008 Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, Hartford, CT. Available at http://www.harrietbeecherstowecenter.org/stowedocuments/Letter_from_Harriet_Beecher_Stowe_to_Frederick_Douglass.pdf.



Suffrage Movement

The suffrage movement was a successful attempt by women to earn the right to vote in the United States. From colonial times, the historical tradition of democracy in the United States was of a limited nature. In the decades after the American Revolution, laws continued to exclude most women from voting. The suffrage movement began in earnest in 1848 with the Seneca Falls Convention. During the American Civil War (1861–1865) suffragists believed that the Union would repay their loyalty with suffrage, but they were disappointed. A split in the movement in 1869, which lasted for more than 20 years, reflected differing ideologies and tactics. The movement encountered its greatest setback in 1875 when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the U.S. Constitution did not allow for women’s suffrage. New leadership at the turn of the century focused their energies on gaining women’s suffrage state by state while continuing the effort for a federal women’s suffrage amendment. After War I (1914–1918) a mounting number of states had granted women the right to vote, creating a groundswell of support for a federal amendment. The Nineteenth Amendment, which legalized women’s right to vote, was ratified and became law in 1920.

Since the 1600s American colonial voting restrictions meant that eligible voters were generally white male Protestant landowners. The idea of a limited democracy remained entrenched in the minds of the founders of the new American republic in the 1700s. In 1776, New Jersey became the first and only colony to establish a democracy for all whites (male and female) who possessed at least 50 pounds. It was not until the early 1800s that the federal government eliminated the property requirement for male voting. By doing so, the new laws created a voting democracy for all adult white men. On the other hand, most women were banned from voting. According to social conventions, women’s place was in the home and the private sphere, and many Americans disapproved of the idea that women could engage in any activity that would place them in the public sphere, including voting.

In the early 1800s women were active in a variety of reform movements, including abolition and temperance. Women worked around their disenfranchisement by fund-raising, petitioning, and otherwise calling attention to the issues they wanted reformed. By the mid-1800s, many female and male activists believed that reforms would best be accomplished if women could vote. In 1848, women reformers called a meeting in Seneca Falls, New York, to discuss women’s rights issues and draw up a document of resolutions. The delegates voted on the resolutions and approved them all unanimously except for one: women’s suffrage. At that time, women’s suffrage was controversial even among many women’s rights activists. The resolution was passed by a narrow margin, but it signaled a sustained battle ahead. In fact, some women organized antisuffrage groups and argued that women were not intelligent enough to make political decisions.

During the American Civil War, suffragists supported the Union’s cause because they believed that their loyalty would be repaid with suffrage. After the war, abolitionists were pleased to see that the Thirteenth Amendment (1865) abolished slavery in the United States. However, suffragists were dismayed to see that the both the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) and the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) excluded women from voting rights. The fallout from the political defeat led to a split in the suffrage movement. The National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), led by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, capitalized on existing racism to build a case for their cause by arguing that it was unfair for uneducated black men to vote while white educated women were disenfranchised. On the other hand, the American Woman Suffrage Association, led by Lucy Stone and Henry Ward Beecher, supported the amendments, viewing them as positive steps toward women’s suffrage.

In 1869 the Wyoming and Utah territorial legislatures granted women the right to vote. Other western states followed. Indeed, western states in general were more amenable to women’s right to vote than eastern states, in part because western states needed every vote they could get to gain parity with more densely populated and thus more electorally powerful eastern states. Certainly the Utah case suggests this quite strongly, given that 19th-century Mormon leaders were not advocates of women’s rights. In 1887 Congress passed the Edmunds-Tucker Act that disenfranchised Utah women as part of an effort to punish Mormons for polygamy.

Following the split, the NWSA was unable to gain any ground. Consequently, it launched a radical strategy. NWSA members reinterpreted the rights granted to citizens by the postwar amendments to include women. Testing the legal validity of the reinterpretation, Anthony and other members voted illegally in Rochester, New York, in the 1872 presidential election. Anthony was arrested and fined. She hoped to provoke an appeal by refusing to pay the fine and thus get her case to the U.S. Supreme Court, but authorities thwarted her plan by refusing to collect the fine. Virginia Minor, who voted illegally in Missouri, was also arrested and brought to trial. Unlike Anthony’s case, Minor’s case was appealed to higher courts and eventually made its way before the U.S. Supreme Court. In Minor v. Happersett (1875), the Court ruled that Missouri had legally denied Minor the right to vote because she had no constitutional right to do so. The Court explained that the founders had not intended suffrage to be universal and that the Constitution did not grant women the right to vote.

The ruling was a setback for the suffrage movement. However, suffragists did not quit the fight. Instead, they designed a new means of attack. They determined to not abandon the effort to get a federal amendment for women’s suffrage and to also work to get women’s suffrage laws passed in individual states. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), led by Frances Willard, rallied behind women’s suffrage. The temperance organization was larger than any existing suffrage group and had considerably more resources. Also in 1890, the two previously splintered major factions of the suffrage movement merged under Susan B. Anthony’s leadership to create the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). The NAWSA concentrated its efforts on state legislatures. Colorado granted women the right to vote in 1893, followed by Idaho and Utah in 1896.

By the end of the 1800s, the movement needed new leaders. The call was answered by many women, including Carrie Chapman Catt, Harriet Stanton Blatch (Stanton’s daughter), and Alice Paul. The period of transition, which occurred at the turn of the century, netted no new gains in the movement for 14 years. However, once the new leaders gained momentum, they accomplished more in a decade than the founders had accomplished in their lifetimes. They concentrated their efforts on state legislatures. A number of states granted women the right to vote: Washington (1910), California (1911), Arizona (1912), Kansas (1912), Oregon (1912), the Alaska Territory (1913), Illinois (1913), Montana (1914), Nevada (1914), New York (1917), North Dakota (1917), Nebraska (1917), Rhode Island (1917), Michigan (1918), Oklahoma (1918), South Dakota (1918), Indiana (1919), Maine (1919), Missouri (1919), Iowa (1919), Minnesota (1919), Ohio (1919), Wisconsin (1919), and Tennessee (1919).

In 1913 suffragists marched on Washington, D.C., in support of a constitutional amendment. More than 8,000 participants headed toward the White House. However, naysayers caused disorder and the demonstration deteriorated into a riot, which resulted in hundreds of injuries. In 1917, suffragists picketed the White House. Policemen responded by arresting the picketers. Once in jail, women went on hunger strikes and, after being tortured and force-fed, became known as the “Iron-Jawed Angels.” After they were released, to gain sympathy for their cause they wore their incarceration clothes during demonstrations.

The outbreak of World War I created opportunities for women that they had never had before. As men went off to fight in Europe, women took their place in the factories and supported the war effort. The war resulted in a change of attitudes about sex roles in society. Recognizing this reality, President Woodrow Wilson, who had previously opposed women’s suffrage, pragmatically changed his mind. After the war, the large number of states in the union that had granted women the right to vote and the mounting pressure imposed on the federal government by suffragists culminated in the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which granted women the right to vote in the United States in 1920.

Rolando Avila
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Amelia Bloomer’s Petition for Relief of Taxation or Relief of Political Disabilities (1878)

Amelia Bloomer advocated for temperance, women’s rights, and women’s dress reform. As a female property owner she petitioned the government to allow her to vote or stop taxing her property, as she likened that to taxation without representation.

Petition of Mrs. Amelia Bloomer for relief of taxation or political disabilities.

To the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States, in Congress Assembled.

Mrs. Amelia Bloomer, a citizen of the United States, and a resident of Council Bluffs, County of Pottawattamie and State of Iowa—the owner of real and personal property amounting to several thousand dollars, on which she is taxed without representation, hereby respectfully petitions your Honorable Body for relief from this burden of taxation—or the removal of her political disabilities, and that she may be declared invested with full power to exercise her right of self-government at the ballot-box, all state constitutions, or statute laws to the contrary notwithstanding.

Source: “Petition from Mrs. Amelia Bloomer of Council Bluffs, Iowa Regarding Suffrage in the West, 1878,” National Archives and Records Administration, http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/bloomer/images/bloomer-petition.gif.



Temperance Movement

The temperance movement aimed to limit or prohibit the consumption of alcohol in the United States. It had an enormous impact on American life in the 19th and early 20th centuries, culminating with the enactment of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, popularly referred to as Prohibition. The nationwide ban on the sale, production, and transportation of intoxicating beverages lasted from 1920 to 1933. Women were prime movers in the temperance movement, particularly within the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU).

The term “temperance” essentially means moderation, while the term “prohibition” signifies a total ban. Those supporting a dry, or alcohol-free, society felt that it was an issue of health, safety, and morality. During the country’s early history, Americans—especially those in rural areas—usually drank light alcoholic beverages such as homemade cider, which was often safer than local water. However, beginning in the late 1700s, stronger spirits such as whiskey and rum were cheap and plentiful. In 1784, Benjamin Rush published An Inquiry into the Effects of Ardent Spirits upon the Human Body and Mind. Rush’s work linked alcohol to physical and psychological illness, sparking the organized temperance movement. Organizations were formed across the country that advocated temperance rather than total abstinence. As time passed, prohibitionists became dominant in the largest organizations, and temperance often became synonymous with prohibition.

The American Temperance Society was formed in 1826, emphasizing religion and morality. Thousands of local chapters formed, with more than 1 million members. Temperance journals were published, and even traveling companies of temperance theater flourished, with the best example being The Drunkard, an extremely popular play that premiered in 1841. Generally, the hero in these plays suffers a downfall due to alcohol but is restored to health and happiness after renouncing drink.

Because of the abuse that many women and children suffered at the hands of drunken men, the temperance movement and the women’s rights movement often coexisted through such advocates as Susan Brownell Anthony (1820–1906) and American first lady Lucy Webb Hayes (1831–1889). Temperance advocates were often also friendly with nativist, or anti-immigrant, organizations as well as anti-Catholic forces, in part because they saw drunkenness as the vice of Irish American and German American Catholics. Thus, the temperance movement played an important and often overlooked role in pre–Civil War politics, particularly as antislavery forces attempted to organize into political parties.

Though dozens of dry organizations were formed, two of the most significant were the Anti-Saloon League (ASL), founded in 1893, and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), officially chartered in 1894. While the slogan of the ASL was “The Church in action against the saloon,” the WCTU widened its platform to include social reform and women’s suffrage. Though the WCTU was the first women’s mass temperance organization, it also had many male supporters. Between 1901 and 1931, it essentially doubled its membership from more than 150,000 to its peak of almost 400,000. Annie Wittenmyer (1827–1900) was the first president of the WCTU. Its slogan was “For God and Home and Native Land” (later changed to “Every Land” to repudiate nativism), defining temperance as “moderation in all things healthful; total abstinence from all things harmful.” Frances Willard (1839–1898) was elected WCTU president in 1879. As president for almost two decades, she expanded the organization’s scope to include reform of prostitutes, prison reform, and women’s suffrage, all of which she felt were connected to alcohol abuse.

Matilda B. Carse (1835–1917) joined temperance advocates in 1874 after her son was killed by a drunken wagon driver. In 1880 she was one of the organizers of the Woman’s Temperance Publishing Association (WTPA), a publisher of temperance literature. Carse created The Signal, which later merged with Our Union of New York to become The Union Signal. This weekly became an important women’s newspaper and soon had almost 100,000 subscribers.

There were also African American temperance groups. The Connecticut State Temperance Society of Colored People (CSTSCP) had been founded in 1836, joining with groups around the country in the 1840s to form the States Delavan Union Temperance Society of Colored People. Part of its name came from Edward Delavan (1793–1871), a successful hotelier, purveyor of liquor, and wine merchant who recanted later in life to become a radical leader of the national temperance movement.

The Civil War was generally a setback for the temperance movement. In addition to the perceived “morale” value of liquor for the troops, both the North and the South solicited distillers and brewers for financial support as well as taxing their products. Whiskey was also utilized as a makeshift anesthetic in field hospitals. There was a widely publicized anecdote that when critics complained to President Abraham Lincoln about General Ulysses Grant’s heavy drinking, Lincoln is said to have replied that he wanted to know Grant’s favorite brand of whiskey so he could send a barrel of it to his other generals.

In any case, the war, the slavery issue, and Reconstruction crowded temperance from the national agenda until temperance groups experienced a resurgence in the late 1800s. Drinking alcohol became a major form of entertainment for males in both urban centers and the Old West, with saloons acting as social centers as well as providing sources of gambling and prostitution. Often men would return home drunk, having lost the family’s money gambling. Sometimes they brought home sexually transmitted diseases, and sometimes they beat their wives and children. Women would organize temperance groups to kneel outside saloon doors and pray. They were usually the objects of derision among saloon keepers and customers alike.

Carrie (sometimes spelled as “Carry”) Moore Nation (1846–1911) was among the most demonstrative of women activists, attacking and vandalizing establishments that served alcohol. Often brandishing a hatchet, she would announce, “Men, I have come to save you from a drunkard’s fate.” Between 1900 and 1910 she was arrested dozens of times, and her fame was such that many bars posted the sign “All Nations Welcome But Carrie.”

The problem of dirty, unhealthy, foul-tasting drinking water was a continuing nemesis to Americans through the late 1800s and early 1900s. Some temperance groups encouraged the construction of public drinking fountains throughout the United States in the years after the Civil War. This was advocated by the national WCTU as early as its initial organizing convention of 1874 as a means to provide clean water, reducing men’s need for saloons in which to quench their thirst. Temperance organizations raised the funds to erect these “Temperance Fountains,” many of which can be seen in American cities today bearing the words “Faith, Hope, Charity, and Temperance.”

After the turn of the century, the popularity of the temperance movement was renewed by anti-German and anti-immigrant sentiment, particularly after World War I. Many beer brewers were German American, which made them unpopular in America’s wartime fervor. Often, distillers of whiskey were Irish, and makers of wine were Italian or Jewish, a fact that temperance organizers used to create support for their crusade in the anti-immigrant climate of the early 20th century.

Rather than moderation, the early 20th-century temperance movement espoused complete legal prohibition of alcohol. Sociologists note that this movement attracted an unlikely coalition of conservatives, liberals, doctors, pastors, labor leaders, politicians, and the Ku Klux Klan (which was adamantly anti-immigrant). Politicians were pressured into publicly supporting prohibition, though their private preferences might be quite different.

With their motto being “The Church in action against the saloon,” the ASL’s platform was difficult for brewers and drinkers to publicly oppose. The ASL mobilized religious coalitions to press for state and local legislation establishing entities such as dry counties, some of which still exist today. Many religious, social, and civic groups supported laws restricting the sale and consumption of alcohol, feeling that crime, gambling, poverty, political corruption, personal degradation, prostitution, and domestic abuse were all linked to alcohol.

The issue of women’s suffrage further complicated the temperance and antitemperance battle. Proalcohol groups vigorously opposed woman suffrage, fearing that women would vote en masse against alcohol, while temperance advocates supported woman suffrage for the same reason. As it turned out, Prohibition arrived in the United States before women had the right to vote in 1920.

On January 16, 1919, the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution was ratified, banning the manufacture, sale, and transportation of “intoxicating liquors” in the United States. It did not outlaw the consumption of alcohol-related products. Congress then passed the Volstead Act, largely written by Wayne Wheeler, to codify methods of enforcing the confusing, unpopular amendment. The Eighteenth Amendment was repealed in 1933 by ratification of the Twenty-First Amendment, the only instance in American history in which a constitutional amendment was repealed.

Nancy Hendricks
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Temperance Pledge (1834)

The temperance movement had organizations in every state in the 19th century. Members of such organizations often signed temperance pledges at public meetings to affirm their commitment to the movement. Pledges were generally ornately printed and appeared in a variety of sizes, shapes, and wordings. The following pledge, dated July 29, 1834, is from the Antivenenean Society of Amherst College. To be an Antivenenean meant that a person was against poisoning his or her body with liquor.

This is a voluntary association for the preservation of health and the correction of public opinion, each member having signed the following Preamble & Resolution.

Whereas the undersigned, Officers and Students in Amherst College are Convinced that it is best for us to dispense with Ardent Spirit, Wine, Opium and Tobacco, as articles of luxury and diet:—therefore, Resolved: that relying on Divine aid we hereby pledge to one another our mutual Promise, that while connected with this Institution, we will abstain entirely from These articles, except as medicine, and the use of wine at the Lord’s Supper.

Source: Edward Hitchcock, Reminiscences of Amherst College (Northampton, MA: Bridgman and Childs, 1863), 152.



Ten-Hour Movement

The Ten-Hour Movement was a labor reform movement that began in the 1840s largely by female textile workers in Lowell, Massachusetts, to fight for a shorter workday. In the early 1840s mill workers typically worked 11- to 13-hour workdays. As competition increased and the price of cloth decreased, owners of textile mills looked for ways to maximize profits.

Speed-ups (increasing the speed of machinery to make operatives work faster) and stretch-outs (increasing the number of machines operatives were expected to tend) were common practices. The premium system was also instituted in which corporations paid cash bonuses to the overseers whose factories made the largest amounts of product. These practices caused great demands on the mill workers, though they were inconsistent among the many mills within Lowell. The one practice that was consistent was the long workday.

In 1840 U.S. president Martin Van Buren issued an executive order making 10 hours the legal length of the working day but only for federal workers and those on government contracts, not employees of private corporations. Labor reformers decided to petition for similar working hours at the state level. In 1843, a petition with 16,00 signatures from workers in Lowell, Massachusetts, was submitted to the statehouse.

In late 1844 the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association (LFLRA), led by mill worker Sarah Bagley, organized to demand a shorter workday. This was a cause that mill workers could fight for together as one unit across all of the different mill corporations regardless of practices or working conditions in the individual mills. At this time, women began to identify themselves as the female working class and were united under the LFLRA motto “Try Again!” The LFLRA argued that the shorter workday would let the workers lead healthier and better lives. These women’s actions led them into the political world, where their concerns began to be heard.

The state legislature appointed an investigative committee in 1845 that visited several mills in Lowell and also had several mill workers, including LFLRA president Bagley, testify about their working experiences. At the end of their investigation the committee members reported that the legislature did not have the power to determine hours of work and that the length of the workday must be decided between the corporations and the workers in the textile mills. Because organizers and petition signers were mostly female, the report stated that “operatives should rely on the good will of their employers, rather than on legislative intervention.” The committee felt that restricting the workday would affect competition among the mills and wages. Wages, the committee noted, should be set by the market for the goods and also negotiated between laborers and owners.

In November 1845 only a few months after the special committee report denied the workers’ petition to limit the workday, committee head William Schouler ran for reelection as Lowell’s representative to the state legislature. Due to his report, workers in Lowell strongly opposed his election, and he lost. Following his defeat, members of the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association published the following statement in the Voice of Industry newspaper: “Resolved, That the members of this Association tender their grateful acknowledgements to the voters of Lowell for consigning William Schouler to the obscurity he so justly deserves, for treating so unjustly and so ungentlemanly the defense made by the delegates of the Association, by the special committee of the Legislature, to whom was referred petitions for the reduction of the hours of labor, of which he was chairman.”

Petitions continued, with working women and men united in this action. The Massachusetts Senate launched another investigation, but this also failed to recommend legislation to shorten the workday. There was a slight reprieve to the long workday in 1847, when the corporations agreed to allow more time for meals. In 1850 a group of Free Soilers, liberal Democrats, and disaffected Whigs pledged to support the 10-hour day and were successfully elected to office. Future Massachusetts governor Benjamin Butler, from Lowell, led this effort, and he and other elected officials tried numerous times to pass legislation. Finally in 1874, a law that applied to only women and child workers was passed to limit the workday to 10 hours. The early 1840s actions of the LFLRA were a significant step toward enacting this critical legislation.

Ellen M. Anstey
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Editorial from Factory Tracts Arguing for a 10-Hour Workday (1845)

The following is an 1845 editorial by an anonymous female factory worker making a case for the 10-hour workday. The editorial appeared in the first volume of Factory Tracts, which, like the Lowell Offering, was a periodical produced by factory workers.

PHILANTHROPISTS of the nineteenth century!—shall not the operatives of our country be permitted to speak for themselves? Shall they be compelled to listen in silence to [those] who speak for gain, and are the mere echo of the will of the corporations? Shall the worthy laborer be awed into silence by wealth and power, and for fear of being deprived of the means of procuring his daily bread? Shall tyranny and cruel oppression be allowed to rived the chains of physical and mental slavery on the millions of our country who are the real producers of all its improvements and wealth, and they fear to speak out in noble self-defence? Shall they fear to appeal to the sympathies of the people, or the justice of this far-famed republican nation? God forbid!

Much has been written and spoken in woman’s behalf, especially in America; and yet a large class of females are, and have been, destined to a state of servitude as degrading as unceasing toil can make it. I refer to the female operatives of New England—the free states of our union—the states where no colored slave can breathe the balmy air, and exist as such;—but yet there are those, a host of them, too, who are in fact nothing more nor less than slaves in every sense of the word! Slaves to a system of labor which requires them to toil from five until seven o’clock, with one hour only to attend to the wants of nature, allowed—slaves to the will and requirements of the “powers that be,” however they may infringe on the rights or conflict with the feelings of the operative—slaves to ignorance—and how can it be otherwise? What time has the operative to bestow on moral, religious or intellectual culture? How can our country look for aught but ignorance and vice, under the existing state of things? When the whole system is exhausted by unremitting labor during twelve and thirteen hours per day, can any reasonable being expect that the mind will retain its vigor and energy? Impossible! Common sense will each every one the utter impossibility of improving the mind under these circumstances, however great the desire may be for knowledge.

Again, we hear much said on the subject of benevolence among the wealthy and so called, christian part of community. Have we not cause to question the sincerity of those who, while they talk benevolence in the parlor, compel their help to labor for a mean, paltry pittance in the kitchen? And while they manifest great concern for the souls of the heathen in distant lands, care nothing for the bodies and intellects of those within their own precincts? Shall we esteem men honest in their pretensions to piety and benevolence, who compel their help to labor on the Sabbath day or lose their situation? Have they made their regulations hold up to the world a large amount of piety, and a great desire that those in their employ shall be religious—so much so that they have made a corporation law, that “no one shall be retained in their employ who is not a constant attendant on public worship.” Will those who are obliged to hear the noise and confusion caused by some fifty or more men, with teams of oxen, and all the noise consequent on such occasions, together with splitting and blasting of rock, to their great annoyance while in their places of worship—will these be deceived by such hypocritical pretensions of piety, and love to the moral interests of the community in which they live? What is and must be, the tendency of such examples on those who are familiar with such violations of the day called the christian Sabbath, but to throw off all restraint, and make the Sabbath a pastime, or a day in which the weary operatives may attend to their own private business? Such examples have already produced such results, and the end is not yet.

As philanthropists and lovers of equal rights, we address our readers; and before we close this series of tracts, (which will consist of some three or four numbers,) we intend to give a fair exposition of the regulations of the “factory system,” its operations and abuses, the grand results of protection given to industry, including the low price paid for board and wages—the long hours for labor, with its effects on the health of the operatives, and some other facts for the million, &c. &c.

An Operative.

Source: An Operative, “Factory Life as It Is,” Factory Tracts No. 1 (1845), Lowell, MA.



Truth, Sojourner (ca. 1797–1883)

Sojourner Truth was the most famous African American woman activist in the 19th century. Her autobiography, although fraught with exaggerations, provides historians with much of what is known about her early life. She was born into slavery and remained a slave for 30 years until she escaped. In 1827, her religious zeal propelled her to activism. Though illiterate, Truth was a powerful abolition speaker. Her “Ain’t I a Woman” speech made a powerful statement about hypocrisy and equality.

Most slaves were sold several times during their lifetimes, and the transfer of ownership often resulted in name changes. Truth’s slave experience was no exception. She was born into slavery as Isabella Baumfree around 1797 in a Dutch-speaking area of New York. She was sold several times and renamed each time. Since she was brought up speaking Dutch, her second master beat her because she did not understand English. John Dumont, her master from 1810 to 1827, refused to free Truth after slavery was abolished in New York on July 4, 1827. Consequently, Truth freed herself by fleeing from her bondage.

As it became clear that slavery would be outlawed in New York, some slave owners tried to mitigate their financial losses by selling their slaves south, where slavery remained legal. When Truth found out that Peter, one of her five children, had been sold to a slaveholder in Alabama, she successfully sued for his release. It was the first time in American history that an African American woman sued a white man and won.
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Famous for her extemporaneous speech at the 1851 Ohio Women’s Rights Convention, “Ain’t I a Woman,” Sojourner Truth devoted her adult life to social justice for women and black Americans. In 1843 she named herself Sojourner Truth in rejection of her family slave name. (Library of Congress)

In 1827 Truth went through a social and spiritual rebirth, as did many women who participated in the Second Great Awakening. A deeply religious woman, she became absorbed in the revivals sweeping the nation. In the early 1830s she worked for Elijah Pierson, an evangelical reformer, and became involved with Robert Mathews and his Kingdom of Matthias. Though the kingdom’s experiment with free love and relative equality failed and destroyed the lives of many of the people associated with it, Truth escaped the experience relatively unscathed.

In 1836 after one of her speeches, a local newspaper called Truth a “Black witch.” Truth sued the newspaper for libel and won. Having been given many different names throughout her life, on June 1, 1843, she renamed herself Sojourner Truth because she believed that God had instructed her to travel and speak the truth. With an innate talent for oratory, she often left audiences spellbound. She preached against slavery and for women’s rights. She often encountered negative reactions from listeners and sometimes violent crowds, who objected to her because she was both black and a woman. She was not deterred. Her religious zeal was the fuel behind her activities, and she spoke anywhere she had the opportunity to do so, from street corners to grand halls.

By the 1840s, Truth’s activist reputation had spread. She met many social reformers and abolitionists including former slave Frederick Douglass (1818–1895), who published his life story in 1845, and radical abolitionists such as William Lloyd Garrison, who convinced Truth to dictate her life story so that he could publish it. The Narrative of Sojourner Truth (1850) increased Truth’s fame and netted her a modest income. She delivered her most famous speech, “Ain’t I a Woman,” in 1851 at a woman’s rights convention. Using black evangelical rhetorical style, the speech used repetition and questions to forcefully point out that women were as strong and capable as men and thus deserved full civil rights. The publication of the speech in 1863 renewed interest in her book. Also in 1863, abolitionist Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896) published an article about Truth in the Atlantic Monthly that transformed Truth into an icon. Perhaps due to her fame and respect among abolitionists, President Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) agreed to meet with Truth during the American Civil War (1861–1865). With Lincoln’s blessing, Truth helped recruit and nurse African American soldiers. After the war, she unsuccessfully petitioned President Ulysses S. Grant (1822–1885) to give African Americans land in the West as reparations for slavery. Truth retired in 1880 and died on November 26, 1883. Her philosophy of nonviolence and dignified resistance to hate provided a model for the 20th-century black civil rights movement.

Rolando Avila
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Certificates of Character Testifying to Sojourner Truth’s Trustworthiness as an Author (1850)

When Sojourner Truth published her autobiography in 1850, Narrative of Sojourner Truth: A Northern Slave, she had to include testimonials, or certificates of character, that would assert her status as a respectable and honest woman so as to inspire trust in her life story. Note the type of adjectives her supporters use to suggest Truth’s worthiness.

CERTIFICATES OF CHARACTER.

This is to certify, that I am well acquainted with Isabella, this colored woman; I have been acquainted with her from her infancy; she has been in my employ for one year, and she was a faithful servant, honest, and industrious; and have always known her to be in good report by all who employed her.

ISAAC S. VAN WAGENEN.

NEW PALTZ, ULSTER Co., Oct. 13th, 1834

This is to certify, that Isabella, this colored woman, lived with me since the year 1810, and that she has always been a good and faithful servant; and the eighteen years that she was with me, I always found her to be perfectly honest. I have always heard her well spoken of by every one that has employed her.

JOHN J. DUMONT

NORTHAMPTON, March 1850

We, the undersigned having known Isabella (or Sojourner Truth) for several years, most cheerfully bear testimony to her uniform good character, her untiring industry, kind deportment, unwearied benevolence, and the many social and excellent traits which make her worthy to bear her adopted name.

GEO. W. BENSON

S. L. HILL

A. W. THAYER

BOSTON, March, 1850

My acquaintance with the subject of the accompanying Narrative, Sojourner Truth, for several years past, has led me to form a very high appreciation of her understanding, moral integrity, disinterested kindness, and religious sincerity and enlightenment. Any assistance or co-operation that she may receive in the sale of her Narrative, or in any other manner, I am sure will be meritoriously bestowed.

WM. LLOYD GARRISON

Source: The Narrative of Sojourner Truth, dictated by Sojourner Truth and edited by Olive Gilbert (Boston: The Author, 1850). Available at The Avalon Project, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/truth.asp.




Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” Speech (1851)

In 1851 at the Women’s Convention in Akron, Ohio, Sojourner Truth delivered one of the most famous women’s rights speeches ever heard. She spoke extemporaneously, and the only versions of the speech that exist are the product of audience members writing down what they remembered after the convention.

Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that ‘twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this here talking about?

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what’s this they call it? [member of audience whispers, “intellect”] That’s it, honey. What’s that got to do with women’s rights or negroes’ rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half measure full?

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as men, ‘cause Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with Him.

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain’t got nothing more to say.

Source: Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, History of Woman Suffrage, Vol. 1 (New York: Charles Mann, 1889), 103–104.



Tubman, Harriet (ca. 1820–1913)

Famed as an Underground Railroad conductor, Harriet Tubman was also an abolitionist; an American Civil War (1861–1865) nurse, scout, and spy; and a women’s rights advocate. She was born a slave, but she escaped and helped hundreds of others to escape. Her abolitionist activities made her famous in the North and infamous in the south. After the war, she worked for black civil rights and women’s rights.

Araminta Ross Tubman was born into slavery on a Maryland plantation in 1820 or 1821. From a young age, she was forced to work both outdoors cultivating crops and indoors as a maid and nanny. She was often beaten, particularly when the white baby she was minding cried. On one occasion an overseer beat her on the head, rendering her unconscious for several hours. The head trauma caused her blackouts and seizures for the rest of her life. In 1844 she married free black John Tubman and changed her first name to Harriet. After Tubman’s master died in 1849, she heard rumors about plans to sell all the slaves on the plantation to southern slaveholders. She fled the plantation with her brothers Ben and Harry, but they forced her to go back. The next time she escaped she went by herself and made her way through the Maryland woods and eventually to Philadelphia, where she began her life as a fugitive slave (technically she was not free but still owned by her master).

Tubman had been unable to convince her husband to escape with her, but within a year of gaining her freedom, she returned to the South to free family members and many others using the Underground Railroad, a network of routes and safe houses used by abolitionists to help slaves escape. Once she located slaves she could help, she disguised herself as an old woman or old man, and she sang spirituals with secret messages embedded in the lyrics that identified her and provided instructions for the escape. Although Tubman was illiterate, she was good at recognizing landmarks. She was well aware that her activities placed her own freedom and life in jeopardy. Consequently, she often carried a concealed handgun to protect her party against possible slave catchers and to prod escaping slaves along when necessary. She made approximately 19 trips to the South and freed about 300 slaves. After the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law she escorted runaway slaves all the way to Canada. “Black Moses,” as she was known, later boasted that she never lost a single “passenger.”

In 1851 several southern slaveholding planters posted a $40,000 reward for Tubman’s capture, which made her the most wanted African American woman in the South. Her fame provided her an audience, and she began speaking at abolitionist meetings in the late 1850s. During that time, she met radical abolitionist John Brown, who was so impressed with her that he nicknamed her “General Tubman.” Brown wanted to lead a slave revolt, and Tubman helped fund-raise and plan for Brown’s attack on the American arsenal at Harpers Ferry in 1859, though she was not present for the actual event.

During the Civil War, Tubman volunteered as a nurse tending to wounded Union soldiers. In 1863 she worked under General David Hunter as a scout and a spy for the Union in South Carolina. Due to her efforts, the Union liberated more than 700 slaves, of whom more than 400 men volunteered to serve in black regiments. In 1863, Tubman witnessed the all–African American 54th Massachusetts Regiment’s attack on Fort Wagner (depicted in the motion picture Glory) and tended to its casualties after the battle.

After the war, Tubman struggled with poverty. The publication of her life story, Scenes in the Life of Harriet Tubman, in 1869 provided her with some income. She spent 30 years unsuccessfully petitioning the federal government for a military pension. Finally in 1899, the government agreed to provide her with $20 a month for the rest of her life. She used the proceeds from her book and the small pension to fund a facility for elderly and indigent African Americans, where she lived the rest of her life. She died on March 10, 1913.

Rolando Avila
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Harriet Tubman’s Account of the Rescue of Charles Nalle (1886)

Harriet Tubman told this story to Sarah Bradford, who interviewed Tubman for Harriet Tubman: The Moses of Her People, published in 1886. In her lifetime, Tubman freed over 300 slaves and was never caught in her efforts. Although she was illiterate, she was a creative thinker and talented problem solver, as this story of how she liberated a fugitive slave illustrates.

Incident in Troy, New York

In the spring of 1860, Harriet Tubman was requested by Mr. Gerrit Smith to go to Boston to attend a large Anti-Slavery meeting. On her way, she stopped at Troy to visit a cousin, and while there the colored people were one day startled with the intelligence that a fugitive slave, by the name of Charles Nalle, had been followed by his master (who was his younger brother, and not one grain whiter than he), and that he was already in the hands of the officers, and was to be taken back to the South. The instant Harriet heard the news, she started for the office of the United States Commissioner, scattering the tidings as she went. An excited crowd was gathered about the office, through which Harriet forced her way, and rushed up stairs to the door of the room where the fugitive was detained. A wagon was already waiting before the door to carry off the man, but the crowd was even then so great, and in such a state of excitement, that the officers did not dare to bring the man down. On the opposite side of the street stood the colored people, watching the window where they could see Harriet’s sun-bonnet, and feeling assured that so long as she stood there, the fugitive was still in the office. Time passed on, and he did not appear. “They’ve taken him out another way, depend upon that,” said some of the colored people. “No,” replied others, “there stands ‘Moses’ yet, and as long as she is there, he is safe.” Harriet, now seeing the necessity for a tremendous effort for his rescue, sent out some little boys to cry fire. The bells rang, the crowd increased, till the whole street was a dense mass of people. Again and again the officers came out to try and clear the stairs, and make a way to take their captive down; others were driven down, but Harriet stood her ground, her head bent and her arms folded. “Come, old woman, you must get out of this,” said one of the officers; “I must have the way, cleared; if you can’t get down alone, some one will help you.” Harriet, still putting on a greater appearance of decrepitude, twitched away from him, and kept her place. Offers were made to buy Charles from his master, who at first agreed to take twelve hundred dollars for him; but when this was subscribed, he immediately raised the price to fifteen hundred. The crowd grew more excited. A gentleman raised a window and called out, “Two hundred dollars for his rescue, but not one cent to his master!” This was responded to by a roar of satisfaction from the crowd below. At length the officers appeared, and announced to the crowd, that if they would open a lane to the wagon, they would promise to bring the man down the front way.

The lane was opened, and the man was brought out—a tall, handsome, intelligent white man, with his wrists manacled together, walking between the U.S. Marshal and another officer, and behind him his brother and his master, so like him that one could hardly be told from the other. The moment they appeared, Harriet roused from her stooping posture, threw up a window, and cried to her friends: “Here he comes—take him!” and then darted down the stairs like a wild-cat. She seized one officer and pulled him down, then another, and tore him away from the man; and keeping her arms about the slave, she cried to her friends: “Drag us out! Drag him to the river! Drown him! but don’t let them have him!” They were knocked down together, and while down, she tore off her sun-bonnet and tied it on the head of the fugitive. When he rose, only his head could be seen, and amid the surging mass of people the slave was no longer recognized, while the master appeared like the slave. Again and again they were knocked down, the poor slave utterly helpless, with his manacled wrists, streaming with blood. Harriet’s outer clothes were torn from her, and even her stout shoes were pulled from her feet, yet she never relinquished her hold of the man, till she had dragged him to the river, where he was tumbled into a boat, Harriet following in a ferry-boat to the other side. But the telegraph was ahead of them, and as soon as they landed he was seized and hurried from her sight. After a time, some school children came hurrying along, and to her anxious inquiries they answered, “He is up in that house, in the third story.” Harriet rushed up to the place. Some men were attempting to make their way up the stairs. The officers were firing down, and two men were lying on the stairs, who had been shot. Over their bodies our heroine rushed, and with the help of others burst open the door of the room, and dragged out the fugitive, whom Harriet carried down stairs in her arms. A gentleman who was riding by with a fine horse, stopped to ask what the disturbance meant; and on hearing the story, his sympathies seemed to be thoroughly aroused; he sprang from his wagon, calling out, “That is a blood-horse, drive him till be drops.” The poor man was hurried in; some of his friends jumped in after him, and drove at the most rapid rate to Schenectady.

Source: Sarah H. Bradford, Harriet Tubman: The Moses of Her People (New York: For the Author by G. R. Lockwood and Son, 1886), 89–91.



Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or Life among the Lowly (1852) is a sensational domestic novel written by the 19th-century author Harriet Beecher Stowe. The novel has been celebrated as one of the most important pieces of writing of the 19th century because of its historical relevance to the American Civil War (1861–1865).

The novel’s main plotline follows a mulatto slave named Eliza Harris, who runs away from her master, Mr. Shelby, with her son Harry to save him from being sold. Another plotline follows Uncle Tom, a slave who resides in the same household as Eliza and her son. Tom is sold to pay for Mr. Shelby’s debts, but unlike Harry, Tom does not escape his fate and has to leave his family. Alternating between Eliza’s and Tom’s narratives, the novel follows each character to distinctly different ends. Eliza, who is capable of passing as white because of her light-colored skin and refined speech, successfully escapes to Canada and then immigrates to Ethiopia. Uncle Tom, on the other hand, is sold South after losing the only chance at freedom.

The complexity of Stowe’s plotline as well as her strong connection between antislavery ideology and Christian values contributed to the novel’s popularity in northern states. The novel also brought the realities of slavery to northern whites, many of whom knew little about slavery except what they were told by slave owners and may not have supported slavery or abolition. Stowe’s novel navigates these waters and encourages readers to consider slaves as real human beings worthy of freedom.

The novel can also be categorized as sentimental or domestic literature and as such targeted middle-class women in the antebellum era who could empathize with Eliza’s situation as a mother and with Uncle Tom’s piety. Stowe’s use of Eva, an angelic child who empathizes with Uncle Tom’s situation, also created a distinctly emotional antislavery appeal. Little Eva falls ill and on her deathbed convinces her father that slavery is antithetical to Christianity and that Uncle Tom should be freed (a promise he does not fulfill). Given the ideologies of female moral authority, many American women had considerable influence in their own domestic spheres. Stowe, herself an abolitionist, understood this reality and wrote a novel that would empower women to persuade their husbands to become involved with abolitionism.

The novel has several origin points. Upon learning that the Fugitive Slave Act was passed in 1850, which allowed slave owners to hunt free states for runaway slaves and required all citizens to assist in the return of runaway slaves, Stowe’s sister-in-law wrote to her, saying that “If I could use a pen as you can, I would write something that will make this whole nation feel what an accursed thing slavery is.” Stowe also claimed that the book was written through her by God, an ironic idea considering that Uncle Tom’s Cabin for a time replaced the Bible as the country’s best-selling book. She also said that her idea for the novel came to her in a vision while she was attending church. Stowe pictured a black man being mercilessly flogged but all the while praying for the souls of his attackers.

While a runaway best seller in the North, Stowe’s novel sold very few copies in slaveholding states and was banned in some cities. It also inspired a rash of anti–Uncle Tom’s Cabin books that argued the benefits of slavery. Of them, Mary H. Eastman’s Aunt Phillis’s Cabin was the most commercially successful. Eastman’s novel emphasized the kindliness of slave owners, arguing that slaves were better off than free blacks. No novel of this genre has stood the test of time.

A decade after Uncle Tom’s Cabin was published, Stowe visited President Abraham Lincoln to persuade him to sign the Emancipation Proclamation (1863). Stories say that upon meeting Stowe, Lincoln said, “Is this the little woman who made this great war?” Whether Lincoln said it or not, the line belies the fact that many people were so moved by what Stowe had written that she can be credited with creating one of the sparks for the Civil War.

Maryellen Diotte
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Underground Railroad

The Underground Railroad was a loosely organized network that aided runaway slaves escaping from bondage. Though it was most active in the decades just before the American Civil War (1861–1865), the United States had an Underground Railroad as long as it had slavery. Throughout the years, history has obscured the truth about the network, in part because of misunderstandings about slaves and abolitionists. Also, the Underground Railroad was, by necessity, secret, and its history has been difficult to uncover. White and black women played an important role in the country’s long effort to help slaves escape their bondage.
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Though essentially an informal network of routes, safe houses and couriers, the Underground Railroad assisted uncounted slaves in their escape from slavery in the decades before the CIvil War. Harriet Tubman, pictured at the far left above, with a group of slaves whose escape she assisted, was one of the most famous members of that network. (Corbis-Bettmann)

Some of the common inaccuracies about the network include that it was extremely organized and stable, that it extended into the Deep South, and that many courageous whites rescued helpless slaves. None of these things are true. Perhaps the most important misconception is that slaves were passive passengers. In truth, fugitives were active participants in their escapes.

In truth, the Underground Railroad was neither underground nor a railroad. It was referred to as “underground” because it was secret, and it was tagged a “railroad” because it helped slaves move from one location to another. Secrecy was necessary, because the practice of aiding runaway slaves was illegal in slave states before 1850 and in all states after 1850. To keep activities secret, participants utilized code words in keeping with the railroad analogy. For example, escape routes were referred to as “lines” or “tracks.” Runaway slaves were called “passengers,” “freight,” or “packages.” Those helping the slaves escape were referred to as “conductors” or “agents.” Safe houses were “stations” or “depots” managed by “stationmasters.” People contributing funds but who did not directly participate in the endeavor were known as “investors” or “stockholders.”

The network, which was made up of many routes that extended through at least 14 states, generally began north of the Mason-Dixon Line, though one network moved slaves through Florida to the Caribbean. Most slaves in the Deep South did not attempt the long journey north; it was just too far and too dangerous. Most fugitive slaves came from border states, slave states next to free states. Harriet Tubman, for example, was enslaved in Maryland, as was Frederick Douglass. Tubman was one of the few conductors brave enough to journey into the South to “abduct” slaves.

Consequently, most slaves who escaped had to do so out of their own initiative and resourcefulness. They traveled by night, navigating by the stars and secret marks on trees. Once they reached a safe house, the most difficult part of their journey was generally behind them. Slaves heard of safe houses through word of mouth and perhaps by maps stitched into quilts. Quilts, which would have been made by women, also functioned as secret signage, and specially patterned quilts hung outside signaled a friendly house.

Managers of safe houses provided slaves with needed supplies including food, medicine, money, new clothing, and a place to rest. Because these services were all domestic in nature, women proved particularly good station managers. Underground Railroad routes included roads, rails, and waterways. Both the routes and the locations of safe houses were transient. The changes, although caused by the informal nature of the network, were advantageous because they kept slave catchers guessing. Each safe house manger did her part with knowledge of the workings of the local network, but few people knew the national extent of the Underground Railroad.

In essence, escaping slaves freed themselves by reaching “the promised land” in the North or farther north in Canada with the aid of sympathizers. They braved the heat, cold, hunger, and slaves catchers. On average, slaves were able to travel about 10 to 20 miles per day. They knew that they would be severely punished if they were captured. Unfortunately, most slaves who attempted to escape failed. Estimates of successful slave escapes vary widely, with estimates ranging from 100 to 2,000 successful escapes per year in the three decades before the Civil War. Again, given the secret nature of the Underground Railroad, the number of escapees is impossible to know.

In spite of disagreements by historians on the number of slaves who escaped through the network, there is no disagreement that the number accounted for a small percentage of the total slave population. The Underground Railroad did not numerically hurt slaveholders, but it did cause significant cultural anxiety for slave owners and some economic loss and provided an important avenue of resistance for both slaves and antislavery activists.

Women were often at the forefront of abolitionist causes. For example, women’s rights activists such as Susan B. Anthony participated in the Underground Railroad, seeing parallels between the injustice of slavery and the injustice of women’s oppression. Likewise, Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of the famous abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, participated in the Underground Railroad in Cincinnati, Ohio. In northern cities such as New York, Boston, Cincinnati, and Philadelphia, vigilance committees and activist clubs run by free black and white women tended to the needs of fugitive slaves, helping them find places to live as well as jobs.

A fact that is often overlooked is that the clandestine Underground Railroad represented ongoing actions of civil disobedience. The 1787 Northwest Ordinance, the U.S. Constitution, and the Fugitive Slaves Laws of 1793 and 1850 clearly stated that engaging in slave-liberating activities was illegal. Otherwise law-abiding citizens chose to disobey the slave laws because they believed that slavery was morally wrong and antidemocratic. While many white abolitionists engaged in the network, most of the participants were African Americans. The image of a system run by only whites is inaccurate but does not negate an extraordinary fact: whites and African Americans worked together for a common cause, which made it the first large-scale willing interracial collaboration in U.S. history in which many women greatly contributed.
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Utopian Movement

The U.S. Utopian Movement began in colonial times and still exists today. During the formative years of the republic and the antebellum era, women faced gender inequalities that were exacerbated by the industrializing and urbanizing society. One way that some women reacted to these problems was by joining secular and religious utopian endeavors that promised harmony and equality in various communal living arrangements.

Many world religions embrace the concept of a perfect world or perfect society. In the Christian tradition the idea can be traced to the biblical account of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. The Greeks believed that such a society could best be achieved by allowing the most educated and enlightened to govern. In 1516, Sir Thomas More coined the term “utopia,” meaning “no place,” in his account of an imaginary society in which people lived harmoniously, shared everything equally, and no one had unmet needs.

Looking for an alternative to the ills of society, many people were inspired by the idea of a utopia. In fact, many Europeans were attracted to America because they imagined that in its vastness they could build a better society. Religious revival movements such as the Great Awakening, before the American Revolution, and the Second Great Awakening encouraged the growth of secular utopian endeavors founded by or attractive to women. Most of these were short-lived, but some of the most notable were the Shakers, the New Harmony Socialists, and the Oneida Community.

The Shakers (or the Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Coming), led by Mother Ann Lee, started their religious venture in England and then immigrated to America in 1774. Lee, a charismatic leader, believed that she had direct revelation from God. The Shakers encouraged equality among men and women members and allowed women to hold leadership positions. After arriving in New York, Lee claimed that God had revealed to her that sex was sinful. Consequently, the Shakers adopted celibacy. The practice had a dramatic effect on the social status of women, because by embracing celibacy they shunned marriage and were no longer subordinate to husbands. By the time Lee died in 1784, the Shakers’ male membership and the group’s overall numbers were declining steadily. Out of necessity, over the years women took on more traditionally male jobs. However, eventually the ban on procreation led to the group’s practical disappearance.

Robert Owen, a British businessman and social reformer, was appalled by the working conditions that he witnessed in Europe. There were no government protections for workers who toiled under dangerous conditions for long hours and low pay. Factory owners often hired women because they could pay them less than men. Owen believed that workers, especially women, deserved better treatment. He envisioned a society in which women enjoyed equal rights. In 1824, Owen established a community in New Harmony, Indiana. The ventured was intended to be a place where all workers contributed equally and shared the fruits of their labor. Unfortunately, a number of people seeking an easy lifestyle joined the community. As a consequence, New Harmony, an entirely secular socialist commune, failed after two years. Throughout the next two centuries, many secular socialist communes such as New Harmony were established in America, and most of them shared the same fate.

The Oneida Commune was founded by John Humphrey Noyes in New York in 1848. It prospered during the first generation but faltered by the 1880s. Noyes instructed commune members to share everything, including work, property, sexual partners, and child-rearing duties. Communal child rearing freed some women to engage in traditionally male jobs. Oneidans practiced complex marriage, a variation of free love philosophy that said that sex should be between loving partners, not just married people. Noyes disapproved of exclusive relationships, seeing in them the opportunity for husbands to control wives in a manner at odds with community values.

Some utopian communities were reactions against the rapid changes of the early 19th century. In the early 1800s groups such as the Kingdom of Mathhias sought to keep women in the domestic sphere rather than to expand female liberty. The kingdom’s charismatic leader, Robert Mathews, controlled women’s sexual lives and forbid them from using modern inventions such as the wood stove. Like Mathews, Joseph Smith claimed to have experienced a direct revelation from God. Smith established the Mormon Church (or the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints). He instructed his followers to engage in polygamy, a marital practice that fundamentally empowers men. He also banned birth control and insisted that women confine their activities to the domestic sphere while men engaged in all public and leadership roles.

Women founded a number of utopian communities in the 19th century, but predictably, the female vision of utopia often greatly differed from men’s ideas about perfection. Utopian women generally embraced a vision of women as men’s equal and often rejected traditional marriage. Given the legal realities of coverture, which essentially made a wife the property of her husband, it is not surprising that a 19th-century female vision of utopia might eliminate marriage. Most utopian experiments were short-lived, whether women or men founded them. Also, they so entirely relied on a strong and charismatic leader that they often disappeared as soon as their leader died. The Shakers, founded and led by Lee, were an exception to the rule. Other female utopian leaders included Barbara Heinemann, who led the Amana Inspirationists; Jemima Wilkinson, who led hundreds as their “Universal Public Friend”; Frances Wright, who founded a commune for free African Americans called Nashoba; and Martha McWhirter, who led the Sanctificationists of Belton, Texas.
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The Voice of Industry (1845–1848)

The Voice of Industry was a labor newspaper written and published by laborers during America’s industrial revolution. Publication started in May 1845 in Fitchburg, Massachusetts, with mechanic William F. Young as the first editor. Though a place for laborers to write about workers’ rights, working conditions, and work reforms, the paper also contained writings about other topics such as religion, education, slavery, and other social issues.

In October 1845, the New England Workingmen’s Association (NEWA) made the Voice of Industry its official newspaper and moved its office to Lowell, Massachusetts, a city filled with a large workforce including numbers of female textile workers. Many of the mill operatives were young female workers recruited from New England farms. As a member of the editorial staff, Sarah Bagley, mill worker and president of the Lowell Female Labor Reform Association (LFLRA), wrote a special section called “The Female Department” that focused on women and their interests.

Used by the LFLRA to get out the message of workers to fellow laborers and the voting community, the Voice of Industry became the key organizing tool for the Ten-Hour Movement, a labor reform movement against long 11- to 13-hour workdays for mill workers. Organizers of the movement created petitions for mill operatives to sign to protest long workdays. The petitions were sent to the Massachusetts state legislature requesting that laws be created to reduce the 11- to 13-hour workdays to 10-hour workdays for the mostly female textile mill workers. The LFLRA used the newspaper to announce public forums for petition signings and debates and to state its positions about working conditions in the mills. The LFLRA argued that the shorter workday would let the workers lead healthier and better lives. Although the 10-hour workday laws did not get passed until after publication ceased, the Voice of Industry was a key communication tool for workers to advocate for the passage of such laws.

Beyond working conditions, fair wages, and hours, the Voice of Industry also had articles focusing on opposition to the Mexican-American War (1846–1848), slavery, and capital punishment. Self-help tips on topics such as washing, love, and punctuality were also included. In addition to articles and letters to the editor, writers also expressed their opinions through poetry.

The Lowell Offering was another Lowell publication, supported by the corporation, and contained mostly the literary writings of women workers. The Lowell Offering and the Voice of Industry represented opposing viewpoints. In 1840, Sarah Bagley submitted her first piece to the Lowell Offering titled “Pleasures of Factory Life.” Her writing later became critical of factory work, and she tried to submit further pieces to the Lowell Offering reflecting this view. Lowell Offering editor Harriet Farley rejected these pieces, causing Bagley to publish pieces in the Voice of Industry that were critical of the Lowell Offering, calling it a “mouth piece of the corporations.”

In May 1846 the LFLRA bought the presses of the Voice of Industry and began producing the paper, with Sarah Bagley as its main editor. However, at this time the LFLRA began to shift its focus away from militant activism, since it had not yet been successful in achieving the 10-hour workday goal. In June 1846 John Allen became the new editor. Allen did not feel that Bagley’s controversial writing was appropriate for a woman or the newspaper, and he fired her. Allen changed the focus of the paper to be Associationism (a movement that sought to establish utopian communities in the countryside).

The Voice of Industry ceased publication in 1847 because of financial issues caused by a lowered subscriber base. In 1848 the publication moved to Boston and tried to begin again with a focus on land reforms (determining who could or could not own land), but this too did not last long, and later in 1848 it again ceased publication.

Though it existed for only a few years, the Voice of Industry was a key publication in the labor movement during the industrial revolution.
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Voice of Industry Article on Worker Recruitment Practices (1846)

The Voice of Industry was a newspaper published by female factory worker. As such, it spoke for workers, or “operatives.” The following is a short article protesting worker recruitment practices from January 2, 1846.

Recruitment of Female Operatives

We were not aware, until within a few days, of the modus operandi of the factory powers in this village of forcing poor girls from their quiet homes to become their tools and, like the Southern slaves, to give up their life and liberty to the heartless tyrants and taskmasters.

Observing a singular-looking “long, low, black” wagon passing along the street, we made inquiries respecting it, and were informed that it was what we term a “slaver.” She makes regular trips to the north of the state [Massachusetts], cruising around in Vermont and New Hampshire, with a “commander” whose heart must be as black as his craft, who is paid a dollar a head for all he brings to the market, and more in proportion to the distance—if they bring them from such a distance that they cannot easily get back.

This is done by “hoisting false colors,” and representing to the girls that they can tend more machinery than is possible, and that the work is so very neat, and the wages such that they can dress in silks and spend half their time in reading. Now, is this true? Let those girls who have been thus deceived, answer.

Let us say a word in regard to the manner in which they are stowed in the wagon, which may find a similarity only in the manner in which slaves are fastened in the hold of a vessel. It is long, and the seats so close that it must be very inconvenient.

Is there any humanity in this? Philanthropists may talk of Negro slavery, but it would be well first to endeavor to emancipate the slaves at home. Let us not stretch our ears to catch the sound of the lash on the flesh of the oppressed black while the oppressed in our very midst are crying out in thunder tones, and calling upon us for assistance.

Source: Voice of Industry, January 2, 1846.



Willard, Emma (1787–1870)

Educator and author Emma Hart Willard crusaded for education equality and founded the first academic school for women.

Born in Berlin, Connecticut, on February 23, 1787, Willard inherited her father’s belief that democracy depended on educated individuals. Captain Samuel Hart, a prosperous Revolutionary War veteran, encouraged his daughter’s independent study, even of topics considered masculine, such as mathematics. At age 15 she attended a local school where within 2 years Willard became the teacher. By age 20, she was the administrator of a female academy in Middlebury, Vermont. Married women were not allowed to work as teachers, and after 2 years Willard resigned to marry Dr. John Willard, the town’s widowed physician.

While caring for four stepchildren and an infant son, Emma Willard continued her intellectual pursuits. Her husband encouraged her exploration of his medical library, and later, in 1846, she published A Treatise on the Motive Powers Which Produce the Circulation of the Blood, a scientific work theorizing the interdependence of the heart and lungs.

When her husband suffered a bankruptcy, Willard returned to teaching. In 1814, she opened the Middlebury Female Seminary in their home. The boarding school for young women provided advanced education, including classical and scientific subjects. To prove that women could master the same educational topics as men, Willard established vigorous testing procedures and invited local scholars and community members to observe the examinations.

Willard believed that women’s education deserved standards, public scrutiny, and financial support equivalent to men’s education. In 1819 she approached the New York legislature, but as a woman she was not allowed to publicly address the officials. She drafted a written plan, considered by many to be the founding document of women’s education.
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A pioneer in women’s education, Emma Willard founded the Troy Female Seminary in 1821 and spent her life promoting the idea that women were as intellectually capable as men. (Cirker, Hayward and Blanche Cirker, eds., Dictionary of American Portraits, 1967)

“Proposing a Plan for Improving Female Education” addressed four specific topics: (1) the current deficiencies in women’s education, (2) need for regulated curriculum standards and public funding, (3) the vital elements of a professional institution, and (4) the benefits that American society would gain from educated women. Willard broadly distributed her plan, receiving support from former president John Adams and New York governor DeWitt Clinton. Clinton urged Willard to move her school to Waterford, New York. The school received an official state charter, but the legislature delayed funding, and the school was forced to close.

Troy, New York, a growing industrial city, recognized the civic value in Willard’s vision. The city set aside land and self-imposed a special tax, raising $4,000 to build and establish the first institution of secondary education for women. Founded in 1821, Willard’s Troy Seminary began with 90 young ladies from seven states. The academic schedule included mathematics, geography, and history, topics not usually taught to women. Gradually, astronomy, botany, philosophy, and physiology were added.

Willard’s graduates became America’s first professionally trained female teachers, influencing educational standards and the establishment of girls’ schools throughout the country. Troy Academy never became a college, but it inspired institutions founded by Catharine Beecher (1800–1878) and Mary Lyon (1797–1849). The institution was renamed the Emma Willard School in 1895 and continues as a girls’ college preparatory school.

Alumnus Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) became a national suffrage movement leader, while alumnus Margaret Olivia Slocum Sage (1828–1918) supported herself by teaching for 20 years before marrying a wealthy railroad tycoon and becoming one of America’s foremost female philanthropists. Sage built on Willard’s legacy, funding women’s higher education and establishing teachers’ colleges.

Collaborating with noted geographer William C. Woodbridge, Willard was the first woman to author an educational textbook. After her husband’s death in 1825, she managed the school and supported herself by writing textbooks on education, history, geography, and astronomical geography.

American Revolutionary War general Marquis de Lafayette admired Willard’s work, and in 1830 she accepted his invitation to tour French schools. She chronicled her trip in Journal from France and Great Britain and donated the book’s proceeds to establish a teachers’ college in Athens, Greece.

After retiring in 1838 and experiencing a short and abusive second marriage, Willard became superintendent of schools for Kensington, Connecticut, one of the first women to hold such a position. She died on April 15, 1870. Willard never supported the suffrage movement, but her determination to provide equal education laid the foundation for significant social change regarding the status of women in the United States.
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Excerpt from Emma Willard’s Plan of Female Education (1819)

In 1821 in Troy, New York, Emma Willard founded the Troy Female Seminary, the first higher-education school for women. She toured the country making speeches about the societal value of educating women. The school was renamed the Emma Willard School in 1895 and still operates today as a boarding school for women in grades 9–12. The following is an excerpt from Willard’s Plan of Female Education, published in 1819.

OPENING OF ADDRESS

The object of this Address, is to convince the public, that a reform, with respect to female education, is necessary; that it cannot be effected by individual exertion, but that it requires the aid of the legislature; and further, by shewing the justice, the policy, and the magnanimity of such an undertaking, to persuade that body to endow a seminary for females, as the commencement of such reformation.

The idea of a college for males will naturally be associated with that of a seminary, instituted and endowed by the public; and the absurdity of sending ladies to college, may, at first thought, strike every one to whom this subject shall be proposed. I therefore hasten to observe, that the seminary here recommended, will be as different from those appropriated to the other sex, as the female character and duties are from the male. The business of the husbandman is not to waste his endeavors, in seeking to make his orchard attain the strength and majesty of his forest, but to rear each, to the perfection of its nature.

That the improvement of female education will be considered by our enlightened citizens as a subject of importance, the liberality with which they part with their property to educate their daughters, is a sufficient evidence; and why should they not, when assembled in the legislature, act in concert to effect a noble object, which, though dear to them individually, cannot be accomplished by their unconnected exertions.

If the improvement of the American female character, and that alone, could be effected by public liberality, employed in giving better means of instruction; such improvement of one half of society, and that half, which barbarous and despotic nations have ever degraded, would of itself be an object, worthy of the most liberal government on earth; but if the female character be raised, it must inevitably raise that of the other sex; and thus does the plan proposed, offer, as the object of legislative bounty, to elevate the whole character of the community.

As evidence that this statement does not exaggerate the female influence in society, our sex need but be considered, in the single relation of mothers. In this character, we have the charge of the whole mass of individuals, who are to compose the succeeding generation; during that period of youth, when the pliant mind takes any direction, to which it is steadily guided by a forming hand. How important a power is given by this charge! yet, little do too many of my sex know how, either to appreciate or improve it. Unprovided with the means of acquiring that knowledge, which flows liberally to the other sex—having our time of education devoted to frivolous acquirements, how should we understand the nature of the mind, so as to be aware of the importance of those early impressions, which we make upon the minds of our children?—or how should we be able to form enlarged and correct views, either of the character, to which we ought to mould them, or of the means most proper to form them aright?…

BENEFITS OF FEMALE SEMINARIES

In inquiring, concerning the benefits of the plan proposed, I shall proceed upon the supposition, that female seminaries will be patronized throughout our country. Nor is this altogether a visionary supposition. If one seminary should be well organized, its advantages would be found so great, that others would soon be instituted; and, that sufficient patronage can be found to put one in operation, may be presumed from its reasonableness, and from the public opinion, with regard to the present mode of female education. It is from an intimate acquaintance, with those parts of our country, whose education is said to flourish most, that the writer has drawn her picture of the present state of female instruction; and she knows, that she is not alone, in perceiving or deploring its faults. Her sentiments are shared by many an enlightened parent of a daughter, who has received a boarding school education. Counting on the promise of her childhood, the father had anticipated her maturity, as combining what is excellent in mind, with what is elegant in manners. He spared no expense that education might realize to him, the image of his imagination. His daughter returned from boarding school, improved in fashionable airs, and expert in manufacturing fashionable toys; but, in her conversation, he sought in vain, for that refined and fertile mind, which he had fondly expected. Aware that his disappointment has its source in a defective education, he looks with anxiety on his other daughters, whose minds, like lovely buds, are beginning to open. Where shall he find a genial soil, in which he may place them to expand? Shall he provide them male instructors?—Then the graces of their persons and manners, and whatever forms the distinguishing charm of the feminine character, they cannot be expected to acquire.—Shall he give them a private tutoress? She will have been educated at the boarding school, and his daughters will have the faults of its instruction second-handed. Such is now the dilemma of many parents; and it is one, from which they cannot be extricated by their individual exertions. May not then the only plan, which promises to relieve them, expect their vigorous support.

Source: Emma Willard, An Address to the Public: Particularly to the Members of the Legislature of New York, Proposing a Plan for Improving Female Education, 2nd ed. (Middlebury, CT: S. W. Copeland, 1819), 5–6, 26–27.



Women’s Prison Association

Since its establishment in 1845, the Women’s Prison Association (WPA) worked to improve conditions for women in prison as well as help women transition from prison back to society. WPA reform efforts were sustained by aggressive lobbying campaigns. In like manner, successful fund-raising efforts enabled the WPA to remain in operation for more than a century and a half.

The first American prisons were established right after the American Revolution (1775–1783). Fewer women than men were imprisoned, and the common practice was to place women in smaller quarters away from the men. Prisons were places of idleness and boredom. In many cases, the prison sections set aside for women were plagued by overcrowding, abuse, and poor supervision. A huge wave of immigrants (1830–1860), mostly Irish, led to massive population growth in the large cities, especially in New York. In turn, homelessness, alcoholism, and crime increased.

Not surprisingly, as the population in the cities increase, overcrowding in the prisons also increased. Due in part to the overcrowding, in 1835 New York established the first prison exclusively for women, Mount Pleasant Female Prison. Unfortunately, this type of reform did not set an immediate trend. During the early 1900s, a second wave of immigrants flooded American cities once again. The cycle of increased population, increased crime, and increased incarceration occurred as before.

The history of the WPA began in 1844 when Isaac Tatem Hopper, a Quaker reformer and philanthropist, answered a call for help from Sing Sing prison inspectors who wished to better prepare prisoners to become productive members of society once they left prison. In response, Hopper established the Prison Association of New York, and a group of women convinced Hopper to establish a Female Department—soon renamed the Women’s Prison Association—in 1845.

For the next half century until her death, Abigail Hopper Gibbons, Hopper’s daughter, aggressively lobbied the New York legislature for prison reform. She protested overcrowding in prisons. She asked for separate prisons for men and women. She asked for laws requiring the employment of female matrons in state facilities holding women prisoners, and she asked that only female matrons be allowed to search women prisoners. The WPA also worked on helping women successfully transition from prison to society. In 1845 the first Hopper Home, a halfway house, was built, which sheltered more than 450 women in the first three years of its operation.

The WPA also provided counseling and parenting classes to help women, under the strain of forced separation due to incarceration, maintain relationships with their children. The WPA also built Hopper Academy, an academic and vocational training program, to provide women with knowledge, skills, and opportunities to gain employment so they could stay out of prison and become productive members of society.

In 1853 Gibbons obtained a charter for the WPA, which then separated from the Prison Association. By 1876, the WPA had served almost 6,000 women. It was supported by work the women prisoners did and by donations. The women did laundry and ironed for pay, and part of their income was deducted to support the association. Although finding donors was sometimes difficult because of the stigma that some people associated with helping convicted criminals, the WPA worked tirelessly to secure donations of goods, materials, and money to keep the doors open. While some people did not see the wisdom in helping the WPA, others understood that aside from it being a humane thing to do for women prisoners and their families, the efforts of the WPA benefited society as a whole. Its efforts made sense financially because incarceration created a much greater burden on taxpayers than rehabilitation. Its efforts also made sense socially because rehabilitated convicts were less likely to return to a life of crime.

During the American Civil War (1861–1865), the WPA struggled to survive when most donors gave to the war effort. The WPA faced similar financial strains during two subsequent economic depressions and two world wars. Fortunately, the WPA was able to secure lifelong financial supporters, and in 1960 it secured some federal funding. In the 1990s, the WPA established HIV counseling programs. By the 2000s, the WPA was still in operation after more than 160 years.
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Women’s Rights Movement

Throughout the 19th century and the early part of the 20th century as reform-minded women engaged in various causes, their experiences both precipitated and informed the women’s rights movement. In this regard, the abolitionist movement, the suffragist movement, and the temperance movement, to some degree, were intertwined with the women’s rights movement.

The Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, held in Seneca Falls, New York, has been generally accepted as the official start of the women’s rights movement. At the convention, women’s rights activists drew up resolutions that were approved unanimously except for one: women’s suffrage. Although the suffrage resolution was approved by a narrow margin, the resistance to the resolution revealed a deep division in the early movement. Many delegates believed that asking for women’s suffrage was too radical and would alienate many prospective supporters. Opponents argued that the goal of the group should be to seek more easily attainable rights first. However, as women protested against slavery, they realized that it was through the power of the vote that they could best bring about change.

When the American Civil War (1861–1865) broke out, women’s rights activists agreed to stop demonstrations to promote unity in the North. In fact, most activists in the North supported the war because they thought that loyalty would be paid with suffrage. After the war, abolitionists rejoiced when the Thirteenth Amendment (1865), which abolished slavery, was passed. However, they were disappointed with both the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) and the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) because the laws excluded women.

In spite of this setback, activists, including Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, continued to push for suffrage. In 1872, Anthony challenged the laws she deemed unfair by voting illegally in a presidential election. Due to her fame as a women’s rights activist, her arrest generated awareness of women’s rights issues. About one decade before, Anthony had gained a reputation by successfully lobbying the New York legislature for the Married Women’s Property Act (1860), which granted married women the right to manage their own wages and property separately from their husbands. In addition, the state law granted divorced women the right to keep some of their shared property as well as maintain shared custody of the children. The law established a precedent, and other states later adopted similar laws.

During World War I (1914–1918) many women entered the civil workforce, and they performed necessary work tasks that had been assumed to be beyond female abilities. Ultimately, women’s contributions to the war effort, the passage of suffrage laws in several states, and suffrage demonstrations led to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment (1920) that granted women the right to vote. Unfortunately, Anthony did not live to see the event, but she was recognized as an important founder of the movement.

Many temperance advocates believed that alcohol was the root of many of society’s problems, including wife abuse. Temperance activists had been around since the early 1800s, but they intensified their efforts during the Progressive Era (1890–1920), and as a result several states prohibited alcohol within their borders. The pressure that temperance activists exerted on federal legislators paid off with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment (1920) that banned alcohol in the United States. During the Great Depression (1929–1939), the federal government struggled to enforce the law because of limited resources; consequently, the law was repealed by the Twenty-First Amendment (1933).

In spite of this setback, women enjoyed greater freedom in the 1920s and 1930s than ever before. For example, divorce rates increased dramatically as women felt empowered to work for wages outside the home as maids, secretaries, teachers, and nurses. During World War II (1939–1945) women entered the civilian workforce in greater numbers than they had done during World War I. Thousands of women also served in noncombatant capacities in the military. Service during the war ignited the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s as marginalized groups in society, including minorities and women, sought to obtain citizen rights that they were entitled to but had been denied.

In 1960, President John F. Kennedy created the Commission on the Status of Women and appointed Eleanor Roosevelt as its chair to investigate areas of society in which gender inequalities existed. In 1963 Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, a book credited for beginning a wave of feminism that swept across the United States. Friedan interviewed housewives and found that many of them, although not all, were unhappy with their societal roles. Also, women who found employment outside the home were often paid less than their male coworkers. The Equal Pay Act of 1963 sought to address the inequality. Also, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 included Title VII, which banned employment discrimination on the basis of race and sex and established the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission to oversee enforcement of the mandate. However, due to a lack of enforcement of the law, Friedan and other feminists established the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966. Through NOW, women organized large-scale demonstrations throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The feminist wave gained momentum in the 1970s. In 1969 Kate Millett published Sexual Politics, a book that argued that a political dimension existed in sex. According to Millett, male and female theorists and writers employed their own gender-specific views. The controversial book influenced scholarship in the 1970s. Women’s studies courses were offered in colleges across the nation, and feminist scholarship to some degree influenced the way that people viewed gender differences.

In 1971, Gloria Steinem and Letty Cottin Pogrebin founded Ms. magazine, a feminist publication that educated women about their rights and encouraged women to stand up for themselves. Also in 1971, a controversial women’s health handbook, Our Bodies, Ourselves, was published. The book candidly discussed sexual topics with the premise that women’s bodies were their own domains. In like manner, Planned Parenthood and the National Abortion Rights Action League supported women’s reproductive rights.

Title IX of the Education Act of 1972 granted women access to school sports activities. Also in 1972, the U.S. Congress proposed an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) bill, which would grant women universal equal rights, and gave the states until 1982 to approve it. In 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion with the Roe v. Wade decision. The Equal Credit Opportunities Act of 1974 was intended to ensure equal credit access for both men and women.

Beginning in the 1980s and continuing in the 1990s, the United States underwent a backlash against the women’s rights movement. For example, the ERA failed to secure the needed votes by the 1982 deadline. In 1989, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services limited some abortion rights by granting states power over state-supported abortion workers and facilities. Also in the 1990s, several violent incidents occurred as abortion opponents protested at abortion clinics.

Even in this time of setbacks in the women’s rights movement, however, some women served as role models as they secured high-profile positions. For example, Sandra Day O’Connor was the first woman appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court (1981–2006), Janet Reno became the first female U.S. attorney general (1993–2001), and Madeleine Albright became the first female secretary of state (1997–2001). However, theories and laws did not always translate into application, and by the 2000s women had still not attained equal rights in all facets of society, but women’s lives had improved due to the gains made by the women’s rights movement.

Rolando Avila
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Women’s Rights Movement: Divorce Complaint of Susan Foster (1826)

While the 19th-century women’s rights movement was famed for beginning the movement to expand the vote to American women, the movement also spent an immense amount of time, money, and effort on other reforms. Chief among them was the reform of divorce law. In the decades before the American Civil War, few states allowed women to divorce their husbands, and those that did made the process exceedingly difficult. Women’s rights advocates argued that women should be able to rid themselves of abusive or neglectful husbands. The following is an 1826 divorce petition by Susan Foster of Mississippi, whose complaint is complicated by the fact that slavery, which allowed men to own women of color, encouraged the sexual abuse of female slaves. In this case, rather than treat all his slaves as concubines, Foster, age 18, favored only Suzy, and when his father, who owned the plantation, threatened to sell her away, the younger Master Foster freed Suzy and ran away with her.

To the honorable Joshua G. Clark, Chancellor of the State of Mississippi in and for the Western District.

Humbly complaining herewith unto your Honor your Oratrix Susan Foster of the county of Adams and state aforesaid that your oratrix was lawfully joined in the bonds of matrimony to her present husband Thomas Foster Jr. on or about the twenty ninth day of June 1821 from which time forward they have been and now are inhabitants of the said county of Adams. And your oratrix further showeth unto your Honor that the said Thomas her said husband since the said twentyninth day of June, wickedly disregarding the solemnity of his vows and the sanctity of the marriage state hath committed adultery at diverse times and now lives in an undisguised and open state of adultery with his own negro slave named Susan or Suzy. Your Oratrix begs leave to submit to your honor the following brief narration of her grievances so far as they have come to her knowledge.

Your Oratrix and the said Thomas lived together as man and wife in perfect harmony until or about Dec. 1823 when she came to her Father’s, James Carson’s Esq., in the city of Natchez to lie in of her second child; while there he called seldom to see her and when he did call appeared less affectionate and kind than he had formerly; and from this time to the close of the subsequent narrative there has been a constant and rapid dimunition of his affection and kindness towards your Oratrix/a few times excepted when he was on the stool of repentance after being detected or after recovering from a severe fit of drunkenness. About the 6th of July 1823 your oratrix for the first time discovered the carnal intercourse between the said Thomas and his said negro woman slave Susan or Suzy. Before this she had never entertained the remotest suspicion of the infidelity of her husband; though about 6 months previous and soon after their leaving his father’s (Thomas Foster Senior’s) house she had discovered the commencement of a gradual dimmunition of his accustomed affection and kindness. Upon making this discovery she was thunderstruck and almost (?) but after recovering a little from the violence of her feelings she left the cabin in which they were both lying in the same bed together and returned to the Mansion House. She took the first opportunity which was in the evening of the same day to have a serious conversation with him on the subject when he espoused the deepest and most heartfelt repentance for his conduct and among many other strong expressions your oratrix distinctly recollects that he declared if he ever did so again he hoped “he might be shot”. Your Oratrix’s feelings were thus in a measure assuaged and her confidence in her husband restored. Immediately after this he became openly intemperate, went frequently to the Toll Bridge in said county where a small grocery was kept and generally came home drunk and very frequently slept at the Quarter. About the month of May 1824 her husband had one morning got up very early and left the gallery of the house where for the first time he had chosen to sleep from your Oratrix pretending that the weather was too warm to sleep in the usual way. And your oratrix in making preparations for her breakfast having occasion to go to the Quarter again discovered her said husband and the said Susan or Suzy in the same bed together. About September of the same year she discovered about 8 o’clock in the morning while walking out for an airing the said Susan or Suzy dart from the door of her cabin and run behind the same leaving the door open in her haste to conceal herself. Your oratrix immediately entered the door and discovered her said husband trying to conceal herself in the loft of the said cabin. She freely expressed to him her injured feelings … to which he made some shamefaced and unsatisfactory reply. After breakfast he started as your oratrix believes to the said Toll Bridge, his usual haunt; and returned in the evening quite drunk. He requested your oratrix to help him pull off his coat which she did, threw himself upon a naked bedstead and while your oratrix was ordering in a mattress for him, rose up ceased (seized) his sword which was hanging near, drove your oratrix from the house with her children and chased her swearing that he would kill her. The servants after a while got hold of him secured the sword and he soon went to bed where sleep soon released your Oratrix from all further apprehension that night. From May or June 1825 his intimacies with this base witch have as regards your oratrix been undisguised and open except when your Oratrix began to talk of leaving him; he would then apparently relent make the fairest promises of reformation and fidelity. In this way the hopes of your Oratrix have been (flattery?) that her prayers would soon be heard in Heaven and her husband restored to her. But so it is may it please your Honor that the said Thomas has completely given himself to the basest company and habit of intemperance and boldly declares to your Oratrix that he never will consent to have this base wench sold and removed from him; treats your Oratrix with the most deliberate and studied cruelty; tells her she may get a divorce and this before she had ever even thought of the thing.

Source: Adams County Circuit Court Records, Historic Natchez Foundation.



Women’s Suffrage Associations (1869–1890)

Founded in 1869, both the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) and the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) served as the main suffrage organizations in the United States. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony led the NWSA, striving to win the vote for women through a federal amendment. Lucy Stone and Julia Ward Howe founded the AWSA, which opposed a federal amendment for women’s suffrage, believing that including women would stall the movement to gain the vote for black men, many of them former slaves.

The question of women’s right to vote had been raised before the founding of the United States. The movement for female suffrage emerged again with a women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 organized by Stanton and others. They declared that the vote was a basic right for women and a means to gain other rights. Three years later Stanton met Anthony, and the two worked together for the rest of their lives for woman suffrage.

Campaigning for women’s rights mostly ceased during the American Civil War but resumed afterward. Ideological and political differences emerged among suffrage leaders over the proposed Fifteenth Amendment because it gave African American men the right to vote without any mention of women. Anthony and Stanton as well as several others refused to endorse the amendment because it ignored women. Others, including Stone and Howe, argued for the acceptance of the Fifteenth Amendment because they believed that once African American men could vote, women could then push for the same right. As a result of this conflict, two suffragist organizations emerged in 1869.

The AWSA held strategies as how to obtain the vote for women different from than that of NWSA and served as a rival organization. The AWSA sought to push for suffrage on a state-by-state basis, believing that state support would eventually force the federal government to pass an amendment. In 1870 the AWSA began publishing the Woman’s Journal, a monthly magazine that promoted women’s rights.

After forming the NWSA, Anthony toured the West throughout the 1870s on speaking tours. She and other women were arrested in Rochester in 1872 for attempting to vote, earning the organization national attention. Anthony was fined $100 and refused to pay. However, she was not imprisoned, which denied her the right to appeal. Anthony and her followers presented a federal amendment granting the vote to women to 40 consecutive sessions of Congress. Despite gathering petitions with 10,000 signatures from 26 states, their amendment repeatedly failed to pass.

To further garner attention and support for their cause, Anthony, Stanton, and Matilda Joslyn Gage collaborated on and produced The History of Woman Suffrage. Published in six volumes from 1881 to 1922, it provided the history of the struggle from the viewpoint of the suffragettes. Despite its 5,700 pages serving as a key source of primary documentation of the movement, the work largely ignored the writers’ rival faction, the AWSA.

Despite differing strategies on obtaining enfranchisement, by 1890 both suffrage groups found it necessary to join together to create a stronger cause and formed the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). The NAWSA became the most nationally visible and well-known suffrage group. It combined the strategies of the NWSA and the AWSA, pushing for female suffrage initially on the state level to gain support before demanding a federal amendment that applied to the entire country. NWSA leader Stanton served as the initial president of the NAWSA from 1890 to 1892, and then Anthony led from 1892 to 1900.

For some time historians viewed the organizational split in the women’s suffrage movement as one that weakened the movement or one that proved that women could not cooperate with each other enough to expand their own rights. Feminist scholars have revised this analysis, pointing out that by having two organizations using two different approaches, the women’s rights movement was stronger, larger, and more effective.

Tabatha Toney
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Wright, Frances (1795–1852)

Scottish American social reformer Frances “Fanny” Wright was a fearless freethinker and passionate advocate for oppressed Americans. She founded a utopian community called Nashoba in 1825 to educate and emancipate slaves. She believed in free love and equal access to education for women and nonwhites and distrusted religion. Wright dedicated herself to a life as a vocal political activist for change ranging from the treatment of slaves to workers’ rights.

Both Wright’s father James Wright and her mother Camilla Campbell died in 1798 in Dundee, Scotland. Orphaned but with a substantial inheritance, Wright and her sister became wards of their aunt Frances Campbell in England. While living in England, Wright developed a strong sense of social justice as she witnessed the impoverished situation that many poor English persons faced. After she turned 16 she lived with her great-uncle James Mylne, a professor at Glasgow College, and wrote her first book under his tutelage.

Wright and her sister went to America in 1818 and stayed for two years. The following year the Park Theatre staged her play Altorf. With the money she made from the play, Wright was able to travel throughout more states. Based on these experiences she published Views of Society and Manners in America (1821) upon her return to England. General Lafayette (1757–1834), a French hero of the American Revolution, admired the book and asked Wright to join him on a return trip to the United States in 1824–1825.

The second time Wright came to the United States, she traveled in slaveholding states and saw the treatment of slaves. She was also introduced to the New Harmony colony, a utopian community spearheaded by Robert Owen (1771–1858). Inspired by the freethinking, communal spirit of the colony, Wright endeavored to create a similar environment for the emancipation of slaves. With the help of other social reformers, she invested in the purchase of land in Tennessee to establish her own utopian community.

The Nashoba colony was intended to serve as a cooperative, self-sustaining community of slaves, free blacks, and whites where the goal was to provide slaves with an education and training for their eventual emancipation. Throughout the years, Wright faced many difficulties with Nashoba. The land was plagued with malaria, causing residents to frequently fall ill. It was also the subject of scandal stemming from reports of free love (or unmarried sexual relationships) and interracial relationships. Over the years it became clearer that Wright’s experiment was not sustainable. In 1830 she managed to relocate her freed slaves to Haiti with the help of William Philquepal d’Arusmont, an educator from the Owenite community who provided her assistance throughout her project. The two married in 1831.

As Wright distanced herself from Nashoba, she threw herself into writing and speaking for women’s rights and the abolition of slavery. Some lectures advocated knowledge not based in faith, the end of religious involvement in politics, and women’s rights. With experience editing the New Harmony Gazette, Wright spearheaded the publication of a New York newspaper, the Free Enquirer, in 1829. Although subject to scrutiny and rumor in the press, Wright continued to lecture. She also established the Hall of Science, which offered a variety of educational courses, and published a book of her lectures.
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Frances Wright was an early 19th-century freethinker whose ideas were too radical for most of her contemporaries. She had a profound influence on later generations of American reformers. (Library of Congress)

While Wright continued to dedicate her life to politics, she became more distant from her husband and daughter, Sylva d’Arusmont. Although they attempted to live together on various occasions, the couple ended their marriage in 1850 after a grueling divorce.

In the 1830s and 1840s Wright became involved in the popular health movement, which advocated skepticism of medical authorities and, among other things, reproductive rights for women. Her interest was probably also stimulated by the fact that she suffered from a variety of illnesses in the 1840s as well as the popularity of health reform in that decade.

Wright died in 1852. Throughout her life, she dedicated herself to a variety of causes that included equal access to education, advocacy of birth control, better divorce laws for women, gradual emancipation of slaves, and workers’ rights. Inspired from a young age to seek social reform for the struggling citizens around her and with the fortune to support her ideas, Wright carved a legacy as a key social activist in the United States.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

A woman coming of age in 1820 had far fewer paths available to her than her granddaughter coming of age in 1860. Throughout the antebellum era, women made great strides in educational, political, and legal rights. Some women pursued higher education and found careers outside the home, though the avenues open for professional women remained few. Women who challenged gender conventions sometimes faced social and familial opposition. For poorer women who worked outside of the home because they had little choice, labor conditions were generally unsanitary, hours were long, and workers’ rights were few. Society’s expectations about the extent of women’s engagement in public life were vastly different by 1860 than they were at the opening of the century, following a shift that came with reform movements, often led by women, for improved prison conditions, temperance, aid for victims of prostitution, workers’ rights, abolitionism, and the women’s rights movement. Greater numbers of women and men joined the women’s rights movement, which focused not only on gaining the vote but also on women’s property rights, the right to divorce, child custody issues, and economic independence. Free black and slave women faced all these challenges and more, as their problems were exacerbated by racism and legal human bondage. All aspects of a woman’s life, regardless of race or class, in this era hinged upon a conflict between dependence and independence, from labor to politics to marriage and child rearing. In the antebellum period, an American woman’s movement found its footing and made a formalized call for gender equity in the United States, taking the first steps to raise awareness of the difficulties women faced as a result of their status as second-class citizens. Despite opposition from many camps, early women’s rights activists from varying demographics constructed an agenda that held strength through the following centuries.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

The early 19th century lay the groundwork for modern courtship rituals, as Americans shifted from understanding marriage as primarily a practical union arranged by parents to a romantic union based on love. By 1860, couples had to fall in love before they married. Prior to the 1800s Americans viewed romantic love with a skeptical eye, but a series of evangelical revivals challenged established hierarchies and taught Americans to place more value on emotion. Romance, quite simply put, became a compulsory ingredient for American marriage. Women often enjoyed the relative freedom and power of the courtship phase of their lives so much that they often extended courtship for months or even years. Once married, the companionate marriage ideal vastly increased many women’s social and marital power because they could choose their spouses and, to limited extent, control their relationship with their future husbands through the bonds of affection.

Nonetheless, the prevailing law of coverture historically defined a woman in the eyes of the law as under the authority and protection of first her father and then her husband. A woman’s official identity was subsumed into her husband’s. The law required the subordination and total deference of wives to husbands while admitting some requirements for husbands, particularly financial support. Slave women’s experience was slightly different. Slave women belonged to their masters, not their husbands. Slave states did not recognize slave marriages because to do so would be to cede a master’s rights to a slave husband. As a result, slave women had even less control over their labor and their bodies than did free women. The few antebellum legal codes that permitted female proprietorship, ownership, and some level of independence were mostly reserved for single or widowed women. While many women were able to find ways to provide for themselves and their families in this period, it was often in spite of rather than with the guidance of the law. Given the realities of coverture, divorce remained unattainable for most women in most states. Men could and did initiate divorce proceedings, but women generally had little power to end a bad marriage.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

Antebellum women’s lives were also ordered by the concept of legal marital custody, which presumed the right to possession of a woman’s body, and thus her temporal place fell under the domain of the husband. This determined her fixed abode as wherever her husband lived. Since a married woman could not determine her own place of residence, a wife had to live where her husband lived, even if he had abandoned her. This conception of a female as a simultaneous extension of the body of the husband as well as his household property is essential to understanding domestic violence in the antebellum United States. Through the 1840s, courts would not determine a husband’s violence against his wife as extreme cruelty unless he expressed an actual intent to murder her; instead, such violence was viewed as a physical articulation of his marital rights, an extension of his status as the dominant spouse. Women had little social or legal recourse against an abusive husband in the first half of the 19th century, even in cases of rape. Indeed, no state recognized marital rape as a crime. Forced sex by a husband against a wife’s wishes was still considered a legal act within the bounds of the marriage contract, often defined as requiring a wife’s unconditional submission, and thus was not prosecutable. Fathers also had entire control over their children and thus had the right to abuse them as they desired. This is not to say that all husbands and fathers abused their wives and children, only that the law provided abuse victims with little recourse.

Immigration and Migration

Most antebellum marriages were generally stable because social mores deterred abuse and separation, in part because the law made divorces so difficult to obtain. These facts, however, did not extend to enslaved persons. Slave marriages were inherently unstable due to the participants’ commodified status, and spouses were routinely sold away from each other and their children. Thus, the slave trade created a system of involuntary migration. The marital unions of Native Americans were also challenged by the prevailing legal system, which deemed women and persons of color as inferior to the dominant white male class. Many antebellum Native American women were forced to migrate as white settlers and the U.S. Army forced them off their traditional lands. The standing of Native American women diminished as the white settler impact grew more widespread. As Americans moved westward, the mining businesses boomed. In the 1850s thousands of men migrated from regions in China, where mining was a common occupation, to California and western states looking for work and were faced with violent racism. The few Chinese women who had accompanied male workers were frequently kidnapped and sold into sex slavery. After 1830 the United States experienced a boom in North European immigration. The influx of large numbers of Irish and German Catholics alarmed many native-born Protestant Americans. Many American women joined the temperance movement, which in some regions was little more than a thinly disguised nativist movement against Catholic immigrants. In some years Irish women immigrated in larger numbers than did Irish men, lured to the United States by the promise of work as domestic servants or as factory workers in textile mills.

Gender Roles

To examine antebellum gender roles requires a look into the ways in which women in this period interacted with each other, their communities, their families, the law, and their physical environments. As the young American republic grew more established and shed many of its Revolutionary-era habits, expectations of the roles women would play in the nation’s progress changed. In the 1780s and through the turn of the century, by and large white women and free women of color were viewed primarily as mothers and caregivers who would provide the necessary nurturing for the young nation through the rearing of children in the principles of new American liberty. This concept of woman as republican mother had emerged following the Revolutionary period and was referred to by some as the “fourth branch of government,” essential to maintaining the achievements won in the revolution. In this sense, “reason and prudence” were seen as feminine values with which mothers were obligated to instill their children (Stansell 1986, 22). Women advocated this conception of femininity as well as men; poet and writer Lydia Sigourney was one such public figure who wrote what has since been referred to as “conduct literature,” works directed to female audiences proscribing personal identities to meet social needs and fill politically useful roles. Sigourney and others condemned the dangers and pitfalls of women’s involvement in public life and politics.

A huge segment of American society was shaped by the debate over a distinction in the occupations and governing ideologies of men and women. For decades, scholars have explained this with the concept of separate spheres. Many now see this as a constricting guiding principle for examining the multifaceted lives of antebellum Americans, especially women, but it nevertheless provides a framework that explains many of the social norms that dominated the 19th century. While individual women exercised agency over their own selves and many carried the principles of independence, feminism, and reformism into the public realm, millions experienced the era from within the walls of their home. Separate spheres ideology dictated that the private world was naturally feminine, while the public was naturally masculine. This idea was reinforced by Christian theology and the concept of deferential domesticity, which was reinforced by legal codes stipulating that wives defer to their husbands on nearly all matters while cultivating for men a domestic haven from public life. This was a clearly class-oriented conception of womanhood, because poor women could not afford to be full-time unwaged housewives but had to work outside the home for wages. A woman maintaining the family home to the exclusion of any significant outside occupation (whether in the form of employment or nonwage-earning activities) was a marker of economic status. It is insupportable to assume that this same set of social and personal mores applied to poor or enslaved women, who were excluded from “true womanhood” and governed by sets of values related to their distinct identities as women of their classes. The separate spheres ideology nonetheless affected poor women and women of color as well by marking them as outside the bounds of respectable womanhood. There was a stark differential between considerations of the propriety of activity outside the home based on a woman’s racial or class presentation.

One of the most discussed trends in antebellum American society has been the so-called cult of true womanhood, a social identity enforcer wholly tied up in conceptualizations of femininity such as those just listed. Writers such as Sarah Josepha Hale, the New England poet and ladies’ magazine editor, largely convinced Americans that the needs of women were met and feminine sensitivity protected by the division of domestic and public life, regardless of a woman’s social position. This ideology was not reflected in fact or demography. Much of what was seen as essential to the life of a middle- or upper-class woman was wholly inaccessible to poor and slave women. In the antebellum era, the class virtues of domestic economy were conflated with sexual purity, doubly barring large sections of the female population from meeting these standards. The sexual abuses inherent in slavery, for example, meant that even if a slave woman wanted to preserve her sexual purity, she could not. Women who worked outside of the home, whether as voluntary wage earners or as slaves, were exposed to working conditions and social activities deemed inappropriate, from loud, dirty, and overcrowded factories to unwanted sexual advances from male coworkers and bosses. Essentially, while the set of ideas that make up “true womanhood” suggest an antebellum preoccupation with feminine virtue, historians of women have had to work outside of these tropes to create realistic narratives of women’s experiences with work and home life in the early 19th century. Some historians have noted that the romanticization of domestic labor as a naturally feminine endeavor, or the ideology of domesticity, actually devalued the role that women played within the home. In their view, arguments that cleaning, cooking, and child care were natural to women caused these activities not to be thought of as actual labor but rather as an extension of womanhood and motherly love. Also, in an industrializing and increasingly capitalist economy, the unwaged nature of domestic work led to its devaluation. Modern feminists point to these gendered concepts of household roles as one of the strongest holdovers of patriarchy in the modern era.

On the other hand, historians also note that antebellum women used the gendered ideas about women’s moral superiority to expand their realm of influence outside of the home and into the public sphere. Based on the argument that women were morally superior to men, women began to argue for the abolition of slavery and a variety of other social reforms, including temperance, dress reform, and women’s rights. Indeed, women used their claims as housekeepers to clean the public house, as it were. Women argued that if women had more legal rights, they could better protect not only themselves but also children, men, and American society writ large. Divorce rights, for example, were essential for women so they could protect their families and even their personal purity from bad husbands. Many female abolitionists argued for the end of slavery on the basis of the fact that slavery sexually corrupted white male slave owners and thus corrupted their families. Thus, the ideologies of domestic spheres, true womanhood, and female moral superiority could both constrict and expand the lives of American women.

Fertility and Fertility Control

The ultimate life goal for most American women coming of age between 1820 and 1860 was an agreeable marriage that produced children. The nature of the marital union changed significantly throughout the 19th century, with increased inclinations toward companionate marriages, in which a man and woman consensually agreed to a marriage based ideally on love, and away from the traditional family-merger model in which women had little say in partner choice. This shift was seen by some as a result of the focus on individual liberty during the Revolutionary era. As such, courtship too saw alterations early in the century, particularly as attitudes toward premarital and marital sexuality morphed. Prior to 1800, extramarital sex between consenting individuals was viewed more as a piece of gossip than as a punishable sin or actual crime. Pregnant brides were not an uncommon sight, and it was understood that strength of libido was not fully determined by gender. Still, as the oft-stereotyped Victorian ideals for which the United States is known began to take shape, the concept of sexually inert or passionless womanhood emerged. Scholars have noted that the ideal prospective wife of the antebellum era was expected to resist all sexual advances in courtship and to limit sexual desire within marriage and for purposes of procreation. These so-called virtues extended to women as parents: the antebellum mother was to instill in her sons the necessity of male self-restraint so as to not put uncomfortable sexual pressure on wives. Slave women, in both reality and ideology, stood outside of these ideologies, constrained by either a “Mammy” stereotype, whereby they were viewed as passionless mother types who selflessly gave up their own lives in service of their white families, or sexually insatiable “Jezebels.” Both stereotypes served to justify slavery and suggested that black women were not real women. Slave women generally had little control over their sexuality and reproduction, and many were victims of forced breeding programs instituted by masters so as to create new slaves. Thus, slave women had higher birthrates than did free women.

Mary Wollstonecraft, philosopher and author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1790, caused a tremendous cultural debate when she wrote in favor of a dramatic change in the power dynamics in marriages. Though describing a more equal union between husband and wife, she nevertheless viewed sexual passion as a liability. Still, according to Wollstonecraft and those she influenced, including famous author Harriet Beecher Stowe (Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1852), married couples ought to strive for a union of friendly coequals. These ideas that friendship and mutual respect could be a successful foundation for a marriage ran counter to popular attitudes about male power in the early 1800s, but opinions about sex and equality in marriages gradually altered by the decades leading up to the Civil War.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

The ways in which women experienced fertility and childbearing also changed during the antebellum period. Generally speaking, birthrates decreased during the century as women of varying classes, races, and religions sought to exercise more control over their own fertility, many championing the concept of voluntary motherhood as a boon for women, children, and the nation at large. Fundamentally, however, American men and women were largely ill-informed and ill-equipped to curb the number of pregnancies a woman had in her lifetime. Knowledge of menstrual cycles was limited and incorrect in calculating the height of female monthly fertility. The scarcity and poor efficacy of condoms, which were made of materials such as sheep bladders, made them an unlikely or ineffective contraceptive. Newspapers and magazines offered a number of medicines or devices for limiting fertility, both through contraception and abortion, but most of these items were ineffective. Still, the fact that there was a market for such items strongly suggests that many Americans wanted to limit fertility but not give up sex.

It was during this period that medicinal pain relief in childbirth was first formally administered by medical professionals, namely with the first usage of chloroform for childbearing women in 1847. Religious ideas of the requisite nature of suffering in childbirth caused some people to oppose any obstruction of labor pain. By the 1830s, the professionalization of medicine had dramatically diminished the former prevalence of midwifery. As male medical doctors, who had no knowledge of germ theory and a practice of placing dirty hands and instruments into laboring women’s bodies, took over midwives’ jobs, infection and death rates for mothers skyrocketed. The male-dominated medical profession also regulated and stigmatized the fairly common European and colonial practice of abortion in the antebellum era, gradually criminalizing the practice so as to further drive midwives out of women’s health care. Pioneering doctors Elizabeth Blackwell and Emily Blackwell played noteworthy roles in improving medical services for women as well as the prospects of women hoping to enter the medical profession. In 1849, Blackwell became the first woman to receive a medical degree from an American medical school, Geneva College. She faced challenges in attaining entrance to an institution in the first place and again when she attempted to practice medicine after receiving her MD. She opened a small clinic in New York City and by 1857 was able to enlarge her practice into the New York Infirmary for Women and Children. Later she opened two women’s medical colleges, one in the United States and one in England.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

Female workers in the antebellum era commonly earned wages in factories such as in the New England textile mills, where the majority of mill employees were female. Others worked as domestic servants in urban areas or hired out their services as laundresses, seamstresses, and cooks. These jobs provided women with the potential to earn wages to support themselves and their families, particularly in a time when many men did not make enough to keep their wives and children out of the waged labor market. Legally women’s wages and property were not their own, but this fact did not keep women out of the waged labor market. In fact, women and children were the first U.S. factory workers. Textile mill owners set up company towns, as in Lowell, Massachusetts, and offered young women jobs, housing, and some educational and recreational opportunities in one convenient location. New England families consented to send their daughters to work in these early mills on the assurance that the young women would be protected from immorality and abuse. Female factory workers, or “operatives,” worked 12-hour days, six days a week. When in the 1840s factory owners attempted to decrease women’s pay by charging them more for their room and board or by making them work more machines and longer hours, women “turned out,” or went on strike, making them the forefront of the nation’s organized labor movement.

Middle-class women did not have to work for wages but did an almost unimaginable amount of unwaged domestic labor. The work involved in tasks as simple as cooking and laundry not only took up a woman’s entire day but generally required domestic help, which would have also been women. Thus, many American women worked as domestic laborers, both waged and unwaged. Modern conveniences such as stoves did little to lighten women’s household work. As historian Ruth Schwartz Cohen discovered, each time some “labor-saving” device was invented, the standards for the task that the device accomplished also went up. For example, colonial women took all day to do laundry but did laundry only once or twice a month because people had fewer sets of clothes and a higher tolerance for dirty clothing. As homes increasingly had stoves and eventually even rudimentary washing machines, standards for clothing cleanliness precipitously rose. Thus, women continued to spend as much time or more at household tasks in the antebellum period as they had before the American Revolution.

Slave women’s work was, of course, all unwaged labor. Masters appropriated both slave women’s productive labor, the work they did in households or in the fields, and reproductive labor, the work they did producing and rearing children. Slave women were also held to the same workload standards as slave men except for when they were pregnant or nursing small children. Moreover, after a long day working at whatever tasks the owners mandated, slave women still had to do their own domestic work, working in family gardens, cooking for children and husbands, and doing the myriad of other tasks demanded of mothers and wives.

Education

Life for American women in the early 19th century consisted in large part of many of the same tasks and occupations as had been completed and held by women for centuries. In the 1800s a fundamental shift in how women perceived the world around them came with the inclusion of greater numbers of women in traditional education and even higher education. In 1821 Emma Willard founded the first seminary for women in the United States in Troy, New York. Willard’s academy made a profound impact on American perceptions of education for women. While most early female instruction was directed toward enhancing women’s lives as wives and mothers, the training that some women received in Troy provided them with the skills to become teachers and home educators. As more schools were created across the country, the number of female teachers increased. Although female teachers were generally paid far less than men and their positions were more vulnerable and generally limited to unmarried women, the opportunity to earn money and maintain themselves independently changed the economic and intellectual prospects of hundreds of thousands of American women. Nonetheless, the 1850 national census revealed that women were still considerably less likely to be literate than men. Of course, poor women were far less likely to be literate than middle-class white women, and teaching a slave to read was illegal in most slave states.

Parallel with the rise in educational opportunities and in many ways a response to more and better education was a rise in female participation in reform movements. In the 1820s, a religious movement referred to as the Second Great Awakening swept the nation with evangelical protestant spirituality. Energetic revivals occurred around the country, leading to greater involvement in church activities for many Americans, particularly providing women with ample causes around which to organize with the view of serving the church’s interest and strengthening the nation’s moral code. Many scholars find the roots of the tradition of organization that led to feminist movements later in the century in these early reform efforts. These groups, founded and directed by women, such as the Society for the Relief of Widows with Small Children, founded in New York City in 1816, and other groups with similar goals in Philadelphia and elsewhere, were directed toward the most clearly needy, often aiding poorer immigrants and the families of laborers. Others, such as the New York Female Reform Society, were aimed at aiding “fallen women” and eliminating prostitution with a view to the preservation of the family and the nation’s moral character. Hand in hand with the issue of prostitution and sexual corruption was drinking and alcoholism, and many female reformers focused efforts to aid women and children who were vulnerable to the actions of an alcoholic father or husband. Thus, the increasing opportunities for education for American women not only benefited individual women but also fundamentally helped change the nation.

Fashion and Clothing

By midcentury, proponents of the women’s movement had tacked onto their demands the practical matter of dress reform. Typical female attire included cotton undergarments, multiple petticoats, a tightly laced corset, an overdress, a bonnet, mitts, and button-up heeled boots. An entire set of women’s clothing could weigh as much as 40 pounds. In 1849, a feminist named Amelia Bloomer publicly advocated a functional change in women’s attire that would allow for more freedom of movement, increasing productivity in women’s endeavors both inside and outside of the home. The term “bloomers,” named after Bloomer, became the designation for Turkish trousers, which were flowing skirts sewn down to the hem to mimic pantaloons, allowing for greater freedom of movement. Dress reform advocates wanted to eliminate corsets and other tight lacing of women’s garments, which they correctly claimed was detrimental to women’s health. Many of these concerns applied primarily to upper- and middle-class women; poor and working women often could not afford markers of gentility or femininity such as the expensive whalebone corsets worn by middle- and elite-class women. The daily lives of women were affected dramatically by social expectations of appearance, especially in the upper classes. Some antebellum women paid much attention to their toilette, while others made do with one dress and few accessories. Elizabeth Cady Stanton declared that it was fashion that made it difficult for women to “be honest and virtuous, to lead simple, pure, and holy lives” (Isenberg 1998, 48). Slave women, on the other hand, would have found the conditions of bondage a larger impediment to virtuous and pure life than their clothing. Most slave women worked in the fields and would generally have had no more than a simple dress or shift. Only house slaves would have had undergarments or corsetry. Most slaves, male and female, went barefoot most of the year, as did most poor whites. Thus, dress reform was a concern for ladies who could afford the kind of clothing that needed reformation.

Legal and Political Power

Of the early 19th century’s contributions to reform and progress, the twinned causes of abolitionism and women’s rights brought the most significant changes to the United States. Hundreds of thousands of antebellum American women dedicated themselves to antislavery efforts privately and publicly. A form of ideologically aggressive abolitionism had taken root as early as the 1750s among Quakers, pacifists, and intellectuals in Britain and the United States, but moving into the 19th century, the call to abolish slavery grew louder. The British government had technically outlawed the slave trade in 1807, but slavery itself remained permissible off of English soil into the 1830s. In the United States, An Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery enacted by Pennsylvania in 1780 was an early step to eradicate slavery, ensuring that children born to enslaved mothers would not be themselves enslaved upon birth. It did not emancipate the mothers themselves or any other presently enslaved individuals but did serve as a rallying cry of abolitionists in the movement toward total emancipation. Slavery itself was predicated upon the status of women; prior to laws such as this 1780 Pennsylvania act and until the Civil War in the southern states, the status of a child followed that of the mother; thus, an enslaved woman bore only enslaved children. This legality allowed for the perpetuation of slavery in the United States even after the abolition of the slave trade by the U.S. government in 1808 and was likely the most profound legal determinant in the lives of African American women in the antebellum era. Slavery was connected with the lives of all women in the United States in this period, though, whether by inclusion, complicity, or opposition. The cause of abolition directly mobilized black and white women in antislavery societies and provided what some scholars have referred to as a vocabulary of liberation. While the causes of women’s rights and abolition were not always espoused by the same supporters, the platforms of many antislavery groups advocated emancipation, African American suffrage, and women’s suffrage—seeing the links between these causes. A feminine and feminist rhetoric developed out of these movements, and many female reformers developed antislavery campaigns around a call to shared womanhood with the slogan “Am I not a woman and a sister?” that was often accompanied by an image of a kneeling female slave pleading for the removal of her chains. Beginning in the late 1820s and early 1830s, the reform impulse among American women turned to the formation of antislavery societies. These were founded, run, and funded by women who played a direct role in fomenting unrest of public opinion about the plight of slaves, such as Lucretia Mott, Frances Watkins Harper, and Angelina Grimké, and often offered steps for individuals to take to remove themselves from perpetuation of the institution.

In the antebellum United States, it was taken as a given that women exercised significant verbal and social influence over men and their voting habits. The notion of republican motherhood held that women needed to understand the rudiments of democracy so as to instill an appreciation for American liberty in their sons, who would use the ideas for the public good, and in their daughters, so that they might in turn teach the ideas to their children. There were women, however, in the years following the American Revolution who took upon themselves, largely to the surprise and often chagrin of the male population dominating political affairs, roles as republican wives and female politicians. These women, often the wives or daughters of politicians, sought detailed knowledge of party platforms and candidates’ qualities. Their political involvement and patriotism were often viewed as altruistic or driven by loyalty to male family members, given that they had no vote or any legal voice in political matters.

Political historians note that as early as the 1810s, both Federalists and Republicans hoped to win women’s allegiance, openly encouraging their attendance at rallies and meetings. Popular antebellum literature described at length the informal influence that women held in society but especially within the home. Prescriptive literature gradually hit upon separate spheres ideologies, scholars argue, as a backlash against women’s increased political involvement. Emphasis was placed on frugality, virtue, industrious home management, and domestic responsibilities, especially in difficult economic times (such as the recession years following the Panics of 1819 and 1837). Women’s reform activities in the antebellum era were generally praised so long as they did not interfere with duties at home or lead to any “indecencies” (such as socializing with racially mixed groups). In the 1820s and 1830s, factionalism threatened the solidity of the nation as party divisions grew, particularly as slavery became the nation’s central political problem. Women were no less vulnerable to this partisan shift than men. As party politics grew more vitriolic in the 1840s, women began to make distinct partisan claims. Partisan activity, while contested regarding its propriety for females, was a mainstay of polite society with the popularity of the Whig Party, known for parades and rallies where women waved flags and cheered for candidates. In the 1850s the nascent Republican Party, born of the reformist and antislavery impulse, proved far more amenable to women’s political behavior and interests than the proslavery Democratic Party.

In the 1820s and 1830s as politicians were rewriting state constitutions in the spirit of democratization that historians have attributed to the election of President Andrew Jackson, states began to remove property as a prerequisite for suffrage. This made gender privilege in voting rights qualifications more obvious. Many women and men began to write and speak openly about the possibility of extending the franchise to women. These discussions as well as decades-old activism among feminists and abolitionists led to the Seneca Falls Convention. The seeds of internationally organized feminism began at the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London with the budding friendship of Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton after discovering that women were barred from joining men on the floor to hear the conference’s speakers. Mott, Stanton, and many other American women were influenced by British writer and philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women, which provided a vocabulary for equal rights.

Scholars generally acknowledge that the formal women’s movement in the United States began on July 19, 1848, with the Seneca Falls Convention in Seneca Falls, New York. Attendees, both female and male, at the end of the two-day conference issued to the public a Declaration of Sentiments, a founding document of the burgeoning official women’s rights movement that was modeled on the Declaration of Independence. While the attendees of the convention and the movement they represented were in large part advocating for equal rights for women in the political and social arenas, economic concerns were at the top of the list as well. The women responsible for organizing the gathering became the names now associated with early feminism, suffragism, and equality activism: Sojourner Truth, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Matilda Joslyn Gage. Though women had little legal power, they could formally participate in government through petitions. Women used petitions to press a variety of causes and generally addressed them to state legislatures. Such petitions as well as the unquantifiable private discussions, academic ruminations, and social allegiances of progressive thinkers on the subject of human equality formed the foundation of the women’s movement.

Kristin O’Brassill-Kulfan
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2. The Civil War and Reconstruction (1861–1877)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Few eras in American history witnessed such profound social and economic change for its citizens as the eras of the American Civil War and its aftermath, Reconstruction. While women could only serve in the military if disguised as men, which some did, those on both sides of the conflict served as nurses, rolled bandages nightly in their living rooms, and raised crops to feed both armies while often managing family farms and businesses on their own for the first time in their lives. Throughout the war women had to adjust to enduring the loss of husbands, sons, brothers, and fathers while becoming lifelong caregivers for those who came home both physically and emotionally damaged. The Civil War also interrupted the suffrage movement, coming as it did 12 years after the Seneca Falls Convention. In 1869, the movement split into two organizations after a disagreement about black male suffrage.

The Civil War began as a result of a long-standing conflict between the North and the South about the institution of slavery. A series of political, military, and social events occurred in the decades before the war, each fundamentally about slavery. After the American Revolutionary War and the 1787 ratification of the U.S. Constitution, America established itself as a nation with no clear policy on slavery. Northern states gradually abolished slavery, while southern states increasingly committed to a slave economy, particularly after the introduction of the cotton gin in the 1790s. Invented by Eli Whitney and Catharine Greene, the machine, which removed cotton seeds from short staple cotton, allowed for vastly increased cotton cultivation in the states with long growing seasons.

In 1800 there were between 250,000 and 400,000 slaves in the United States, but by 1860 that number had increased to almost 4 million. As some people and some states had larger numbers of slaves, they became increasingly committed to slavery. Conversely, as slavery increased and proslavery laws proliferated, increasing numbers of Americans joined the antislavery movement. African slavery was not limited to the white American planter elite; rather, southern yeoman farmers and even a small number of free blacks owned slaves. In the 1800s the vast majority of slaves were owned in groups smaller than 15, belying the notion that all slaveholders were fabulously wealthy and owned hundreds of slaves. Slaveholding tribes of American Indians were common, mostly located in Florida, Mississippi, and Louisiana.

After the War of 1812, Americans increasingly sought expansion into territories beyond already established states. In 1820 the Missouri Compromise was offered, restricting expansion of slaveholding states north of 36°30' on all territories of the Louisiana Purchase. With the discovery of gold in California during the mid-1840s, that expansion later included the expansion of slaveholding states and territories into the Southwest. By the 1850s this included expeditions that hoped to expand the reach of slavery into South American countries as well as in Nicaragua, Mexico, and Cuba. A set of congressional acts called the Compromise of 1850 included a new Fugitive Slave Law that made it illegal for people to help runaway slaves and made it legal for slave owners to pursue runaway slaves into free states and territories, effectively nullifying state laws against slavery. In 1854, the Kansas-Nebraska Act repealed the Missouri Compromise by allowing people in any territory to vote on slavery. As a result, the Kansas Territory became a violent battleground between proslavery and antislavery forces, earning the name “Bleeding Kansas.” By 1857 the Supreme Court, again dominated by southern justices, handed down its Dred Scott decision, legally declaring that African Americans, whether holding slave or free status, were not citizens and that slaves were slaves even if their masters took them into free territory. This series of events, all of which demonstrated the growing power of proslavery forces, galvanized that nation into picking sides. Many people felt that “slave power” would soon expand slavery into the entire nation, thus undercutting the power of free men and women to make a living wage.

In the North a growing abolitionist movement raised funds and spoke out against slavery, both on moral and legal grounds. By the 1850s abolitionists were joined by antislavery voters, who were less interested in civil rights for black Americans than they were in protecting workers’ rights and keeping slavery out of their states. In the 1840s and 1850s traditional political parties broke down under the weight of slavery, and by 1854 party realignment resulted in a proslavery party, the Democratic Party, and a new antislavery party, the Republican Party. When voters went to the polls in 1860 they were not so much voting for any particular candidate as they were voting for or against slavery. The election of Republican Abraham Lincoln signaled to proslavery southerners that antislavery Americans, when asked to vote on the single issue of slavery, could outvote slave owners. From that moment slavery in America was doomed.

Less than two months later South Carolina seceded from the United States, followed by 6 more Southern states, and created the Confederate States of America, which eventually grew to a total of 11 states. Their capital, situated in Richmond, Virginia, housed the president of this new conservative government, Jefferson Davis of Mississippi. Davis cited three reasons for the divide and the formation of a new government: preservation of white political authority, issues of states’ rights, and the preservation of slavery.

The Civil War began with Confederate troops firing on Fort Sumter, a federal arsenal in Charleston, South Carolina, on April 12, 1861, and forcing evacuation of the U.S. troops. Union forces quickly realized that they had underestimated not only the Confederate Army but also Southern white female support of the war. Union Army commanders sought to undermine that support as their forces leveled Southern towns and factories and destroyed transportation routes, railroads, and farms. Hospitals could barely keep up with the wounded and dying. Mental health advocate Dorothea Dix ran Union hospitals as an unpaid volunteer for four years, improving their hygiene and survival rates. Social constraints in the South kept any one woman from being a true counterpart to Dix, though several women organized private hospitals. African American women on both sides worked as nurses, cooks, and often spies, as in the case of Harriet Tubman.

Confederate forces won key victories in the first two years of the war. However, by the summer of 1863 the tide had shifted in favor of the Union Army. Lincoln’s original strategy was to secure the U.S. government and regain seceded states, but by mid-1862 it became clear that the war was as much about slavery as it was about secession. By mid-1863 Union forces had won key victories in the lower Mississippi Valley and in Tennessee as well as in Vicksburg and Gettysburg. These victories finally allowed President Lincoln to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, a war measure that freed slaves in all the states then in rebellion. Given that the federal government had no political power over the seceded states, the Emancipation Proclamation actually freed very few slaves. What it did do was make a forceful statement to all Americans that the war was about ending American slavery.

Native Americans in the South fought on both sides of the war with stakes as both slaveholders and Northern allies. Seven Indian regiments served with the Confederate Army in 1862 and 1863, and despite Confederate defeats, tribal leaders remained in support of the Confederacy until the war’s end.

The overall loss of life caused by the war was devastating, reaching 620,000 soldier casualties during its four-year reign. As the Civil War ended a population of 4 million former slaves, most with little more then the clothes on their backs, were freed from forced servitude and began the process of reconstructing their families and their lives. Newly freed women went in search of separated family members either sold off during slavery or conscripted to join the fighting. Meanwhile, the expression of freedom for these newly freed men and woman manifested itself in many ways. Free to own one’s own labor, at least in theory, they sought employment in enterprises learned in slave times. Newly freed women and men chose surnames both as a means for identity and as a way to demonstrate their own connection to history. Marriages were solemnized, formalizing kinship ties forged during slavery, and education was sought, a right once illegal during enslavement.

Meanwhile, white southern women resolutely held together families and households ravaged under wartime circumstances. As recovery slowly began, southern white women experienced a breakdown of traditional gender ideology as white culture struggled to reconcile the loss of husbands, brothers, and sons as well as the loss of the war and the end of legal slavery. White women faced profound emotional adjustments as they assessed their losses. The end of slavery heightened southern racism in a manner that would ravage efforts at true reconciliation in the decades to come.

The period known as Reconstruction (1865–1872) began in the South with the implementation of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. Known as the Freedmen’s Bureau, this government entity was established by Congress in March 1865 with the herculean task of providing food, housing, and education to newly freed men and women and easing their transition from slavery to citizenship. With offices throughout the South, the Freedmen’s Bureau mediated contract disputes between former slaves and employers and served as a policing body overseeing the general welfare of freed slaves for both black and white citizens. Offices were staffed by northern women and men, often former abolitionists eager to finish the work of civil rights. Most women served as teachers. Newly freed slaves also established churches, schools, and households headed by members of their community. Reconstruction was fraught with conflict, as the agency was often understaffed and underfunded, overwhelmed by the sheer volumes of humanity in need, and generally unsupported by the southern white population.

Early ideas by the Freedmen’s Bureau and others to grant ex-slaves property seized from slave owners were thwarted by President Andrew Johnson, who followed a policy of liberal pardoning of former slaveholders for crimes committed against the federal government, including treason. A shift emerged encouraging freedmen to return to farm labor under the system of contract labor known as sharecropping, a system of wage labor that generally benefited white owners.

The bureau’s education policy proved more successful, as it helped establish colleges and schools totaling over 3,000 by 1869. Southern whites opposed the enfranchisement of blacks and sought any means necessary to restrict black freedom, enacting laws about curfews and voting rules meant to re-create prewar slave society as nearly as possible. Founded by former Confederates, the Ku Klux Klan emerged to intimidate former slaves through violence. Surviving records by the Freedmen’s Bureau reflect complaints by freedwomen and freedmen, including being ordered to leave plantations where they had been working, wage disputes, whites pressuring black voting choices, lynching, and the rape of black women.

After the war, efforts to enfranchise women resumed, particularly in the North. Empowered by their success of managing home and workplace with a largely absent male presence, women agitated for the right to vote and both social and economical enfranchisement. In 1865 the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution outlawed slavery and was followed by the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868 safeguarding the civil rights of the newly freed people. President Ulysses S. Grant pushed for the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, which proposed to grant all men, including black men, the right to vote. Recognizing an opportunity to finally include women as part of this new amendment, women’s rights advocates were split in their support. Part of the movement thought that it would be politically expedient to support the Fifteenth Amendment, figuring that women could wait their turn, while others felt that the amendment ought to enfranchise all citizens regardless of sex. In 1869 Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony founded the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), which advocated not supporting passage of the Fifteenth Amendment, while Lucy Stone and Julia Ward Howe founded the more moderate American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA). In the end, not only did women not get the right to vote with the Fifteenth Amendment, but in using the word “man” the amendment closed the door to the federal enfranchisement of women. Black women made their presence known in the suffrage battle, with notable voices including feminist Sojourner Truth, who spoke of the hypocrisy of the idea of women as the weaker sex, considering the years slave women had endured bondage equally with their black male counterparts.

Reconstruction was also a time during which women and men struggled to process the profound experience of surviving a clearly historic event. Narratives, diaries, and letters document the way survivors tried to reconcile events witnessed firsthand. These accounts were not limited to professional writers of the time, but survivors and then descendants of the survivors of the Civil War kept war memories. Fueled by a sense of this identity and a societal obligation to preserve it, women wrote their own narratives of personal experiences about the war. Southern women such as Mary Chesnut wrote bitterly of the loss of wealth and what she termed a “gentile” way of life. Similarly, LaSalle Corbell Pickett wrote articles that turned the loss of her husband at Gettysburg into a glorified example of male courage and sacrifice. These and other writings were a major influence toward the creation of the southern myth of the Lost Cause. While their men may have lost the battle, the women won the war of memory. By the 1870s, with the erection of Confederate memorials in every small southern town park financed by women’s fund-raising, this new southern identity and Lost Cause ideology were deeply entrenched. Black southerners could do little to combat the deeply racist nature of Lost Cause ideology, given that they were trapped by political and economic strictures that ensured a cycle of poverty and powerlessness. Lost Cause ideology also dominated Civil War history for decades, allowing historians to reimagine the war as one wherein southerners were victimized by “northern aggression.” More disabling to black culture, histories portrayed slaves as happy in their servitude, both because blacks were racially inferior and because slave owners were benevolent overseers. Thus, history itself reinforced post-Reconstruction segregation and racism.

Reconstruction came to a formal end after President Grant served his two terms and Rutherford B. Hayes “won” the 1876 presidential election. In reality the election was tightly contested, and to win the election Republicans made the “Corrupt Bargain” with southern Democrats in the weeks after the election, when no clear winner had emerged for a variety of reasons. The Compromise of 1877 gave Republicans the presidency in return for the end of the U.S. Army’s occupation of the South and a promise by Republicans to turn a blind eye to all infractions of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Thus, white southerners regained control of the ex-Confederacy and instituted harsh segregationist laws. Essentially the federal government abandoned ex-slaves and their descendants to the predations of white supremacy.

Nationally, struggles for autonomy continued in the West as an emerging Asian population of immigrants seeking liberty instead found drudgery and discrimination along the western shores of the United States. The U.S. government violated treaties with Indian tribes with forced removals off sacred native land, leaving the survival of tribes and their cultures profoundly in question. After the horrors of four years of civil war, there was little energy left in the nation to deal with those additional issues in any focused manner.

Cynthia J. Parker

Further Reading

Ash, Stephen V. 2008. Firebrand of Liberty: The Story of Two Black Regiments That Changed the Course of the Civil War. New York: Norton.

Blair, William. 2004. Cities of the Dead: Contesting the Memory of the Civil War in the South, 1865–1914. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Blight, David W. 2001. Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Clarke, Erskine. 2005. Dwelling Place: A Plantation Epic. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Foner, Eric. 1984. A Short History of Reconstruction, 1863–1877. New York: Harper and Row.

Foner, Eric. 1995. Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party before the Civil War. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Fox-Genovese, Elizabeth. 1988. Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Freehling, William H. 1992. Prelude to Civil War: The Nullification Controversy in South Carolina, 1816–1836. New York: Oxford University Press.

Gallagher, Gary W. 1997. The Confederate War. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Holt, Michael F. 1983. The Political Crisis of the 1850s. New York: Norton.

Litwack, Leon. 1980. Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery. New York: Knopf.

Perman, Michael. 2003. Emancipation and Reconstruction. Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davisson.

Whites, LeeAnn. 2005. Gender Matters: Civil War, Reconstruction, and the Making of the New South. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Act Concerning the Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife (1860)

In colonial and antebellum America, married women had few political or legal rights. An Act Concerning the Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife was legislation passed in New York in 1860 that gave wives some rights to property, inheritance, and their own children.

Married women in Britain and later in the American colonies were considered feme coverts in the eyes of the law. When a woman became married, her husband took ownership of her property and of any wages she earned. She could not sue in court without him, and he could deny her guardianship of their children. Many of these traditions from British common law were codified in new American laws.

An Act Concerning the Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife consisted of 11 sections. The first section outlined that married women can own property and said that property “shall not be subject to the interference or control of her husband, or liable for his debts” except for those made to support herself or her children. The second section allowed a married woman to “bargain, sell, assign and transfer her separate personal property, and carry on any trade or business, and perform labor or services on her sole and separate account.” It also allowed married women to retain and use their earnings from these endeavors.

Sections 3, 4, 5, and 6 provided new guidelines for the sale of land. Section 3 allowed married women to sell their real estate, though the sale required a husband’s written consent. In the fourth section, a married woman who was unable to obtain her husband’s consent or who lacked his consent for any reason needed to apply to the county court to complete the sale. Section 5 specified that a married woman should apply to the court with a petition. If her husband was a resident of the county and not disabled, he would be served with a copy of the petition. The sixth section outlined why the court would approve a petition that had been served to a husband: “the husband of such applicant has willfully abandoned his said wife, and lives separate and apart from her, or that he is insane, or imprisoned as a convict in any State prison, or that he is a habitual drunkard, or that he is in any way disabled from making a contract, or that he refuses to give his consent, without good cause.” Under any of these situations, the court would approve of the sale.

Section 7 gave married women the right to sue and be sued over property she owned that she had gained from anyone except her husband. She could also sue a party “for injury to her person or character,” and she maintained sole ownership of any settlement.

The eighth section relieved a husband and his property of any responsibility for deals and debts made by his wife.

Section 9 declared a married woman “the joint guardian of her children, with her husband, with equal powers, rights and duties in regard to them, with her husband.”

The final two sections involved inheritance laws. The 10th section specified that when either a husband or wife died, without any minor children, the survivor would be entitled to one-third of the real estate owned by the spouse for the rest of his or her life. Section 11 outlined that if a spouse died without a will, and leaving a minor child or children, the survivor would “hold, possess and enjoy all the real estate of which the husband or wife died seized, and all the rents, issues and profits thereof” until the youngest child reached the age of majority.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s 1860 speech “A Slave’s Appeal” is credited with helping pass the act. The New York state legislature amended portions of the act in 1862. The amended Section 3 gave a married woman the right to sell her own real estate without her husband’s consent; thus, Sections 4, 5, and 6 were repealed. Sections 9, 10, and 11 were repealed, again depriving married women of equal guardianship of their children and widows with young children access to a deceased husband’s estate.
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Act Concerning the Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife (1860)

In 1860, the New York state legislature passed the Act Concerning the Rights and Liabilities of Husband and Wife to expand the Married Woman’s Property Act of 1848. Parts of the act were rescinded in 1862, but the law nonetheless represents a significant improvement for women’s property rights.

SECTION 1. The property, both real and personal, which any married woman now owns, as her sole and separate property; that which comes to her by descent, devise, bequest, gift or grant; that which she acquires by her trade, business, labor or services, carried on or performed on her sole or separate account; that which a woman married in this State owns at the time of her marriage, and the rents, issues and proceeds of all such property, shall, notwithstanding her marriage, be and remain her sole and separate property, and may be used, collected and invested by her in her own name, and shall not be subject to the interference or control of her husband, or liable for his debts, except such debts as may have been contracted for the support of herself or her children, by her as his agent.

SEC 2. A married woman may bargain, sell, assign and transfer her separate personal property, and carry on any trade or business, and perform any labor or services on her sole and separate account, and the earnings of any married woman, from her trade, business, labor or services, shall be her sole and separate property, and may be used or invested by her in her own name.

SEC. 3. Any married woman possessed of real estate as her separate property may bargain, sell and convey such property, and enter into any contract in reference to the same, but no such conveyance or contract shall be valid without the assent in writing of her husband, except as hereinafter provided.

SEC. 4. In case any married woman possessed of separate real property, as aforesaid, may desire to sell or convey the same, or to make any contract in relation thereto, and shall be unable to procure the assent of her husband, as in the preceding section provided, in consequence of his refusal, absence, insanity or other disability, such married woman may apply to the County Court, in the county where she shall at the time reside, for leave to make such sale, conveyance or contract, without the assent of her husband.

SEC. 5. Such application may be made by petition, verified by her, and setting forth the grounds of such application. If the husband be a resident of the county, and not under disability, from insanity or other cause, a copy of said petition shall be served upon him, with a notice of the time when the same will be presented to the said Court, at least ten days before such application. In all other cases the County Court, to which such application shall be made, shall, in its discretion, determine whether any notice shall be given, and if any, the mode and manner of giving it.

SEC. 6. If it shall satisfactorily appear to such Court, upon such application, that the husband of such applicant has willfully abandoned his said wife, and lives separate and apart from her, or that he is insane, or imprisoned as a convict in any State prison, or that he is a habitual drunkard, or that he is in any way disabled from making a contract, or that he refuses to give his consent, without good cause therefor, then such court shall cause an order to be entered upon its records, authorizing such married woman to sell and convey her real estate, or contract in regard thereto, without the assent of her husband, with the same effect as though such conveyance or contract had been made with his assent.

SEC. 7. Any married woman may, while married, sue and be sued in all matters having relation to her property, which may be her sole and separate property, or which may hereafter come to her by descent, devise, bequest or the gift of any person except her husband, in the same manner as if she were sole. And any married woman may bring and maintain an action in her own name for damages against any person or body corporate for any injury to her person or character, the same as if she were sole; and the money received upon the settlement of any such action, or recovered upon a judgment, shall be her sole and separate property.

SEC. 8. No bargain or contract made by any married woman, in respect to her sole and separate property, or any property which may hereafter come to her by descent, devise, bequest or gift of any person except her husband, and no bargain or contract entered into by any married woman in or about the carrying on of any trade or business, under the statutes of this State, shall be binding upon her husband, or render him or his property in any way liable therefor.

SEC. 9. Every married woman is hereby constituted and declared to be the joint guardian of her children, with her husband, with equal powers, rights and duties in regard to them, with the husband.

SEC. 10. At the decease of husband or wife, leaving no minor child or children, the survivor shall hold, possess and enjoy a life estate in one-third of all the real estate of which the husband or wife died seized.

SEC. 11. At the decease of the husband or wife intestate, leaving minor child or children, the survivor shall hold, possess and enjoy all the real estate of which the husband or wife died seized, and all the rents, issues and profits thereof during the minority of the youngest child, and one-third thereof during his or her natural life.

Source: New York Times, March 21, 1860.



American Equal Rights Association (1866)

The first national organization to campaign for black and female suffrage, the American Equal Rights Association (AERA) organized in 1866. Supporters included abolitionists from the American Anti-Slavery Society as well as men and women who supported the women’s rights movement before the American Civil War (1861–1865). The AERA lasted only three years, dissolving in 1869, and was replaced by two organizations.

The women’s rights movement developed in the antebellum period (1820–1860). Movements for the abolition of slavery, educational reform, penal reform, temperance, and moral reform (i.e., the elimination of prostitution, lewdness, and obscenity) and other issues mobilized men and women who sought fundamental changes to the legal, political, civil, and social structure of American society. In the 1830s, some of these men and women began to question gender conventions that limited women’s public role in reform movements such as abolitionism. In July 1848, 300 men and women gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, to discuss the rights of women. At the conclusion of the meeting, 100 men and women signed the Declaration of Sentiments. In the 1850s, female suffrage emerged as the central tenet of the women’s rights movement. Supporters held annual National Women’s Rights Conventions until the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861.

In 1865, with the abolition of slavery and the end of the war, abolitionist Wendell Phillips assumed leadership of the American Anti-Slavery Society (AASS). In January 1866, Susan B. Anthony proposed a merger between the AASS and the women’s rights movement to fight for universal suffrage. Phillips blocked the proposal, claiming that reformers must first secure black male suffrage. In response to the AASS’s rejection, Anthony along with Lucy Stone organized the Eleventh Annual National Women’s Rights Convention, the first such gathering since the Civil War. At that convention, supporters voted to establish the AERA and announced plans to launch lobbying and petition campaigns in several states.

In 1867, the AERA launched two major political campaigns. In Kansas, two referenda were placed before voters. The first called for black male suffrage, and the second called for female suffrage. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Anthony campaigned vigorously for both proposals. Stone supported only the measure for extending the franchise to black men. Both referenda were defeated. In New York, a state convention had been called to consider two revisions to the U.S. Constitution, including the enfranchisement of women. As in Kansas, supporters of the AERA marshaled their resources. Newspaper editor and abolitionist Horace Greeley (1811–1872) chaired the suffrage committee. Long considered a friend of women’s rights, Greeley stunned Stanton and other like-minded reformers when he abandoned women’s suffrage, citing a lack of public support.

After the failed campaigns of 1867, the AERA became increasingly divided. Both sides advocated universal suffrage yet differed in their approach. On one side stood Stone, who was willing to defer female suffrage until black political rights had been secured. Stanton and Anthony insisted that both women and black men should be enfranchised at the same time. The ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868 affirmed black men’s status and rights as American citizens but remained silent on the question of full citizenship rights for women.

After the AERA met for the last time in 1869, Anthony and Stanton formed the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), adopting an independent political stance and working on a broad range of women’s issues. Stone and her allies formed the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), which attempted to work with the Republican Party. In 1870 the Fifteenth Amendment was ratified, prohibiting states from denying to citizens the right to vote on the basis of race, color, or previous condition of servitude. However, the amendment omitted any reference to gender, essentially rendering women’s political exclusion complete. Supporters of the NWSA and the AWSA reunited in 1890, forming the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). The NAWSA became the primary promoter of female suffrage, playing a key role in securing the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, which guaranteed women the right to vote.
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Barton, Clara (1821–1912)

American Civil War nurse Clara Barton was also responsible for the establishment of the American Red Cross. Barton began her professional career as a teacher, a traditional route available to women during her lifetime. After establishing one of the first public schools in the country, she worked as a civil servant for the government. When the Civil War began, she volunteered as a nurse and led a group of female nurses on the front lines. Officials saw the importance of her activities and promoted her to head nurse in charge of the army hospitals in Virginia. On a vacation trip to Europe, Barton encountered the international Red Cross. Upon her return to the United States, she founded the American Red Cross.

Barton was born in Oxford, Massachusetts, in 1821 to Sarah Stone Barton and Stephen Barton. She was sent away to school but was so shy and depressed that the school sent her home. Next she lived with relatives and helped take care of the children. She also nursed her brother back to health after he injured himself falling off the family barn.

In 1838 Barton began teaching in local schools, and in 1850 she taught at the Liberal Institute in Clinton, New York. In 1852 she established one of the first public schools in the country in Bordentown, New Jersey. Wishing to live in a warmer climate, Barton moved to Washington, D.C., where in 1854 she became one of the first women to be hired as a civil servant when she was hired as a clerk at the U.S. Patent Office. At the start of the Civil War in 1861, Barton volunteered to help Union soldiers by distributing donated supplies. In 1862 she became convinced that she could do more for the soldiers by working at the front as a nurse. In the Second Battle of Bull Run (August 1862), she worked under enemy fire for the first time. In the Battle of Antietam (September 1862), Barton came dangerously close to getting killed when the soldier she was tending was shot. Nursing soldiers’ wounds under dangerous conditions earned her the nickname “Angel of the Battlefield.”

Barton’s experience at the battlefront convinced her that many men died during the war simply because they did not receive medical attention fast enough. To address this problem, she organized the distribution of supplies and led a group of volunteer nurses who traveled with regiments as they headed into battles. In 1864 Barton was officially appointed head nurse in charge of the army hospitals in Virginia. Barton, who was accustomed to her own independent autocratic leadership style, steered clear of Dorothea Dix, superintendent of women nurses in the Sanitary Commission, who had a very similar style of leadership.

Toward the end of the war Barton received President Abraham Lincoln’s authorization to investigate the whereabouts of missing soldiers. Between 1865 and 1869, Barton ran the Missing Soldiers Office and received over 60,000 letters from soldiers’ family members asking her to locate their missing loved ones. She was able to resolve thousands of cases and planned a needed cemetery. Notably, her investigations exposed the dreadful conditions in many Union and Confederate prisons.
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Clara Barton began her career as a teacher, running a school with 600 students and only one other teacher. She is known mostly for her later work as a nurse during the Civil War which led to her founding the American Red Cross. (Library of Congress)

In 1869, Barton delivered approximately 300 lectures about her experiences during the war. Exhausted from her speaking tour, she traveled to Europe to recover. Once there, she changed her plans. Much impressed by the International Committee of the Red Cross, Barton joined the organization and served with it during the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871). When she returned to the United States in 1873, she campaigned for the creation of the American Association of the Red Cross. Barton founded the American Red Cross in 1881. She also served as the organization’s first president. Under her leadership, the association prepared for both war and peacetime needs (such as natural disaster response). During Barton’s presidency, the Red Cross was active during floods in Ohio and Mississippi (1884), a hurricane off the South Carolina coast (1893), the Spanish-American War (1898), and flooding in Galveston, Texas (1900). By 1904, the Red Cross was nearly bankrupt. In spite of the aid the group had rendered, public support for the association was at an all-time low. Also, some representatives in the U.S. Congress objected to Barton’s autocratic leadership of the association, while others objected to a woman running any important organization. In the face of these developments, the 83-year-old Barton resigned.

Barton spent the rest of her life writing and making public appearances. She never married, understanding that to do so would constrain her life of public service. She did have a passionate relationship with Colonel John Elwell during the Civil War. Elwell, who was married, met Barton while stationed in Hilton Head, South Carolina. They parted ways in 1863. Barton published A Story of the Red Cross in 1904. In a more biographical approach, in 1907 she published Story of My Childhood. Barton was a known supporter of the ideals of the women’s rights movement. For example, she attended the first meeting of the National Woman Suffrage Association in 1869. The movement, which had waned at the end of the 1800s, had been gaining new momentum in the early 1900s. Barton, who had lived a long life of service, was widely regarded by activists as an ideal women’s rights figure. Although she had faced obstacles, she had lived a public, active, and meaningful life. Consequently, Barton made personal appearances at several women’s rights functions, including the first international women’s suffrage conference in 1902. Barton died at her home in Glen Echo, Maryland, from pneumonia on April 12, 1912, at the age of 90.

Rolando Avila
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Clara Barton’s Poem Remembering the Work of Women during the Civil War (1892)

Clara Barton wrote this poem in 1892, long after her war service, to describe and remember the work women did on battlefields during the American Civil War.

The Women Who Went to the Field

The women who went to the field, you say,

The women who went to the field; and pray,

What did they go for?—just to be in the way?—

They’d not know the difference betwixt work and play,

What did they know about war, anyway?

What could they do?—of what use could they be?

They would scream at the sight of a gun, don’t you see?

Just fancy them round where the bugle notes play,

And the long roll is bidding us on to the fray.

Imagine their skirts ‘mong artillery wheels,

And watch for their flutter as they flee ‘cross the fields

When the charge is rammed home and the fire belches hot;—

They never will wait for the answering shot.

They would faint at the first drop of blood, in their sight.

What fun for us boys,—(ere we enter the fight;)

They might pick some lint, and tear up some sheets,

And make us some jellies, and send on their sweets,

And knit some soft socks for Uncle Sam’s shoes,

And write us some letters, and tell us the news.

And thus it was settled by common consent,

That husbands, or brothers, or whoever went,

That the place for the women was in their own homes,

There to patiently wait until victory comes.

But later, it chanced, just how no one knew,

That the lines slipped a bit, and some ‘gan to crowd through;

And they went,—where did they go?—Ah; where did they not?

Show us the battle,—the field,—or the spot

Where the groans of the wounded rang out on the air

That her ear caught it not, and her hand was not there,

Who wiped the death sweat from the cold, clammy brow,

And sent home the message;—”’T is well with him now”?

Who watched in the tents, whilst the fever fires burned,

And the pain-tossing limbs in agony turned,

And wet the parched tongue, calmed delirium’s strife

Till the dying lips murmured, “My Mother,” “My Wife”!

And who were they all?—They were many, my men:

Their record was kept by no tabular pen:

They exist in traditions from father to son.

Who recalls, in dim memory, now here and there one.—

A few names where writ, and by chance live to-day;

But’s a perishing record fast fading away.

Of those we recall, there are scarcely a score,

Dix, Dame, Bickerdyke,—Edson, Harvey and Moore,

Fales, Wittenmeyer, Gilson, Safford and Lee,

And poor Cutter dead in the sands of the sea;

And Frances D. Gage, our “Aunt Fanny” of old,

Whose voice rang for freedom when freedom was sold.

And Husband, and Etheridge, and Harlan and Case,

Livermore, Alcott, Hancock and Chase,

And Turner, and Hawley, and Potter and Hall,

Ah! the list grows apace, as they come at the call:

Did these women quail at the sight of a gun?

Will some soldier tell us of one he saw run?

Will he glance at the boats on the great western flood,

At Pittsburg and Shiloh, did they faint at the blood?

And the brave wife of Grant stood there with them then,

And her calm, stately presence gave strength to his men.

And Marie of Logan; she went with them too;

A bride, scarcely more than a sweetheart, ‘t is true.

Her young cheek grows pale when the bold troopers ride.

Where the “Black Eagle” soars, she is close at his side,

She staunches his blood, cools the fever-burnt breath,

And the wave of her hand stays the Angel of Death;

She nurses him back, and restores once again

To both army and state the brave leader of men.

She has smoothed his black plumes and laid them to sleep,

Whilst the angels above them their high vigils keep:

And she sits here alone, with the snow on her brow—

Your cheers for her comrades! Three cheers for her now.

And these were the women who went to the war:

The women of question; what did they go for?

Because in their hearts God had planted the seed

Of pity for woe, and help for its need;

They saw, in high purpose, a duty to do,

And the armor of right broke the barriers through.

Uninvited, unaided, unsanctioned ofttimes,

With pass, or without it, they pressed on the lines;

They pressed, they implored, till they ran the lines through,

And this was the “running” the men saw them do.

’T was a hampered work, its worth largely lost;

’T was hindrance, and pain, and effort, and cost:

But through these came knowledge,—knowledge is power.—

And never again in the deadliest hour

Of war or of peace shall we be so beset

To accomplish the purpose our spirits have met.

And what would they do if war came again?

The scarlet cross floats where all was blank then.

They would bind on their “brassards” and march to the fray,

And the man liveth not who could say to them nay;

They would stand with you now, as they stood with you then,

The nurses, consolers, and saviours of men.

Source: Clara Barton, The Red Cross in Peace and War (Washington, DC: American Historical Press, 1899), 509–513.



Bickerdyke, Mary Ann (1817–1901)

Mary Ann Bickerdyke played a crucial role in the American Civil War as a battlefield nurse and hospital administrator. Much is known about the heroism of the soldiers on the front lines of the fighting, but women such as Bickerdyke played a crucial role in the war effort. She nursed wounded soldiers in field hospitals and on hospital boats and was General Ulysses S. Grant’s chief of nursing at Vicksburg.

Bickerdyke was born in 1817 in Knox County, Ohio. When the Civil War began in 1861, she was 44 years old, widowed, and the mother of two sons. In her youth, she had been one of the first women to graduate from Oberlin College, where she studied nursing. Thus, in her education and life experience she was well prepared to became one of the first women to volunteer at a field hospital.

The Civil War took a tremendous toll on the American people. In only four short years (1861–1865) over 600,000 lives were lost to the fighting between the Union and the Confederacy. In addition to dying during battle, multitudes of wounded soldiers died because their wounds would become infected in the unhygienic conditions present on the battlefield and the inconsistency or absence of field hospitals. Also, the Civil War was fought long before the discovery of antibiotics, and wounds were in constant danger of infection. Any infection could and often did result in a painful death.

Bickerdyke first volunteered at a field hospital at Fort Donelson in Tennessee. Initially her responsibilities may have been to simply assist the wounded, but soon she was doing much more. The hospital was plagued by problems due to disorganization and inadequate health services. The result was that critically wounded soldiers were not receiving proper care from the only facility that could provide it. Bickerdyke worked tirelessly to improve conditions at the hospital. Wounded soldiers, many of them young men, showed their admiration for her by calling her “Mother Bickerdyke.”

As it turned out, Bickerdyke excelled at improving the quality of care at field hospitals. Not only did she know how to organize a hospital and provide sanitary aid, but she was fearless about confronting male officers for not providing field hospitals with adequate supplies for the wounded. She was also extraordinarily capable when it came to procuring essential supplies. During the war it was very difficult to acquire basic items such as bandages, bedding, and food. Time and time again, Bickerdyke was able to find the supplies that were needed to keep the hospitals running. She was so good at this that General Grant asked her to travel with his army as his chief of nursing. This allowed Bickerdyke to travel to other field hospitals and even set up new field hospitals wherever they were needed.

Bickerdyke displayed tremendous courage throughout her career as a wartime nurse. Not only was she present on the field of battle, but she bore witness to great human suffering. Years after the war she explained after being asked about her experience with mortally wounded soldiers that “The saddest thing … was receiving their last messages and little treasures to be sent home to their families when death came to relieve them from pain. Such cries as, ‘What will become of my children?’ were hardest of all to bear” (Davis 1886, 51). Despite the emotional impact of such suffering, Bickerdyke was steadfast in her commitment to the soldiers. Her intense devotion earned her the nickname “Mother Bickerdyke,” and she was described as nursing “with a mother’s self-sacrificing devotion” (Ginzberg 1990, 144).

At the end of the war at General William T. Sherman’s request, Bickerdyke rode at the head of VX Corps at the Grand Review Parade. After the Civil War she continued to serve Union soldiers by becoming an attorney and handling veterans’ legal cases. She also worked for the Salvation Army and ran a hotel before retiring in 1886 with a pension granted to her from Congress for her contributions to winning the war. Bickerdyke died in 1901.

Alberta M. Miranda

See also Barton, Clara; Hospital Transport Service, Women’s Department; Nurses, Civil War; Vol. 2, Sec. 1: Oberlin College

Further Reading

Davis, B. Margaret. 1886. The Woman Who Battled for the Boys in Blue: Mother Bickerdyke; Her Life and Labors for the Relief of Our Soldiers: Sketches of Battle Scenes and Incidents of the Sanitary Service. San Francisco: A. T. Dewey.

Ginzberg, Lori D. 1990. Women and the Work of Benevolence: Morality, Politics, and Class in the Nineteenth-Century United States. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Bluestockings

Today the term “bluestockings” generally refers to learned women, but that comes from its association with a literary society popular in England during the colonial period. Their acceptance of more casual dress among members and guest speakers (blue worsted stockings rather than black silk stockings) is considered the origin of the name. Their focus on literature and expanding women’s educational opportunities and sphere of influence is believed to have furthered the concepts of feminism on both continents. Bluestockings widened and redefined women’s social roles in the 18th century by challenging separate spheres while maintaining class interests.

While original bluestockings included Englishwomen Catharine Talbot, Elizabeth Montagu, Anna Seward, and Elizabeth Carter, their influence was soon spreading to the colonies. Seward and Carter expressed their political critiques concerning British political views for and against the revolutionary wars of America and France. In 1790, radical intellectual and anti-Federalist Mercy Otis Warren recognized the importance of Montagu’s work in her own intellectual development while observing that Montagu would not necessarily support her radical politics. Phillis Wheatley, a Senegambian woman held as a slave by Boston’s Wheatley family, wrote poems reflective of political and moral concerns. By the end of the 18th century, women writers were increasingly associated with radical and dissenting circles and were involved in the debates surrounding various forms of political and legal equality.

In 17th- and 18th-century Europe and America, intelligent, knowledgeable, and learned women were often perceived as a threat because they challenged a Puritan characterization of women. Puritans perceived women as morally suspect and deceitful and propagated the doctrine that demanded men’s dominion over women and women’s submissiveness to patriarchal and church authority. Historians have observed that most of the people accused of witchcraft were learned women who challenged the established patriarchal authority. The women tried and executed for witchcraft in the Salem Witch Trials in Massachusetts were described as women who refused to abide by the behavior norms of their society. Puritan society therefore repressed the development of bluestockings or any organized intellectual movement involving women, though Anne Hutchinson might be described as a bluestocking. She also was tried and sentenced as a witch before being exiled from Puritan society.

By the 19th century, American women began agitating for civil rights and became more educated, vocal, and aware of their power to change society. The literature written between 1828 and 1873, set at the time of the Salem Witch Trials, reconfigure witches to include bluestockings, women who can access knowledge that gives them power and therefore is disruptive. In the stories, women are warned to be careful how they are perceived and to be wary of how much knowledge they have and how they use that knowledge.

Both the existence and the ideas of the bluestockings created anxiety about educated, intelligent, and socially active women. By the 1790s, in the context of the social revolution, the term took on a pejorative connotation that marked learned women as dangerously intellectual. Literature generated by bluestockings has also been valued for its record on the theory and practice of female friendship and evidence for a protofeminist movement.

In “The Bluestocking Legacy in the Romantic Era,” Gisel Argyle reexamined the notion of a “lost generation” of women poets and asserts that in fact women dominated the field in the late 19th century. She attributes the loss of their names to the new conservatism and cultural anxiety produced by the French Revolution. Eger argued that a significant female tradition of rational argument emerged from the bluestocking circle, one that became concerned with questions of liberty and education. While Enlightenment women were encouraged to express themselves through poetry, the tradition also held the capacity to transcend the limits of the domestic sphere.

Leleua Loupe
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Boston Marriage

“Boston marriage” was a term used in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to describe two unmarried women who lived together. Women in Boston marriages generally had either inherited wealth or their own incomes from waged work. Boston marriages did not necessitate a sexual relationship, and American culture did not define the women in these relationships as lesbians.

The term may have originated from author Henry James’s 1866 novel The Bostonians, which features two unmarried and educated women who live together in an intimate relationship. James’s portrayal of the female relationship probably derived from his sister Alice, who lived in such a relationship. Whether James meant this depiction to reflect the need for recognizing gender equality is unclear and a source of lively scholarly debate.

In general, the phrase fell out of common use when terms such as “cohabitation” and “lesbian” arose, but the notion of Boston marriages has nonetheless remained culturally significant in literature and society. David Mamet’s play Boston Marriage (1999) has repopularized the term. Lillian Faderman provided one of the most comprehensive studies of Boston marriages in her monograph Surpassing the Love of Men (1981). Faderman’s study of female relationships points out that 19th-century Americans understood that men could be homosexual but did not believe that women would willingly participate in same-sex physical relationships. This belief rested on the notion that women were passionless and thus would not purposely seek sex outside the demands of marriage and reproduction. Also, 19th-century Americans had difficulty imagining sex as anything but phallocentric. Simply put, with no penis in the equation, people did not believe that sex could take place. In the absence of a “lesbian” category, the women involved in these relationships and the people around them saw the pairings as socially acceptable romantic friendships. The ideology of the romantic friendship played into ideas that women were more emotional than men and that heightened emotional friendships were not only acceptable but also expected among women.

Historically, the phrase “Boston marriage” seems to encapsulate and apply to two different groups of women throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The first generally refers to women who sought to be or were independent, educated, professional working women. Given their situations, two women would find it practical to live together for mutual protection and to reduce their living expenses. The cohabitation of women was often the result of the increasing number of college-educated women as well as increasing numbers of women engaged in waged work who required affordable living arrangements or who simply gravitated toward another woman for emotional support. Owing to their close living arrangements, shared interests, professional achievements, and political successes, such friendships often deepened over time. These women, living independently of men and making their way in a sexist society, often embraced the women’s rights movement. As a result, the term “Boston marriage” was often closely linked to and reflective of the rising American feminist movement throughout the late 19th century.

By comparison, the second meaning arises from the differing uses and contexts of the term “Boston marriage,” which often directly suggest that it refers solely to women living together who were romantically involved. As such, there has been much scholarly debate regarding the exact nature of the relationship inferred by this term. It is impossible to know how or if these relationships were physical or sexual in nature, though it seems unlikely to most historians of sexuality that they all were or were not one or the other. Historians point out that until American culture created a category for women’s sexual relationships with other women, it is inaccurate to refer to women in romantic friendships as lesbians. Moreover, the two categories of women living together undoubtedly overlapped quite often.

Regardless of the precise definition, Boston marriages provided for an accepted social arrangement that allowed independent educated women to develop their own careers while advocating for women’s rights and gender equality. Moreover, the term suggests a time when the nation was considerably more tolerant of same-sex female relationships than would be the case by the mid-20th century and later.

Sean Morton
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Bowser, Mary (ca. 1840–unknown)

Mary Elizabeth Bowser, also known as Mary Jane, Mary Ann Richards, Mary Jane Richards, Mary Jones, and Ellen Bond, was an African American spy for the Union during the American Civil War. Though details of her personal history and her intelligence work are uncertain, she is generally credited with being one of the most effective Civil War spies. She was known for her bravery as an agent-in-place at the Confederate White House under Jefferson Davis.

Bowser is said by most sources to have been born between 1839 and 1846 in Richmond, Virginia, into the household of the prominent Van Lew family. In 1846 an enslaved girl named Mary Jane was baptized, with the annotation in church records that the Van Lews owned her. Elizabeth Van Lew recognized that Bowser was an intelligent young woman. After freeing her, staunch abolitionist Elizabeth Van Lew sent Bowser to a Quaker school in Philadelphia for an education. Sources say that in 1855 after returning for a time to the Van Lew family, Bowser sailed to Liberia, a West African colony established in 1820 for freed American slaves, where she joined a missionary group.

However, Bowser did not enjoy Liberia and in 1860 returned to Richmond, where she married Wilson Bowser on April 16, 1861. There were no children from this marriage. Because it was against the law to live as a freed slave in Richmond, Mary Bowser worked as household help for the Van Lews, where guests assumed that she was an ignorant and illiterate slave.

When the Civil War began, Elizabeth Van Lew ran a successful spy network to provide secret information for the Union. When the Confederate capital was established in Richmond, Van Lew recommended Bowser for a position as a servant in the White House of the Confederacy, residence of Confederate president Jefferson Davis. At first, Bowser occasionally helped serve at parties given by Davis and his wife Varina Howell Davis. Bowser was later engaged full-time as a housemaid. She served meals and cleaned the house, including Davis’s study and desk, always keeping the servile and invisible demeanor expected of slave servants.

Because slave owners such as the Davises assumed that slaves were in all ways inferior, there was no real attempt to hide secret documents or be guarded about discussing wartime strategies in their presence. Pretending to be slow-witted and oblivious, Bowser absorbed everything she saw and heard. In addition, she had a photographic memory. This enabled her to memorize the content of secret papers she saw on Jefferson Davis’s desk while carrying out her household chores.

Each day, Bowser passed along the information to a local baker, Thomas McNiven, who was also a Union sympathizer. According to a journal written by McNiven, Bowser would come outside to his wagon and pass along the intelligence as he delivered baked goods to the Confederate White House. He in turn relayed Bowser’s information to Van Lew, who reported it through couriers to Union general Ulysses S. Grant. McNiven wrote in his journal that Bowser was the source of the spy network’s most crucial information.

When the war ended, intelligence records were destroyed to protect agents from retaliation in the hostile postwar environment. Bowser is believed to have become a teacher for freed slaves. In late 1865, a woman calling herself Richmonia Richards, whom many believe was Bowser, gave a speech in New York recounting her work as a spy in the Confederate White House.

Some sources believe that Bowser kept a diary relating her Civil War spy work. If so, it was inadvertently thrown away by relatives who did not realize the significance of her references in the journal to “Mr. Davis.”

In June 1995, Mary Bowser was honored for her Civil War spy work by being inducted into the Military Intelligence Corps Hall of Fame at Fort Huachuca, Arizona. She was cited for her success in a highly dangerous mission and called one of the highest-placed and most productive espionage agents of the Civil War.

Nancy Hendricks
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Boyd, Isabella Marie “Belle” (1844–1900)

Celebrated Confederate spy Isabella Marie “Belle” Boyd operated out of her parents’ Richmond hotel during the American Civil War. She used her skills as an actress to gather and pass information to Confederate general Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson before she was arrested several times in 1862. Jackson awarded her the Southern Cross of Honor.

Boyd was born on May 9, 1844, in the village of Bunker Hill near Martinsburg, Virginia. Her parents, Benjamin Reed Boyd and Mary Rebecca Glenn Boyd, operated a general store from their home. They sent Belle Boyd to Mount Washington College in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1856. After graduation, she spent two years in Washington, D.C., working as an actress and came into contact with the city’s political leaders.

After Virginia seceded from the Union in April 1861, Boyd’s father joined the Second Virginia Infantry Regiment. The unit was raised with material support from the ladies of Martinsburg, including Boyd, and their flag was inscribed with the words “Our God, Our Country, and Our Women.” While official proof of some of the claims Boyd made in her memoir, written in 1865, are not available, it seems clear that she was placed under house arrest for shooting a Union soldier who entered her home in 1862. Though exonerated from the charge, soldiers guarded her home, and Boyd claimed to have begun a relationship with one of them, though the name she gave in her memoir does not match a soldier stationed in her area at that time. Boyd claimed to have received intelligence from the Union officer, which she passed to Confederate officers.

A manipulator par excellence, Boyd elicited military secrets from her captors by exploiting officers’ sense of chivalry and deference to her womanhood. She did not flinch from flirtations with male officers to gain information. Eavesdropping on discussions of Union officers was another method of her spying. Once she had gained new information, she rode on horseback to the outposts of the various Confederate camps to dispense the news.

Official records show that Boyd was arrested on July 29, 1862, and put in the Old Capitol Prison in Washington, D.C., for assisting General Jackson during his Shenandoah Valley Campaign. She gave him information about troop numbers and movements that allowed him to retake the town of Front Royal from the Union Army. This was the beginning of multiple incarcerations.

After Boyd was released in a prisoner exchange, she moved to Richmond. Jackson appointed her an honorary aide-de-camp with the rank of captain. Boyd was imprisoned once again but suffered from a bout of typhoid. Her father pleaded on her behalf for a commuted sentence, and she was released to the Confederacy. Confederate president Jefferson Davis persuaded Boyd to carry important documents to Britain abroad the Confederate blockade runner Greyhound. However, USS Connecticut captured the ship, and Boyd was arrested in May 1863 at sea. While a prisoner at Fortress Monroe, Virginia, she met Union Navy lieutenant Samuel Hardinge. The two were married in London in August 1864, where Boyd again took up acting.

The couple had one child before Harding died in 1866. Boyd wrote her memoir, Belle Boyd in Camp and Prison, for financial security. She returned to the United States and married John Swainston Hammond and had four sons. The couple divorced in 1884, after which Boyd married actor Nathaniel Rue High and began to travel the United States lecturing, and likely embellishing, her adventures as a spy in the Civil War. While giving a talk before the Grand Army of the Republic in Kilbourn, Wisconsin, Boyd had a heart attack and died on June 11, 1900. She is buried in Kilbourn (presently Spring Grove) Cemetery.
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Confederate spy Belle Boyd was jailed for shooting a Union soldier who insulted her mother. Upon release she became a spy, eavesdropping on Union soldiers and riding through enemy lines to deliver information to Confederate forces. (Library of Congress)

Due to the celebrity status Boyd earned in her later years, combined with her memoir and traveling storytelling, historians have trouble discerning the myth and legend about her from historical reality. That same celebrity kept her, and the concept of female spies, in the history books. In 1992, the Berkeley County Historical Society of Martinsburg, West Virginia, purchased her childhood home and father’s general store, and the building was converted into the museum’s offices.
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Bradwell v. Illinois (1873)

Bradwell v. Illinois (1873) was a landmark Supreme Court case featuring an early narrow judicial interpretation of the privileges and immunities clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Myra Colby Bradwell, represented in court by Matthew Hale Carpenter, sued the State of Illinois for her right to practice law.

Bradwell (1831–1894) was born in Vermont but spent the latter part of her adolescence and the majority of her adult life in Illinois. She graduated from the Ladies’ Seminary in Elgin, Illinois, to become an educator—one of the few acceptable jobs for a woman at the time. In 1852 she married aspiring lawyer James B. Bradwell, who was admitted to the Chicago Bar in 1855.

As her husband pursued his career, Bradwell developed her own desire to study law. James supported her interest initially by tutoring her and then by accepting her as an apprentice at his law firm. Although Bradwell had to balance her pursuit of law with other major events in her life—including raising her children, volunteering to help wounded soldiers during the war, and sitting as a member on the Northwestern Sanitation Commission—her studies helped prepare her to launch what would become the most widely circulated legal newspaper of its time, the Chicago Legal News.

To obtain full ownership of the newspaper, Bradwell had to seek suspension from the coverture that dictated that married women could not, among other restrictions, make contracts or own property. Without this suspension, Bradwell could only operate the newspaper in her husband’s name despite her contributions as editor and business manager. After successfully retaining ownership of the newspaper, Bradwell frequently published articles in support of legal reform and women’s rights.

After successfully operating a legal newspaper and cowriting legislation including the Illinois Married Women’s Property Act of 1861, Bradwell was encouraged to pursue a legal license from the Illinois Supreme Court. By 1869 women in the United States were being admitted to law school in St. Louis, and Arabella Mansfield (1846–1911) became the first woman to successfully receive admittance to the state bar in Iowa. Although Bradwell successfully passed the bar exam, she was not permitted to join the Illinois bar.

Bradwell presented her case before the Illinois Supreme Court. Despite her experience in publishing a legal journal and independent study of law, Bradwell’s application for admission to the bar was universally denied on the grounds of coverture. When Bradwell submitted her appeal to the court citing her suspension of coverture under the Property Act to retain ownership of her newspaper, the state court revealed that her status as a married woman was not the only reason why they would not permit her to the bar: no woman would be permitted to pursue a career in law. Her appeal was universally denied at the state level.

In 1873, Bradwell appealed the case to the U.S. Supreme Court. Bradwell and her lawyer, Carpenter, planned to use the privileges and immunity clause of the Fourteenth Amendment as their defense platform. This amendment had only been written into the Constitution a few years prior, and the first interpretation of this particular clause—during the Slaughterhouse Cases—had only been exercised months before the decision for Bradwell’s appeal.

Carpenter argued that admission to the bar should be constitutionally protected for all citizens and that the Supreme Court should broadly interpret the language of the amendment to protect both persons of color and women. He also challenged the validity of denying employment privileges to women on the sole basis of gender. According to his defense, any qualified citizen should be permitted to pursue any profession.

On April 14, 1873, the Supreme Court ruled 8 to 1 in favor of Illinois that women would not be permitted admission to the bar exam. The majority opinion referred to the recent interpretation of the privileges and immunities clause earlier in the year during the Slaughterhouse Cases in which the Court had adopted a narrow interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment; however, that ruling did not include the right to practice a profession. It was determined that the State of Illinois maintained the authority in determining who was permitted admittance to the bar exam.

Bradwell’s sex as the main cause for dismissing her appeal was cited by concurring Justices Joseph P. Bradley, Stephen J. Field, and Noah H. Swayne, who signed off on the opinion that the nature of women rendered them unfit for professions and that they should be relegated to the benign role of mother and wife. This response to Bradwell’s appeal set a precedent for judicial rulings for future women’s rights cases. It was not until the 20th century that the Supreme Court began to reconsider its position on gender discrimination.

Despite the Supreme Court ruling, Bradwell continued to advocate women’s rights through litigation, including lobbying for the right to pursue professional occupations and in support of the suffragist movement. She helped draft a successful statute that would prevent gender discrimination in hiring professionals in Illinois. In 1890, the Illinois Supreme Court passed a statute granting women access to the bar exam. Although she did not apply after the statute succeeded, Bradwell was granted retroactive admission to the bar in 1892 for successfully passing the exam in the prior decades.

Although Bradwell v. Illinois was not ruled in her favor, Bradwell continued to support women’s rights at the state level. The Supreme Court’s decision to narrowly interpret the privileges and immunities clause set a difficult precedent for future women’s rights cases until lawyers turned to the equal protection clause to combat gender discrimination.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Bradwell v. Illinois: Myra Bradwell Seeks to Be Admitted to the Illinois Bar (1873)

In 1873, Myra Bradwell appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court to overrule earlier rulings that she could not be admitted to the Illinois bar because she was a woman. The following is an excerpt from the opinion as well as from the concurring majority opinion of Justice Joseph P. Bradley, who added language more specific to women.

1. MAJORITY OPINION

Whether, in the existing social relations between men and women, it would promote the proper administration of justice, and the general well-being of society, to permit women to engage in the trial of cases at the bar, is a question opening a wide field of discussion, upon which it is not necessary for us to enter. It is sufficient to say that, in our opinion, the other implied limitation upon our power, to which we have above referred, must operate to prevent our admitting women to the office of attorney at law. If we were to admit them, we should be exercising the authority conferred upon us in a manner which, we are fully satisfied, was never contemplated by the legislature.

It is to be remembered that at the time this statute was enacted we had, by express provision, adopted the common law of England, and, with three exceptions, the statutes of that country passed prior to the fourth year of James the First, so far as they were applicable to our condition.

It is to be also remembered that female attorneys at law were unknown in England, and a proposition that a woman should enter the courts of Westminster Hall in that capacity, or as a barrister, would have created hardly less astonishment than one that she should ascend the bench of bishops, or be elected to a seat in the House of Commons.

It is to be further remembered, that when our act was passed, that school of reform which claims for women participation in the making and administering of the laws had not then arisen, or, if here and there a writer had advanced such theories, they were regarded rather as abstract speculations than as an actual basis for action.

That God designed the sexes to occupy different spheres of action, and that it belonged to men to make, apply, and execute the laws, was regarded as an almost axiomatic truth.

In view of these facts, we are certainly warranted in saying [83 U.S. 130, 133] that when the legislature gave to this court the power of granting licenses to practice law, it was with not the slightest expectation that this privilege would be extended to women.

2. JUSTICE BRADLEY’S CONCURRING OPINION

[t]he natural and proper timidity and delicacy which belongs to the female sex evidently unfits it for many of the occupations of civil life…. The paramount destiny and mission of women are to fulfill the noble and benign offices of wife and mother. This is the law of the Creator.

Source: Bradwell v. State of Illinois, 83 U.S. 130 (1873).



Brown, Martha (1842–1860)

Martha Evelyn Brewster was born on October 31, 1842. There is scant historical documentation of her childhood. On April 7, 1858, she married Oliver Brown (b. March 9, 1839), the youngest son of the famous fiery abolitionist John Brown’s 20 children. She would become one of two female family members who supported and assisted the men who orchestrated John Brown’s 1859 raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in an attempt to incite a slave revolt.

In the beginning, the Brewster family attempted to stop Martha from marrying Oliver Brown. While her parents did not believe in slavery, like many Americans they did not believe that slaves were equal to themselves. Their abolitionism came from a desire to save masters from the sin of slavery, not to save the enslaved from lives of misery. Oliver’s father John Brown deeply believed in the equality of all people, going so far as to have black men eat with his family and encourage men to help women prepare and clean up family meals.

The Brewsters also feared John Brown’s violence, as by this time he was famous for the Pottawatomie Massacre, where he, Oliver, and four other men killed five proslavery men in the Kansas Territory by hacking them to death with broadswords. When the 15.5-year-old headstrong Martha ignored her family’s concerns and wed the 19-year-old Oliver, the Brewsters disowned their daughter.

In 1858 and 1859, John Brown traveled the country gathering financial support for his raid. Many, including Frederick Douglass, offered him advice, funds, and followers, but no well-known abolitionist chose to accompany him. In 1859, Brown and 21 men, including sons Owen, Watson, and Oliver, moved into a farmhouse in Maryland, five miles from Harpers Ferry, Virginia (now West Virginia), to spy on the arsenal and to receive and collect weapons and financial support in preparation for the raid. Even though she sprained her ankle the morning of the family’s departure, Martha insisted on accompanying them. She and Oliver were the sole married couple living in the farmhouse. Martha worked as the head cook for the men occupying the farmhouse. John Brown’s 15-year-old daughter Annie assisted her in the kitchen. The two women cooked, cleaned, and served as lookouts for the men prior to the raid. They would go to town to buy supplies and take notes on the movement of troops guarding the arsenal. Their presence provided a cover for the Browns’ activities, allowing the band to appear as nothing more than another farming family.

People who knew her said that Martha was maternal and quite pleased to be looking after her husband and father-in-law and the other abolitionists. Shortly before the men left the farmhouse to attack the arsenal, Martha and Annie returned to the Browns’ family farm in North Elba, New York. On October 16, 1859, John and Oliver Brown began their attack on Harpers Ferry. John hoped that the town’s 1,251 free blacks and 88 slaves would support his efforts, but he was mistaken. Brown’s army of 21 men were on their own. It took two days for the military to stop the raid. Oliver was shot on the second day of the attack on Harpers Ferry and was already dead when a wounded John Brown was captured by Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee, assisted by Lieutenant Jeb Stuart and 90 marines. In one week Brown was arrested; tried for inciting a slave revolt, committing treason, and murder; and sentenced to death by hanging.

John Brown was hanged on December 2, 1859, outside of Charles Town, Virginia. A pregnant Martha Brown took care of the remainder of the Brown family and shortly thereafter nursed them through a bad illness. Martha’s child Olive, whom she named for her late husband, died at three days old, and Martha died soon after, on March 2, 1860. She was buried near John Brown on the family’s farm in present-day Lake Placid, New York, in the North Elba Cemetery. Her husband Oliver’s remains were exhumed on August 30, 1899, from a shallow grave at Harpers Ferry and reburied with his father and wife.

A. H. Forss
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Chase, Kate (1840–1899)

As her father’s hostess and wife of and sometime campaign manager for Rhode Island governor and senator William Sprague, Kate Chase played an important role in partisan politics during the American Civil War and Reconstruction.

[image: Lamphier]

In the absence of her mother, Ohioan Kate Chase hosted political dinners and events for her father, Salmon, who served as Secretary of the Treasury under President Lincoln during the Civil War. (Library of Congress)

Born in 1840 to Salmon P. Chase and Eliza Smith Chase, Kate was her father’s second child and her mother’s first. Her mother died when she was five years old, and her father married Sara Bella Ludlow not long after. Sara, who suffered from tuberculosis, had several daughters, none of whom survived infancy except Nettie. Because his wives were either sick or deceased, Salmon sent both of his daughters to boarding schools. Kate attended Mrs. Haines’s school in New York, in fashionable Gramercy Square. Her father wrote her many letters emphasizing his high expectations for her academic achievement.

Salmon became a widow for the third and last time, and Kate became his political hostess. When her father was elected governor of Ohio in 1855, 15-year-old Kate arranged his household, including furnishing purchasing. She spent a great deal of time in the Columbus governor’s mansion and met a number of the political luminaries of the day, including James Garfield and Charles Sumner. She was exposed to conversations about the evils of slavery and about women’s rights and education, prison reform, and other social justice concerns of the time.

In 1860 the newly elected Abraham Lincoln asked Salmon to serve as secretary of treasury. Salmon, Nettie, and Kate Chase moved to Washington in early 1861 and lived at a rented house on the corner of 6th and E Streets. Twenty-year-old Kate Chase became one of Washington’s prominent belles. More than a social butterfly, wives and daughters of political men such as Salmon P. Chase performed an important social and political function in Washington. Kate’s afternoon teas and dances served as meeting places where politicians could work out differences and deals outside the more formal confines of the capitol building.

Midway through the Civil War, Chase married Rhode Island governor and textile millionaire William Sprague. While Chase’s detractors often claim that she married him for his money, letters between the two make it clear that she loved him. It is more likely that the marriage was a convenience for Sprague, who used the marriage and the relationship with Chase’s father Salmon to gain access to permits to import cotton for his factories in Rhode Island. In spite of the fact that Sprague was an alcoholic and at times abusive and sometimes unfaithful, the couple had four children: William (Willie), Ethel, Portia, and Kitty, who was mentally disabled.

During the marriage Chase continued to run her father’s household, and during presidential elections she informally managed his bids for the presidency. Presidential campaigns were not conducted then as they are now. Candidates were expected to be disinterested in public office and uninvolved in the campaign for their own election. In 1864, 1868, and to a lesser extent 1872, Chase arranged parties, wrote letters, and in all ways encouraged her father’s candidacy. Salmon’s efforts to wrest the nomination from Lincoln in 1864 resulted in his resignation from Lincoln’s cabinet. Later that year Lincoln asked Salmon to replace the recently deceased Supreme Court chief justice Roger B. Taney. In 1868 Kate Chase set up camp in New York, just down the street from where the nominating convention was meeting, and ran the unsuccessful effort to nominate her father for the presidency from her hotel room.

Chase and Sprague divorced in 1882 after a public scandal involving Chase and New York senator Roscoe Conkling. In the divorce Chase asked for custody of her four children and the right to return to her maiden name. The courts gave her everything she asked for except custody of her son Willie. Willie’s life with his father was notoriously unstable and damaging. In 1883 Sprague married Dora Calvert and embroiled his son in a relationship with his new wife’s sister. Willie moved west after his marriage failed and killed himself in 1890.

Kate Chase lived part of her postdivorce life in France, moving back to the United States to live at her father’s estate, Edgewood, in relative seclusion. She died of kidney failure in 1899.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Chesnut, Mary Boykin (1823–1886)

Mary Boykin Chesnut, born Mary Boykin Miller on March 31, 1823, in Stateburg, South Carolina, witnessed firsthand the unfolding events of the American Civil War (1861–1865) and left a first-person account of the effects of wartime. She was a prominent diarist and author of the Confederate States of America, a slave owner who felt her “soul sickened” at the sight of a slave auction. She was not a suffragist, though she wrote of her discontent at the restrictive roles of women. Chesnut’s recorded recollections are acknowledged among historians as a standout among the ranks of white women and upper-middle-class diarists from the American South. Her forthright candor not only illuminated a profound era in American history but also revealed a bright dynamic woman at odds with that era.

Chesnut was the eldest child born into the prominent political and slaveholding family of Mary Boykin and Stephen Decatur Miller; her father served as congressman, senator, and later governor of South Carolina. Educated in private boarding schools, Chesnut married southerner James Chesnut Jr. (1815–1885) on April 23, 1840, a month shy of her 17th birthday. The Chesnuts were among the largest landowners in South Carolina. Her husband would follow his father-in-law into public life as a state congressman and in 1858 as a U.S. senator from South Carolina, causing the couple to move to Washington, D.C. With President Abraham Lincoln firmly established at the White House, the Chesnuts avowed secessionists and removed themselves from Washington, D.C., life. When their state seceded they returned home, where Chesnut’s husband firmly entrenched himself within the cabinet of President Jefferson Davis (1808–1889) and transcended the ranks of Confederate government. By 1864 James Chesnut had achieved the military rank of brigadier general.

During the course of the war nursing the sick and injured, Mary Chesnut established herself as an astute hostess, and as the wife of a Confederate senator her home became a gathering place for the up and coming of Confederacy elite including first lady of the Confederacy, Varina Howell Davis (1826–1906), married to President Davis.

By her own account, Mary Chesnut had “always kept a journal after a fashion of my own.” She began keeping a diary in February 1861 upon the election of her husband to office, stating that “from today forward, I will tell the story in my own way,” and continued for most of her life. Her vivid passages revealed a life of wealth and privilege and, with the onset of the American Civil War (1861–1865), conflict, strife, heartache, and loss as the world she had once known disappeared. One of Chesnut’s early entries included her rooftop vantage point of Charleston Harbor at shots were fired on Fort Sumter, commencing the Civil War. In over 48 ledger books with over 350,000 words, Chesnut dutifully recounted the war as it unfolded and her husband’s career as it advanced.

As the war ended, Chesnut’s body of work began to serve a new purpose as she later began to adjust her private writing for a public audience. There has been some debate over Chesnut’s work by scholars as she continued to alter and revise her diary; in some instances alterations were made as much as 20 years after the event occurred, blurring the line between diary and fictionalized memory. Over the next few years she revisited her diary, making revisions in anticipation of publication, which finally came in 1905, nearly 20 years after her death.

After the war Chesnut and her husband remained devoted to each other, although economically their household remained uncertain. Not having children of her own, Chesnut’s attentions shifted toward upholding their post–Civil War household economic picture with a chicken and egg business in partnership with her former maid, Molly. Never far from Chesnut’s mind was her writing. She and husband James remained in the South until his death in 1884. Chesnut died after a massive heart attack on November 22, 1886.
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Excerpt from the Diary of Mary Boykin Chesnut: Crisis at Fort Sumter (1861)

Mary Boykin Chesnut lived in Richmond, Virginia, the home of the Confederate government, and kept a diary of her impressions during the American Civil War. This section discusses the firing on Fort Sumter that began the war in April 1861.

April 12th.—

I do not pretend to go to sleep. How can I? If Anderson does not accept terms at four, the orders are, he shall be fired upon. I count four, St. Michael’s bells chime out and I begin to hope. At half-past four the heavy booming of a cannon. I sprang out of bed, and on my knees prostrate I prayed as I never prayed before.

There was a sound of stir all over the house, pattering of feet in the corridors. All seemed hurrying one way. I put on my double-gown and a shawl and went, too. It was to the housetop. The shells were bursting. In the dark I heard a man say, “Waste of ammunition.” I knew my husband was rowing about in a boat somewhere in that dark bay, and that the shells were roofing it over, bursting toward the fort. If Anderson was obstinate, Colonel Chesnut was to order the fort on one side to open fire. Certainly fire had begun. The regular roar of the cannon, there it was. And who could tell what each volley accomplished of death and destruction?

The women were wild there on the housetop. Prayers came from the women and imprecations from the men. And then a shell would light up the scene. To-night they say the forces are to attempt to land. We watched up there, and everybody wondered that Fort Sumter did not fire a shot.

To-day Miles and Manning, colonels now, aides to Beauregard, dined with us. The latter hoped I would keep the peace. I gave him only good words, for he was to be under fire all day and night, down in the bay carrying orders, etc.

Last night, or this morning truly, up on the housetop I was so weak and weary I sat down on something that looked like a black stool. “Get up, you foolish woman. Your dress is on fire,” cried a man. And he put me out. I was on a chimney and the sparks had caught my clothes. Susan Preston and Mr. Venable then came up. But my fire had been extinguished before it burst out into a regular blaze.

Do you know, after all that noise and our tears and prayers, nobody has been hurt; sound and fury signifying nothing—a delusion and a snare.

Louisa Hamilton came here now. This is a sort of news center. Jack Hamilton, her handsome young husband, has all the credit of a famous battery, which is made of railroad iron. Mr. Petigru calls it the boomerang, because it throws the balls back the way they came; so Lou Hamilton tells us. During her first marriage, she had no children; hence the value of this lately achieved baby. To divert Louisa from the glories of “the Battery,” of which she raves, we asked if the baby could talk yet. “No, not exactly, but he imitates the big gun when he hears that. He claps his hands and cries ‘Boom, boom.’“ Her mind is distinctly occupied by three things: Lieutenant Hamilton, whom she calls “Randolph,” the baby, and the big gun, and it refuses to hold more.

Pryor, of Virginia, spoke from the piazza of the Charleston hotel. I asked what he said. An irreverent woman replied: “Oh, they all say the same thing, but he made great play with that long hair of his, which he is always tossing aside!”

Somebody came in just now and reported Colonel Chesnut asleep on the sofa in General Beauregard’s room. After two such nights he must be so tired as to be able to sleep anywhere.

Just bade farewell to Langdon Cheves. He is forced to go home and leave this interesting place. Says he feels like the man that was not killed at Thermopylae. I think he said that unfortunate had to hang himself when he got home for very shame. Maybe he fell on his sword, which was the strictly classic way of ending matters.

April 13th.—Nobody has been hurt after all. How gay we were last night. Reaction after the dread of all the slaughter we thought those dreadful cannon were making. Not even a battery the worse for wear. Fort Sumter has been on fire. Anderson has not yet silenced any of our guns. So the aides, still with swords and red sashes by way of uniform, tell us. But the sound of those guns makes regular meals impossible. None of us go to table. Tea-trays pervade the corridors going everywhere. Some of the anxious hearts lie on their beds and moan in solitary misery. Mrs. Wigfall and I solace ourselves with tea in my room. These women have all a satisfying faith. “God is on our side,” they say. When we are shut in Mrs. Wigfall and I ask “Why?” “Of course, He hates the Yankees, we are told. You’ll think that well of Him.”

Not by one word or look can we detect any change in the demeanor of these negro servants. Lawrence sits at our door, sleepy and respectful, and profoundly indifferent. So are they all, but they carry it too far. You could not tell that they even heard the awful roar going on in the bay, though it has been dinning in their ears night and day. People talk before them as if they were chairs and tables. They make no sign. Are they stolidly stupid? or wiser than we are; silent and strong, biding their time?

So tea and toast came; also came Colonel Manning, red sash and sword, to announce that he had been under fire, and didn’t mind it. He said gaily: “It is one of those things a fellow never knows how he will come out until he has been tried. Now I know I am a worthy descendant of my old Irish hero of an ancestor, who held the British officer before him as a shield in the Revolution, and backed out of danger gracefully.” We talked of St. Valentine’s eve, or the maid of Perth, and the drop of the white doe’s blood that sometimes spoiled all.

The war-steamers are still there, outside the bar. And there are people who thought the Charleston bar “no good” to Charleston. The bar is the silent partner, or sleeping partner, and in this fray it is doing us yeoman service.

April 15th.—I did not know that one could live such days of excitement. Some one called: “Come out! There is a crowd coming.” A mob it was, indeed, but it was headed by Colonels Chesnut and Manning. The crowd was shouting and showing these two as messengers of good news. They were escorted to Beauregard’s headquarters. Fort Sumter had surrendered! Those upon the housetops shouted to us “The fort is on fire.” That had been the story once or twice before.

When we had calmed down, Colonel Chesnut, who had taken it all quietly enough, if anything more unruffled than usual in his serenity, told us how the surrender came about. Wigfall was with them on Morris Island when they saw the fire in the fort; he jumped in a little boat, and with his handkerchief as a white flag, rowed over. Wigfall went in through a porthole. When Colonel Chesnut arrived shortly after, and was received at the regular entrance, Colonel Anderson told him he had need to pick his way warily, for the place was all mined. As far as I can make out the fort surrendered to Wigfall. But it is all confusion. Our flag is flying there. Fire-engines have been sent for to put out the fire. Everybody tells you half of something and then rushes off to tell something else or to hear the last news.

In the afternoon, Mrs. Preston, Mrs. Joe Heyward, and I drove around the Battery. We were in an open carriage.

What a changed scene—the very liveliest crowd I think I ever saw, everybody talking at once. All glasses were still turned on the grim old fort.

Russell, the correspondent of the London Times, was there. They took him everywhere. One man got out Thackeray to converse with him on equal terms. Poor Russell was awfully bored, they say. He only wanted to see the fort and to get news suitable to make up into an interesting article. Thackeray had become stale over the water.

Mrs. Frank Hampton and I went to see the camp of the Richland troops. South Carolina College had volunteered to a boy. Professor Venable (the mathematical), intends to raise a company from among them for the war, a permanent company. This is a grand frolic no more for the students, at least. Even the staid and severe of aspect, Clingman, is here. He says Virginia and North Carolina are arming to come to our rescue, for now the North will swoop down on us. Of that we may be sure. We have burned our ships. We are obliged to go on now. He calls us a poor, little, hot-blooded, headlong, rash, and troublesome sister State. General McQueen is in a rage because we are to send troops to Virginia.

Source: Isabella D. Martin and Myrta Lockett, eds., A Diary from Dixie, as Written by Mary Boykin Chesnut (New York: D. Appleton, 1905). Available at Documenting the American South, University of North Carolina, http://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/chesnut/maryches.html.



Comstock Laws

Comstock Laws, named for their leading advocate, Anthony Comstock, were statutes enacted to enforce an American morality that its advocates felt had been chipped away at by the increased influx of sex in society. The laws dealt with books and magazines that had sexual themes or seemed to glorify sex and also prohibited the sale or distribution of materials that encouraged sex, including materials that advocated or offered information about contraception.

The centerpiece of the legislative efforts was the federal Comstock Act passed in 1873. The statute prohibited the sale or circulation of “every obscene, lewd, lascivious or filthy book, pamphlet … or other publication” as well as “any article or thing designed or intended for the prevention of conception or procuring of abortion.” Many states passed their own versions in an effort to prevent perceived immorality, promiscuity, and the dissemination of birth control information. Indeed, all versions of so-called obscenity laws prevented the sending of such literature through the U.S. mail, a provision intended to prevent material from being obtained from overseas sources.

The driving force behind the laws was Anthony Comstock, a Connecticut salesman, American Civil War veteran, and devout Christian. Working in New York City after the war, he abhorred the sex trade and prostitution. In addition to providing the police with information intended to allow them to conduct raids on local sex-based establishments, Comstock also targeted contraception, believing that birth control was central to rampant and irresponsible sex. Comstock and his supporters cared little that married women might want access to birth control to keep from having children they could not afford to raise.

In addition, Comstock went to Washington to further his crusade, lobbying on behalf of an antiobscenity law he had written that included a ban on contraception. On March 3, 1873, the crusading veteran’s dream was realized as Congress passed the Comstock Act, the first legislation of its kind in the Western world. A triumphant Comstock then took his message to the states, with 24 “little Comstock Laws” ultimately being enacted, many of which were blatantly antiwoman.

While Comstock’s efforts were quite successful, they were not universally applauded. There were challenges to the Comstock Act and its state-based imitators from the beginning. Challenges followed one of two paths. The earliest organized challenges came from those who saw obscenity laws as violating the constitutionally protected rights of free speech and especially freedom of the press. Not surprisingly, the free speech and free press argument often became intertwined with issues unrelated to sexual morality.

The second path dealt with those who argued that women had a right to access contraception and birth control. The greatest champion of this argument was birth control crusader Margaret Sanger. Looking at the situation through a feminist lens and believing that birth control and contraception were central to a woman’s ability to achieve greater freedom and independence, Sanger determined to overturn the Comstock Laws. Her initial challenge came in 1916 when she opened the first birth control clinic in America. Her arrest and the legal challenge that followed resulted in the 1918 Crane decision, which ruled that women were permitted to use birth control for health reasons. The next substantive step came in 1936 when a U.S. court of appeals in United States v. One Package upheld the right of doctors to distribute contraceptives across state lines. The practical impact of this ruling was to open up the U.S. mail to the distribution of contraceptives while markedly reducing the impact of the state Comstock Laws.

Efforts to end all such restrictions on contraceptives continued for almost 30 years. In 1965, in Griswold v. Connecticut, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the nation’s arguably most stringent little Comstock Law, one that not only prohibited the dissemination of information but also made the sale and use of contraceptives by married couples in their own home a crime. In that ruling, the Supreme Court guaranteed a personal right to privacy that laws such as the Comstock Act and its state progeny were no longer able to abridge.
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Crumpler, Rebecca (1831–1895)

The first African American female physician in the United States, Rebecca Davis Lee Crumpler spent her adult life providing health care to poor blacks in Massachusetts and Richmond, who if it had not been for her would have had little access to professional medical care.

Crumpler was born on February 8, 1831, to Absolum Davis and Matilda Webber in Delaware. No photos or other images of Dr. Crumpler survive from her lifetime. In Crumpler’s A Book of Medical Discourses, she recalled that being brought up by an aunt in Pennsylvania known for caring for her sick neighbors influenced her to first work as a nurse in Charlestown, Massachusetts. The doctors under whom she served recommended that she study medicine. Crumpler attended the New England Female Medical College from 1860 to 1864, an unusual opportunity, as most medical colleges had not opened their doors to African Americans. At the age of 33, Crumpler became the first African American woman in the United States to earn an MD. The second woman was Rebecca Cole, who graduated three years later. For quite some time, historians erroneously believed that Cole was the first African American woman to become a doctor.

As the Medical College focused on training midwives, Crumpler’s practice focused on the care of women and children among the poorest populations of former slaves. Crumpler stayed in Boston for a year and after the end of the Civil War moved to Richmond, Virginia, in 1865. With a population of 30,000, the former capital of the Confederacy, which had fought to keep black Americans in slavery, benefited from Crumpler’s dedicated services. Were it not for her efforts, supported by the Freedmen’s Bureau and assorted missionary and community groups, freed slaves would have been deprived of professional medical treatment. Along with other African American doctors, she confronted racism during Reconstruction, but as a woman Crumpler was also a target of sexist beliefs that women belonged in the home, not in professions. Some white doctors ridiculed her, saying that the “MD” behind her name stood for “mule driver.” This derision did not deter Crumpler.

After a year in Richmond, Crumpler returned to Boston, residing on African American–populated Joy Street on Beacon Hill with her husband, Arthur Crumpler. Rebecca Crumpler opened a medical clinic, where she again treated mainly women and children of color. She taught the basics of nutrition and prescribed preventive medicine for her patients. Crumpler gained a reputation as a selfless human service provider, treating patients in her house without bothering about fees for her services. She also devoted her spare time to research and making copious notes about health care.

Crumpler relocated to Hyde Park, Massachusetts, after retirement in 1880–1881. In her mind the idea of educating the public about health care was an important and developing field. All her medical experiences and notes were published in A Book of Medical Discourses (in two volumes) through the Boston-based publisher Cushman, Keating & Company in 1883. The target audience was women, whom Crumpler hoped to educate about the basics of health care for their families. The book was one of the first publications in the medical field by an African American, male or female.

After decades of being forgotten by the public and academia, Crumpler has been rediscovered. The Rebecca Lee Society, established in 1989 by doctors Saundra Maass-Robinson and Patricia Whitley, supports African American physicians by offering financial assistance and promotion of their work. The Association of Black Women Physicians commemorates Crumpler by giving fellowships in her name.

During the mid-19th century when advanced education was not common even for white women, Crumpler graduated from medical school. Her life’s work contributed toward the empowerment not only of black women but also of American women in general. Crumpler’s diligence, honesty, involvement, persistency, and dedication underline her significance in post–Civil War America.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Cushman, Pauline (1833–1893)

Actress Pauline Cushman served as a spy for the Union Army during the American Civil War. Utilizing her talent as a performer to navigate through Confederate territory for months, Cushman gathered information on enemy defense. On her second spy mission she was captured and sentenced to death by Confederate officials. After being rescued by Union forces, Cushman was made a major in recognition of her courageous espionage services to the nation. President Abraham Lincoln commended her and called her “Miss Major.”
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For her work as a Union spy, actress Pauline Cushman was sentenced to death by the Confederate army. She feigned illness to postpone her hanging long enough for the Union Army to invade the area. (Library of Congress)

Cushman was born Harriet Wood in New Orleans. Her family relocated to Grand Rapids, Michigan, when she was 10. From childhood to adulthood Cushman enjoyed the outdoors, where she was able to hunt and explore. At age 18 she stood up to her father’s violent temper and left home. She decided to pursue a career as a theatrical performer under the stage name Pauline Cushman.

While touring with performance troupes in the South, Cushman married Charles Dickinson, a New Orleans orchestral musician who never managed to make enough money to support either himself or his wife. Dickinson enlisted as a musician to the Union Army when the Civil War began and shortly after died of dysentery. As a widow, Cushman resumed her stage name and returned to the theater.

Cushman joined the Woods Theatre in Louisville, Kentucky, to perform as Plutella in The Seven Sisters. The night before one performance, she was approached by Confederate officers who asked her to toast Confederate president Jefferson Davis. Cushman reported to the local federal marshal for guidance. The marshal asked Cushman to use her position and skills to act as a spy for the Union.

When Cushman delivered the toast fights ensued in the theater, leading to both her contract termination and a staged arrest by the Union. Released into Confederate territory, Cushman traveled alongside the Confederate Army pretending to be searching for her lost brother. Using skills she learned as an actress, she fooled the Confederates into thinking that she was a harmless woman and a Southern sympathizer. She gathered information on troop movements and locations before returning to the Union. For her second mission, Colonel William Truesdail instructed her to arrange a meeting with a Confederate commanding officer to obtain permission to travel safely throughout the Confederacy during her search for family. She would use the opportunity to memorize intelligence helpful to the Union Army.

Cushman collected blueprints from an engineer regarding Confederate defenses in Tennessee. She hid the documents, along with her notes, in her shoes, despite warnings to not write anything down. She also obtained a Confederate uniform from a captain who wanted her to be his aide-de-camp. When Cushman attempted to return to Union territory, she was stopped by a Confederate scout. Because she did not have the necessary paperwork granting her permission to leave Confederate territory, she was arrested and held as a prisoner of war.

While under arrest, Cushman attempted escape. When she was caught in her initial attempt, she tried to persuade General Braxton Bragg of her innocence by explaining her Northern accent and search for her brother. However, he was unable to overlook the documents and the Confederate uniform she had with her when she was arrested. After a second escape attempt she was put on trial and sentenced to death. Cushman either feigned illness or, like many prisoners of war, was actually sick. The Confederates agreed to wait until she recovered before proceeding with her execution. In the meantime, the Union Army invaded Tennessee. General William Rosencrans freed Cushman, and she was appointed brevet major by General James A. Garfield for her espionage work.

After the war, Cushman published a memoir about her work as a spy and toured throughout the United States delivering speeches about her experiences. She and other female spies and soldiers such as Loreta Velazquez found that in the wake of the war the public was eager to pay to hear their stories. As her fame dwindled, Cushman turned to sewing to support herself and developed a morphine addiction. In 1893, she died of a heart attack induced by an overdose. A celebrated war veteran even in death, Cushman was buried in San Francisco with full military honors for her demonstrations of courage during the Civil War.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Daughters of St. Crispin

Created in 1868 during Reconstruction, the Daughters of St. Crispin was one of the earliest if not the first women’s trade union in the United States. Its members, mostly shoemakers, compromised a fourth of the female labor market in Lynn, Massachusetts. The union held a convention in November 1868 and appointed Emma Lane its first grand directress.

The Daughters of St. Crispin, like the Knights of St. Crispin (KOSC), was named for Saints Crispin and his twin brother, Crispinian. These French brothers, who became the patron saints of shoemakers, were hardworking religious siblings who lived in 300 CE. Preaching the Christian gospels, they paid for their mission travels by making shoes and thus became symbolically important in the labor movement.

Members of the Daughters of St. Crispin, who called themselves sisters, were as assertive as their brother union, the KOSC. The KOSC labor association was a powerful northeastern men’s leather worker, tanner, and cobbler union. At one point in the 19th century, it had over 40,000 members and was the largest union in the United States. The Daughters of St. Crispin existed as a separate union, not simply as a women’s auxiliary of the KOSC. The division of labor in shoe making kept one gender from fearing competition from the other and allowed them to work together on labor issues.

When the KOSC ended one strike, the Daughters of St. Crispin kept protesting because their demands had not been completely met. They opposed a newly announced policy that would require a $5 deposit on employment, to be forfeited if they failed to stay on the job for a three-month testing period. The factory owners backed down, though they tried the policy again a year later. For the second time nearly 900 members of the Daughters of St. Crispin struck, demanding an end to a policy that they compared to bondage or they would all walk off the job. Again they won.

The strength of these two strikes led to nine additional union chapters outside of Lynn, Massachusetts. The combined male and female unions also included union lodges in New York, Maine, Wisconsin, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, Pennsylvania, New Hampshire, Indiana, and Ontario, Canada. Thus, the powerful male and female shoemaker union members were able to stay within their rural towns and not have to relocate to the more industrial cities. The two unions, known as the Crispins, were cordial with each other.

The KOSC and its International Grand Lodge and various state and local lodges (which had local autonomy) pledged to improve the Daughters of St. Crispin’s social and financial conditions and supported women’s suffrage. The Daughters of St. Crispin acknowledged the KOSC’s solidarity on these female matters by presenting its male colleagues with a gavel and bouquets of flowers in 1871. Working together as a political entity, the combined Crispins successfully lobbied Congress and President Chester Arthur for governmental assistance and protection. The upshot was the creation of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The research from this government office alone provided the necessary data for the passage of labor laws limiting women and children to a 10-hour manufacturing workday in 1874. Members of the Daughters of St. Crispin testified before Congress in favor of the new law and governmental aide in providing homes for female factory workers.

Disagreements among members about whether or not to support the fight for suffrage were never completely resolved. Focus remained on labor issues and yielded results. Eventually, shoe manufacturers and distributers were threatened by the power of the male and female shoemakers’ unions and subsequently blacklisted union members. Capitulating to job security, the Daughters of St. Crispin officially disbanded in 1874. Former female members assimilated into the ranks of the KOSC, but it too disbanded a short time later. Cigar union president Samuel Gompers created the Knights of Labor from a portion of the former Crispin members. The Knights of Labor eventually became the American Federation of Labor (AFL), which still exists as the AFL-CIO today. Although the Daughters of St. Crispin proved to be a short-lived union, it played a significant role in early women’s labor organization.

A. H. Forss
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Daughters of the Regiment

Daughters of the regiment were women who traveled with military units, usually Union armies, during the American Civil War (1861–1865). Daughters of the regiment were based on the European tradition of vivandières. Vivandières were women who followed European armies, sold food and drink, and boosted morale. In the United States, daughters of the regiment were usually the daughters or wives of enlisted men. These women worked as battlefield nurses, sutlers (civilians who sold merchandise at the battlefront), laundresses, and camp followers. Daughters of the regiment were recognizable by uniforms that consisted of trousers and shortened skirts. Among the most famous daughters of the regiment were Kady Brownell, Anna “Annie” Etheridge, Bridget Dives, Annabelle “Belle” Reynolds, and Nadine Turchin.

Kady Brownell (1842–1915) was born on the African coast. Her father was a Scottish soldier in the British Army. After her mother died, Brownell moved to United States to live with family friends. When the Civil War began, her husband, Robert S. Brownell, enlisted with the 1st Rhode Island Infantry Volunteers. Kady Brownell followed him and was adopted as a daughter of the regiment and worked as a laundress. Brownell was unique, because while a daughter of the regiment she practiced handling arms, drilled with the 1st Rhode Island Infantry Volunteers, and carried the regimental flag onto the battlefield. The battle flag was a rallying point for the army, making Brownell’s role key to maintaining morale among the soldiers. The 1st Rhode Island Infantry Volunteers disbanded in August 1861, and Robert and Kady Brownell reenlisted in the 5th Rhode Island Infantry. Brownell remained with the 5th Rhode Island Infantry until 1863 when her husband was wounded, at which time both Brownells were discharged. In 1884 Kady Brownell applied for and received a government pension of $8 a month in her own name. She died in 1915 at a Woman’s Relief Corps Home in Oxford, New York.

Anna “Annie” Etheridge (1839–1913) was born Lorinda Anna Blair in Detroit, Michigan. In 1860 she married James Etheridge. When the Civil War broke out, James Etheridge enlisted with the 2nd Michigan Infantry Regiment, and Annie Etheridge followed him. Although her husband deserted, Etheridge remained with the 2nd Michigan Infantry until late 1862, when she joined the 3rd Michigan Infantry Regiment. Etheridge participated in the battles at Bull Run, Antietam, Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg. She was famous for riding her horse to the battlefront to nurse wounded soldiers. For her bravery in battle she was awarded the Kearny Cross, which recognized noncommissioned soldiers who showed bravery in battle. When Etheridge died in 1913 she was buried in Arlington National Cemetery, which was an exceptional honor for a woman at that time.

Bridget Divers (alternately spelled Deavers, Devens, and Devins), whose birth and death dates are unknown, was an Irish immigrant and a daughter of the regiment for the 1st Michigan Calvary. Nothing is known about Divers before the war, but after joining the 1st Michigan Calvary she became celebrated for the care she gave to those she nursed. Her compassion was so exceptional that a nurse who encountered Divers wrote that upon hearing that her regiment’s dead captain’s body had been left on the battlefield, Divers rode 15 miles into Confederate territory to retrieve it. She then obtained a coffin and sent the man’s body home to Michigan. After the Civil War, Divers remained with the army and traveled to the western frontier. Nothing more is known about Divers’s postwar life.

Arabella “Belle” Reynolds (1843–1937) was born in Shelburne Falls, Massachusetts. As a girl she moved to frontier Iowa with her family. In 1860 she married John G. Reynolds. As with other daughters of the regiment, Belle Reynolds followed her husband into military service with the 17th Illinois Infantry. Historical records do not indicate if Reynolds participated on the battlefield, but her tireless work as a nurse earned her an honorary commission as major in 1862. Reynolds was present in the Battle of Shiloh and the Vicksburg Campaign. She retired from military service with her husband in 1864 when his enlistment expired.

Laura J. Ping
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Davis, Varina Banks Howell (1826–1906)

The first lady of the Confederate States of America during the American Civil War (1861–1865), Varina Howell Davis was also a slaveholder, biographer, and writer.

Davis was born Varina Howell on May 26, 1826, in Concordia Parish, Louisiana, to William and Margaret Howell. As the granddaughter of New Jersey governor Richard Howell (1793–1801), Davis was educated in both northern and southern schools. At the age of 19, she became the second wife to 36-year-old widowed cotton planter and slaveholder Jefferson Davis. The union would produce six children, only one of whom would outlive Davis.
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Varina Howell Davis served as the First Lady of the Confederacy. After the war she became a writer in New York City and befriended Julia Dent Grant, the widow of union general and Reconstructionist president Ulysses S. Grant. (Clay-Clopton, Virginia, A Belle of the Fifties: Memoirs of Mrs. Clay of Alabama, 1905)

Shortly after their marriage Jefferson Davis campaigned for and won a seat representing Mississippi in the U.S. House of Representatives. This allowed the still childless couple to move to Washington, D.C., where Davis proved to be a popular hostess. Her education in the North allowed her to bring politicians from both sides of the aisle together for social events in her home. Sometimes called parlor politics, Davis’s adroit handling of politicians in social situations helped her husband rise from congressman to senator to secretary of war and eventually president of the Confederate States of America in 1861 when Mississippi seceded from the Union.

Davis proved to be a controversial public figure for most of her life. Considered an intelligent woman, she was defiant of the restricted gender codes of the time, to the consternation of many people, including her husband. Personal letters illuminate her ideas on the Confederacy (of which she expressed doubts) and gender roles that mirrored an emerging woman suffrage movement sensibility (though she did not publicly align herself with the cause). In her younger years, she would temper these opinions for the survival of her marriage. With the onset of the Civil War, Davis publicly supported her husband’s efforts to organize a new nation based on the rights of white men to own slaves, but privately she questioned the necessity and validity of the Confederacy and the war.

In 1864 while pregnant with her last child, Davis dealt with the accidental death of her five-year-old son, Joseph. When the final child, named for her mother, was born two months after the tragedy, the girl was nicknamed “The Daughter of the Confederacy.”

After General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Jefferson Davis dissolved the Confederacy on May 5, 1865, and left Richmond; Varina had left several days earlier with the children. They were all captured by Union forces in Georgia five days later. Jefferson was imprisoned at Fortress Munroe in Virginia, and Davis was restricted to Georgia. Her petitions to Congress contributed to her husband’s eventual release on bail, but his lack of financial acumen kept the family financially unstable for most of the next decades. Having lost their plantation, they lived off the charity of Davis’s former schoolmate, who invited them to share her home while Jefferson Davis wrote The Rise and Fall of the Confederate Government.

After the death of Jefferson Davis in 1889, Davis’s widowhood proved productive. She enjoyed stewardship over her life without the encumbrances of her famous but economically unreliable husband. She embarked on an ambitious memoir of her husband’s life with the intended purpose of absolution for her husband and an income for her. The book did not sell well but resulted in an invitation to write a newspaper column for the New York World. Davis and her youngest daughter Winnie moved to New York, where Davis would live out her remaining years. She made her home a center for intellectuals and artists. Davis made a career writing magazine articles while deflecting criticism from angry white southerners over her decision to leave the South. She socialized with Julia Dent Grant, widow of Union general and president Ulysses S. Grant, which also created controversy. More criticism would follow Davis’s death with the revelation of her admission by letter that the right side, the Union, had won the war. Davis died of pneumonia on October 16, 1906. While she is primarily remembered as the only first lady of the Confederate States of America, Davis should also be remembered as a resourceful woman who made her own way in the world.

Cynthia J. Parker
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Dickinson, Anna Elizabeth (1842–1932)

American orator, political activist, and writer Anna Elizabeth Dickinson was known as “America’s Joan of Arc” for her youth and fiery oratory. She was an ardent reformer and a pioneer for women in American politics. She is most famous as the first woman to speak before the U.S. Congress and for her role in the Republican Party elections of 1863. She also became one of the most celebrated lecturers on the lyceum circuit, gaining her the title of “Queen of the Lyceum.” She wrote several books and plays and worked beside some of the greatest activists and politicians of the age, including Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison.

Born in Philadelphia on October 28, 1842, Anna was the youngest of five children born to John and Mary Dickinson. Devoted Quakers and abolitionists, the Dickinsons often opened their home to runaway slaves. In 1844, Dickinson’s father died from heart complications. To make ends meet, Mary Dickinson ran a school out of their home and often took in reform-minded boarders such as Douglass, who exposed Dickinson to the great issues of their age.

Dickinson’s first foray into politics came in 1856. Upon reading of a teacher in Kentucky who was tarred and feathered for publishing an antislavery letter, the 13-year-old Dickinson promptly composed her own letter and sent it to Garrison’s abolitionist paper, The Liberator. Showing no hint of her age, Dickinson’s fiery prose denounced slavery with passion and reason, exposing the sharp political mind Dickinson was famous for in future years.

By 1860, Dickinson was making a living at the U.S. Mint and giving speeches on women’s rights and abolition in her spare time. With the advent of civil war in 1861, Garrison helped Dickinson expand her speaking engagements throughout New England. Dickinson’s controversial oratory and cutting sarcasm, coupled with her appearance, gender, and youth, gained her widespread celebrity. By 1863, Benjamin Franklin Prescott convinced the Republican Party to hire Dickinson to stump for its candidates in the upcoming election. At a time when women were excluded from the formal and public political process, this offer created a rare opportunity for the 21-year-old Dickinson.

Following numerous successes in 1863, Dickinson’s star continued to rise. After a widely praised speaking tour with Douglass and William D. Kelley, Dickinson was asked to speak before the U.S. House of Representatives in 1864, a historic invitation never before extended to a member of her sex. Abraham Lincoln and most of the national press attended the lecture. Fearless in the face of her surroundings, Dickinson unleashed an impassioned critique of Lincoln’s “moderate” agenda while simultaneously advocating for continued support of his administration. Congressmen gave her a standing ovation. By most accounts, Dickinson’s speech was hailed as a great success and added to her growing fame.

With the Civil War’s end in 1865, Dickinson searched for new means to maintain her oratorical career. With the disputes of Reconstruction raging across the nation, Dickinson looked to the growing lyceum movement to express her social and political views. For a decade she was one of the most successful and active lecturers on the lyceum circuit, second only to Henry Ward Beecher, brother to Catharine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe. By 1872 Dickinson’s public speaking career began to decline as the outspokenness that had gained her fame became less popular with increasingly conservative Americans.

By 1875 Dickinson could no longer support herself through public speaking and resorted to writing and acting with limited success. With reoccurring bouts of illness and depression, Dickinson’s health declined. In 1891, Dickinson’s sister committed her to a hospital for the insane. After a brief period in the asylum, Dickinson won her freedom and sued those responsible for her incarceration. She would spend her remaining years with friends in Goshen, New York, living a life of relative obscurity. Dickinson, who at her height had been one of the most formidable political activists of the age, died with little fanfare just before her 90th birthday on October 22, 1932.

In a time when women were relegated to the home, Anna Dickinson’s brief but spectacularly bold career as a political speaker and activist defied cultural assumptions of traditional gender roles and left an indelible legacy on generations of women who knew her.

Kathleen M. O’Donnell
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Edmonds, Sarah Emma (1841–1898)

Sarah Emma Edmonds was a Canadian American who served as soldier, nurse, postmaster, and spy for the 2nd Michigan Infantry in the Union Army during the American Civil War under the name Franklin Thompson. During the war she concealed her gender, even when she was injured and aiding other wounded soldiers. As her injuries worsened she feared discovery, left the army, and sought medical treatment. Frank Thompson was listed on the rolls as a deserter. In her later years, Edmonds revealed her deception and was accepted by the U.S. government as a legitimate veteran and awarded a pension.
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Sarah Emma Edmonds disguised herself as a man and enlisted with the Second Michigan regiment during the Civil War. She served as a nurse and mail carrier and participated in major battles. After her true identity was revealed, she received a full veteran’s pension for her war service. (Getty Images)

Edmonds grew up in New Brunswick, Canada. She was protective of her older brother, Thomas, who had epilepsy, and her mother, who faced the brunt of her father’s increasingly violent temper. At age 17, inspired by the Fanny Campbell pirate novels, she decided to escape her father’s violence by running away from home. She disguised herself as a man and told people that her name was Franklin Thompson. Her life as a man allowed her freedom of movement and avoided the perils that single women faced in antebellum America.

While working in Michigan, Edmonds attended a Civil War recruitment meeting for the Flint Union Grays. Passionately against slavery because of her religious beliefs, she felt driven to voluntarily enlist in the 2nd Michigan Infantry. She easily passed the enlistment process because medical screenings were done in groups and, physical examinations were cursory.

During her service, Edmonds found both camaraderie and purpose among her fellow soldiers. When the men began to fall ill, Edmonds discovered her skills in treating the injured. Later, she became a mail carrier and delivered messages between army camps. All the while she continued to attend to wounded soldiers. In her memoirs, Edmonds also recounts her services as a spy for the Union Army. Her connection to the Secret Service required that she wear disguises—including one as a slave and one as an Irish peddler—as she probed Confederate lines for information.

Throughout her enlistment, Edmonds bonded with fellow soldiers and superior officers including Jerome Robbins, with whom she had long talks about literature and religion. However, their relationship grew strained when she revealed her gender. Robbins kept Edmonds’s secret, but journals and letters indicate that the secret had a deep impact on their friendship. They were separated during the war when the hospital where Robbins was located was seized by the Confederacy. When Edmonds discovered Robbins’s parole location, she began writing to him again.

During the war, Edmonds sustained an injury to her leg that never properly healed. Because she was afraid that a medical examination would compromise Frank Thompson’s true identity, she hid her injury. While attending to her courier duties, Edmonds met a group of Union officers in pursuit of Confederate guerrillas and helped lead them to what she had seen on her route. The group was attacked, and two of the Union officers as well as Edmonds’s horse died. Although Edmonds survived by playing dead beneath her horse, her leg worsened.

In 1862, Edmonds decided to resign from her position in the military. Her request was denied, but she left nonetheless. In April, Franklin Thompson was declared a deserter. The army routinely executed deserters. Edmonds resumed her public identity as a woman. With her leg only partially healed, she continued nursing until the war ended in 1865.

After the Civil War, Edmonds anonymously published a memoir about her life as a female soldier in disguise and donated the royalties to a charity for soldiers. She married Linus Seelye in 1867. As her leg injury worsened and the couple’s dwindling health and finances became a problem, Edmonds sought help from former soldiers, notably Damon Stewart, to reinstate Franklin Thompson and seek a military pension. After her former comrades testified on her behalf, two bills were passed that successfully removed “deserter” from Frank Thompson’s history and awarded Edmonds her rightful pension. In doing so the federal government not only admitted that women could and did serve honorably as soldiers but also that having done so they deserved the support of their government. When Edmonds died in 1898, she was interred at the veteran’s memorial in the Washington Cemetery in Houston.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Letter of Sarah Emma Edmonds (aka Frank Thompson) (1864)

Adept at disguises, Sarah Emma Edmonds served in the war as Frank Thompson and sometimes disguised herself as a black man named Cuff or an anonymous black laundress. Although most of the women who make it into history books were quite literate, Edmonds, like a lot of Americans, struggled with the written word. The following is an excerpt of a letter she wrote in 1864 describing her meeting with Confederate general John Morgan, of Morgan’s Raiders. Morgan and his men looted their way through 1,000 miles of Tennessee, Kentucky, and Ohio hoping to draw the Union Army away from Vicksburg and Gettysburg. A clean transcription of the Edmonds’s excerpt follows the original to assist readers’ understanding.

1. EDMONDS’S LETTER, IN ORIGINAL

September 3 1864 at greenvill E tenn on the knoxville and E tenn rode is an olde towne which I will not stop to describe tho I will say it is the home of Presedent Johnson and one of the aldus towns in Tenniss. Well it was a butifull day and as clare as a bell ever thing was vary quit untill near 3 oclok when there came a rush and ever Union haste heeped with fare for thay had lane sins had lesens in these rodes till thay larnd to fare the resultes for when thay came thay wold make you feele thare presents and fare them too well too my subgest of the day in qustan somthing near 3 I was vary bys preparing somthing for Sundy and maken tomato butar when a rush was heard in the streete and then a nock at the dore and then when I opend it I was surprised to see Jhon Morgan the rebell Rader the king of tare in that parte of the country for he was fared by all who knew him and a grate many who did not knew him for he was the lien of the South or the rebells know I dont want any harde feelen for I hav none and some of the deares friends I have was rebels.

He came in and sat neare the dore and smoked his pipe it was not the pipe of pese thoe the pipe of ware and strife he tility his chare back neare the dore and said he was goan to to knoxville to change guests with generl carter and when he wold get thare he wold change things and one thing he wold doo wold bee to sende for me and give me a close home for the reste of the ware and see that my develes moute was stoped for if I was as good a rebell as I was a D_ _ Union woming I wold make some rebell a good wife and used a grate deele of flatery as it made mad and it did him good to tantlise me for I dissliked it very much. after a while in cam a number of rebells and took my cittle of tomato butter of of the fire and porde it out in dishes and carried it off and turnd my bread out of the Baker I mene a small Baker one as was used soth bee fore thay had stoves for I had all I had too little by little now I had no stove and so it was a small baker I was baken in at this time and they took it and turnde it out and when I cald to morging to purtect me he laff me to scorn and said I nede not fare for I had never starved and thay had to live and the Union wimman had to helpe to feed them

2. JOAN YEHL’S TRANSCRIPTION OF EDMONDS’S LETTER

September 3 1864 at Greenville, E Tennessee on the Knoxville and E Tenn. road.

[It] is an old town which I will not stop to describe, though I will say it is the home of President Johnson and one of the oldest towns in Tenn. Well it was a beautiful day and as clear as a bell. Everything was very quiet until near 3 o-clock when there came a rush and every Union haste [house?] [was] heaped with fear for they had long since had lessons in these raids till they learned to fear the results for, when they came, they would make you feel their presence and fear them too. Well, to my subject of the day in question. Something near 3 [o-clock] I was very busy preparing something for Sunday and making tomato butter when a rush was heard in the street and then a knock at the door, and then when I opened it I was surprised to see John Morgan, the rebel raider, the king of terror in that part of the country, for he was feared by all who knew him and a great many who did not knew him, for he was the lion of the South. The rebels know I don’t want any hard feeling for I have none and some of the dearest friends I have was rebels.

He came in and sat near the door and smoked his pipe. It was not the pipe of Peace, though, [but] the pipe of war and strife. He tilted his chair back near the door and said he was going on to Knoxville to change guests with General Carter and when he would get there he would change things, and one thing he would do would be to send for me and give me a close home for the rest of the war and see that my devilish mouth was stopped, for if I was as good a rebel as I was a D_ Union woman I would make some rebel a good wife, and [he] used a great deal of flattery as it made [me] mad and it did him good to tantalize me for I disliked it very much. After a while in came a number of rebels and took my kettle of tomato butter off of the fire and poured it out in dishes and carried it off and turned my bread out of the Baker. I mean a small Baker, one as was used [in the] south before they had stoves, for I had [lost] all I had, too, little by little. Now I had no stove and so it was a small baker I was baking in at this time, and they took it and turned it out, and when I called to Morgan to protect me, he laughed me to scorn and said I need not fear, for I had never starved and they had to live and the Union women had to help to feed them.

Source: Sarah Thompson’s account of Morgan’s Defeat, September 3, 1864, Sarah E. Thompson Papers, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University. Available at http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/thompson/1864-09-03/1864-09-03-transcript.html.



Female Prisoners of War, Civil War

Fought on home soil, the American Civil War saw the first female prisoners of war in the United States. By definition, a prisoner of war is a member of the armed services captured and imprisoned by the enemy. Approximately 400 women disguised themselves as men and fought alongside their husbands and brothers on both sides of the conflict. Other women, including Mary Bowser, Belle Boyd, Pauline Cushman, Rose Greenhow, Elizabeth Van Lew, and Harriet Tubman, famed conductor of the Underground Railroad, served undercover as smugglers and spies. Countless women contributed to their cause from home, providing food, clothing, and shelter to the Union Army and the Confederate Army. Any of these offenses was cause for arrest and imprisonment by both sides.

In the South, female prisoners were sent to Castle Thunder in Richmond, Virginia. Housed separately, most of the 100 women inmates had been arrested for prostitution, spying, and smuggling. A handful of women had disguised themselves as men and enlisted in the Union Army. Once they were identified, most of the female soldiers were sent home to their families. For example, cousins Mary and Mollie Bell disguised themselves as men and enlisted in the Union cavalry, where they served honorably for two years. Once they were discovered, they were arrested and charged with prostitution, held at Castle Thunder for three weeks, and sent home to their family.

Once their gender was revealed, women generally received preferential treatment over men. Florena Budwin, for example, dressed as a man and accompanied her husband into battle for the Union Army. She maintained her male identity through being captured and imprisoned at Andersonville, Georgia, and later at the Florence Stockade in Florence, South Carolina. She nursed sick prisoners until she fell ill herself and a doctor discovered her sex. She was then given extra care, food, and clothing. She died shortly afterward and became the first woman to be buried as a soldier in a national cemetery.

Physician Mary Edwards Walker was perhaps the most famous female prisoner of war of Castle Thunder. Dr. Walker volunteered her services to the Union Army. In addition to treating Union soldiers, she provided medical care to civilians on both sides of the conflict. She was captured behind enemy lines and accused of espionage. Her four-month sentence at Castle Thunder was longer than average for a woman; however, the poor food and lack of sanitation ruined her health and left her severely weakened for the rest of her life.

Most of the female prisoners were civilians. Belle Boyd was imprisoned for spying for the Confederacy. A celebrated beauty, Boyd shot her first Union soldier at the age of 17 when a group of soldiers invaded her home and insulted her mother. Boyd was placed under house arrest, where she extracted information from her guards through teasing and flirting with them. A year later, she was arrested and transferred to a prison in Washington, D.C., where she was housed in a well-furnished private cell with large windows overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue. Boyd would lean out her window and taunt the Union soldiers by singing Confederate battle songs. Released after a month, she continued her activities and was arrested and imprisoned a second time before she was deported to relatives in the South.

Rose O’Neal Greenhow was a leader in Washington society and one of the most renowned Confederate spies in the Civil War. She most probably ran the pro-Confederate underground in Washington, D.C., in the war’s early months. Her intelligence on Union troop numbers and movement, which she sent by secret courier to Confederate general Pierre G. T. Beauregard, were key to the South’s victory at the First Battle of Bull Run. Greenhow was placed under house arrest in August 1861. Later she was held in the Old Capital Prison in Washington, D.C., for five months. She shared a private cell with her young daughter Little Rose, but otherwise they were subjected to the same conditions as the male prisoners: straw mattresses, inadequate food, poor ventilation, and lack of exercise. Both mother and daughter contracted prison fevers from overcrowding. After her second prison term Greenhow was exiled to the Confederate states, where she received a heroine’s welcome by Confederate president Jefferson Davis and his wife Varina.

Another category of prisoners were civilian women in the border states who were charged with “disloyalty” and imprisoned by the federal government in the Fitchburg Female Prison in Massachusetts. In addition to smuggling and spying, these women were convicted of desecrating the U.S. flag, cutting telegraph lines, and running brothels where they infected Union soldier with venereal diseases.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Fourteenth Amendment (1866)

The Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was passed on June 13, 1866, and ratified on July 9, 1868, thereby declaring African Americans full individuals and reversing the three-fifths clause in the Constitution. As naturalized persons, African Americans were made citizens of the nation, ensuring equal benefit of the law and guaranteeing black men the right to vote.

The Fourteenth Amendment is credited with having unforeseen effects on women’s rights resulting from the insertion of gendered language into the Constitution with its ratification. As such, with the focus of the Fourteenth Amendment being on the rights of males, the women’s movement feared a reversal of its recent progress and was divided over whether to support its passage. The impact of the Fourteenth Amendment on the women’s movement resulted in a number of 19th-century legal challenges that would not be reversed until 1971, when the U.S. Supreme Court declared that discrimination based on gender was a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. This amendment has also been the focus of seminal Supreme Court cases such as Brown v. Board of Education (1954) and Roe v. Wade (1973).

While the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery and involuntary servitude and granted freed slaves legal status, it did not provide them with legal protection. The amendment ensured that such persons had the full and equal protection of the law to defend their civil liberties. The Fourteenth Amendment therefore provided ex-slaves with federal protection and granted them citizenship. Accordingly, states were required to apply the law equally, making it illegal to discriminate against persons or groups arbitrarily.

Section 1 of the Fourteenth Amendment details the rights of individuals, noting that all persons “born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction” of the nation, are considered citizens. It also declares that no state can create or enforce any law that deprives individuals of their privileges, including “life, liberty, … property” and “equal protection of the law,” without due process. These sentiments are complicated by the language in Section 2, which specifies how the populations of states are counted for the purpose of legislative representation in Washington, D.C., and affirming the right for all male inhabitants to vote rather than all citizens. As such, while the first section prohibited states from denying or limiting the privileges of citizens under equal protection of the law, the second section limited such rights to all male inhabitants rather than all citizens.

While the Fourteenth Amendment was intended to recognize the rights of former slaves, its language was also designed to limit the extension of these privileges to others, such as women. The ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment marks the first time that the term “male” appeared in the Constitution. Therefore, despite the initial support of suffragettes for both racial equality and the Fourteenth Amendment, the inclusion of such language frustrated advocates who had linked the two causes on the basis of natural rights. By focusing the amendment on men, the U.S. Constitution would no longer be technically gender neutral but could now actively be seen as disenfranchising women.

Despite this, some women’s rights advocates, including Julia Ward Howe and Lucy Stone, supported the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, while others, such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, sought its revision to include all citizens regardless of class, race, or gender. Other members of the women’s movement maintained that despite the limitation of voting rights to men, the equal protection clause in the Fourteenth Amendment nonetheless could be used as a basis to support full suffrage for women. As a result, from 1869 until 1890 the debate regarding this issue divided the women’s rights movement into two groups: the American Woman Suffrage Association and the National Woman Suffrage Association, with both striving for a constitutional amendment guaranteeing women the right to vote.

The extensive controversy over the intentions, applicability, and specific applications of the Fourteenth Amendment led to a number of legal challenges to the law throughout the late 19th century. In 1869 Myra Bradwell, who graduated from law school and passed the bar, challenged the decision prohibiting her from practicing law. The case went to the U.S. Supreme Court (1873), with Bradwell arguing that Illinois violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection provision and the privileges and immunities clause, which prevented a state from treating citizens in a discriminatory manner. However, the Court eventually ruled against Bradwell, declaring that the right to pursue a legal career was not a privilege accorded all citizens under the Fourteenth Amendment.

Similarly, in the 1870s a number of challenges to both state and federal law were made under the argument that women’s suffrage was guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. However, these too were rebuffed by the courts, which decided that suffrage was also not a privilege accorded under the law. Such interpretations were not overturned until the 1971 Supreme Court decision Reed v. Reed, which ruled that discrimination and unequal treatment on the basis of gender was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause.

So, while the Fourteenth Amendment has relatively recently been interpreted to benefit women, it offers them no assurances or guarantees regarding rights and privileges of citizenship. As a result, women’s movements in the late 19th century sought suffrage at the state level. Eventually this approach garnered enough support that by 1920 the Nineteenth Amendment was passed, granting women suffrage.

Sean Morton
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Freedwomen

The term “freedwomen” refers to women of African descent enslaved within the United States and freed from slavery by the American Civil War (1861–1865), the Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863), and the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (1865). Unfettered by 19th-century gender roles for white women, freedwomen sought their own industry and dictated the terms of their newfound freedom by asserting themselves, claiming stewardship over their labor, their children, their free time, and their bodies. They entered into marriage contracts with men of their choosing, custody disputes over their children when the union dissolved, and labor disputes against their employers. When crimes were committed against their persons they sought justice, even when justice was difficult to achieve.

With the advent of the Civil War in 1861, the advancing Union Army set up camps and began housing former slaves, referred to as contraband. Husbands, brothers, and fathers conscripted into service for the war effort left freedwomen self-emancipating long before the Thirteenth Amendment ended American slavery. Newly freed women joined contraband encampments as washerwomen, laundresses, spies, and cooks, economically eking out meager support for themselves and their dependents. In their free time they sought out educational opportunities offered by reform-minded black and white Northerners.

Poor sanitation in contraband camps and new communities of freed persons resulted in illness and death for uncounted children and women. Many freedwomen faced hunger as both freed persons and poor whites sought scarce food sources after the war. Northern aid societies such as the Ladies Contraband Relief Society of St. Louis and northern missionaries focused on aiding newly freed women and children during and after the war with clothing, food, and later education. Women gave uppermost priority to keeping fragile kinship bonds intact once free, reacting to the breakup of so many slave families before the war by sale. Women also sought to find children and siblings sold on the auction block in the decades before the war.

During Reconstruction, segments of the freedwomen population remained attached to the plantations and their masters. With prospects for survival under grim wartime conditions questionable, remaining attached to former owners seemed the best solution to some freedwomen, particularly given that they did not have any money of their own and had few job skills beyond agricultural work. Women also stayed because of how difficult it was to transport and care for elderly family members and young children. In an attempt to exert their newly won freedom, women demanded wages and free time as a condition for remaining on plantations and farms.

Many freed slaves were, in essence, trapped into staying in the same conditions after slavery that they were in before slavery. The decision to remain often meant that they endured rigid control of their families by white landowners in a system much like slavery. Freedwomen’s children were generally not allowed to go to school and had to work in the fields alongside their parents.

A pivotal entity in the lives of freedwomen and freedmen was the Freedmen’s Bureau (1868–1872). Operated by the U.S. War Department, the bureau, also known as the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, was enacted to meet the needs of recently freed slaves. This military entity was hampered by limited funds and sometimes a failure of will. The bureau’s mission was to oversee the African American transition from bondage to freedom, but the task was complicated by a legacy of slavery and the federal government’s tolerance of white racism. In addition, the bureau contributed to the economic survival of plantation production by encouraging white planters’ cooperation with the new wage system of sharecropping.

Navigating disputes between newly emancipated women and men and their often white employers proved daunting. As freedwomen defined and asserted independence, economic self-reliance, and ownership of their labor, the Freedmen’s Bureau was thrust into the position of arbitrators of disputes between freedwomen, families, and employers. Records kept by the army and the bureau reflect many accounts of crimes committed against black women. Reports of whippings, rape, and assaults by employers and even their spouses were common. Nonetheless, black women continued to report the crimes, insisting upon staking a claim to their personal freedom.

Freedwomen’s struggle for autonomy included tasks not only of immediate survival and reunion but also of identity, defining what it meant to be free women. The Freedmen’s Bureau felt compelled to instruct blacks on notions of character and conduct, including ideals meant for middle- and elite-class white women. While newly freed men were instructed on the merits of supporting a family as head of the house, women were instructed on the merits of the Victorian-era gender ideal of true womanhood, including the idea that women be submissive and primarily domestic. At the same time, the postwar realities of freedwomen’s lives did not allow for such restrictive and genteel social conventions.

Although no longer enslaved on plantations, a large segment of the freed population returned to plantations as tenants under a wage labor system known as sharecropping. Freedwomen sought lives during Reconstruction as homemakers, caring for husbands and children, but economic reality and plantation owners often mandated that freedwomen work in the fields or in white women’s homes as domestic servants.

Freedwomen served as a catalyst for change during Reconstruction, defining what it meant to be free and claiming stewardship over their labor and their family life in a less than equal America. Full enfranchisement would remain illusive for black women for decades to come.

Cynthia J. Parker
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Freedwomen: Excerpts from Works Projects Administration Slave Narratives (1937)

Slave women’s lives did not appreciably improve after the end of slavery. Rather, freed persons faced a number of challenges, including violence from the people who had once enslaved them. During the Great Depression as part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, the Works Projects Administration sent people to interview former slaves. These slave narratives are not without their problems, both because the interviews took place long after the events described and because the interviews are mediated by white interviewers. Nonetheless, they provide a source of information about life during and after slavery. Here, South Carolinian and ex-slave Millie Bates tells a story about when the Ku Klux Klan lynched a man she knew.

Millie Barnes: Federal Writers Project, United States Works Projects Administration (USWPA); Manuscript Division, Library of Congress

Project 1885

From Field Notes

Spartanburg, District 4

April 28, 1937

Interviewer: Caldwell Sims

Edited by: Elmer Turnage

“I sho members when de soldiers come home from de war. All de women folks, both black as well as white wus so glad to see ‘em back dat we just jumped up and hollered, ‘Oh, Lawdy, God Bless you.” When you would look around a little, you would see some wid out an arm or maybe dey would be walkin’ wid a cruch or a stick. Den you would cry some wid out letting your white folks see you. But Jane, de worsest time of all fer us darkies waz when de Ku Klux killed Dan Black. We waz little chilluns a playin’ in Dans house. We didn’t know he had done nothing ginst de white folks. Us waz a playin by de fire jus as nice when something hit on de wall. Dan, he jump up and try to git outten de winder. A white spooky thing had done come in de doo’ right by me. I was so scairt dat I would not git up. I had done fell straight out on de flo’. When Dan stick his head outen dat winder something say bang and he fell right down in de flo’. I crawles under de bed. Then I got dar, all de other chilluns wuz to, lookin’ as white as ashed dough from hickory wood. Us peeped out and den us duck under de bed agin. Ain’t no bed ebber done as much good as dat one. Den a whole lot of dem coume in de house. De waz all white and scairy lookin’. It still makes de shivers run down my spine and her I is ole and you all a settin round wid me and two mo’ wars done and gone since dat awful tiem. Dan Black, he won’nt no mo’ kaise de took dat nigger and hung him from a simmon tree. Dey would not let his folks take him down either. He jus stayed dar till he fell to pieces.

“After dat when us chilluns seed de Ku Klux a comin’ us would take an’ run breakneck speed to the nearest wood. Dar we would stay till day jus plu out o’ sight and you could not even hear de horses feet. Dem days waz wors’n de war. Yes Lawd, dey waz worse’n any war I ebber heard of.”

Source: Library of Congress, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/S?ammem/mesnbib:@field%28AUTHOR+@od1%28Bates,+Millie%29%29.



Grand Calico Ball

Calico balls began in the mid-19th century as a form of the debutante ball, when a young woman would be introduced to society and declared eligible for courtship. At calico balls attendees wore dresses and suits made from calico, one of the most inexpensive fabrics in the 19th century, embellished with lace and silk.

Calico was made from cotton and often had a floral print. Due to its inexpensive cost, calico was often bought by families in bulk, with the result that many families attended calico balls dressed in the same print. Additionally, a woman would use extra calico fabric to make a men’s tie to match her dress. One of the first recorded calico balls was held as a charity ball in New York City in 1857. Emphasis was given to how the savings in utilizing calico fabrics enabled attendees to donate more to the charity. Such balls quickly became a type of costume ball, with ladies using calico dresses as a costume for peasant, shepherdess, flower girl, and charity girl costumes and the men wearing simple calico suits.

Calico balls became widespread during the American Civil War as fund-raisers for soldiers and wartime widows, known as Grand Calico Balls. Such balls exemplified the ideal of wartime austerity. Southern women were at the heart of the movement, as the cost of clothing, dependence on Northern industry, and the demand for soldiers’ uniforms meant the unavailability of more expensive fabrics. Newspapers also participated in the movement. One account from a Mississippi newspaper states that “What we took especial notes of … was the improved appearance of the ladies in the ‘calico,’ far outviening [sic] the more costly and extravagant toilet of silk and satin. Never to our eyes did the fair creatures present so lovely an appearance” (Ott 2008, 53–54).

The Grand Calico Balls also spread to the Northern states and western territories. During the war, a new tradition for the dance emerged: young ladies began to change out of their calico dresses at midnight and donned the more costly silk and lace gowns to donate the dresses to charity. Major General Zenas R. Bliss’s memoirs detailed this change at a ball given in Texas in 1862: “A Calico Ball was given and all the ladies made their own calico dresses and danced the first dance in them. They were then removed and they finished the evening in their usual ball costumes; the calico dresses were given to the families of soldiers. Patriotism was the fashionable thing, and as usual the ladies led the fashions, or set them” (Bliss, Smith, Thompson, Wooster, and Pingenot 2006, 89). It was more common for ladies to change later in the evening rather than after the first dance. At the Academy of Music’s calico ball held in New York, some of the ladies changed from calico to silk gowns at 11:00 p.m., with the gowns being donated to charity for the aid of lower-class women. A similar event was held in March 1864 at the Brooklyn and Long Island Fair, with the $2,000 in proceeds being donated to the Brooklyn Female Employment Society for soldiers’ families and the dresses given to soldiers’ wives and daughters.

Grand Calico Balls continued after the end of the Civil War for a variety of charity fund-raisers. Additionally, many families, especially in the now impoverished southern states, could no longer afford the silk and satin for fancy dresses. By this time, the calico movement had become so popular that calico was used elsewhere. For example, on February 3, 1875, the Akron Daily Argus printed its newspaper issue on calico fabric to enhance the announcements of the Calico Ball Programme. Such balls often aided women’s organizations, as exemplified by the Grand Calico Ball held by the Hebron Ladies Benevolent Society in Houston, Texas, in 1879. Calico balls today are utilized by historical societies as a form of fund-raising while enabling attendees to participate in a historical tradition.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Greenhow, Rose (1814–1864)

As a spy for the Confederacy during the early months of the American Civil War, Rose O’Neal Greenhow created for herself the kind of infamy only a few American women have achieved.

Greenhow was born into a planter’s family in Montgomery County, Maryland. After the murder of her father John O’Neal in 1817, her mother Eliza Henrietta O’Neal found it difficult to maintain her family of four daughters. Greenhow and her sister Ellen were sent to their aunt Maria Ann Hill’s home in Washington, D.C. Hill maintained a boardinghouse in the Old Capitol building, and 21-year-old Greenhow, who was by all reports an attractive young woman, came in contact with budding politicians and notable figures of the era. She reported receiving many marriage proposals but ultimately married 43-year-old Dr. Robert Greenhow from Virginia. A proslavery enthusiast, she supported southern causes and came in contact with prominent politicians, including the future president of the Confederate States of America, Jefferson Davis. Because Robert worked for the State Department, the couple lived briefly in Mexico City and San Francisco. Greenhow returned to the nation’s capital in 1852. Her husband Robert died in San Francisco, leaving Greenhow a widow, a status she used with great success in her social relationships with Washington men.

[image: Lamphier]

Rose Greenhow was a spy for the Confederacy during the American Civil War. She is reported to have continued her intelligence activity even after her capture by the Union in 1861. (Library of Congress)

The United States was moving toward war. Although Greenhow hosted parties for northern and southern politicians, she was vociferous in her support of the South and was good friends with proslavery radical John C. Calhoun. Around 1861 Thomas Jordan (alias Thomas John Rayford), a lieutenant from Virginia, recruited Greenhow as a spy for the Confederacy. Her network of agents gathered information about positions of Union Army regiments located around the capital. Greenhow also elicited information from her Unionist friends. Confederate general Pierre G. T. Beauregard began to receive secret messages from Greenhow. Her useful information about planning for the First Battle of Manassas (Bull Run) by Union general Irvin McDowell helped the Confederates win that battle. Greenhow sent a coded message mentioning that the 55,000-strong Union army would start from Arlington Heights and Alexandria and march toward Bull Run through Fairfax Courthouse and Centerville.

Greenhow quickly came under suspicion by Union officials. Allan Pinkerton, head of the Union Intelligence Service, kept a close watch on her activities and arrested her on August 23, just months after the war began, as a Confederate spy. Greenhow was put under house arrest without being charged formally, though incriminating documents were found in her home that linked her with notable Union Army officers and Union administrators and politicians. Love letters written by powerful Massachusetts senator and abolitionist Henry Wilson were found in the house. Greenhow was finally incarcerated in the Old Capitol Prison on January 18, 1862, along with her eight-year old youngest daughter, “Little Rose.” On May 31, 1862, Greenhow was released and sent to Fortress Monroe at Hampton Bay. From there she moved to the Confederate capitol at Richmond, Virginia, where President Jefferson Davis again enlisted her service.

Greenhow was commissioned as an unofficial representative of the Confederacy in Britain to garner support for the South, which Confederates hoped to gain in return for American cotton for use in English textile factories. She published her memoir, My Imprisonment and the First Year of Abolition Rule at Washington, in 1863. It became one of the important sources of Civil War folklore. Greenhow had lambasted the Union in strong words and aired her grievance at the officials and guards she encountered during her house arrest and imprisonment, claiming that they not only treated her miserably but also invaded her privacy.

Greenhow was on her return voyage to the United States on August 19, 1864, when her ship, the Condor, struck ground near Wilmington, North Carolina, while being pursued by a Union gunboat, USS Niphon. She was drowned while attempting to escape in a rowboat. Greenhow was buried with military honors in Oakdale Cemetery in Wilmington on October 1. The marble cross placed on her grave bears the epitaph “Mrs. Rose O’N. Greenhow, a bearer of dispatches to the Confederate Government.” She remains an important symbol to white Americans not sympathetic to black American freedom.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Letter of Confederate Spy Rose Greenhow to Secretary of State William H. Seward (1861)

The following is a letter from imprisoned Confederate spy Rose Greenhow to Secretary of State William H. Seward. Greenhow probably meant the letter to be public, as it was published in the Richmond Whig. The letter describes the conditions of her imprisonment and a protest against the Union government. Greenhow sought in the letter to portray herself as an innocent victim of a brutal government and in the process garner support for herself among proslavery Confederates.

Washington, Nov. 17th, 1861,

398 Sixteenth Street.

To the Hon. Wm. H. Seward,

Secretary of State:

Sir—For nearly three months I have been confined, a close prisoner, shut out from air and exercise, and denied all communication with family and friends….

I therefore most respectfully submit, that on Friday, August 23d, without warrant or other show of authority, I was arrested by the Detective Police, and my house taken in charge by them; that all my private letters, and my papers of a life time, were read and examined by them; that every law of decency was violated in the search of my house and person, and the surveilance over me.

We read in history, that the poor Maria Antoinette had a paper torn from her bosom by lawless hands, and that even a change of linen had to be effected in sight of her brutal captors. It is my sad experience to record even more revolting outrages than that, for during the first days of my imprisonment, whatever necessity forced me to seek my chamber, a detective stood sentinel at the open door. And thus for a period of seven days, I, with my little child, was placed absolutely at the mercy of men without character or responsibility; that during the first evening, a portion of these men became brutally drunk, and boasted in my hearing of the “nice times” they expected to have with the female prisoners; and that rude violence was used towards a colored servant girl during that evening, the extent of which I have not been able to learn. For any show of decorum afterwards was practiced toward me, I was indebted to the detective called Capt. Dennis.

In the careful analysis of my papers I deny the existence of a line I had not a perfect right to have written, or to have received. Freedom of speech and of opinion is the birthright of Americans, guaranteed to us by our Charter of Liberty, the Constitution of the United States. I have exercised my perogative, and have openly avowed my sentiments. During the political struggle, I opposed your Republican party with every instinct of self-preservation. I believed your success a virtual nullification of the Constitution, and that it would entail upon us the direful consequences which have ensued. These sentiments have doubtless been found recorded among my papers, and I hold them as rather a proud record of my sagacity.

I must be permitted to quote from a letter of yours, in regard to Russell of the London Times, which you conclude with these admirable words: “Individual errors of opinion may be tolerated, as long as good sense is left to combat them.” By way of illustrating theory and practice, here am I, a prisoner in sight of the Executive Mansion, in sight of the Capitol where the proud statesmen of our land have sung their paeans to the blessings of our free institutions. Comment is idle. Freedom of thought, every right pertaining to the citizen has been suspended by what, I suppose, the President calls a “military necessity.” A blow has been struck, by this total disregard of all civil rights, against the present system of Government, far greater in its effects than the severance of the Southern States. Our people have been taught to contemn the supremacy of the law, to which all have hitherto bowed, and to look to the military power for protection against its decrees. A military spirit has been developed, which will only be subordinate to a Military Dictatorship. Read history, and you will find, that the causes which bring about a revolution rarely predominate at its close, and no people have ever returned to the point from which they started. Even should the Southern State be subdued and forced back into the Union (which I regard as impossible, with a full knowledge of their resources,) a different form of Government will be found needful to meet the new developments of national character. There is no class of society, no branch of industry, which this change has not reached, and the dull, plodding, methodical habits of the poor can never be resumed.

You have held me, sir, to man’s accountability, and I therefore claim the right to speak on subjects usually considered beyond a woman’s ken, and which you may class as “errors of opinion.” I offer no excuse for this long digression, as a three months’ imprisonment, without formula of law, gives me authority for occupying even the precious moments of a Secretary of State.

My object is to call your attention to the fact: that during this long imprisonment, I am yet ignorant of the causes of my arrest; that my house has been seized and converted into a prison by the Government; that the valuable furniture it contained has been abused and destroyed; that during some periods of my imprisonment I have sufferend greatly for want of proper and sufficient food. Also, I have to complain that, more recently, a woman of bad character, recognized as having been seen on the streets of Chicago as such, by several of the guard, calling herself Mrs. Onderdonk, was placed here in my house, in a room adjoining mine.

In making this exposition, I have no object of appeal to your sympathies, if the justice of my complaint, and a decent regard for the world’s opinion, do not move you, I should but waste your time to claim your attention on any other score.

I may, however, recall to your mind, that but a little while since you were quite as much proscribed by public sentiment here, for the opinions and principles you held, as I am now for mine.

I could easily have escaped arrest, having had timely warning. I thought it impossible that your statesmanship might present such a proclamation of weakness to the world, as even the fragment of a once great Government turning its arms against the breasts of women and children. You have the power, sir, and may still further abuse it. You may prostrate the physical strength, by confinement in close rooms and insufficient food—you may subject me to harsher, ruder treatment than I have already received, but you cannot imprison the soul. Every cause worthy of success has had its martyrs. The words of the heroine Corday are applicable here: “C’est la crime qui fait la honte, et non pas l’echafaud.” My sufferings will afford a significant lesson to the women of the South, that sex or condition is no bulwark against the surging billows of the “irrepressible conflict.”

The “iron heel of power” may keep down, but it cannot crush out, the spirit of resistance in a people armed for the defence of their rights; and I tell you now, sir, that you are standing over a crater, whose smothered fires in a moment may burst forth.

It is your boast, that thirty-three bristling fortifications now surround Washington. The fortifications of Paris did not protect Louis Phillippe when his hour had come.

In conclusion, I respectfully ask your attention to this protest, and have the honor to be, &c., (Signed)

Rose O. N. Greenhow

Source: Rose Greenhow to William H. Seward, Secretary of the State, Rose O’Neal Greenhow Papers, M. J. Solomon Scrapbook, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University. Available at http://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/scriptorium/greenhow/1861-11-17/1861-11-17.html.



Hosmer, Harriet (1830–1908)

American sculptor Harriet Hosmer was known for her neoclassical marbles that depicted prominent female mythological and historical figures. To establish her career, she traveled abroad with a group of creative women. In Europe, she was able to study sculpture and debut her first original pieces. Although Hosmer was unable to support herself independent of patronage, her work received substantial praise from art journals and newspapers, inspiring other women to pursue a career in sculpture at a time when women were discouraged from pursuing the arts. She also spent much of her life dressing as a man and living with women.

Hosmer was one of four children born to Sarah Grant and Hiram Hosmer. Her brothers died shortly after birth, and her mother died of tuberculosis. As a result, Hosmer’s father carefully monitored the health of his daughters, but only Hosmer survived. For the majority of Hosmer’s early life, her father provided the support that she needed. He enrolled her in the Sedgwick School, where she met Cornelia Crow, who became a lifelong friend.

As an investment in her sculpting abilities, Hosmer decided to study anatomy at the University of Missouri. It was unusual at the time for women to pursue the fine arts, let alone medicine. Her instructors, however, made sure Hosmer was welcomed into the program, and her father gave her a space at home to create a studio. Hosmer also developed a network of female friendships throughout her career who provided her with support and opportunities. She attracted the attention of Lydia Maria Child, who later published articles praising Hosmer’s work. Charlotte Cushman, an actress in the United States and England, provided Hosmer with the opportunity to travel and study in Rome in 1853, where she met and befriended Elizabeth and Robert Browning, whose hands she would later sculpt.

While abroad in Rome, Hosmer was also able to navigate her gender and sexual identity more openly than in the United States. She often dressed as a man and publicly adopted celibacy to avoid marriage, permitting her to conceal her attraction to women from the public.

In 1854, Hosmer’s father informed her that he would no longer be able to fund her stay in Rome. Because she required financial assistance to fund her art, she asked Wayman Crow, her friend Cornelia’s father, for patronage. He accepted and proceeded to commission her first full-bodied sculpture, Oenone. Women also financed Hosmer’s artistic and inventive endeavors. Lady Marian Alford commissioned many projects from Hosmer, including The Fountain of the Siren. Hosmer was also supported financially and emotionally through her intimate friendship with Lady Louisa Ashburton, who purchased several of Hosmer’s works. In 1873, they lived together in Rome with Ashburton’s daughter. They remained devoted to each other until Ashburton’s death in 1903.

Many of Hosmer’s sculptures featured mythological and historical women. One of her most political pieces was Zenobia, In Chains, which was adopted by women’s rights and abolitionist groups for its depiction of female strength in adversity. It later became the subject of controversy after its exhibition in 1862 when Joseph Mozier published an anonymous obituary claiming that the late sculptor Alfred Gatley had created Zenobia and that it was falsely attributed to Hosmer, in part because Mozier and others could not believe that a woman could create such a fine sculpture. Sculptor William W. Story and other American sculptors in Rome testified that the work was indeed Hosmer’s.

In her later years, Hosmer dedicated herself to pursuing inventions and political activism. While some of Hosmer’s endeavors proved too ambitious, such as the perpetual motion invention that she dedicated much of her time and money to during her later years, her experiment in creating an affordable artificial marble proved successful when she patented it in both Italy and the United States. In the 1890s her introduction to women’s rights activists through her artwork inspired her to support women’s suffrage.

Although Hosmer died in 1908 with significant debts, she received high praise for her sculptures during her lifetime from the United States and abroad in Europe at fairs and in art journals. Her work remains on display in several museums.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Hospital Transport Service, Women’s Department

Established in the early days of the conflict by Frederick Law Olmsted, the purpose of the Hospital Transport Service (HTS) of the United States Sanitary Commission was to charter, supply, and maintain a fleet of riverboats to use as floating ambulances as well as floating hospitals. The HTS served the Union Army during the American Civil War and employed countless numbers of female nurses in its Women’s Department.

The United States Sanitary Commission itself, a civilian organization, was created on June 9, 1861, and, in cooperation with the Union medical department, was given the authority to establish medical guidelines in the field, inspect medical facilities of the military, and provide medical supplies as needed. To this end the HTS pressed or leased into service a fleet of ships of various shapes and sizes, including paddleboats and steamboats. The HTS operated both in the eastern and western theaters of the war, particularly on the Virginia and Mississippi Rivers. In many cases, wounded and sick soldiers were transported to these hospital ships to either be tended to in the event of a lack of medical facilities onshore or for evacuation and triage services as the soldiers were transported farther north, behind Union lines. In the eastern theater, many of the hospital ships transported the soldiers to large cities for further treatment and convalescence, including such Northern locations as Washington, Philadelphia, and New York. The HTS employed a variety of ships for use in the Union medical system, including the City of Memphis, the The Daniel Webster, the Red Rover, the Wilson Small, the Knickerbocker, and the Elm City. By the end of its service, the HTS employed more than a dozen hospital ships in the various theaters of the war.

At the start of the war Union and, much more prominently, Confederate civilians and political leaders heatedly debated the role of women not only in the medical services but also in the military. Women faced opposition by both civilian and military organizations based on the view that war and medicine were not proper spheres of activity for respectable ladies. Also, many Americans believed that the constant close proximity of women to male bodies, bodily fluids, and disease would compromise a woman’s honor and virtue. However, as the war continued to rage over the years, the presence of women in the medical services shifted as women proved themselves. During and after the war society came to view nursing as an extension of a woman’s “natural” role as caregivers. Thus, the HTS and the United States Sanitary Commission played an important and active role in redefining gender roles in warfare and northern society during the 19th century.

During the opening days of the Civil War, many of the white upper- and middle-class female volunteers accompanied their husbands or other family members into military service, in the hope that they might both serve their country and stay close to their loved ones. These women rarely possessed any formal medical education and in many cases were viewed as a nuisance by the Union Army. Along with these women, both Catholic nuns and escaped female slaves volunteered to aid the military in its fledgling medical system. Harriet Tubman, for example, did some nursing during the war, though she primarily served as a spy and scout for the Union Army.

In the beginning, the primary role for the white female volunteers was to supervise freed slaves—both men and women—and the convalescent soldiers who worked as servants and orderlies on the hospital ships. However, as the war progressed and the numbers of sick and wounded soldiers began to overwhelm the Union medical staff, the white female volunteers began taking a more active role in the medical care of wounded soldiers.

These women became more involved in daily planning and providing for the necessary medical care of the soldiers aboard the hospital ships. Many of their daily tasks included assisting the army medical staff with operations and treatment, supplying the patients with medicine, tending to the nutritional needs of the soldiers, and cleaning and restocking the ships for new patients during the return trips to the front. According to Civil War statistics, approximately 3,200 Northern women, mostly white middle-class volunteers, served in the HTS and the United States Sanitary Commission during the course of the Civil War. During the course of the war, the hospital ships carried approximately 10,000 wounded or sick soldiers from the battlefield to safety behind the lines.

The influence of the HTS began to decline by late 1862 and early 1863, particularly as the wartime action moved farther away from the major rivers toward the interior of the Confederacy. Along with the relocation of the battlefronts during the war, the HTS also began to decline due to the appointment of Jonathan Letterman to the position of medical director of the Army of the Potomac. As medical director, Letterman reorganized the Union medical system to create a highly effective ambulance service, making the civilian-run HTS obsolete, though not the hospital ships. By the summer of 1862, Olmsted recommended to Letterman that all of the medical transportation services, both the military services and the civilian service, be consolidated under the Medical Bureau and that the hospital ships be transferred to the jurisdiction of the quartermaster department. The United States Sanitary Commission continued to support the Union Army in the war effort until it was disbanded in July 1865.

Chelsea Medlock
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Howe, Julia Ward (1819–1910)

Writer Julia Ward Howe’s poem, set to music, became “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” the anthem for the Union cause in the American Civil War. While that piece cemented Howe’s place in American history, her writing career extended well beyond the single work, and with her efforts as an antislavery and women’s rights activist, she became a woman of great historical significance.

Howe, born Julia Ward on May 27, 1819, to a prominent New York family, longed to be a writer like her poet mother. However, her ambitions were hampered by her marriage to Samuel Gridley Howe of Boston in 1843. While Samuel, who was 18 years older than his wife, initially seemed like a good match, his progressive views as a well-known humanitarian and advocate for the blind did not extend to his ideas about marriage. Rather, he expected his wife to focus on the family and domestic work. Howe had seven children, one of whom died as an infant. Though she published before they married, Samuel adamantly opposed her writing once they were married. This stifled Howe’s creative and intellectual energies.

In spite of her husband’s disapproval, Howe continued to write. Some of her early efforts include poems and stories based on her difficult marriage. Though she published her work anonymously, her authorship became public. Samuel was so outraged at her defiance that the couple separated. Ultimately they moved back in together, but each involved themselves individually in social causes ranging from prison reform to abolition. Ironically, Samuel used Howe’s skills as a writer and editor for his abolitionist newspaper, The Commonwealth. Like many but not all abolitionist-minded men, Samuel did not see the connection between slavery and the oppression of women, seeing freedom as something for white and black men but not women of any color.

[image: Lamphier]

Though best known for writing the patriotic “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” Julia Ward Howe was also an active abolitionist, an advocate for women’s suffrage, and a pacifist. (Library of Congress)

When the Civil War began, Samuel secured an appointment with the United States Sanitary Commission, and in November 1861 Howe accompanied her husband on a trip to Washington. There she witnessed a battle outside the city and, inspired by the sight, penned the words that were first published in the February issue of Atlantic Monthly. Her poem was quickly paired with the tune from the popular song “John Brown’s Body,” and the resulting “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” was enthusiastically embraced by the nation, functioning as an anthem for the Union cause.

The popularity of Howe’s poem brought her great celebrity and with it a newfound level of personal autonomy. The Howeses’ marriage problems ceased with Samuel’s death in 1876. Indeed, her husband’s passing proved a moment of liberation for Howe, one she fully recognized. The first entry in her journal following his death read simply “Start my new life today.”

And what a life it became. Free to pursue her interests, Howe threw herself into numerous reform efforts. Particularly active in the women’s movement and a strong advocate of a woman’s right to vote, Howe helped found state, regional, and national suffrage associations. She edited the American Woman Suffrage Association’s paper, the Woman’s Journal, for 20 years. She organized the Association for the Advancement of Women to improve women’s education and entry into professions. In addition, she helped found the New England Women’s Club and served as director of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs in the 1890s. Howe also played a role in the creation of Mother’s Day, a commemoration that she envisioned as a day for women to come together to discuss how to achieve world peace—something that, if accomplished, would be their ultimate legacy to their children.

Howe’s wide-ranging body of work as a writer placed her among the nation’s elite, and her stature was affirmed when she became the first woman elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters. Her circle of friends and acquaintances, a virtual who’s who of the literary 19th century, included luminaries ranging from Raldo Waldo Emerson to Mark Twain, from Oscar Wilde to William Dean Howell. Living into her 90s, Howe died in 1910 but not before she was able to enjoy seeing herself and her work celebrated across the country in fitting tributes to the woman some called the “Queen of America.”

William H. Pruden III
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Julia Ward Howe’s “Battle-Hymn of the Republic” (1861)

Julia Ward Howe was an author and activist. On a visit to Washington, D.C., at the beginning of the American Civil War, she wrote this anthem to the tune of the then famous song “John Brown’s Body” at the behest of her minister, who felt that the soldiers needed something stirring to sing as they marched. Her husband had contributed to Brown’s raid on Harpers Ferry but had always disapproved of Howe’s writing career. The power and popularity of the song outlived his attitude and nearly became a new national anthem. It has been used at the funerals of Winston Churchill and Robert Kennedy and was quoted by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in his “I’ve Been to the Mountaintop” speech on the night before he was assassinated.

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;

He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword:

His truth is marching on.

I have seen Him in the watch-fires of a hundred circling camps;

They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps;

I can read His righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps.

His day is marching on.

I have read a fiery gospel, writ in burnished rows of steel:

“As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall deal;

Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his heel,

Since God is marching on.”

He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat;

He is sifting out the hearts of men before his judgment-seat:

Oh! be swift, my soul, to answer Him! be jubilant, my feet!

Our God is marching on.

In the beauty of the lilies Christ was born across the sea,

With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me:

As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,

While God is marching on.

Source: Julia Ward Howe, “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” Atlantic, February 1862.



Jacobi, Mary Putnam (1842–1906)

Mary Putnam Jacobi, a prominent physician and champion of women’s rights, was born in London on August 31, 1842, to New York publisher George Palmer Putnam and Victorine Haven. From her early days, Jacobi had decided to be a doctor and pursued the aim with determination. Although her parents disliked Jacobi’s choice of medical profession as a career, they supported her materially and emotionally.

Jacobi became the first female graduate from the New York College of Pharmacy in 1863 before entering the Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, where she received her diploma in 1864. Jacobi did her internship and studied clinical medicine along with fellow female residential physicians Marie Zakrzewska and Lucy Sewall for a year at New England Hospital for Women and Children in Boston. Not happy with the levels of medical education for women in the United States, Jacobi went to Paris to continue her education.

After applying many times, Jacobi became the first woman admitted to the École de Médecine in 1866. She earned her medical degree in 1871 along with a bronze medal for her thesis “De la Graisse Neutre et de les Acides Gras” (Neutral Fats and Fatty Acids). After returning to New York, she set up a private clinical practice while teaching at the New York Infirmary for Women and Children, established by Elizabeth Blackwell, the first American woman to receive a medical degree in the United States. In the same vein, Jacobi founded the Association for the Advancement of the Medical Education of Women in 1872 with the objective of raising the standard of medical education for women.

In 1873 Jacobi married prominent pediatrician Abraham Jacobi, who had opened the first children’s clinic in the United States. They had three children, though only their daughter Marjorie lived to adulthood. By 1874 Mary Jacobi was head of the pediatric wing for outpatients at Mount Sinai Hospital, and by 1882 she had become a professor of children’s diseases at the New York Postgraduate Medical School.

Jacobi was a prolific writer, touching on diverse subjects. She authored books and gave public speeches on medicine, science, and women’s rights. Her treatise “Common Sense” Applied to Woman Suffrage (1894) was a revised version of an address given at the constitutional convention in Albany the same year. From 1874 to 1903 she served as president of Association for the Advancement of the Medical Education of Women, and from 1893 to 1902 she was a visiting physician to St. Marks Hospital. In medical philosophy Jacobi was for a blending of clinical medicine and scientific research in medical sciences. Two of her standard books were On the Use of the Cold Pack Followed by Massage in the Treatment of Anemia (1880), with Victoria A. White, and Essays on Hysteria, Brain Tumor, and Some Other Cases of Nervous Disease (1888). Jacobi’s articles on medical sciences included varied topics such as convulsive disease, malformation of the heart, tuberculosis, diphtheria, morbid and normal physiology, insanity, facial paralysis, and typhoid. She was an antivivisectionist who opposed the dissection of and experimentation on live animals.

Jacobi won the Harvard University Boylston Prize for original essay in 1876 for an article on menstruation titled “The Question of Rest for Women during Menstruation,” in which she dispelled the popular myths about menstruation and clearly demonstrated through scientific charts and tables that a woman’s strength, efficiency, and agility remained intact. Common medical wisdom at the time held that menstruation was a disease-like process that significantly debilitated women, and in spite of the article’s prize-winning status, it took the medical profession quite some time to embrace Jacobi’s thesis.

Jacobi was a remarkable scientist, and her last article, on the clinical study of brain tumors, was titled “Description of Early Symptoms of the Meningeal Tumor Compressing the Cerebellum.” Interestingly, she died from a brain tumor on June 10, 1906. A pathfinder in the world of medicine, Jacobi is remembered for her contribution to medical education for women and also as a wonderful teacher, a brilliant researcher, an outstanding author, and a dedicated doctor.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Keckley, Elizabeth (1818–1907)

Author Elizabeth Hobbs Keckley was a former slave and seamstress. She is best known for being the seamstress, personal dresser, and confidante to First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln. Keckley chronicled her rise from house slave to prominent businesswoman in her autobiography Behind the Scenes: Or Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House. The work is considered a valuable source concerning the intimate details of the Lincoln family.

Keckley was born in 1818 in Virginia to Agnes and George Pleasant Hobbs, though her master, Armistead Burwell, was her biological father. When Keckley was 4 years old, she was charged with tending Burwell’s infant. On one occasion Keckley accidentally dropped the baby and was severely beaten. In 1832 Armistead Burwell loaned Keckley, who was 14 years old, to his eldest son Robert Burwell, a Presbyterian minister. Because Robert could not afford slaves, Keckley performed the work of three servants. In 1835, Robert accepted a church position in Hillsborough, North Carolina. Keckley’s stay in Hillsborough was marked with brutal treatment. In addition to working for the Burwells, she also worked for William Bingham, a next door neighbor. Keckley described Bingham as a hard, cruel man. She tried to defend herself against Bingham’s beatings but was unsuccessful. During the attacks by Bingham, Keckley held her screams inside so as to not to reveal her pain. She also received unwanted sexual attention from Alexander Kirkland, a prominent white man of Hillsborough. For 4 years, Keckley was forced to have sex with Kirkland, which resulted in the birth of her only child, a son born in 1838. She named her son George in honor of her slave father George Hobbs.

In 1842 Keckley came under the control of Hugh Garland and his wife Anne, daughter of Armistead Burwell. Keckley’s time with the Garland family marked a new direction for her life. She married James Keckley, but the two eventually separated. Even though her marriage was unhappy, she gained success as a seamstress, dressing some of the elite ladies of St. Louis. Using the money she made from dressmaking, she was able to purchase her and her son’s freedom for $1,200.

As a freed woman, Keckley left St. Louis for Baltimore, Maryland. She began a school to teach sewing and pattern making to young colored women; however, this was an unsuccessful endeavor. She then moved to Washington, D.C., thinking that the city would provide ample opportunities to sew for politicians’ wives. It was in Washington that she gained prominence as a sought-after modiste, or independent dressmaker, and built a network of notable clients, including Varina Davis, wife of Senator Jefferson Davis; Adele Cutts Douglas, wife of Senator Stephen Douglas; and Mary Todd Lincoln, who employed Keckley as her seamstress and personal dresser. Keckley and Lincoln became close friends.

Keckley also experienced the effects of the American Civil War. In 1861 she mourned the death of her son, who was killed in the Battle of Wilson’s Creek. Noting the number of former slaves entering Washington, D.C., in search of refuge and assistance, she organized the Contraband Relief Association. Because escaped slaves were not legally freed persons, the federal government declared them seized property, or contraband of war. Thus, escaped slaves were referred to as contraband. The Contraband Relief Association helped freed persons find housing, clothing, and medical care.

In 1868, Keckley published her autobiography Behind the Scenes. She hoped to give the funds from the book’s publication to Mrs. Lincoln, who was experiencing financial difficulties. Part slave narrative and part Lincoln family biography, the book contained unedited letters between Keckley and Mrs. Lincoln and provided an intimate portrait of the Lincoln family. Robert Lincoln, Mrs. Lincoln’s son, was offended and had the book suppressed. Mrs. Lincoln was angered that the work revealed her correspondence with Keckley.

In 1892, Keckley joined the faculty of Wilberforce University as a sewing instructor. She resigned a year later due to ill health. Toward the end of her life she moved into the National Home for Destitute Colored Women and Children, an institution created in part by the Contraband Relief Association. Keckley died at age 89 on May 26, 1907.
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Excerpts from Elizabeth Keckley’s Memoir Behind the Scenes (1868)

In 1868 Elizabeth Keckley, a former slave and dressmaker to Mary Todd Lincoln, published her memoir, Behind the Scenes. The following is an excerpt from that book wherein she describes the deal she made with her master to purchase freedom for herself and her son.

About this time Mr. Keckley, whom I had met in Virginia and learned to regard with more than friendship, came to St. Louis. He sought my hand in marriage, and for a long time I refused to consider his proposal; for I could not bear the thought of bringing children into slavery—of adding one single recruit to the millions bound to hopeless servitude, fettered and shackled with chains stronger and heavier than manacles of iron.

I made a proposition to buy myself and son; the proposition was bluntly declined, and I was commanded never to broach the subject again. I would not be put off thus, for hope pointed to a freer, brighter life in the future. Why should my son be held in slavery? I often asked myself. He came into the world through no will of mine, and yet, God only knows how I loved him. The Anglo-Saxon blood as well as the African flowed in his veins; the two currents commingled—one singing of freedom, the other silent and sullen with generations of despair. Why should not the Anglo-Saxon triumph—why should it be weighed down with the rich blood typical of the tropics? Must the life-current of one race bind the other race in chains as strong and enduring as if there had been no Anglo-Saxon taint? By the laws of God and nature, as interpreted by man, one-half of my boy was free, and why should not this fair birthright of freedom remove the curse from the other half—raise it into the bright, joyous sunshine of liberty? I could not answer these questions of my heart that almost maddened me, and I learned to regard human philosophy with [dis]trust.

Much as I respected the authority of my master, I could not remain silent on a subject that so nearly concerned me. One day, when I insisted on knowing whether he would permit me to purchase myself, and what price I must pay for myself, he turned to me in a petulant manner, thrust his hand into his pocket, drew forth a bright silver quarter of a dollar, and proffering it to me, said:

“Lizzie, I have told you often not to trouble me with such a question. If you really wish to leave me, take this: it will pay the passage of yourself and boy on the ferry-boat, and when you are on the other side of the river you will be free. It is the cheapest way that I know of to accomplish what you desire.”

I looked at him in astonishment, and earnestly replied: “No, master, I do not wish to be free in such a manner. If such had been my wish, I should never have troubled you about obtaining your consent to my purchasing myself. I can cross the river any day, as you well know, and have frequently done so, but will never leave you in such a manner. By the laws of the land I am your slave—you are my master, and I will only be free by such means as the laws of the country provide.” He expected this answer, and I knew that he was pleased. Some time afterwards he told me that he had reconsidered the question; that I had served his family faithfully; that I deserved my freedom, and that he would take $1200 for myself and boy.

Source: Elizabeth Keckley, Behind the Scenes, or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (New York: G. W. Carleton, 1868), 43–55.



Ladies’ Aid Societies/Soldiers’ Aid Societies

Both Union and Confederate women organized ladies’ aid societies, or soldiers’ aid societies, during the American Civil War (1861–1865) to improve conditions for soldiers and boost morale of both men at the war front and people on the home front. Upwards of 20,000 ladies’ aid societies were formed during the war. Many were disbanded at the end of the war, but some were transformed into reform or memorial associations to care for veterans and remember the war dead.

Benevolent work was a socially acceptable way for women to support the war effort. Their function, as with similar groups operating during the American Revolutionary War, was to provide aid to soldiers by sewing and knitting clothing articles, preparing and providing food, manufacturing cartridges for firearms, and performing hospital work that included health care, letter writing, and reading to soldiers. As a result of women’s service in aid societies during the Civil War, networks were established that later paved the way for women’s rights organizing.

The 19th-century ideal of soldiers’ aid societies stemmed from the work of Florence Nightingale (1820–1910) during the Crimean War. The United States Sanitary Commission emerged out of the grassroots efforts of the Women’s Central Association of Relief (WCAR), established by Elizabeth Blackwell (1821–1910) to be a national clearinghouse for local benevolence. In the South, where stricter ideas about women’s place constrained women’s public activity, women organized to raise funds to bury the Confederate dead and establish cemeteries and monuments. Over the course of the war, members gained agency and political experience, and many women had the opportunity for the first time to speak in public at rallies.

Ladies’ aid societies hosted community fairs to fund-raise for supplies. They evolved antebellum sewing circles to new levels of grassroots organizing to manufacture blankets and all sorts of clothing for soldiers. As the war progressed and raw materials became scarce (especially in the South), societies organized drives to collect household fabrics to recycle into new cloth. Women on both sides of the conflict put together fairs where homemade food and crafts were sold, collectively raising unprecedented amounts of money, in the millions of dollars, for their respective sides. Children also recycled and repurposed paper ephemera the way we recycle today, to make new things. In the absence of men in households, women were allowed to take on more productive roles in supporting the war effort and produced salable items sold during a flurry of children’s fairs held to raise cash and supplies along with schools that gathered wagons of food and linens for local companies and army hospitals.

Clara Barton (1821–1912) could be described as an indefatigable one-woman ladies’ aid society because of her independent work as a battlefield nurse. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony asked women to put aside agitating for women’s rights and established the Women’s Loyal National League in 1863 to support the war effort and lobby for the abolition of slavery.

Thousands of lesser-known women worked in aid societies as well. Annie Turner Wittenmyer (1827–1900) worked for the Keokuk Ladies’ Soldiers’ Aid Society to supply the needs for soldiers camped along the Mississippi River in 1861. In Iowa, the state paid women to travel the Mississippi on hospital ships, some of which served in combat. Wittenmyer later developed Special Diet Kitchens in 1864 within hospitals where menus were developed for sick soldiers as an offshoot of the United States Christian Commission (USCC) that did benevolent work on the war front. At the end of the war, many of the southern ladies’ aid societies were transformed into memorial associations. Members of the USCC went on to serve in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union.

Meredith Eliassen
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Lincoln, Mary Todd (1818–1882)

Mary Todd Lincoln was Abraham Lincoln’s (1809–1865) wife and first lady during his presidency. Her odd behavior and mental health issues have contributed to her negative image. However, Lincoln encouraged her advice, and she contributed to Lincoln’s presidency by engaging in various kinds of public service.

Mary was born in Lexington, Kentucky, on December 13, 1818. Robert Smith Todd, her father, was a businessman and wealthy slave owner. Mary lived a privileged life. Robert made sure that all his children, including Mary, received a quality education. She enjoyed school and excelled at it. By the age of 17 Mary had received 12 years of formal schooling, which surpassed the formal education of most people during the antebellum era, making her an intelligent, articulate, and outspoken woman for her time. In 1836 when she was 18, Mary went to live with her married sister in Springfield, Illinois. She had several suitors, including the later famous senator Stephen Douglas (1813–1861), but she met and chose Lincoln in 1839, a young lawyer and politician who had served in the Illinois state legislature. After a complicated courtship, the couple married in 1842 and had four sons.

Mary Lincoln tended to domestic work for the next two decades while her husband practiced law. During that time, Lincoln encouraged her husband’s interest in politics. In 1846 Abraham was elected to the U.S. Congress, where he served for one term. In 1850, their son Edward died of tuberculosis. The couple suffered greatly from their loss. Mary complained of headaches and had anger management problems. Lincoln fell into depression, a problem with which he suffered his entire life. Nonetheless, the Lincolns leaned on each other during the difficult time.
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Widely misunderstood and often reviled, First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln managed to straddle the uncomfortable social divide created by the Civil War. She did much to support her husband during his difficult presidency and even more to preserve his memory after his assassination. (Library of Congress)

In 1858, Lincoln ran against Stephen Douglas in a bid for a seat in the U.S. Senate. Lincoln lost the Senate race, but the debates between the two men brought Lincoln national attention. Two years later, the Republican Party nominated Lincoln as its candidate in the 1860 presidential election.

Mary campaigned for her husband in Springfield. She wrote letters and spoke with reporters on his behalf when he was not home. However, when they arrived at the capital, she discovered that her political activities were frowned upon by politicians and by their wives. Consequently, she sought other ways to contribute to her husband’s presidency. She asked Congress for money to refurbish the White House. When she spent the four-year allowance in less than a year, critics pounced on the first lady. Newspapers declared that while men were sacrificing their lives on the battlefields, the first lady was spending lavishly. In fairness, the White House was dilapidated when the Lincolns moved in, and Mary Lincoln correctly understood that it would not do for the national residence.

Other critics questioned Mary’s loyalty because she had relatives fighting for the Confederacy. In spite of the fact that Mary came from a slave-owning family, she was an abolitionist and a loyal unionist. She encouraged the president to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, hosted antislavery gatherings at the White House, visited wounded soldiers in the local hospitals, surveyed the troops (often with her husband), and raised funds for the Contraband Relief Association for freed slaves.

After the death of their second son, William, in 1862, Mary turned to Spiritualism as a way of dealing with her grief. Blaming herself for Lincoln’s death when he was assassinated in 1865 and overcome with grief, she began acting strangely. For example, she refused to vacate the White House for several months. In debt, she borrowed from friends. Mary sold her expensive dresses to raise money, and she petitioned Congress for a pension.

In 1871 their third son, Tad, died. Mary Lincoln became depressed, and her only remaining son, Robert Todd, had her committed in 1875, perhaps in an effort to gain control of her finances and property. However, she was able to win her freedom and property in a trial in 1876. Faced with the embarrassment of the trial, the threat of her son taking further action against her, and a tell-all book published by Elizabeth Keckley (1818–1907), her seamstress, Mary sailed to Europe. She traveled Europe and lived in France for several years, until severe cataracts and a spinal cord injury made life abroad difficult. She lived with her sister Elizabeth Edwards in Springfield, Illinois, and died there on July 16, 1882.

Rolando Avila
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Two Letters of Mary Todd Lincoln (1862, 1870)

Mary Todd Lincoln served as first lady during the American Civil War while her husband, Abraham Lincoln, served as president and her brothers and stepbrothers served in the Confederate Army. She was seated beside her husband when he was assassinated at Ford’s Theatre in 1865, and she thereafter fell into deep grief. Ten years later her eldest son had her committed to a psychiatric hospital, although four years later she was deemed sound enough to live out her retirement with her sister.

1. MARY LINCOLN TO HER HUSBAND (1862)

In this letter to the president, Mary Lincoln not only updates her husband on family matters but also presses for the replacement of General George McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac.

[New York]

Nov 2nd [1862]

My Dear Husband—

I have waited in vain to hear from you, yet as you are not given to letter writing, will be charitable enough to impute your silence, to the right cause. Strangers come up from W- & tell me you are well—which satisfies me very much—Your name is on every lip and many prayers and good wishes are hourly sent up, for your welfare—and McClellan & his slowness are as vehemently discussed. Allowing this beautiful weather, to pass away, is disheartening the North—

Dear little Taddie is well and enjoying himself very much—Gen and Mrs Anderson & myself called on yesterday to see Gen Scott—He looks well although complaining of Rheumatism. A day or two since, I had one of my severe attacks, if it had not been for Lizzie Keckley, I do not know what I should have done—Some of these periods, will launch me away—All the distinguished in the land, have tried how polite & attentive, they could be to me, since I came up here—Many say, they would almost worship you, if you would put a fighting General, in the place of McClellan. This would be splendid weather, for an engagement. I have had two suits of clothes made for Taddie which will come to 26 dollars—Have to get some fur outside wrappings for the coachman’s carriage trappings. Lizzie Keckley, wants me to loan her thirty dollars—so I will have to ask for a check, of $100-which will soon be made use of, for these articles—I must send you, Taddies’s tooth—I want to leave here for Boston, on Thursday & if you will send the check by Tuesday, will be much obliged—

One line, to say that we are occasionally remembered will be gratefully received by yours very truly

M. L.

I enclose you a note from Mr Stewart, he appears very solicitous about his young friend. Mr S. is so strong a Union man—& asks so few favors—if it came in your way, perhaps it would not be amiss to oblige—

Source: Thomas F. Schwartz and Anne V. Shaughnessy, “Unpublished Mary Lincoln Letters,” Journal of the Abraham Lincoln Association 11(1) (1990): 34–49. Copyright © Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois.

2. MARY LINCOLN TO JAMES H. ORNE (1870)

In this letter, written five years after her husband’s death, Mary Lincoln asks about the payment of pension monies to her by the Senate.

To James H. Orne

Marienbad, Bohemia

May 28th 1870

Hon. James H. Orne

My dear Sir:

The letter & paper of May 3d, which you so kindly sent me, was received here, a day or two since. Since that time alas, to judge from the report of the Senate Committee etc. etc. there is to my mind, so troubled with anxiety & sorrow—but little chance of the noble work of the House, being responded to—by the Senate. Mr. Edmunds, the Sen. (in the place of that good, noble and true gentlemen, dear Senator Foote) appears vehemently determined—that cruel injustice shall be rendered to the bereaved family of the man, who was above all others, in the great work of the War. If I could possibly live, otherwise than to be a mortification to myself—I would not make the least request—at the hands of those—who could so ameliorate my sad condition. I am almost helpless. [T]here are days when I cannot walk straight. I am unable to wait upon myself from very frequent illness—as in the only plainest & most obscure way, I can keep myself—assuredly with my small means I cannot keep a servant. I wrote you, dear Mr. Orne, a hurried but sincere statement of facts, a week since from Egèr, en route here. Then I told you, what my eldest son & myself, have always kept to ourselves—that so soon—as my senses could be regained—I had every Wash. & every other indebtedness—sent to me & out of every dollar—I could command—I paid to the uttermost farthing. In some cases, known by me & the Administrator—but in a very few—it was all done by ourselves my son & myself out of my money so that it should be said—that President Lincoln—was not in debt. This is one of the causes, why I am so straightened now—for living as we were compelled to, my husband not being a rich man and we had to pay enormous prices for everything—those war times. When I now hear, from cruel wicked reckless assertions—how rich I am—often wanting for a meal—that I would daily offer a hungry wayfarer—If I could. My broken heart cries aloud and I sigh more than ever to be at rest by my darling husband’s side. Under any circumstances, I believe I should have hastened to settle any indebtedness against the estate, but being often told—that the remaining salary of the four years, would be given to the family. All I wished then was to die, if it had been Our Heavenly Fathers will—and the great sorrow & oftentimes cruelty—I have endured since, does not soften the aspect of life—or deprive it of its bitterness. Please write me on receipt of this a candid statement and your just views of the situation of affairs.

I wrote you in my letter from Egèr that on receipt of the refusal of the Sen. Com to confirm the bill—it was deemed best by my physician & two or three friends, that I should come on here—my mind is in such a disturbed state and truth to say—I am so unpleasantly situated—so unable to place myself in quarters—that one bearing my name, should occupy—that I am uncomfortable here. My health is very poor—so much so, since I have been here, now one week—I have had to send for the old physician of the place, two or three times—no menial near to assist me, if I was dying. Will not this condition of affairs, be rectified by a people—who are the nobles of the earth, could my devoted and indulgent husband, ever have anticipated—such a return—for the work of freedom & saving his country—from a rebellious foe! Whilst I am writing, I am in receipt of a letter from my young son, saying that Mrs. Orne & her family have arrived at Frankfurt and he has seen them! I feel like flying back—but will certainly very much shorten my stay here—to return to see them. There never was such goodness and nobleness of heart, I believe in any other woman in the world, as Mrs. Orne possesses. Her loving sympathy, has been a great comfort to me—I will write her at once. If she had written me, she would have been coming earlier than July to Germany—I would have waited for her—as it is—two weeks hence—I return to Frankfurt.

Hoping you will excuse this letter—which in your great goodness—under the present trying circumstances—I am sure you will—and earnestly requesting—your views of affairs & prospects in A. I remain most respectfully your friend

Mary Lincoln

Source: Thomas F. Schwartz and Anne V. Shaughnessy, “Unpublished Mary Lincoln Letters,” Journal of the Abraham Lincoln Association 11(1) (1990): 34–49. Copyright © Board of Trustees of the University of Illinois.



Livermore, Mary Ashton Rice (1820–1905)

Educator, journalist, nurse, and proponent of women’s rights, Mary Ashton Rice Livermore is most remembered for her role in promoting the United States Sanitary Commission during the American Civil War (1861–1865) and for her work in the women’s suffrage movement. Livermore was born in Boston, Massachusetts, to Timothy and Zebiah Vose Ashton Rice. Her father, though a strict Baptist, believed in educating his daughters. Livermore was able to attend the Hancock School, from which she graduated at age 14. During the 1830s Boston did not offer advanced education for women, so Livermore apprenticed as a dressmaker. At the end of her apprenticeship Timothy Rice enrolled his daughter in the Charlestown Female Seminary. Livermore’s academic excellence led to a position as a live-in tutor for a planter’s children in Virginia in 1839.

Livermore lived in Virginia for less than three years but remembered it as being a crucial period in her development as an activist. She was fond of the family she worked for, but during this time she was exposed to the inhumane treatment of slaves: the beatings and the separation of slave families due to sale. In 1842 Livermore left Virginia and returned to Massachusetts, committed to abolition and the temperance movement. In 1844 she found the Baptist Church limited and was drawn to the Universalist Church. While attending the Universalist Church in Duxbury, Livermore began sharing books with the young minister whom she would marry in 1845, Daniel Livermore. Like many reformers of the era, the Livermores had the word “obey” removed from their marriage vows.

Daniel Livermore accepted a position as pastor in Fall River, Massachusetts, and the two relocated in 1845. Mary Livermore enjoyed being a pastor’s wife and began writing poems and stories for church publications. In 1847 Daniel Livermore again relocated for a position as pastor in Stafford, Connecticut, and from there the Livermores moved first to Quincy, Illinois, and then to Chicago in 1857. Mary Livermore continued her work with temperance as well as other benevolent work such as poor relief for women and children. When the Civil War broke out in 1861, she became involved with the United States Sanitary Commission and was sent to study Union hospitals on the western war front. During her investigations Livermore assisted in surgery, interviewed wounded soldiers, and comforted dying men. She found that doctors were desperate for supplies. Illiterate dying men begged Livermore to assist them in writing final letters to loved ones. At the end of 1862 Livermore traveled to Washington, D.C., for meetings with President Abraham Lincoln and federal superintendent of nurses Dorthea Dix to discuss the situation facing Union hospitals. Following these meetings Livermore was appointed associate manager of the United States Sanitary Commission in Chicago. The position paid $1,000 a year and was an important step in transitioning women’s benevolent work from volunteer-based to professional employment.
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Cofounder of the American Woman Suffrage Association, Mary Livermore devoted her life to working for equality for women. She also organized much needed medical relief services during the Civil War. (Library of Congress)

Livermore’s philanthropic work during the Civil War earned tens of thousands of dollars for the United States Sanitary Commission. As a career woman, Livermore became increasingly aware of legal restrictions on women. Despite having earned her promotion within the United States Sanitary Commission, her wages legally belonged to her husband. When she hired a contractor to construct a building for the United States Sanitary Commission, her husband had to sign the paperwork to make it legal.

After the Civil War, Livermore became dedicated to women’s suffrage. In 1869 she organized the first women’s rights convention to be held in Chicago, which concluded with the formation of the Illinois Woman Suffrage Association, of which she was elected president.

In 1871 the Livermores moved back to Boston, where Livermore continued her work as a journalist and a suffragist speaking publicly for women’s rights. She remained an active political participant, orator, and suffragist until the end of her life. Her autobiography My Story of the War was published in 1887 and celebrated the contribution of nurses and soldiers during the Civil War. In it she also wrote of the many females who dressed as males, such as Loreta Velazquez, to serve as soldiers in the war. Livermore died in 1905 at the age of 84.

Laura J. Ping
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Minor v. Happersett (1875)

The U.S. Supreme Court decision Minor v. Happersett (21 Wall [88 U.S.] 162 [1875]), ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment did not guarantee women a right to vote equal to men. Rather, the Court ruled that while women were and always had been citizens under the U.S. Constitution, the determination of voting eligibility resided not with the federal government but instead with the states, a historic tradition that the recently adopted Fourteenth Amendment did nothing to alter.

The case began in the aftermath of the 1872 election when Virginia Minor’s attempt to register to vote was rebuffed by St. Louis registrar Reese Happersett. An active suffragette, Minor was a founder of the Woman Suffrage Association of Missouri in 1867, the first organization whose sole focus was securing women’s right to vote. She and her husband Francis were also members of the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), headed by women’s rights activists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony.

The NWSA sought to use the 1872 election to force the issue of woman’s suffrage, hoping to gain support and publicity for their cause. As part of that effort, Minor sought to register to vote on October 15, 1872, but she was refused on the grounds that she was a woman. Many women attempted to register to vote that year and were arrested, but Minor responded to her rejection by suing. Ironically, the suit had to be filed by her husband because married woman could not file suit in Missouri courts. The suit argued that women were citizens under the Fourteenth Amendment, and so states could not abridge their right to vote. The Minors lost in local court and appealed. In May 1873 the Missouri Supreme Court rejected the appeal, ruling that the Fourteenth Amendment was aimed at protecting the rights of the newly freed slaves and was not intended to prevent the states from limiting the franchise to men.

The Minors appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. The Court’s unanimous decision, authored by Chief Justice Morrison Waite and handed down in March 1875, addressed two fundamental issues. The first was whether the Fourteenth Amendment made women citizens. The Court also considered whether a citizen’s right to vote could be denied by the states. In his decision, the chief justice asserted that the Fourteenth Amendment reaffirmed women’s citizenship but also that they had been citizens before the amendment’s passage. Using history and legal research, he made the definitive assertion that women were citizens of the United States.

Waite next turned his attention to the question of women’s right to vote, undertaking a historical review of the nation’s treatment of that right and process and its relationship to citizenship. At the outset, Waite noted that the Constitution did not explicitly guarantee the right to vote to citizens. In reviewing the history of voting in the United States, the chief justice found no evidence of any national standard for voting. Waite noted that the states can and have extended the right of suffrage but have also withdrawn it. Voting restrictions varied from state to state, but the pattern and the approach were clear—the right of suffrage was a decision left to each individual state. On behalf of the unanimous Court, the chief justice concluded that there was no universal right to vote attached to citizenship, and thus a state could, as Missouri had done in the case of Virginia Minor, legitimately deny female citizens the right to vote.

The Court’s decision represented a setback for the advocates of women’s suffrage. Denied a judicial solution that left little room for hope, they were left with two options—a state-by-state campaign to gain the vote or the pursuit of a constitutional amendment that would guarantee women’s right to vote. Over the course of the next 50 years, suffrage advocates used both approaches. While a number of states, especially in the developing West, opened the franchise to women, it was not until ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment that women were guaranteed the right to vote throughout the United States.

William H. Pruden III
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Minor v. Happersett: On the Constitutionality of Denying Votes to Women (1875)

In 1875, the U.S. Supreme Court decided that the right of citizenship did not extend to the right to vote. Thus, it was legal for women who were citizens to be denied the right to vote. The vote in the Court was unanimous, and the opinion concluded by saying that the law gave the justices very little leeway in the matter and that perhaps the law should be changed. This decision came in spite of the fact that the Fourteenth Amendment linked citizenship with voting in regard to men.

But if more is necessary to show that women have always been considered as citizens the same as men, abundant proof is to be found in the legislative and judicial history of the country. Thus, by the Constitution, the judicial power of the United States is made to extend to controversies between citizens of different States. Under this it has been uniformly held that the citizenship necessary to give the courts of the United States jurisdiction of a cause must be affirmatively shown on the record. Its existence as a fact may be put in issue and tried. If found not to exist the case must be dismissed. Notwithstanding this the records of the courts are full of cases in which the jurisdiction depends upon the citizenship of women, and not one can be found, we think, in which objection was made on that account. Certainly none can be found in which it has been held that women could not sue or be sued in the courts of the United States. Again, at the time of the adoption of the Constitution, in many of the States (and in some probably now) aliens could not inherit or transmit inheritance. There are a multitude of cases to be found in which the question has been presented whether a woman was or was not an alien, and as such capable or incapable of inheritance, but in no one has it been insisted that she was not a citizen because she was a woman. On the contrary, her right to citizenship has been in all cases assumed. The only question has been whether, in the particular case under consideration, she had availed herself of the right….

Other proof of like character might be found, but certainly more cannot be necessary to establish the fact that sex has never been made one of the elements of citizenship in the United States. In this respect men have never had an advantage over women. The same laws precisely apply to both. The fourteenth amendment did not affect the citizenship of women any more than it did of men. In this particular, therefore, the rights of Mrs. Minor do not depend upon the amendment. She has always been a citizen from her birth, and entitled to all the privileges and immunities of citizenship. The amendment prohibited the State, of which she is a citizen, from abridging any of her privileges and immunities as a citizen of the United States; but it did not confer citizenship on her. That she had before its adoption….

If the right of suffrage is one of the necessary privileges of a citizen of the United States, then the constitution and laws of Missouri confining it to men are in violation of the Constitution of the United States, as amended, and consequently void. The direct question is, therefore, presented whether all citizens are necessarily voters….

We have given this case the careful consideration its importance demands. If the law is wrong, it ought to be changed; but the power for that is not with us. The arguments addressed to us bearing upon such a view of the subject may perhaps be sufficient to induce those having the power, to make the alteration, but they ought not to be permitted to influence our judgment in determining the present rights of the parties now litigating before us. No argument as to woman’s need of suffrage can be considered. We can only act upon her rights as they exist. It is not for us to look at the hardship of withholding. Our duty is at an end if we find it is within the power of a State to withhold.

Being unanimously of the opinion that the Constitution of the United States does not confer the right of suffrage upon any one, and that the constitutions and laws of the several States which commit that important trust to men alone are not necessarily void, we AFFIRM THE JUDGMENT.

Source: Minor v. Happersett, 88 U.S. 162 (1875).



Mo-nah-se-tah (ca. 1851–1922)

Mo-nah-se-tah (Monasetah, Me-o-tzi) was the daughter of Chief Little Rock of the Southern Cheyennes. She served as an interpreter and scout for George Armstrong Custer both before and after Custer’s troops killed her father at the Battle of the Washita River in 1868. A number of sources say that she had one child, and perhaps two, by Custer, but other historians disagree.

On November 27, 1868, Custer and his troops attacked Chief Black Kettle’s village on the Washita River. Many of Black Kettle’s people, including women and children, were killed in the attack. Among those dead was Chief Little Rock, who had a 17-year-old daughter, Mo-nah-se-tah. Fifty-three women and children were taken captive after the battle.

According to some sources, Mo-nah-se-tah worked for Custer as a scout both before and after the battle. According to several of Custer’s men, Custer had a physical relationship with Mo-nah-se-tah that produced a child, Yellow Bird (or Yellow Hair), in January 1869. Cheyenne oral history confirms this and indicates that Custer and Mo-nah-se-tah had a second child either later that year or the following year. Recent scholars have dismissed these accounts, in part because of the short interval between the battle and the birth of Mo-nah-se-tah’s first child and in part because Custer may have been sterile due to an illness he contracted at West Point.

Also, some historians, eager to protect Custer’s image, are loath to consider the possibility of both the marital infidelity and the racial injustice inherent in the story. Some historians concede that Mo-nah-se-tah had a blond child but contend that the child was fathered by Custer’s brother, Tom. In these disagreements the Custer/Mo-Nah-se-Tah story is not unlike the historical arguments about the relationship between Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson, with some historians continuing to argue that Jefferson would never have had a sexual relationship with a slave and with others insisting that Hemings’s children were fathered by some other Jefferson relative.

According to Custer’s book Life on the Plains (1874), the women and children captured at the Washita River were first taken to Fort Supply in the northwest Indian territory and later to Fort Hays, Kansas. Custer himself set out in pursuit of the remaining southern plains Indians. He took three captive women with him, Black Kettle’s sister Mah-wis-sa, a Sioux woman named Red Hair, and Mo-nah-se-tah and her baby. Custer described Mo-nah-se-tah as “an exceedingly comely squaw, possessing a bright, cheery face, a countenance beaming with intelligence, and a disposition more inclined to be merry than one usually finds among the Indians. She was probably rather under than over 20 years of age. Added to bright, laughing eyes, a set of pearly teeth, and a rich complexion, her well-shaped head was crowned with a luxuriant growth of the most beautiful silken tresses, rivaling in color the blackness of the raven and extending, when allowed to fall loosely over her shoulders, to below her waist.” Custer clearly found the girl attractive.

Mo-nah-se-tah became a favorite among the soldiers, who called her Sallie Ann. She was the only one of the three women to return to Fort Hays with Custer. There the 7th Cavalry camped on the banks of Big Creek near Fort Hays, while Sallie Ann and her baby were removed to the stockade. Following an abortive escape attempt, the prisoners were eventually released.

According to Gail Kelly-Custer, who claims to be a direct descendant of George Armstrong Custer and Mo-nah-se-tah, following Custer’s death at the Little Big Horn, their child Yellow Hair became acquainted with Custer’s sister, Margaret Calhoun, and they had a lifelong friendship. He was adopted by Custer’s half brother, Brice Custer, and renamed Josiah Custer. He later returned to Oklahoma to be near his mother, who had married a white man named John Isaac. According to most sources, Mo-nah-se-tah died in 1922.

The difficulty in knowing the truth about Mo-nah-se-tah’s story is suggestive both of the difficulty of doing Native American women’s history and the tangle of historical politics that comes with any suggestion that a famous or powerful white man had an inappropriate relationship with any woman, but particularly a woman of color. Many white men had illicit and not always consensual sexual relationships with Native American women, but whether or not Custer did remains open to argument.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Nightingale Plan

The Nightingale Plan, a model of how health-conscious hospitals should set up their wards, was named after the Englishwoman Florence Nightingale (1820–1910), who served as a nurse in the Crimean War (1853–1856). Afterward, she founded the first secular school for nursing in the world in London. She is credited with having helped to advance the knowledge of proper hygiene and treatment in hospitals and for setting about the training of professional nurses. News of her work inspired nurses in the American Civil War and the female volunteers of the United States Sanitary Commission, who put Nightingale’s plans into action in that conflict. American women also used Nightingale’s writings as the basis for the professionalization of nursing and the transformation of nursing into an female profession.

During the early 19th century, germ theory and basic hygienic practices were largely unknown to most physicians. There was understanding that the overcrowding of people in hospitals and other areas could cause illness to spread, but this was seen as a result of impurities in the air, not viruses or harmful bacteria. Water- and food-borne diseases were not fully understood or identified. Even Nightingale did not think that diseases could spread from contact; however, she did see that certain environmental factors could be detrimental to the health of those recovering from wounds or illnesses.

During 19th-century England there were several breakouts of cholera and other epidemics that occurred in workhouses, boarding institutions, and other establishments housing large numbers of destitute people, including children. One institute in Tooting experienced a severe outbreak of cholera in the year 1849 in which a minimum of 200 poor children died. An inquest later revealed that the outbreak was a result of the children’s poor diet and overcrowding, which led to the spread of the disease. Most shocking for the British population was the high number of deaths caused by infection in the hospital in Scutari—located in what is now Istanbul—during the Crimean War. The barracks lacked nurses, nutritious food and clean water, a laundry, spare clothing, a kitchen for proper cooking, and appropriate tools and amenities to take care of the sick and wounded. The reality of the soldiers’ pitiful conditions eventually motivated the army to call out for aid. Nightingale and her nurses answered the call.

The Nightingale Nurses were not the only ones who worked with the infirm. Long before nurses were professionally trained and disciplined, religious groups, such as the Catholic Sisters of Mercy and the Church of England Sisters, had been reaching out to help with the sickly and dying wherever aid was required. After the Crimean War, Nightingale established a nursing school with the monetary gifts she received.

During the American Civil War, some infirmaries were taken care of by personal friends of Nightingale and other women who had studied Nightingale’s ideas of sanitation and nursing. Dorothea Dix, as the superintendent of army nurses, certainly understood and promoted the Nightingale Plan in her crusade to organize nurses and provide soldiers with adequate battlefield health care. Clara Barton, who founded the Red Cross, also knew something of the Nightingale Plan, though Barton’s work on the battlefield was often in conditions so rough that good hygienic practices were impossible. In the early 1900s multiple nations joined in the Red Cross movement, and in 1909 the parties agreed on a resolution that honored Nightingale and her work as being the starting point from which the Red Cross’s activities stemmed.

The mid-19th century was marked by humanitarian and architectural concerns in regard to public health centers. Nightingale’s work during the Crimean War inspired her to write pieces about improving the building structures of hospital wards, setting up wards with enough space to prevent impurities from filling up the air. The Nightingale ward plans were a long narrow block without high ceilings but with tall windows on both sides of the rooms at regular intervals to allow fresh air to continually move throughout the wards. Between each window was space for a single bed. While Nightingale is named after these plans, the idea was not hers alone. Nonetheless, her writings on nursing and hospital construction played an important role in American women’s history.

Therese Torres
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Nightingale Plan: Excerpts from Florence Nightingale’s Notes on Nursing (1859)

Florence Nightingale first published her Notes on Nursing in 1859. Combined with a set of plans for hospital and hospital ward constructions, the book creates the basis for the Nightingale Plan. The plan called for a new kind of nursing, first seen en masse in the United States during the American Civil War. Nightingale promoted the professionalization of nursing and discouraged the notion that any woman, regardless of training, could be a nurse. The following are the concluding words from Notes on Nursing.

Now for the caution:—It seems a commonly received idea among men and even among women themselves that it requires nothing but a disappointment in love, the want of an object, a general disgust, or incapacity for other things, to turn a woman into a good nurse.

This reminds one of the parish where a stupid old man was set to be schoolmaster because he was “past keeping the pigs.”

Apply the above receipt for making a good nurse to making a good servant. And the receipt will be found to fail.

Yet popular novelists of recent days have invented ladies disappointed in love or fresh out of the drawing-room turning into the war-hospitals to find their wounded lovers, and when found, forthwith abandoning their sick-ward for their lover, as might be expected. Yet in the estimation of the authors, these ladies were none the worse for that, but on the contrary were heroines of nursing.

What cruel mistakes are sometimes made by benevolent men and women in matters of business about which they can know nothing and think they know a great deal.

The everyday management of a large ward, let alone of a hospital—the knowing what are the laws of life and death for men, and what the laws of health for wards—(and wards are healthy or unhealthy, mainly according to the knowledge or ignorance of the nurse)—are not these matters of sufficient importance and difficulty to require learning by experience and careful inquiry, just as much as any other art? They do not come by inspiration to the lady disappointed in love, nor to the poor workhouse drudge hard up for a livelihood.

And terrible is the injury which has followed to the sick from such wild notions!

In this respect (and why is it so?), in Roman Catholic countries, both writers and workers are, in theory at least, far before ours. They would never think of such a beginning for a good working Superior or Sister of Charity. And many a Superior has refused to admit a Postulant who appeared to have no better “vocation” or reasons for offering herself than these.

It is true we make “no vows.” But is a “vow” necessary to convince us that the true spirit for learning any art, most especially an art of charity, aright, is not a disgust to everything or something else? Do we really place the love of our kind (and of nursing, as one branch of it) so low as this? What would the Mère Angélique of Port Royal, what would our own Mrs. Fry have said to this?

NOTE.—I would earnestly ask my sisters to keep clear of both the jargons now current every where (for they are equally jargons); of the jargon, namely, about the “rights” of women, which urges women to do all that men do, including the medical and other professions, merely because men do it, and without regard to whether this is the best that women, can do; and of the jargon which urges women to do nothing that men do, merely because they are women, and should be “recalled to a sense of their duty as women,” and because “this is women’s work,” and “that is men’s,” and “these are things which women should not do,” which is all assertion, and nothing more. Surely woman should bring the best she has, whatever that is, to the work of God’s world, without attending to either of these cries. For what are they, both of them, the one just as much as the other, but listening to the “what people will say,” to opinion, to the “voices from without?” And as a wise man has said, no one has ever done anything great or useful by listening to the voices from without.

You do not want the effect of your good things to be, “How wonderful for a woman!” nor would you be deterred from good things by hearing it said, “Yes, but she ought not to have done this, because it is not suitable for a woman.” But you want to do the thing that is good, whether it is “suitable for a woman” or not.

It does not make a thing good, that it is remarkable that a woman should have been able to do it. Neither does it make a thing bad, which would have been good had a man done it, that it has been done by a woman.

Oh, leave these jargons, and go your way straight to God’s work, in simplicity and singleness of heart.

Source: Florence Nightingale, Notes on Nursing (New York: D. Appleton, 1860), 135–136.



Nurses, Civil War

Motivated by patriotism, compassion, economic necessity, or obligation, black and white women nursed sick and injured soldiers on both sides of the conflict during the American Civil War. Female nurses confronted class and gender biases by taking on hospital work, paving the way for nursing to become an acceptable profession for middle-class women in the late 19th century. The vast majority of nurses did not continue their hospital work after the war, but a few prominent women continued to administer hospitals, train nurses, and receive medical training.

Hannah Ropes (1809–1863), an abolitionist who worked at Union Hospital in Washington, D.C., explained her motivations to care for soldiers: “I am a mother, and I have only to remember that each of these sick ones [has] a mother somewhere, and for the time I act for them” (Brumgardt 1980, 89). Female nurses acted as surrogate mothers and sisters, reminding sick and wounded soldiers of home. While Americans associated comfort, feeding, and caring for the sick with appropriate women’s roles, nursing strange men in a hospital challenged middle-class respectability.

Union and Confederate records are incomplete, and calculations vary based on one’s definition of “nurse.” Using a congressional study of hospital attendants compiled in 1890, Jane E. Schultz asserts that over 21,000 women nursed Union soldiers during the war. Regardless of job title (cook, matron, or nurse), nearly all women attendants were involved in some aspect of patient care, delivering food, cleansing wounds, or changing linens. Even regimental laundresses often doubled as nurses, caring for sick soldiers or assisting the wounded on the battlefield. Fewer white women worked in Confederate hospitals, as the system relied heavily on slave labor. Using the appropriations for the Confederate Medical Department, Libra R. Hilde (2012) estimates that 1,666 women worked as hospital matrons in 1864, and in 1863 nearly half of the attendants in Georgia’s 19 hospitals were enslaved. A few women, such as Clara Barton, tended soldiers on the battlefield, but most women nurses worked in urban areas far away from the fighting. Not all women accepted pay for their services, so actual numbers could be higher than these estimates.

The Confederate Army and the Union Army structured hospital work according to race and class. In 1861, U.S. secretary of war Simon Cameron appointed Dorothea L. Dix as superintendent of army nurses. An experienced activist for the mentally ill, Dix sought to manage the flood of volunteers who sought nursing positions. To avoid sexual innuendo and potential romantic attachments, Dix only approved applicants who were over age 30, were plain looking, and had certified recommendations from physicians and clergyman. Dix’s requirements reflected a preference for hiring mature, respectable white women in positions of authority, but aspiring nurses often maneuvered around Dix’s restrictions. In October 1863, disgruntled surgeons also undercut her authority when General Order No. 351 permitted the surgeon general to appoint nurses without Dix’s approval. Louisa May Alcott managed to gain a nursing position at the Union Hotel Hospital in Washington, D.C. Her story illustrates the danger of volunteering as a nurse in that she contracted typhoid after three weeks and nearly died. Her first book, Hospital Sketches, was a collection of letters from her nursing service.

Confederate hospital matrons also tended to be mature white women, widowed or unmarried, from the middle or upper classes. They managed a hospital’s domestic operations by securing and distributing food and supplies, overseeing the kitchen and laundry, and supervising hospital workers except physicians. In both Union and Confederate hospitals, ward nurses cleaned wounds, changed bandages, applied poultices, changed bedpans and linens, scrubbed floors, fed patients, wrote letters (if literate), and visited with patients. Ward nurses included middle- and working-class white women, convalescent soldiers, and Catholic sisters. Black men and women tended to be assigned the most menial or difficult tasks in the wards, laundries, and kitchens. The U.S. and Confederate governments recognized the value of women’s labor by paying them for their services. Although pay arrangements varied, Dix’s nurses earned 40 cents per day, and head matrons in Confederate hospitals earned $40 per month.

Approximately 600 sisters from 21 different religious communities nursed both Union and Confederate troops in hospitals, prisons, and transport ships between 1861 and 1865 (Maher 1989, 38, 70). Mary Denis Maher argues that the structure and training of their religious communities made Catholic sisters good fits for service in military hospitals. Communities with nursing experience, such as the Daughters of Charity, had the skills and discipline to work effectively with doctors and patients, manage supplies, and maintain the cleanliness of a hospital. Half of the sister-nurses who served during the war belonged to the Daughters of Charity, and 90 of them staffed Satterlee Hospital in Philadelphia, the largest Union hospital, which housed 7,000 patients after the Battle of Gettysburg. While sisters confronted anti-Catholic prejudices during the war, physicians generally appreciated their services. Reactions from other women nurses remained mixed. Some nurses and relief workers praised the sisters’ efforts, but conflicts could emerge partly because the sisters insisted on maintaining a hospital environment where they could follow their religious community’s rules and established procedures.

By working in a military hospital, women nurses from all backgrounds and income levels challenged 19th-century domestic ideology, which asserted that the proper place for middle-class women was in the home. While patients often appreciated their comforting presence, many physicians resisted women’s involvement in hospital work. Convalescent soldiers understood their place in the military hierarchy, but middle- and upper-class nurses expected to be treated as equals and often publicly criticized doctors’ and surgeons’ shortcomings.

Kristine Ashton Gunnell
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Civil War Nurses: Excerpts from the Diary of Kate Cumming (1866)

The following is an excerpt from the diary of Kate Cumming, who was a Confederate nurse. In 1866, she published A Journal of Hospital Life in the Confederate Army of Tennessee.

April 12—I sat up all night, bathing the men’s wounds, and giving them water. Every one attending to them seemed completely worn out. Some of the doctors told me that they had scarcely slept since the battle. As far as I have seen, the surgeons are very kind to the wounded, and nurse as well as doctor them. The men are lying all over the house, on their blankets, just as they were brought from the battle-field. They are in the hall, on the gallery, and crowded into very small rooms. The foul air from this mass of human beings at first made me giddy and sick, but I soon got over it. We have to walk, and when we give the men any thing kneel, in blood and water; but we think nothing of it at all. There was much suffering among the patients last night; one old man groaned all the time. He was about sixty years of age, and had lost a leg. He lived near Corinth, and had come there the morning of the battle to see his two sons, who were in the army, and he could not resist shouldering his musket and going into the fight. I comforted him as well as I could. He is a religious man, and prayed nearly all night. Another, a very young man, was wounded in the leg and through the lungs, had a most excruciating cough, and seemed to suffer awfully. One fine-looking man had a dreadful wound in the shoulder. Every time I bathed it he thanked me and seemed grateful. He died this morning before breakfast. Men who were in the room with him told me that he prayed all night. I trust that he is now at rest far from this dreary world of strife and bloodshed. I could fill whole pages with descriptions of the scenes before me. Other ladies have their special patients, whom they never leave. One of them, from Natchez, Miss., has been constantly by a young man, badly wounded, ever since she came here, and the doctors say that she has been the means of saving his life. Many of the others are doing the same. Mrs. Ogden and the Mobile ladies are below stairs. I have not even time to speak to them. Mr. Miller is doing much good; he is comforting the suffering and dying, and has already baptized some. This morning, when passing the front door, a man asked me if I had any thing to eat, which I could give to some men the depot awaiting transportation on the cars. He said that they had eaten nothing for some days. Some of the ladies assisting me, we took them hot coffee, bread and meat. The poor fellows ate eagerly, and seemed so thankful. One of the men, who was taking care of them, asked me where I was from. When I replied Mobile, he said that Mobile was the best place in the Confederacy. He was a member of the Twenty-first Alabama Regiment; I have forgotten his name. I have been busy all day, and can scarcely tell what I have been doing; I have not taken time to even eat, and certainly not time to sit down. There seems to be no order. All do as they please. We have men for nurses, and the doctors complain very much at the manner in which they are appointed; they are detailed from the different regiments, like guards. We have a new set every few hours. I can not see how it is possible for them to take proper care of the men, as nursing is a thing that has to be learned, and we should select our best men for it—as I am certain that none but good, conscientious persons will ever do justice to the patients.

Excerpt from The Reminiscences of the Life of a Nurse in Field, Hospital, and Camp during the Civil War, by Anna P. Erving, who published her memoir in 1904. What follows is Erving’s description of nursing at the battle of Antietam, a battle with the highest one day mortality count of any day in American history.

On the afternoon of the 17th of September, 18—, at about 5 o’clock, the ambulance corps came to a good farmer’s house and was given something to eat. With the women and girls, taking everything that could be of any use, we went out to do what we could to relieve the sufferings of the wounded and dying. We got very near the Dunkard or Menonite Church, but the shrieks and moans of the poor fellows who had been wounded were too much for us, so we were ordered to retreat. My companions were made deathly sick by the scenes around them, so I was left alone. I braced myself for the task and at sunrise I was on the spot. As many as could be put into the little church were carried there and attended to at once. The church was not very large—in fact only a common school house. The majority had to lie on the field until cars arrived to carry them to my camp. Before this the flag of truce—the white flag—had come, and immediately after this the wounded of both sides were carried off the field and the dead buried.

Source: Kate Cumming, A Journal of Hospital Life in the Confederate Army of Tennessee: From the Battle of Shiloh to the End of the War, edited by Richard Harwell (Louisiana State University Press, 1989), 120–122.



Pinkerton Detective Agency

The Pinkerton Detective Agency was the first American law enforcement organization to formally employ women as detectives, most notably Kate Warne and Hattie Lawson. The agency preceded the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and the Secret Service in the United States. The Pinkertons helped to shape the structure of those agencies when they were formed in the 20th century. For example, Allan Pinkerton formed a Gallery of Rogues, which was the foundation of the FBI’s Most Wanted list. Allan Pinkerton perfected the art of shadowing a suspect, using disguises and going undercover to outsmart criminals. It was in this spirit that he first employed women, reasoning that women would be able to get information out of men that male detectives could not.

At the time the agency formed, America’s expansion into the western frontier was growing rapidly as a multitude of railroad lines etched their way across the nation. Criminals took advantage of the transit systems that carried gold, money, and jewels from east to west and back again. After solving a highly publicized post office theft, Pinkerton secured contracts with several midwestern railroad companies as the first private detective agency hired for police protection. Pinkerton’s fame and credibility rose when, as a result of the agency’s role as hired train guards, they discovered and thwarted an assassination attempt on President-elect Abraham Lincoln, a coup the agency could not have accomplished without its female detectives.

Kate Warne, who was instrumental in uncovering the Lincoln assassination plan, known as the Baltimore Plot, was the first woman detective hired by Allan Pinkerton in 1856. Legend has it that Pinkerton agreed to hire her after she entered his office looking for a job on August 23, 1856. He later recalled that she pointed out that as a woman she could get criminals to reveal their secrets in a way a male operative never could. Warne had entrance to ladies’ restrooms, and she could befriend the wives of criminals and have access to female criminals. With a woman using the art of flirtation and feigned innocence, a man may reveal his secrets to her through boasting and bravado, or so Warne found. Pinkerton later wrote that he thought Warne was an exceptional and brilliant detective.

Warne was a recent widow in need of work when she approached Pinkerton. In her early 20s she had already worked as an actress, a job that perfectly suited her for the undercover work Pinkerton employed. Her background as an actress also suggests that Warne fell outside the boundaries of “respectable” womanhood and may have been more inclined to consider nontraditional work, such as detecting. Given Warne’s success, Pinkerton continued to hire female operatives in the next decade, making Warne the head female operative.

Warne’s most famous case involved the effort to expose a plot to assassinate Lincoln. The assassins planned to murder Lincoln en route from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, to Washington for his first inauguration. Having learned of the plot, Pinkerton installed a number of operatives in Baltimore, including Warne, to obtain clandestine information about the would-be killers. Acting as a Southern secessionist sympathizer, Warne gathered information that was central to the investigation. Later as Lincoln’s train traveled through the night, she pretended to be a woman accompanying her sick brother to Baltimore. In this guise she rode with Lincoln to Washington and protected him from harm. After the war Allan Pinkerton made Warne superintendent of his female detectives bureau. Warne demonstrated great courage, ingenuity, prowess, and intelligence in her role as America’s first female detective. She died on January 28, 1868, after contracting pneumonia. Allan Pinkerton buried her in his family plot.

Hattie Lawton also worked as a Pinkerton detective during the Civil War, both as an operative uncovering the Baltimore Plot and as a “secret service agent” for General George McClellan in Virginia. To prevent Lincoln’s assassination as he made his way by train to Washington, D.C., Lawton stood guard at one of the train stations at which Lincoln was scheduled to stop. In 1861, Lawton and Timothy Webster posed as man and wife and traveled to Richmond, the Confederate capital, to gather intelligence information. Black spy John Scobell went with them, posing as their slave servant. Webster became quite ill, and the group could not get out of Richmond when they fell under suspicion. Both Webster and Lawton were arrested, as were two male Pinkertons. Webster was executed in April 1862, but Lawton and the other male agents were freed in a prisoner exchange. Lawton earned her freedom when Confederate officials agreed to exchange her for notorious Confederate spy Belle Boyd. Historians know nothing about Lawton’s postwar life.

Unfortunately, the early records of the Pinkerton Detective Agency were lost in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. As a result, historians do not know much about Warne, Lawton, or other female Pinkertons. When Allan Pinkerton died in 1884, his sons Robert and William took over the agency. Failing to see the value of female detectives, they terminated the female detectives program. No formal policing agency hired female detectives for many years, though many police forces hired female clerical workers or assistants in the decades after the Civil War. In 1893, the Chicago Police Department hired Marie Owens, the widow of a policeman, to assist male detectives in cases involving women and children. In 1908, Portland, Oregon, made Lola Baldwin the first woman hired by a city government to be a police detective. Not until 1920 did policewomen become part of the street force.

Rhonda J. Chadwick
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Port Royal Experiment

The Port Royal Experiment, also known as the Sea Island Experiment, was begun by the Union Army during the American Civil War. It was a joint effort between the federal government and independent charitable and missionary groups to prepare newly freed slaves for citizenship. As such, it became a rehearsal for Reconstruction that would take place once the war ended. Women played an important role in the experiment. Both slave women trying to find their way in a new world of freedom and Northern white volunteer teachers and nurses contributed to the relative success of the enterprise.
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Numerous northern, white women volunteered with the Port Royal Experiment and Sea Island School to help prepare slaves for emancipation before the Civil War ended. The endeavor was considered an experiment bent on proving that slaves could be educated and trained so as to be free citizens of the United States. (Library of Congress)

After the fall of Fort Sumter in April 1861, President Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) ordered the blockade of all Southern ports to cut off the Confederates’ trade. The Battle of Port Royal was a Union victory, resulting in the capture of both Confederate forts there with minimal loss of life. Confederate forces retreated from the Sea Islands to the mainland as the Union moved in. Plantation owners panicked and fled, taking only a few belongings and leaving behind nearly 10,000 slaves.

Because they were not yet legally free, the slaves’ legal status was ambivalent. They were considered contraband of war, which meant that they could be legally confiscated by the federal government like any other property. The responsibility for dealing with them was turned over to the Department of the Treasury. During the first year of occupation, under the direction of Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase (1808–1873), treasury agents, eager antislavery volunteers, and the army took the first step in reconstructing the economy by paying so-called contraband slaves $1 for every 400 pounds of cotton they grew and harvested.

During the winter of 1861, there were shortages of food and no doctors or ministers to tend those sick in either body or soul. Many blacks went to the army camps looking for work or food, but some fell prey to unscrupulous officers who tried to sell them abroad. Slave women and their children were particularly vulnerable to the poor conditions and false promises of help. The army called on charitable groups to provide aid. Many organizations responded, including the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society, which sent Charlotte Forten, a free black teacher, and others to work with former Sea Island slaves.

On January 16, 1862, General William T. Sherman (1820–1891) issued Special Field Order Number 15. Confiscating abandoned land left by slaveholders, Sherman gave it to the black families, some of them headed by women, to farm for themselves. Some black women struggled with this arrangement, in part because they found themselves doing exactly the same work in freedom that they had done in slavery: cotton production. Thus, when Northerners set up schools, adult black women flocked to them so that they might learn to read and begin to change their lives.

Secretary Chase sent Boston lawyer Edward L. Pierce to Port Royal to assess the situation and make recommendations. Pierce arrived at Port Royal later that month and in February 1862 returned to Boston to find donors and volunteers. In March the first group of 53 Gideon missionaries, or Gideonites, arrived at Beaufort from New York and Boston, followed by a second group of Gideonites from Philadelphia in April. Among them was white abolitionist Laura M. Towne (1825–1901), who traveled to South Carolina first to provide medical aid and then to establish a school to teach freed slaves to read. Towne and her partner Ellen Murray founded the Penn School and taught there for 40 years.

On March 3, 1865, the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (Freedmen’s Bureau) was created to assist freed persons with food, clothing, and medical care. Later that year President Andrew Johnson (1808–1875) ordered that all land be restored to its previous owners, and in the summer of 1865 the Port Royal Experiment was abandoned. Nonetheless, it stands as not only an important episode in Reconstruction history but also one in which black and white American women helped to change the nation’s relationship with slavery and freedom.

Karen S. Garvin
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Letters Relating to the Port Royal Experiment (1862)

The Port Royal Experiment began when the Union Army liberated the Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina in 1861. When the white landowning Confederates fled, they left behind nearly 10,000 enslaved people. The Union sent aides to help these newly freed people work the plantations and keep the profits. Despite their success, when the war ended four years later, President Andrew Johnson cancelled “the experiment” and returned the land to the former owners. These letters were written by the sister of a Harvard student who came down with her brother to assist the effort.

Beaufort, April 15. The sail up was very beautiful, the green beyond description brilliant, and now and then the deeper shade of palmetto or live-oak. Some of the plantations were very picturesque. Roses and azaleas were plainly visible. An hour and a half, very quickly passed, brought us to the wharf, where Mr. Pierce and Mr. Hooper met us with the information that we were to go to Mr. Forbes’s, whither we walked a long half-mile, a sentry at the street-corners, darkies bowing in every direction, birds and the scent of flowers filling the air, everything like a June day after a shower. Mr. Philbrick hopes to be ready for us on Saturday. A cotton-agent in his house prevents us from going just yet to the Coffin house, but we shall be established for the present on one of the smaller plantations adjoining.

Pine Grove, St. Helena, April 21. H. and Miss Towne carried the letters to the post-office, Caroline, Mr. Forbes’s chamber-girl, following to show them the way there, take them to the schools and into some negro quarters. They were derided by the soldiers, they said, who called after them, “See the Southern Aristocracy with their nigger behind them!” which amused Caroline very much.

Mr. Forbes took me in his open wagon, a tumble-down affair he has from a negro to avoid the annoyance of always having to make a requisition upon Government, the only owner in these regions of anything, and drove me down the river to a plantation we had noticed as we came up on the boat, and where there was a cotton-gin Mr. Forbes wanted me to see.

The greater part of the way our road was shaded by woods on the water-side, live-oaks with their ornamental moss, gum-trees and pines with quantities of cat-brier and trumpet honeysuckle in full bloom. The cotton-fields were unshaded, of course, and very large, containing from one to three hundred acres. We passed some freshly planted, but most of them were covered with the old bushes, dry and dead, at which I was much surprised until I found that it was the habit to leave the fields as they are after the cotton is picked, for a year, planting on the same land only every other year. It makes dreary, desolate-looking fields, for though a few weeds spring up, no grass grows in this region, and they are brown instead of green all summer.

The Smith Plantation is about five miles from town, the house in the centre of a live-oak grove, beautiful and beyond description, open underneath, and so hanging with moss that you can scarcely see any leaves as you look up. A little chapel on the place I got out to look at, made very roughly of boards whitewashed, inside an earth floor covered with straw, rough wooden benches, the pulpit and altar made in the same way, but covered entirely with the grey moss, as we trim for Christmas. The house looked rough and ordinary to us, as they all do, except a few in the town; we did not go in. I believe there are cotton-agents there attending to the ginning, which process we saw in a little house by itself, where a steam gin worked four stands tended by one hand each. The funny thing was to see them pack the bales. There was a round hole in the second-story floor and a bag was fastened to the edges, into which a man gets and stamps the cotton down. I saw it swinging downstairs, but did not know what it was till, on going up, I found a black head just above the floor, which grinned from ear to ear with pleasure at the sight of a white lady, and ducked and bobbed in most convulsive fashion.

We drove through the negro quarters, or “nigger-house,” as they themselves call the whole settlement, and they flocked to the doors to look at us, bowing and smiling as we went by. There were eight or ten separate houses just raised from the ground so that the air could pass underneath, and, as we looked in at the doors, apparently with very little furniture, though in some we saw chairs which were evidently Massa’s. Dirty and ragged they all were, but certainly no more so than poor Irish, and it seemed to me not so dirty.

I saw palmetto-trees for the first time on this drive near enough to know what they really looked like. They stand alone in the cotton-fields like our elms in a meadow, though there are fewer of them, and they are stiff and straight. The Spanish dagger, looking like a miniature palmetto, was planted for hedges round the garden and fish-pond. Mistletoe I saw for the first time.

Mr. Hooper came over in the morning [of the next day] and told us he should come for us at 12.30, but it was five before we got into the boat. The negroes sang to us in their wild way as they rowed us across—I cannot give you the least idea of it. Indeed, I can’t give you the least idea of anything, and you must not expect it. The town looked very pretty from the boat, some of the houses are large and quite imposing in appearance. We found Mr. Pierce and his carriage waiting for us, having been there without any dinner since one o’clock. (This is the land of waiting, we have discovered—patience is a virtue our Northern people will have to learn here.) We drove at once to Pope’s plantation, passing Mr. Eustis on the way at his overseer’s house, bedaubed from head to foot with molasses, which he had been selling all day to the negroes, a pint to a hand. Here Mr. Philbrick was waiting with his sulky (a two-wheeled jockey-cart), an ox-team for the baggage, and a dump-cart in which he and H. were to drive, while I drove the sulky alone in my glory. But it was too late for us to think of driving ten miles farther, so we laid our beds down and prepared for another halt. The next morning Mr. Pierce sent us home in his carriage.

We reached here not long before two, and went to work to try and muster up some dinner. I had a cup and saucer, tumbler and three knives and forks, and the rennet, which soon supplied one dish; the negroes brought china in limited quantities; we opened a box of sardines, and coffee, and, with the army bread we brought from Beaufort, fried eggs, and hominy, made a most excellent meal; a tablecloth, napkins, and silver spoons forming some of the appointments. Joe, the carpenter, young and handy, made a very good waiter, but when he went out and cut a bough of sycamore and began to brush the flies as we ate, it was almost more than I could stand. Then we went to work to put what things we had to rights, H. got her servant, and moreover we had to receive and shake hands with any number of negroes, who came flocking round us at once, following the carriage as we drove up in true Southern style, and coming into the house to satisfy their curiosity.

W. G—— was here and aided us with a will, and about five o’clock I went with him to the praise-house, where he has his school. The children were all assembled by Cuffy, and he was teaching them when we went in. Mr. G—— read in the Bible, substituting words that they could understand, made a very simple prayer, all kneeling, and then heard them their letters and words for an hour, with a great deal of tact and ability—strange words, you may think, to use in such a connection, but you have little idea how much it needs of both. We are not used to these people—it is even very difficult to understand what they say. They have been born and brought up just here, in the most isolated way, for generations, with no chance of improvement, and there is not a single mulatto on the place—they are black as the blackest, and perfect children—docile, and with “faith enough to live by,” W—— G—— says. I find I have no shrinking from them, and hope I shall be able to do my part. I take this school off his hands—he has two other plantations to teach on and has been working like a beaver. I made my first attempt this afternoon and got along comfortably. Flora, the house-servant (that is, ours,—she is a field hand), took me on my way to see the old mammas, and I went into several of the cabins and came home with a present of nine eggs!

Source: Elizabeth Ware Pearson, ed., Letters from Port Royal, Written at the Time of the Civil War (Boston: W. B. Clarke, 1906), 16–21.



Richmond Bread Riot (1863)

On April 2, 1863, the largest Southern civil protest during the American Civil War (1861–1865) occurred in Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the Confederacy. The Richmond Bread Riot involved thousands of poor and starving women from the city who protested against food shortages and the inflated prices that had become an obstacle to feeding their families. Food riots led by Southern women took place in several other Confederate cities. The state of Georgia witnessed four cities—Macon, Atlanta, Augusta, and Columbus—where protesters voiced their outrage over food shortages. One month before the Richmond Bread Riot, approximately 50 Confederate soldiers’ wives in Salisbury, North Carolina, filled the streets, shops, and markets in anger in search of provisions for their families. Although all of these riots are noteworthy in exploring female agency during the Civil War and most likely influenced the women of Richmond to unite to protest, the Richmond Bread Riot was the largest food riot of the war.

The major cause of food shortages in the Confederate region can best be attributed to a war that lasted longer than expected and a Union campaign that blockaded ports and trade routes used to transport food to the Southern states. At the start of the Civil War, many Southerners and Northerners alike speculated that the war would last no longer than 90 days. However, by 1863 as the war moved into its third year, the impact of the lengthy conflict could be felt on both the battlefields and the dinner tables of many Southerners, white and black. Both Confederate and Union troops raided local farms and crops to provide food and rations for their soldiers. Because the bulk of the Civil War was fought in Confederate territory, this practice particularly affected Southern families’ ability to put food on their tables.

Drought in the summer of 1863 exacerbated food shortages, because harvests were considerably less than average. Blocked trade routes and ports and depleted food resources in rural areas meant that there was less food for everyone, because Southerners relied on imported food goods. As the price of cotton increased in the decades before the Civil War, more and more farmers and planters turned to cotton cultivation, which required more and more slave labor. Slave owners reasoned that they could buy food with the profits from cotton. However, once the Union Army blockaded Confederate ports, this was no longer the case.

Southern cities saw an influx of people flocking from battle-devastated rural areas in search of jobs, shelter, and food. What many found were cramped living quarters, food shortages, and highly inflated food prices. Richmond’s population had almost doubled. As food costs began to skyrocket, staples such as wheat, flour, bread, and meat became inaccessible, preventing poor Richmonders from feeding themselves and their families. The price of salt also skyrocketed. In the absence of refrigeration, 19th-century Americans relied on salt to preserve meat, so a salt shortage meant that what meat there was had to be eaten immediately.

As Richmonders were being starved by the war, in late March Confederate president Jefferson Davis (1808–1889) implored Confederate citizens to fast and pray for their troops and the success of their war effort. This request was greeted with anger by a starving population. A group of poor white women, led by Mary Jackson, a 34-year-old mother of four, and Martha Fergussen decided to make their voices heard. On the eve of the April 2 riot, Jackson and Fergussen, along with other enraged women, met at Belvidere Hill Baptist Church in Richmond’s Oregon Hill district. Their plan was to march to the Capitol Square and demand that Virginia governor John Letcher (1813–1884) provide food at a fair cost for the citizens of Richmond. Women from New Kent and Hanover, areas close to Richmond, caught word of the demonstration and also planned to attend.

On the morning of April 2, 1863, hundreds of housewives armed with axes, hammers, horse pistols, bayonets, clubs, and knives descended on the Capitol grounds demanding to see Governor Fletcher. Fletcher’s aide, S. Bassett French, told the mob of women that the governor would not meet with them, which enraged the women. After hours of waiting, the crowd began to grow and became impatient. Hundreds of protesters quickly grew to thousands, and the women headed to the market district in Richmond’s Shockoe Slip chanting “Bread or Blood!” Along the way, they broke into shops to acquire carts and baskets. Richmond court records detail the two-mile path of looting and destruction that occurred once the women left the Capitol. Mary Walker Johnson broke down the doors to the Pollard and Walker Wholesalers warehouse with an ax and reportedly looted 500 pounds of bacon. Forty-year-old Minerva Meredith stole a wagon of beef. Other women broke into warehouses and shops stealing bread, flour, and other food items. There were reports of rioters breaking into jewelry stores and millineries (shops that specialize in the manufacture of hats), making off with jewelry, shoes, clothes, and fine cloths and linens.

Richmond mayor Joseph Mayo read the crowd the riot act, which did not impress the angry women. Word of the public disturbance reached Confederate president Davis, who appeared before the angry mob of women offering money and his last loaf of bread. When this failed to dispel the crowd of rioters, Davis called on Governor Fletcher to dispatch the Public Guard. This 70-member guard—initially organized for the threat of slave revolts—swarmed the Richmond streets and threatened to open fire on the crowd of women. Eyewitness accounts note that the women grabbed their food items and pillaged goods and fled to their homes.

Following the riot, Jackson, Fergussen, Johnson, and 40 others were arrested, fined, and imprisoned. Because Johnson used an ax, she was charged with a felony and given a lengthy prison sentence. Due to food shortages in the city’s jails, the women were released a few weeks later. Governor Fletcher and President Davis attempted to silence any publicity about the riot, fearing that it would weaken an already strained morale among the Confederate troops. Paroled prisoners of war, mostly Union officers held in Richmond facilities, spread the word of the event after their release. By April 8, 1863, news of the Richmond Bread Riot, the largest food riot during the Civil War, made the front page of the New York Times.

A month before the Richmond Bread Riot, 50 women, mostly wives and mothers of Confederate soldiers, instigated the Salisbury Bread Riot in North Carolina. Just like the Richmond women one month later, the Salisbury women used axes to break into stores. They made off with 23 barrels of flour and unknown quantities of salt, molasses, and other goods.

Both Civil War historians and women historians view the Southern bread riots as significant events, both for what they indicate about the prosecution of the war and what they indicate about the home front during the war. Historically, citizens have signaled their disaffection about social or political conditions with demonstrations and riots. Food riots most often involve women and have female leaders dissatisfied with not only food prices and availability but also other social conditions. The Richmond Bread Riot points out not only that the war was not going well for the Confederacy by the spring of 1863 but also that women, as the keepers of the home front, had grown tired of the war and wanted it to be over. Confederate women protested not only food shortages but also the fact that their husbands, fathers, and sons went off to war and left their women at home, unable to provide for themselves or their families in a wartime economy. The Confederate government’s failure to adequately pay soldiers meant that they could not even send money home to their families. The Confederate government and local governments signaled their empathy with women, or at least their desire to not further enrage Confederate women, in their failure to prosecute or significantly punish any of the rioters.

The Richmond Bread Riot and all the other Confederate food riots suggest the dissatisfaction that women had begun to feel about the Civil War. The riots also point to a growing rift between elite-class Southerners and the poor, many of whom had begun to realize that a war for slavery not only did little to benefit poor whites in the South but also caused them significant harm.

Sherri M. Arnold
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Soldiers, Women Passing as Men, Civil War

In 2013, the Pentagon lifted the U.S. military’s official ban on women in combat. However, unofficially American women soldiers have fought for their country side by side with men since before the nation was born. They served for the same reasons their male counterparts did but did not receive the same benefits when the battles were over.

From the American Revolution through the American Civil War, hundreds of women served undetected on the front lines, generally as “passing” women, or women dressed as men. Since they were forced to keep their gender secret, it is impossible to make an accurate count of the women who served. However, in the Civil War alone, most scholars place the number of women soldiers between 400 and 1,000. Women fought for many reasons. Some women went to war to be with their loved ones, such as Margaret Corbin, while others craved adventure, sought regular wages, or were expressing their patriotism. Other women went to war as nurses, such as Mary McCauley, but were caught up in events that turned them into soldiers. Though most of their names were lost to history, a few have survived history and stand as testament to all the unknown women soldiers.

Unlike many of the Revolutionary War women, who tended to serve for short periods of time, women who enlisted during the Civil War as men served for relatively long stretches of time. Most were able to easily pass the physical entrance examination. For most enlistees, the exam consisted of little more than a doctor checking enlistees’ teeth and adding their names to the muster list. As more soldiers were killed and the need to replenish those lost soldiers increased, the physical exam became no more than a formality, making it much easier for women to enlist and serve their country as passing soldiers. A woman risked detection if she was wounded or killed on the battlefield or became pregnant while serving. Passing soldiers had little trouble concealing their menstrual habits or their different approaches to urination, in part because even 19th-century American men tended to cloak bodily functions in privacy.

The American Civil War has many documented instances of women serving in combat. Some of the most significant documentation came via an unlikely source: the modern discrimination against women. Lauren Cook Wike, coauthor of the book They Fought Like Demons, took legal action against the National Park Service after being banned from a living history event at Antietam National Battlefield. Proving that to bar her would be historically inaccurate, she won her suit in federal court in 1993. Hearing about the legal victory, the descendants of Sarah Rosetta Wakeman (1843–1864) contacted Wike regarding letters they had found in an attic trunk that proved she had fought and died in the war as “Private Lyons Wakeman.” Only the family had known that the body was that of their female ancestor, Rosetta Wakeman.

Historians have discovered a number of Civil War women soldiers. These include Frances Clalin Clayton (b. ca. 1830), who disguised herself as “Jack Williams” to fight for the Union in the Missouri artillery. She was wounded at the Battle of Shiloh but was able to keep her gender undetected.

Some women soldiers who passed for men maintained their disguise after their service. Jennie Hodgers (1843–1915) mustered into the 95th Illinois Infantry under the name Albert Cashier in 1862. Albert Cashier fought in about 40 battles and skirmishes alongside the Illinois infantry from 1862 through the end of the war in 1865. Her true gender identity remained concealed, allowing her to collect a military pension. Hodgers continued to live her life disguised as a man for over 50 years. In this time, Hodgers was able to vote and earn a living for herself. It was not until 1910 when she was hit by a car and suffered a broken leg that her true gender was discovered. Sympathetic hospital doctors and nurses agreed not to divulge her gender, allowing Hodgers to be placed at the Soldiers and Sailors Home in Quincy, Illinois. By 1913, Hodgers was suffering from dementia and was placed in a home for the insane. Her gender was once again discovered, this time by less sympathetic caregivers, and she was forced to wear a dress for the remaining 2 years of her life. Hodgers died in 1915 and was buried in her Union military uniform with a headstone that listed her as Albert Cashier. Some years later, a second headstone was added with the name Jennie Hodgers.

Sarah Edmonds Seelye (1841–1898), also known as “Franklin Flint Thompson” while serving in the Michigan infantry, wrote about her battlefield experiences after the Civil War. Her words capture the spirit of the unknown, uncounted, and unsung women who also served their country in time of war: “I could only thank God that I was free and could go forward and work, and I was not obliged to stay at home and weep.”

In 1861, Loreta Janeta Velázquez (1842–1902) enlisted in the Confederate Army under the name Harry Buford. Her husband enlisted at the outbreak of the war; however, despite Velázquez’s repeated attempts to sway her husband to let her enlist, he refused. Velázquez moved to Arkansas, dressed as a man, and joined the Confederate ranks. In her 1876 memoir, she notes that she was successful in recruiting over 200 volunteers to join the Arkansas regiment in just over four days. She was quickly promoted to the rank of lieutenant. Velázquez took her men to Florida, where her husband was stationed, to show him her command. A few short days after finding her husband, he fell victim to a shooting accident during training and died. Velázquez went on to fight in the First Battle of Bull Run, the Siege of Fort Donelson, and the Battle of Shiloh. She served until 1865, when she was wounded by a stray bullet, the treatment of which revealed her gender. Velázquez continued to help the Confederate war effort by serving as a spy.

Martha Parks Lindley, who enlisted in the 6th U.S. Cavalry as James (Jim) Smith, served alongside her husband William. In 1861 when Lucy Thompson Gauss’s husband enlisted in the 18th North Carolina Infantry of the Confederacy, she too enlisted. Gauss served until 1862, when she became pregnant and was forced to leave before her true gender was revealed. Clearly, both Lindley’s and Gauss’s husbands knew about and approved of their wives’ secret lives.

Maria Lewis (?–?) of the 8th New York Cavalry performed a remarkable double deception as an African American woman passing as a white male soldier. Lewis’s story was noted in a diary written by a Quaker abolitionist who quoted a fellow soldier as saying that Lewis skirmished and fought like the rest. African Americans also served as spies during the Civil war, most notably Harriet Tubman and Mary Bowser.

Generally, women soldiers’ gender was detected if they were wounded, became ill, or were taken prisoner. In one case, a “male” soldier from New Jersey who had been promoted for bravery in battle was discovered a month later giving birth to a baby. Some women were imprisoned for passing as men. Historian Bonnie Tsui cites a prison guard’s letter noting that there were three women in the prison, one of whom was an officer in the Union Army. The guard herself was a woman disguised as a man, guarding other females imprisoned for doing the same thing.

In 1948, President Harry Truman signed the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act. The act officially allowed women to serve their country in the military, though not in combat. Despite overwhelming historical evidence to the contrary, 20th-century Americans claimed that women were unsuitable for combat. The 2013 decision to allow women to serve in combat conditions acknowledged that women had already been doing so not only in modern wars but also throughout American history.

Nancy Hendricks
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Spies

Thousands of women defied 19th-century social conventions by operating as spies during the American Civil War (1861–1865). Since spies operated in secret, most of what they did and who they were has been lost forever. This was especially true about Confederate spies. On the other hand, after the war some women published books describing their exploits, though historians question the authenticity of some of the spy narratives.

Many white and black women of all ages and social classes engaged in espionage for either the Union or the Confederacy. A few women served both sides. Most of the women used their gender as subterfuge for their covert activities. At the beginning of the war authorities did not expect women to participate in the war, so women could pass through army camps and across battle lines with relative ease. However, authorities soon caught on and began searching female suspects. This strategy assisted the female slave as well, because many men were reluctant to violate a woman’s person to the extent that would be necessary for a thorough search. When conducted, searches revealed that female spies concealed information under their clothes or in their hair. Women caught spying were punished less severely than men. While male spies faced execution if arrested, captured women were more often briefly imprisoned before being exchanged.

As part of the espionage activities, women also functioned as couriers and smugglers. They carried contraband in baskets, packages, or mail. Most women who engaged in these types of activities did so for a limited time, generally for one or a few missions. Since the work of spies was secret, documentation of their activities either never existed or was destroyed. This was especially true about Confederate spies who destroyed documents after the war because they feared possible retribution from the victorious Union.

Some lesser-known Confederate spies include Augusta Morris and Catherine Baxley. Morris and Baxley worked with Rose Greenhow in the nation’s capital during the early weeks of the war. Morris used “Mrs. Mason” as an alias and observed and reported on activities in the city. Ford provided Colonel John S. Mosby with tactical information, which became useful to him in operations in northern Virginia. Sarah Slater worked on the unsuccessful Confederate plot to assassinate President Abraham Lincoln and couriered money to Canada to support anti-Union efforts there. Both she and the money disappeared and were never found. Ginnie and Lottie Moon were sisters born and raised in Ohio, a fervent antislavery state, who aided the Confederate cause by spying and carrying secret messages in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi. After the war, the Moon sisters became active in the suffrage movement as well as other women’s rights causes.

While it is true that the identities of most women spies remained secret during and after the war, a few women spies became famous after they were released from prison and especially after they published their accounts after the war. The most famous female Confederate spies were Belle Boyd and Rose Greenhow. Boyd provided Confederate colonel Turner Ashby and Confederate general Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson valuable information about Union troop strength and movements in the early years of the war. She was arrested more than once by Union authorities and released. In 1864, she ran the Union blockade of the Atlantic Ocean to carry dispatches for Confederate agents in Europe. Banking on her experiences as a spy, after the war she made a living by acting and lecturing. Rose Greenhow ran a boardinghouse in Washington, D.C., in which lived a number of congressmen. She used her position to glean intelligence and sent coded messages to Confederate generals via a courier network. In 1861, Greenhow provided the Confederacy with information that led to the Union defeat at the First Battle of Bull Run. That same year, she was arrested and imprisoned for a year. Upon her release, Confederate leaders sent her to England to seek British support for the Confederate cause. On her return to the Confederacy in 1864, Greenhow drowned when she attempted to swim ashore after the ship she was on was caught in the Union blockade.

Boyd’s and Greenhow’s most famous counterparts who spied for the Union were Pauline Cushman and Elizabeth Van Lew. Cushman was an actress who used her acting talents and adroitness with disguises to travel throughout the South working as a courier, observing and reporting on Confederate fortifications and troop strength. Union generals appreciated Cushman’s services so much that they awarded her an honorary military commission. In 1863, she was arrested in Tennessee by Confederate general John Hunt Morgan. After an interrogation, Cushman was given an uncharacteristic sentence for women spies: death. However, the sentence was not carried out because Union troops captured the area, and they freed Cushman after Confederate forces fled, leaving her behind. Upon recovering her freedom she wished to return to her spy duties, but her arrest had served to publicize her name and face. When she died in San Francisco, California, in 1893, local veterans buried her with full military honors, including a gun salute.

Van Lew, a Richmond abolitionist, used her elite social standing to gather information in the Confederate capital. She was a prominent member of the so-called Richmond Underground, a group of Southerners loyal to the Union. Because she belonged to the city’s elite class, she had unique access to places and people. She visited and interviewed Union prisoners in Richmond prisons, and she gleaned information from Confederate officers during social gatherings. Van Lew reported to the Union Bureau of Military Information by writing the messages in code on onion skin paper and hiding the papers in empty egg shells that she had her servants deliver to the Union lines. The insider information she supplied included the morale, living conditions, and military movements in the city. Union general Ulysses S. Grant (1822–1885) highly valued Van Lew’s reports. In fact, one of the first things that Grant did after the fall of Richmond in April 1865 was visit Van Lew to thank her personally for her help.

Although there were many African American women who served as spies for the Union, very little is known about their specific activities or their identities. The Emancipation Proclamation (1863) issued by President Lincoln (1809–1865) gave Union troops the authority to free slaves as contraband in the rebelling states. Also, the war caused a lot of chaos, and many slaves capitalized on the confusion to run away. These fugitive slaves added to the number of people who followed Union Army regiments, some of whom found waged work as cooks, laundresses, and spies. Many African American women spies crossed back into Confederate territory posing as local slaves. Because proslavery ideology promoted the idea that blacks were inferior and black women were doubly inferior, few Confederate officials suspected black women of spying. In this respect, African American women found it easier than white women to work without notice. By far the most famous African American woman spy was Harriet Tubman (1820–1913), who was a conductor of the Underground Railroad, a scout for Union troops, and a spy for the Union cause. Due to her work with the Underground Railroad, Southern planters set a reward on her head, making every foray Tubman made into Confederate territory extremely dangerous. To avoid capture she disguised herself as an old lady when she worked as a spy. Tubman was responsible for providing Union leaders intelligence that led to the capture of several Confederate ammunition warehouses. Her scouting also led to several Union victories that resulted in the freedom of thousands of African American women and men.

Mary Elizabeth Bowser worked with Elizabeth Van Lew in Richmond. Van Lew obtained for Bowser, who was a free black woman, a position as a slave servant in the Confederate White House. Bowser pretended to be illiterate, read papers left on President Jefferson Davis’s desk, and funneled that information to Van Lew and other Union spies in Richmond. Mary Louvestre, a slave owned by a Confederate naval engineer, secretly informed Gideon Welles, secretary of the Union Navy, that the Confederacy was redesigning USS Merrimac into the ironclad CSS Virginia.

It is all too easy to imagine that men undertook all the significant political and military work of the Civil War. These women’s stories as well as the hundreds of lost stories suggest the important work that women did during the Civil War, belying the idea that in the past women stayed home while only men made war.

Rolando Avila
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Starr, Belle (1848–1889)

Myra Maybelle Shirley Reed Starr, who became known as Belle Starr, was notorious as a female outlaw in America’s Old West of the late 1800s. Starr’s reputation as a fearless outlaw, the novelty of her being a woman, and her violent, mysterious death all led to her becoming known as “The Bandit Queen.” Her life story has been embellished by legend, some of which she herself cultivated.

Belle Starr was born Myra Maybelle Shirley near the frontier town of Carthage, Missouri, on February 5, 1848. Her father was John Shirley, a farmer who later owned a local inn. Her mother was Elizabeth “Eliza” Hatfield Shirley. Eliza was related to the Hatfield clan of the infamous Hatfield-McCoy feud. Starr was the only daughter of the Shirley family; her brothers were Preston and Ed.
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American outlaw Belle Starr ran with the Jesse James and Younger brothers gang. She robbed stage coaches and stole horses and cattle before being murdered in 1899. Today she is one of the few female characters in the western mythos. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

The Shirley family was considered relatively well-to-do in the context of their rural community. As a child, Starr attended Carthage Female Academy. She also learned to shoot and became a better horseback rider than most women of her time. Some male members of her family fought for the Confederacy and after the American Civil War (1861–1865) became outlaws themselves. Among Starr’s childhood friend was Cole Younger, who after the war joined neighbors Frank and Jesse James in robbing trains, stagecoaches, and banks. Fleeing the law, they sometimes hid on the Shirley farm.

In 1866, Starr married childhood acquaintance, James Reed, the son of Solomon Reed, a local farmer. They had two children, daughter Rosie Lee, called Pearl, and son James Edwin, called Eddie. James joined with the Starr clan, an outlaw Cherokee family in Indian Territory, which is today’s Oklahoma. The Starrs stole horses, rustled cattle, and bootlegged whiskey. James Reed was accused of robbery in 1874, with his wife accused of being his accomplice. They fled to Dallas, Texas. About a year later, James Reed was killed while trying to escape the authorities.

After her husband’s death, Myra Maybelle Reed joined the Starr clan and lived in Indian Territory west of Fort Smith, Arkansas. In 1880 she married Samuel Starr, at which point she began calling herself Belle. On November 9, 1882, Belle and Sam Starr were charged with stealing two horses and sentenced to a year in prison. They were released after nine months for good behavior.

In 1886, Sam Starr died in a gunfight. Belle and one of his relatives, Jim July Starr (also known as Bill July), began living together but did not legally marry. They did announce their common-law marriage, a Cherokee tradition that made them an official couple in the tribe. Some sources say that Belle decided not marry to maintain ownership of her property on Cherokee land.

At first, Belle was suspected whenever neighbors’ horses and cattle went missing, but she was never convicted of any crime. She settled into a relatively quiet life, announcing that fugitives were no longer welcome at her home, and was known to assist her neighbors when they were ill. Ironically, Belle Starr’s life ended when she was shot in the back after she had reputedly gone straight. She died on February 3, 1889, at the age of 41. Suspects in her murder included a neighbor, an outlaw with whom she was feuding, a former lover, her common-law husband Jim July Starr, and her own son Eddie. Her killer was never identified. Her death made the front page of the New York Times.

After her death Starr became a legend in dime novels, beginning in 1889 with Belle Starr, the Bandit Queen, or the Female Jesse James by reporter Richard K. Fox. She was also the subject of films such as 1941’s Belle Starr and a 1980 television movie of the same name. While the facts of her life may have been embellished by legend, in her time she was frontier America’s best-known female outlaw. Belle Starr remains an icon of outlaw womanhood.

Nancy Hendricks
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Surratt, Mary (ca. 1823–1865)

Mary Surratt was executed for conspiracy in the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln in April 1865. She became the first woman in American history to be executed by the federal government.

The Surratts were a prosperous southern Maryland family when Mary Eugenia Jenkins was born. She was educated at a Catholic girl’s academy and was a devout Catholic as an adult. In 1840 she married John Surratt, a mill owner, with whom she had three children. The Surratt family business prospered, and John acquired farmland and several slaves to work the land. The Surratts owned a general store and a tavern, which formed the nucleus of a growing community in the area. In 1853, the family purchased a vacation home on H Street in Washington, D.C. One year later, the federal government established a U.S. post office in Surrattsville, Maryland, and John became its first postmaster. The Surratt tavern functioned as station for Confederate spies and couriers shortly before and during the first couple of years of the American Civil War (1861–1865). John Jr., one of Surratt’s two sons, left home to pursue a career as a pony express rider and became a spy and courier for the Confederacy during the war. John Jr. later conspired with John Wilkes Booth in a failed Lincoln kidnapping attempt. Isaac, Surratt’s other son, enlisted in the Confederate Army.

After Mary Surratt’s husband died in 1862 of alcohol-related health issues, she could not keep up with the family businesses. Consequently, she rented the family farm and the tavern to John M. Lloyd for $500 per year and, with her daughter Anna, moved to their Washington, D.C., house, which she converted into an eight-room boardinghouse. Boarding provided her a good income, since she had several permanent tenants as well as temporary boarders. Several of the Lincoln assassination conspirators boarded or visited the Surratt boardinghouse where, together with Booth, they planned the Lincoln assassination. After Lincoln was shot the boardinghouse was searched, and Surratt was arrested. John Jr., who had brought Booth to the house in 1865, was in Canada. Booth was shot and killed by authorities after he fled Ford’s Theatre. The remaining eight suspects, including seven men and Surratt, were captured and tried in court.

A large number of women attended Surratt’s trial. Most of them hurled derogatory remarks at her throughout the proceedings. Unlike her male codefendants, Surratt was not chained or forced to wear a hood. One of the principal witnesses against Surratt was Lloyd, who testified that she had stored weapons in her tavern for the conspirators. Surratt was defended by three attorneys who were able to prove that Lloyd was drunk on the day he testified that he saw the guns. Maryland senator Reverdy Johnson, one of her defense attorneys, declared that Surratt’s constitutional rights were being violated by the use of a military instead of a civilian trial. The court responded by casting doubts about Johnson’s loyalty to the Union. Henceforth, the senator played a minimal role in the proceedings.
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Mary Surratt was convicted and hung for the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in April 1865. Though she was the first woman ever executed by the federal government, she was probably more guilty of harboring the assassins than complicit in the plot that ended the president’s life. (Library of Congress)

Surratt’s lawyers adopted a “womanhood” defense by claiming that assassination was at odds with her feminine, gentle, moral nature. Surratt maintained her innocence. Her neighbors, friends, and priest testified on her behalf. Although the court found her guilty, five judges recommended clemency. President Andrew Johnson ignored the court’s recommendations and demanded that Surratt be executed, insisting that if her crime went unpunished it would encourage future conspirators to utilize women in their schemes.

The military court announced on July 16, 1865, that Surratt would be executed the next day. Her attorneys raced to a federal court and obtained an order for a delay in the execution, but President Johnson overturned the court. Surratt’s daughter Anna tried unsuccessfully to meet with Johnson. Senator Stephen A. Douglas’s widow met with Johnson and asked him to give Surratt more time, but Johnson refused. On July 17, 1865, Surratt was hanged along with three other conspirators who had actively participated in the plot. Compared to the other accused, the evidence against Surratt was minimal, but the crisis of the war had ignited passions and a thirst for revenge. Shortly after the Lincoln assassination, Surrattsville, Maryland, was renamed Clinton.

Rolando Avila
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Tompkins, Sally (1833–1916)

Nurse and philanthropist Sally Louisa Tompkins established and ran a private hospital for Confederate soldiers in Richmond, Virginia, during the American Civil War. She was one of two women commissioned officers in the Confederate Army and is remembered as “the Angel of the Confederacy.”

Born at Poplar Grove, Mathews County, Virginia, on November 9, 1833, to Christopher Tompkins and Maria Patterson Tompkins, Sally Louisa Tompkins lost three sisters to an 1842 epidemic, sparking her interest in health care. She and her remaining sister were educated at the Norfolk Female Institute in Virginia and then moved to Richmond. In the 1840s she explored this interest by volunteering to nurse sick locals, both free persons and slaves. By 1854 both of Tompkins’s parents had died, leaving her a sizable inheritance that she would use to support the Confederate war effort.

At a time when medical practice and hospital care belonged primarily to the world of men and when providing care to strangers, especially men, was considered inappropriate for women, Tompkins’s enterprise seems indeed heroic. Tompkins defied the traditional “womanly” services to the war effort sanctioned by society—sewing, knitting clothing and making tents for soldiers, collecting supplies and donations, cooking and cleaning for soldiers—and chose professional nursing instead. In 1861 Richmond became the capital of the Confederacy after 11 slaveholding states seceded from the Union. Richmond was inundated with wounded soldiers following the first major battle of the Civil War, the First Battle of Bull Run, and Tompkins and other Richmond ladies set up a hospital in a private home. Robertson Hospital, under Tompkins and her team of physicians, surgeons, volunteer nurses, cooks, slaves, and even convalescing soldiers, became an organized and sanitary health care system for the sick and the wounded.

Tompkins’s success in caring for the sick and the wounded in an effective and self-funded medical facility earned her a commission as captain in the Confederate Cavalry (unassigned) from President Jefferson Davis on September 9, 1861. During the four years of the war Tompkins’s hospital treated over 1,300 men and enjoyed the lowest mortality rate of all Confederate hospitals. When Confederate officials abandoned and burned Richmond near the end of the war, Captain Sally, as she was called, stayed with the wounded patients and faced the Union Army. Union officials allowed her to keep the hospital open until two months after the war.

Tompkins and women like her stepped into a huge breach in war preparedness. During the Civil War, the American South, unlike the North, had no formal organization for civilian nurses and no government-funded sanitary commissions to bring relief to the Confederate soldiers. Tompkins’s work in the establishment and administration of an effective hospital is thus particularly remarkable. Also, Tompkins relied on her own finances and organizational talents while working without prior training or pay.

Tompkins’s story suggests the significant role played by individual women in the Civil War. It also illustrates the new opportunities and professions that opened up for women as a result of the war, which in turn shifted the social and economic status of women. Because of both the wartime crisis in health care and women’s services in frontline health care facilities, nursing shifted from a job done by low-waged men and by women of dubious repute to a profession dominated by respectable women. Nurses also continued their tradition of wartime service so that by World War II, both the U.S. Navy and the U.S. Army had nursing corps.

After the war Tompkins, who never married, continued with her charitable efforts in Richmond. She taught Sunday school and volunteered both her labor and money to people in need. After her fortune ran out in 1905, the Confederate Woman’s Home took her in. She lived there until she died in July 1916. Tompkins was buried with full military honors at Christ Church in Mathews County. The Confederate Veterans and United Daughters of the Confederacy erected a monument to mark her grave. The Captain Sally Tompkins Memorial Window was officially commemorated in her honor at St. James Episcopal Church in Richmond.

Sutapa Chaudhuri
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United States Sanitary Commission

The United States Sanitary Commission (USSC) was formed in 1861, chiefly to address the health needs of Union soldiers during the American Civil War. Thousands of female volunteers raised millions of dollars at Sanitary Fairs, worked as nurses near battlefields, ran army kitchens, and provided housing for disabled and traveling soldiers. This experience of profoundly meaningful service to a nation in crisis positioned some American women to become further engaged in political culture and reform movements.

Henry Whitney Bellows established the USSC in June 1861, only weeks after the Civil War (1861–1865) began. Bellows had already helped form the Women’s Central Relief Association but designed the USSC as a more centralized network of wartime volunteers and resources. The USSC was the only private or civilian-run assistance organization recognized by the federal government. In the work of the fledgling USSC, Bellows was joined by other notable reformers of the era, including figures such as Frederick Law Olmsted and George Templeton Strong. Louisa May Alcott also threw her support behind the USSC.

Although men controlled the USSC at the executive level, women led many branches and local affiliates. These women delivered direct aid to war casualties, sometimes seeing action at the battlefront. Most women contributed their time and energies as volunteers, while others contributed funding. Over time, some of the women secured state-level jobs as agents of the USSC. Through these activities numerous women emerged as skilled leaders, including Mary Livermore, Abby May, and Louisa Lee Schuyler. Likely the best-known example is Clara Barton, founder of the American Red Cross. In addition, the women of the USSC received support from established female leaders in 19th-century American public health, such as Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell and Dorothea Dix.

Representatives of the USSC stepped in to attend to those needs where the Medical Corps of the U.S. Army did not. Nurses were in short supply in the army and were always men, many of whom had little or no training. The USSC trained some women to act as battlefield nurses. The hazards of Civil War combat became so considerable that before entering battle, soldiers began pinning notes to their uniforms so that in the event of their death their bodies might be easily identified and returned to their loved ones. USSC nurses kept track of these notes and notified families via letters.

Through the labors of the USSC, the United States managed to realize alternatives to prior practices regarding the conduct of the war, particularly in relation to soldiers’ needs. With enhanced services, the USSC took a more humane approach to the welfare of soldiers, making every attempt to save the lives and, where possible, restore the health of men felled in combat.

The female volunteers of the USSC are remembered for their resourceful approach to patient care, often with quite limited settings and materials. Throughout the war, women improvised environments and supplies for the medical treatment of soldiers. Private homes and public buildings were repurposed as hospitals, particularly in communities that did not already offer medical facilities. Local soldiers’ aid societies often partnered to deliver such services.

As the organization’s name implies, USSC women helped advocate for more hygienic conditions for the treatment of soldiers’ injuries and illnesses, following the practices of Florence Nightingale and her Nightingale plan. Part of the USSC’s charge was to reduce preventable disease through proper medical precautions and strict standards of cleanliness. The group’s members inspected health care facilities and advised on strategies to avoid dietary ailments such as scurvy.

The women of the USSC did not confine their activities to emergency medical care. They raised capital to furnish equipment and supplies that soldiers lacked. They searched for missing warriors and those being held as prisoners of war. They contacted families to notify them of the status of their soldiers. When soldiers recovered, USSC women worked to help their families reunite and adjust to changes sustained by the soldiers. When soldiers perished, USSC women were on hand for the burials to acknowledge losses and support mourners.

Women associated with the USSC also worked to effect changes in both policy and procedure. For instance, they struggled to remove bureaucratic barriers to delivery of war relief. They also functioned as champions for the advancement of women. Among their victories in this regard was the securing of pensions for war nurses.

The USSC helped mobilize a citizen army during the Civil War. Through their many accomplishments, the workers of the USSC helped the American public understand that women possessed the fortitude and acumen to endure both war and its aftermath. They also demonstrated that local efforts at benevolence and advocacy gained strength through cooperation and coordination via an entity such as the USSC. The year after the war the USSC worked with soldiers, helping them get access to their pensions and back pay. By the time the USSC disbanded in 1866, women volunteers had raised over $25 million for its work.

Not all USSC women continued in their role as reformers after the Civil War ended, but some women who contributed their services to the USSC went on to participate in other efforts intended for the betterment of society, such as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. They lent their skills and knowledge to social initiatives, ranging from women’s suffrage to asylum reform.

Linda S. Watts
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Van Lew, Elizabeth (1810–1900)

As a spy for the Union during the American Civil War, Elizabeth Van Lew engaged in dangerous espionage work that ultimately contributed to the defeat of the Confederacy and the end of American slavery.
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Elizabeth Van Lew was arguably the most significant and successful spy of the Civil War. She ran the Richmond underground, pretending to be a loyal Southern woman while spying on the Confederate government and reporting to Union authorities. Despised by many Southerners after the war and written off as “crazy,” Van Lew was an intelligent and resourceful woman. (Harper’s Monthly Magazine, Vol. CXXIII, 1911)

Van Lew was born on October 25, 1810, in Richmond, Virginia, to John Van Lew and Eliza Baker. The family’s African American slaves and later servants knew her as Miss Lizzie. Her father owned a hardware business that was so successful that he could build a mansion in Richmond and buy slaves to tend his tobacco farm. Eliza, on the other hand, had come from a Philadelphia family prominent for its abolitionist sentiments. From an early age Elizabeth Van Lew, like her mother, was an abolitionist. She believed that her father owned slaves not out of a desire unjustly to control African Americans but simply to fit into Richmond society. Despite owning slaves, John Van Lew thought himself progressive, as did other slave owners.

Before the war began in April 1861, Elizabeth Van Lew donated time and money to help Richmond’s poor. As sectionalism divided North and South, she found herself holding Northern views and opposing Richmonders who supported Virginia secession. Because of her social and political clout, she knew all the elite of Richmond, including plantation owner Edmund Ruffin, who believed that God had granted whites the right to own slaves.

When John died, Eliza freed the family’s slaves. Among these was Mary Richards Bowser, who would work with Elizabeth Van Lew in the Richomond spy network. When the Civil War began, Richmond became the Confederate capital. The city converted a number of warehouses into prisons for captured Union soldiers. Van Lew visited these men, and while pretending to be mentally ill she carried messages and food. Confederate Richmonders resented her visits to Union prisoners. Rumors arose that the most reactionary Southerners planned to burn down her house. Van Lew and her mother responded by visiting the Confederate wounded as well. In her disguise as “Crazy Bet,” much of Van Lew’s activities became invisible to Richmonders, who dismissed her as a lunatic.

By 1862 Van Lew and other Richmond loyalists built a network of connections with Union officers and civilians to provide jailed Northern women with lawyers and assist in the escape north of both Union soldiers and slaves. Van Lew created a system whereby she would acquire information, translate it into code, and hand it off to others, who moved the messages to the Union Army.

Through her connections among the Richmond elite, Van Lew placed Mary Bowser as a servant in Confederate president Jefferson Davis’s home. Bowser, who was an educated free black woman, pretended to be an illiterate slave. She gathered information from Davis’s desk and passed it to Van Lew. Growing even bolder, Van Lew allowed Northern escapees to hide in her home, where she had a secret compartment built, until they could depart north.

All the while Van Lew endured the scrutiny of Confederate officers bent on apprehending spies. Her sister-in-law, Mary Van Lew, enraged that Elizabeth advocated abolition, informed Confederate officials that Elizabeth was a danger to the Southern way of life. Elizabeth narrowly escaped arrest several times during the war. Meanwhile, her spy network grew so vast that she was able to send fresh flowers and information to Union general Ulysses S. Grant.

In 1864 Elizabeth Van Lew played a part in the Dahlgren Affair. Colonel Ulric Dahlgren and a detachment of Union soldiers were dispatched to Richmond to assassinate Jefferson Davis, the Confederate president. The party was discovered, and Dahlgren was killed. Van Lew and others successfully dug up Dahlgren’s body and returned it to the Union Army as a demonstration of resistance to the Confederacy.

After the war a grateful President Grant appointed Van Lew Richmond’s postmaster in 1869, a position she held until the end of Reconstruction in 1877. She never married but maintained a wide network of friends from her days as a leader of the Richmond underground. In her later years people in Richmond ostracized her because of her loyalty to her country and her work to end slavery. Van Lew died on September 25, 1900, in Richmond. She is buried in the city’s Shockoe Hill Cemetery.

Christopher Cumo

See also Bowser, Mary; Boyd, Isabella Marie “Belle”; Cushman, Pauline; Greenhow, Rose; Spies; Vol. 2, Sec. 1: Tubman, Harriet

Further Reading

Varon, Elizabeth. 2003. Southern Lady, Yankee Spy: The True Story of Elizabeth Van Lew, a Union Agent in the Heart of the Confederacy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Vaughn, Hester (ca. 1860s)

Hester Vaughn (also spelled Vaughan) was a young English immigrant to America who became infamous as a symbol of the need for women’s equality during her trial for infanticide in the late 1860s. Vaughn’s origins and early life are a mystery. From her own testimony during the trial, historians believe that she immigrated to the United States as a teenager after becoming engaged to an American in the mid-1800s. Upon her arrival, Vaughn claimed that her fiancé deserted her and that she was forced to work as a domestic servant in Philadelphia because she was unable to afford passage back to England. She was raped by a member of her employer’s household and became pregnant in 1867. As a result of her pregnancy, she was fired by her employer and evicted from her boardinghouse.

Vaughn took odd domestic service jobs during her pregnancy and began residing in an unheated, airy garret located at 703 Girard Avenue in Philadelphia. She gave birth in this garret without any assistance in February 1868. Records suggest that she collapsed during labor and somehow accidently killed her baby. She was arrested after she dragged herself to her door and asked a passerby for water. Dr. Susan A. Smith (one of the first female doctors in America) testified at the trial that Vaughn’s isolation and exposure likely led to painful and protracted labor, causing a scenario in which Vaughn was unable to catch the infant after birth. The labor may also have caused Vaughn to faint or convulse, exposing the infant to the cold from which it died.

However, Vaughn’s difficult circumstances did not spare her from being arrested for first-degree murder. In June and July 1868, Vaughn was tried and convicted in Philadelphia’s Court of Common Pleas by an all-male jury. At her sentencing, Judge Ludlow stated that he would make an example of Vaughn, as infanticide had become a common and heinous crime in America, especially among the lower class. Vaughn was sentenced to death by hanging and sent to Moyamensing Prison to await execution.

Vaughn’s trial served as a rallying point for women’s rights advocates such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, who saw in Vaughn’s case a number of inequities, including the sexual double standard, women’s rights to vote and serve on juries, and the failure of the legal system to protect women from rape. Vaugnh’s supporters used melodramatic rhetoric to transform her case into the paradigm of discrimination against women, turning her story into one of heartbreaking loss as the victim of a social system that ignored rape and forced women to either murder their children or become ostracized for out-of-wedlock births, which perpetuated their poverty. They campaigned to save Vaughn from the gallows, held mass meetings in New York, and raised $300 for her release. At one public meeting Elizabeth Cady Stanton pointed out that if women were granted the right to vote, miscarriages of justice such as Vaughn’s would be less likely to occur.

Despite the intense media attention, Vaughn’s case disappeared from the papers by December 1868. This was largely due to Vaughn’s two affidavits from early December, in which she recanted her accusations toward her employer and stated that she believed that her conviction was largely due to her lawyer’s neglect of her case. Additionally, in early 1869 the governor of Pennsylvania pardoned and freed Vaughn on the condition that she return to England immediately. The suffragists waited on a train platform in New York for Vaughn to arrive from prison and present her with the money they had collected for her, but Vaughn never arrived. The last correspondence from Vaughn was published several weeks later in the New York World, in which she stated that she had returned to her father and sister in England and requested that the money be sent to her. Unfortunately, the records of Vaughn’s trial were later destroyed, and Vaughn disappeared from the historical record after her return to England.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Velazquez, Loreta Janeta (1842–1902)

Loreta Janeta Velazquez was a Cuban-born woman who passed as a white male Confederate soldier during the American Civil War. She enlisted under the name Harry T. Buford and celebrated her experiences in her memoir, The Woman in Battle (1876). The authenticity of her tale has been questioned ever since.

Christened Loreta Janeta in Havana, Cuba, on June 26, 1842, Velazquez was the sixth and final child of a Spanish father and French American mother, both of whom remain unnamed in her narrative. In 1849 her mother sent her to New Orleans, where Velazquez’s strict aunt enrolled her in a Catholic school. This new opportunity brought her insight into the lives of historical adventurers that she desperately wanted to emulate. Velazquez wrote that she often dressed up in her male cousin’s clothes and imagined herself as a male hero.

In her autobiography Velazquez explains one of her first acts of defiance, which occurred when her parents arranged her betrothal to a young Spaniard named Raphael. Not long after she met a man named William and eloped with him, after which her parents disowned and disinherited her. In her book Velazquez claims that her husband resigned his U.S. Army post and joined the Confederate Army when the Civil War began. He would not let her come with him to war, so she borrowed two uniforms and transformed herself into Harry T. Buford and went to Arkansas, where she recruited over 200 men and took them to Florida, where she presented them to her husband. After her husband died in a training accident Velazquez went north to Virginia, where she fought in the First Battle of Bull Run, spied for the Confederacy dressed as a woman, met Abraham Lincoln, and, as a result, was assigned to the Confederate detective corp. From there she went to Tennessee, where she fought in several significant battles before fleeing to New Orleans, where she saw Union general Benjamin Butler take command of the city. She then returned to Virginia and married another officer, whom she says also died. She then traveled to Ohio and Indiana, infiltrated a prisoner-of-war camp, and attempted to organize a rebellion of prisoners.

According to Velazquez’s book, which was published 11 years after the end of the Civil War, Velazquez married again and went to Venezuela with her husband, who also died. At some point she had a son, traveled the American West, and married a fourth time to a man she did not name, at which point the book ends.

There is considerable historical disagreement over Velazquez’s story. Some historians insist that it is largely or entirely fiction, citing the implausibility of her adventures and lack of detail as proof. Some historians believe that Valazquez’s book is largely fiction but based on a real woman’s experiences. Certainly many women did pass as men to fight in the Civil War, and many more worked as spies on both sides of the conflict. Other historians point out that American history has not been entirely willing to integrate even regular women into the historical narrative, let alone women who dressed and acted as men, making a rejection of her story all too tempting.

Since many of the recruited soldiers were young (and thus beardless) and the uniforms were baggy, it was no difficult task to hide female identity. Many women could and did hide their sex from fellow soldiers. Velazquez could have been a woman soldier passing as a man. True or not, Velazquez’s book focuses on themes of gender transgression. She did not want to dress as a woman, stay home, and engage in domestic work. She wanted adventure. She wanted to matter to history. In her opening pages Velazquez recounts the great heroines of history, specifically Joan of Arc, and explains why she wanted to emulate such women. Perhaps the veracity of her story matters much less than the desires and ambitions it reveals, suggesting to readers that not all 19th-century women were happy within their prescribed gender roles.

Maryellen Diotte
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Walker, Mary (1832–1919)

A surgeon for the Union during the American Civil War and the only woman to receive the Congressional Medal of Honor, Mary Edwards Walker was born on November 26, 1832, in Oswego Town, New York. Her parents, Vesta Whitcomb and Alvah Walker, held 25 acres of land on which they grew fruits and vegetables for market. The family also kept a library for all five of their daughters to use. As a youth Walker was interested in Spiritualism and supported abolition, temperance, and women’s rights, including suffrage.

Walker’s parents established a school, which their daughters attended. As a teen Walker began reading her father’s medical books, which he had amassed in search of robust health. Walker took up teaching as a way of saving money for medical school. In 1853 she enrolled in Syracuse Medical College in Syracuse, New York, one of the few coeducational medical schools in the United States, receiving her MD in 1855. That November she married former classmate Albert Miller, and the two established a joint medical practice.

In the 1850s Walker gained renown as a writer of both poetry and prose. Much of her prose focused on the idea that women should wear comfortable clothes. Like French novelist George Sand, Walker wore pants in public for comfort. She prided herself for being arrested numerous times for wearing a suit, a bow tie, and a top hat in public.

Due to Miller’s numerous affairs, Walker left him and established her own medical practice. Although male physicians and army officers discouraged her, Walker volunteered as a surgeon in the Union Army in Washington, D.C., at the start of the Civil War. At first she received no pay, but by 1864 she was named an acting assistant surgeon and assigned to the 52nd Ohio Volunteers, at a salary of $80 a month.
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Civil War surgeon Dr. Mary Edwards Walker was the first woman awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. She also worked for women’s suffrage and supported dress reform for women. She contended that women’s clothing should “not make the wearer a slave.” (Library of Congress)

During the course of her work she met prominent people such as reformer Dorothea Dix. Walker received periodic leaves to lecture about her treatment of wounded soldiers. She treated soldiers at several of the major battlefields of the Civil War. At the invitation of Union general Ambrose Burnside, Walker served at Fredericksburg, where she met Walt Whitman.

Walker traveled throughout the front with little regard for safety, and in April 1864 Confederate troops captured and imprisoned her for spying. Four months later the Confederacy traded Walker in a prisoner exchange. President Abraham Lincoln called Walker to the White House to inquire about her treatment in captivity. Having served under such dangerous conditions, Walker asked the Union Army for pay and a commission in the army. She received more than $400 in back pay but no commission; the army was still a man’s sphere. After the war President Andrew Johnson awarded Walker the Medal of Honor, making her the most highly decorated woman in the Civil War. She was then the most famous woman physician in the United States.

Having seen carnage, Walker had difficulty readjusting to civilian life. In 1866 the Social Science Congress invited Walker to Britain, where she lectured to large crowds on topics ranging from wartime service to suffrage to dress reform. She was elected president of the National Dress Reform Association in 1866.

Returning to the United States, Walker mounted a nationwide lecture tour in 1869, campaigning zealously for women’s rights. To further the cause, she ran for Congress in 1890 and later for the U.S. Senate but did not win either election. Though she wrote books about women’s rights and attended suffrage conventions, she disagreed with Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, leaders of the movement, as to how it ought to be achieved. Anthony and Stanton were demonstrating for a constitutional amendment. Walker, however, felt that the Constitution already granted women the right to vote as citizens and that Congress only needed to enact enabling legislation.

In 1917 Congress revised the Medal of Honor standards to include only “actual combat with an enemy,” taking Walker’s Congressional Medal along with the medals of 910 others away. In 1977 President Jimmy Carter had it reinstated.

Walker died on February 22, 1919, in Oswego Town, one year before women gained the right to vote through the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment.

Christopher Cumo
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Willard, Frances (1839–1898)

As the president of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), Frances E. Willard influenced politics and social issues in the United States at the end of the 19th century. She taught women to engage in local politics, invested middle-class women in the suffrage movement, and advanced social reforms to improve women’s lives.

Willard grew up in Methodist Christian communities where temperance was valued and alcohol sales were prohibited. Influenced by her parents who studied at Oberlin College, she staunchly supported public education and abolition. She kept a diary for much of her life, including documenting her sexual identity turmoil.

Willard’s early career was devoted to teaching at public schools and women’s colleges. In 1871 she became president of the newly formed Evanston College, an institution for women administered and staffed by women. Two years later the college merged with Northwestern University, and Willard became the first dean of women.

In 1874, however, Willard resigned, citing administrative disagreements. Her relationship with Charles Fowler, the college’s new president, may have been a factor. Eleven years earlier Fowler, a prominent Methodist minister, had been Willard’s fiancé. She had broken off the engagement when she realized her attraction to other women.

Willard turned her skills to the secretary position for the newly founded WCTU. She believed that alcohol abuse caused poverty, mistreatment of women, and disintegration of the family. As WCTU secretary she traveled the country speaking and helping women organize. A compelling orator, she spoke to her followers’ religious faith, educated them with scientific evidence, and inspired them through personal anecdotes. She wrote prolifically, providing articles and pamphlets for WCTU publications, creating a how-to manual for public activism, and publishing 11 books.

In 1879 Willard was elected president of the WCTU, a position she held until her death in 1898. As the WCTU grew, she employed progressive policies: selecting women for leadership based on desire, skill, and qualifications, not race, religion, or social class. She also created paid positions in key organizational roles.

Willard believed that Christian ideals demanded equal treatment between women and men. She linked temperance and suffrage, arguing that with the vote women could protect their families and promote social change. Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906) applauded Willard’s ability to reach middle-class and religious women who had previously avoided the suffrage movement. Other suffrage leaders such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) and Matilda Gage (1826–1898) believed that established religion oppressed women. They regarded Willard as a detriment to the cause.

But Willard’s strategy to achieve limited voting status for women by positioning them on local boards regulating the sale of alcohol was successful. Gaining local voting rights helped reinvigorate the national suffrage movement.

Under Willard’s leadership, the WTCU evolved from a few thousand women focused on temperance to an international organization with over 150,000 members championing social reforms. WCTU activists successfully lobbied for public schools, temperance education, and equal enforcement of prostitution laws against men, and they raised the legal age in sexual consent laws from 10 years old for girls to 16 in most states.

Willard championed the Woman’s Building at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago and used it to demonstrate kindergarten programs. She advocated for sex education and physical education in schools, women’s shelters, and female guards in women’s prisons. Her best-selling book, A Wheel within a Wheel: How I Learned to Ride a Bicycle, supported dress reform and promoted healthy exercise and independent transportation.

Ida B. Wells (1862–1931), an African American activist, charged Willard with racism and not supporting antilynching reforms in the South. Willard responded to the allegation and invited Wells to the annual WCTU Conference in 1894, where the organization ratified an antilynching resolution, one of the first by an American organization.

Willard advocated for world peace and assisted with resettling Armenian refugees fleeing persecution from the Ottoman Empire in Turkey in 1896. She supported minimum wage laws, equal pay for equal work, and factory safety laws. She worked with newly created labor unions, populists, and Christian socialists to build an alternative national political party. Willard died in 1898 after contracting influenza.

Keri Dearborn
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

The American Civil War (1861–1865) and postwar Reconstruction period (1866–1877) were defining points in American history, with slavery and its aftermath serving as the centralizing experience. While men and some women fought in the Civil War for a wide variety of reasons, the war was fundamentally about slavery. Eleven seceded states fought to maintain and expand the legal bondage of black Americans, while the remaining states that made up the Union fought to contain or eradicate slavery. The social and political chaos of the postwar era required executive and legislative action to bring forth the Thirteenth, Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which freed the slaves, gave them civil rights, and granted black men the right to vote, respectively. After 1877 the nation would see those newly implemented amendments dismantled and eroded in the service of white racism. Inequities continued to exist between all races in the American landscape and proved to be a vexing problem for American women of all types, as they found themselves politically isolated and economically disenfranchised both during and after the war.

The Civil War had its greatest impact on white and black women. While the numbers of Asian American and Hispanic American women increased during this era, their populations were largely confined to the western United States, where they experienced little of the war’s impact. Native American tribes divided alliances between Confederate and Union lines, all the while caught in separate military campaigns throughout the central and southwestern regions of the United States. Native American women acted as helpmates and direct participants as their husbands, brothers, and sons fought for a country that had little regard for them.

Slave women’s lives both changed and remained the same during and after the war. During the war, thousands of freed women and men escaped slavery by fleeing to Union lines, but in the end they found themselves doing much the same work in the same conditions as when they were enslaved. Midway through the war the Union Army actively recruited formerly enslaved men. The army also established refugee camps throughout the South to house slave refugees, whom the government considered contraband of war. Disease ran rampant in some of these camps, as too many people and too few funds created sanitation disasters. Southern white Confederate women watched their men march off into war, too many never to return. As conditions worsened in the Confederacy, many white women encouraged their men to desert the war and come home to help their families. Women of many cultures, classes, and locations persevered under wartime conditions, often without the benefit of husbands and fathers.

The postwar American South entered into an era called Reconstruction, which included the region’s occupation by the U.S. Army for the next decade. The power of the relatively new Republican Party, initially formed as the antislavery party, discomposed white southerners, particularly as freed persons (ex-slaves) exercised their newly won civil rights. Some white southerners resorted to violence to combat the new order. Small southern towns witnessed several decades of political turmoil before the white South emerged triumphant by means of strict political, economic, and social codes that constrained black southerners for generations. The era’s racial segregation formally began at the end of Reconstruction in 1877.

Gender Roles

The Civil War and Reconstruction periods saw a shift of ideologies and notions of white women’s roles, often born out of necessity. The 19th-century doctrine of separate gendered spheres in America held that white women’s sole purpose was service to the home and family. As America witnessed the onset of the Civil War this ideology would be tested, as the necessity of providing the basic needs of war allowed and even encouraged women to act outside the domestic sphere. During the war white women worked in the public sphere as civil servants, volunteers, and paid staff for the many war relief aid societies in both the North and the South. The number of female nurses increased, particularly as nursing professionalized and became an acceptable job for respectable women. White women in southern towns under Union control relied on gender roles to save their homes and families. Termed “calculated magnanimity” by some historians, many southern women charmed Union soldiers into favors, privileges, and concessions for themselves, their children, and even soldier husbands, fathers, and sons held in military detention camps.

Slave women, by virtue of their bondage, their labor, and their status, stood outside the ideologies of “true womanhood,” but after the war newly freed black women sought to fulfill some of the tenets of traditional womanhood. Early in Reconstruction, those freedwomen who could financially afford to do so claimed control over their labor by removing themselves from the workforce and the fields and confining their labors to the home. Many freedwomen’s first act was to search for family members torn from them during slavery, and once reconnected women established households affirming kinship ties. Under the administration of the Freedmen’s Bureau, notions of gender were enforced in labor contracts made between freed people and owners of plantations. Free black men were defined as the heads of households, relegating black women to the status of feme covert, a legal position that made women legally subservient to their husbands. The Freedmen’s Bureau set terms that allowed only heads of household, mostly men, to claim any property rights, effectively disadvantaging black women. Economically, black households with a sole male financial provider proved impractical, particularly after realities of postwar life and the 1870s. Many black women had to return to fieldwork.

Traditionally, patriarchal rule in the South dictated limits on black and white women in nearly every aspect of life. As a result, southern white women found that they could expand their roles only in ways that did not disturb the existing social order. This legacy evolved antebellum and postbellum to include upholding the values of southern culture: agrarian tradition, antimodernism, a strong racial divide, and gendered spheres of living that included a strict code of conduct. Some southern women did join reform movements and benevolent societies but not to the extent that northern women did. Historians have documented the gendering of what would be called the Lost Cause mythology. Women became the keepers of the Confederate memory, keeping alive pre–Civil War ideals in the form of memorials and ceremonies. Because southern white men struggled to resolve masculinity issues in a climate of postwar defeat and the loss of the mastery that came with slavery, white southern women made it a patriotic duty to record their recollections of the war and organize groups to memorialize the war. Thus, women were central to the creation of the southern myth of the Lost Cause. Women’s memorial associations, civic in nature, sprang up throughout the North and the South. Northern women’s extensive participation in Memorial Day, a national commemoration honoring the memory of the Union soldiers’ participation in the Civil War, was particularly successful. American women used prevailing notions of gender to inform their commemorative efforts and in so doing shaped how the nation remembers the Civil War.

Gender roles for women in the American Southwest also shifted, increasingly conforming to the relentless influences of white American encroachment as the 19th century wore on. Before European colonization, both Mexican and Indian women from varying tribes and regions had a significant amount of political and economic influence within their respected tribes and communities. Christian missionaries, backed by the U.S. government, greatly influenced indigenous cultural mores. Many Native American women ultimately succumbed to gendered roles practiced by whites.

Education

In keeping with the doctrine of separate gender spheres, advanced educational opportunities for white women remained mostly limited to all-female institutions. Although improved compared to the antebellum era, the number and quality of these institutions continued to lag behind those offered to white men after the Civil War. The “Seven Sisters” colleges, all founded in the decades just before or after the war as adjuncts to elite all-male colleges, improved higher education access for female students. Nonetheless, by 1870 fewer than 1 percent of American women had a college education. The few women who did go to college found themselves with like-minded women in the academic world. Statistically, college-educated women married later in life if at all and frequently became members and leaders of social reform movements. Educational opportunities for both white and black citizens in the American South expanded during Reconstruction, though southern whites remained more resistant to women’s education than did white northerners.

Institutions of higher learning lagged for people of color. The Freedmen’s Bureau and other private philanthropic groups from the North recognized the advantages of educating black women and set up schools where students could learn simple mathematics and reading. Black women reported that they wanted to be able to read well enough to read the Bible for themselves. In Georgia alone, the number of free blacks attending school nearly tripled in the decade after the war. Northern aid societies set up a number of schools in the South after the war. The federally supported Freedmen’s Bureau provided funds and support for many of these new schools and also funded soldiers to protect the schools from racially motivated violence. Black women became teachers and set up schools for black students at a time when there were few public schools for any children, let alone the children of newly freed slaves. While black women’s literacy rates rose rapidly in the decade after the Civil War, they faced considerable resistance from racists in both the North and the South. Nonetheless, freedwomen recognized that education was of upmost importance for the success of both them and their families in a postslavery world.

Missionary reformers set up mission schools to “civilize” indigenous people by educating them in a manner that emphasized white culture and denigrated native culture. In reality, the mission schools prepared native girls and women for a life of manual labor while denigrating native traditions and languages. Given the rural nature of Native American life, many government schools were boarding schools that required children to leave their homes for long periods of time, wear uniforms, and conform to white cultural ideals. Efforts to assimilate them remained unpopular within almost all of the tribes, but the federal government gave some groups very little choice in the matter. Some tribal groups were fairly effective in resisting assimilationist education, while others were not.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

During and after the Civil War, increasing numbers of American women worked outside the home for wages. During the war women in both the North and the South assumed jobs previously held by absent men, filling a labor gap left by men who had gone to war. Women discovered skills they had not realized they had, as illustrated by the evolution of nursing as a profession. Women’s work during the war must be divided between waged labor, done mainly by poor women, and unwaged labor, done by both slaves and white volunteers. Women’s rights advocates continued their work for women’s suffrage (the right to vote) but also shifted their focus during the Civil War by working for war-related charities. They also formed the Women’s Loyal National League in 1863 to lobby for a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery. Some women’s right advocates believed that their waged and volunteer work during the war would be rewarded with the vote after the war. The passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, which enfranchised black men but not women, proved them wrong.

By 1870, 25 percent of northern white women worked in factories, mainly textile factories. Native-born unmarried women made up the bulk of the textile factory workforce before the war, but after the war these jobs were increasingly taken by immigrant women, many of them married. Accordingly, wages fell. Only janitorial jobs in those same factories were open to black women. The bulk of female workers, regardless of ethnicity, could be found in domestic service as maids, cooks, and child care workers. These women worked long hours doing backbreaking labor while being paid wages well below that of men in comparable jobs. Early reform movements to address these conditions included labor organizations that eventually included women. Women were among the first American workers to organize for better wages and working conditions. The Female Collar Laundry Workers Union and the Women’s Typographical Union, founded in 1868, are examples of successful union organizing.

Women of all ethnicities threw themselves into action as they answered the call to assistance under wartime circumstances. Many women in both the North and the South abandoned war-ravaged homes and followed men into battle. It is difficult to know how many women disguised themselves as men to fight in the war, but certainly hundreds of them did just that. A number of women also served effectively as spies during the war, in part because military men often allowed women to cross enemy lines and were loath to search women when they did so. Free black women, many of whom were experienced in the Underground Railroad, also acted as couriers and spies. Harriet Tubman, though most famed for her work as a guide on the Underground Railroad, worked as a spy and scout for the Union Army.

Hundreds more women took up nursing, a profession once seen as suitable only for men and lower-class women. The health care demands of the war created new professional possibilities for women, and as more women became nurses, American society justified the shift by claiming that women’s maternal natures made them “natural” nurses. In the midst of the war many American women both reinforced and resisted traditional gender roles in their work as missionaries, teachers, preachers, and nurses to soldiers and slaves.

Black women’s labor became contested after slavery ended, as white plantation owners’ desire for cheap labor and the economic realities of black families trumped black women’s desire to leave fieldwork behind. Black women engaged in domestic work to hold their families together. Lack of waged employment made it difficult for many of these women to see to their families’ basic needs both during and after the war. Even when black women could find waged work, they were paid less than men for comparable work. The U.S. Army forced whites to pay freed persons wages, but women were paid $4 per month, while men were paid $5 per month. Formerly enslaved women experienced a series of missed opportunities and broken promises during Reconstruction. Most worked as impoverished sharecroppers or as maids doing domestic chores, washing laundry, and attending to the needs of their white employers, much as they had done in slavery.

In occupied towns in the South during and after the war, white women found themselves without husbands or brothers or parents to help them deal with the workload on farms and plantations. Washing, cooking, cleaning, and tending fires, gardens, and livestock suddenly absorbed every waking moment of their lives. Enterprising wives, mothers, and daughters looked to the Union soldiers as a source of income, selling them, for example, lumber from old buildings and renting sleeping quarters to Union officers. Financially impoverished by the war, the women bartered garden produce for goods, sold household possessions, and borrowed money to survive. Women sold items such as buggies, furniture, clothes, carpets, glass jars, and personal possessions to white and black soldiers and former slaves. These families were often cash poor, and what money they did have lost value after the Confederate government collapsed. In a world turned upside down, many examples of letters written by southern women demonstrate the adjustments they made.

Rural women in both the North and the South continued to work on family farms, though they were rarely recognized as farmers. Women in farm families struggled to hold onto their homes and properties, particularly after an economic depression in the mid-1870s caused crop prices to plummet. In the South, white families who had managed to hold onto their land through the war survived economically by renting out their lands to black families for cotton planting under the sharecropping system. While this system kept some white families economically viable, it overwhelmingly disadvantaged black sharecroppers, who found themselves caught in a spiral of debt peonage that functionally reenslaved black Americans.

Adjustments to family life under wartime conditions were profound both economically and socially for Native American women as well. Indigenous women directly confronted wartime constraints, in part because women in many tribes were the keepers of food sources. After the war long-held indigenous gender ideologies shifted as white influence continued its pressure on Native American women to cede their power to men. Native American women found themselves pressured to assimilate with white gendered ideals of men as breadwinner and head of household and women as subservient keepers of the home.

Legal and Political Power

Faced with the hardships of war and the reality that they had little formal power to sway public policy, women in both the North and the South engaged in public acts of rebellion and resistance. In 1863 in New York, immigrant Irish women rioted over federal military draft regulations that allowed men to buy themselves out of military service for $300. Coming on the heels of the Emancipation Proclamation in January, which freed few slaves but did make it clear that the war was about ending slavery, the draft exemptions infuriated poor women, whose sons and husbands could not afford the exemption. In July working-class men and women rioted in the city streets in protest, taking out their anger on free blacks rather than city elites. In the end 120 people died in the riot, and in the aftermath thousands of black New Yorkers left the city.

The year 1863 also saw a number of bread riots in Confederate states, most notably the Richmond Bread Riot. Women rioted in Richmond, Virginia, and several other towns in protest of high food prices. A poor 1862 harvest caused both by drought and war, and the ongoing federal blockade of Southern ports, which prevented supplies from entering the region, as well as plantation owners’ insistence on growing cotton and tobacco instead of food, all contributed to food shortages. Food riots were also an expression of women’s increasing impatience with the war. Southern women engaged in other acts of political resistance. During Union occupation in New Orleans in 1862, Confederate women, incensed over the occupation of their city, made obvious their contempt of Union soldiers by acts of hostility: spitting, jeers, and teaching their children to do the same. In an effort to control the women, Major General Benjamin Butler issued General Order No. 28, which decreed that any woman acting in a hostile manner to Union Army personnel would be treated as if she were a prostitute. Outrage over Butler’s order was such that he was removed from command.

After the war both white and black women asserted themselves by using the laws enacted during Reconstruction, using the courts to seek redress for a variety of issues. With the help of the Freedman’s Bureau, blacks sought redress over losses incurred during the war. Women sued deadbeat fathers and in some states applied for divorces from abusive husbands. Southern women who experienced financial loss occurring during occupation sought reparations from the federal government for damages to property by federal troops.

Women’s rights advocates emerged from the war divided over the issue of suffrage. In 1869 Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton founded the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) on the premise that women ought to support universal suffrage, or an expansion of the vote to all American citizens, including all women and all ex-slaves. Because the Fifteenth Amendment, which would enfranchise black men, was stalled in Congress, another group of women’s rights advocates, headed by Lucy Stone, argued that the vote ought to go to black men first. Stone founded the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), which supported the Fifteenth Amendment, believing that politicians would be grateful for the support and would reward women at a later date. When that reasoning proved incorrect, the AWSA worked primarily for gaining women’s suffrage on the state level, while the NWSA dedicated itself to achieving a constitutional amendment to enfranchise women.

While mainstream historians long claimed that the split in the suffrage movement hindered the case for women’s suffrage (while proving that women could not work together), the opposite is actually closer to the truth. In having two separate organizations in the decades after the Civil War, the movement offered reform-minded American women and men a choice between the moderate AWSA or the more radical NWSA. Also, because the two organizations worked on different governmental levels, the AWSA at the state level and the NWSA at the federal level, they were essentially engaged in a two-pronged approach to the same problem. Moreover, the AWSA stance on black suffrage alienated some supporters, who could then throw their support to the NWSA. Thus, the 1869 split in the suffrage movement strengthened the movement by allowing for more viewpoints and political approaches.

Despite alliances between the United States, the Confederate States of America, and the surviving tribes, Native American women found repeated erosion of economic and social standing within their tribal communities, continuing during the Civil War and Reconstruction. Women of Hispanic heritage, American citizens since the end of the war with Mexico in 1848, realized a distinct legal disadvantage with the annexation of their home country. Mexican laws granted women ownership rights over property, a clear difference from American-born women, who had only just realized a modicum of gains regarding property ownership with the advent of the Married Women’s Property Act and the groundbreaking New York Married Woman’s Property Act of 1848.

Immigration and Migration

White Americans in the southern and eastern United States continued their expansion westward with migration patterns begun generations earlier, first by covered wagon and then by railroads during Reconstruction. The Homestead Act (May 20, 1862) encouraged continued expansion in the American West by making land available at a relatively low cost. Often heralded as a land giveaway program, the Homestead Act actually granted people 160 acres if they lived on the land for five years. Persons could buy an additional parcel of land for $1.25 and acre, and many did, particularly when people accustomed to East Coast farming learned that in the arid West 160 acres was not enough land for a viable farm. The Homestead Act was remarkable in that it did not discriminate against women or people of color. Nonetheless, most of the women who went west in the years after the Civil War did so with their husbands or fathers, and the majority of migrating families were white.

Few free blacks managed to migrate in the postwar period, because however affordable land was under the Homestead Act, only families with money to fund the travel and the farm supplies could do so. A distinct migration pattern emerged within African American communities with the onset of the Reconstruction period, particularly as the promises of freedom gave way to disappointment and outright terror campaigns by racist whites. Black migration patterns after the Civil War were mostly westward and to the north, where ex-slaves hoped to escape the legacy of southern slavery. Black families also moved to escape the terrorism created by the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). Founded in 1865, the KKK functioned as a vigilante group that visited violence on ex-slaves, including the rape of black women, to bolster white supremacy in the South. Though black Americans did not move north and west in great numbers until the Great Migration (1910–1970), the trend saw its start after the Civil War. The first significant migration of blacks occurred in the 1870s, when they moved from states along the Mississippi River to Kansas. Later known as the Exodusters, they arrived in Kansas with little, taxing an already overwhelmed charitable system designed to aid them. By 1880 Kansas began to discourage further migrations by southern blacks.

American Indian women continued to experience forced migration from their tribal lands to reservations, often pushed north or west by encroaching white pioneers and federal officers. Continued efforts by the U.S. government to detribalize Native Americans added a great cost to the livelihood and cultural respect affecting the lives of Native Americans generally forced to relocate.

In the 1870s immigrants from Germany, Ireland, and England came to the United States, fleeing famines and job scarcities in their home countries. Many of these immigrants were Catholic, giving rise to a growing nativist, or anti-immigrant/anti-Catholic, movement in the country. Single women, particularly among the Irish, immigrated in high numbers, though most women immigrated with their families. While European immigrants arrived on the East Coast, Asian immigrants came mainly to the West Coast. Chinese women endured a forced migration, being sold into slavery in China and forced into the sex trade industry in the western cities. Efforts that began after the war to stem the tide of Chinese immigrants culminated in 1882, with Congress passing the exclusion act prohibiting immigration. Like other immigrants, the Chinese were met with animosity, contempt, and outright violence.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Courting couples in American witnessed an ongoing shift in societal norms during this era. Increasingly Americans believed in romantic love and companionate marriage. Before the 1800s most people saw little value in love as the basis for a relationship, but by the time of the Civil War love had become compulsory for courtship and marriage. Also, as the Civil War began, couples rushed to marry before men were mustered into military service. To do so couples had to convince themselves that they were in love, though oftentimes their love did not survive the rigors of wartime.

Companionate marriage ideals reflected the ideas of romantic love applied to a lifelong commitment. Couples had increased expectations for marital emotional intimacy, which increased some married women’s marital power as their husbands sought to understand and support them. Other couples could not sustain the romance of courtship over years of marriage, and many women’s expectations of a happy companionate marriage were not met. Also, the companionate marriage ideal made little room for the reality that some men abandoned or abused their wives. Moreover, with about 618,000 men killed in the war, the postwar period saw a shortage of marriageable men, leaving women trapped by ideals whereby their highest calling was to fall in love, marry, and have children but with no way to fulfill those ideals.

Ex-slaves had an entirely different view of marriage, seeing it less as a romantic obligation than as a civil right. Laws had not allowed slaves to marry, in part because masters wanted the right to break up slave families through sale and in part because marriage laws held that husbands had legal control over their wives. Masters could not cede control of black women to slave men. After the war and emancipation, black couples quickly sought to legalize unions formed during slavery, finally realizing legal recognition of their unions.

Across the nation, separated and divorced women were stigmatized, in part because they were blamed for the failure of marriages. Divorced women generally had few rights to alimony or to their children. Divorce law saw some reform in the decades before the Civil War, with most but not all states allowing women to sue for divorce based on adultery, desertion, or cruelty. The years after the Civil War saw a tightening of divorce laws as the nation grew increasingly conservative in matters of gender. Nonetheless, divorce rates in the 1870s rose almost 80 percent over previous decades. Still, courts continued to grant husbands divorce more frequently than wives.

On the Great Plains frontier, where often cattle outnumbered people, marriage proposals were swift and utilitarian. A couple might agree to marry after only an hour of meeting. Census records reflect divorces occurring more frequently for those women who migrated to the West, in part because the difficult conditions on the frontier put considerable stress on women. Women, more so than men, yearned to leave the frontier and go home, and some divorced as a means to do so.

Fertility and Fertility Control

Fertility and birth control continued to be practiced throughout America during the Civil War and Reconstruction, challenging society’s ideals on women’s roles and motherhood. The economic and social realties of unchecked pregnancies inflicted a societal toll on cities and towns across the nation at the same time that many women sought to limit their fertility so as to better control their lives. Though many contraceptive techniques were ineffective or even dangerous, women continued to use them.

In 1869 the Roman Catholic Church declared abortion and contraception counter to Christian doctrine, and many American Protestant denominations agreed. Nonetheless, by the 1870s the term “voluntary motherhood” became the battle cry for women’s rights advocates, who argued that no woman should have to be a mother until she was ready to do so. Some advocates for women’s rights opposed birth control because they felt that it gave men license to take sexual advantage of women.

Statistics on childbearing rates for American women throughout the United States differed by white and black women and by region during this period, but average birthrates for all women declined in the second half of the 1800s from 7.04 in 1800 to 3.56 in 1900, suggesting that many women used some kind of birth control. The most common fertility control practice was coitus interruptus, or male withdrawal, followed by a wide variety of spermicidal douches, cervical caps, and condoms. American women continued to avail themselves of abortions, even while the American Medical Association and religious groups moved to criminalize them. Male doctors supported antiabortion efforts so as to drive female midwives out of the medical profession, thus consolidating male control of female health care.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

With the advent of the Civil War, giving birth and raising children for white and black mothers became a complicated affair, fraught with loss and joy. During the war the birthrate for white females dropped between 1860 and 1870 from 41.4 percent to 38.3 percent, whereas for black females birthrates rose slightly between 1860 and 1870, from 58.0 percent to 58.4 percent. Most middle-class women saw raising children and domestic work as their chief occupation. Upper-middle- and elite-class women could afford to hire domestic help to assist in child rearing, generally hiring poor women who left their own children to tend the children of the rich. Poor families could not afford the luxury of a stay-at-home mother, so working-class women worked for wages and then went home to do unwaged domestic and mothering work.

After the war black women went in search of children sold during slavery, hoping to reunite family members. As best as possible black parents sought to avail their children of schooling, often preferring that their children be taught by black teachers and hoping to limit the amount of time their children worked in the fields. Parents may have been successful to a degree in that farming was a seasonal affair, allowing for school time in between harvest and the next planting.

As a consequence of slavery, the majority of black households were headed by females. Freedmen’s Bureau authorities felt qualified to make decisions as to the fate of black women’s offspring. If authorities thought that a woman had too many children or an inadequate home, they would take the children and place them in a system of apprenticeship, utilizing their labor for local whites until the children reached adulthood. For black women the practice too closely paralleled the selling of black children during slavery.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

American women had few protections from family violence during this period. Few states recognized domestic abuse as abuse and instead saw marriage as a legal contract wherein a man had the legal right to do whatever he wanted to his wife.

The Freedmen’s Bureau kept a record of violence in the American South and found that black women were particularly vulnerable to sexual assault and rape. Roving white supremacist terrorists such as the KKK preyed on black women. From Texas to New Orleans black woman risked assault, whippings, rape, and lynching on a daily basis. Some black women kept quiet about the crimes committed against them for fear of reprisal, while others bravely brought action against the perpetrators of violent crimes. Very few men were ever punished for sexually assaulting a black woman.

Clothing and Fashion

Wartime practicalities dictated dress for many white women in both the North and the South. Cotton embargoes meant that fabric was more expensive during the war, and women often made over an old dress rather than making a new one. Women typically wore four to five layers of clothing, including petticoats, underskirts, and overskirts over whalebone- or steel-reinforced corsets. Women wore large skirts, which were held in a bell shape by hoops sewn into underskirts. Bonnets or hats, gloves, shawls, and parasols could complete a lady’s attire. During the Civil War color choices for dresses were more subdued, but bright colors and patterns returned to favor during Reconstruction. After the war heavily draped hoop skirts gave way to skirts that in the front fell straight to the ground but were caught up by bustles at the rear, creating an S-shaped silhouette.

Women who sought freedom from not only the restrictive clothing but also social constraints continued to experiment with more comfortable clothing such as the “Bloomer” costume, named after dress reform advocate Amelia Bloomer. Majority culture resisted Bloomerism as unwomanly, but during the Civil war many nursing groups adopted the bloomer style of dress because it allowed for greater freedom of movement. Dr. Mary Walker wore bloomers while working in Civil War hospitals and in the field of battle.

Slave women and poor white women alike would have worn fewer layers of clothing and may or may not have been corseted. Newly emancipated black women enjoyed the freedom to dress more like their white counterparts, though most black women’s choices were constrained by poverty. Fewer restraints were imposed on Mexican women as they sought to retain cultural ties with traditional dress. In the West, Chinese American women too sought to hold on to traditional means of maintaining cultural ties through dress, rejecting American and Western wear. Native American women gradually surrendered native dress, culturally assimilating by adopting the normative clothing styles of white culture.

Cynthia J. Parker
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3. The Gilded Age (1878–1899)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

On the surface, prosperity and progress dominated the Gilded Age (1878–1899). By 1878, the United States was shaking off the struggles of the American Civil War and the Reconstruction era. Industrialism, which had been making its way into the American economic landscape for decades, exploded thanks to technological innovations and the flood of immigrants who provided a seemingly endless supply of cheap labor. The United States also began its rise as a world power as production and exports increased, making it a contender for the top spot in world manufacturing (much to the dismay of Britain, which had long held this title). By 1913, American production was responsible for one-third of the world’s output. This was the era that defined the rags-to-riches version of the American Dream. Men such as Andrew Carnegie, who arrived penniless from Scotland, joined the likes of John D. Rockefeller and Henry Huntington in America’s growing class of millionaires. Never before had the United States had so much wealth, and in the Gilded Age it showed. However, this shny facade was a veneer over some of the nation’s most oppressive policies and downtrodden people, particularly in terms of race and labor. The title of the era, attributed to Mark Twain, characterized the era as one coated in gold but with little real substance underneath the shiny exterior.

While the history of the United States has always been one of contrasts, those contrasts became increasingly visible and intense during the Gilded Age. Railroads unified the nation and continued to break down the regional identities. Nevertheless, it would take more that the iron horse and a slew of new consumer goods to create a national culture. The American experience still varied greatly among the agricultural South, the factory-laden North, and the ever-developing West with its extractive economies such as logging and mining. Each of these regions struggled to incorporate different races into an increasingly diverse America. While the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments had promised citizenship and the vote to all native-born men (in spite of women’s advocacy for inclusion), by the Gilded Age even minimal attempts to uphold the promise of nationwide manhood suffrage had faded into a mire of segregationist policies that kept most people of color marginalized. This left people of color and women on their own, trying to create inclusive policies in an increasing corrupt political system.

Although the Civil War gutted the Southern cotton economy, which had been the economic backbone of both the South and the nation prior to the war, the South retained its dependence on agriculture through the Gilded Age. Due to the lack of industry, the region failed to attract immigrants who preferred to settle in the North, where jobs seemed plentiful. The fact that the transcontinental railroad was designed during the Civil War, when Southern secession left Northern states in control of the federal government, also meant that much of the industrial revolution and the corresponding improvements in transportation bypassed the South. For African Americans in the South, Jim Crow laws restricted their right to move freely in society, limiting economic opportunity and replacing slavery with a kind of debt peonage. Black Americans found themselves trapped as low-paid agricultural laborers, largely through sharecropping and work as domestic servants that provided no relief from the poverty and abuse that defined economic and race relations in the South during the Gilded Age. In addition, lynching and the accompanying rape of black women would hit a statistical high point in the 1890s as white supremacists increasingly depended on violence to preserve racial hierarchies and deter African American resistance to the status quo.

As African American men were terrorized out of exercising their newly acquired right to vote, segregation received the backing of the Supreme Court. In 1898 the landmark case Plessey v. Ferguson defined “separate but equal” as the status quo in America, in spite of the obvious point that segregation inherently meant institutionalized second-class citizenship that was anything but equal. With racial divisions firmly entrenched in the South, little progress toward black civil rights would be made during the Gilded Age. The era did see African American leaders such as Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, and Ida B. Wells advocate for African American rights, but their efforts would be more visible in the early 20th century.

For Americans in the North, industrialization and immigration characterized the era. Between 1870 and 1920, almost 11 million people moved from farms to cities, and approximately 25 million immigrants came to the United States. Because of the lack of opportunity in the South, immigrants were concentrated in the North and West. Unlike the first wave of immigrants, who were largely from Western Europe, the Gilded Age saw an influx of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, particularly those from Russian territories and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, including Italy, Greece, and Poland. The Nativist movement responded by seeking to maintain white native-born privilege in the name of building a stronger America. By the time of the Gilded Age, Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory articulated in On the Origin of Species (1859) had become entrenched in American culture and had combined with ideas to morph into scientific racism and social Darwinism, or the belief that survival of the fittest applied to every aspect of society. Social Darwinism reinforced the racism and classism embedded in the national culture while justifying the deplorable treatment of the working class and those in poverty. Scientific racism buttressed social Darwinism while also providing so-called scientific proof of female inferiority.

In an era with little government regulation, big business dominated the American economy. The rise of the railroads made new business models including vertical integration, meaning that the corporation owned the resources for the means of production, from acquiring the raw materials to distributing the finished product. This combined with a lack of federal or state protections for workers or the environment meant that industrial magnates such as Andrew Carnegie and John Davison Rockefeller were able to acquire unheard of wealth. These so-called robber barons used their money to buy considerable political clout in an era when votes and politicians were easily purchased. Many police forces were little more than thugs for hire and were often used by industrialists to thwart worker protest in the labor movement. These captains of industry made their fortunes through cutthroat business practices that eliminated competition, kept workers in low wages, and increasingly consolidated industries until they were monopolies. The nation’s resources became consolidated in the hands of an extremely wealthy minority. Furthermore, an unregulated workforce meant that hours and wages could be adjusted to maximize profits. Factory workers could be hired and fired at will while having no assurance that their wages would remain constant. In some cases, such as at Chicago’s Pullman Company, employees were required to live in factory housing, where rent came out of their paychecks. Pullman employees had to purchase goods at the company store, also owned by George Pullman. In this way, wages would be returned to the company, making all aspects of the business profitable for the owner. For the employee, the system made upward mobility nearly impossible and working-class stability unachievable.

The Gilded Age saw the emergence of unions such as the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor, founded by labor leader Samuel Gompers in 1886. This rise of labor organizing spurred an unprecedented number of strikes and protests, many of which turned violent. For example, the 1886 Haymarket Riots resulted in the deaths of four strikers at the hands of police, and an anonymous bombing killed a police officer. Events such as Haymarket set the tone for the next decades of labor protests over better wages, shorter working days, job security, and other benefits that would bring stability to the working class. The conflict spoke to the larger questions of the role of government in regulating business and setting limits on capitalism. The federal government would begin to assert its authority with legislation such as the Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), which banned monopolies. The fight for labor and corporate regulations bled into the early 20th century, which saw some decisive victories for labor, such as the elimination of child labor.

Factory workers were not the only ones concerned with the great disparities among the social classes. The condition of the working class increasingly became the focus of middle-class writers and reformers. In their work they challenged the ideals of social Darwinism and appealed to the better nature of Americans to reduce social ills such as poverty. The increase in literacy and the popular press that characterized the era fueled the rise of investigative journalism, much of which was dedicated to exposing the deplorable conditions of the working poor. Works such as Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890) highlighted the social cost of the wealth accumulated by the nation’s corporate giants. This spotlight on the poor would greatly help the reform movements of the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era.

Other exposés of the working class were often filtered through the lens of Protestant reform in the Social Gospel Movement, which sought not only to mitigate poverty but also to address other social problems that plagued the lives of the poor, particularly alcohol consumption. As a reaction to social Darwinism, this movement highlighted the need for more equitable distributions of wealth to foster Christian values. Heavily influenced by the writings of Baptist minister Walter Rauschenbusch and Congregationalist clergyman William Gladden, the Social Gospel Movement protested corporate greed and the exploitation of working-class women, men, and children. It was accompanied by urban reform movements that emphasized the need to bring Christian and social service to blighted urban areas. Thus, it mirrored the values of the labor movement in its condemnation of practices such as child labor.

Concerns about social class also divided the upper class. While the United States had always had a social elite, this group found its wealth and prestige challenged by the sudden influx of new money, with multimillionaires among their ranks. This conflict made its way into popular culture with the creation of Ward McAllister’s list of the 400 families that could claim coveted spots in New York’s highest society. Written with the assistance of Mrs. Lina Astor, the self-appointed gatekeeper to New York’s high society, the list became emblematic of the age. Novelists such as Henry James and Edith Wharton captured the obsession with minutia on which the highest social class prided itself and the cruelty with which they often wielded their power. Critics made little distinction between old money elites and the nouveau riche. Works such as Thorstein B. Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) touted the economic and social cost of wealth when separated from the labor that produced the wealth.

In the West between the end of the Civil War and 1890, eight new states were added to the nation. These came largely at the expense of Native Americans and their territory. The Plains Wars, which began immediately after the Civil War, took their toll on the indigenous populations, which were on the verge of annihilation as a result of years of war, forced relocation, and the untenable conditions of life on reservations. The U.S. government became increasingly assertive in attempts to eradicate the Native American way of life, and the Dawes Act of 1887 embodied that effort. This act broke the land designated for Native American use into smaller parcels and allotted it to Native American families for farming with the promise that conversion to a more “civilized” lifestyle was a pathway to American citizenship. The plan was an immediate failure, and Native Americans quickly found the newly awarded land taken by American settlers who seized it in a series of land rushes in 1889 and 1890.

The definitive end to the Plains Wars occurred with the Ghost Dance Movement, a desperate attempt to assert Native American identity in the face of near extinction. By this point, the Native American population was at its lowest point in American history, with only 250,000 people of indigenous descent remaining in the United States. The movement brought the remaining tribes together to perform a ritual dance in the hopes that prayer and a commitment to pacifism could restore a lost way of life and return ancestors from the grave. The U.S. government prohibited the dance, and when Native American tribes ignored the ban, the U.S. 7th Cavalry was sent to quell the movement. The confrontation in December 1890 became the Massacre at Wounded Knee, with American troops killing iconic Native American leader Sitting Bull and slaughtering 150–200 Native Americans, largely women and children. The massacre effectively ended Native American resistance and ensured that the people had few alternatives to the institutionalized poverty inherent in the reservation system.

The decline of the Native Americans accompanied the settling of the West. Railroads supported by the government made previously remote areas accessible for farming, and where the railroad went, so too did homesteaders and towns. The Homestead Act (1862) continued to attract both eastern settlers and immigrants to the region, and the Great Plains were increasingly broken up into farms, many of them too small to survive the aridity of the Great Plains. Corporate farms would eventually replace these family farms, but in the Gilded Age, they helped bring diversity to the American diet as crops found markets on both coasts and fed the burgeoning population. Small farms also set up the conditions for the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, as farmers plowed more land and grew crops year after year, wearing out the soil. The creation of mail order meant that industrial goods could move throughout the nation with ease, connecting rural residents to the consumer culture of the era and making living in the region more palatable. In the Midwest, the High Plains, and the Southwest, the use of barbed wire carved up the plains and built a thriving cattle industry. Railroads transported cattle to cities such as Chicago and St. Louis, making them centers for the meat industry.

On the West Coast, the influx of Asian immigrants, first Chinese and later Japanese and Filipino immigrants, experienced the second-class citizenship that characterized the experience of nonwhites in the era. Chinese immigrants, whose labor helped develop cities such as San Francisco during the gold rush and build the transcontinental railroad, became less in demand during the 1870s. Chinese Americans found their rights to live in California increasingly restricted. The perception that they were depriving Americans of jobs fueled the racism of the era. Like other minorities, Asians were forced to live in segregated communities, paid lower wages than white counterparts, and denied access to services such as public education. For industrialists, profitability trumped racism, and many immigrant groups were welcome to work for substandard wages in dangerous factories, a fact that would complicate the relationships between immigrants and the union movement. Eventually, the anti-Chinese sentiment manifested in the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882), which forbade the immigration of Chinese laborers on the principle that the Chinese were incapable of becoming real Americans. Thus, the Chinese found themselves to be one of the first immigrant groups banned from entering the United States. The prejudice against Asian immigrants would expand to the Japanese, whose immigration would also be banned in 1908.

In spite of the social tensions and related violence that characterized the era, the Gilded Age also saw an expansion in leisure activities, creating significant steps in building a national culture. Innovations of the industrial era brought popular culture to the lower classes. Minstrel shows, which were common in the South, and vaudeville and burlesque theater were popular diversions. Traveling shows were also popular as medicine shows and circuses toured the nation, including “The Greatest Show on Earth” put together by P. T. Barnum and James Bailey in 1881. The American West was displayed throughout the nation and the world in numerous Wild West shows, the most prestigious belonging to Buffalo Bill Cody. The popularity of these shows and their tours helped create distinctly American entertainment. When Chicago hosted the World’s Columbian Exhibition in 1893, it brought international attention to both American technological innovation and popular entertainments. This exhibition was also a significant landmark in American tourism, as leisure became the motivation for people of all social classes to take advantage of the railroads and move around the country seeing visiting entertainments, other cities, and national parks.

While the United States began to define a national culture, life in the Gilded Age was greatly defined by class and race, a paradox that would continue well into the 20th century. For those at the top of the social ladder, it was an era of unprecedented opportunity. For those at the bottom, the American Dream of social advancement was out of reach, as subsistence living became increasingly challenging in a world with no regard for the rights of workers. While not seen as an era of great social progress, the Gilded Age was an era of great agitation. The conspicuous consumption of the upper classes made the wealth of the nation apparent, and many disenfranchised groups began to assertively demand their rights to more than the crumbs that an exclusively white patriarchy was willing to hand them.

Stephanie McKinney
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Addams, Jane (1860–1935)

Social Reformer and pacifist Jane Addams is mostly remembered for cofounding Hull House in 1889 Chicago with Ellen Gates Starr. In doing so Addams proved to be an important leader in the American settlement house movement. Hull House, which served primarily poor European immigrant women, became a model for settlement houses throughout the nation.

Addams was born in Cedarville, Illinois. Her widowed father was a wealthy banker who sent Addams to the Rockford Female Seminary and then to the Woman’s Medical College in Philadelphia, where she completed one year of training. After Addams’s father died in 1881, she dropped out of medical school and went to Europe. While in England in the late 1880s Addams observed the Toynbee Hall project that tended to the poor in London slums. She was impressed with how the community center offered legal aid, inexpensive meals, and literacy classes to a mostly immigrant populace. Addams became convinced that community efforts such as the one in London helped more people than any single act of charity. In fact, she believed that she had found her calling.

Upon her return to the United States in 1889, Addams rented a deserted Chicago mansion, renovated it, and called it Hull House. With the help of young middle-class female and male volunteers and the charitable donations from wealthy benefactors, the center sought to ease the suffering of immigrant women in Chicago slums. Hull House was one of the first settlement houses in the United States. Eventually the center grew into a complex of 13 buildings that provided many services, including day care, free medicines, playground areas, and a gymnasium. It offered a variety of classes including English literacy, sewing, bookbinding, art, music, and cooking. It exposed poor women to cultural enrichment with concerts and exhibitions and offered advice about working hours, working safety, and child labor practices, emphasizing the importance of keeping children in school rather than sending them to work in factories. The center also provided a boardinghouse for single workingwomen. Thousands of women used the center every day.

Besides helping people directly with their everyday needs, Addams also initiated a massive social research project to investigate the causes of poverty and crime. She hired college-educated women to undertake interviews and observations. Hull House workers compiled statistical data about the living and working conditions of Chicago’s poorest people. The results and recommendations were published in 1895 in Hull House Maps and Papers.

Addams used the report findings to push for state and federal progressive reforms such as inspections of factories, child labor laws, and union recognition. She also fought for an eight-hour workday for women, compensation for workers injured on the job, and government-mandated inspections of tenement housing. In 1903 Addams helped found the Women’s Trade Union League to address the women’s rights in the workplace, and in 1908 she participated in and founded the Immigrants’ Protective League to help recent immigrants.
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Progressive activist Jane Addams brought the idea of settlement houses from London to Chicago in 1911. Through Hull House, Addams and her associates provided social and educational opportunities to urban, working class immigrants. (Chicago History Museum/Getty Images)

When World War I (1914–1918) began in Europe, the services at Hull House were negatively affected. Addams was a devoted pacifist. In 1914, she protested the war by leading a peace parade in New York. In 1915, she met with other American pacifists in Washington, D.C., to organize peace efforts. The meeting resulted in the founding of the Woman’s Peace Party and the drafting of an 11-point program for peace mediation. At the international level, Addams served as president of the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom. She and other pacifists worked on trying to get President Woodrow Wilson to mediate the war, which had been mostly confined to Europe by 1916.

When the United States entered the war in 1917, Addams’s pacifist ideology fell out of favor with many Americans. While her opposition to a foreign war was seen as a practical humanitarian effort, her opposition to a war in which Americans were fighting appeared unpatriotic to many people. In addition, her support of immigrants at Hull House, particularly Germans, led to widespread criticism. The change in American attitudes affected Hull House, as charitable contributions almost entirely disappeared. Nevertheless, Addams continued to publicly oppose the war. After the war, Herbert Hoover, director of the U.S. Department of Food Administration, commissioned Addams to lead a humanitarian aid project in Europe supplying survivors with food and clothes. Upon her return to the United States in 1920, she helped found the American Civil Liberties Union to protect the rights of the underrepresented poor.

Addams became involved in the women’s suffrage movement because she felt that reforms would be more easily attained if women could vote. She served as vice president of the National American Suffrage Association in the years leading up to the war (1911–1914). Addams wrote about her experiences at Hull House in Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910) and The Second Twenty Years at Hull-House (1930). She also wrote social studies and commentaries mostly based on her lectures, including Democracy and Social Ethics (1902), Newer Ideals of Peace (1907), and The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets (1909). However, male sociologists from Addams’s time discounted her humanitarian and scholarly contributions. This may be due to the fact that she was rumored to be a lesbian, having only had romantic relationships with women in her life, including union activist and reformer Ellen Starr. In fact, Addams was nearly forgotten until the burgeoning women’s history movement rediscovered her in the late 1970s, which served to reestablish her and other women as important historical figures. In 1931, Addams was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. She died of cancer four years later at the age of 75. Her funeral service was held at Hull House.

Rolando Avila
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Excerpts from “The Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements” by Jane Addams (1892)

The following excerpt is from “The Subjective Necessity for Social Settlements,” a paper written in 1892 by Jane Addams, a prominent social reformer and cofounder of Hull House, a Chicago settlement house.

This paper is an attempt to treat of the subjective necessity for Social Settlements, to analyze the motives which underlie a movement based not only upon conviction, but genuine emotion. Hull House of Chicago is used as an illustration, but so far as the analysis is faithful, it obtains wherever educated young people are seeking an outlet for that sentiment of universal brotherhood which the best spirit of our times is forcing from an emotion into a motive.

I have divided the motives which constitute the subjective pressure toward Social Settlements into three great lines: the first contains the desire to make the entire social organism democratic, to extend democracy beyond its political expression; the second is the impulse to share the race life, and to bring as much as possible of social energy and the accumulation of civilization to those portions of the race which have little; the third springs from a certain renaissance of Christianity, a movement toward its early humanitarian aspects….

The social organism has broken down through large districts of our great cities. Many of the people living there are very poor, the majority of them without leisure or energy for anything but the gain of subsistence. They move often from one wretched lodging to another. They live for the moment side by side, many of them without knowledge of each other, without fellowship, without local tradition or public spirit, without social organization of any kind.

Practically nothing is done to remedy this. The people who might do it, who have the social tact and training, the large houses, and the traditions and custom of hospitality, live in other parts of the city. The clubhouses, libraries, galleries, and semi-public conveniences for social life are also blocks away. We find working-men organized into armies of producers because men of executive ability and business sagacity have found it to their interests thus to organize them. But these working-men are not organized socially; although living in crowded tenement-houses, they are living without a corresponding social contact. The chaos is as great as it would be were they working in huge factories without foreman or superintendent. Their ideas and resources are cramped. The desire for higher social pleasure is extinct. They have no share in the traditions and social energy which make for progress.

Too often their only place of meeting is a saloon, their only host a bartender; a local demagogue forms their public opinion. Men of ability and refinement, of social power and university cultivation, stay away from them. Personally, I believe the men who lose most are those who thus stay away. But the paradox is here: when cultivated people do stay away from a certain portion of the population, when all social advantages are persistently withheld, it may be for years, the result itself is pointed at as a reason, is used as an argument, for the continued withholding.

It is constantly said that because the masses have never had social advantages they do not want them, that they are heavy and dull, and that it will take political or philanthropic machinery to change them. This divides a city into rich and poor; into the favored, who express their sense of the social obligation by gifts of money, and into the unfavored, who express it by clamoring for a “share”—both of them actuated by a vague sense of justice. This division of the city would be more justifiable, however, if the people who thus isolate themselves in certain streets and use their social ability for each other gained enough thereby and added sufficient to the sum total of social progress to justify the withholding of the pleasures and results of that progress from so many people who ought to have them. But they cannot accomplish this. “The social spirit discharges itself in many forms, and no one form is adequate to its total expression.” We are all uncomfortable in regard to the sincerity of our best phrases, because we hesitate to translate our philosophy into the deed.

Source: Jane Addams, Philanthropy and Social Progress (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1893), 1–26.



American Association of University Women

The American Association of University Women (AAUW), based in Washington, D.C., is a nonpartisan organization whose mission is to advance equity for women and girls through advocacy, education, philanthropy, and research. It encompasses both a nonprofit charitable component and the AAUW Action Fund, a social welfare organization. Anyone holding an associate degree or the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree or higher from a regionally accredited college or university is eligible to become a member. A former slogan, “Breaking through barriers for women and girls,” was replaced in 2013 with the words “Empowering women since 1881.”

In October 1881, a young woman who had recently graduated from Vassar College visited Marion Talbot, a friend in Boston, to ask how she might use her new college degree. At the time, many Americans believed that women could not and should not pursue higher education. Talbot felt differently and invited 16 friends to her home to discuss forming an organization to help female college graduates find opportunities to use their degrees and help other women attend college.

From this group, the Association of Collegiate Alumnae, which later became the AAUW, was officially founded on January 14, 1882, and met in Boston. Subsequently, similar groups formed in other geographical regions, including the Western Association of Collegiate Alumnae and the Southern Association of Collegiate Women. Both merged with the AAUW, in 1889 and 1921, respectively. As more American women became interested, branches formed around the country. In 1884 the first branch was organized in Washington, D.C., followed by those in New York, Philadelphia, and San Francisco.

According to the AAUW, today it is a nationwide network with more than 150,000 members and supporters and 1,000 branches. The organization encompasses college graduates, college students, professors, and retirees. While the membership primarily consists of women, it also includes males who share a belief in education and equality.

In 1885, the AAUW’s first research study disproved the prevailing theory, promoted by a male doctor, that higher education harms a woman’s health, causing infertility. This was significant, because bearing children was considered a woman’s most important role. By questioning more than 1,000 educated women, the study, “Health Statistics of Female College Graduates,” confirmed not only that they could and did have children but that their lives had generally been improved by education.

Other significant projects followed. In 1913, the group published the first of many reports on pay equity, or lack thereof. In 1920, it raised more than $150,000 to aid the research of Marie Curie (1867–1934). The AAUW aided university women fleeing dictatorships in World War II. The AAUW also supported the 1963 Equal Pay Act, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and Title IX of 1972, which prohibited gender discrimination in federally funded schools. AAUW leaders were forced to fight McCarthy-era charges that it was a communist organization, an accusation that was disproved. In 2010, the AAUW was awarded a consultantship with the United Nations Economic and Social Council on the status of women and girls.

Every two years, the AAUW’s Eleanor Roosevelt Fund Award honors an outstanding program or woman who has made significant contributions to education and equity for women and girls. It awards about $4 million annually in fellowships and grants worldwide, presents salary negotiation and leadership workshops, selects student leaders as AAUW ambassadors, and offers the only nonpartisan nationwide program to train college women to run for student government and possible future elective office.

The AAUW also works to fight gender discrimination in the workplace and in higher education through its Legal Advocacy Fund and provides materials to help prevent campus sexual assault and harassment. The AAUW encourages women in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics and offers insurance benefits to its members. The AAUW magazine, Outlook, is published quarterly. The AAUW hosts national conventions every two years that are open to the public and include workshops and resources as well as networking opportunities.

The AAUW promotes Equal Pay Day, the date each year when women’s pay catches up to men’s for the year before, reflecting the 23-cent per dollar gap in average men’s and women’s pay. As an organization, the AAUW states that its current agenda includes education, workplace opportunity, civil rights, affirmative action, reproductive rights, Title IX, welfare reform, career and technical education, pay equity, family and medical leave, and work/life balance.

Nancy Hendricks
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Antisuffrage Movement

The antisuffrage movement was an American and British late 19th-century response to the national suffrage movement. The antisuffrage movement had both male and female members. This political movement against women’s suffrage began with the 1889 antisuffrage petition created by British novelist Mary Ward. The predominantly female proponents who signed the petition were not against women having rights but were against women having the right to vote because they believed that it would compromise their social reform and civic housekeeping activities.

In 1897, the New York State Association Opposed to Women’s Suffrage was founded. Its followers were regularly updated with the movement’s progress in the American newsletter the Anti-Suffrage Review and the British journal The Anti-Suffragist, later known in the 1910s as the Women’s Protest. The antisuffragettes became serious opponents to the Susan B. Anthony Amendment (the bill proposing women’s suffrage.) The movement became global with the creation of the Women’s National Anti-Suffrage League in 1908.

Polls showed that antisuffragettes were in the majority during this era because they equated feminism with the doctrine of socialism. They theorized that if women participated in the political sphere by having the right to vote, this would pull women away from their families, thus destroying the “natural” gender order and leaving the home unprotected. According to the countermovement participants, a woman’s most important form of influence was her maternal role in the house. Helping the poor, influencing social change, and focusing on womanly causes were activities accessible from the home and did not warrant the right to vote. Therefore, antisuffragists contended that being a voting woman did not necessarily mean being a better wife or mother.

Since the ballot would allow women career opportunities and political power that could lead to less inequality, the antisuffragettes also contended that these changes would negatively impact women. Having the right to vote, they claimed, corrupted women rulers such as Catherine II of Russia and Mary, Queen of Scots. These antisuffragettes believed that women were biologically and fundamentally different from men and that the world of politics was a dangerous space for women. The core belief of the antisuffrage movement was that biology controlled each person’s destiny: men needed to be active in the public space, and women needed to work from the private or domestic sphere. Participants in the movement argued that the survival of the family, America as a nation, and the human race depended on keeping the public and private spheres separate by gender.

While the antisuffrage movement was generally a conservative effort, other forces played an important part in the movement. Socialist Emma Goldman and other radical thinkers contended that the inequalities between the sexes were such that voting would not solve the problem. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who rewrote the Bible as The Woman’s Bible, began to believe much the same in her later years. Because the temperance movement had so much female support, brewers and saloon-based organizations also opposed women’s suffrage, reasoning that if women had the vote they would vote to ban alcohol sales. Other antisuffrage activists pointed to Utah Territory, which had given women the vote not as a nod to female political equality but instead to increase the number of Mormon voters. Other critics worried that women’s suffrage simply functioned to double married men’s votes because their wives would vote as they were told.

American women gained the right to vote with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, and the antisuffrage movement’s dire predictions of national disaster came to naught. Nonetheless, some antisuffrage activists recast themselves as keepers of American conservatism, seeing suffrage as a dangerous plank of liberalism. This faction particularly opposed pacifists, or anti–World War I activists, instead embracing a fervent brand of patriotism that did not allow for dissent.

A. H. Forss
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Antisuffrage Movement: The “Anti’s Alphabet” (1912)

Antisuffrage proponents fell into several groups: the liquor lobby, which worried that if women had the vote they would outlaw liquor sales; big business, which worried that if women workers had the vote they would support costly measures such as higher wages and safer working conditions; and conservative women, who worried that giving women the vote would both erode women’s influence and provoke women to enter the public sphere, thus besmirching ideas of American womanhood. The “Anti’s Alphabet,” which was published in August 1912 in Woman’s Protest, an antisuffrage newspaper, summarizes these concerns.

The Anti’s Alphabet

A is for Antis with Banner afloat;

B is for Battle against woman’s vote.

C is for Children we fight to protect;

D is for Duties we never neglect.

E is for Energy strengthened by hope.

F is for Folly with which we must cope.

G is the germ of unrest in the brain.

H is for Home, which we mean to maintain.

I is Insurgency now in the air;

J is calm Judgement we’re bringing to bear.

K is for Knights, our American men;

L, Loyal Service far out of our ken.

M is for Might in our cause to prevail;

N, Noble standards that naught can assail.

O, Obligations we cannot ignore;

P is for Principle marching before.

Q is the Quibble which we must combat;

R is for Reason that answers it pat.

S is Sound Sense, which we have on our side;

T is for Truths that cannot be denied.

U is for Union, whose aid we entreat;

V, Votes for women, we’re sworn to defeat.

W is wages the suffragettes claim;

X is for Xanthic, the color and fame.

Y is for Yankee, of Red, White and Blue;

Z is the Zeal to protect them for you.

Source: “Anti’s Alphabet,” Woman’s Protest, August 1912.



Beach, Amy Marcy Cheney (1867–1944)

Pianist and composer Amy Marcy Cheney Beach was the first well-known American woman composer. Though she was largely self-taught, Beach wrote songs, chamber music, and large-scale instrumental and choral works. She also performed throughout her life, often to promote her compositions. As a pianist, she was virtuosic and musical; as a composer, she benefited from perfect pitch and an ability to play four-part harmonies by ear. Although Beach’s works were well known during her lifetime, they fell into obscurity after her death. Since the 1980s, feminist scholars have revived interest in her life and work.

Beach was born on September 5, 1867, in Henniker, New Hampshire. Her father, Charles Abbott Cheney, soon after moved the family to Boston, where he worked for a paper firm. Her mother, Clara Imogene Marcy Cheney, was a talented amateur pianist and vocalist as well as Beach’s first teacher. A precocious and gifted musician, Beach was able to sing improvised harmonies to melodies as a child of 2, and she composed her first piano pieces at age 4. Although encouraged to attend a European conservatory, Beach studied with local teachers. In her public debut at age 16, reviewers praised both her technique and her musicality. Her first recognition as a composer came at age 21 for her cadenza during a performance of Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 3 with the Boston Symphony Orchestra.

In 1885, Amy Cheney married Henry Harris Aubrey Beach, a recently widowed physician many years her senior. Thereafter she was known professionally as Mrs. H. H. A. Beach. Her husband encouraged her to compose rather than to perform, but he refused to let her have a composition teacher. In the late 19th century, the purpose of women’s musical training was to attract a mate and educate children. Many 19th-century Americans believed that women lacked the stamina to either compose or play complex works such as symphonies. Women were encouraged to compose small pieces for performances among family and friends. Although Beach wrote a number of art songs, she also tackled larger works. Her 1889 Piano Concerto is almost 40 minutes long and is a model of keyboard complexity. She taught herself composition by attending concerts and dissecting the scores of master composers such as Brahms, Strauss, and Tchaikovsky.

In the 1890s Beach produced large works that brought her public attention and the respect of her musical contemporaries. Her Mass in E-Flat (Op. 5, 1892) was the first such composition by an American woman. In 1893, Beach’s fame spread beyond the Northeast with the performance of Festival Jubilate (Op. 17), commissioned for the dedication of the Woman’s Building at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. The premiere of the Gaelic Symphony (Op. 32) in October 1896 firmly established her reputation, and in the next two decades all but one of the major American orchestras performed Beach’s symphony.

When her husband died in 1910, Beach renewed her concert career. Her performances of her own works were well received in Europe. With the onset of World War I, she returned to the United States and to active work composing, but she would tour Europe several times in the 1920s and 1930s. Beginning in 1921, Beach spent her summers at MacDowell Colony in Peterborough, New Hampshire. Founded as a refuge for artists, writers, and musicians, MacDowell hosted a number of women, offering Beach an artistic community as well as an idyllic natural setting that influenced and inspired many of her compositions. For the next 20 years she did most of her composing at MacDowell, usually working outdoors. She could compose away from an instrument because she composed in her head for most of her life.

Beach lectured, wrote articles, and gave many interviews in which she encouraged other women composers and discussed the particular challenges of being a female composer. In 1925, she founded the Society of American Women Composers with Marion Bauer. Beach was also a founding member of the American Music Guild in 1921. She continued to compose until the last months of her life and died on December 27, 1944. Beach remains one of America’s greatest relatively unknown composers.

Anna L. Krome-Lukens
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Interview with Concert Pianist Amy Beach (1914)

In a 1914 interview that appeared in Mother’s Magazine, Amy Beach explained her transition from child prodigy to professional concert pianist and hinted at the tension she found between career and marriage.

At seven, I was playing a Beethoven sonata, and a Chopin waltz. I was allowed to play in a few concerts—I imagine the consent was unwilling—and for an encore, I used to play one of my own waltzes. Naturally, the child, who always looked younger than she was, because she was small for her age, and fair and slight, had several managerial offers, from men who wanted to advertise a child pianist. But my mother’s good sense never considered the offer. I kept on studying, my mother herself teaching me music and fundamental studies, until I was ten. Then my school world enlarged. I kept studying music.

When I was sixteen, I was allowed to make my debut in Boston [in 1883]. I played the Moscheles G Minor concerto with a large orchestra. Life was beginning! I followed with a solo piece, a rondo from Chopin. From then, my concert work began. I gave recitals and played a good deal of chamber music, in concerts and in the intervals worked on my composition. I had not then divided my enthusiasms; the work was complementary. It had not come to me that there was a choice to be made; that where many many people play music, few write music; that creation is higher than interpretation.

I married at eighteen, but my husband, who was a physician and surgeon, was a keen amateur musician as well, and he insisted that my work not stop. By that time, though I had not deliberately chosen, the work had chosen me. I continued to play at concerts, but my home life kept me in the neighborhood of Boston. My compositions gave me a larger field. From Boston I could reach out to the world.

Source: Amy Beach, “Why I Chose My Profession: The Autobiography of a Woman Composer; An Interview Written by Ednah Aiken,” Mother’s Magazine, February 1914, 7–8.



Bly, Nellie (1864–1922)

Elizabeth Jane Cochrane (1864–1922), a female investigative journalist writing under the name Nellie Bly, was born on May 5, 1864, in Cochran Mills, Pennsylvania, to a wealthy businessman. She became a crusading investigative reporter and helped lead reforms for the treatment of the poor and the mentally ill at a time when most female journalists were relegated to covering society news.

Cochrane’s father died when she was 6 years old, leaving no will and throwing the family into financial ruin. Cochrane’s mother remarried, but abuse led to divorce. At the age of 15, Cochrane attended school to become a teacher; however, with limited funds, she was forced to quit and move with her mother to Pittsburgh, where the limited number of opportunities for women left her struggling. These formative experiences likely served as the spark for Cochrane’s later career as a writer, as her articles often dealt with individuals suffering from abuse, poverty, and neglect.

Cochrane’s career in journalism began with the Pittsburgh Dispatch, where her articles often sought reform in the treatment of women. Her first piece stemmed from personal experience, calling attention to the lives faced by working women. Similarly, in her second story she wrote about the state’s divorce laws. From these works, Cochrane tried to claim her role as a serious journalist; however, she was relegated to the newspaper’s women’s page. To avoid limitations Cochrane volunteered to travel to Mexico to cover the experiences of the Mexican people, and her work was later published in a book titled Six Months in Mexico (1885). When upon her return she was again asked to cover the women’s page, she quit her position and searched for new work, which she soon found with the New York World. She was determined to participate in a tradition of serious investigative journalism and activism that included noted women writers such as Maria W. Stewart, journalist and women’s rights activist, and Ida B. Wells, noted for her coverage of the lynchings of black men in the late 1800s.

Perhaps Cochrane’s most popular piece published with the New York World appeared in 1887. “Ten Days in a Mad-House” was an exposé regarding the overall mistreatment of the female inmates at Blackwell Island, an insane asylum in New York. This work exposed the ills that Cochrane experienced during a 10-day stay undercover, where she sought to reveal the physical and psychological abuse that she witnessed as nurses choked and beat their “troublesome” patients. The exposé declared first that a large number of female inmates were in fact sane, merely institutionalized for becoming an economic burden to their families. Because of Cochrane’s investigation, a grand jury convened to further investigate conditions in the asylum—an investigation that resulted in increased funds for the Department of Public Charities and Corrections toward the care of the mentally ill.

In the years that followed Cochrane continued her role as an investigative journalist, covering a number of controversial issues in American society such as the inadequate medical treatment afforded the poor as well as the Pullman railroad strike (1894). Her most noteworthy work after her asylum exposé was Around the World in Seventy-Two Days (1890). Setting sail on the Hamburg American Line on November 14, 1889, Cochrane traveled around the world at the suggestion of her New York World editor, hoping to beat the fictional record of the infamous 1873 novel by Jules Verne, Around the World in Eighty Days.
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A pioneer in the field of investigative journalism, Nellie Bly allowed herself to be committed to a mental institution in 1887 for ten days to report on conditions. In 1889 she circled the globe in a record-setting 72 days trying to beat out Jules Verne’s fictional trip in Around The World in Eighty Days. (Library of Congress)

Cochrane briefly left the field of journalism at the age of 30 when she married millionaire Robert Seaman, a 70-year-old industrialist who died 10 years later in 1904. She continued to run his company, personally receiving several patents, until the company fell into bankruptcy. At that time, Cochrane returned to reporting and covered such stories as the Woman Suffrage Parade of 1913, held by the National American Woman Suffrage Association. Her article “Suffragists Are Men’s Superiors” was just another example of the undying activism and demand for change that characterized Cochrane’s career. Ultimately, despite her death due to pneumonia on January 27, 1922, Cochrane had a resounding impact on investigative journalism, exposing the injustices commonly experienced by the disenfranchised and voiceless in American society. In 1998, she was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Exposé of Prison Matrons by Nellie Bly (Elizabeth Seaman) (1889)

Pioneer investigative reporter Nellie Bly often went places and talked to people male journalists did not. The following is a partial reprint of an exposé on prison matrons and inmates that Bly published in the New York World in 1889. Note how she exposes the city’s poverty, particularly for women and children, while interviewing the matrons.

January 13, 1889

WITH THE PRISON MATRONS

They Tell Nellie Bly That Women Never Reform

An Interesting Visit to the Big City Prisons and Talk with the Female Keepers—Matron Webb and Her Foundlings—Prisoners who Return Again and Again—A Field Beyond the Reach of Charity.

“Seventeen Years is a long time for an innocent woman to be in prison.”

I answer the speaker with a sympathetic smile. I thought, as I glanced at the kindly face and neatly dressed hair, which Time has touched with frosty fingers, what love of humanity, what patience she must posess to spend seventeen years in unceasing labor for the ill-fated outcast world. Almost everybody has streaks of charity in them, greater or less, but of all, surely the hard working, ill-paid prison matron represents the truest charity. At least I believed it so and because of that I decided to visit a few of them. Matron Webb, at Police Headquarters, whose little rooms furnish a shelter for every deserted child, waited for me to continue the questioning process.

“Do you not tire of your work?” I asked at length.

“No. There is variety in it and I have grown so seasoned to it that I should be miserable away from its cares.”

“Do you only receive children here?”

“No, indeed. Very often women who are lost or homeless are brought here for a night’s shelter.” Then with a smile she continued. “I used to wonder what disguises you would come in, but I never thought I would see you as Nellie Bly.”

“Tell me about yourself. How did you get this position?”

“My husband was appointed janitor when this building was first opened and I was given the position of matron. My husband has since died. But I still retain the place.”

“Where are the babies brought from which you take care of?”

“From all parts of the city. There is a law against children being kept in prison after 9 o’clock at night, so they are sent here. We receive them at any hour. When the officers find the little deserted babies or lost children, they take them to the nearest station house, where a commitment is made out and they are brought to me. Lost children are always very dirty, and so the first thing we do is give them a bath and put them in clean clothing, of which I keep a supply. If foundlings are clean we put them to bed without bathing them. They make very little fuss. The foundlings find the warmth and a bottle of milk so comforting after exposure and hunger that they go to sleep in the very first moments. The lost children are so weary that after I give them food they drop off and do not wake up until daylight.”…

I next went down to the Tombs…. At the next door Matron McAuliffe met me and the old gentleman, after saying a few pleasant words, left us together.

“I have three assistants and a night matron.” Said Mrs. McAuliffe as she took me to the dining room where they have three long tables, at each of which sixteen prisoners eat, “and we change off our work each week. I have been Matron for twelve years. I was first at the Workhouse on the Island, and then I was transferred here. Our hours are from 7 to 7 and by giving notice in advance we can get a day off every week.”

“Are any of the prisoners ever abusive to you?”

“I have very little trouble with them. They are most always obedient to me. We feed the prisoners three times a day. Then they can also have their friends around them.”

We walk to the door of the prison, where a colored woman and a white woman were talking through the bars. We went inside and looked about at the poor, wretched prisoners.

“A number of these are voluntary prisoners,” explained Mrs. McAuliffe. “they are unable to work, owing to illness, hard times and oftener laziness, so they come to the police coursts and ask to be sent to the Workhouse for shelter.”

Source: Nellie Bly, “With the Prison Matrons,” New York World, January 13, 1889.



Boarding Schools, Native American

In 1878, Colonel Richard Henry Pratt founded the first off-reservation Indian boarding school at Carlisle Military Barracks in Pennsylvania. The first of 25 schools established and run by the federal government, they were the final component of an elaborate system of Indian education rooted in the colonial period. The objective of the schools was to pacify indigenous people by imposing programs intended to assimilate them into the dominant Anglo-American culture. Reformers in the 19th century were confident that if indigenous peoples ages 2 to 28 were separated from their communities, they would relinquish their cultural heritage and ethnic identity and become obedient workers.

Reformers also held two conflicting views about Indian women, one that they were beasts of burden who needed saving and the other that men would follow the successful assimilation of women. Curriculum at Carlisle initially sought to uplift women, trained them to conform to Victorian ideals of womanhood, and inculcated them into the cult of domesticity. Pratt expected young women to be Americanized through academic work, domestic science, and the Outing Program. The Outing Program, established by Pratt, placed girls with white Christian families who would model American culture. Girls sewed clothes, sheets, and window dressings; did laundry; cooked; ironed; and performed routine household chores. However, by the 1880s superintendents had come to depend on student labor for the operating of the institutions. Girls swept, dusted, and cleaned the kitchen, dining rooms, and dormitories. A few institutions offered stenography, typing, bookkeeping, and nursing programs in an effort to prepare women for the workforce. Those who chose to attend did so in the hope that they would gain new knowledge to benefit their respective communities or for adventure or to escape conditions of poverty on the reservations.

In 1890, Rules for Indian Schools sought to standardize a system of industrial education that included an emphasis on military regimentation. Girls wore uniforms and were led in morning drills by student officers. In 1893 Thomas J. Morgan, commissioner of Indian affairs, required all schools to employ similar methods of instruction, use the same textbooks, and emphasize domestic training over academic preparation.

In 1891 Congress authorized compulsory attendance, leading to a rapid growth in populations at boarding schools throughout America. Many students were forced to attend for a minimum of three to five years, often abducted from their reservations by federal agents. The government frequently coerced parents to relinquish children by withholding tribal annuities and commodity foods. Some girls resisted compulsory attendance in a variety of ways, including running away, often to be recovered and returned to the school by government agents.

By the time the last off-reservation boarding school, Sherman Indian Institute, was being constructed in 1901 in Riverside, California, the Outing Program had become a mechanism for providing cheap domestic labor to white households and businesses. By 1900 industrial schools peaked with young women comprising 40–50 percent of the attendees.

Overwhelming demand for labor supported the tendency for superintendents to overenroll their institutions. Without adequate funding, students sometimes experienced malnourishment. This coupled with excessive labor and corporal punishment contributed to illness and sometimes death. In spite of the overwhelming negative aspects of the system, many students negotiated their circumstances and chose to benefit from their experience. Students enjoyed participation in music and athletic programs. Through outings, performances, and competitions, many enjoyed the opportunity to travel widely and made lifelong friendships. Many students fell in love and married.

Boarding schools largely failed to achieve the goal of total assimilation or to relegate all girls as menial laborers in the workforce. Some went on to attend public high schools and used their meager wages to pay for attendance at postsecondary schools and colleges. Many attendees returned home to their reservations and used their new skills to advance the health, political, and legal power of their communities. Though great effort was expended in eradicating tribal identity and cultural heritage, many early graduates went on to establish Native American rights associations and cultural revitalization initiatives. Students from diverse cultures shared their traditions, though most often in defiance of prohibitions and under the threat of corporal punishment, leading to the development of a Pan-Indian identity.

Leleua Loupe
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Letters Relating to Carolina Aguilar’s Stay as a Boarding School Student at the Sherman Institute for Indians (1918)

These three letters stand as evidence that many young girls were forced into attendance at Indian boarding schools. They were being kept against their will by administrators who were more intent on keeping them away from their families than in educating them.

In the first letter here Carolina Aguilar writes to her father, pleading for him to come and take her home. Clearly the superintendent said no, so the father employed an attorney to write the second letter. In the third letter, the superintendent lies about Carolina’s desire to see her father and grandfather.

1. CAROLINA AGUILAR TO HER FATHER (OCTOBER 1918)

Sherman Institute

Riverside Calif

Oct, 1918

My Dear Father,—

I am writing because I want you to come right away after me because I do not want my hair cut they are going to cut my hair and I do not want you to put it off all the time so please come right away come Saturday coming now and be sure for I want to go home very bad I am getting lonesome every day and I am just sick of it to I am just sick here I just can’t stand it at all I can not see very good my eyes are bad for I broke my glasses and I have to go with out them please come quick as you can for I am all ready to go and be for Mr. Cancer goes away. He is going away and I do not know when he will come back so please come after me quick as you can I will die here be for I get home I can not stand it here at all I do not like the girls here they are very mean and I do not like them at all so please come quick as you can I am so lonesome for home I hope I never see Sherman again I do not like know body her so come right away if you can for I want to see my Grandfather please there is so many girls here I do not know what to do so you please come quick as you can

I am your daughter

Carolina Aguilar Sherman Instit.

Riverside California.

2. ATTORNEY TO THE SUPERINTENDENT OF THE SHERMAN INDIAN SCHOOL (NOVEMBER 1918)

Attorney at Law

P.O. Box No. 1

San Bernardino, California

Nov. 9th, 1918

Hon. Supt.

Sherman Indian School

Riverside, Calif.

Dear Sir,

By request of Francisco Arguello, grandfather; and his son, Alexander Arguello, father of Carolina Arguello, now in your charge I write you that they would be pleased if you would give permission for Carolina to come and pay them a brief visit at their home in Crafton near Redlands during the coming Christmas holidays. The grandfather is very much attached to his granddaughter and wishes to give her the nice home he is made and saved from his life runnings if she will come and visit him occasionally, a perfectly natural feeling for a grandparent to entertain. He has taken me up to his home for inspection of the surroundings. I found a neat cottage of three rooms, well furnished flower garden in front surpassing most of the Indians of this valley. I have known him over 60 years earning his own living independent of all assistance from the government, never never was on the reservation. He has been advised that owing to these facts the government claims no jurisdiction over him or his grandchild, but he does not wish to resort to court proceedings to determine the question, only wish is to consult her best welfare.

Both the father and grandfather desire me to inform you further that the mother, Chora, is not living a correct life, Consorting with an Apache Indian in violation of law, this Apache Indian boasting that he can get Carolina whenever he wants to. You are respectful he learned not to let Carolina go with this Apache not to see the bad example of her mother but for you to keep her under your special care and supervision away from all evil influences.

Francisco, the grandfather, wishes me to say to you that he would like very much to have you come with Carolina to visit him if you can possibly spare the time so you can better understand the situation.

3. SUPERINTENDENT OF THE SHERMAN INDIAN SCHOOL TO ATTORNEY JOHN BROWN (NOVEMBER 1918)

Department of the Interior

United States Indian Service

Sherman Institute,

Riverside, Cal.

November 15, 1918

Mr. John Brown Jr.,

Attorney at Law

P.O. Box No. 1,

San Berardino, Cal.

Dear Sir:

I have your letter relative to the request of Francisco Arguello the grandfather of Carolina Arguello to have her visit him during the Christmas vacation.

Permit me to say that the father and grandfather of this girl have been here to see her at different times. The girls has been quite persistent in saying that she really did not care to see them although I have required her to come and talk with them. She does not want to go back to their home and she has told them in my presence that she did not want to go home claiming that they did not treat her well when she was at home. On account of the circumstances of her coming to this school (crossed out—I have permitted the father to keep her here). I have not deemed it advisable for her to go either to her father or mother. The man who claims to be married to her mother was here sometime after she came, asking that she be permitted to go to her mother, but under the circumstances I did not deem it advisable to permit her to go. The father also requested that she be not permitted to go. The girl seems happy here and it would seem that since she does not want to go to her father and grandfather I do not feel it advisable to require her to do so.

Very respectfully,

Superintendent

Source: Bureau of Indian Affairs, Sherman Indian Papers, Sherman Student Case Files, 1902–1980, National Archives, Pacific Southwest Region, Perris, California.



Breedlove, Sarah. See Walker, Sarah Breedlove “Madam C. J.”

Burlesque

Burlesque is a form of entertainment that is largely associated with sexual display and blue humor. Although identified primarily with striptease, burlesque has been applied to a variety of theatrical forms that rely on the juxtaposition of high and low culture. It has been called “the poor man’s musical comedy” but often features female entertainers.

Originally, burlesque referred to a type of comedy related to parody. The term first appeared in England in the late 17th century. The term comes from the Italian word burlesco, meaning “joke.” The earliest burlesques were of epic poetry such as Dante’s Inferno, but the style quickly found a place in the theater, poking fun at the pretensions of romantic and heroic drama and the badly executed stage effects and overwrought acting that often marred such performances.

English burlesque evolved in two distinct directions. Topical burlesques were travesties of particular plays and productions. The humor came out of resetting a classic play in contemporary times, with characters who spoke in local street argot. Burlesque extravaganzas were grand productions, related to English pantomime, and utilized mythological tales or historical events staged with music, ballet, and spectacle. Characters spoke in rhymed couplets, and nonsense humor and wordplay predominated.

The sexualized form of burlesque that predominated in America grew out of these extravaganzas. In 1867 Lydia Thompson and her British Blondes introduced Ixion, or the Man at the Wheel, a three-act burlesque of a Roman tragedy, to Americans. Principal roles were played by women clad in tunics that revealed their legs at a time when respectable women hid their legs beneath floor-length skirts. The ensuing controversy guaranteed the success of the tour and spawned a number of imitators, who toured in “leg shows.”

Despite periodic attempts to produce respectable burlesque, it became identified with low amusement. Producer Michael (M. B.) Leavitt established the American form of burlesque by organizing a troupe of female minstrels who performed a traditional minstrel show consisting of a concert, variety acts, and a closing farce. Later Leavitt changed the show’s name to the Rentz-Santley Novelty and Burlesque Company, which presented new annual editions. Other companies followed suit, providing work for a number of female singers, dancers, and performers.

In the early 20th century, burlesque became dominated by competing circuits, called “wheels,” that offered more refined entertainment modeled on the Ziegfeld Follies, alternating comedy sketches, chorus line numbers, and singing and dancing solos. Popular dances included the can-can, cooch dances (belly dancing), and the shimmy, belly dance movements done to a jazz beat.

Though burlesque is now identified with striptease, stripping was not introduced until the late 1920s. By then, Broadway revues already featured topless showgirls in static poses. It is likely that striptease originated in Chicago. According to legend, it was created by Hinda Wassau when her bra strap broke one night as she was leaving the stage. Audience response was so intense that Wassau arranged to have that bra strap break every night. Once introduced, the striptease quickly became the defining feature of burlesque, replacing the singing and dancing soloists. Following the stock market crash in 1929, many theaters closed their doors or converted to film. Burlesque interests—led by New York’s Minsky brothers—took over the lease of dark theaters around Times Square and began offering burlesque.

The arrival of burlesque on Broadway threatened business interests there, and “legitimate” theater owners joined with local clergymen and the tabloid press to drive burlesque from the city. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, who was elected on a reform platform in 1932, assisted these efforts. These groups finally succeeded in banning burlesque from Broadway in 1942. Following World War II, most burlesque theaters closed as nightclub entertainment took over. During the 1950s, the chorus lines and comedy routines were cut back and eliminated. Topless dancing replaced the striptease, although these venues often billed themselves as burlesque.

Burlesque had a resurgence in the 1990s as the neoburlesque movement, largely initiated and run by women exploring their sexuality and addressing body issues. Although there is some overlap with club dancing, burlesque performers never remove their pasties and g-strings. Today at the Exotic World and the Burlesque Hall of Fame, young dancers get together with veterans from the earlier age at burlesque festivals.

Andrew Davis
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Calamity Jane. See Canary, Martha Jane

Canary, Martha Jane (1852–1903)

Martha Jane Canary, also known as Calamity Jane, was a Gilded Age legendary gun-slinging, horse-riding frontierswoman. Her fame came through the publication of her largely fictionalized autobiography and appearances as a trick rider with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in the late 1890s.

Canary was born on May 1, 1852, in Princeton, Missouri. Her parents and their six children moved to Montana shortly thereafter. Canary’s mother died of pneumonia during the relocation. Shortly thereafter, her father moved the family to Salt Lake City and began farming but died a year later. At age 12 Canary, the eldest of the four girls and two boys, took over as the head of the family and moved them to Wyoming, where she did whatever jobs necessary to support her siblings. She worked as a Pony Express rider, dance hall saloon girl, bullwhacker (cracked whips over bulls’ heads to herd them), ox-team driver, waitress, cook, and probably a prostitute.

Money was scarce for the six orphans; several died within a few years. Historians speculate that the almost six-foot-tall Canary was nicknamed Calamity Jane because of the tragedy of her upbringing and misfortunes in her adult life. She wrote a mainly fictional autobiography in 1896. In it, the accomplished storyteller claimed that she was employed as a scout for Generals George Armstrong Custer and George Crook. She claimed to have earned the full nickname Calamity Jane, Heroine of the Plains, during this service as a scout. Interviews with military personnel in the early 1900s dismiss her claims and insist that she was never connected to the military.

In her book, Canary also romantically linked herself to Wild Bill Hickok. She did arrive in Deadwood, South Dakota, with Hickok when he relocated to the western city in 1875. The Black Hills Pioneer newspaper was quick to announce her famous arrival but failed to mention that of Hickok. In her autobiography she claimed they had met, married, and had a son in 1873, but historians believe that she did not encounter Hickok until joining the wagon train to Deadwood. The two did enjoy each other’s company, drinking, chewing tobacco, and storytelling together. Afer Hickok, a former marshal and gunslinger, was shot to death, Canary claimed that she went after his killer with a hatchet because she forgot her gun. News reports show that Hickok’s killer was tried and executed by hanging.

One thing that Canary did not overestimate was her role in nursing the townspeople of Deadwood, South Dakota, during a smallpox epidemic in 1876. Smallpox was a scourge of western communities, often killing large numbers of people in relatively short periods of time. The frontierswoman patiently tended to numerous residents until their health returned or they died, all the while managing not to contract the disease herself. Canary was thought to have worked as a prostitute in Deadwood during and after this time. The success of her autobiography, however, led to the sale of many a dime store novel and a succession of other nicknames, including “White Devil of Yellowstone.”

In 1881 Canary moved to Montana, where she met and married Clinton Burke. After they moved to Boulder, Colorado, Canary gave birth to a daughter she either left at a convent or gave to a foster family in 1887. Her husband disappears from the record by the late 1890s, when she began appearing in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show as a trick rider and expert shooter in the style of Annie Oakley. Wild West Shows were immensely popular entertainments of the time, traveling about the country like circuses reinacting an imagined western past full of dangerous Indians and heroic cowboys. Unlike Oakley, who maintained her trick-shooting talents and performing career into her 60s, Canary was fired in 1902 for drunkenness.

Afterward, Canary returned to the Black Hills of South Dakota and worked as a laundress and cook for the brothel where she had previously been employed. On a train trip to Terry, South Dakota, on August 1, 1903, she took ill, likely from binge drinking, and died at a local hotel. Her burial beside Hickok in Mt. Moriah Cemetery in Deadwood has been described either as proof that they had once been married or as a cruel joke played upon Hickok. Either way, her funeral was the largest funeral for a woman in the town’s history.

A. H. Forss
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Cassatt, Mary (1844–1926)

As a member of the artist’s group known as the Impressionists, Mary Stevenson Cassatt was a preeminent painter and graphic artist who forged a new image of the “modern” woman and molded American appreciation of art. Cassatt’s iconic works were contemplative portraits, especially of women and children engaged in contemporary activities.

Born to an affluent Pennsylvania family, Cassatt traveled extensively as a child. From ages 4 to 11, she learned art and music in European schools and became fluent in French and German. By age 16 she resolved to become a professional artist and enrolled in the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. Believing access to old masters vital to her art training, the 21-year-old Cassatt convinced her parents to let her continue her studies in Europe.
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Impressionist painter Mary Cassatt focused on the bond between mothers and children, though she never married or had children. She painted Maternal Caress, an example of that focus, in 1896. (Library of Congress)

While educated women were allowed to dabble in art, women art professionals were rare and viewed as women of questionable respectability. When Cassatt arrived in Paris in 1865, women were not allowed into the official French art academy (École des Beaux-Arts), nor could they attend life-drawing classes because the school deemed depicting the nude body improper for ladies. Cassatt and her female cohorts sought out private teachers, studied old masters independently, and joined a life-drawing class open only to female students.

Cassatt’s work was accepted into the French Salon, an annual showing of academically judged artwork, but recognition did not bring financial success. In 1877 Edgar Degas (1834–1917), a leading member of the Impressionists, invited Cassatt to join the group of independent artists who opposed academic judging of their new-styled art. Cassatt leapt at the opportunity and became the only American to exhibit with the avant-garde Impressionists. Free from pressure to style her work for the salon’s jury, Cassatt experimented with bold color, innovative angles, modern subject matter, and tightly focused compositions.

Following the Independent Exhibition of 1879, Cassatt became financially self-supporting. Always opinionated, she believed that professional success could not be balanced with marriage and child rearing, so she never married. However, her familial relationships were very strong; her sister and mother acted as her most frequent models. Cassatt also had several lifelong female and male friends. Throughout their lives Cassatt and Degas artistically challenged each other in new mediums: etchings, block prints, and pastels. Printmaking intrigued Cassatt because of its potential for mass-market, inexpensive art. She believed that affluence should not dictate access to great art.

Cassatt never fulfilled the idea of mass printmaking, but as an expatriate in Europe she influenced Americans regarding the new art movements. Her family connections intertwined through eminent American families—including former presidents and wealthy bankers and industrialists. Because of those connections, Cassatt’s paintings were the first impressionistic works seen in the United States. Respected and knowledgeable, Cassatt mentored young American artists, such as Louisa May Alcott’s sister May, and taught art appreciation to affluent American heiresses, such as Louisine Elder Havemeyer (1855–1929). Cassatt became a valued art investment adviser to individuals and museums; at Cassatt’s suggestion, Havemeyer became the first American to purchase a Degas painting.

The Woman’s Building at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago celebrated the advances made by women in the 19th century. Women designed the building, and Cassatt was commissioned to create her only mural. Modern Woman symbolically depicted young girls unabashedly chasing fame, women harvesting the fruit of knowledge and science and passing it to their daughters, and women enjoying the arts for their own pleasure. Cassatt’s modern woman made her own choices and expected equality.

Cassatt supported equal education and suffrage for women but refrained from politics. Her lifelong friend, Havemeyer, however, was active with the Women’s Political Union in New York and asked Cassatt to exhibit her work for a benefit in 1915. At the time, the majority of Cassatt’s work in the United States was in the private collections of her extended family. Her affluent female relatives were aligned with the antisuffrage movement and boycotted the exhibit. Cassatt felt betrayed and thereafter gave or willed her private collection of family portraits to museums and friends.

Cassatt received many honors during her lifetime, but her greatest legacy may be the influence she had on American art collectors who founded and contributed to many of the country’s art museums. Cassatt died on June 14, 1926, in France.

Keri Dearborn
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Chinese Exclusion Act (1882)

The Chinese Exclusion Act was signed into federal law by President Chester Arthur on May 6, 1882, in response to widespread anti-Chinese sentiments throughout the American western territories. It sought to exclude Chinese immigrants from entering the United States. The Exclusion Act developed the terms of the Angell Treaty (1880) and made revisions to the Burlingame Treaty (1868) by restricting the immigration of Chinese laborers regardless of their conduct for a decade and preventing them from becoming U.S. citizens. In addition, all Chinese traveling in or out of the country were required to obtain an employment status certificate, and individuals caught bringing Chinese into the country could be fined or imprisoned.

As a result, the number of Chinese women allowed into America was restricted, families were separated, and illegal immigration surged with travelers claiming to be the children of U.S. citizens. The Exclusion Act was amended (1884), expanded by the Scott Act (1888) and the Geary Act (1892), revised by the McCreary Amendment (1893), and made permanent in 1902. In addition, the constitutionality of the Chinese Exclusion Act was upheld by the Supreme Court in Chae Chan Ping v. United States (1889) and U.S. v. Lem Moon Sing (1895) and clarified in United States v. Wong Kim Ark (1898).

With the passage of the Exclusion Act, Chinese women faced a different set of problems given the law’s focus on female immigration, employment, and marital status. In processing immigration applications, wives were classified as laborers, the same as their husbands. As a result, immigration officials preferred single men to limit the number of workers entering America. Married women who sought to come to America often had to provide difficult-to-obtain government documentation guaranteeing their status. Even then, preferential treatment was often given to those women who were thought to be wives of merchants to avoid admitting laborers and prostitutes. Adding to this complexity, American-born Chinese women who had left the country and attempted to return often were left to deal with inconsistent admissions criteria. As such, the Chinese Exclusion Act limited the rights of Chinese women in particular with regard to their ability to immigrate with their families and by restricting the type of employment they could undertake in America. As a result of state and federal legislation targeting Asian women, the ratio of females to males in the Chinese community remained extremely low for decades, destabilizing families and restricting cultural development, limiting the range of occupations available to women, and in many cases directly leading to a disproportionate number of Chinese prostitutes in cities such as San Francisco.

Further laws during the period specifically affected women. The Page Act (1875) prohibited the entry of Asian “undesirables,” including prostitutes, among the felons and contract laborers it had previously included. In addition, California law was modified, allowing the state to limit the types of employment opportunities open to Chinese immigrants. By 1879 Congress sought to pass national anti-Chinese legislation, which was vetoed first by President Rutherford B. Hayes and later by President Chester A. Arthur as it violated the Burlingame Treaty (1868) with China. However, in 1880 with the modification of Burlingame, the United States was free to restrict Chinese immigration, and the Exclusion Act was passed.

The Chinese Exclusion Act is seen as a response to the influx of Chinese immigrants during the California Gold Rush (1848–1855), the construction of the transcontinental railroad, and western development from the 1840s until the 1870s. By midcentury most Chinese settled into crowded urban regions, such as Chinatown in San Francisco, and held low-wage employment as servants and laundrymen.

The Chinese Exclusion Act foreshadowed similar migration restrictions put in place throughout the 1920s. With the American-Chinese alliance during World War II, the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed by the Magnuson Act (1943). However, only a limited number of Chinese were allowed to immigrate until the Immigration and Nationality Act (1965), which eliminated national and racial policies, permitted Chinese immigration, and allowed naturalized peoples to become citizens. In 2012, the U.S. House of Representatives passed a resolution formally apologizing for the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Sean Morton
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Chinese Exclusion Act (1882)

Enacted by Congress in 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act established an absolute 10-year moratorium on Chinese labor immigration. For the first time, federal law prohibited entry of an ethnic working group in the belief that it endangered the good order of certain localities. The Chinese Exclusion Act limited the rights of Chinese women in particular with regard to their ability to immigrate with their families and by restricting the type of employment they could undertake in America. As a result of state and federal legislation targeting Asian women, the ratio of females to males in the Chinese community remained extremely low for decades, destabilizing families and restricting cultural development, limiting the range of occupations available to women, and, in many cases, directly leading to a disproportionate number of Chinese prostitutes in cities such as San Francisco.

An Act to execute certain treaty stipulations relating to Chinese.

Whereas in the opinion of the Government of the United States the coming of Chinese laborers to this country endangers the good order of certain localities within the territory thereof: Therefore,

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That from and after the expiration of ninety days next after the passage of this act, and until the expiration of ten years next after the passage of this act, the coming of Chinese laborers to the United States be, and the same is hereby, suspended; and during such suspension it shall not be lawful for any Chinese laborer to come, or having so come after the expiration of said ninety days to remain within the United States.

SEC. 2. That the master of any vessel who shall knowingly bring within the United States on such vessel, and land or permit to be landed, any Chinese laborer, from any foreign port or place, shall be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor, and on conviction thereof shall be punished by a fine of not more than five hundred dollars for each and every such Chinese laborer so brought, and maybe also imprisoned for a term not exceeding one year….

SEC. 14. That hereafter no State court or court of the United States shall admit Chinese to citizenship; and all laws in conflict with this act are hereby repealed.

SEC.15. That the words “Chinese laborers”, wherever used in this act shall be construed to mean both skilled and unskilled laborers and Chinese employed in mining.

Approved, May 6, 1882.

Source: Act to Execute Certain Treaty Stipulations Relating to the Chinese, May 6, 1882; Enrolled Acts and Resolutions of Congress, 1789–1996; General Records of the United States Government; Record Group 11; National Archives.



Chopin, Kate (1850–1904)

Novelist and short story writer Kate Chopin was born on February 8, 1850, in St. Louis, Missouri, to Eliza and Thomas O’Flaherty. Chopin went to the St. Louis Academy of the Sacred Heart, a local boarding school, when she was nearing six years of age. During that time, her father was killed in a train accident. This event became the foundation for her short story “The Story of an Hour” (published in 1894), which was considered quite controversial for her time because the protagonist experiences a sense of freedom through her husband’s death. For the next two years Chopin remained in the care of her mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother—all widows who instilled in her an independent spirit. These early childhood experiences and the strong female role models in her life served as inspiration for Chopin’s writing, which challenged prevailing gender norms while exploring female sexuality, a taboo subject in 19th-century American society.

In 1870, Chopin married her husband Oscar Chopin and moved to New Orleans, where she gave birth to six children—five boys and one girl—before the age of 28. Kate Chopin immersed herself in the rich cultural life, listening to music at the French Opera House and attending the theater—all source material for her later fiction. Her time in New Orleans, however, ended in 1879 when her husband closed his failing cotton business and moved the family to Cloutierville, Louisiana, where he died of illness three years later, leaving Kate a widow at the age of 32. Left with outstanding debts, Chopin continued to manage the general store her late husband opened in Cloutierville until 1884, when she sold the business and moved back to St. Louis to live with her mother, who died the following year.

Depressed and in need of income to support her family, Chopin turned to writing and by the early 1890s was publishing a number of short stories and articles in periodicals, many based on the culture and people of her home back in Louisiana. Her first novel, At Fault, was published in 1890 and follows the story of Thérèse Lafirme, a Catholic widow whose religious beliefs come into direct conflict with her love for a divorced man. Later in 1892 and 1894, respectively, Chopin published two of her most popular short stories, “Désirée’s Baby” and “The Story of an Hour,” before publishing two collections shortly after titled Bayou Folk (1894) and A Night in Acadie (1897). Both collections were widely praised by critics.

It was not until 1899, however, that Chopin published her most renowned and controversial novel, The Awakening. The novel, like At Fault, tells the story of a woman, Edna Pontellier, who struggles to realize her true identity in a stifling marriage with children. Because of its content and engagement of female sexuality, The Awakening was a major source of contention for early critics, who condemned the novel as “unhealthy” for challenging the gender norms and expectations still prominent at the time. Women, after all, were supposed to be utterly devoted to their husbands and their families, so the depiction of an independent female protagonist, much like Chopin herself, abandoning her husband to pursue her art proved too contentious. Still, the work has gained increased attention and acceptance and is considered an influential work in transforming the image of the American woman, according to most modern literary scholars.

After the publication of The Awakening, Chopin continued to publish short fiction, though her contract for A Vocation and a Voice, her third collection of short stories, was initially canceled. Not until several decades later was Chopin’s true gift as a writer fully accepted, not just as a local color writer depicting the regional culture of Louisiana but also as an imaginative writer willing to place passion and sexuality at the forefront of her fiction.

Chopin died of a cerebral hemorrhage on August 22, 1904, two days after collapsing at the World’s Fair. Despite her death, her legacy remains. She is largely considered one of the fundamental authors of American literature and was even honored in 1990 with a star on the St. Louis Walk of Fame, noted for writing over 100 short stories in the 1890s, ultimately making her one of this era’s most influential authors alongside Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Edith Wharton.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Crabtree, Lotta (1847–1924)

The tiny brown-eyed redhead known to her many fans simply as “Lotta” was one of the most successful entertainers of the 19th century. She appeared in light melodramas that showcased her talents as a banjo player, clog dancer, and mimic. When she retired at age 45, she was one of the richest women in America.

Charlotte Mignon Crabtree was born on November 7, 1847, in New York City to Mary Ann and John Crabtree. The family moved to the California goldfields when Crabtree was six, settling in Grass Valley where the family ran a boardinghouse. There Crabtree reportedly befriended a neighbor, the notorious actress, dancer, and courtesan Lola Montez, who gave her dancing lessons. Crabtree began performing in the mining camps and small town variety theaters, clog dancing and singing ballads. The miners were said to have showered her with coins and gold nuggets, which her mother collected.

Crabtree made her first appearance in San Francisco in 1858 at the melodeons, part minstrel hall and part variety theater, where she became an audience favorite. Under the tutelage of the minstrel men, she learned the banjo and broadened her repertoire of dances, adding breakdowns, polkas, jigs, flings, and hornpipes, which she performed in appropriate costume and character. She also began acting in skits and afterpieces.

Crabtree and her family returned to the East in 1864. She made her New York debut at Niblo’s Saloon in a variety program that her mother put together. Attendance was disappointing, however, and Crabtree spent the next several years touring the Midwest and the East Coast, playing with local stock companies as Topsy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, or taking multiple roles in light melodramas such as The Pet of the Petticoats. She returned to New York in 1867, playing both title roles in Little Nell and the Marchioness, a vehicle written specifically for her by John Brougham, who freely adapted Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop. The play departed significantly from Dickens’s original to showcase Crabtree’s talents as a comedic performer.

With her tiny frame and winsome looks, Crabtree specialized in portrayals of children, which she played until the end of her career. At the same time, she made suggestive remarks and appeared in short skirts that would have been shocking for a more mature-looking actress. She could be equally outrageous off the stage, smoking small thinly rolled black cigars. Her impish face, youthful exuberance, and infectious high spirits allowed her to get away with such behavior, despite the prudishness of the era.

Beginning in 1870, Crabtree toured with her own company. Playwright Frederic Marsden fashioned two of Crabtree’s most successful plays, Zip, or Point Lynde Light (1874) and Musette: Or Little Bright Eyes (1876), both permanent parts of her repertoire. She returned to San Francisco in 1869 to great acclaim. In 1875, she commissioned a fountain worth $10,000 for the city that still stands on the corner of Market and Kearny Streets. It became a message center in the days following the 1906 earthquake. Today, people meet annually at “Lotta’s Fountain” on the anniversary of the earthquake.

During the 1880s Crabtree was the highest-paid actress in America, earning $5,000 a week. She traveled with cast and family in a private Pullman car. Mary Ann Crabtree managed her daughter’s professional career, choosing plays, arranging bookings, organizing theatrical companies, and collecting box office receipts, which she invested in local real estate. She added occasional new productions to her repertoire, including La Cigale (1884) and Pawn Ticket 210 (1887), an early David Belasco work.

Crabtree retired from the stage in 1889 after fracturing vertebrae in a fall onstage. She attempted a comeback two years later, but recurring pain led her to retire to her estate at Lake Hopatcong, New Jersey. She traveled and painted and was active in charitable work. She never married, and after her mother died in 1905 she became reclusive, moving into a hotel she owned in Boston. She made her last public appearance in 1915 for Lotta Crabtree Day at the Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco. When Crabtree died in 1924, she left an estate of some $4 million in a charitable trust for the care of animals, veterans, and aging actors.

Andrew Davis
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Curanderas

Curanderas are female spiritual healers of Latin American descent who practice faith and bodily healing in rural and working-class areas of North and South America. Curanderismo, or faith healing, has a long history stemming from indigenous Latin American healing practices, Judeo-Christian beliefs, Hispano-Arabic philosophies, and Western medical traditions. While practitioners of curanderismo can be male or female, curanderas specifically function as cultural matriarchs for Latino communities, especially in the United States.

Curanderas work under the assumption that spiritual unease can manifest as physical ailments and believe that the power to heal is a gift from God. They are often sought out by patients who are poor, uninsured, or undocumented and those who have not found success in alleviating their symptoms through traditional Western medicine, distrust Western health care workers, or believe that there are supernatural causes for their illnesses. Though traditionally patients are not charged for treatments, many give thanks by donating food, clothing, and housewares.
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The curandera believes in prayer and her own touch along with herbs, fruits, flowers, and oils for traditional healing rituals. Here a curandera moves a chalice of burning herbs to cleanse the aura of a customer. (Don Bartletti/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images)

As central figures in their communities, curanderas are able to diagnose their patients based on information gathered about family relationships and the social lives of their patients, including guilt stemming from perceived sins or immoral actions. Often, patients from religious Spanish-speaking communities are more forthcoming with a healer who shares a similar cultural, religious, and linguistic background, thereby allowing curanderas to gather more information about the lives of their patients than medical practitioners from non-Latino communities. Curanderas diagnose patients after a physical exam and spiritual consultation, after which treatments are commonly a mixture of prayer, psychological discovery, physical therapy, and herbal remedies. The curandera treats all aspects of mental, physical, and spiritual life of a patient through communal knowledge of the person’s medical and psychological history, thereby focusing on the totality of a patient’s needs and striving to achieve balance in the patient’s life.

Curanderas often discover their ability to heal at a young age. Through a system of mentoring under an older established curandera, a girl or young woman apprentices to learn the healing trade. Because curanderismo is not a static philosophy, curanderas establish their own style of healing, incorporating philosophies of multiple religious and medical traditions. Some curanderas attend nursing school; study Eastern traditions, such as yoga and acupuncture; or specialize in herbal healing (yerbera), massage therapy (sobadora), or midwifery (partera).

A successful curandera can achieve prominence in her community for her ability to cure patients through natural alternative means and by performing spiritual cleansings, or limpias. If a curandera cannot diagnose natural causes for ailments in a patient, then she will try to treat supernatural causes. This belief in “magic” is central to curanderismo, and diagnoses range from sins a patient may have committed to the work of black magic by a witch (bruja). In this way the curandera is believed to be a practitioner of white magic, and as God’s vessel, she works on the side of good. She acts as a bridge or translator between the patient and the voice of God. As such, a patient is expected to trust in the diagnosis of the curandera and actively participate in the treatment through healing rituals that involve atoning for sins and carrying out acts of forgiveness, sacrifice, and self-discipline. While skeptics focus on this magical aspect of healing as a way of undermining faith healers, it should be noted that curanderas often view their healing as complementary to traditional medicine, not exclusive from it. By focusing on overlapping treatments that appeal to the cultural sensibilities of their patients, curanderas are able to treat their clientele with a variety of therapies.

Curandersimo is a cultural aspect of Latino communities largely unknown to majority American culture. Eurocentric representations of curanderas often trivialize the spiritual healing philosophy by focusing on the superstitious elements or depicting curanderas as greedy folk healers preying on desperate members of an ignorant community. The fact that curanderas are women does little to enhance their cultural power. Nonetheless, the majority of curanderas spend most of their lives studying their craft and are powerful members of their communities.

Wendy Braun
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Eddy, Mary Baker (1821–1910)

Mary Baker Eddy was a writer, publisher, and religious leader who founded the Church of Christ, Scientist. Suffering from various ailments since her early childhood, Eddy was enthralled with the ability of a traveling healer to use the mind to overcome physical illness. After experiencing her own miraculous recovery in 1866, she devoted the rest of her life to formulating and spreading her ideas, which challenged both the medical and religious establishments. Her role as a religious leader put her at odds with social conventions for women and made her one of the most controversial and influential women of her time.

Eddy was born Mary Morse Baker on July 16, 1821, in Bow, New Hampshire. Since her early childhood, she suffered from chronic illness. Due to various ailments, Eddy received both a formal and an informal education. In 1843 at the age of 22 she married George Washington Glover, who died less than a year later, leaving her destitute and pregnant. She returned to her parents’ home to give birth to her son, George Washington Glover II. After her mother’s death in 1849, she left her father’s house and sent her 7-year-old son to live with relatives. In the hopes of reuniting with her son, Eddy married Daniel Patterson, a dentist, in 1853. However, Patterson refused to allow her son to live with them. Still suffering from health issues, in 1862 Eddy began treatment with Phineas Parkhurst Quimby, a traveling mental healer who specialized in hypnosis. With Quimby’s help, Eddy experienced a brief but dramatic improvement in her health before suffering a relapse. In spite of her setback, she became captivated with the power of the mind over ailments of the body, and she studied with Quimby for the next four years.

A major turning point in Eddy’s life occurred in 1866. Quimby died in January. A few weeks later, Eddy sustained serious injury, which paralyzed her. In response, her husband ran away with a married woman. Eddy had dabbled in Spiritualism, a religious belief popular in the mid-19th century that held that the living could communicate with the spirit world, but found it wanting. Bedridden and without help, Eddy turned to the Bible. She read about Jesus’s healing power, and she prayed to God. Miraculously, she recovered. She spent the next few years studying Bible miracles and formulating the theology that became Christian Science.

The cornerstone of the new American-born religion was a rejection of traditional medicine and a belief that both spiritual and physical health could be attained through worship and obedience to God’s teachings. Eddy’s ideas resulted in conflict with the medical establishment and challenged the Protestant understanding of healing. Nevertheless, in a time when women were excluded from the public arena, Eddy began a religious movement.

In 1875 Eddy led her first Sunday service in Lynn, Massachusetts. That same year, she published Science and Health (the first of many works she wrote on Christian Science), which was later translated into more than 15 languages. After several years of separation from Patterson, Mary divorced him and in 1877 married Asa Gilbert Eddy, one of her students. Mary Eddy organized the Metaphysical College (1881) and the National Christian Science Association (1886). Under her direction, the Christian Science Publishing Society (CSPS) began publishing the Journal of Christian Science (1883). In 1908 government authorities, operating on rumors that the elderly Eddy was mentally incompetent and unable to manage her affairs or the affairs of the church, visited her and declared that the rumors were false. Shortly after the competence review visit, Eddy ordered the CSPS to begin publishing a newspaper to dispel rumors. That same year, the publication the Christian Science Monitor began.

Eddy founded the First Church of Christ, Scientist (also known as the Mother Church), in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1892, where she was ordained and achieved the title pastor emeritus. The church splintered over disagreements with Eddy. Within her lifetime, branches of the Christian Science Church were established in other parts of the country, including Chicago and New York. The Mother Church became Eddy’s seat of power. In fact, she exerted influence over branches of the church even after she retired. Eddy died on December 3, 1910. After her passing, more than 100 Christian Science churches were established worldwide.

Rolando Avila
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Florence Crittenton Homes

Pharmaceutical entrepreneur Charles N. Crittenton (1833–1909) established the first Florence Crittenton Home, the Florence Night Mission (later known as the Mother Mission), in New York City in 1883. Named after his young daughter who died of scarlet fever at the age of four, the facility sought to help “fallen women and wayward girls” reestablish themselves in mainstream society. All Crittenton staff members were required to be devout Christians.

The Florence Night Mission quickly became popular, with homes founded in multiple locations including California in 1892 and Montana in 1896. In 1892, Crittenton developed a partnership with the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), funding five new rescue homes for the organization operating under the Florence Crittenton name.

Through this partnership with the WCTU, Crittenton connected with Dr. Kate Waller Barrett (1857–1925), who ran a rescue home for pregnant girls in Atlanta that received funding from Crittenton. Together the pair founded the National Florence Crittenton Mission (NFCM) in 1895, with Crittenton as president and Barrett as vice president. In 1896, Barrett’s role expanded to include that of general supervisor/organizer, and she later took over as president after Crittenton’s death in 1909. Interested in social service from an early age, Barrett received her MD from the Women’s Medical College of Georgia in 1892 and her PhD in 1894.

In 1898, the organization received a congressional charter under President William McKinley allowing for central control of homes across the United States. Mission efforts, which had slowly moved away from prostitution, now focused on unmarried pregnant women. In support of the image of the benevolent mother, women were encouraged to keep their children. Florence Crittenton staff attempted to reconnect women with their families and to teach practical skills for the domestic service field that many would be entering. Historians often criticize these actions, arguing that they forced young women into an idealized middle-class standard of family and motherhood unattainable for many working-class women. Others counter that the majority of women sheltered by the Florence Crittenton Homes wanted to keep their children and were only able to do so through the support offered by the workers.

In contrast to the earlier belief that society was partially responsible for the problems of young women and should support their redemption, modern social work focused on individual responsibility. The homes began to encourage foster placement and adoption and concentrate on returning new mothers to the life they left behind. Young women were able to take high school courses so their education remained uninterrupted. Staff still taught child care and domestic skills for those who chose to keep their children, but adoption became the norm. Many young women were sent to the homes by their families to hide a shameful illegitimate pregnancy. Increasingly throughout the 1950s and 1960s, they were pressured or forced to give up their children. Many were not allowed an active role in the decision.

In 1950 the Florence Crittenton Homes Association, later the Florence Crittenton Association of America (FCAA), was founded as a separate entity from the NFCM. The new association worked on the national level as an advocate for women and family service issues, provided advisory and financial services for the individual homes, and took over many of the organizational activities of the NFCM. As societal attitudes toward contraception, single mothers, and abortion changed, the FCAA was tasked with reinventing both the association and the role of Florence Crittenton Homes. The women served by the organization were increasingly connected to the social service system through other avenues. They desired shorter stays and/or nonresidential resources, were not subjected to intense pressure to leave their community, and increasingly intended to raise their children. Many homes discontinued maternity services altogether. The FCAA merged with the Child Welfare League of America in 1970, becoming the Florence Crittenton Division of the organization.

Modern Florence Crittenton Homes focus on services for pregnant and at-risk teens and young adults. They provide therapy/counseling, education, and medical services as well as support and a connection with a network of similar service organizations.

Stephanie Bayless
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Goldman, Emma (1869–1940)

Emma Goldman Kershner Colton, also known as “Red Emma,” was a social and political activist in the first half of the 20th century known for her fiery speeches, powerful writing, and outspoken support of unpopular causes. Goldman’s concerns included women’s rights, birth control, free love, draft resistance, prison reform, atheism, free speech, workers’ rights, and the antiwar movement. She was a major force in the anarchist movement and was the founder of the anarchist journal Mother Earth. Decades after her death, she became an icon of feminism.

Emma Goldman was born on June 27, 1869, in today’s Kaunas, Lithuania. Her father lost what little money the family had in failed business ventures. He often whipped Goldman for not submitting to his will, and he was particularly angry when she refused an arranged marriage he made for her when she was 15 years old. Goldman fought the patriarchal system that disempowered women for the rest of her life.

When Goldman fled to America at age 16, she worked 10 hours a day at a coat factory in Rochester, New York, for $2.50 per week. She married naturalized American citizen Jacob Kerschner but divorced him and went to New York City at age 20. There she met anarchist Alexander “Sasha” Berkman. They were lovers and friends throughout their lives.

Radicalized by the killing of American steel workers who were demonstrating for better wages and hours during the Homestead Strike, Goldman supported Berkman in his attempt to assassinate industrialist Henry Clay Frick in 1892. Though she had no direct role in the attack, it brought her to the attention of authorities, who arrested and jailed her repeatedly over the years. She openly voiced support for the assassination of President William McKinley and protested against the execution of anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, calling their trial a travesty of American justice.

In 1906 she founded the anarchist publication Mother Earth, which she called a “place of expression for the young idealists in arts and letters.” She did not support the women’s suffrage movement in the United States because she opposed all electoral politics, thus viewing voting as a waste of time. She also believed that the oppression of women would not end if women earned the right to vote and that the movement to get women the vote was a waste of energy.

After publicly opposing American entry into World War I, Goldman was arrested. She invoked the First Amendment, asking how America could claim to be fighting for democracy abroad while suppressing free speech at home. Goldman challenged the United States to live up to its ideals. She was found guilty of conspiracy, fined $10,000, sentenced to the maximum term of two years in prison, and subjected to deportation upon her release.
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Emma Goldman was arrested and jailed several times for illegally distributing information about birth control. She also spent two years in jail for conspiring to keep men from registering for the newly instated draft. (Library of Congress)

Goldman had become an American citizen through her marriage to Kerschner, but she was deported by the U.S. government on the grounds that anarchist Kerschner’s citizenship had been revoked in 1908 and therefore her citizenship in the process. She was deported to Russia in 1920. Goldman was disillusioned after seeing that the bolshevik regime was as corrupt and repressive as its czarist predecessor. She left Russia and traveled through Europe, always under the threat of deportation in each country she visited. In 1925 a distant acquaintance, Scottish anarchist James Colton, married her to provide British citizenship.

Goldman wrote an autobiography titled Living My Life, which was published in two volumes in 1931 and 1934, after which she went to Spain to support the anarchists in the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939). Continuing to speak out, she was rebuked for her antiwar stance on the eve of World War II.

By this time she had a reputation as “the most dangerous woman in America.” Yet in her autobiography, she also said that “I want … everybody’s right to beautiful, radiant things.” After suffering a series of strokes, Goldman died at age 70 on May 14, 1940, in Toronto, Canada.

Goldman continues to be a role model for men and women, in great part because she concerned herself with a myriad of social justice movements, seeing each as interlinked with the other. Second-wave feminists rediscovered Goldman’s writings in the 1970s. Her rejection of orthodoxy and fundamentalist thinking of all types continues to resonate with progressive thinkers.
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Nellie Bly’s Jailhouse Interview with Emma Goldman (1893)

In 1893, Emma Goldman gave a speech in New York to a crowd of over 3,000 people protesting the immense wealth disparities between America’s richest and poorest citizens. Several nights later as she prepared to give the speech again, she was arrested. Famed reporter Nellie Bly interviewed Goldman in jail. The interview was printed in the New York World on September 17, 1893.

Do you need an introduction to Emma Goldman? You have seen supposed pictures of her. You have read of her as a property-destroying, capitlaist-killing, riot-promoting agitator. You see her in your mind a great raw-boned creature, with short hair and bloomers, a red flag in one hand, a burning torch in the other; both feet constantly off of the ground and “murder!” continually upon her lips.

The was my ideal of her, I confess, and when the matron stood before me saying, “This is Emma Goldman,” I gasped in surprise and then laughed.

A little bit of a girl, just 5 feet high, including her boot heels, not showing her 120 pounds; with a saucy, turned-up nose and very expressive blue-gray eyes that gazed inquiringly at me through shell-rimmed glasses was Emma Goldman!

Her quiet little hands held rolled a recent copy of the Illustrated American. The modest blue serge Eton suit, with a blue muslin shirtwaist and scarf, had no suggestion of bloomers, and the light brown hair, not banged but falling loosely over the forehead and gathered in a little knot behind, was very pretty and girlish.

The little feet were decorously upon the floor, and the rather full lips parted, showing strong white teeth within, a mild, pleasant voice, with a very fetching accent, said not “murder,” but—

“What is it you wish, madam?”

I told her. I sat down beside her, and we talked for two hours.

“I do not want anything published about me,” she said, “because people misjudge and exaggerate, and, besides, I do not think it looks well for me to say anything while I am in jail.”

“But I want to know something about your former life; how you became an Anarchist, what your theories are, and how you mean to establish them.”…

A Word About Capitalists.

“Everything wrong, crime and sickness and all that, is the result of the system under which we live,” she continued earnestly. “Were there no money, and as a result, no capitalists, people would not be over-worked, starved and illy housed, all of which makes them old before their time, diseases them and makes them criminals. To save a dollar the capitalists build their railroads poorly, and along comes a train, and loads of people are killed. What are their lives to him if by their sacrifice he has saved money? But those deaths mean misery, want and crime in many, many families. According to Anarchistic principles, we build the best of railroads, so there shall be no accidents. There is the Broadway cable, for instance. Instead of running a few cars at a frightful speed, in order to save a larger expense, we should run many cars at slow speed, and so have no accidents.”

“If you do away with money and employers, who will work upon your railroads?” I asked.

“Those that care for that kind of work. Then every one shall do that which he likes best, not merely a thing he is compelled to do to earn his daily bread.”

“What will you do with the lazy ones, who would not work?”

“No one is lazy. They grow hopeless from the misery of their present existence, and give up. Under our order of things, every men would do the work he liked, and would have as much as his neighbor, so could not be unhappy and discouraged.”…

“Where were you born?”

“I was born in Russia and afterwards my family removed to Germany. Although my people were of a good family, I was always in deep sympathy for the poor. I did not think of being an Anarchist then, but I was always trying to see some way to benefit the working classes. I was taught a trade. My father thought that no difference what one’s position was, one should master a trade, so I learned dressmaking at a French school. I have worked at this for years, sometimes in my own rooms, and again in establishments.”

She Likes to Bathe and Dress.

“Do you care for dress at all?”

“I know that the right of free speech was once guaranteed to every man and woman in this land.”

“Oh, of course,” she answered, laughing. “I like to look well, but I don’t like very fussy dresses. I like my dresses to be plain and quiet, and, above all things,” here she laughed as if recalling the oft-declaration of Anarchists’ hatred for soap, “I love my bath. I must be clean. Being a German, I was taught cleanliness with my youth, and I do not care how poor my room or my clothes are so long as they are clean.”

“What did you do with the money you earned by sewing?”

“Spent it all on books,” she said emphatically. “I kept myself in poverty buying books. I have a library of nearly three hundred volumes, and so long as I had something to read I did not mind hunger or shabby clothes.”

Think of that you girls who put every dollar upon your backs! Can you not testify to this woman’s earnestness of purpose when she sacrifices her looks for books?

Miss Goldman speaks Russian, German, French and English, and reads and writes Spanish and Italian.

Her Ideas of Marriage.

“There is something else I must ask you. We look upon marriage as the foundation of everything that is good. We base everything upon it. You do not believe in marriage. What do you propose shall take its place?”

“I was married,” she said, with a little sigh, “when I was scracely seventeen. I suffered—let me say no more about that. I believe in the marriage of affection. That is the only true marriage. If two people care for each other they have a right to live together so long as that love exists. When it is dead what base immorality for them still to keep together! Oh, I tell you the marriage ceremony is a terrible thing!

“Tell me,” she added very seriously, “how can a woman go before a minister and take an oath to love ‘this man’ all her life? How can she tell but to-morrow, next week, she may get to know this man and hate him. Love is founded on respect, and a woman cannot tell what a man is until she lives with him. Instead of being free to end the relation when her feelings change, she lives on in a state that is the most depraved of all.

“Take the woman who marries for a home and for fine clothes. She goes to the man with a lie on her lips. Still”—with a little uplifting of the hands—”she will not let her skirts touch the poor unfortunate upon the street who deceives no man, but is to him just what she appears! Do away with marriage. Let there be nothing but volutary affection and there ceases to exist the prostitute wife and the prostitute street woman.”

“But the children? What would you do with them? Men would desert; women and children would be left uncared for and destitute,” I protested.

“On the contrary, then men would never desert, and if a couple decided to separate there would be public homes and schools for the children. Mothers who would rather do something else than care for their children could put them in the schools, where they would be cared for by women who preferred taking care of children to any other work. In this way we would never have diseased or disabled children from careless and incompetent mothers.

“Besides this,” she went on, “in our free schools every child would have a chance to learn and pursue that for which it has ability. Can you imagine the number of children to-day, children of poor parents, who are born with ability for music or painting, or letters, whose abilities lie dormant for the lack of means and the necessity to work for their daily bread as soon as they are out of their cradles.”…

And so I left the little Anarchist, the modern Joan of Arc, waiting patiently in the Tombs until her friends could secure bail for her.

“I shall certainly get a year or a year and a half,” she said to me in parting, “not because my offense deserves it, but because I am an Anarchist.”…

Source: Nellie Bly, “Nelly Bly Again … She Interviews Emma Goldman and Other Anarchists,” New York World, September 17, 1893, 1–5.



Green, Hetty (1834–1916)

Businesswoman Henrietta “Hetty” Green was one of the first women to turn a fortune on Wall Street. She managed her own estate and turned a $7.5 million inheritance into $100 million by the time she died. She had a reputation for eccentricity and frugality. Nicknamed “the Witch of Wall Street,” she was believed to be the richest woman in America at the time of her death in 1916.

Green was born in 1834 to Edward Mott Robinson and Abby Howland, a prosperous Quaker whaling family in New Bedford, Massachusetts. Because her mother was ill, Green grew up with her grandfather, who began teaching her finance when she was quite young. Her father died in 1864 when Green was 30 years old, leaving her several million dollars. She invested this money in American Civil War bonds. Her mother and an aunt also left her money, though not nearly as much as her father. Another rich relative, Sylvia Ann Howland, died and left her fortune largely to charity. Green (who was still a Robinson at the time) challenged the will in court in the case Robinson V. Mandell (1868), where the Court found that both Howland’s signature and a codicil that invalidated other wills were forged.

In an innovative move at the time, when Hetty married Edward Henry Green in 1867 she made him agree to a prenuptial agreement. This contract held that the two would not combine their finances and that he would have no rights to her estate. Without the agreement, given the legal principle of coverture, everything his wife owned would have become Edward’s after the marriage. She would have no right to control any money she brought into the marriage or made through investment after the marriage. In this Green secured her economic future, for while she was a savvy investor, her husband was not. She often had to use her money to help him with his own financial endeavors. After the wedding, Hetty Green’s relatives tried to have her arrested for forgery in the case of Howland’s will. The Greens fled to London. There they had two children, Edward Howland Robinson Green (1868–1936) and Hetty Sylvia Ann Howland Green (1871–1951).

Green mainly invested her money in real estate, railroads, and mines. She also lent money on occasion. In the mid-1880s Green lost considerable money in the collapse of J. John Cisco & Son, an investment firm that had loaned quite a bit of money to Green’s husband. She separated her finances from those of her husband, and the couple unofficially separated. Nonetheless, when Edward became debilitated from heart and kidney disease, she took care of him until he died in 1902. Through it all Green kept up her investments. She was so successful that even the City of New York borrowed money from her on multiple occasions, including during the Panic of 1907 when stock values dropped over 50 percent.

Accounts of Green’s miserly nature are almost mythic, to the point where it is hard to separate facts from myth. People said that she only owned one dress and wore it every day. Her severe countenance and her black dress garnered her the moniker “Witch of Wall Street.” The servants said that she never turned on the heat or used hot water. When her son broke his leg as a child, Green had him treated at a free clinic for the poor. Possibly because of the improper treatment he received at the clinic, his leg failed to heal properly and had to be amputated.

To be fair, though, Green may have caused some of her own problems; the fact that she was a successful woman investor in an age that encouraged women to stay home and care for their children and homes must have made her life difficult. She would have faced considerable resistance from the majority of the male financial community.
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The richest woman in America during the Gilded Age, Hetty Green had inherited wealth and refused to marry until her fiancé renounced all rights to her money. The City of New York came to Green for loans to keep the city afloat on several occasions. (Library of Congress)

Green died in 1916 at the age of 81 from a series of strokes. Her estate was divided between her two children. They followed their mother’s investment advice and came out of the Great Depression practically unscathed. When Green’s daughter Sylvia died in 1951, she left $200 million to be divided among universities, churches, hospitals, and other charities.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Hall, Murray (d. 1901)

New York politician and bail bondsman Murray Hall lived his life as a man, though upon his death his doctor reported to the coroner’s office that Hall had a female body.

Little is known about Hall before he appeared in New York around 1875. His name may have originally been Mary Anderson, and he may have been born in Scotland in 1840. If so, Mary Anderson immigrated to the United States with her family in 1846. Sometime between 1860 and 1875 he began living as a man.

Hall ran an employment bureau on Sixth Avenue and lived with a woman he introduced as his wife. After several years the woman, whose name is unknown, complained to neighbors that her husband paid too much attention to other women. She soon after disappeared.

Around 1885 Hall moved to a building between Seventeenth and Eighteenth Streets with another woman, Celia, whom he also introduced as his wife. Celia had a daughter, Imelda, who was born in 1879. Hall adopted Imelda (New York newspapers report the daughter’s name as Minnie). According to neighbors, who were interviewed for the New York newspapers, Mrs. Hall was twice the size of her husband, who was a quite small and somewhat effeminate man. The second Mrs. Hall had many of the same complaints of her husband as the first Mrs. Hall, namely that he spent time with too many women.

Hall appears to have turned his employment business over to Celia and opened a bail bonds business. Hall was also prominent in New York City politics as a member of the General Committee of Tammany Hall. Tammany Hall was a Democratic political machine that controlled New York City and state politics from the 1850s to the 1930s. Tammany used patronage and both working men’s and business clubs to organize supporters and votes. Notable for its corruption, Tammany Hall nonetheless had considerable influence, suggesting that Murray Hall was both a respected member of his community and exceedingly successful in his performance as a man.

Hall also belonged to the Iroquois Club, where he became close friends with New York state senator Bernard Martin. Martin described Hall as a modest fellow who could be “peppery” when provoked. Martin also said that Hall often wore his suit coats slightly large, had a bushy head of hair he often brushed forward as if to conceal the sides of his face, and always appeared freshly shaven.

In 1891 Hall was arrested for using two vacant lots that he did not own in a bail transaction. Investigation revealed that the lots had belonged to Celia, who gave them to Hall at least a month before his arrest. Another evening after drinking and gambling, Hall got into a fight with a policeman and gave him a black eye. He was jailed overnight before Tammany Hall associates intervened. Hall was released with no charges.

Hall’s friends described him as a shrewd businessman and a lover of books. Indeed, newspaper articles suggest that Hall’s political and business friends were less surprised that he was a woman than they were to find out that a woman could be so adept in business and politics. Friends also reported that Hall was an enthusiastic consumer of whiskey and cigars in addition to being “a real man-about-town.”

An avid book collector, Hall had an enormous library of nonfiction books focusing on science and medicine. He shopped at bookstores on 6th Avenue in his free time, often accompanied by his black and tan dog. Booksellers reported that he was polite but quiet, eschewing conversations about himself.

Not long before his death Hall went to Dr. William Gallagher, who discovered that his patient was in the end stages of breast cancer. Afraid of discovery, Hall had tried to treat it with information he gleaned from medical books. By the time he sought Gallagher, the cancer had eaten away his breast and chest wall so badly that he was days from death.

Hall died in 1901 and left everything to his daughter Imelda. He lived his life as an undiscovered and successful transgender person. His story is interesting on its own merits, but it also suggests that American history may contain many more women who passed as men and died undiscovered.
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Hawaiian Native Women

Over 1,000 years ago, ancient Polynesians traveled to the Hawaiian Islands in double-hulled canoes from the South Pacific using celestial navigation. These settlers became the native Hawaiians. These indigenous people established a rich history and culture in the islands. In the 1800s native Hawaiians were greatly affected by events occurring in the United States, particularly through the McKinley Act and the Spanish-American War. However, native Hawaiian culture and values continue to be passed down from generation to generation.

Ancient Polynesian cultural practices, history, and traditions were initially passed down orally through ’oli, or chants and songs. These ’oli often told the genealogies of chiefs and family lineages and sometimes included stories about the involvement of deities to explain natural phenomena. Written records were not established until missionaries arrived in the islands during the 19th century. The kapu system reflected an understanding of preserving natural resources. However, the kapu system, specifically the ’aikapu, prohibited men and women from eating together and established certain foods as sacred to the male gods, such as pork, bananas, coconuts, taro, and some fish. Women were not allowed to consume these foods or make tools from them.

Food preparation and nurturing children were typically women’s responsibilities. Grandmothers were the heads of the household, which is still the case today. Whenever there were conflicts within the home, grandmothers were responsible for helping to resolve those issues through a process called ho’oponopono. Traditional crafts were also predominantly produced by women, such as lei, garlands made from flowers or shells. Women also wove baskets, hats, and floor mats from lauhala, the leaves of pandanus trees. The bark from trees was beaten to make kapa cloth for clothing and blankets. Women colored these clothes using natural dyes from plants and shellfish. Euro-American missionaries also taught native women how to quilt, and native women created a distinctive quilting art form. These traditions are still practiced in native Hawaiian households today.

Native Hawaiian mythology included many powerful goddesses. Pele, the goddess of volcanoes and fire, was known for her power and strong temperament. Pele’s emotions were often used as explanations for natural occurrences, such as rain and volcanic eruptions. Hi’iaka, or Hi’iakaikapoliopele, was Pele’s favorite sister and the patron goddess of Hawaii and hula dancing. Many songs, chants, and dances have been composed about these two goddesses. Other important deities were Hina, the goddess of the moon, and Laka, a goddess of hula and fertility.

In 1819 Queens Ka’ahumanu and Keōpūolani sat with King Kamehameha II in an event known as ‘Ai Noa, where they dined on foods that were forbidden to women and brought an end to the ’aikapu system. Queen Emma assisted in creating the first hospital in Hawaii in 1859, and Queen Kapi’olani established the first hospital for women and children in 1890. Princess Bernice Pauahi Bishop founded the Kamehameha Schools to provide native Hawaiian children with a Western education.

Queen Lili’uokalani (1838–1917), the last queen of Hawaii, became queen during an economic crisis that was heavily influenced by the McKinley Act. Lili’uokalani tried to establish a new constitution to restore power taken away by the Bayonet Constitution. Businessmen formed a Committee of Safety that overthrew the Hawaiian kingdom with the assistance of U.S. marines and sailors from USS Boston. Queen Lili’uokalani surrendered to the provisional government to protect her people. While imprisoned in the ‘Iolani Palace, she translated the Kumulipo, the Hawaiian genealogy chant, and composed her most famous song, “Aloha ‘Oe.”

Princess Ka’iulani was instrumental in raising awareness about the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom. In 1893 she traveled to Washington, D.C., to appeal for the legitimacy of the monarchy. Her attempts to appeal to the U.S. government were unsuccessful. The Spanish-American War also influenced annexation because Hawaii became a valuable asset for military strategy. On July 7, 1898, Hawaii was annexed to the United States.

There were movements throughout history to restore native culture in Hawaii. The First Hawaiian Renaissance began in the 1870s. Many of the native Hawaiian cultural traditions were brought back into the modern era, such as hula, chanting, sports, and royal rituals. One of the notable changes was the national anthem in 1876 from “He Mele Lāhui Hawai’i,” a Christian national anthem, to “Hawai’i Pono’ī,” which was inspired by Kamehameha I, the first king of Hawaii. The intention of this renaissance was to create and inspire a sense of national identity.

The Second Hawaiian Renaissance began in the 1970s. It renewed interest in Hawaiian music, language, and culture. Until this movement, speaking the Hawaiian language while at school was discouraged. The establishment of Hawaiian-language immersion schools and cultural education encouraged students and their families to create a strong sense of cultural identity. Hawaiian scholar, dancer, and composer Mary Kawena Pūku’i (1895–1986) coauthored the Hawaiian-language dictionary and wrote about Hawaiian culture. She also composed over 150 Hawaiian songs. She is sometimes credited with making the Second Hawaiian Renaissance possible. Other notable practitioners were Lena Machado, Ma’iki Aiu Lake, and Noelani Mahoe.

Native Hawaiians have a unique culture and history that dates back to their origination in the South Pacific. From ancient to modern-day Hawaii, there have been many women who were responsible for perpetuating the culture and improving the quality of life of the native people. Their legacy and values continue to be passed on to future generations through education and in households around the world.

A. K. Estores-Pacheco
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Hull House (1889–2012)

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr established Hull House on September 18, 1889. Located on the Near West Side of Chicago, Hull House was the best-known settlement house in the United States, and by 1920 it served to inspire the creation of more than 400 settlements across the nation. In the mid-20th century Hull House was reorganized into a consortium of various social service programs called the Jane Addams Hull House Association, which ceased operations in January 2012.

Settlement houses were important reform organizations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The first settlement, Toynbee Hall, opened in London in 1884 and was established on the principle that young educated middle-class men could ameliorate the problems created by immigration, industrialization, and urbanization by living and working among the city’s working-class and immigrant populations. Inspired by their tour of Toynbee, Addams and Starr, both graduates of the Rockford Female Seminary, envisioned a community of women that would provide similar social and educational opportunities for Chicago residents.

In 1889, Addams and Starr rented an 1856 mansion built by Charles Hull at 800 S. Halsted Street in the city’s Nineteenth Ward. This densely populated neighborhood was home to thousands of recently arrived immigrants from Europe, including Italians, Greeks, Irish, Germans, and Polish and Russian Jews, most of whom worked in nearby factories, lived in crowded tenements, and spoke little English. Residents (as inhabitants of the settlement were called) taught courses in art, music, theater, and literature. Starr led weekly reading parties, and the settlement’s weekly lecture series featured presentations by reformers such as W. E. B. DuBois, Clarence Darrow, Susan B. Anthony, and John Dewey. Enella Benedict, an American realism and landscape painter who taught at the Art Institute of Chicago, directed the neighborhood art studio, and the first building erected specifically for Hull House included an art gallery.
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View of Hull House, the settlement house founded by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr at 800 South Halsted Street in Chicago, ca. 1910s. During the late 19th century, settlement houses, which provided education and help to the working class and immigrants, spread rapidly throughout the United States. (Chicago History Museum/Getty Images)

As they interacted with visitors from the neighborhood, however, Addams and Starr quickly realized that many of their visitors had more pressing and practical needs. In response to these conversations, Addams and Starr established a day care center for small children and a kindergarten program. Hull House also began offering courses designed to help immigrants acclimate to American life. Residents led English and citizenship classes and instructed neighbors in cooking, sewing, and other technical skills. By 1890, Hull House was serving over 2,000 people per week. The settlement also expanded its facilities, and within its first two decades the Hull House complex encompassed 13 buildings, including the city’s first public playground, a bathhouse, a theater, a gymnasium, a pool, meeting spaces, and cooperative housing for working women. These buildings hosted Hull House activities as well as meetings of various clubs and unions. Although some settlements were linked to religious institutions, Hull House always reflected Addams’s interest in secular humanism.

As the settlement expanded, so too did its pool of residents. During its first two decades, an impressive corps of women and men volunteered their services, expanding the role of Hull House from neighborhood gathering center to an organization that would effect both local and national social and political change. Some of their many efforts included lobbying for protective legislation for women and children, compulsory education, occupational health and safety standards, and unemployment compensation. The data necessary to advocate for these reforms came from studies conducted by the settlement. Together with other residents, Florence Kelley, a trade union activist, undertook a sociological study of the Hull House neighborhood that resulted in the publication in 1895 of Hull House Maps and Papers. The book included wage and ethnicity censuses and reports on living conditions in the city’s tenements. Kelley also investigated child labor and the sweatshop system. As a result of these efforts, the state passed the Illinois Factory Inspection Law of 1893, which limited women’s work hours to eight per day and set 14 as the minimum working age for children.

Hull House residents were also responsible for the creation of the first juvenile court in the nation. Under the guidance of Addams and Julia Lathrop, residents advocated for a separate court system to handle child offenders, one that emphasized rehabilitation and probation instead of incarceration, leading to the passage of the Illinois Juvenile Court Act of 1899. During the typhoid epidemic of 1902, Dr. Alice Hamilton performed a bacteriological study of the neighborhood, establishing the connection between improper sewage disposal and the spread of disease and leading to a reorganization of the Chicago Health Department. She also established a well-baby clinic at the settlement, emphasizing the importance of baths for children.

The settlement house movement’s influence peaked early in the 20th century. The professionalization of social work as a field brought changes to the ways in which settlement houses operated. Volunteers dwindled and staff members, now professional social workers, expected salaries. Physical changes to the neighborhood also impacted Hull House. After World War I, Hull House served increasing numbers of African American and Mexican migrants moving into the tenements formerly occupied by European immigrants. In the 1950s and 1960s, the settlement became part of the Near West Side urban renewal project. The original Hull House building was maintained as a museum, but the rest of the settlement was demolished to make way for what is now the campus of the University of Illinois–Chicago. Like other settlements in Chicago, Hull House was reorganized into the Hull House Association in 1962, becoming a federation of community centers located throughout the city.

By the early 21st century, Hull House offered more than 50 programs to 60,000 Chicago-area residents, including childhood education, job training, and housing assistance. Although Hull House served clientele of all ages, more than half of its services were directed at children and young adults, and nearly two-thirds of its clients were women. The Hull House Association ceased operations on January 27, 2012, citing financial difficulties.
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Industrial Christian Home

A rescue home for Mormon women in Utah, the Industrial Christian Home operated from 1886 to 1893. It was founded by female moral reformers out of the belief that women suffered from the Mormon practice of plural marriage and would, if provided a refuge, be unwilling to continue living polygamously.

Rescue homes in general were a result of the impetus provided to women by the ideology of female moral authority, which contended that women had a responsibility for the moral stewardship of the nation. This idea and others encouraged a variety of 19th-century reform movements sometimes called the Benevolent Empire. The rescue home movement took shape in the decades after the American Civil War (1861–1865) as women, largely Protestant middle-class white women, undertook to rescue women, some of whom needed rescuing and others who did not share middle-class Protestant values. Thus, the rescue home movement was as much about social control as it was about helping unfortunate women. The movement also offered reforming women, who had few avenues to power in late 19th-century society, an opportunity to resist patriarchy, or the male domination of society.

The moving force behind the establishment of the Industrial Christian Home was Angie Newman, a New England native. Newman dedicated herself to founding and running a refuge for women in polygamous marriages after a trip to Utah left her shocked by the reality that some Mormon men had more than one wife. Newman was particularly sympathetic to second or third wives, whom she saw as little more than concubines. Newman and many other women saw Mormon polygamy as a system that made a mockery of wifely virtue and enslaved women in a cycle of powerlessness to male lust and authority. There was little about polygamous marriages that did not offend 19th-century middle-class morality. Not all Mormon women shared this valuation of polygamy but instead saw it as ordained by God as woman’s only road to eternal salvation.

In 1883, Newman persuaded the Methodist Episcopal Women’s Home Missionary Society to support the Industrial Christian Home, but its support soon waned. In March 1886 Newman met with other Salt Lake City reformers, including members of the Ladies’ Anti-Polygamy Society, to form the Industrial Christian Home Association, an interdenominational agency dedicated to providing a refuge for women in polygamous marriages and teaching them skills that would enable them to live independently of their husbands. The Industrial Christian Home itself opened in December 1886. The home instituted training programs to educate the residents for jobs such as typist and stenographer. Most women, though, ended up working as domestic servants. More problematic was funding for the home. Originally the U.S. Congress, which was intent on ending polygamy in Utah and Salt Lake City “Gentile” (non-Mormon) women, promised financial support. Rather than place funding in the hands of the women running the home, an all-male board controlled the money and rarely saw eye to eye with female volunteers. Also, the home faced considerable hostility from Mormons, who controlled local and state governments and newspapers and used everything in their power to discredit the home.

Gender tensions existed throughout the Industrial Christian Home’s existence. Not only did the all-male board not always support the needs of the home, particularly as the women who worked in the home defined the home’s needs, but the male board wanted to limit the types of women who would be allowed in the home. Moreover, the women who ran the home did not always agree about who ought to be helped and who should be turned away. Some reformers did not see first wives of polygamous marriages as women who needed rescue because they believed that first wives were legally married and had a responsibility to stay in their own homes. Other volunteers believed that polygamy hurt all women, including first wives.

These tensions hindered the Industrial Christian Home’s effectiveness. By the time the home closed in 1893, it had admitted only 150 residents total, many of whom were not necessarily fleeing polygamous marriages and instead needed relief from the problems caused by other factors, such as family violence, poverty, or illness. Still, it was an important part of a larger attempt to establish female moral authority in the American West.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Jewett, Sarah Orne (1849–1909)

American novelist and short story writer Sarah Orne Jewett wrote works centered on the people of her New England community. She was a prominent writer in the American literary regionalism movement, a style of writing popular in the late 19th century that centralized the characters, traditions, and speech of a specific region.
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An important practitioner of American literary regionalism, Sarah Orne Jewett wrote short stories set in Maine and influenced the career of novelist Willa Cather. (Bettmann/Corbis)

Born Theodora Sarah Orne Jewett in South Berwick, Maine, on September 3, 1849, to Theodore Herman Jewett and Caroline Frances, as a young girl she spent considerable time traveling the countryside with her father, who was a doctor. Though she attended the Berwick Academy and graduated in 1865, she considered this formal education incomparable to the real-life experience she gained in the world, reading books in her family’s extensive library as well as accompanying her father, a doctor, on visits to local fishermen throughout Maine. Her observations of the struggling farms and dying harbors realized along these trips later became a common theme in her fiction works. Orne published her first story, “Jenny Garrow’s Lovers,” in the Flag of Our Union in 1865 at age 19.

In 1869 Jewett began publishing more regularly, particularly in journals and magazines. A number of short stories and sketches were collected (with the encouragement of William Dean Howells) in her 1877 volume titled Deephaven. The sketches of Deephaven are not plot-driven narratives. Jewett instead offers glances into the lives and relationships of New England women, providing insight into their interior lives. In her 1896 book, The Country of the Pointed Firs, Jewett reveals a portrait of the struggling harbor towns she visited in her youth. The novel also focuses on emotional bonds between women and is considered by many critics to be protolesbian literature. Jewett wrote about women’s romantic friendships in a time when people saw these relationships as positive female interactions rather than as inappropriate sexual relationships. America in the late 1800s had no category for lesbians, in part because it did not acknowledge the possibility of female-centered sexual relationships. Thus, Jewett’s novels cannot be categorized as specifically lesbian novels but instead are female-centered works of fiction that predate the lesbian novel.

Jewett’s private life mirrored her writing in that her most intimate relationships were with women. She had a lifelong friendship with her landlady and herbalist Almira Todd. Jewett lived with Annie Fields, a banker’s widow, in a “Boston marriage” until Jewett’s death. Letters between the two women suggest that they had a deep friendship and a physically romantic relationship.

In addition to these core works, Jewett published numerous other works throughout her lifetime. Always a lover of stories and words, she published three novels—A Country Doctor (1884), A Marsh Island (1885), and The Tory Lover (1901)—in addition to a number of children’s books that included Play Days (1878), Betty Leicester (1889), and Betty Leicester’s English Christmas (1897). Many critics regard the collection of short stories in A White Heron (1886) as her best work. All her works featured descriptions of the small river communities around South Berwick, attempting to convey the deeper meaning of the values and traditions upon which those communities were often based. In this tradition of local color fiction she helped create, her works also centered on unmarried women like herself. In this regard, as an author of increasing importance, Jewett became a great influence on authors such as Willa Cather, whom Jewett mentored late in her life, and the rise of both local color and domestic fiction.

Despite her frequent publications, Jewett’s literary career began to decline in 1902 when, on September 3, she was involved in a serious carriage accident. A neck injury affected her memory and concentration over the next seven years. Thus, the accident represented the endpoint of her literary endeavors. Jewett suffered a series of strokes and died on June 24, 1909, in South Berwick. In 1913 Willa Cather, who wrote about female relationships in a less tolerant time, dedicated her novel O Pioneers! to Jewett. Though Jewett’s work remained in relative obscurity for some time after her death, feminist scholarship now recognizes her importance to American literature.
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Lady Stitchers’ Union

The Lady Stitchers’ Union formed in Lynn, Massachusetts, in 1883 as a recognized assembly of the national labor organization the Knights of Labor. The Lady Stitchers’ Union was a unifying force for women in the New England shoe industry, providing an instrument for negotiating wages for women at a time when they could not join the male shoemakers’ union.

Boot and shoe making was a significant industry in New England, with Essex County in Massachusetts being a center of activity. Shoe making as a trade had a long history in the town of Lynn, with an early corporation of shoemakers in the 1630s and the arrival of a Welsh shoemaker, John Adam Dagyr, in 1750. Shoe making was a segmented and gendered craft, with men typically producing the soles and bottom portions of a shoe and women sewing the uppers, a hand-stitching task that could be done in the home. As demand for shoes for sale increased, the greater amount of production led to the formation of workshops that continued to be the domain of men for producing parts of the shoe but with women continuing to sew the upper parts of shoes at home. At the turn of the 19th century when family-based work units were being supplanted by mechanized centers of production, the segmentation of shoe production by part and laborer was carried into the factories, which would have repercussions on later efforts of labor organization.

One of the earliest recorded formal organizations formed to represent the interest of the female shoe binders was the Society of Shoebinders, which formed in 1831 to protest low wages and establish a uniform wage scale. In 1833, shoe binders in Lynn and Saugus organized as the Female Society of Lynn and Vicinity for the Protection and Promotion of Female Industry and held a public meeting attended by 1,000 women. This organization only lasted until 1834. In 1844, Lynn shoemakers formed the Mutual Benefit Society of Journeymen Cordwainers. As described in the society’s publication, The Awl, the aims of the organization included wage uniformity and stabilization of the work of shoemakers. The role of the female shoe binders was considered an auxiliary interest of the society, not an equal partner.

In the decade between 1855 and 1865, the majority of home-based and workshop shoe making was supplanted by the incorporation of mechanized stitching machines into factory settings. In addition to sewing machines, the move to factory-based production was hastened by the use of patterns for soles and standardized sizes for shoe width and length. The introduction of steam-powered machines in 1858 became a standard feature in all large shoe factories by 1865. Shoe binders who continued to sew shoe bindings at home could rent hand-cranked sewing machines. Women working as stitchers in the factories soon found themselves working 10-hour days, while home shoe binders had to compete with the relentless pace of factory machines as well as furnish their own sewing supplies. Thus, women in the shoe-making trade were working longer hours for smaller wages as mechanization changed production.

The Lady Stitchers’ Union formed in Lynn, Massachusetts, in 1883 to protest working conditions and wages and by 1886 organized almost 3,000 women, representing over two-thirds of the female workforce in the area. Recognized as an assembly by the national Knights of Labor, this union was also known as the Daughters of Labor. Just as the men of the Cordwainers Society had refused to admit women as members, the Lady Stitchers’ Union restricted membership to women who worked as shoe stitchers instead of seeking a broad base of women engaged in all trades. As a body, the Lady Stitchers’ Union could provide representation for workers to the state Board of Arbitration, which was responsible for settling disagreements between workers and factory owners. With the dissolution of the Knights of Labor, many stitchers were later recruited into a new organization that emerged in the 1890s, the Boot and Shoe Workers Union. Thus, women in the Lady Stitchers’ Union both stood up for their rights as workers and resisted the gendered double standard of many labor unions at a time when American society had difficulty recognizing women as waged laborers.
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LaFlesche, Susette (1854–1903)

Native American activist Susette LaFlesche first became involved in the plight of the Ponca Indians and publicized their predicament on a speaking tour of the eastern United States in the late 1870s. Afterward, she continued her activism on behalf of American Indians on the national and international stage. A talented writer, she was also the first Native American to be published in the commercial press and regularly contributed to various newspapers and magazines.

LaFlesche was born in the year that the Omaha (Umo’ho) tribe gave up its Nebraska hunting grounds and moved to a reservation in northeastern Nebraska. She was one of the eight children of Omaha chief Joseph LaFlesche. Her father raised the children in the traditional Omaha way but also recognized the need to make a transition to the non-Indian world. Susette LaFlesche attended the Presbyterian Mission Boarding Day School from 1862 to 1869. There she learned to read, write, and speak English.

At the Elizabeth Institute for Young Ladies, a private school in New Jersey, LaFlesche distinguished herself with her writing talent. The New York Tribune published an essay she wrote during her senior year. After completing her education, LaFlesche returned to the Omaha reservation and taught at the government Indian school. From 1877 to 1879 she made $20 per month, half of what non-Indian teachers received as compensation.

In 1877, the U.S. government forced the Poncas to leave their tribal territories in northern Nebraska and relocate to modern-day Oklahoma. LaFlesche and her father visited the tribe, and she returned an outspoken opponent of the government treatment of Indians. The following year Ponca chief Standing Bear led a group of Omahas back to their homeland, where they were arrested. During their imprisonment two reporters, Thomas H. Tibbles and W. L. Carpenter, campaigned for their release. LaFlesche prepared a petition for the return of the Poncas. These efforts led to a trial in which Standing Bear pleaded his case, resulting in the release of the Poncas and a legal precedent that recognized Native Americans as persons before the law. LaFlesche acted as Standing Bear’s interpreter at the trial; she also led a fact-finding visit to the Ponca reservation.

Following the trial, Tibbles organized a long lecture tour of eastern cities for Standing Bear, LaFlesche, and her brother Francis to bring the Poncas’ plight to the attention of humanitarians. During this tour LaFlesche met Helen Hunt Jackson, another prominent female figure defending American Indian rights. During the tour LaFlesche became known as “Bright Eyes,” a translation of her tribal name. The newspapers billed her as the “Indian Princess,” perpetuating a popular romanticized image of Native American women.

In 1881 LaFlesche married Tibbles in a ceremony performed on the Ponca reservation. They continued their lecture tours and traveled to England and Scotland on a 10-month speaking tour, where they were received by nobility and literary figures. In 1881 LaFlesche edited and wrote the introduction to Ploughed Under: The Story of an Indian Chief, about the suffering of Native Americans in a changing world.

The couple returned to Nebraska in 1890. In 1891 they traveled to the Pine Ridge reservation in South Dakota to inquire about the massacre that had occurred at Wounded Knee in December 1890 and to explore the specific problems of the Lakota Indians. From 1893 to 1895 the couple lived in Washington, D.C., where Tibbles worked as a newspaper correspondent while LaFlesche became an eloquent and effective public speaker. After returning to Nebraska, Tibbles edited The Independent, a weekly populist newspaper. LaFlesche worked with him on the paper; illustrated the book Oo-mah-ha Ta-wa-tha, written by Fannie Reed Giffin; and published stories in magazines. In addition, she was a regular contributor to The Independent, penning columns devoted almost exclusively to the populist political revolt.

In 1902, LaFlesche and Tibbles moved to her Omaha land allotment near Bancroft, Nebraska, because of her poor health. She died there on May 26, 1903, at the age of 49. She was eulogized in the U.S. Senate and remembered as the first woman to campaign for American Indian rights. In 1983 Susette LaFlesche Tibbles was inducted into the Nebraska Hall of Fame, and in 1994 she became an inductee into the National Women’s Hall of Fame.
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Lazarus, Emma (1849–1887)

Poet, writer, and activist Emma Lazarus is best known for her sonnet “The New Colossus,” engraved at the foot of the Statue of Liberty that includes the words “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” Lazarus’s body of work includes poems in a variety of styles, literary criticism, and political commentary.
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Poet and essayist Emma Lazarus is most famous for penning the poem found on the Statue of Liberty. Her sonnet, “The New Colossus,” contains the immortal lines “Give me your tired, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free.” (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

Lazarus was born on July 22, 1849, to Moses Lazarus and Esther Nathan, secular New York City Jews. Her forebears were German and Sephardic Jews who had immigrated before the American Revolution and since prospered. Moses Lazarus was a wealthy sugar refiner, and the family lived among the city’s social and economic elite. Although the family was well connected to New York City’s Jewish community, their religious observances were limited to major holidays. The seven Lazarus children (Emma was the fourth daughter) lived in a brownstone near Union Square and spent summers in Newport, Rhode Island. Young Emma read voraciously and practiced her skills in translation. She began writing poetry as a young teenager with the approbation of her doting father, who in 1866 paid to print a 200-page volume of her work titled Poems and Translations. A year later, Hurd and Houghton published an enlarged edition.

As a young woman Lazarus developed a strong interest in Jewish cultural traditions and Jewish American identity. This interest shaped much of her later work. She became a sharp critic of anti-Semitism and was the first public figure in America to advocate creating a Jewish homeland, years before Zionism became a widespread movement. Undeniably privileged in wealth and station, she used her position to advocate for immigrants and refugees. She often used myth or history to poetically comment on politics, particularly with regard to questions of Jewish American identity.

Her family’s wealth placed Lazarus in the orbit of intellectuals. In Newport she was a member of the Town and Country Club, founded by abolitionists Julia Ward Howe and Thomas Wentworth Higginson. Higginson introduced Lazarus to Helen deKay Gilder, an artist, and her husband, Richard Watson Gilder, the editor of Scribner’s and later Century. The Gilders remained at the center of Lazarus’s social circle for many years. Lazarus never married but cherished her intimate friendships with both men and women, including her sisters.

Lazarus made the most of her social connections to advance her career. In 1868 Lazarus met Transcendentalist poet and writer Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) at the home of a mutual friend, and shortly thereafter she sent him an inscribed copy of her book. They began a complicated friendship; although Emerson served as a mentor, Lazarus often demanded more than he could give. She dedicated her second volume, Admetus (1871), to Emerson but later felt slighted when he omitted her work from his 1874 anthology Parnassus. They soon reconciled, and Lazarus visited him in Concord in 1876 and again in 1879, also befriending his daughter Ellen.

After Emma Lazarus’s early success with poetry, she began experimenting with other literary forms. In 1874 she published Alide: An Episode from Goethe’s Life, a novel that was received quietly. The Dance to Death, a play about Christian identity, was never performed, although it was published in 1882 as part of Songs of a Semite, regarded as Lazarus’s most important work. She had greater success as a literary critic and reviewer. She also published the first prose poem in English, “By the Waters of Babylon: Little Poems in Prose” (1887).

Lazarus had tentatively begun to explore Judaism as a teenager, writing “In the Jewish Synagogue at Newport” for her first volume. In the late 1870s Lazarus explored her Jewish identity more seriously, first through translating works by Jewish poets, including Heinrich Heine and Hebrew poets of medieval Spain. Lazarus’s developing Jewish consciousness was spurred by George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876), which opened her eyes to the possibility of a Jewish homeland in Palestine. Equally important in forming her views was the growth of anti-Semitism, particularly the Russian pogroms that began in 1881 and sent waves of refugees to American shores. In 1880 she published “Raschi in Prague” and “The Guardian of the Red Disk,” historical poems that explored the psychology of anti-Semitism. She also wrote essays for both the Jewish and mainstream press that castigated anti-Semitism and outlined arguments for a Jewish homeland, including “Russian Christianity versus Modern Judaism” (1882), “The Jewish Problem” (1883), and a regular column titled “An Epistle to the Hebrews” (1882–1883). As Lazarus became interested in the plight of European Jews, she planned a trip to Europe to rally support for the cause. In the summer of 1883 she and her sister traveled to London and Paris, where with introductions from novelist Henry James, Lazarus met writers, politicians, and influential Jews.

In November 1883, a committee raising funds to build Fréderic-Auguste Bartholdi’s Liberty Enlightening the World asked Lazarus to contribute a poem for an exhibition. The result was the sonnet “The New Colossus,” likely inspired by the plight of the Russian refugees. In noted contrast to widespread anti-immigrant sentiment at the time, the poem expressed Lazarus’s vision of American society as embracing immigrants in search of freedom. After the exhibition, the poem was forgotten for many years. Although the poem was engraved on a plaque placed inside the statue’s pedestal in 1903, it did not become a symbol of America’s immigrant identity until World War II brought new waves of refugees.

After falling ill in 1884, Lazarus left for a second longer trip to Europe in 1885, returning in July 1887. She died of cancer on November 19, 1887, at age 38. Obituaries praised her poetry, translations, and work on behalf of immigrants. She is also considered an important pioneer in the Zionist movement.

Anna L. Krome-Lukens
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“The New Colossus” by Emma Lazarus (1883)

Although Emma Lazarus wrote many poems, her most famous is “The New Colossus,” which she wrote in 1883. Twenty years later, the poem was engraved in bronze and affixed to the base of the Statue of Liberty. The poem references the Colossus of Rhodes in its first lines and then talks of immigrants who came to the United States through New York Harbor.

The New Colossus

Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command

The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she

With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

Source: Emma Lazarus, The Poems of Emma Lazarus, Vol. 1 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1888), 202.



Lesbians

The experience of women who loved women in late 19th-century America varied markedly depending on social class, economic resources, racial identity, and geographic location. Much of what we know about women who formed intimate relationships with other women is drawn from the papers of upper-middle-class white educated couples who lived in urban centers, yet historians have also found evidence that working-class nonwhite and rural women found ways to form and maintain same-sex relationships. While few 19th-century women used the word “lesbian” to describe their identities or desires, we can say with certainty that 19th-century women formed primary and lasting attachments with other women. Working within and against contemporary narratives of gender and sexuality, with varying degrees of success, they created female-centered erotic and domestic lives.

Throughout much of the 19th century, middle-class American society was organized around the ideology of separate spheres, which posited a high degree of gender difference between women and men and understood the female sphere to be domestic and private, while the male sphere was one of business and politics. While this narrative of difference worked differently in women’s lives based on class, race, geography, and other factors, it nevertheless created widespread social sanction for intense same-sex relationships referred to as “passionate” or “romantic” friendships. Same-sex friendships often existed alongside marital obligations. Surviving diaries and correspondence suggest that some women continued their same-sex relationships, both emotionally and physically, after cross-sex marriages. As long as the relationship was outwardly platonic and did not threaten the woman’s family role, these relationships were tolerated and even encouraged.

Other women chose passionate friendship over heterosexual marriage, establishing all-female households or living as unmarried spinsters with family. For those already marked as exceptional, such as actress Charlotte Cushman (1816–1876) and sculptor Harriet Hosmer (1830–1908), an open preference for lesbian, or sapphic, relationships was tolerated as a creative idiosyncrasy. Other women, such as African American schoolteacher Rebecca Primus and her friend Addie Brown, a domestic servant, had less freedom. Exchanging passionate letters between 1854 and 1868, both eventually married male partners. For working-class women, expanding opportunities for wage labor in the industrial North provided a degree of financial independence and physical distance from family oversight.

Some women chose gender-crossing, living as men and marrying women, likely for diverse economic, social, and personal reasons. Some gender-crossing individuals might today be understood (by themselves and others) as transgender or queer, but some may also have privately identified as women but gender-crossed to secure a better wage, work at some job not allowed to women, or establish a household with their female partner. Gender-crossing also fit within the 19th-century theory of gender “inversion,” which explained same-sex desire by arguing that some individuals were born “inverts,” with the physical bodies of one sex but emotional and mental characteristics of the other (male and female were seen as the only two options).

Geographic relocation was another strategy by which women were able to work around expectations of class and gender. In the American West, explorers and settlers often found a greater freedom from social and familial expectations. They also encountered different understandings of gender and sexuality through interactions with native peoples and others from non-European cultures. Wealthy women and professional artists sometimes relocated to Europe, where cosmopolitan Paris and Rome proved more congenial to women who did not fit into 19th-century gender roles.

The late 19th-century growth of women’s colleges also provided a space for women to form and sustain intimate relationships. Many female faculty established households with other women, while the homosocial all-female environment provided students with the opportunity to form passionate friendships as well as professional training that made future independence possible. For example, Jane Addams (1860–1935) graduated from Rockford Female Seminary in 1881 and with her classmate and intimate friend Ellen Gates Starr (1859–1940) founded the Hull House settlement in Chicago. By the mid-1880s the phenomenon of unmarried women forming households together was common enough that the term “Boston marriage” was coined to describe the practice, both likening and differentiating these households from those formed by heterosexual couples.

During the last quarter of the 19th century, new scientific theories of human sexuality began to replace earlier notions of romantic friendship. While some theories of human sexual development put forward by sexologists and other medical professionals allowed for same-sex desires and attachments as part of normal human development, women and men who failed to establish heterosexual relationships as adults became increasingly pathologized and criminalized, a trend that continued and even intensified in the 20th century. Relationships that had been encouraged in an earlier era, such as passionate friendships or a romantic attachment that continued after one or both women married male partners, lost social acceptability. Close female friendships were scrutinized more closely for sexual impropriety. Some women, such as Natalie Clifford Barney (1876–1972) and her lover Renée Vivian (1877–1909), used money and artistic cachet to evade social censure, while others, such as librarian Jeannette Howard Foster (1895–1981), remained vulnerable to accusations of sexual deviance that could ruin their careers and strain personal relationships.

Thus, women who loved women both lost and gained ground during the closing decades of the 19th century. Middle- and upper-middle-class white women with resources were often able to insulate themselves from social opprobrium. Poorer nonwhite women and women who were dependent on a family’s goodwill for survival had fewer ways to protect themselves from adverse consequences if same-sex intimacies drew adverse attention. As the century drew to a close, new scientific or pseudoscientific ways of understanding human sexuality brought both new opportunities and challenges for women seeking to articulate and act on their same-sex desires.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Excerpts from Mary Casal’s The Stone Wall (1930)

In 1930, the pseudonymous “Mary Casal” published her autobiography, The Stone Wall, that detailed her life as a lesbian. In the book, she argues for normalizing lesbianism by describing herself and her lesbian friends as decent women who happen to love women rather than the more typical social norm that held that lesbians were dangerous degenerates. The following are excerpts from the preface and first chapter of the book.

If you do not want to hear the truth about things which have been greeted with that most dangerous weapon, “S-s-s-sh,” don’t read this book, said weapon being to my mind more dangerous to the development of the human mind and soul than the machine gun is to the body of a man placed in front of the firing line. I believe the time has come when there should be less secrecy about matters which are at the root of many evils of today. Not a new thought. Many are thinking along those lines and many are accepting very frank articles now written on sex problems which bear on the conduct of the youth of today. Novels are being written dealing in open terms with the so-called normal types of humans, leading one through the various channels of lovemaking and the resultant episodes, leaving nothing to the imagination, but supplying a few asterisks to conform to the ideas of the snooping reformers and self-appointed censors. This book is not fiction. I am writing of my own life; my actual experiences from my earliest recollection to the age of nearly seventy years….

Does one often have the courage to tell the whole truth about himself or herself? I am going to do it come what may. Do we all have two lives to lead? I have led two distinct lives all my life. I should be much over a century in years if each life were to be spread out along separate lines. In both of these lives I have been absolutely sincere. I do not expect to solve any great problem, nor have I a cure for the many ills of society of today. I have a fairly good answer to the question, “Why are we all liars?” Oh yes, we are, and you know it, and we have been all of our lives. We have all lived most cruel, heartbreaking lies. I know why I have done so, and I believe many will acknowledge that the shoe fits them so well that they will be able to put it on and walk right out of the shop wearing it.

Source: Mary Casal, The Stone Wall: An Autobiography (Chicago: Eyncourt, 1930), 5–6.



Nation, Carry (1846–1911)

Carry Amelia Nation was a militant leader of the temperance (prohibition) movement in the United States in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Convinced that she had God’s sanction, she engaged in saloon smashing with a hatchet. Initially Nation’s efforts brought her fame and success, but eventually temperance movement leaders distanced themselves from her because they feared that her methods could hurt the movement.

Nation was born in Gerrard County, Kentucky, in 1846. She attended boarding school and obtained a teaching certificate from Missouri State Normal School. During the American Civil War (1861–1865) her father’s fortunes soured, and the family was forced to move to Belton, Missouri. In Missouri, Nation joined the Church of the Disciples of Christ. Henceforth, religion became an important part of her life and the lens through which she saw the world. In 1867 she married Charles Gloyd, a doctor. The couple had a daughter, Charlien, whom they later discovered was mentally ill. In 1876 Nation took her daughter and left her alcoholic husband after she was unable to convince him to stop drinking. Nation secured work as a teacher to support herself and her daughter. Gloyd died of alcohol-related ailments the next year, and Carry married David Nation, a lawyer and minister.
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Temperance advocate Carry Nation used her anti-alcohol campaign as an arm of women’s rights. She and others believed that men abused alcohol and then abused women. She also refused to wear a corset on the grounds that they were harmful to women’s health. (American Stock/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

The Nations moved to Medicine Lodge, Kansas, where David took a job as a pastor and Carry Nation began evangelical work. Nation visited prisons in an attempt to convert the inmates to Christianity. Interviews with the prisoners convinced her that alcoholism was at the root of their criminal activity. Kansas had been one of the first states in the Union to ban alcohol in 1880, but in 1890 a new state law weakened the ban by allowing the sale of imported liquor. Nation believed that alcohol was evil, and she was convinced that God had chosen her to crusade against it. In 1892 she helped found a branch of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). Nation became consumed by the temperance cause, which took so much of her time that her husband divorced her for desertion in 1901.

Accompanied by other temperance activists, Nation would enter bars to try to convince customers to give up drinking. When her pleas fell on deaf ears, she would lead her group in prayer and hymns as she simultaneously destroyed the bar. With a Bible in one hand and a hatchet in the other, she would smash glasses, bottles, barrels, and furniture. Fired up by what she considered a holy cause, the six-foot-tall hatchet-wielding crusader cleared bars.

Nation’s activities put her in considerable danger. She was shot once and arrested many times. Initially, Nation’s methods brought her fame that promoted the temperance cause. Activists referred to Nation’s militant group as “hatchetarians.” Her followers capitalized on the hatchet symbol by selling hatchet-shaped brooches and two temperance journals: The Smasher’s Mail and The Hatchet. Nation used the proceeds to fund a woman’s shelter for wives of alcoholic men. The rest of the money was used to pay Nation’s numerous fines.

While on a lecture tour that brought Nation to Washington, D.C., she interrupted a session of the U.S. Senate to proclaim her message. By 1904, many temperance activists began distancing themselves from Nation because they believed that her militant methods could hurt the movement. Even WCTU members, who had praised her just three years earlier, expelled her from the organization. That same year Nation published her book, The Use and Need of the Life of Carry A. Nation, to address her critics. The book sold well, but it did not win her the acceptance that she sought.

In 1908, Nation was met with scorn when she lectured in both Great Britain and the United States. To support herself she performed a saloon-smashing act onstage on the vaudeville circuit.

In 1910 Nation suffered a breakdown after her son-in-law committed her daughter to an insane asylum. She died the next year in a Leavenworth hospital and was buried in an unmarked grave. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union later erected a grave marker. Nation did not live to see the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment (1920), which banned alcohol in the United States.
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Excerpt from Carry Nation’s The Use and Need of the Life of Carry A. Nation (1908)

In 1908 Carry Nation published her autobiography and temperance manifesto, The Use and Need of the Life of Carry A. Nation. The following is an excerpt from the book wherein Nation describes one of her adventures.

I got a box that would fit under my buggy seat, and every time I thought no one would see me, I went out in the yard and picked up some brick-bats, for rocks are scarce around Medicine Lodge, and I wrapped them up in newspapers to pack in the box under my buggy seat…. I hitched my horse to the buggy, put the box of “smashers” in, and at half past three o’clock in the afternoon, the sixth of June, 1900, I started to Kiowa…. I got there at 8:30 P. M. and stayed all night with a friend. Early next morning I had my horse put to the buggy and drove to the first place, kept by Mr. Dobson. I put the smashers on my right arm and went in. He and another man were standing behind the bar. I said: “Mr. Dobson, I told you last spring … to close this place, and you didn’t do it. Now I have come with another remonstrance. Get out of the way. I don’t want to strike you, but I am going to break up this den of vice.” I began to throw at the mirror and the bottles below the mirror. Mr. Dobson and his companion jumped into a corner, seeming very much terrified. From that I went to another saloon, until I had destroyed three, breaking some of the windows in the front of the building. In the last place, kept by Lewis, there was quite a young man behind the bar. I said to him: “Young man, come from behind that bar. Your mother did not raise you for such a place.” I threw a brick at the mirror, which was a very heavy one, and it did not break, but the brick fell and broke everything in its way. I began to look around for something that would break it. I was standing by a billiard table on which there was one ball. I said: “Thank God,” and picked it up, and threw it and it made a hole in the mirror. The other dive keepers closed up, stood in front of their places and would not let me come in. By this time, the streets were crowded with people; most of them seemed to look puzzled….

I stood in the middle of the street and spoke in this way: “I have destroyed three of your places of business, and if I have broken a statute of Kansas, put me in jail; if I am not a law-breaker your mayor and councilmen are. You must arrest one of us, for if I am not a criminal, they are.” One of the councilmen, who was a butcher, said: “Don’t you think we can attend to our business.”

“Yes,” I said, “You can, but you won’t…. I know you have manufactured many criminals and this county is burdened down with taxes to prosecute the results of these dives. Two murders have been committed in the last five years in this county, one in a dive I have just destroyed. You are a butcher of hogs and cattle, but they are butchering men, women and children … and the mayor and councilmen are more to blame than the jointist, and now if I have done wrong in any particular, arrest me.” When I was through with my speech I got in my buggy and said: “I’ll go home.” The marshal held my horse and said: “Not yet; the mayor wishes to see you.”

I drove up where he was, and the man who owned one of the dive-buildings I had smashed was standing by Dr. Korn, the mayor, and said: “I want you to pay for the front windows you broke of my building.” I said: “No, you are a partner of the dive-keeper and the statutes hold your building responsible. The man that rents the building for any business is not better than the man who carries on the business, and you are ‘particepts criminus’ or party to the crime.” They ran back and forward to the city attorney several times. At last they came and told me I could go.

Source: Carry Nation, The Use and Need of the Life of Carry A. Nation (Topeka, KS: F. M. Steves and Sons, 1905), 78–79.



National American Woman Suffrage Association

The National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), unified from the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) in 1890, was the largest and most effective women’s suffrage organization in the early 20th century. It also published some of the most important and widely read women’s suffrage publications of this period and would be a major force in the history of women’s suffrage. With its appeal to a wide-ranging cross-section of American women, the NAWSA became the driving force of the women’s suffrage movement toward the successful passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

The NAWSA, whose founding heralded a new phase in the women’s suffrage movement when the NWSA and the AWSA merged, was founded in 1890. Its principle founders included Lucy Stone and her daughter Alice Stone Blackwell. The successful reunification reflected both an admission of the failure of the efforts of the separate organizations and the aging of the first generation of leadership. It also represented a rapprochement between the surviving founders of the women’s suffrage movement, who after the American Civil War had split over the official prioritization of voting rights for African American men.

Previously, the women’s suffrage movement had worked in close coordination with the antislavery movement, but following emancipation and the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments (1868 and 1870) that enfranchised African American men but not women, a number of women’s suffrage activists, including Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, founded the NWSA, partially in opposition to the Fifteenth Amendment, and sought support even from white supremacist legislators. By contrast, their colleagues, who included Stone and Julia Ward Howe, founded the AWSA, which accepted and supported the priority of African American male suffrage and sought African American support for women’s suffrage in return. Beyond differences over this issue, the NWSA was a more generalized women’s rights organization that maintained an all-female leadership, while the AWSA welcomed male allies in official roles. Finally, while the AWSA encouraged a state-by-state approach to winning suffrage through organizing state associations, the NWSA favored more direct action that included civil disobedience and pushed for passage of the “Anthony Amendment” to the U.S. Constitution.

The NAWSA began its work in 1890, and Stanton became the organization’s first president, though she had little to do with the actual running of the organization. Anthony, who had been running the organization during Stanton’s presidency, became the second president in 1893. Lucy Stone, who died the same year Anthony took command of the NAWSA, played only an honorary role in the organization.

Between 1896 and 1910 the failure of the passage of a national suffrage amendment prompted the organization to shift focus to state suffrage campaigns, based on the reasoning that more states friendly to women’s suffrage would help facilitate the passage of a national amendment. This effort, however, met with limited success and would influence the subsequent internal struggles of the organization as a new generation of leaders ascended.

Carrie Chapman Catt, the successor to Stanton and Anthony, was widely regarded as an able and capable leader whose first term, from 1900 to 1904, was interrupted by her taking leave to care for her ailing husband, only returning to activism after his death. During this time, she was succeeded by Anna Howard Shaw, an ordained minister and physician, who was regarded, perhaps unfairly, as less competent and politic as a leader than Catt. The NAWSA’s problems were exacerbated by difficulties in controlling a growing but significant radical minority of younger suffrage activists, including Alice Paul. Paul had studied and even sometimes participated in the more radical women’s suffrage movement in England and favored an emphasis on direct action and holding the party in power accountable for the lack of women’s voting rights. In 1913 Paul and her colleagues founded the Congressional Committee, an organization that focused on winning a national suffrage amendment and confronting politicians directly. Beyond the issues raised by the Congressional Committee, the NAWSA leadership would adjust its tactics multiple times in the next years. This included switching from the Society Plan, to recruit support (and money) from women of the upper classes, to a shift toward winning a larger constituency. The NAWSA also, for better or worse, pandered to southern opposition to an amendment that would enfranchise all women, including black women.

In the meantime, the increasingly dissenting Congressional Committee focused on direct action. The committee scheduled a suffrage parade to take place just before the 1913 inauguration of President Woodrow Wilson. The parade, organized by Paul, enjoyed support from NAWSA activists but otherwise was controversial for reasons ranging from how (and whether) to include a group of African American activists to whether the safety of the participants could be guaranteed as they marched before a potentially hostile crowd. The first issue was resolved when the African American suffrage activists were placed between contingents of male marchers. The second problem proved more intractable, as it required congressional cooperation to protect marchers. As a result, police stood by and did nothing at the parade when rioters attacked the marchers, whose only aid came from a Boy Scout troop. Finally, the 15th Cavalry was brought in to restore order. Although the parade remained controversial, it did end up providing a boost to the NAWSA but also hastened its split with the Congressional Committee, which in December 1913 was formally expelled from the NAWSA and reorganized as the Congressional Union under Paul’s leadership.

The NAWSA regrouped when Catt returned to leadership in 1915 and, as president, chose to steer a moderate course, prioritizing a push for a federal amendment while also supporting statewide suffrage efforts. This approach plus Catt’s willingness to settle for a “partial victory” among the states enabled her to win the attention and then the support of President Wilson. Although the NAWSA prioritized the passage of a national suffrage amendment, the organization also promoted state campaigns, increasingly in competition with the Congressional Union. Catt maintained her focus on the two-pronged Winning Plan, whose goal was to enfranchise women within enough states to make the women’s vote a significant force in the national campaign. The NAWSA also focused on winning over conservatives against the increasingly radical direct-action tactics of the Congressional Union.

The outbreak of World War I both complicated the NAWSA’s efforts and helped create a new impetus for its success. Some of the NAWSA’s leaders, including Catt, joined the Women’s Peace Party, while others strategically chose to support the war effort, especially after U.S. entry into the war in 1917. These decisions and their campaign also took place against the backdrop of the increased militancy of the Congressional Union, by 1916 renamed the National Woman’s Party, whose efforts included pickets in front of the White House, for which many were arrested and maltreated in prison. But the efforts of all suffrage activists were boosted by both women’s many contributions to the war effort and the emphasis on a war for democracy, which illustrated the cause of women’s suffrage as part of a push for democracy at home.

In 1918, the “Anthony Amendment” passed the House by one vote. Subsequent pressure by women’s suffrage activists and the support of President Wilson enabled its passage in the Senate in 1919, also by one vote. The critical number of states ratified the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, with its hard-fought passage finally won in the state of Tennessee, where it passed by one vote. Following the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the NAWSA sought to transition its focus to encouraging women to vote and at its 1920 convention founded its de facto successor organization, the League of Women Voters. The NAWSA, however, hung on as an organization until 1951, and Catt remained president until 1947.

While some historians argue about the efficacy of the NAWSA and the difficulty in keeping the organization on one track, others point out that women’s suffrage activists faced a formidable challenge in winning the right to vote for American women. That the NAWSA and other organizations succeeded at all in a nation not entirely on board with equal civil rights for women is a testament to generations of women’s hard work and dedication.

Susan Roth Breitzer
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Declaration of Rights of Women (1876)

On July 4, 1876, the National Woman Suffrage Association published the “National Declaration of Rights of the Women of the United States.” The document points out that the promise of the American Revolution had largely eluded women and makes demands to ameliorate the problem of female inequality.

While the Nation is buoyant with patriotism, and all hearts are attuned to praise, it is with sorrow we come to strike the one discordant note, on this hundredth anniversary of our country’s birth. When subjects of Kings, Emperors, and Czars, from the Old World, join in our National Jubilee, shall the women of the Republic refuse to lay their hands with benedictions on the nation’s head? Surveying America’s Exposition, surpassing in magnificence those of London, Paris, and Vienna, shall we not rejoice at the success of the youngest rival among the nations of the earth? May not our hearts, in unison with all, swell with pride at our great achievements as a people; our free speech, free press, free schools, free church, and the rapid progress we have made in material wealth, trade, commerce, and the inventive arts? And we do rejoice, in the success thus far, of our experiment of self-government. Our faith is firm and unwavering in the broad principles of human rights, proclaimed in 1776, not only as abstract truths, but as the corner stones of a republic. Yet, we cannot forget, even in this glad hour, that while all men of every race, and clime, and condition, have been invested with the full rights of citizenship, under our hospitable flag, all women still suffer the degradation of disfranchisement.

The history of our country the past hundred years, has been a series of assumptions and usurpations of power over woman, in direct opposition to the principles of just government, acknowledged by the United States at its foundation, which are:

First. The natural rights of each individual.

Second. The exact equality of these rights.

Third. That these rights, when not delegated by the individual, are retained by the individual.

Fourth. That no person can exercise the rights of others without delegated authority.

Fifth. That the non-use of these rights does not destroy them.

And for the violation of these fundamental principles of our Government, we arraign our rulers on this 4th day of July, 1876,—and these are our

Articles of Impeachment.

Bills of Attainder have been passed by the introduction of the word “male” into all the State constitutions, denying to woman the right of suffrage, and thereby making sex a crime—an exercise of power clearly forbidden in Article 1st, Sections 9th and 10th of the United States Constitution.

The Writ of Habeas Corpus, the only protection against lettres de cachet, and all forms of unjust imprisonment, which the Constitution declares “shall not be suspended, except when in cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety demands it,” is held inoperative in every State in the Union, in case of a married woman against her husband,—the marital rights of the husband being in all cases primary, and the rights of the wife secondary.

The Right of Trial by a Jury of One’s Peers was so jealously guarded that States refused to ratify the original Constitution, until it was guaranteed by the 6th Amendment. And yet the women of this nation have never been allowed a jury of their peers—being tried in all cases by men, native and foreign, educated and ignorant, virtuous and vicious. Young girls have been arraigned in our courts for the crime of infanticide; tried, convicted, hung—victims, perchance, of judge, jurors, advocates—while no woman’s voice could be heard in their defence. And not only are women denied a jury of their peers, but in some cases, jury trial altogether. During the war, a woman was tried and hung by military law, in defiance of the 5th Amendment, which specifically declares: “no person shall be held to answer for a capital or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of a grand jury, except in cases … of persons in actual service in time of war.” During the last Presidential campaign, a woman, arrested for voting, was denied the protection of a jury, tried, convicted and sentenced to a fine and costs of prosecution, by the absolute power of a judge of the Supreme Court of the United States.

Taxation Without Representation, the immediate cause of the rebellion of the Colonies against Great Britain, is one of the grievous wrongs the women of this country have suffered during the century. Deploring war, with all the demoralization that follows in its train, we have been taxed to support standing armies, with their waste of life and wealth. Believing in temperance, we have been taxed to support the vice, crime, and pauperism of the Liquor Traffic. While we suffer its wrongs and abuses infinitely more than man, we have no power to protect our sons against this giant evil. During the Temperance Crusade, mothers were arrested, fined, imprisoned, for even praying and singing in the streets, while men blockade the sidewalks with impunity, even on Sunday, with their military parades and political processions. Believing in honesty, we are taxed to support a dangerous army of civilians, buying and selling the offices of government and sacrificing the best interests of the people. And, moreover, we are taxed to support the very legislators, and judges, who make laws, and render decisions adverse to woman. And for refusing to pay such unjust taxation, the houses, lands, bonds, and stock of women, have been seized and sold within the present year, thus proving Lord Coke’s assertion, “that the very act of taxing a man’s property without his consent, is, in effect, disfranchising him of every civil right.”

Unequal Codes for Men and Women. Held by law a perpetual minor, deemed incapable of self-protection, even in the industries of the world, woman is denied equality of rights. The fact of sex, not the quantity or quality of work, in most cases, decides the pay and position; and because of this injustice thousands of fatherless girls are compelled to choose between a life of shame and starvation.

Laws catering to man’s vices have created two codes of morals in which penalties are graded according to the political status of the offender. Under such laws, women are fined and imprisoned if found alone in the streets, or in public places of resort, at certain hours. Under the pretence of regulating public morals, police officers seizing the occupants of disreputable houses, march the women in platoons to prison, while the men, partners in their guilt, go free.

While making a show of virtue in forbidding the importation of Chinese women on the Pacific coast for immoral purposes, our rulers, in many states, and even under the shadow of the National Capitol, are now proposing to legalize the sale of American womanhood for the same vile purposes.

Special Legislation for Woman has placed us in a most anomalous position. Women invested with the rights of citizens in one section—voters, jurors, office-holders—crossing an imaginary line, are subjects in the next. In some states, a married woman may hold property and transact business in her own name; in others, her earnings belong to her husband. In some states, a woman may testify against her husband, sue and be sued in the courts; in others, she has no redress in case of damage to person, property, or character. In case of divorce, on account of adultery in the husband, the innocent wife is held to possess no right to children, or property, unless by special decree of the court. But in no state of the Union has the wife the right to her own person, or to any part of the joint earnings of the co-partnership, during the life of her husband. In some States women may enter the law schools and practice in the courts; in others they are forbidden. In some universities, girls enjoy equal educational advantages with boys, while many of the proudest institutions in the land deny them admittance, though the sons of China, Japan and Africa are welcomed there.

But the privileges already granted in the several states are by no means secure. The right of suffrage once exercised by women in certain States and Territories, has been denied by subsequent legislation. A bill is now pending in Congress to disfranchise the women of Utah, thus interfering to deprive United States citizens of the same rights, which the Supreme Court has declared the National Government powerless to protect anywhere. Laws passed after years of untiring effort, guaranteeing married women certain rights of property, and mothers the custody of their children, have been repealed in States where we supposed all was safe. Thus have our most sacred rights been made the football of legislative caprice, proving that a power which grants, as a privilege, what by nature is a right, may withhold the same as a penalty, when deeming it necessary for its own perpetuation.

Representation for Woman has had no place in the nation’s thought. Since the incorporation of the thirteen original states, twenty-four have been admitted to the Union, not one of which has recognized woman’s right of self-government. On this birthday of our national liberties, July 4th, 1876, Colorado, like all her elder sisters, comes into the Union, with the invidious word “male” in her Constitution.

Universal Manhood Suffrage, by establishing an aristocracy of sex, imposes upon the women of this nation a more absolute and cruel despotism than monarchy; in that, woman finds a political master in her father, husband, brother, son. The aristocracies of the old world are based upon birth, wealth, refinement, education, nobility, brave deeds of chivalry; in this nation, on sex alone; exalting brute force above moral power, vice above virtue, ignorance above education, and the son above the mother who bore him.

The Judiciary of the Nation has proved itself but the echo of the party in power, by upholding and enforcing laws that are opposed to the spirit and letter of the Constitution. When the slave power was dominant, the Supreme Court decided that a black man was not a citizen, because he had not the right to vote; and when the Constitution was so amended as to make all persons citizens, the same high tribunal decided that a woman, though a citizen, had not the right to vote. Such vacillating interpretations of constitutional law unsettle our faith in judicial authority, and undermine the liberties of the whole people.

These Articles of Impeachment Against Our Rulers we now submit to the impartial judgment of the people.

To all these wrongs and oppressions woman has not submitted in silence and resignation. From the beginning of the century, when Abigail Adams, the wife of one President and the mother of another, said, “we will not hold ourselves bound to obey laws in which we have no voice or representation,” until now, woman’s discontent has been steadily increasing, culminating nearly thirty years ago in a simultaneous movement among the women of the nation, demanding the right of suffrage. In making our just demands, a higher motive than the pride of sex inspires us; we feel that national safety and stability depend on the complete recognition of the broad principles of our government. Woman’s degraded, helpless position is the weak point in our institutions to-day; a disturbing force everywhere, severing family ties, filling our asylums with the deaf, the dumb, the blind, our prisons with criminals, our cities with drunkenness and prostitution, our homes with disease and death.

It was the boast of the founders of the republic, that the rights for which they contended, were the rights of human nature. If these rights are ignored in the case of one half the people, the nation is surely preparing for its own downfall. Governments try themselves. The recognition of a governing and a governed class is incompatible with the first principles of freedom. Woman has not been a heedless spectator of the events of this century, nor a dull listener to the grand arguments for the equal rights of humanity. From the earliest history of our country, woman has shown equal devotion with man to the cause of freedom, and has stood firmly by his side in its defence. Together, they have made this country what it is. Woman’s wealth, thought and labor have cemented the stones of every monument man has reared to liberty.

And now, at the close of a hundred years, as the hour hand of the great clock that marks the centuries points to 1876, we declare our faith in the principles of self-government; our full equality with man in natural rights; that woman was made first for her own happiness, with the absolute right to herself—to all the opportunities and advantages life affords, for her complete development; and we deny that dogma of the centuries, incorporated in the codes of all nations—that woman was made for man—her best interests, in all cases, to be sacrificed to his will.

We ask of our rulers, at this hour, no special favors, no special privileges, no special legislation. We ask justice, we ask equality, we ask that all the civil and political rights that belong to citizens of the United States, be guaranteed to us and our daughters forever.

Source: “Declaration of Rights of the Women of the United States by the National Woman Suffrage Association, July 4th, 1876,” Declaration Project, http://www.declarationproject.org/?p=1350.



National Association of Colored Women

In the summer of 1895 Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin gave the speech “A Call for Black Women” to encourage the preexisting African American women’s organizations and clubs to unify in the fight for community development, equality, self-determination, and self-improvement. One year later the merger between the National Federation of Afro-American Women, the National League of Colored Women, and the Woman’s Era Club created the first national organization for African Americans: the National Association of Colored Women (NACW).

Since the beginning of American slavery, African Americans demonstrated community consciousness and collective activity. Throughout the antebellum era African American women worked toward self-improvement and racial advancement through a variety of reform movements. As early as 1793 there was an all-women component to the African Friendly Society. In the decades before the American Civil War (1861–1865) dozens of female mutual aid societies sprang up, and female-run Free Produce Societies promoted the purchase of goods made with free labor. After the Civil War, African Americans started to develop their own community infrastructures, and many associations developed, such as social, educational, and business clubs. As a result, hundreds of black women’s clubs with goals of self-improvement were created during the second half of the 19th century. Some of those clubs included the Colored Women’s League (1892) and the Woman’s Era Club (1893).

In 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson ushered in “separate but equal” laws throughout the nation while encouraging the rampant spread of disenfranchisement, socioeconomic injustice in northern and westerns states, and the rise of violence against African Americans and other nonwhite Anglo-Saxon Protestants throughout the country. African American women who fought alongside their fellow white counterparts for the right to vote were barred from joining larger women’s suffrage and social justice organizations. Furthermore, African American women experienced verbal and written attacks on their character. The culmination of a lack of respect from sister reformers and the deteriorating race relations in general generated a need for an organization for and by African American women.

In 1895 St. Pierre Ruffin, president of the Woman’s Era Club, issued a call for a national meeting among women of color from several states to take place in Boston, Massachusetts. The aftermath was the creation of the National Federation of Afro-American Women (NFAAW) in which Margaret Murray Washington, Booker T. Washington’s wife, was elected the first president. In 1896 the Colored Women’s League and the NFAAW hosted national meetings days apart in Washington, D.C. Shortly afterward the women agreed to merge the Colored Women’s League, the Woman’s Era Club, and the NFAAW, and NACW was organized. The NACW founders included some of the most celebrated African American women educators, community leaders, and civil rights activists, such as Harriet Tubman, Ida B. Wells, and Frances E. W. Harper. Activist and suffragist Mary Church Terrell was elected as the NACW’s first president. Other notable members included Josephine Yates, Mary B. Talbert, and Mary McLeod Bethune.

The NACW was different from earlier organizations because it was a national collective and was the country’s leading racial reform organization, predating the creation of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Even after the creation of the NAACP, the NACW was a leading African American organization for many years under the leadership of Mary Talbert and Mary McLeod Bethune. The NACW called public attention to issues such as lynching, prison conditions, and segregation. The association promoted cultural events such as music concerts and poetry readings. The NACW helped women and children with health care, clothing, and housing and raised funds for kindergartens, vocational schools, summer camps, and homes for the elderly.

Today the NACW continues its objective of empowerment and enforcement of civil and political rights for African Americans. In 1995 the NACW committed itself to international philanthropy with the establishment of the Maternity Healthcare Center in Senegal. In 2010, Ebony magazine recognized the NACW as among the top 10 nonprofit organizations in the country. In 2016, the NACW will celebrate its 120th anniversary.

Robert L. Thornton
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National Association of Colored Women: Mary Church Terrell’s “The Progress of Colored Women” Speech (1904)

In 1904 as the first president of the National Association of Colored Women, Mary Church Terrell gave a speech at a meeting of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, an organization that had an imperfect record with regard to the rights of women of color. The following is an excerpt of that speech.

When one considers the obstacles encountered by colored women in their effort to educate and cultivate themselves, since they became free, the work they have accomplished and the progress they have made will bear favorable comparison, at least with that of their more fortunate sisters, from whom the opportunity of acquiring knowledge and the means of self-culture have never been entirely withheld. Not only are colored women with ambition and aspiration handicapped on account of their sex, but they are almost everywhere baffled and mocked because of their race. Not only because they are women, but because they are colored women, are discouragement and disappointment meeting them at every turn. But in spite of the obstacles encountered, the progress made by colored women along many lines appears like a veritable miracle of modern times. Forty years ago for the great masses of colored women, there was no such thing as home. Today in each and every section of the country there are hundreds of homes among colored people, the mental and moral tone of which is as high and as pure as can be found among the best people of any land….

The intellectual progress of colored women has been marvelous. So great has been their thirst for knowledge and so Herculean their efforts to acquire it that there are few colleges, universities, high and normal schools in the North, East and West from which colored girls have not graduated with honor. In Wellesley, Vassar, Ann Arbor, Cornell and in Oberlin, my dear alma mater, whose name will always be loved and whose praise will always be sung as the first college in the country broad, just and generous enough to extend a cordial welcome to the Negro and to open its doors to women on an equal footing with the men, colored girls by their splendid records have forever settled the question of their capacity and worth. The instructors in these and other institutions cheerfully bear testimony to their intelligence, their diligence and their success. As the brains of colored women expanded, their hearts began to grow. No sooner had the heads of a favored few been filled with knowledge than their hearts yearned to dispense blessings to the less fortunate of their race. With tireless energy and eager zeal, colored women have worked in every conceivable way to elevate their race. Of the colored teachers engaged in instructing our youth it is probably no exaggeration to say that fully eighty percent are women. In the backwoods, remote from the civilization and comforts of the city and town, colored women may be found courageously battling with those evils which such conditions always entail. Many a heroine of whom the world will never hear has thus sacrificed her life to her race amid surroundings and in the face of privations which only martyrs can bear. Through the medium of their societies in the church, beneficial organizations out of it and clubs of various kinds, colored women are doing a vast amount of good. It is almost impossible to ascertain exactly what the Negro is doing in any field, for the records are so poorly kept. This is particularly true in the case of the women of the race. During the past forty years there is no doubt that colored women in their poverty have contributed large sums of money to charitable and educational institutions as well as to the foreign and home missionary work. Within the twenty-five years in which the educational work of the African Methodist Episcopal Church has been systematized, the women of that organization have contributed at least five hundred thousand dollars to the cause of education. Dotted all over the country are charitable institutions for the aged, orphaned and poor which have been established by colored women. Just how many it is difficult to state, owing to the lack of statistics bearing on the progress, possessions and prowess of colored women. Up to date, politics have been religiously eschewed by colored women, although questions affecting our legal status as a race are sometimes agitated by the most progressive class. In Louisiana and Tennessee colored women have several times petitioned the legislatures of their respective states to repel the obnoxious Jim-Crow laws….

The cause of temperance has been eloquently espoused by two women, each of whom has been appointed national superintendent of work among colored people by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. In business, colored women have had signal success. There is in Alabama a large milling and cotton business belonging to and controlled by a colored woman, who has sometimes as many as seventy-five men in her employ. Until a few years ago the principal ice plant of Nova Scotia was owned and managed by a colored woman, who sold it for a large amount. In the professions there are dentists and doctors whose practice is lucrative and large. Ever since a book was published in 1773 entitled “Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral by Phillis Wheatley, Negro Servant of Mr. John Wheatley,” of Boston, colored women have given abundant evidence of literary ability. In sculpture we were represented by a woman upon whose chisel Italy has set her seal of approval; in painting by one of Bouguereau’s pupils and in music by young women holding diplomas from the best conservatories in the land. In short, to use a thought of the illustrious Frederick Douglass, if judged by the depths from which they have come, rather than by the heights to which those blessed with centuries of opportunities have attained, colored women need not hang their heads in shame. They are slowly but surely making their way up to the heights, wherever they can be scaled. In spite of handicaps and discouragements they are not losing heart. In a variety of ways they are rendering valiant service to their race. Lifting as they climb, onward and upward they go struggling and striving and hoping that the buds and blossoms of their desires may burst into glorious fruition ere long. Seeking no favors because of their color nor charity because of their needs they knock at the door of Justice and ask for an equal chance.

Source: Mary Church Terrell, “The Progress of Colored Women,” 1904. Reprinted in Josh Gottheimer, ed., Ripples of Hope: Great American Civil Rights Speeches (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2003), 138–141. Reprinted by permission of Basic Books, a member of the Perseus Books Group.



National Consumers League

The National Consumers League (NCL) was founded in 1891 as part of the Progressive Era’s reform impulse. In 1891 the Consumer’s League took form in New York, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Illinois. In 1899 the leagues united to become the NCL, adopting the motto “Investigate, agitate and legislate.”

Florence Kelley served as president of the NCL from 1899 to 1932. She graduated from Cornell in 1882 and then went on to study law and government at the University of Zurich. Kelley became a socialist and married a Russian medical student. They had three children together before she fled from his abuse and moved to Hull House in Chicago. While raising three children alone, Kelley took night classes at Northwestern Law School and earned her degree. In 1895 Kelley’s lifelong battle with the courts began when she persuaded the Chicago state government to help fund her research on industrial working conditions in Chicago.

In 1908 the NCL prepared the brief used by Louis Brandeis, a lawyer in the Muller v. Oregon case, in which the U.S. Supreme Court enforced a state maximum hours law for women. The NCL drafted the nation’s first minimum wage law, which was enacted in Massachusetts in 1912 and spread to 12 other states within a few years. During the early 1900s, the NCL participated in promoting the Meat Inspection Act of 1904 and the Pure Food and Drugs Act of 1906. Understanding the pressures of competition in the workforce, the NCL placed responsibility on not only the employer but also the consumer.

As an early attempt to encourage employers to volunteer information on working conditions, the NCL implemented a “white list” and “white label.” Though the word “white” was meant as a contrast to the blacklist, the action ultimately repelled African Americans from joining the movement. However, the label was successful in recruiting and educating middle-class women on labor practices along with the state of the government. Jewish women also played a role in the NCL and were significantly more likely to support women in the workforce and activism.

During the Progressive Era, the NCL gained popularity due to the organization’s demand for ethical consumption. Upon Kelley’s death, Lucy Randolph Mason directed the NCL, followed by Mary Dublin (Keyserling) from 1938 to 1940. Eleanor Roosevelt served as the vice president of the NCL and testified on behalf of the organization on numerous occasions. During this time the NCL was most focused on passing the 1938 federal Fair Labor Standards Act. This important legislation addressed issues including child labor, minimum wage, restrictions on hours worked, and industrial homework. In addition, the NCL also advocated for national health insurance, improved food and drug safety laws, federal pesticide monitoring, social security legislation (namely for the elderly and the disabled), and unemployment insurance.

In 1943 Elizabeth Magee directed the NCL; she moved the organization’s office to Cleveland, Ohio, her hometown. Magee placed the group’s emphasis on equal pay for equal work for women, extension of fair labor laws to migratory workers, guaranteed compensation for workplace accidents, and disability coverage under social security. At the end of Magee’s term as director, in the fall of 1958 the NCL office moved back to the East Coast to Washington, D.C.

Vera Waltman Mayer and Sarah Newman led the NCL into and throughout the 1960s. During this time the organization focused on consumer protection, prioritizing issues such as health assistance for migratory workers, Medicare and Medicaid, wholesome meat and poultry, truth in packaging legislation, food additive and coloring testing, and worker safety in atomic industries.

During the 1970s and 1980s the Executive Director, Sandra Willett Jackson, created the Assertive Consumer project in an attempt to increase consumer education. During this period, influential figures such as Esther Peterson served as vice president of the NCL. Peterson was a renowned labor and consumer leader and regularly testified on behalf of the NCL. She went on to become head of the White House Office of Consumer Affairs under President Jimmy Carter. Before that Peterson also served as consumer adviser to Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. The NCL established the Alliance Against Fraud in Telemarketing and the Child Labor Coalition in the 1980s. Today the NCL advocates for the safe use of medication, better working conditions for migrant farmworker families and teen workers, improved product safety, and accurate food and beverage product labeling.

Adrienne Harwell
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National Federation of Afro-American Women (1895)

A forerunner to the National Association of Colored Women, the National Federation of Afro-American Women (NFAAW) was founded by the African American journalist and suffragette Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin in 1895. The goals of the NFAAW were threefold: to show whites that black women had the same aspirations as white women in terms of economic, political, and social opportunities; to strengthen the black family; and to uplift and advance the black race by providing direction, resources, and support across a broad range of social concerns.

Ruffin felt that black women would succeed only by banding together across the nation and comporting themselves with pride and dignity. She was joined by two other prominent black club women. Margaret Murray Washington (1865–1925) was the third wife of Booker T. Washington, the founder of Tuskegee Institute, where she served as the ladies’ principal. She also served as the first president of the NFAAW. Victoria Earle Matthews (1861–1907) was born a slave in 1861 and later in life became involved with several women’s clubs and worked as a journalist and social worker. Matthews focused on the problems of young single women, especially those who were moving into the cities as part of the Great Migration. Matthews also supported the work of the great antilynching activist Ida B. Wells and founded the Women’s Loyal Union of New York and Brooklyn, an organization that supported women’s suffrage.

During Reconstruction, blacks found their lives severely constrained by white supremacy. Excluded from politics, public spaces, schools, and economic advancement, blacks had to rely on self-help strategies to protect and advance the race. Women too were at a crossroads. Because they were unable to vote, they were barred from participating in politics and on the public stage at a time of tremendous upheaval in America. Many talented women had no outlet for their ambitions. Like white women, middle-class and well-off black women began to form clubs and other organizations as an outlet for their interests. At first they focused on topics such as literature, fashion, and housekeeping. However, a growing number saw the plight of the African American community and were determined to use their education and talent to uplift the race.

In an effort to discredit the burgeoning activism of black women and blunt outside criticism of lynching in America, James W. Jack of the Missouri Press Association wrote a letter to Florence Belgarnie of the Anti-Slavery Society in London, England, in 1895. In it he stated that the entire black race was immoral but saved his most scornful criticism for black women, branding them as criminal and without repute. Along with many others, Ruffin was infuriated by Jack’s comments. Ruffin also knew that there were a number of black women’s clubs around the country that were making a difference in their communities yet realized that they would be more effective if they formed a national organization. She issued a call for black women to gather together to discuss the matter, and 104 women descended on Boston, Massachusetts, where they formed the NFAAW.

For about a year the NFAAW coexisted alongside the National League of Colored Women (NLCW) and other regional and local black women’s clubs. While the two major clubs shared the same values and goals, there was sometimes tension between them with regard to personalities, color, philosophy, and duplicity of effort. In 1896 the NFAAW and the NLCW merged to form the National Association of Colored Women, thereby uniting all the black women’s clubs in the country. Margaret Murray Washington led the newly merged group from 1914 to 1918.

Different though they were, Ruffin, Washington, and Matthews were united in their belief that black women played a critical role in the uplift of not only the black race but also American society. These women also realized that gender discrimination was as much an evil as racial oppression and that without the vote, women would always be disadvantaged. Their tireless efforts improved the lives of hundreds of thousands of African Americans.
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New Century Guild of Working Women

An organization dedicated to advancing the interests of women in the work place, the New Century Guild of Working Women was established in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1882. It is still in existence today.

As the industrial revolution increased wealth and leisure time for some Americans, women of middle- to upper-middle-class households sought engagement with social and religious clubs, especially as children grew and no longer needed constant attention. The more affluent women of the mid-19th century sought to form social clubs much like the ones formed by men. However, charity became the dominant feature of these clubs and was the seed for social welfare programs in the second half of the 20th century.

The New Century Club was a precursor to the New Century Guild and had roots in the religious societies of the early 1800s that were dedicated to fund-raising, missionary work, education, and child care. The club also focused on the development of women by sponsoring lectures and cultural activities for its members. The club’s mission was to create new women for a new century. Inspired by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony as well as the National Woman Suffrage Association, Philadelphia writer and feminist Eliza Sproat Turner established the Pennsylvania Women’s Suffrage Association along with the club’s first president, Mary Grew. Several years later while speaking in favor of women’s clubs, several other women took notice of Turner’s efforts. They met in the home of Mrs. J. Peter Lesley and formed the New Century Club of Philadelphia.

The principle of the new club was to create a place where the thoughts and actions of women could be organized in protection of their interests. Essentially the club was meant to be a place where women could find sisterhood and a refuge from life’s stresses. It offered an opportunity for women to develop an appreciation for art, science, and literature.

In the beginning years, the club met at various locations and homes of Philadelphia members. It found its first permanent home in 1879 and was able to offer night classes in 1881 with instruction in trade skills such as dressmaking, millinery, and cooking. Soon afterward Saturday classes were also offered because there were more attendees than the club could accept.

The popularity of the classes combined with Turner’s fundamental belief that women needed their own representation propelled her to form the New Century Working Women’s Guild in 1882. She also founded the Journal of Women’s Work, a newspaper that dispensed information for women and included stories of social relationships, family matters, and the status of women in America.

The popularity of and membership in the club increased steadily over the 1880s. Improvements to the club included the installation of a gymnasium. This success drew the attention of prominent men of the community who discussed the possibility of male membership, something that Turner encouraged, but this did not come to pass.

In 1892 the guild’s classes, including gym classes, were moved to the Drexel Institute of Art, Science, and Industry, where membership saw a decline. Turner established the New Century Trust that incorporated the guild and helped to secure a permanent home and financial security. When the Panic of 1893 hit, membership fell rapidly, so the guild offered “Noon Rest” in 1894. This was quite appealing to working women because they could buy reduced-cost lunches and find relaxation from work. Eventually the guild extended its services by offering temporary lodgings and emergency financial support to members in need.

Turner passed away in 1903, but the guild continued to grow. It moved to its current location in 1906 and continued to support women’s causes of suffrage and labor rights. It helped in war relief efforts by hosting performance groups and continuing to serve weekly dinners for its members. In the 1990s the guild still offered dinners three times a week. By 2003 it had added new members, undergone administrative changes, and managed to offer two dinners or luncheons per month as well as other social activities.

The New Century Trust still operates at the 1906 guild house, now a national historic landmark, and still promotes opportunities for working women including educational and training programs as well as small business grants.
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New Thought Movement

The New Thought Movement consists of many different groups, with most tracing their roots to the New England teacher and healer Phineas Parkhurst Quimby (1802–1866) and Christian Science founder Mary Baker Eddy (1821–1910). Although each group associated with New Thought emphasizes different doctrines, all teach a unity between the spiritual and the material, with the spiritual constituting the true essence of reality. This makes New Thought–based religions particularly amenable to women and female leadership.

After his recovery from tuberculosis and his encounter with a traveling French mesmerist in the late 1830s, Quimby traveled New England preaching the health benefits of hypnosis, magnets, and positive speech. Quimby’s most famous student was Mary Baker Eddy, who experienced a number of physical and psychological problems and sought Quimby for treatment. Eddy’s ideas, expressed most completely in Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (1875), differ from Quimby’s in that Eddy’s teachings were more explicitly focused on the Bible and Jesus Christ. In developing Christian Science, Eddy hoped to develop a consistent biblical method that believers could use to transcend the material world—which she believed to be unreal—and manipulate reality. For example, Eddy and her followers believed that illness is an illusion that can be overcome by prayer. Christian Science membership peaked in 1936, with 270,000 congregants. Today about 100,000 Americans are Christian Scientists.

Eddy’s student Emma Curtis Hopkins (1849–1925) theorized that God had a “Mother Spirit” or “Holy Comforter” aspect. Hopkins broke with Eddy and mainstream Christian Science and founded the Hopkins College of Metaphysical Science to train female spiritual leaders. She influenced Malinda Cramer (1844–1906), cofounder of the Church of Divine Science, along with Nona Brooks (1861–1945), noted Christian mystic. After Cramer was killed in the 1906 San Francisco earthquake, Brooks and her sister, Fannie James, ran the church and its associated college.

Hopkins influenced other women in the New Thought Movement. Myrtle Fillmore (1845–1931) and Charles Fillmore (1854–1948) founded the Unity School of Christianity in Kansas City in 1889 after studying with Hopkins. The basic text for the Unity School is Lessons in Truth, a series of essays that H. Emilie Cady (1848–1941) wrote for the Fillmores’ magazine beginning in 1894. Like Christian Science, the Unity School affirms belief in a creator God and the divinity of Christ but also teaches that individuals have a divine spirit that is inherently good. Through positive affirmations, those who follow the principles of the Unity School can heal themselves of sickness and overcome financial hardship. In 1919, the Fillmores founded Unity Village near Kansas City, Missouri, a settlement that also served as a training center for Unity ministers. The African American preacher Johnnie Coleman is perhaps the most famous Unity preacher. She founded Christ Universal Temple in Chicago in 1956. Citing persistent racism within the Unity School, she formed her own Universal Foundation for Better Living in 1974.

Ernest Holmes (1887–1960) started another movement within New Thought known as Religious Science. While lecturing weekly at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, he developed the doctrines in his book Science of Mind (1926) that would find a wide audience. Reflecting his earlier reading of Eddy’s writings, Holmes focused on the mind’s power to transcend the material world and heal apparent sickness. Like the Fillmores, he taught the divinity of each person’s soul. Holmes founded the Church of Religious Science in 1954. The organization has grown into several New Thought denominations, which attract female adherents for their tolerance and because they do not worship a male god. Rather, God is viewed as a communal and infinite intelligence found through and in all humans.

Much like the Quakers before them, New Thought practitioners focus on the divine spark within each human soul that opened leadership positions to women. Their stress on the unreality of the material world and the consequent unimportance of physical differences between the sexes further opened the door for female leadership. The prominence of female leadership within New Thought groups constitutes one of its most important contributions to American religious culture.
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Oakley, Annie (1860–1926)

Annie Oakley was renowned for her skill as a sharpshooter and is said to be America’s first female superstar. She toured the United States and Europe in the phenomenally successful Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show. She was generous to charities, especially those assisting children, and despite several critical injuries continued as a record-setting exhibition shooter into her 60s.

Born on August 13, 1860, Phoebe Ann Moses was one of seven children of Susan Wise Moses and Jacob Moses. They were Quakers and lived on a subsistence farm in Darke County, Ohio. She was nicknamed “Annie.” In the winter of 1865 Jacob died after riding home in his wagon during a sudden blizzard.

Susan Moses, now a widow, had to move the family to a smaller home, but they were still hard-pressed to survive. At age eight, Annie was sent to live at the Darke County Infirmary, essentially a poorhouse, where she sewed and helped mind the younger children. A local couple asked the superintendents and Susan Moses if the girl could come live with them to help with chores in exchange for an education. However, they enslaved and severely abused her. Ten-year-old Annie finally escaped from the couple by walking 20 miles to a train depot, where a kindly man gave her food and a train ticket home. Though the abusive couple came after her, Susan kept her daughter from them. Annie never revealed the name of the people who had treated her so cruelly.

To help feed the family, Oakley became adept at trapping and hunting wild game. She gave some of the meat to her family for food and sold the rest to a local merchant. Her reputation as a sharpshooter grew as customers specifically asked for game she had shot, since they were cleanly killed and customers did not have to worry about biting into lead. Oakley later said that she simply seemed to be born with shooting skills. With her work as a hunter, she was able to pay off the mortgage on her mother’s farm.

[image: Lamphier]

Sharpshooter Annie Oakley became a national and then international star after she performed with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show in the 1880s and 90s. Known as “Little Sure Shot,” her prowess with a gun was legendary. (Library of Congress)

When Annie was 15 and visiting her married sister near Cincinnati, a local hotel keeper arranged a competition between Annie and a touring professional exhibition shooter named Frank Butler. Though Butler missed the last of the targets, he said that he actually lost as soon as he set eyes on the shy five-foot-tall girl. Frank and Oakley were married in 1876 and lived happily in the middle-class Cincinnati neighborhood of Oakley.

They embarked on a sharpshooting act together called “Butler and Oakley.” Meanwhile, William Frederick “Buffalo Bill” Cody led a popular touring circus-like attraction called Buffalo Bill’s Wild West (the word “show” was not part of the title), later changing the name to Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World. It opened with a massive parade on horseback and included actual western figures such as Lakota chief Sitting Bull with 20 ex-warriors and their families. People flocked to the shows wherever they performed, eager to see the Wild West in a safe and secure setting.

Oakley and Frank joined the company as sharpshooters in 1885. As a female sharpshooter, Oakley became an immediate success and a national sensation. Advertising copy said that Sitting Bull called her “Little Sure Shot.” When they toured Europe in 1887, Oakley performed for royalty including King Umberto of Italy, Queen Victoria, and Kaiser Wilhelm.

Oakley was seriously injured in a train accident in 1901 and left Buffalo Bill’s Wild West the following year. She spent her time doing charity work, teaching women to shoot, and occasionally giving shooting demonstrations. In 1904, Hearst newspapers printed a scandalous story that she was living in poverty. The story was untrue, so she sued and won 54 libel cases.

Oakley and Butler were injured in an auto accident in 1922, and Oakley was forced to wear a leg brace afterward. Though she continued performing her health declined, and she died of pernicious anemia on November 3, 1926, at age 66. Butler died less than three weeks later. Oakley gave her entire fortune to charity. Her story achieved later fame through movies, stage plays, and television shows.
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Annie Oakley Promoted in an Advertisement for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show (1894)

Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show toured the United States and Europe for over three decades. Although the show focused on cowboys and Indians, Annie Oakley performed feats of sharpshooting prowess from 1885 to 1901. “Little Miss Sure Shot” thrilled crowds both at home and abroad. The following is an advertisement for the show from an 1894 issue of the New York World.

DELIGHTED TWENTY THOUSAND

Buffalo Bill’s great Wild West Show opened at Ambrose Park, South Brooklyn, yesterday afternoon, in a blaze of glory and amid a shower of ringing coin thrown by the 20,000 people who occupied seats in the grand stands.

Col. Cody had unquestionably in this exhibition surpassed all his former efforts in the show line, and to miss seeing his Congress of Rough Riders of the World, in their most wonderful and daring feats of horsemanship, which, by the way, are perfectly natural, and contain no circus play, is to miss one of the finest educational exhibitions ever given….

The entertainment consisted further of rifle shooting by the celebrated woman rifle shot, Miss Annie Oakley; horse races between a cowboy, Cossack, Mexican, Arab and Indian on the horses of their native lands; an exhibition of the famous old pony express, an immigrant train attacked by Indians on the plains, exhibitions of horsemanship by Riffian Arabs, cowboys, Mexicans, and others; hurdle races, races between Indian boys on ponyback, the battle of the Little Big Horn, illustrating Custer’s last stand; the attack on the Deadwood coach and settlers’ cabins by Indians; buffalo hunts, a military musical drill, the cavalrymen of all nations, and Col. Cody’s wonderful exhibitions of sharp-shooting at glass balls with a rifle while riding at full speed.

Source: New York World, May 13, 1894.



Picotte, Susan LaFlesche (1865–1915)

Born in a tipi at a time of tumultuous change among the Omaha Indians of Nebraska, Susan LaFlesche Picotte became the first Native American woman physician. She practiced medicine among her people and acted as a political liaison to the federal government. In addition, Picotte was active in the temperance movement and other Progressive-era reforms. As such, she served an important role as cultural mediator between native and white culture.

One of eight children of mixed-blood Omaha chief Joseph LaFlesche, Picotte grew up on the reservation. Her father believed that for the tribe to survive it needed to adapt to the encroaching American culture while not completely abandoning Omaha ways. Picotte studied with Christian missionaries on the reservation and grew up with knowledge of traditional Omaha culture. She attended a private finishing school, the Elizabeth Institute for Young Ladies in New Jersey. She also attended Hampton Institute in Virginia and the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, where she received her medical degree in 1889, graduating at the head of her class of 33 students.

Picotte returned to the Omaha reservation in August 1889 to accept the position of government physician at the Omaha Agency Indian School. In addition to administering to the medical needs of the students, she played a role in their Americanization. Increasingly, Picotte became interpreter and adviser to tribal members in their dealings with the U.S. government.

Picotte left her position in 1894 due to a series of personal and family health problems. She married Henry Picotte, a Sioux Indian from the Yankton Agency of South Dakota, in June 1894, and the couple moved to nearby Bancroft, Nebraska. Susan Picotte began seeing patients from her home, giving her the flexibility to maintain a professional career and a household. She gave birth to two children while practicing medicine among both non-Indian townsfolk and the reservation Indians.

The struggle to preserve their autonomy and territorial integrity led many educated Omahas to political activism, including Picotte. She was also impelled by personal reasons. Throughout the 1890s, Picotte fought the increasing alcoholism among the Omahas. This fight became personal as she watched her husband’s declining health due to tuberculosis and heavy drinking. After his death in 1905, Picotte threw herself into temperance work and the efforts to save tribal lands.

The Presbyterian Church offered Picotte the role of Indian missionary among the Omahas, and she accepted in 1906. In this position, she played a role in the conversion of many Omahas to Christianity and continued her struggles against alcohol. She also witnessed the arrival of peyotism to the reservation, a religion that invokes some Christian symbolism but mostly relies on traditional Indian beliefs systems. Its followers ingest buttons of the peyote cactus, a hallucinogenic, to attain visions. Most important to Picotte, who initially opposed peyotism, its followers reported that the religion offered them an escape from alcohol.

Picotte’s struggles to sell the allotment that her husband left behind and the obstacles in securing the money when the sale finally went through left her disillusioned with the role of the federal government in Indian lives. While she subscribed to many aspects of western culture, she discovered that allotment, the legal process by which the federal government allotted land to individual Indians rather than tribes, was another menace to Indian cultural survival. She became a strong advocate for tribal land rights and traveled to Washington, D.C., as part of a delegation to lobby the federal government to that effect.

Picotte also served a role in the field of public health. While most of her efforts reflected the national campaigns for healthful living through exercise and hygiene, her struggle against tuberculosis brought her to the forefront of public awareness. In this fight she focused on public education and preventative measures. She also helped bring about the building of the reservation hospital, completed two years before her death in 1915 from what was most likely cancer.

Though her life was cut short at the age of 50, Susan LaFlesche Picotte left a mark as a progressive reformer and as a tribal leader. In 1988, the building that had served as the Omaha hospital until 1947 became the Susan LaFlesche Picotte Center, a multipurpose facility dedicated to the principles that guided her life: education, service, stewardship, and justice.
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Picture Brides

The term “picture brides” refers to the practice among mostly Japanese and Korean immigrants to find wives in their native country through a matchmaker who paired them with potential brides using photographs and family recommendations. This practice was a modification of the matchmaking tradition of omiai in Japan. It offered men who immigrated to the United States one of their only opportunities for family formation and played an important role in the establishment of Japanese communities in the United States.

Men looking for economic and social mobility dominated the mid-19th-century migration from Japan. As their numbers on the mainland increased, they encountered growing anti-Asian sentiments and discrimination. The Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907 between the United States and Japan restricted the further immigration of Japanese laborers but included provisions that allowed for families to reunite. This created a loophole for picture brides to enter the country. By the time that Japan agreed to end the issuance of passports to picture brides in 1920, over 10,000 women had come to the West Coast under this practice, and nearly 15,000 arrived in Hawaii.

For the women themselves, the decision to marry often conformed to familial obligations and social pressures. Some likely felt an economic need to help their families. For poor women, marriage with men abroad offered an avenue to escape poverty. Many picture brides were genuinely shocked upon arrival when their new husband did not conform to the photograph or the description of their success in America. Most grooms were significantly older than their new wives, with an average age gap of 10 years. Picture brides also had to adapt to unfamiliar foods, customs, and language—and face the same social marginalization their husbands did. In addition, the picture bride era coincided with the height of the panic among Americans over the arrival of prostitutes, making Japanese women susceptible to increased scrutiny by white Americans.

These pressures led some picture brides to leave their marriages and go to Japan; some chose to run away. The majority, however, stayed because they lacked the funds necessary to leave and because of the Japanese cultural emphasis on pride and saving face, or preventing shame to the family. Most women of this Issei (Japanese-born) generation worked beside their husbands on farms and in urban businesses. Their labor was critical to the economic survival of their families. Some took on additional work as domestic servants and in other service occupations to supplement family incomes. The practice of midwifery also gave Asian women opportunities in their communities.

By 1920, the sex ratio among Japanese Americans started to even out. In 1920, approximately 30,000 people of Nisei (American-born) generation lived in the continental United States, or 27 percent of the total population of Japanese ancestry. By 1940, which marked the end of the childbearing years of the Issei generation, the Nisei generation made up 63 percent of that population. Nisei children offered an incentive for accommodation to American society, while traditional community organizations continued to play important roles. Overall, Issei women maintained traditional notions of womanhood and female roles within the patriarchal family.

The lives that picture brides built in America were interrupted by World War II, when the government relocated over 100,000 Japanese and Japanese Americans from the West Coast to internment camps. Most attempted to make the best of their situation, drawing upon the Japanese value of gaman, or the internalization and suppression of emotion. Under the communal camp conditions, Issei men lost their traditional roles as the heads of household and civic leaders. In addition, they found that their wives, freed from household chores, took on camp jobs for the same pay as men. Issei authority, both male and female, declined within the family, while the Nisei generation gained more say in community affairs.

Thousands of Japanese women arrived in the United States as picture brides between 1907 and 1920 seeking greater personal and economic opportunities. Although vulnerable to exploitation because of their unfamiliarity with foreign customs and language barriers, women had increased marital opportunities because of the sex ratio imbalance. Their economic contributions to their families also allowed them to play a greater public role in the community. Picture brides thus occupy an important role in understanding the history of Japanese women.
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Picture Brides: A Summary of the Negotiation of the Gentleman’s Agreement with Japan (1908)

As a response to growing anti-Asian sentiment in the United States, the Gentleman’s Agreement between the United States and Japan severely limited Japanese immigration to the United States between 1907 and 1924. A loophole in the agreement allowed for the immigration of spouses of Japanese men already in the United States. Thus, the vast majority of Japanese immigrants in this time period were women, most of whom were picture brides. There were about 400 first-generation, or Nisei, women in the United States in 1900 and over 20,000 by 1920. These women allowed for the creation of families and communities that became the basis for Japanese American culture. The Gentleman’s Agreement was a multipart negotiation between the two governments. The following is a summary of that negotiation.

Japanese Immigration—The Gentlemen’s Agreement 1908

In order that the best results might follow from an enforcement of the regulations, an understanding was reached with Japan that the existing policy of discouraging emigration of its subjects of the laboring classes to continental United States should be continued, and should, by co-operation with the governments, be made as effective as possible. This understanding contemplates that the Japanese government shall issue passports to continental United States only to such of its subjects as are non-laborers or are laborers who, in coming to the continent, seek to resume a formerly acquired domicile, to join a parent, wife, or children residing there, or to assume active control of an already possessed interest in a farming enterprise in this country, so that the three classes of laborers entitled to receive passports have come to be designated former residents, parents, wives, or children of residents, and settled agriculturists. With respect to Hawaii, the Japanese government of its own volition stated that, experimentally at least, the issuance of passports to members of the laboring classes proceeding thence would be limited to former residents and parents, wives, or children of residents. The said government has also been exercising a careful supervision over the subject of emigration of its laboring class to foreign contiguous territory.

Source: Report of the Commissioner General of Immigration (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1908), 125.



Pinkham, Lydia (1819–1883)

Lydia Estes Pinkham produced popular herbal tonics especially for women. She was also a trailblazer in marketing and became one of the most successful female entrepreneurs of the late 19th century. At a time when women were not encouraged to discuss their medical issues even with doctors, her product Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound aided untold numbers of women and is still sold today.

Born on February 9, 1819, Lydia Estes was the 10th of the 12 children of William and Rebecca Chase Estes. They were a Quaker family who lived in Lynn, Massachusetts. At the time of Lydia’s birth, her father had become well-to-do through real estate and was considered a gentleman farmer. Lydia received an education at the Lynn Academy, and before her marriage she was employed for a time as a schoolteacher.

Members of the Estes family were strong supporters of the abolition of slavery and of racial equality. Both Frederick Douglass and William Lloyd Garrison, eminent abolitionists, visited the Estes home. At age 16, Pinkham joined the Lynn Female Anti-Slavery Society and was also an advocate of women’s rights. In 1843 at age 24, she married Isaac Pinkham, a shoemaker. He tried several other businesses but without success.

Lydia Pinkham, like most women of her time, brewed her own home remedies for family illnesses and women’s health problems, especially the monthly pain of menstruation. Those recipes were often passed down from mother to daughter through the generations. Women often avoided consulting male physicians but not only due to modesty. Doctors of the time, all males, knew very little about the female body; their usual remedy for women’s medical problems was bleeding the patient or performing a hysterectomy to cure her of “hysteria.” Both procedures resulted in death almost half the time.

Many women collected and tried different recipes, including some that may have come from local Native Americans. They also shared their home brews with neighbors suffering from menstrual cramps and menopausal problems, usually referred to as “female complaints.” Pinkham’s domestic remedy became especially popular for its effectiveness. She was trusted by her friends and in time began accepting a small payment for her brown mixture containing herbs and roots. It was found to be more effective and less dangerous than the medicines prescribed by male doctors, which often contained deadly toxins.

The Pinkham family suffered an economic blow when Lydia was 54 years old. Her husband Isaac was ruined financially in the Panic of 1873. In 1875, Lydia began mixing large quantities of her formula on the family stove to sell as a means to support her husband and four children. Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound became so successful that production had to be moved to a factory the next year. Her original ingredients are reputed by modern proponents of herbal medicines to include effective antispasmodics and anti-inflammatories and are still offered as alternatives to hormone therapy. Pinkham’s tonic also included alcohol.

But it was not only Pinkham’s ingredients that led to the product’s unprecedented success. Beginning in 1876, the product was patented and mass marketed, with Pinkham utilizing strategies of the abolitionist and women’s rights movements such as providing multilingual informational pamphlets. In an age when women could not readily discuss health issues, Pinkham invited letters from customers, which were answered promptly. She was also reputed to write most of the advertising copy, which included grateful testimonials from women who found relief. Her face was on the label, and many women thought of her as a trusted friend.

Pinkham remained in Lynn, Massachusetts, until she died of a stroke on May 17, 1883. Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound was one of the most popular and best-known patent medicines of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Its descendants are still available today at major retailers and pharmacy chains.

Lydia E. Pinkham was not only skilled in producing a trusted remedy that many women found effective but also perfected the astute sales technique of marketing directly to women. She wrote books and pamphlets, defying male judgments about women’s health. Her company answered women with questions about their bodies, marital problems, and sexual issues. Pinkham is considered a women’s health pioneer during a time when women had few options.
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Excerpt from Lydia Pinkham’s Treatise on the Diseases of Women (1901)

Although Lydia Pinkham and her Vegetable Compound are often dismissed as medical quackery, many of the herbal ingredients in her compound are considered efficacious today. Moreover, Pinkham had a sincere interest in educating women about their bodies. Her book Treatise on the Diseases of Women explained such mysteries as how reproduction worked, the anatomy of the female reproductive system (with illustrations), pregnancy and nursing, and much more. The book does so in plain language and with little obfuscation. The following is part of the chapter “Disorders of Menstruation.”

CHAPTER VII. Disorders of Menstruation

Amenorrhœa.—This is a condition in which the monthly flow is suspended. It can hardly be called a disease, as it is rather a symptom of some disorder of the uterus, or of some constitutional defect. This may occur at the time when menstruation should normally appear, namely, from fourteen to fifteen years of age.

Danger of a Decline.—If the young girl does not menstruate at sixteen, seventeen, or eighteen, something is certainly wrong, and treatment should be taken at once in order to correct the difficulty before the girl goes into a decline. It is not wise to trust too much to nature in these cases.

Such girls are generally thin and pale, with a peculiar sallow, or yellowish-green color to the skin which has given rise to the term “green-sickness,” or “Chlorosis.” They fall easy victims to scrofula, consumption, nervous prostration, insomnia, and other diseases.

Treatment.—When the time for menstruation arrives, and the flow does not appear, the mother should give her daughter regular doses of Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound. This remedy acts strictly according to the laws of nature, and simply brings about natural conditions.

For some reason nature may not succeed in beginning this important change in the girl’s life, but with the help that comes from the Vegetable Compound, this is sure to come to pass.

How Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound Acts.—A better circulation is established, the condition of the blood is improved, the nervous system is greatly invigorated, and, as a result, the menstrual flow is established.

This should set at rest a great deal of worry on the part of the mother, and it means a great deal to the daughter, as well. Now, the mother can be assured that one great danger is passed, and, with proper care and attention, there need be no more trouble.

Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, however, should be taken for some weeks or months until the habit is well established and menstruation appears regularly every twenty-eight days.

Delicate Girls.—If the young girl menstruates, and yet is not in good health, then she should certainly take the Vegetable Compound for a week before the time when menstruation is expected; the great object being to establish regularity in the menstrual function.

Keep the Bowels Regular.—In all these cases attention should be given to the condition of the bowels, which are usually constipated. To correct this, the girl should take laxative doses of Lydia E. Pinkham’s Liver Pills, just enough each night so that there may be one good, natural movement the day following.

Look Well to the Diet.—A great deal can be done, also, in the way of diet. Girls, especially at this time, have a most perverted appetite, preferring pickles, olives, rich pies and cakes, and other indigestible foods. These are all bad, of course, as they disturb the digestion and keep the blood thin.

Let the diet consist principally of rich milk, eggs, lamb chops, beefsteak, chicken, and good bread and butter. If the milk rests heavy on the stomach, then add a tablespoonful of lime water to each glass of milk.

Daily exercise in the open air is also of value, and the sleeping-room should be well ventilated, especially at night.

Menstruation Suspended During Pregnancy.—During pregnancy menstruation is usually suspended, although the regular monthly flow may continue for two or three months. Of course, suspension at this time is natural, and nothing should be done to bring on the flow.

If menstruation appears when there is a strong probability that pregnancy exists, then the person should remain quietly in bed and eat only light food, and every precaution should be taken lest a miscarriage be brought on.

Should a Mother Nurse Her Child While Menstruating?—Menstruation is also usually suspended during nursing, although not infrequently this function is resumed again three or four months after childbirth. The question here arises whether the mother should continue to nurse her child while menstruating.

If the child remains healthy, keeps steadily gaining in weight, and seems to be well nourished, and if the mother is not losing ground in any way, then there is no reason why the mother should not keep on nursing her child. If, however, the mother’s health fails, or if there is evidence that the child is not prospering, then weaning should take place.

As a rule, a menstruating mother does not have good milk for her child; it is usually thin and watery; although, as I have said, under certain conditions nursing may continue.

Source: Lydia E. Pinkham, Treatise on the Diseases of Women (Lynn, MA: Lydia E. Pinkham Medicine Co., 1901), 116–119.



Ray, Charlotte E. (1850–1911)

As the first African American female lawyer, Charlotte E. Ray was also the first woman admitted to the bar in the District of Columbia and the first woman to practice before the district’s Supreme Court.

Ray was born on January 13, 1850, in New York City, one of the seven children of Charlotte Augusta Burroughs and Reverend Charles Bennett Ray. Pastor of Bethesda Congregational Church and editor of the abolitionist newspaper Colored American, Reverend Ray was a prominent leader of the black community. During that time, the Institution for the Education of Colored Youth in Washington, D.C., was one of the few places to acquire a proper education for young African American women. Charlotte Ray graduated from the school in 1869. Hired into the Preparatory and Normal Department of Howard University, she enrolled as a student in Howard’s School of Law by only using the initials of her first two names, thereby avoiding identifying herself as female.

With a specialization in corporate law, Ray graduated on February 27, 1872, becoming the first black woman to earn a degree in law from an American university and the third American of any ethnicity to gain the honor. Two months later on April 23, 1872, Ray also became the first African American woman admitted to the District of Columbia bar. She opened a private practice in Washington, D.C., specializing in cases relating to corporations. Frederick Douglass noted Ray’s achievement in articles in his weekly, the New National Era and Citizen, where she also purchased advertising for her practice.

On June 3, 1875, Ray became one of the first female lawyers to argue a case before the District of Columbia Supreme Court. The case, Gadley v. Gadley, was based on a divorce petition filed by a woman against her abusive husband. Lower courts had dismissed the wife’s divorce case. Ray argued that the husband’s habitual drunkenness and extreme violence endangered his wife’s life and entitled her to a divorce. Gaining a rare ruling in favor of the wife in such a domestic violence situation demonstrated Ray’s talents and dedication to women’s causes. Similarly, Ray was a supporter of voting rights for women and an active participant to the 1876 convention of the National Woman Suffrage Association held in New York.

In spite of her acumen as an attorney, Ray was unable to procure sufficient legal cases due to prejudice against both women and African Americans in the profession, so she closed her practice not long after the Gadley decision. Ray left Washington, D.C., and returned to New York in 1879 to work as a teacher in the Brooklyn public school system along with two of her sisters, Florence and Cordelia. In her hometown Ray participated actively in a number of social movements. Apart from her earlier involvement in the women’s suffrage movement, she joined the National Association of Colored Women in 1895. Two years afterward, she relocated to a suburban community, Woodside on Long Island. Ray may have married at this time, but her husband’s name remains a mystery. When she died on January 4, 1911, in her home in Woodside due to severe bronchitis, she was buried in her family plot located at Cypress Hills Cemetery in Brooklyn, New York, under a new last name. She was 60 years old. Newspapers reported her last name as “Traim,” but cemetery records appear to read “Fraim.” No marriage records have been found, and Ray had no children.

Since 1989, the Women Lawyers division of the National Bar Association has instituted an award in Ray’s memory. The Charlotte E. Ray Award is given annually to distinguished female attorney. Likewise, in 2006 the Boston Chapter of the Phi Alpha Delta Fraternity International at the Northeastern School of Law named its chapter after her. Ray struggled in the prevailing atmosphere of dual discrimination—race and gender—and became a beacon of hope for American women in general and African Americans in particular.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Rescue Homes

Rescue Homes were part of a larger 19th-century female moral reform movement. Women, generally middle or elite class, established a variety of rescue homes to be places of protection for women. Homes offered shelter to a variety of women in need, from prostitutes to polygamous wives.

The first formal rescue homes began in England. William and Catherine Booth created an evangelical Christian movement in London based on charitable ministry and hard work. By 1878, the movement became known as the Salvation Army. Catherine Booth recruited young women, mainly from the working class, to aid women in London slums. This group of women was later called Hallelujah Lasses. With these women, Booth established rescue homes for prostitutes and troubled women. Booth’s organization, which combined good deeds with religious missionizing, expanded to the United States in 1880.

American women who volunteered in the Salvation Army joined a decades-long tradition of female moral reform. Nineteenth-century gender ideology held that women were fundamentally different from men in a number of ways. In particular, a group of ideas sometimes called “true womanhood” espoused notions of female moral superiority over men. Based on the notion that women were naturally more moral than men, women began to organize to address the problems created by a rapidly industrializing and urbanizing nation. Arguing that they were actually engaged in a kind of public housekeeping, women worked in the temperance movement to limit alcohol abuse, in the abolition movement to end slavery, and in the suffrage movement to increase women’s voting rights. Women also worked on education, prison, and mental health reform, all with the aim of both helping individuals and cleaning up the nation’s morals. In this way women took ideas that they were best suited for the private sphere, in domestic housekeeping and nurturing, and used that ideology to act in the public and political sphere.

American women also took direct aim at prostitution. In the early 19th century, Americans viewed prostitutes as fallen or immoral women who fell entirely outside the boundaries of respectable womanhood. This view blamed women for prostitution. The tenets of female moral authority suggested to activists that no woman was naturally immoral, and thus prostitutes ought not be blamed for their condition. Rather, antiprostitution activists came to believe that prostitutes were victims of men whom reformists did believe to be fundamentally immoral creatures. This view of prostitution required that activists rescue prostitutes from men and sex work, offer them a safe place to live, teach them middle-class standards of behavior, and train them in an acceptable trade.

In San Francisco, for example, Donaldina Cameron established the Presbyterian Home in 1895 to rescue and educate Chinese women trapped in a kind of prostitution that amounted to sex slavery. Known as the “Angry Angel of Chinatown,” Cameron and her volunteers would break into houses of prostitution, forcibly remove captive Chinese women, and take them to the rescue home. Between 1895 and 1934 Cameron saved over 3,000 women from prostitution. Once at the home, the women were converted to Christianity and taught to speak English and cook Western food. Indeed, Cameron’s policies, as with many rescue homes, were culturally supremacist and classist in that she put little or no value on Chinese working-class culture.

Variations on Cameron’s rescue home appeared all over the nation in the late 1800s. In 1885 the Women’s Industrial Christian Home opened in Salt Lake City, Utah, as a rescue home for the wives of polygamous Mormons. The home met strong opposition from political leaders in Utah, who believed that Mormon men had a right to take as many wives as they pleased.

Florence Crittenton homes, first established in the 1880s, provided temporary shelters for unwed pregnant women and mothers, a mission that necessarily overlapped with prostitution reform. By 1900 there were Crittenton homes all over the nation, from New York to Helena, Montana. The rescue home movement had as many permutations and missions as American women had problems. Modern-day shelter homes include refuges for victims of rape and domestic violence.

Peg A. Lamphier and Therese Torres
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Russell, Lillian (1860–1922)

Strikingly beautiful with blond hair, blue eyes, and a voluptuous figure, actress and singer Lillian Russell embodied 19th-century ideals of feminine allure and was considered the first star of the American musical stage. Her physical beauty, regal stage presence, clear lyric soprano, and ability to reinvent herself kept Russell in the public eye for over 40 years.

Russell was born Helen Louise Leonard on December 4, 1860, in Clinton, Iowa. Her father, Charles, was a newspaper publisher, and her mother, Cynthia, was active in feminist causes. When Russell was six years old her family moved to Chicago, where she received early musical training. When her parents separated in 1878, she and her mother moved to New York City, where she continued her musical training with Leonard Damrosch.

Russell was cast in the chorus in one of the many versions of Gilbert & Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore, where she met and married the first of her four husbands, Harry Braham, the show’s orchestra conductor. After their only child died at nine months of age because of a mishap, the marriage fell apart amid recriminations.

In 1879 Russell met producer Tony Pastor, who gave the young singer a new name, Lillian Russell, and put her in his vaudeville shows, giving her small roles in his burlesque afterpieces. She was soon promoted to leading roles, including the role of Mabel in Pastor’s The Pie Rats of Penn Yann, a burlesque of Pirates of Penzance. Russell made a cross-country tour with Willie Edouin and appeared at the Bijou Opera House in New York, returning to Pastor to appear in burlesques of Gilbert & Sullivan’s Patience and Edward Solomon’s Billee Taylor.

In 1882 Russell created a scandal when she left for England with Solomon, in part to avoid contractual obligations. She played the title role in the world premier of Solomon’s Polly, or the Pet of the Regiment. Russell gave birth to a daughter, Lillian Russell Jr., before returning to America in 1885. When her divorce from Braham came through she married Solomon, only to discover that he had never divorced his first wife. Solomon was arrested for bigamy, and Russell had the marriage annulled in 1893.

In 1888, Russell signed a contract to appear at New York’s leading venue for musicals, the Casino Theatre, at a salary of $20,000 a year. She left after two years when offered $1,200 a week and a share of the profits to head her own company. Russell continued to appear at the Casino Theatre in between national tours and had several of her greatest successes, including The Princess Nicotine (1893) and An American Beauty (1896).

Nearly as famous for her flamboyant lifestyle, Russell was frequently paired with financier “Diamond Jim” Brady, whom she met at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893. The relationship with Brady was likely platonic, but they were seen together at all the best restaurants in New York and riding through Central Park on gold-plated bicycles. During this time she briefly married a third husband, tenor Jack Chatterton, who performed under the name Signor Perugini.

In 1899 Russell joined the company at Weber and Field’s Music Hall, which specialized in burlesques of current Broadway musicals. The 1902 production Twirly-Whirly gave Russell her signature song, “Come Down Ma Evenin’ Star,” the only song she is known to have recorded. She enjoyed the camaraderie of the company, honing her comedic skills. When Weber and Fields dissolved their partnership in 1904, Russell appeared in Lady Teazle, a musical adaptation of The School for Scandal written especially for her. During the run, she had polyps removed from her vocal cords. The operation was only partially successful, and Russell never again accepted arduous singing parts. She concentrated on nonmusical roles and vaudeville.

She married her fourth husband, newspaper publisher Alexander Moore, in 1912 and largely retired from the stage, moving to Pittsburgh and writing newspaper columns, advocating for women’s suffrage, and raising money for the war effort during World War I. She died at her home in Pittsburgh in 1922. Her memorial was as grand as her life. Russell was buried with full military honors, and crowds lined the streets of Pittsburgh to watch her solid silver casket pass by.
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Salvation Army Women

The Salvation Army is a worldwide charitable organization with deep Christian denominational roots. This organization provides for the material needs of the poor via donations of food, clothing, and shelter in addition to spiritual counsel. Women have played an important role in the organization’s history as organizers and volunteers.

Founded in London in 1865 by a former Methodist minister, William Booth, and his wife, Catherine Booth, the Salvation Army derives its name from the fact that it is structured in a quasi-military fashion, with “generals,” “officers,” and “soldiers” serving within its ranks. The charity that would come to be known as the Salvation Army was initially called the East London Revival Society. William Booth had an unusually progressive position regarding the role of women, both within the organization and in a larger context, and expressed in his book A Message to Soldiers, published in 1908, the sentiment that women were “as important, as valuable, as capable and as necessary to the progress and happiness of the world as man.” In 1878, cofounder William Booth changed the organization’s name to Salvation Army to capitalize on the era’s use of the vigorous military metaphors then en vogue in religious hymns such as “Onward Christian Soldiers.”

William and Catherine Booth received their initial inspiration to join the ministry from three American religious revivalists who had come to the British midlands in the 1840s to preach. One of these, a woman named Phoebe Palmer, introduced Catherine to “female ministry,” which Methodism had abandoned. Catherine eventually took up pulpit ministry in her husband’s Methodist New Connexion churches thanks to Palmer’s encouragement and inspiration. By 1862, Catherine’s ministry was so popular that the Booths decided to move to London, where Catherine’s preaching supported their growing family, which eventually consisted of nine children.

Initially the people helped most by the Salvation Army were considered undesirables by respectable society. These unfortunates, whose ranks mainly consisted of alcoholics, morphine addicts, and prostitutes, were ministered to with Booth’s “three S’s”: soup, soap, and salvation, in that order. Catherine, who became known as “the Mother of Salvation,” was considered the more charismatic of the two; it eventually fell to her to interact with the wealthy and solicit donations, while William, whose nickname was “The General,” administered to the poor.

As the Salvation Army grew in popularity, opposition to it also grew, especially among London’s pub owners when it began targeting alcohol, saloons, and public houses. In the 1880s, the Skeleton Army was formed solely to disrupt Salvation Army meetings, and its members also endured physical assaults. By this time, however, the Salvation Army had already taken hold internationally, in great part because of the numbers of women who joined the organization.

In the early 1900s, the Salvation Army’s popularity in the United States grew exponentially thanks to its well-coordinated humanitarian aid following the 1900 hurricane in Galveston, Texas, and the 1906 earthquake in San Francisco and continues to remain popular; it is also highly recognizable thanks to its military-like red uniforms and red logo. It has also become synonymous with Christmas in towns and cities across the nation, thanks to the ubiquitous presence of its brass bands and uniformed “soldiers” ringing bells over kettles in front of department stores and public buildings.

In 1955, playwright Damon Runyon immortalized the image of the earnest Salvation Army women of the time in his play Guys and Dolls. He characterized Sister Sarah Brown as a beautiful young “soldier” sent to proselytize to the city’s underworld on the streets of New York who ends up marrying Sky Masterson, a handsome rogue and inveterate gambler. Singer James Taylor also references the women of the Salvation Army in “Captain Jim’s Drunken Dream,” a song about an ex-sailor dreaming of hearing the songs of the southern seas “instead of some Salvation Army sister singing ‘Nearer My God to Thee.’”

As of 2016, the Salvation Army was operating in approximately 127 countries and has Women’s Ministeries. Among its many good works, the Salvation Army collects donations for its thrift stores and runs shelters, youth groups, and a Family Tracing Service that reunites lost family members. In America, the Salvation Army was among the first responders to 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina.
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Settlement House Movement

The settlement house movement began as a venture to help people suffering in industrial poverty. In the United States, women assumed leadership roles and served as volunteer workers in the movement. Some of the most notable settlement houses included Hull House (Chicago, Illinois), Henry Street Settlement (New York City), and Phillis Wheatley House (Minneapolis, Minnesota). Settlement houses numbered in the hundreds by the 1900s and have endured to the present day.

Throughout the years, settlement houses adapted their missions to the changing needs of an evolving society. Although the settlement house movement was not immune from criticism, it provided many valuable services to people who needed them. Ultimately, women’s efforts to help others became interwoven with the women’s suffrage movement.

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, a massive wave of immigrants arrived on American shores seeking work in the large cities. Most of the immigrants were poverty-stricken, and they settled in poor neighborhoods. They spoke little or no English, and their customs were unique to their cultural backgrounds. Many of them found jobs in the factories, where they worked under dangerous conditions for long hours and for little pay. Some factory managers opted to employ mostly women and children with the aim of paying them less than men. With no child labor laws in existence, factory work kept many children from attending school.

The government philosophy at that time was that businesses would prosper best without government intervention. Consequently, there were no federally mandated employee protections or social programs in place. There was no job security, and unemployed workers went homeless. In short, the harsh realities of an unregulated industrial complex resulted in a kind of contractual employer-worker relationship whereby people were often used up and then tossed aside.

The settlement house movement began in England in 1884 with the founding of Toynbee Hall, in the slums of East London, with the goal of offering people a safety net in the harsh unregulated environment of industrialization. Anglican priest Samuel A. Barnett and several Oxford University students organized a plan to bring college-educated people into the poor neighborhoods to live side by side with the poor people they helped. Toynbee Hall provided the residents of poor working-class neighborhoods with legal aid, inexpensive meals, and literacy classes.

With a similar plan, Stanton Coit established the first settlement house in New York in 1886. The community center movement concept caught Jane Addams’s interest, and between 1887 and 1888 she spent time in England observing Toynbee Hall. Addams returned to the United States in 1889 and established Hull House, the most famous settlement house, in a poor neighborhood in Chicago. She began by renting a deserted mansion, renovating it, and enlisting the help of young middle-class female volunteers. She secured funding for the venture through charitable donations from several of the city’s wealthy families.

Over the next few years, Hull House grew into a settlement house that included 13 buildings and provided many services, including a day care for working mothers, free medicines, playground areas, and a gymnasium. Hull House volunteers taught a variety of classes, including English literacy, sewing, bookbinding, art, music, and cooking. The community center also offered functions such as concerts, plays, and various exhibitions. Counselors advised the poor about job safety and about the importance of children’s school attendance. The center also provided a boardinghouse for single working women.

The thousands of people who used the center every day were evidence of the importance that Hull House held to the surrounding neighborhoods. Besides helping people with their everyday needs, Addams undertook a social research project to investigate the causes of poverty and crime. In this way, she expanded the settlement house mission to include a scholarly research component. As a consequence, Hull House attracted many scholars who were researching the complexities of the nation’s large growing cities. Addams herself lectured extensively on the role that settlement houses played in addressing society’s ills in industrial America, and she published several books based on her lectures, including Democracy and Social Ethics (1902) and The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets (1909).

Addams directed Hull House volunteers to conduct interviews, record their observations, and compile statistical data about the poor’s living and working conditions. In 1895 she published the findings with recommendations in Hull House Maps and Papers. Although most male sociologists of her time disparaged her scholarship, she used the findings to lobby legislators for state and federal reforms, including safety inspections of factories, workers’ compensation after injuries, child labor laws, an eight-hour workday for women, union recognition, and government inspections of tenement housing.

Realizing that political reforms would be more easily attained if women secured the right to vote, Addams became involved in the women’s suffrage movement and served as vice president of the National American Suffrage Association for several years. Before and after women gained the right to vote by constitutional amendment, Addams wrote books about her experiences at Hull House in Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910) and The Second Twenty Years at Hull-House (1930).

In the years leading up the World War I (1914–1918), Addams was very vocal about her pacifist beliefs. In 1914, she protested the war in Europe by organizing a peace parade in New York. In 1915, she organized the Women’s Peace Party and joined the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom. Because most people opposed entering the war, her activities were not deemed offensive. However, after the United States officially entered the war in 1917, her beliefs and activities were deemed unpatriotic by many Americans. In addition, in a time when Americans were fighting against Germans in Europe, the settlement house’s efforts to help German immigrants were widely criticized.

As a direct result of Addams’s unpopular pacifist views and her unwillingness to shun German immigrants, donations to Hull House almost entirely disappeared during the war. However, after the war funding returned, and Hull House was able to keep its doors open. In 1931, four years before her death, Addams was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her humanitarian efforts. Today, she is mostly remembered for her work with Hull House.

Following the Chicago Hull House model, public health nurse Lillian Wald established New York’s Henry Street Settlement in 1893. Although Wald addressed the various problems that the poor were facing at work and at home, she focused more attention on improving the health of the poor city residents by stressing sanitation and hygiene practices.

By 1900, more than 100 settlement houses had been established in the United States. Like Hull House, most of these ventures tended to poor immigrants. However, at a time when segregation was enforced, African American residents of Minneapolis, Minnesota, founded the Phillis Wheatley House in 1924 with the purpose of exclusively serving the African American population of that city. The Phillis Wheatley House, which was run exclusively by African American women, had four main departments: education, recreation, music, and dramatics. Because many hotels were closed to African Americans, the Phillis Wheatley House functioned as a hotel for African Americans visiting the city. In like manner, African American college students stayed at the house. During the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, the Phillis Wheatley House as well as many other African American settlement houses became important gathering places for African Americans.

After the large wave of immigrants who came to the United States in the early 1900s had assimilated into American life and after the civil rights movement ended, settlement houses continued to serve the poor in their surrounding neighborhoods. For this reason, settlement houses, numbering approximately 800 in recent years, became more commonly known as community centers.

Although settlement houses helped immigrants and African Americans, these ventures were sometimes criticized. Some critics complained that settlement houses marginalized immigrant cultures by attempting to “Americanize” the people they helped. Other critics complained that settlement houses embraced racism by segregating whites and blacks. One of the things they did clearly do was provide women with opportunities to work outside the home. Not surprisingly, the early settlement house movement became intertwined with the women’s suffrage movement. As women engaged in public speaking and in the political arena in efforts to attain reforms for others, their experiences empowered them.
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Seven Sisters

The Seven Sisters colleges, also known as the Seven Colleges Conference, is a loose association of seven prestigious private liberal arts colleges located in the northeastern United States. All Seven Sisters members were women’s colleges at the time the consortium was formed, though some are currently coeducational. The institutions are Barnard College, Bryn Mawr College, Mount Holyoke College, Radcliffe College, Smith College, Vassar College, and Wellesley College.

Like the Ivy League colleges they roughly parallel, the Seven Sisters enjoy a reputation of being elite institutions. The Seven Sisters colleges were founded with the intention of providing education for women that would equal the educational opportunities available to men. Each of the women’s colleges was founded between 1837 and 1889.

Not only were there a total of seven women’s colleges in the original consortium, but in astronomy the term “Seven Sisters” refers to the star cluster Pleiades in the Taurus constellation; these in turn are a reference to Greek mythology in which the Seven Sisters were daughters of the Titan Atlas.

The Seven Sisters Conference has its origins in 1915 through a meeting held at Vassar College. This gathering was essentially to discuss ways of improving fund-raising efforts. The original participants were Mount Holyoke, Smith, Vassar, and Wellesley. In 1925 a second conference was held at Bryn Mawr, and in 1926 conferences were held at Barnard and Radcliffe. With the seven women’s colleges joined in a loose association, the “Seven Sisters” name became a convenient means of reference.

The first of the schools to have been founded was Mount Holyoke College, originally named Mount Holyoke Female Seminary. Located in South Hadley, Massachusetts, it first admitted students in 1837 and was officially chartered as a college in 1888. Traditionally affiliated with Dartmouth College, it was founded by Mary Lyon, who called it a “peculiar institution.” It was noted for using the same textbooks as those used in male colleges. Frances Perkins, the first female cabinet member, and poet Emily Dickinson attended Mount Holyoke, where U.S. representative Shirley Chisholm later served on the faculty.

Next to be established was Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York, which admitted students beginning in 1861 and was formally chartered in 1865. It was created by Matthew Vassar, who made his fortune through the family brewery. Often associated with Yale University, Vassar’s alumnae include poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, actress Meryl Streep, and former first lady Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, who attended but did not graduate. In 1969 after declining an offer to merge with Yale, Vassar became the first of the Seven Sisters to admit males and become coeducational, remaining independent.

Wellesley College in Wellesley, Massachusetts, was chartered in 1870, admitting students in 1875. It has been traditionally associated with Harvard University as well as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Wellesley College was founded by Henry Fowle Durant and Pauline Fowle Durant, with Ada Howard as its first president. Notable alumnae include writer/director Nora Ephron, journalist Diane Sawyer, and former U.S. senator and secretary of state Hillary Clinton.

Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, admitted students in 1871 and was chartered as a college in 1875. Traditionally affiliated with Amherst College, it was founded through a bequest from heiress Sophia Smith, who only had a limited education. The undergraduate program is for women only, though both males and females are admitted as graduate students. Noted Smith graduates include Julia Child, feminists Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem, and Gone with the Wind author Margaret Mitchell.

Radcliffe College in Cambridge, Massachusetts, was originally called the Harvard Annex. It first admitted students in 1879 and was formally chartered as a college in 1894. Notable Radcliffe alumnae include former Pakistani prime minister Benazir Bhutto, pioneer for the disabled Helen Keller, and Ambassador Caroline Kennedy. In 1963, joint diplomas with Harvard were awarded. Radcliffe officially merged with Harvard in 1999, leading to its current status as the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard.

Bryn Mawr College in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, opened its doors to students in 1885. It was founded through a bequest by Joseph W. Taylor and was associated with the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) until 1893. It is often linked to Princeton University and the University of Pennsylvania. Bryn Mawr was the first women’s college to offer graduate degrees through the PhD program. Some famous graduates include actress Katharine Hepburn and Drew Gilpin Faust, the first female president of Harvard.

The last of the Seven Sisters schools to open was Barnard College, located in Morningside Heights in Manhattan, New York. Affiliated with Columbia University, it was chartered and began admitting students in 1889. Noted alumnae include anthropologist Margaret Mead, Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston, and Pulitzer Prize–winning author Jhumpa Lahiri. Though Barnard is still officially a separate legal entity, it is closely affiliated with Columbia.

Nancy Hendricks
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Shaw, Anna Howard (1847–1919)

Best known for her work in the women’s suffrage movement, Anna Howard Shaw was also a medical doctor and the first ordained American female Methodist minister. As president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) from 1904 to 1915, she oversaw the transformation of the organization. She may have been most influential in her role as the voice of the movement. Her work in World War I earned her the Distinguished Service Medal.

Unlike most of her reform colleagues, Shaw was an immigrant. Born on February 14, 1847, at Newcastle-on-Tyne in England, the third daughter and sixth child of Thomas and Nicolas Shaw, she and her family arrived in the United States in 1853 after surviving a harrowing ocean crossing. Settling in Massachusetts, Shaw received her earliest education in the local Lawrence schools before she and her family relocated to the Michigan wilderness when she was nine years old. In her autobiography Shaw described helping to plant corn and potatoes on the land, a task made harder by the lack of any proper farm tools.

At the age of 15 to help with the family’s tenuous finances, she began teaching, walking many miles to her school. Encouraged by ministers, she also began preaching, much to her family’s disapproval. Determined to get a college education, she preached and lectured to raise the money, and despite family opposition from 1873 to 1875 she attended Albion College. However, before earning her degree she left her family and Michigan, enrolling in the Boston University School of Theology. The sole female in her class, she graduated in 1878. Despite her training and education, the New England Conference and the General Conference refused her ordination into the Methodist Episcopal Church. Switching denominations, in 1880 she became the first women ordained by the Methodist Protestant Church.

In 1878 Shaw became the pastor of a church in East Dennis, Massachusetts, ministering there and at another parish in nearby Dennis. Despite these responsibilities, she also studied medicine at Boston University, receiving her MD degree in 1886. Envisioning continuing barriers to further career advancement in the church, she turned her energies to the growing women’s suffrage movement. In 1886 she resigned her parish posts and became a lecturer for the Massachusetts Women’s Suffrage Association. While she was also involved in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union from 1886 to 1892, after coming under the influence of Susan B. Anthony, Shaw committed fully to the suffrage cause. At the same time, recognizing the value or her oratorical skills and no longer tied to a base parish, she pursued a career as a lecturer and an advocate, the role in which she would make both her living and her reputation. Applying the skills she had developed as a minister, she became the acknowledged voice of the movement, working to move a recalcitrant population toward an acceptance of women as active contributors to the nation’s democratic process.

Shaw’s work with the Massachusetts organization served as a jumping-off point for her full-scale involvement with the national effort. In the midst of battles between the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) and the NWSA, Shaw sided with Anthony and the NAWSA, which emerged as the lead organization, and in 1890 Shaw made her first foray into a suffrage effort, working in the unsuccessful South Dakota fight.

For the next decade Shaw spoke all over the country. In 1900, with Anthony’s support, Shaw won election as vice president of the NAWSA, a post she held until 1904 when, again at the insistence of Anthony, she succeeded Carrie Chapman Catt as president. In over a decade in that post heading an organization rife with tension and infighting, Shaw oversaw the transformation of the NAWSA from a volunteer association to a professionalized organization based in New York City. Under Shaw the NAWSA first began to pay its staff as well as its president, a move that allowed her to devote herself full-time to the organization and the cause, allowing her to maximize her talents on behalf of the organization. Beyond the enhanced professionalization, Shaw also encouraged the development of a more extensive public relations operation, a move that served the cause well. She also nudged the organization away from its formerly staunch segregationist stand. Shaw declined reelection as president, and her tenure ended in 1915. The organization she left behind was a very different one from what she had inherited in 1904. As president, she oversaw a substantive growth in active membership and a more than tripled operating budget. Most important, during that time the number of states that adopted full woman’s suffrage increased from 4 to 12.

In the aftermath of her retirement from the NAWSA presidency, in 1915 Shaw published The Story of a Pioneer, an autobiographical work that demonstrated how different her immigrant, independent, self-supporting, working woman experience had been from that of most of her contemporaries. She was recognized as one of the nation’s foremost female leaders, and as World War I began Secretary of War Newton Baker asked her to serve as chair of the Woman’s Committee for the Council of National Defense. Her conscientious efforts to help maximize women’s contributions to the war effort were recognized when she was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal by the government in May 1919.

Shaw’s hopes for retirement were short-lived. She was asked by representatives of the League to Enforce Peace to join former president William Howard Taft and Harvard University president Abbott Lawrence Lowell in a national speaking tour in support of ratification of the Treaty of Versailles. However, her involvement in the tour was cut short when she became ill in Illinois. Shaw was bedridden at her home in Moylan, Pennsylvania, until her death on July 2, 1919.

William H. Pruden III
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Sorosis

Emerging in part as a remedy to women’s exclusion from other 19th-century professional organizations then active in the United States, membership in Sorosis made it possible for many American women to enter public life and engage in collective action.

During the late 19th century, people in the United States formed countless professional organizations and societies. The majority of these groups, however, were overtly or tacitly established with all-male membership. Due to this constraint, American women needed to look elsewhere for affiliation and professional growth. A movement to establish women’s clubs, including groups that combined personal and professional interests, followed.

In 1868, feminist and journalist Jane Cunningham Croly (1829–1901) founded Sorosis in New York City. Croly, often publishing under the nom de plume Jennie June, contributed to a variety of periodicals directed toward women readers. She was a co-owner of Godey’s Lady’s Book. As early as 1856, Croly had initiated the first women’s congress. The specific impetus for Sorosis came when Croly and her female colleagues, including writers Fanny Fern Parton and Josephine Pollard, were denied access to a New York Press Club appearance by author Charles Dickens in March 1868.

Along with Croly, founding members of Sorosis came together to form their own professional alliance, both to affirm their contributions and deepen their accomplishments. It was intended to function as an all-women’s membership group, a secular organization capable of uniting and advancing the diverse interests of women. In a year’s time, the group’s membership had grown to 85. Women’s enthusiasm for Sorosis was such that local chapters were then established across the United States.

The organization’s name, Sorosis, has several valences. As a group designed to bring together women for entertainment, engagement, and ennoblement, the name relates to “sorority,” which implies figurative sisterhood among members. The name also has a botanical meaning, referring to a specific category of plant, namely one bearing a fruit whose formation requires a combination of multiple flowers. Whether considering the image of family or flowers to understand the origins of Sorosis, however, the abiding meaning of its associations remains the same: one born of many, unity through connection.

The group’s original declaration of principles made it clear that Sorosis would be a multi-issue, majority-rule initiative in which all women, irrespective of station or location, might participate. In practice, however, early members joined by invitation, and later ones sought selection through application. Initially, many Sorosis members were journalists or writers of other sorts. As the organization grew in size, membership represented women from many fields of endeavor. Along with Croly, other prominent leaders of Sorosis included Alice Cary and Charlotte Beebe Wilbour.

In addition to providing sociability and support for its members, Sorosis prioritized activities that it deemed “municipal housekeeping.” These initiatives ranged across social reform issues, including literacy, health, and welfare. Local chapters of Sorosis proved instrumental establishing public libraries, granting scholarships, and promoting philanthropic ventures. Sorosis members also joined forces for activism around such causes as women’s suffrage, peace, temperance, prison reform, and war relief. Furthermore, Sorosis clubs or chapters devoted attention to promoting women’s cultural resources. For instance, Sorosis members were key in establishing MacDowell Colony, an early artists’ colony in New Hampshire.

While the group, particularly at the outset, attempted to avoid direct confrontation, Sorosis nonetheless found its detractors. Comments in newspapers and cartoons in magazines such as Harper’s Weekly suggested that the women of Sorosis were neglecting their womanly duties and assuming masculine forms of authority through their involvement in the organization. Sorosis members were not dissuaded from their shared labors by these denouncements.

The success and persistence of groups such as Sorosis dramatized the value and vitality of women’s organizations, and in 1890 representatives from a variety of women’s clubs met in conjunction with a convention convened by Sorosis. At this time delegates collaborated to fledge a new umbrella entity, the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC). The central purpose of this federation was to help such clubs work in concert on issues of common interest or concern. For instance, many clubs included social justice as part of their agendas. By linking these local efforts, the GFWC might help leverage that work to best effect. The GFWC attempted to forward causes through advocacy and lobbying activities.

Croly’s organizing energies extended well beyond the initial formation of Sorosis. At a subsequent women’s congress in 1869, Croly helped lay the groundwork for the 1873 establishment of the Association for the Advancement of Women (AAW). By 1889, she chronicled the wider movement of which Sorosis was a part, publishing The History of the Woman’s Club Movement in America. Croly went on to form the New York Women’s Press Club in 1889.

Nineteenth-century women’s associations, including Sorosis, helped American women travel between private and public spheres during a time when they were barred from other forms of fellowship and union. Through consortia such as the GFWC, women’s groups gained solidarity, dignity, and force. Many credit enduring women’s groups such as Sorosis and the New England Woman’s Club (both established in 1868) as models for later women’s collaboratives and collectives, ranging from the Settlement Movement to the National Organization for Women.

Linda S. Watts
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Strauder v. West Virginia (1880)

Strauder v. West Virginia was the first U.S. Supreme Court case that reversed a conviction in a state murder trial because of a violation of the equal protection clause in the Fourteenth Amendment. The case is especially notable because the justices’ opinion recognized a person’s rights to sit on a jury based on race but did not make it unlawful to bar women from serving on juries. Thus, while the case recognized that black men had a right to a jury of peers, it did not do the same for American women.

After the American Civil War (1861–1865), West Virginia legislated to limit juries to those that were all male and all white in a vote of 60 to 21 on March 12, 1873. In fact, the last African American to sit on a jury was in 1866. The legislation was not challenged until 1879, when the Supreme Court ruled that West Virginia had denied “black citizens their right to serve as jurors, along with other obligations in qualifying for citizenship.”

The ruling stemmed from the 1874 murder trial of Taylor Strauder, who was accused of killing his wife in a crime of passion. He claimed that he could not curb her attention toward other men, so he killed her. Forced to stand trial, he was convicted in 1874 and sentenced to hang in 1875. Strauder did not deny that he murdered his wife but felt justified in killing her. As a former slave, Strauder and his lawyer doubted that the all-white West Virginia jury members could see past its prejudice and allow him a fair trial. Indeed, historically American husbands were much more likely to kill their wives than vice versa, and coverture-based laws often upheld a man’s right to do so. Strauder appealed his conviction, arguing that an all-white jury violated his constitutional rights to a trial by his peers.

In Strauder’s appeal, which was overlooked during three sittings of the appeals court, his attorney argued that only white men were allowed to sit on West Virginia juries, which was a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. West Virginia had allowed blacks the right to hold office but not serve as jurors.

In 1880 the U.S. Supreme Court reversed the conviction of the West Virginia court and allowed Strauder a new trial in which African American men could and did serve as jurors. In his second trail Strauder was found not guilty of murder on the basis that he had killed his wife but had been justified in doing so. West Virginia then passed a law that all citizens could be jurors.

In issuing his opinion, Justice William Strong asserted not only that Strauder had been denied his rights under the equal protection clause but also that the clause had been meant to specifically protect defendants against discrimination based on race or color. However, states still had the right to proscribe qualifications of jurors in that juries could be limited to male freeholders who were citizens of a certain age or educational level. Furthermore, women could be barred from juries because they were not true citizens and could not vote. Black men, on the other hand, could vote and thus had the obligations and responsibilities of citizenship.

The ability of women to sit on juries was not granted fully until after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Strauder v. West Virginia did serve to correct racial prejudice in jury selection as well as link suffrage to citizenship. At the same time, the case highlighted the inequality of women as twofold. First, they were not enfranchised and therefore were not to be considered full citizens entitled to equal protections against discrimination under the law. Second, there was a tacit understanding that husbands were entitled to enact punishment for a wife’s perceived misdeeds.

Sarah Nation
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Strauder v. West Virginia: Barring Women from Serving on Juries (1879)

In 1879, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the right of courts to disqualify jurors on the basis of race but upheld the right of states to not allow women to serve on juries. While black men deserved the right to a jury of peers based on the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, Justice William Strong declared that equal protection did not apply to women.

STRAUDER v. WEST VIRGINIA

100 U.S. 303; 25 L. Ed. 664; 10 Otto 303

OCTOBER, 1879 Term

Error to the Supreme Court of Appeals of the State of West Virginia.

MR. JUSTICE STRONG delivered the opinion of the court.

…We do not say that within the limits from which it is not excluded by the amendment a State may not prescribe the qualifications of its jurors, and in so doing make discriminations. It may confine the selection to males, to freeholders, to citizens, to persons within certain ages, or to persons having educational qualifications. We do not believe the Fourteenth Amendment was ever intended to prohibit this. Looking at its history, it is clear it had no such purpose. Its aim was against discrimination because of race or color….

* * *

Concluding, therefore, that the statute of West Virginia, discriminating in the selection of jurors, as it does, against negroes because of their color, amounts to a denial of the equal protection of the laws to a colored man when he is put upon trial for an alleged offence against the State, it remains only to be considered whether the power of Congress to enforce the provisions of the Fourteenth Amendment by appropriate legislation is sufficient to justify the enactment of sect. 614 of the Revised Statutes.

Source: Strauder v. West Virginia, 100 U.S. 303 (1879).



Sullivan, Johanna “Anne” Mansfield (1866–1936)

Johanna Mansfield Sullivan, also known as Anne Sullivan, was the teacher and mentor to Helen Keller, the first blind-deaf person to earn a bachelor of arts degree in the United States. Sullivan was born on April 14, 1866, to Thomas and Alice Sullivan, poor illiterate Irish immigrants who worked as farm laborers in Agawam, Massachusetts. Early in life, Sullivan became nearly blind from untreated trachoma (a highly contagious disease that caused inflammation and scar tissue in the eye, leading to impaired eyesight, discomfort, and severe pain). After her mother died of tuberculosis in 1874 her alcoholic father sent his children to live with extended family.

In 1876 Sullivan and her brother, James, were sent to live in an almshouse in Tewksbury, Massachusetts. Her brother died soon after they arrived. Little is known about Sullivan’s life in the almshouse except for unpublished fictional accounts that Sullivan later wrote about “Johannah Dunnivan” of “Seeding Hill” who grew up in the “Dookesbury Asylum.” These accounts depict the almshouse as overcrowded and deteriorated, housing a mix of the poor and insane. In 1880, she made a direct plea to a state official who was inspecting the almshouse; the official helped enroll Sullivan at the Perkins School for the Blind in Boston, where she learned to read and write. Additionally, the school paid for several eye operations that improved her sight. She studied under the pioneering methods of Laura Bridgman (the first deaf-blind person to be educated in the United States). Sullivan graduated in 1886 as the valedictorian of her class, and soon after—with the help of her mentor and lifelong friend, Alexander Graham Bell—accepted an offer from the Keller family of Tuscumbia, Alabama, to tutor their deaf-blind daughter, Helen.

Sullivan spent 13 years with the Keller family. The key to Sullivan’s efforts was twofold: she isolated Keller from her family in a small cottage on the property, and she helped Keller learn words by associating them with physical objects. Within three weeks, Keller learned over 100 words. Sullivan developed a more natural method of teaching using Keller’s senses of touch, smell, and taste as well as the vibrations of voices to teach her to speak. A year later, Bell published Sullivan’s letters about her work in a New York paper, making Sullivan and Keller into national celebrities.

Keller attended Radcliffe College, with Sullivan manually signing all texts and lectures to her. Sullivan’s methods rose to international fame, and she was elected as a member of the American Association to Promote the Teaching of Speech to the Deaf. At Radcliffe Sullivan met and married John Albert Macy, Keller’s book editor, in 1905, and they lived with Keller in Wrentham, Massachusetts. Sullivan frequently traveled with Keller on lecture tours to supplement her income from writing, and following a 15-month tour in the Northeast, she and Macy separated in 1914.

Following their separation, Sullivan experienced both heightened fame and worsening health. In 1915, she was honored with a Teacher’s Medal at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco for her innovative teaching methods.

In 1916, Sullivan was forced to travel to Lake Placid, New York, and then Puerto Rico to alleviate her deteriorating health. She returned to New York when the United States entered World War I and began tours with Keller delivering antiwar speeches and visiting blind servicemen. Over the next 10 years, Sullivan and Keller made a movie about Keller’s life (Deliverance), performed on the vaudeville circuit, and were advocates for the American Foundation for the Blind. By 1929, however, Sullivan had her right eye removed and ceased all travel.

In October 1936, Sullivan fell into a coma. She died in Forest Hills, New York, that same month. Sullivan became the first woman to be given the honor of being interred at the Washington National Cathedral on her own merits. Her work became the blueprint for educating deaf-blind children, and her life became the inspiration for several books and films, including The Miracle Worker by William Gibson and Keller’s book, Teacher, Anne Sullivan Macy: A Tribute by the Foster-Child of Her Mind. In 2003, Sullivan was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Swain, Clara (1834–1910)

Most probably the first American female doctor sent to India as a missionary, Clara Swain spent 27 years in the country, establishing the first hospital especially designed to serve women and children. The endeavor of Swain, a missionary educator and worker in female households, is unique in colonial India in the face of resource constraints and indigenous resistance to Western medicine in some quarters.

Swain was born in Elmira, New York, on July 18, 1834, to John Swain and Clarissa Seavey. At the age of two Clara Swain relocated to Castile, New York, with her family, devout Methodists who attended regular Sunday services. After graduating from Canandaigua Seminary, Swain became a private tutor and later a primary school teacher. She first studied medicine with Dr. Cordelia A. Greene at the Castile Sanitarium and finished her degree at the Women’s Medical College of Pennsylvania in 1869, joining a small but growing number of women in the medical profession.

After considering for three months, Swain accepted the invitation of the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church to work in India. She and her traveling companion, Isabella Thoburn, sailed from New York on November 3, 1869. Swain reached the north Indian town of Bareilly on January 20, 1870, while the annual conference of the Methodist Mission was in progress.

Serving as a village physician, Swain quickly saw the need for more trained medical assistants and began training native women in nursing to help with the many patients she saw on a regular basis. As her work expanded with more patients coming for treatment, Swain needed a bigger place. The ruler of Rampur, Mahomed Kallub Ali Khan, donated 40 acres of his estate adjacent to the missionary compound for the building of a hospital exclusively meant for women, which opened in 1874. Patients from far-off places such as Burma came for treatment, often the first medical treatment they had ever received. Swain prepared her female medical students for examinations similar to those undergone by fourth-year medical students, and 13 students in her medical class passed and received certificates to treat ordinary diseases.

The ruler of Khetri commissioned Swain’s service for his queen as well as the other ladies of the palace. While there, Swain opened a school for girls in April. She opened a clinic for women and children in June, where treatment was open to all regardless of their ability to pay. Swain also distributed copies of the Bible to interested women. In March 1988 she traveled to the United States for 18 months to see her ailing sister but returned to Khetri to begin her second stint as a missionary and doctor. Under Swain’s influence, the queen had been reading the Bible, as did her daughter. After the birth of a son, the queen donated money for maintaining an orphanage on Swain’s premises. Thus, Swain’s good relationship with the rulers of Khetri helped her in her missionary and medical work.

In March 1896, Swain left India. She reached the United States in July after visiting Jerusalem and Athens. Her final journey to India was in 1906 to attend the Jubilee of the Methodist Mission. She spent 18 months there, visiting with old friends and acquaintances. Swain spent the remaining years of her life in Castile and died on December 25, 1910.

Swain’s letters recounting her colorful experiences were published in a book titled A Glimpse of India (1909). She left a legacy in the medical profession in India by opening the women’s hospital and attracting women to the profession. There was no large-scale conversion to Christianity due to Swain’s efforts, but her contribution in treating and healing the neglected women and children of India resulted in the honor of having the hospital, which still exists, named the Clara Swain Hospital for Women.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Szold, Henrietta (1860–1945)

Henrietta Szold was a Zionist, social activist, teacher, translator, and founder of Hadassah, an organization designed to promote public health initiatives for both Jewish and Arabic people of Palestine. Szold spent the last years of her life working to save Jewish children in Europe from the Nazis.

Szold was born on December 21, 1860, in Baltimore, Maryland, to a Jewish family. Her father was a rabbi, and from a young age Szold helped him in his studies. She had a gift for languages, learning German from her father as a child as well as Hebrew and French. As an adult, she would work translating religious texts from German to English.
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American Jewish and Zionist leader Henrietta Szold founded Hadassah or the Women’s Zionist Organization of America. She believed that Israelis and Palestinians ought to have equal civil rights in Israel. (Library of Congress)

Szold would have likely entered rabbinic seminary had she been given the choice. Unfortunately, religious education was unavailable to most Jewish women, who were expected to become wives and mothers. Szold did not want a traditional life; she wanted to study Jewish law. She was fortunate enough to have direct access to the president of the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS). Szold spoke with him about her desire to study. He was so impressed by her passion for Judaism that he allowed her to attend classes but only under the condition that she not seek ordination. In other words, she could train as a rabbi but would never be granted the title. Szold agreed and went on to be a strong student at the JTS.

After her time as a student ended, Szold stayed in academia, working as a teacher and translator. Many of the texts she translated were for the Jewish Publication Society (an organization that worked closely with the JTS) and are still in print. In the early 1900s she traveled to Palestine, where she was dismayed by the lack of programs providing basic health care. She resolved to create positive change, founding the Women’s Hadassah in 1912. Initially the program was designed to extend health care only to women and girls, but gradually it broadened the scope of its aid to help men and provide education in addition to medical care. From the start, Hadassah offered health care to Arabs and Jews alike. Szold believed wholeheartedly that for Hadassah to be a humanitarian institution, it had to serve all human beings regardless of religion or ethnicity. This philosophy continues to guide Hadassah’s efforts, an organization that has thrived for over 100 years (Telushkin 1991, 410–411).

Although Szold was religiously observant, she possessed a strong liberal mindset. As a Zionist, she supported a Jewish homeland but insisted that the country maintain a separation of church and state. Szold would not consider the idea of any state-mandated religion. During an argument with Orthodox rabbis (rabbis who follow a traditional form of Judaism), Szold declared that “I do not think that because a Jew comes to live in Palestine, he must allow himself to be forced into the acceptance of a religious form of life. That attitude to my mind is a Hitler attitude” (Shargel 2002, 155). Szold’s strong words reveal her commitment to a Jewish homeland where people would be free to practice their religion—or lack of religion—as they saw fit. She was unflagging in her belief in the importance of personal freedom.

Szold was also consistent in her desire to help the less fortunate, and her humanitarian efforts did not end with the forming of Hadassah. In 1933 after she had retired from her organizational duties in Hadassah and returned home to the United States, she was called back into action. Adolph Hitler had been elected as chancellor of Germany and as a member of the Nazi Party had been vocal in his anti-Semitic beliefs. European Jews were concerned about what Hitler’s rise to power could signify for the Jewish people. A program called Youth Aliyah was designed to remove Jewish children from Europe and relocate them on kibbutzim, communal farms in Palestine. At age 73, Szold came out of retirement to help run the program. She moved back to Palestine and devoted the rest of her life to saving Jewish children. The program would ultimately be responsible for saving almost 30,000 children (Shargel 2002, 142). Szold died in Palestine at age 85.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Walker, Sarah Breedlove “Madam C. J.” (1867–1919)

Sarah Breedlove Walker, known as Madam C. J. Walker, was born into poverty and lived much of her life doing manual labor, yet she rose to prominence as the first female African American self-made millionaire. By developing and marketing a popular line of beauty products for black women, she earned a fortune that she then utilized for charitable causes aimed at helping black Americans. By the time of her death, her fame as a philanthropist equaled that of an entrepreneur.

Walker was born Sarah Breedlove on December 23, 1867, to sharecroppers Owen and Minerva Breedlove in Delta, Louisiana. Walker was one of six children, having a sister and four brothers. Until after the American Civil War, her parents and elder siblings were enslaved on a cotton plantation. Walker was the first child in her family born into freedom. When Walker was seven years old her mother died, followed shortly by the death of her father.

Walker moved in with her older sister and brother-in-law, where she worked picking cotton. Mistreatment led her to escape her family by marrying Moses McWilliams at age 14. Three years later Walker gave birth to her daughter Lelia, who would later be known as A’Lelia Walker (1885–1931), a leading figure in the Harlem Renaissance.

McWilliams died when Lelia was 2 and Walker was 20. She and Lelia moved to St. Louis, where three of her brothers, all barbers, were living. Walker worked as a washerwoman for $1.50 per day, attending night school whenever possible. In 1906 she married Charles Joseph (C. J.) Walker, a newspaper advertising salesman.

For years Sarah Walker had been losing her hair, probably due too poor nutrition, stress, and a scalp disorder brought about by hair products that many women used at the time: harsh soaps, heavy oils, and even goose grease. To appear more Caucasian, many black women tried straightening their hair by using hot flatirons. Distressed by her appearance, Walker tried products made by another black woman entrepreneur, Annie Turnbo Malone (1869–1957). Walker was hired as a sales agent for Malone’s Poro products.

Walker experimented with her own formulas. Calling herself Madam C. J. Walker, she traveled and gave lectures on her Walker Method, involving frequent shampooing, brushing, massage, and Madam Walker’s pomade to heal the scalp and condition hair. She advertised in African American publications, developed a thriving mail-order business, and opened Lelia College to train what she called “hair culturists.”

In 1910 Walker moved to Indianapolis, where she built a factory, established her headquarters, founded a beauty school, and trained other black women to help them increase their income. “Walker Agents” became well known in America’s black communities. They promoted Walker’s philosophy of “cleanliness and loveliness” to advance the status of African Americans. Walker organized conventions for her representatives at which successful sales, educational efforts, and philanthropic activities were honored.

In 1913, Walker and her husband divorced. She expanded her travels to the Caribbean and Latin America, promoting her products and recruiting trainers for her beauty techniques. In 1916, Walker moved to a townhouse in the Harlem area of New York City. From there, she continued to run her business but left day-to-day factory operations to others.

Becoming enthralled by the vibrant arts and the political and social culture of Harlem, Walker focused her energies on philanthropy and education. She lectured on social issues and ways that black people could better their economic status. She contributed to scholarships and donated funds to homes for the elderly. Her efforts were aimed at using her fortune to improve the lives of other African Americans.

Walker built an estate in Irvington-on-Hudson, New York, called Villa Lewaro, using the first letters of her daughter Lelia Walker Robinson’s name. On May 25, 1919, Madam C. J. Walker died of hypertension at age 51. At the time of her death, her assets were valued at between $1 million and $2 million. She is generally credited with being the first African American woman to become a self-made millionaire. Villa Lewaro is today a National Historic Landmark. In 1998, the U.S. Postal Service issued a stamp in honor of Madam C. J. Walker.

Nancy Hendricks
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Wells, Ida Belle (1862–1931)

Journalist and antilynching activist Ida B. Wells was born a slave to James and Elizabeth Wells in Holly Springs, Mississippi, in 1862, the eldest of eight children. Wells and her mother attended a school for freed slaves and learned to read and write; her parents taught their children that education was crucial to the advancement of African Americans. When they and one of her brothers died in the 1878 yellow fever epidemic that swept the South, Wells, a teenager, took over the rearing of her siblings. To support the family, she taught school and took classes at Shaw University in Holly Springs to further her education. In 1879 she moved to Memphis, Tennessee, to continue teaching school.

In 1884, Wells paid for a first-class train ticket but was asked to move to the railroad car designated for blacks. When she refused, she was forcibly dragged off the train. Wells and her black lawyer filed suit against the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad Company and were awarded $500. Though three years later the Tennessee Supreme Court overturned the ruling, the incident launched her career as a journalist. Wells began writing a weekly column for the Living Way. She also bought an interest in two other black-owned newspapers, the Memphis Free Speech and Headlight in 1889, and continued writing about racial issues under the pen name Iola. After she wrote about the funding gap between white and black schools in the city, Wells was fired from her teaching job in 1891.

In 1892, African Americans in the South were still the targets of horrific postwar violence. Whites murdered blacks, interfered with their right to vote, harassed and assaulted black women with impunity, and burned black homes, schools, and businesses, including a grocery store owned by Wells’s friend, Thomas Moss, and two other men, Calvin McDowell and William Stewart. After these men were lynched by a white mob, Wells published a stinging article denouncing the lynchings. She also began documenting other lynchings and concluded that their most common cause was that whites were infuriated by black success, thereby debunking the myth that black men were lynched because they raped white women. After she wrote about the lynchings of Moss, McDowell, and Stewart, her newspaper office was set afire, and a bounty was placed on her life. She left Tennessee for New York and began writing for the New York Age.

Wells was the first activist to use empirical data to explain the lynching phenomenon. She penned three books on lynching, lectured about the crime overseas, supported a federal antilynching law, and worked with Jessie Daniel Ames, a white female antilynching activist who founded the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching.

During her lifetime Wells also helped found clubs and organizations that supported women’s rights and female suffrage. After her marriage in 1895 to Ferdinand L. Barnett she continued her activism, sometimes with a child in tow. Wells was also one of the first women in public life to continue to use her maiden name after her marriage.

Wells knew and worked with some of the leading civil rights figures of her time, including Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. DuBois, and Marcus Garvey. She was also part of the Niagara Movement and helped to found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Her uncompromising militance and feminism sometimes led to clashes with other leaders. Black female leaders sometimes found her too outspoken and unfeminine. She publicly criticized Washington for being too accommodating to whites, and the largely white makeup of the NAACP led to a rift with DuBois, which caused her, only one of two black women founders, to leave the organization.

Activist, feminist, race woman, and scholar, Wells continued fighting for civil and women’s rights until her death in 1931 of kidney disease. Her use of empirical evidence in the fight against lynching, her keen understanding of the interrelatedness of race, class, and gender, and her refusal to play to feminine stereotypes and expectations places her in the pantheon of black leaders of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Marilyn K. Howard
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Winnemucca, Sarah (ca. 1844–1891)

The author of the first book ever written by a Native American woman in English and a staunch defender of Native American rights, Sarah Winnemucca was born around 1844 near Humboldt Sink in present-day western Nevada to Winnemucca, a Paiute chief, and his wife Tuboitonie. Her maternal grandfather, Chief Truckee, made several efforts to ensure that Winnemucca and her sister received the same education as white children. In 1860, they began attending the Academy of Notre Dame in San Jose, California. They were dismissed from the boarding school within a month of beginning their studies due to complaints from parents who did not want their children educated alongside American Indians. Winnemucca continued her education by reading books on English, Spanish, and American history. The academic knowledge she gained, plus her experiences in learning and living among whites, provided her a unique insight that allowed her to become a prominent advocate for the Paiutes.

U.S. Army officials took note of Winnemucca’s language skills when she accompanied her father to negotiate with them. They hired her to work at Fort McDermit as a mediator in disagreements involving the Paiutes and white settlers. In 1875, she moved to Fort Harney in Oregon. She worked for the army because she believed that it treated the Paiutes better than officials at the Indian Bureau. She particularly despised William Rinehart, the Indian Bureau’s agent for the Malheur Reservation near Fort McDermit.

When the Bannock War of 1878 broke out, many Paiute warriors left the Malheur Reservation to fight alongside the Bannocks. Winnemucca successfully infiltrated the Bannock encampment on behalf of the army and persuaded several hundred Paiutes to return to the reservation. Her loyalty led General Oliver O. Howard to award her $500 and make her his personal interpreter. She held the post until the end of the conflict.

Late in 1878, Winnemucca began lecturing widely about the poor treatment of the Paiutes from the Indian Bureau, particularly from Rinehart. She was especially aggrieved by the poor treatment that Paiutes experienced at the Yakima Reservation. They were not allowed to join their kinfolk at the Malheur Reservation. She was invited to Washington, D.C., in 1880, where she made an impassioned plea for the release of the Paiutes at the Yakima Reservation. Indian Bureau officials not only promised in writing to allow those Paiutes to move to the Malheur Reservation but also awarded each male a 160-acre plot of land. Despite the written documents, the promises were not honored. While she had been in Washington, D.C., Rinehart had been destroying her reputation both locally and with federal officials in the army and the Indian Bureau by noting that she had been married briefly two times and was an alcoholic. While he may have exaggerated the last charge, there had been public incidents involving her use of spirits.

In 1881 Winnemucca married her third husband, Lewis Hopkins. He helped her arrange a speaking tour focusing on the maltreatment of native peoples on reservations that included a visit to Boston, Massachusetts, in 1883. There she met Elizabeth Palmer Peabody and Mary T. Mann. They assisted Winnemucca in writing her autobiography, titled Life among the Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims, by editing her manuscript. Although ostensibly written about her, it also made requests to the U.S. Congress to restore lands to the Paiutes wrongly taken from them and for better treatment by government officials. It was the first book ever written by a Native American woman in English and also the first autobiography published by a Native American.

With some of the proceeds from her book and additional financial support from Peabody and Mann, Winnemucca established the Peabody School in 1885 near Lovelock, Nevada, where Native American teachers taught Native American children. The classes honored native traditions and languages, an anomaly in that era because virtually all other schools for native children were intended to “civilize” and acculturate them into white society. With the passage of the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887, which required Native American children to attend boarding schools where all instruction would be done in English, the Peabody School was forced to close. Around that period, Winnemucca contracted tuberculosis. Although she continued to advocate for her people, complications from the disease forced her to retire from public life. She died on October 17, 1891.

John R. Burch Jr.
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Woman’s Christian Temperance Union

The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), formed in 1874, was the largest and most influential American women’s organization of the late 19th century. Originally founded to leverage women’s moral influence against the evils of male drinking, the organization soon expanded the scope of its activities to include female suffrage, prison reform, and a variety of other causes. Frances Willard, WCTU president from 1879 to 1898, transformed the organization and the lives of many of its members with her “Do Everything” approach to reform. The WCTU introduced thousands of women to political organizing and life beyond the home. As they wrote and circulated petitions, drafted legislation, and mobilized voters, women gained confidence and discovered a “sense of strength in female collectivity” (Epstein 1981, 131). Although earlier historians saw the WCTU as backward-looking because of its focus on Victorian morality, more recent historians have argued that the WCTU was a protofeminist organization. The organization’s support was critical in legitimizing woman suffrage and “pushed the women’s culture of the time to its limits” (Epstein 1981, 146).

The WCTU was an outgrowth of the temperance movement of the early 19th century. In response to high levels of alcohol consumption—in 1830 the average adult consumed over seven gallons of liquor per year—Protestant men founded organizations such as the American Temperance Society (founded in 1826). Women were also attracted to the movement because they understood drinking as a male problem with female victims. Temperance activists argued that when men drank away their wages, women and children suffered. They believed that alcohol destroyed men’s ability to work and turned otherwise gentle men into violent brutes who beat their wives and children. In the context of separate spheres ideology, women justified their move into temperance activism and the public sphere as an extension of their responsibility for the home.

A key precursor to the WCTU was the Women’s Crusade of 1873–1874, a brief, intense surge in women’s temperance activism that began in Hillsboro, Ohio, and soon spread to other midwestern states. Women prayed, demonstrated, and pleaded with saloon keepers to close their saloons. At its peak, the crusaders persuaded more than 1,000 saloons to close, but their impact was short-lived. Still, the Women’s Crusade of 1873–1874 demonstrated the beginning of a shift in the temperance movement toward female leadership.

The WCTU was formed on the heels of the Women’s Crusade. At a meeting of the National Sunday School Assembly in Fairpoint, New York, a proposal emerged for a national women’s temperance organization. In response to this call, 135 delegates from 16 states gathered in Cleveland, Ohio, in late 1874 to form the WCTU. As their first president, they elected Annie Wittenmyer (1827–1900), a widow, magazine editor, and veteran reformer.

The organization grew quickly, with 27,000 members and 24 state chapters by 1879. The majority of WCTU members were native-born white middle-class Protestant women. Although some members may have been directly affected by male drinking, most were drawn to the movement for other reasons. The leaders of the national organization were upper-middle-class women, and most had few domestic responsibilities because they were unmarried or, like Wittenmyer, widowed. (The WCTU was firmly committed to women’s leadership; men could be honorary members but could not vote, hold office, or participate in debate.)

The WCTU argued that the social evil of drink undermined family life and that women’s duty to uphold moral and religious standards called them to temperance activism. Although the founding members agreed that the primary enemy was alcohol, they disagreed about methods to combat alcohol. In the WCTU’s early years under Wittenmyer’s guidance, conservative views prevailed. The WCTU focused on drinking as a moral lapse, with a corollary that education and persuasion were the most effective tools to reform individuals.

These methods and the underlying logic of the WCTU’s work shifted in 1879 with the election of Frances Willard (1839–1898) as president. Born in New York and raised in Ohio, Willard was a relative newcomer to the temperance cause, but she was a talented speaker and a charismatic leader. Having recently resigned from her position as dean of the Women’s College at Northwestern University, she was elected secretary of the WCTU at its founding meeting. Willard argued that the problem of alcohol went beyond questions of morality and self-restraint to the need for temperance laws. She called for change in institutions, not just individuals. Willard’s defeat of Wittenmyer in 1879 signaled that despite some internal disagreement, most WCTU leaders were ready for a more political approach to temperance.

As early as 1876, Willard called for the “home protection” ballot, arguing that only women would ensure the passage of laws to protect families. In 1881 the national WCTU endorsed woman suffrage as a necessary tool for achieving prohibition legislation. The WCTU’s endorsement and lobbying by state and local chapters helped make suffrage respectable among white middle-class Protestants. At the same time, Willard pushed the organization toward a “Do Everything” policy, based on the idea that alcohol use was “intertwined with every conceivable social problem” (Epstein 1981, 124). Under Willard’s leadership, the WCTU turned to social action and reform via philanthropy and legislative lobbying. By 1896, 25 of the WCTU’s 39 national departments dealt with nontemperance issues. The “Do Everything” policy also allowed significant leeway for local unions in defining their own reform agendas.

In the WCTU’s heyday during the late 19th century, women tackled a variety of reforms under the “Do Everything” umbrella. One of the first major initiatives was prison reform, including legislation to provide female matrons and to segregate male and female prisoners. Another popular program was the WCTU’s social purity campaign, which attacked prostitution and criticized the double moral standard. The WCTU’s temperance education campaign was successful in passing laws in every state requiring instruction about temperance in public schools. Other notable reform objectives included international peace, improved labor conditions, censorship of “impure” reading materials, and kindergartens and work with children.

With broad social appeal, the WCTU experienced an explosion in membership during the 1880s. By 1884 each state had a state-level chapter, and by 1890 a network of local unions with 150,000 dues-paying members permeated the country. The official organ, the Union Signal, was the largest women’s paper in the world. The WCTU became the nation’s foremost women’s organization, including in the post–Civil War South. Willard toured the South in 1881, leaving many new chapters in her wake. Southern unions tended to be more conservative than those in the rest of the country because the South’s ideas about proper womanhood led to a reticence about women in the public sphere. Still, the WCTU offered southern women formative experiences and opportunities for interracial encounters. In most southern states in the 1880s, African American women were part of separate local chapters, but white and black chapters met jointly at the state level. For black women, WCTU membership was both part of their strategy of racial uplift and a chance to build a model of interracial cooperation. With increasing legal segregation, however, white southern chapters pushed out black women’s unions.

Along with “missions” to the South, WCTU organizers conducted missionary work among Indians and immigrant groups in the 1880s. These efforts diminished in the 1890s, part of a widespread turn to nativism. But international missionary efforts continued. In 1884, Mary Clement Leavitt (1830–1912) became the WCTU’s first international ambassador. Over the course of seven years, she visited 43 countries and helped create 130 temperance societies.

In the 1890s, the WCTU continued to expand but at a slower pace. The General Federation of Women’s Clubs appealed to more conservative white women, and by 1910 it was twice the size of the WCTU. Younger women, meanwhile, were more attracted to the National American Woman Suffrage Association or the American Association of University Women. Willard’s death in 1898 struck a blow to the organization. Under the more conservative leadership of her successor, Lillian Stevens (1844–1914), the WCTU continued social action but gradually restricted its focus to prohibition. The ratification of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919 was a major victory, but the WCTU lost vital stature and credibility with the repeal of Prohibition. Membership declined from a peak of 355,000 in 1931. For the rest of the century, members continued to lobby for temperance in alcohol, drug, and tobacco use. Active membership today is only in the thousands, but the organization publishes a quarterly journal, and a historical society maintains Willard’s home in Evanston, Illinois, as a museum, library, and historic landmark.

Anna L. Krome-Lukens
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Woman’s Journal

Established as a broadsheet in Boston in 1870, the Woman’s Journal served as the “organ of the movement” for American women’s suffrage until it concluded publication in 1931.

The periodical’s founder, Lucy Stone, had already achieved a reputation as a reformer when she began her publishing venture. A longtime proponent of women’s rights, she received frequent invitations to lecture on the subject. Although married to Henry Browne Blackwell at the time she formed the Woman’s Journal, Stone continued to make appearances and to publish under her maiden surname.

Publication of the Woman’s Journal seemed a logical extension of Stone’s efforts to educate the general public about women’s rights and advocate for women’s suffrage. Through the crucial work of Stone and Blackwell, assisted by founding editor Mary A. Livermore, it appeared as a weekly newspaper, with the first issue made available on January 8, 1870. This date marked the second anniversary of a rival publication, Susan B. Anthony’s Revolution.

Numerous broadsheets supported women’s suffrage emphatically during this era in American history. The Woman’s Journal distinguished itself in several regards from other periodicals of the day. For instance, although initially it was nominally connected to the American Woman Suffrage Association, it did not have a formal link to any single organization. Many of the journal’s counterparts generated readership and revenue through such membership groups. For example, The Woman Voter was linked to the New York Woman Suffrage Party. So that the Woman’s Journal might speak across national constituencies, it labored to attract its own subscriptions, advertising, and financial support.

The publication served several purposes. It devoted reporting to news items related to women’s suffrage. It gave women a voice with which to contest social injustices, and it informed and motivated readers as members of a growing women’s movement. Along the way, its staff replied personally to reader correspondence, including countless requests for information and advice.

On the pages of the Woman’s Journal, readers encountered writings by an impressive array of the nation’s thinkers and reformers. Authors contributing to the journal included such public figures as Louisa May Alcott, Antoinette Brown Blackwell, Caroline Bartlett Crane, and Florence Kelley.

In the early 1880s Lucy Stone’s daughter, Alice Stone Blackwell, became an editor of the Woman’s Journal. Following her mother’s death in 1893 and her father’s death in 1909, Alice Stone Blackwell assumed the role of editor in chief of the publication, in which capacity she continued until 1917.

Periodicals by and for women during this era experienced rapid growth in terms of both number and circulation. In this regard, the Woman’s Journal experienced a rich publication history. When it first appeared, the Woman’s Journal folded together two prior publications, The Agitator and the Woman’s Advocate. It later incorporated Progress, the central publication of the National American Woman Suffrage Association. By 1912 the Woman’s Journal was retitled the Woman’s Journal and Suffrage News. Advertising for the publication characterized it as a venue “devoted to the interests of women—to their educational, industrial, legal and political Equality, and especially to their right of Suffrage.” In 1917, Carrie Chapman Catt acquired the journal, joining it with the Woman Voter and National Suffrage News under the name Woman Citizen. With the 1920 ratification of the U.S. Constitution’s Nineteenth Amendment, Woman Citizen became a monthly rather than weekly publication. Having realized its original intent in achieving American women’s right to vote, the publication had fulfilled the goal its founders had held paramount.

In 1927 the publication was once again issued as the Woman’s Journal, appearing with that title until publication was suspended in June 1931. For 61 years, the Woman’s Journal championed women’s equality and, in particular, fought to secure advances in the battle for women’s suffrage. In the process, it empowered female and male readers alike with information, purpose, and a sense of women’s capacity as agents of social change.

Linda S. Watts
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Women’s Club Movement

The Women’s Club Movement refers to the growth of social, civic, literary, educational, and charitable organizations for middle-class American women. Such groups spread significantly for about 100 years beginning in the mid-19th century. The clubs were a means for women to become better educated, to socialize, and to serve their communities. Many clubs evolved because educational opportunities for women were limited, because they provided a socially acceptable way to be useful, and because membership in most civic organizations was forbidden to females.

Through most of early American history, women were discouraged from working outside the home or being involved in the political process. For the most part, their assigned role was bearing and rearing children. Many women were isolated on remote farms or frontier communities. Associations for women were limited to church-sponsored benevolent societies or auxiliaries to men’s groups. A notable exception was the sewing or quilting bee. Women could combine work on projects needed for survival with the education of the younger generation as well as the enjoyment of each other’s company.

By the 1840s, many women supported the antislavery movement but were denied positions of authority in abolitionist groups. In 1848 the Seneca Falls Convention was organized by women for women’s rights, but a man had to lead the gathering. In the American Civil War of the 1860s, women in both the North and the South formed ladies’ aid societies to raise money, sew uniforms, roll bandages, and provide medical supplies. This shared experience and sense of purpose led many women to organize local clubs after the Civil War with a goal of self-improvement. Many clubs focused on the arts, literature, and history, keeping membership small enough to meet in each other’s homes. The women’s interests soon expanded to their communities at large, identifying problems and seeking solutions. During the Progressive Era of the 1880s and 1890s, women’s clubs worked for child labor laws, safe food and drug regulations, and the reform of corrupt or ineffective government. Some, though definitely not all, supported women’s suffrage (the right to vote).

By the late 1860s, Jane Cunningham Croly had overcome many obstacles to find work as a professional journalist in New York. She tried to attend a press club reception for author Charles Dickens but was turned away from the all-male group based on her gender. In 1868, she formed a club for women that she called Sorosis where women could exchange ideas, discuss literature, and enjoy the arts as well as each other’s company. Incorporated in 1869, it advocated greater professional opportunities for women. The club began with 12 members but grew to more than 80 within the first year.

In 1890, Croly invited women’s groups throughout the United States to attend a conference in New York City. More than 60 clubs were represented. To join forces in accomplishing their goals, the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) was formed. Julia Ward Howe, writer of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and organizer of the New England Women’s Club, was president of the GFWC from 1893 to 1898.

In 1896, the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) was organized in Washington, D.C. In the early years of both the GFWC and the NACW, educated women who lived primarily in the northeastern United States directed the organizations. After American women received the right to vote in 1920, membership in women’s organizations continued to grow. Between 1924 and 1927 alone, membership in the NACW increased from 100,000 to 250,000.

During the 1920s middle-class American women found more time for club activities. In the prosperity of the 1920s, many women’s groups increased their membership and were able to fund their own clubhouses. Many women’s clubs of that era followed the general agenda of Sorosis and the New England Women’s Club. Along with stimulating lectures and educational discussions for members, they also served their communities. They saw the need for and funded parks, playgrounds, libraries, and kindergartens. Some clubs had specific goals, such as children’s health. Some provided funds to supply milk and food to undernourished children in their communities. Some clubs emphasized cultural programs. The Indian Women’s Club in Oklahoma focused on Native American religion, music, and legends. Many African American women’s groups concerned themselves with civil rights.

Through the years, other work by women’s clubs throughout the nation included antilynching efforts, supporting compulsory school attendance, and creating better schools for Native Americans. During the Great Depression, women’s clubs sponsored canning drives and sewing projects. During World War II they promoted war bonds, raising millions of dollars in the “Buy a Bomber” campaign. From the 1960s through the 1990s, women’s clubs worked for greater automobile safety, including the use of seat belts, and legislation such as the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Family and Medical Leave Act.

Women’s club membership, as tracked by the GFWC, reached a high nationwide in 1955 with 830,000 members. However, as more women entered the workforce and had less time for club activities, membership fell to about 270,000 by the beginning of the 21st century. In the 21st century women’s clubs and the GFWC remain active. They contributed almost $200,000 for ambulance and medical equipment for the Fire Department of New York to replace losses suffered in the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The GFWC and many of its member clubs continue to address social problems that affect women and children as well as efforts to combat violence toward women and promote human rights.

Nancy Hendricks
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Women’s Educational and Industrial Union

Founded by Dr. Harriet Clisby in 1877, the Women’s Education and Industrial Union (WEIU) promoted women’s economic, educational, and social advancement. The Boston chapter’s success encouraged the establishment of other chapters. The zenith of the WEIU’s influence occurred during the first two-thirds of the Progressive Era (1890–1920). The organization has continued its work through the 21st century as the Crittenton Women’s Union.

Clisby, one of the first female medical doctors in the country, wanted an organization to encourage women’s educational and occupational opportunities. She set up the first chapter of the WEIU in Boston. Clisby focused on creating opportunities for poor working mothers. Mary Morton Kehew served as director (1890–1892) and as president (1892–1913, 1914–1918) of the Boston chapter. Under Kehew’s leadership, the WEIU sought to give women more earning opportunities by setting up a store where they could sell crafts and other items they made at home. The WEIU also set up various committees, including the Protective Committee, to provide women with free legal advice, and the Committee on Hygiene, to provide health education and free medical treatment. The Committee of Sanitary and Industrial Conditions investigated working conditions, while the WEIU’s Research Department offered research fellowships to female college graduates. The graduates did studies on various aspects of women’s working conditions, including wages. The reports were then published by the WEIU.

Because of the WEIU’s success in Boston, other chapters were established in other parts of the country including Buffalo (1884) and Rochester (1893), both in New York. Susan B. Anthony was instrumental in the establishment of the Rochester chapter. Anthony was appalled when a poor woman fainted in the street and was taken to jail by police when they discovered she had no home. Anthony asked Harriet Townsend, the president of the WEIU Buffalo chapter, to come to Rochester to speak about her work in Buffalo.

The Rochester women were impressed with the Buffalo chapter’s accomplishments and established a chapter in Rochester. They elected Helen Barrett Montgomery as their first president, who looked to Boston and Buffalo for guidance on social reform projects. In Rochester, the WEIU set up a lunch program for women, a free legal aid program, playgrounds, and a shop where women could sell their homemade goods. The WEIU pressed local Rochester officials to support the establishment of the first settlement house in the city. In 1901 with city support, the WEIU set up the Baden Street Settlement. In 1905, it began training women to work in department stores. In 1908, the WEIU opened a second settlement house in a predominately Italian neighborhood in Rochester on Lewis Street.

In 1916, the WEIU published Horn Book magazine, the first publication to review children’s books. Elementary schools all over the country used the magazine to decide which books to buy for their libraries. Perhaps the most famous woman to seek help from the WEIU was Amelia Earhart, who sought job placement with the Appointment Bureau. In 2006, the WEIU was reorganized into the Crittenton Women’s Union, which concentrates its efforts on helping women with low incomes.

The WEIU was one of the most important women’s civic reform organizations during the Progressive Era. After 1910 the movement waned, because many WEIU leaders focused their attentions on other pursuits, most notably the suffrage movement. The WEIU provided many welfare programs that were later adopted by the local, state, and federal governments due to Progressive reforms the organization encouraged. Due in great part to the efforts of the WEIU, women have gained greater occupational choices and accomplished social advancement.

In 2006 the WEIU joined forces with Crittenton Inc. and became the Crittenton Women’s Union. Continuing the WEIU tradition of helping poor women, the Crittenton Women’s Union runs the Woman to Woman Program, which offers women career development and mentorship.

Rolando Avila
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Women’s Home Missionary Society

Founded in 1880, the Women’s Home Missionary Society (WHMS) was a Methodist organization dedicated to promoting domestic social reform, as opposed to the Foreign Missionary Society, which emphasized missions overseas.

Like the women who ran the Industrial Christian Home and the Chinese Mission Home, the women of the WHMS sought to use their female moral authority to act as moral guardians for the nation. According to historian Peggy Pascoe, women who volunteered for home mission organizations used organizations of these types to enhance their own status, guard their society’s moral values, and co-opt male power. Reform societies such as the WHMS also allowed women to learn leadership and complex organizational skills. They often faced stiff opposition from a variety of fronts, depending on whom they were challenging and whom they were helping.

The WHMS was first organized in the Methodist Episcopal Church when New Orleans Methodist Jennie Hartzell traveled to the general conference meeting to ask that the church send teachers and missionaries to her area in the South. Lucy Webb Hayes, the wife of President Rutherford B. Hayes, became president of the new society, which hoped to help immigrant women, build model and industrial schools, establish missions among the Native Americans, and support frontier ministries. The WHMS acquired Thayer House in Atlanta, Georgia, which became a model home established to help train young black women in techniques of household management. In 1882, the WHMS began establishing day schools in the South for African American children who were not served by the public schools.

The WHMS continued to expand its operations to include Native Americans, Spanish-speaking peoples of the Southwest, and support for the few Methodist churches in the overwhelmingly Mormon Utah Territory. Methodist women encountered difficulties among indigenous people, in part because they were often intolerant of native cultural practices and in part because natives were, for good reason, suspicious of “help” from Euro-Americans. Boarding schools, however well intentioned, took Indian children away from their homes and families and attempted to acculturate them, often quite forcefully, into middle-class Protestant values.

In 1883, the WHMS decided to publish an annual report on its activities; the report became the annual Women’s Home Mission journal. In 1884 the WHMS was granted official approval by the general conference and by 1888 had over 40,000 members. In 1983 the WHMS cooperated with a Pacific coast branch of female missionaries to found the Oriental Home for Chinese Women and Girls in San Francisco. Like the Chinese Mission Home established in 1874 by Presbyterian women, the Oriental Home rescued Chinese American girls and women from prostitution. Many Chinese American women on the West Coast were forced into sex work against their will, held in virtual slavery and cruelly treated. Methodist women sought to liberate these prostitutes, give them a safe place to live, teach them to speak English, and inculcate them in them middle-class American values.

Other Methodist denominations also founded home missionary societies. The Methodist Protestant Church founded its organization in 1893, and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, organized a home mission society in 1890. Methodists underwrote the Industrial Christian Home in Salt Lake City, Utah, which worked to save Mormon women from polygamy. In 1910, this group joined with the Women’s Foreign Missionary Society to form the Women’s Mission Council. In 1939, the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Protestant Church, and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, merged to form the Methodist Church, and all women’s groups (including home and foreign missionary societies) became the Women’s Society of Christian Service. In 1958, the Methodist Church and the Evangelical United Brethren merged to form the United Methodist Church, and in 1971 the United Methodist Women (UMW) became the umbrella organization for all women’s groups in the denomination.

In the 21st century the UMW continues its reform efforts, advocating against domestic violence and human trafficking and for immigration justice, environmental justice, women’s rights, and more. In 1968 the United Methodist Church began ordaining women ministers, though some branches of Methodism have done so since the mid-19th century. Thus, the UMW has not only laywomen members but also members who are themselves ministers, many of whom continue to work at community-based missions.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Woodhull, Victoria (1838–1927)

Victoria Claflin Woodhull Blood Martin was the first female candidate for president of the United States. She was a charismatic speaker, publisher, and stockbroker as well as an advocate for women’s suffrage, reproductive freedom, women’s rights, labor reforms, civil rights, and the abolition of slavery.

Victoria California Claflin was born on September 23, 1838, in the central Ohio community of Homer in rural Licking County. She was the 7th of 10 children born to the impoverished Roxanna and Buck Claflin. Her mother was an illiterate follower of mysticism, and her father was described as a con man and snake oil salesman. Victoria and Tennessee “Tennie” Celeste Claflin, her youngest sister, became especially close. Woodhull only had three years of formal education but felt that she was the medium for spirit voices, claiming that her spirit guide was the ancient Greek orator Demosthenes. Her father put her and Tennie to work as faith healers to support the family. When her father was accused of arson, the township raised funds to send the family elsewhere.

[image: Lamphier]

The first female to run for President of the United States, Victoria Woodhull did so in 1872 on a platform of women’s suffrage and equal rights. With her sister she was the first woman to operate a brokerage on Wall Street. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

In 1853 Woodhull, who had just turned 15, married a man about twice her age, Canning (or Channing) Woodhull, who practiced as a doctor in Ohio. He was an alcoholic, morphine addict, and womanizer. She bore two children, Byron, who had severe brain damage, and Zulu (later Zula Maud), and had to support the family. Though Victoria divorced Woodhull in 1864, she retained his last name.

Victoria Woodhull then met Colonel James H. Blood, who left his wife for Woodhull. They are alleged to have married in 1866, divorced, and remarried on subsequent occasions, though their marital status remained murky. The couple took in Tennessee Claflin, who had been indicted for manslaughter in 1864 following the death of a patient in her father’s “cancer clinic.” Woodhull, Blood, and Tennie moved to New York in 1868, taking with them a large extended family including Woodhull’s parents. In New York, Woodhull and Tennie met 73-year-old Cornelius Vanderbilt, one of the richest men in America. Vanderbilt was charmed by Tennie and fascinated by the sisters’ apparent gift of clairvoyance. He backed the sisters in a brokerage firm, and in 1870 they became the first women stockbrokers on Wall Street.

Newspapers often referred to the sisters as the “Bewitching Brokers.” Partly due to the novelty and partly because of their business skill, the firm, Woodhull, Claflin & Company, was successful. In 1870, Woodhull and her sister used some of the profits from their brokerage firm to start a newspaper, Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly, which printed the first English version of Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto.

The newspaper promoted reform issues, women’s rights, female suffrage, legalized prostitution, sex education, less restrictive women’s clothing, spiritualism, and free love, or the right to marry, divorce, and make reproductive decisions without interference from the government or the legal system. Woodhull cited the misery that many women faced having no control over money, sex, and childbearing and not having the right to divorce abusive husbands. She was an attractive, compelling speaker who was much in demand.

Woodhull had some allies in the women’s suffrage movement but not everyone due to her controversial beliefs. She was invited to join the National Woman Suffrage Association by Susan B. Anthony, but they soon became rivals for leadership. In 1872, Woodhull was nominated for president of the United States by the Equal Rights Party, running for president before American women had the right to vote.

Woodhull’s campaign was fraught with sensationalism. One cartoonist portrayed her as “Mrs. Satan.” Though he never acknowledged the nomination, former slave and abolitionist leader Frederick Douglass was nominated as her vice president, churning controversy over miscegenation and the mixing of whites and blacks. Some questioned the legality of her candidacy since she was younger than 35, the minimum age for the office, though this was a minor issue.

Woodhull became the center of a national scandal. Often condemned as immoral, she published an accusation of adultery against Henry Ward Beecher, one of the country’s most renowned clergymen and one of her most severe critics. Woodhull and Claflin were jailed several days before the election for obscenity but later acquitted. However, her arrest prevented Woodhull from attempting to vote in the 1872 election in which she was a candidate, even if she had legally been allowed to do so. Her main opponents were Horace Greeley and the eventual winner, the incumbent Ulysses S. Grant. Woodhull received no electoral votes and only a minuscule portion of the popular vote.

Woodhull attempted to run again in subsequent years, being quoted as saying that she was “destined by prophecy” to be elected president. None of these efforts were successful.

In 1876 Woodhull and Blood were officially divorced. Within a year, she left for England and the start of a new life. She met banker John Biddulph Martin; against his family’s objections, they were married in 1883. In London, Woodhull, by then called Victoria Woodhull Martin, founded the Humanitarian, a magazine she edited with her daughter, Zula. At the time of her death, Victoria Woodhull Martin was noted as the author of works including Arguments for Woman’s Electoral Rights; Aristocracy of Blood; The Origin, Tendencies and Principles of Government; Pharmacy of the Soul; and Social Freedom. After her husband’s death, she retired to the country at Norton Park in Bredon’s Norton, Worcestershire, England.

Victoria Woodhull died in her sleep on June 9, 1927. Her obituary in the New York Times was headed “Victoria Martin, Suffragist, Dies.” She was cremated, with her ashes scattered at sea in England. There is a memorial to her at Tewkesbury Abbey in Gloucestershire, England.

Nancy Hendricks
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Women’s experience in the Gilded Age was predicated on their ethnicity, social class, and geographic region. For white middle-class women, doctrines such as the Social Gospel validated the moral authority that had been ascribed to their gender since the era of republican motherhood in the early 19th century. Though a discouraging defeat met the movement for women’s suffrage in the nation’s refusal to grant women the vote after the American Civil War, women maintained their activism and found new avenues for their political voices. The Gilded Age offered opportunities for women to negotiate public space through clubs and organizations. Also, consumer facilities such as department stores began catering to women. Thus, middle- and elite-class urban women in the Gilded Age had more freedom of movement than those in previous eras. The influx of immigrants and the low wages they commanded also made the Gilded Age the high point of domestic labor, offering unprecedented relief from housework for women who could afford domestic labor. While cheap labor disadvantaged poor women, it freed up other women to join social reform movements or participate in the increasingly elaborate social rituals defined by the upper classes, or both. While the 20th century would see more progress for women than the Gilded Age, the unprecedented growth of the era did open doors for some women but left many more behind. Furthermore, the advances made in women’s causes, such as prohibition and suffrage, owe much of their later momentum to the foundation laid in the Gilded Age.

Gender Roles

Gender roles in the Gilded Age changed for women, particularly single women, as they entered the workforce and achieved financial independence. Because of the emergence of white-collar careers, even middle-class women could find secure employment. In addition, the rise of various organizations for women gave them new forums in which to articulate personal and professional demands. However, these advances did not change the mainstream perception of women’s roles as inherently tied to domesticity. Women were presumed to have moral superiority over men since the 1830s, and this supremacy enabled women to take on social causes such as abolition and prohibition. For women who had the economic resources, devoting themselves to the care of others provided an alternative to traditional marriage and family. Jane Addams and her work with immigrant communities of Chicago through Hull House best exemplify this point. She dedicated herself to providing services to the poor, an act that allowed her to assume a rather visible public presence while emphasizing the prized female trait of service to others. Addams’s work, which won her a Nobel Peace Prize in 1931, mirrors the skilled professions open to women of the era in that it places the needs of others first.

In the Gilded Age, women’s domesticity also remained prioritized. Much of the reluctance to include women in labor movements came from the fact that many Americans believed that women’s waged work should be secondary to their roles as wives and mothers. This assumption ignored the needs of single women, particularly single mothers, to be economically self-sufficient and subtly reinforced the superiority of the male breadwinner. Thus, the shift to the wage economy actually devalued women’s domestic work in many ways. It shifted women from the role of producers, as they had been on the farms, to that of dependents. Particularly because of the availability of cheap domestic labor, many middle-class and upper-class women were not perceived as contributing to the labor of the home. The fact that Gilded Age social traditions and dress required a support staff further emphasized the role of wives as ornamental rather than useful, making women themselves (and the life afforded to them by their productive spouses) status symbols of the age.

For this reason, women outside of the urban centers were more likely to have their domestic contributions valued by their husbands and society. Since the mid-19th century, women in the West, where shortages of labor and the challenges of survival demanded a more liberal interpretation of gender roles, had more economic and political opportunity than their sisters in the East. The daughters of immigrants were also more likely to seize some of the independence afforded to them by their status as waged women. While they tended to live in tight-knit ethic communities, their role as wage earners gave them some autonomy. Both western women and immigrant women had a bit more freedom to move freely in their neighborhoods than did their middle-class peers, who had been educated since birth to prize propriety over personal freedom.

Education

One of the most significant advances for women in the late 1800s was in education. During the Gilded Age, women attended colleges in unprecedented numbers. Part of the reason was the decline in college education for men. Although there were colleges, they did not provide the skills men required in an industrial era. As a result, many men found it more profitable to enter the workforce right out of high school. By 1870 eight major state universities had opened doors to women, albeit more for their tuition dollars than a sincere desire to produce educated women. Regardless of institutional intent, the result was the same: educated women. In fact, many people questioned the purpose of women’s college education, and a national debate ensued about whether it should highlight traditional academic pursuits, impart domestic skills, or further traditionally feminine pursuits such as art and music. While advocates of women’s rights saw admission to higher education as an opportunity to build meaningful equality in both society and marriage, critics of women’s education feared that women would be overwhelmed by the experience and unable (or unwilling) to function in their role of wives and mothers as a result.

The quality of women’s colleges varied greatly. Those that were sister schools of established colleges tended to provide more rigid academics, whereas other colleges focused on making women marriageable. However, women benefited from the opportunity to live independently and form relationships with each other, a rare freedom in an era in which gender roles greatly restricted a young woman’s realm of action. In fact, they often found the return to their domestic roles after college a disappointment or chose not to marry, building a case for the critics who argued that education ruined women for marriage. Even with these advances, the number of women with college educations was only 2 percent in 1890. Nevertheless, it was not unusual for women to make up 25 percent to 50 percent of college students in some universities around the country. In many cases, female students were directed into specialized programs known as “ladies courses” to free up the more academic pursuits for men, but the rise of exclusively women’s colleges in the late 19th and early 20th centuries meant that there were increasing professional possibilities for women in higher education.

African American women also benefited from the new opportunities in education. While there were a few colleges, such as Oberlin, that admitted minorities and women before the Civil War, more African American women benefited from both the coeducational and single-sex African American colleges that were created in this era. By 1900 there were over 13,000 African American women working as teachers, far outnumbering African American men in the field.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

By 1890, 4 million (about 1 in 7) women worked for wages outside the home. As the American population shifted from farms to cities, women increasingly found themselves in the paid workforce. Improvements in industrial technology decreased the demand for skilled labor, subsequently reducing the wages. Thus, both immigrant and native-born women entered factory work, often accompanied by their children as well, to support their families. Women would find themselves not only earning less than their male counterparts but also relegated to the lower-paying jobs in the industry. This led to concentrations of women in the textile, garment, tobacco, printing, and food-processing industries. In these cases, their very presence ensured that the jobs were not seen as suitable for men, which kept the wages low. On the job, these women were subjected to the same extended hours, unsafe working conditions, and unstable wages that characterized the era as well as sexual harassment by male supervisors on the factory floor.

Not surprisingly, these waged women looked for ways to come together and improve working conditions. Beginning in the 1880s, Working Girls’ Clubs became popular in large cities such as New York. In these organizations, women held regular meetings to politically organize; however, they did not gain the clout of the larger male-dominated labor unions. Women also joined unions that would have them, including the Knights of Labor and the American Federation of Labor (AFL). In an attempt to appeal to women workers, the Knights of Labor created a department to deal with women’s issues, such as wage inequity. Women’s participation in unions was also limited by the fact that dues were a challenge for them, since they were at the lowest end of the pay scale. In addition, their admission to unions was not popular with their male counterparts, who saw their demands for wage equity as a threat to male workers. By 1900, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union emerged as a powerful women’s labor union. Female garment workers used their strength in numbers in industries such as textile manufacturing so they could build bargaining power. The specific conditions of women did get some attention, particularly with the publication of Helen Campbell’s Women Wage Earners (1893), which highlighted the dismal working conditions and inherent health risks women faced in factories. On the whole, however, women were marginalized in the labor movement largely due to the prevailing and unrealistic perception that women should be at home, not in the working world. Many men also feared that higher wages for women would eradicate male dominance of the skilled professions.

For some women, urbanization and its accompanying employment opportunities meant entry into white-collar professions. Positions such as telephone operator and secretary were generally reserved for white middle-class women. The explosion in consumerism also meant the rise of the department store, creating a cleaner and safer workplace for women seeking to avoid the factory floor. As in manufacturing, the jobs deemed suitable for women were the lowest paid and least prestigious; however, they gave women a foothold in the emerging urban economy. Immigrant women and nonwhite women would find themselves pointedly excluded from these opportunities and relegated to the physically demanding fields of factory work and domestic service. For those with access to education, nursing and teaching became viable professional options. The fact that minority communities needed educators and nurses of their own opened this door for some women of color.

Within the home, women were still responsible for traditional domestic duties. Their increasing presence in the workforce did little to change the perception of home as their primary responsibility. Furthermore, when social reformers pointed out the incompatibility of mothering and factory work, the economic realities of working women proved no match for the belief that women should be housewives. Many women in the workforce were in fact single and supporting themselves, although this was more likely to be perceived as a character flaw on the woman’s part than a reason to provide women a living wage. The creation of piecework, where women took factory work home, gave some women the opportunity to engage in the paid workforce from their homes, with opportunities ranging from rolling cigars to sewing garments.

Rural immigrant and minority women worked as domestics and in agriculture. The demand for domestics reached its peak in the Gilded Age. In the South, which was still predominantly agricultural, African American women essentially had a choice between fieldwork and housework and often engaged in both. Domestic service was the least desirable profession for women of all types. The hours were longer than those of factory workers, the employers were notoriously difficult, the wages were low, and the odds of sexual assault were high. Women in farming communities, whether they were sharecroppers in the South or farmers in the Midwest, worked alongside their husbands in the fields. When possible, tasks would be segregated by gender; however, when work was time-sensitive, such as bringing in hay, the need to survive the winter trumped gender expectations. For African American women, the ability to rent out their labor as laundresses brought in much-needed income to supplement sharecropping. African American women were seven times more likely to participate in paid labor than their white counterparts. Thus, race and class greatly shaped women’s work experience, both waged and unwaged, in the Gilded Age.

Legal and Political Power

During the Gilded Age, women had not achieved legal independence. While there was some progress in the right to property due to married women’s property legislation in the mid-19th century, women were a long way from claiming a right to marital assets. In addition, they still could not represent themselves in court, and they were still fighting for the right to vote. At the beginning of the Gilded Age, the suffrage movement was most visible in the work of the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), founded by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucretia Mott, and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSW), in which Lucy Stone and Julia Ward Howe played instrumental roles. Neither group was making much progress on the state or national level, and after the “Anthony Amendment,” which attempted to add gender to the wording of the Sixteenth Amendment, failed in Congress in 1887, the two organizations decided to merge. In 1890, the NWSA held its first convention. While the most significant victories would come in the 20th century, women did get the vote in Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and Idaho in the Gilded Age.

In spite of the dismal results in attempts to gain the vote, women of the Gilded Age were highly politically active. The combination of independence and education had produced one of the most literate generations of women in the nation’s history, and they took their role as guardians of the nation’s morality seriously. Thus, they would organize into a variety of clubs and organizations, most of which had social justice or political agendas. Just as the women found ways to participate in labor unions to advocate for better working conditions, they formed advocacy groups to address other social problems. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) exemplifies this trend. When the organization was founded in 1874, its focus was on prohibition. However, as women became more involved in the lives of the working class, their advocacy expanded to labor laws, prison reform, and suffrage. By 1898 the WCTU’s leadership felt that these causes were detracting from the larger goal of prohibition, and the organization returned to its original singular focus. However, it would be the largest women’s organization of its era and would demonstrate that women did not need the vote to influence politics.

By participating in politics through clubs and organizations, women were able to express themselves while remaining in the socially acceptable women’s sphere. While many of these clubs were social, they would often become politicized through discussion of women’s issues, which were highly visible in popular culture. While segregated by race and class, these clubs also became ways for women to access resources. For example, Jane Addams was able to secure a $750,000 donation for Hull House from a wealthy member of the Chicago Women’s Club in 1889. Women’s clubs were not just for white upper- and middle-class women. This organizational structure also appeared in minority communities. Accomplished African American women were occasionally able to join white women’s clubs, but more often they founded their own clubs dedicated to the problems of black women. In 1896 the National Association of Colored Women joined the ranks of women’s clubs, although it was not recognized by the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the body that oversaw all women’s organization in the era. African American women were able to address concerns about poverty, child care, suffrage, and employment in their communities. Furthermore, in some cases African American women’s clubs were able to collaborate with white women’s clubs on common issues, giving black women a political voice in the larger political culture. Having been charged with elevating society, women’s clubs were one of the ways in which women of all social classes and ethnicities answered the call. The extensive networks of female-led organizations focused on a variety of social issues that would find a more powerful voice in the Progressive Era. However, the groundwork for this advocacy was laid in the Gilded Age.

Immigration and Migration

The Gilded Age was one of a shifting population. Due to the rapid expansion of the American economy, jobs were plentiful, attracting immigrants from all over the world. For the women who came from Southern and Eastern Europe, their labor would be concentrated within the family. Men were more common than women among immigrants on both coasts. In some cases, men immigrated first and sent for their families later, and in other cases men came to the United States, worked for several years, and then returned to their country of origin. Thus, while some women did arrive on America’s shores as single women, most came in with their families and fulfilled the roles prescribed to them as either wife or daughter. While middle-class white women enjoyed the expanded opportunities of the era, married immigrant women were less likely to enter the waged workforce. For those new to the country, the family unit was very much an economic one, and all labor fed it. However, the female head of household would be charged with child rearing and establishing ties in the community. Because families depended on each other for survival in the new country, these relationships were essential. If immigrant women needed to earn income, they were more likely to take in piecework or boarders than enter the paid labor force outside the home. Their daughters, on the other hand, would be expected to leave the home for employment, either in factories or domestic service. Their wages would then be contributed directly to the household. While seen as part of their filial duty, young women imbued with the promise of freedom that America held increasingly sought educational opportunities to improve their work situations. While they may have contributed their wages to the family economy, a consistent theme in the diaries of young immigrant women of the era is the desire for more economic control of their wages and the ability to spend money on themselves, particularly for clothing and entertainment. Thus, while immigrant women’s lives were generally structured along traditional cultural lines, the consumerism of the era entered their homes as well.

Women were also part of the migration from rural to urban areas. Many women undertook the danger of moving from small towns to cities because they could find a room in a boardinghouse and a job in a factory without a man’s assistance. Women also were part of the family units that settled the West, as both immigrant and native-born women moved to the frontier to farm. Two-thirds of these family farms would fail, which meant that men and women faced harsh conditions together. Farm women’s labor was concentrated in the home, but the demands of farming often had them working in the fields alongside male family members and hired hands. This functional equality is part of the reason western states were often quicker to grant women civil rights than in the East. Women on homesteads would often find their options for marriage severely limited regardless of race, given the high death rates and relative isolation of their farms. For these women, benefits such as mail-order shopping helped keep them tangentially connected to cities and the nation.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

While social change produced more opportunities for women, most Americans still considered marriage and family the best use of a woman’s life and labor. Women would find their role as housewives and mothers applauded in magazines and advice columns of the age. In fact, domestic space was perceived as an extension of a woman’s character, making cleanliness and order top priorities. A clean house indicated a good woman. As innovations such as electricity and indoor plumbing reached the home and male household labor disappeared, turning into wage labor, middle- and upper-class married women were increasingly held to a higher standard, as domesticity itself was redefined by the dramatic increase in consumer goods. Indeed, so-called labor-saving devices such as washing machines actually saved no labor whatsoever. Historian Ruth Schwartz Cowan has demonstrated that each time a device was invented or improved that made some household task easier, the standards for that task went up. The morality of the day demanded that the home be a refuge from the corrupt public sphere, and the predominant message to women was that it was their job to uphold this purity. This message gave middle- and upper-class women a distinct advantage over their working-class counterparts, who could not hope to maintain the prescribed standards in the overcrowded and unsanitary conditions that characterized their homes. Thus, this emphasis on the connection between cleanliness and morality further disadvantaged working-class and poor women.

While the public message about women’s roles in marriage was unified and unequivocal, privately women did not fully accept that narrow definition. The second half of the 19th century saw significant improvements in married women’s property laws, meaning that by the time of the Gilded Age, most women had some legal claim to property they brought into the marriage. These laws varied greatly, and even at the close of the 20th century about a third of women in the United States still had no control over their earnings, meaning that their husbands could claim their paychecks and spend them as they saw fit. However, thanks to the ongoing women’s rights movement, living as an independent woman was difficult but becoming increasingly possible.

The Gilded Age saw one of the most dramatic increases in divorce rates. In 1880, 1 out of 21 marriages ended in divorce. By 1900 that number had increased to 1 in 12, and more women were choosing not to marry. In the same era, the number of single women went from nearly 7 percent of the population to around 10 percent. Not only did women have better access to education, but they also had opportunities for employment outside the home. In addition, the rise of women’s clubs and organizations gave women the opportunity to form meaningful relationships with other women independent of domestic life. In some cases, women who wanted to avoid the confines of traditional heterosexual marriage could set up households with female partners. These so-called Boston marriages became a romantic outlet for women, including Jane Addams, who had two such relationships while at Hull House. Thus, for an increasing number of women in the Gilded Age, a husband was not necessarily a requirement, which gave women some power in courtship. While refusing marriage became a viable option for some women, deeply held beliefs about a woman’s primary obligation being to family meant that suitors often needed to meet with the approval of a woman’s father.

Fertility and Fertility Control

One of the biggest benefits for women in the Gilded Age was the declining birthrate. By 1900, the average middle-class woman had 3.56 children, almost 2 fewer children than just a few decades earlier. While significant advancements in birth control would not emerge until the 1920s, the declining birthrate gave women more autonomy and helped cement their status in the middle class. Women who had access to education were likely to have fewer children, so in the Gilded Age it is not surprising that the significant decline of the birthrate remained largely in the middle class. Birthrates had been slowly declining since the late 18th century, when marriage began shifting to one that increasingly valued companionship and partnership. As women achieved a stronger voice in relationships, the number of children they had declined. This was true across geographic and ethnic lines in the Gilded Age, and second-generation immigrants would have fewer children than their parents.

In spite of this shift, working-class women and immigrants would have to wait until the 20th century to see the decline in their birthrate equal that of middle-class women, the majority of whom were white. Unwanted pregnancy remained a significant contributor to the poverty and overcrowding that characterized working-class life. The Christian zeal of the Social Gospel maintained an emphasis on abstinence, viewing birth control as a moral issue rather than a medical one. When combined with the tendency to view nonwhite races as less evolved, high birthrates were viewed as a sign of the lack of self-control inherent in these groups. In addition, the Darwinistic tendencies of the anti-immigrant movement fueled the fear that the white race would find itself the minority should population growth among nonwhites go unchecked. Thus, attention to the birthrate of nonwhites and immigrants was part of a larger concern for the eugenic health of the nation. This decline in the birthrate among white middle-class women led to legislation to reduce access to abortion, which was already illegal, and ban some information about reproductive health. The Comstock Law of 1873 had made it illegal to spread this information about birth control. The fact that the law was enforced throughout the Gilded Age speaks to the social commitment the nation made to deny all women reproductive choice. Furthermore, much of the advice literature emphasized women’s roles as nurturers and caretakers. As a result, motherhood was still represented as one of women’s greatest contributions to society. At the same time, more women were choosing to forgo or limit this role to build better lives for themselves and their children.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

In the Gilded Age, childbirth was still quite dangerous for women. In 1900, 165 out of 1,000 women died in childbirth. Although there had been improvements in hospitals and overall health, these did not immediately help women. In fact, when male physicians drove female midwives out of obstetric practice in the mid-1800s, maternal death rates rose in part because doctors interfered in the female body more often than midwives, causing infections and death. Advances such as anesthesia made surgery, particularly cesarean sections, part of childbirth beginning in the mid-19th century. This made women in the Gilded Age more likely to survive the procedure, which prior to the use of anesthesia often resulted in death from shock. However, postsurgery infection control had not improved, leaving women to die of infection or blood loss from internal bleeding after the birth. For women who chose to terminate pregnancy, death was also a likely result. Because abortion was illegal, it was generally unsafe. In an era when germ theory was just beginning to be understood and implemented (often at the behest of female nurses rather than male doctors), the risk of complications escalated when medical procedures were performed illegally. Poor women, who had not mastered the middle-class art of controlling their own fertility, were particularly vulnerable to both the hazards of childbirth and the dangers of illegal abortions.

In this era, women were still the parent in charge of child rearing. For the upper and middle classes, managing domestic servants and maintaining the complex lifestyle of the age often supplanted child rearing, which would remain in the hands of hired help, also female. Working-class women, many of them immigrants or blacks, spent their days taking care of other people’s children, often at the cost of time spent with their own children. Because men were seen as the providers, whether they actually were or not, women adopted the lion’s share of child rearing. This era also represents the beginning of childhood as a distinct phase of life rather than the perception of children as miniature adults expected to contribute labor to the household. While social class generally shaped whether or not children spent their younger years playing with toys (part of the new and ever-growing consumer culture) or working in factories or on farms, the idea of childhood as a distinctive developmental phase would be solidified across class lines in the 20th century. For working-class women, child care and education were rarely options for their children. Thus, they had the choice of leaving infants with neighbors or older siblings while they returned to factory work or staying home and further sinking into poverty. Compulsory education laws slowly spread across the United States beginning in 1854, but progress was slow, and working-class children’s economic contribution to the family was more important than an education for many urban working-class families. Children in rural areas would have increasing access to schools as the West developed towns and infrastructure, and the entrance of young women into teaching after the Civil War ensured that there were more educators available to fulfill this growing need. However, the segregation of the era forbid minorities from attending white schools; therefore, children of minorities had less access to education.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

While domestic and sexual violence were not often topics of public discourse, they were part of the reform agenda of the women’s movement. One of the driving forces behind the prohibition movement, which reached unprecedented membership due to the rise of Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) in the Gilded Age, was to prevent the havoc that alcohol consumption brought to the home, part of which was domestic violence. In their zeal to bring working-class life more in line with middle-class values, the women who ventured into working-class neighborhoods to improve the lives of their residents saw the irrefutable connection between alcohol and domestic violence. At this time abused women had little legal recourse, and poor women would find few options. While some larger cities had houses for women fleeing domestic violence, men’s right to beat their wives (and children) was rarely challenged. For those seeking to improve the lives of these women, banning alcohol seemed a promising remedy to the rampant domestic violence.

Women also faced sexual violence in the workplace. Sexual harassment and physical assault were commonplace on the factory floors of an industrializing America. These women were particularly vulnerable because their ethnicity and social class gave them few avenues for formal complaint. Other than having a protective male relative in the area, there was little they could do to ward off the groping and inappropriate advances of male management. Domestic servants were also likely to experience physical or sexual abuse. Those who lived and worked in middle- and upper-class homes were also especially vulnerable to sexual assault by the home’s male occupants and were likely to be blamed and unceremoniously fired if they reported or resisted the abuse. Assumptions about the “ignorance” and “less-civilized” nature of minority groups justified this treatment. For African American women, the unrestricted sexual access that had been part of the privilege of the slave owner had not abated in the Gilded Age. These women were still likely to find themselves sexually assaulted by household members for whom they worked. In addition, this era was the high point of lynching in the South, and this act often accompanied the rape of African American women, as these brutal displays of power were used to keep the African American population from claiming a right to equality.

One group that did see some protection for domestic and sexual violence was children. The assumption that childhood was a distinct phase involving a presumption of innocence brought attention to the abuse of children, particularly sexual abuse. For girls, the primary concern was not so much the horror of sexual abuse as the notion that rape “ruined” them, making the Gilded Age goal of marriage unobtainable for such victims. In 1895, New York raised the age of consent from 10 to 18, acknowledging that girls under 18 did not have the maturity to consent to sexual activities. This kind of legislation emerged across the country in the following decades. The assumptions about child sexual abuse remained gendered, in that the sexual abuse of boys gained far less attention. Since boys’ marketability in the realm of marriage was not tied to virginity, most people believed that sexual abuse damaged girls more than boys.

Clothing and Fashion

The rise of available consumer goods in the Gilded Age greatly expanded the wardrobes of the era. Because ready-made clothing was relatively inexpensive and available, women owned and wore more clothing than their grandmothers. While there had long been a distinction between formal wear and everyday clothing, other classifications became visible in women’s wardrobes. For example, special clothing for sports and swimming became the norm, as women needed more freedom of movement to participate in these activities. Everyday dress, however, was still quite limiting. While women’s rights advocates in the 1850s had argued for the acceptance of the bloomer or Turkish pants, both of which gave women greater freedom of movement than long skirts, they had made little progress by the time of the Gilded Age. Women still found themselves in corsets, although their use would be more popular with some styles than others. For the most part, women were still weighed down by their long multilayer skirts. How straight they were or whether or not they had bustles varied from year to year as manufacturers sought to make each year’s fashions distinctive to encourage women to continually buy new clothing. Modesty ran high among the feminine virtues, so high collars and long sleeves were the status quo. However, both the length and tightness of the sleeves varied from year to year in order to make styles distinct. Women’s magazines, such as Ladies Home Journal, doled out fashion advice as well as tips for homemaking, and women’s appearance became as much an indication of female character as the orderliness of her home.

The Gilded Age did host a significant public debate about women’s dress. In this era, outspoken advocates of women’s rights sought some relief from the long skirts that were the staple of women’s wardrobes. Frances Willard, best known for her leadership in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, also advocated for more practical dress for women. While she was an outspoken critic of any evening gowns that revealed the bust or the arms, she strenuously objected to fashions that were detrimental to women’s health. Thus, she sought to give women relief from the corset, which was worn looser at some points in the Gilded Age than others, and denounced the long heavy skirts that were the fashion. Because they trailed the ground, skirts quickly became vehicles for the dirt, mud, and manure in the streets of urban centers, and once the long skirts became wet, they posed a significant health hazard for the wearer. For Willard, there could be little hope of morally reforming women if they were encouraged to parade around in the unnatural attire that represented current fashion. Thus, the dress of the day was challenged by Willard and many other women on the grounds that it undermined women’s physical and moral health.

Stephanie McKinney
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1. The Progressive Era (1900–1929)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

America in 1900 projected an exhilaration of possibilities. Economic prosperity meant that most Americans lived better lives than their parents had, at least materially, although equality was still only a dream for the nation’s marginalized groups. For women progress equaled change, change that included more control over their lives and their bodies, opportunities for better jobs, and an official voice in the public sphere, which came with finally winning the right to vote.

The Progressive Era is one of the most studied periods in American history for good reason. Newly emerged on the world stage following the Spanish-American War and the annexation of the Philippines, the United States faced the opportunities and challenges of a world power in the first decades of the 20th century. The country also had to address the consequences, both good and bad, of industrialization as well as persistent inequalities among its population. At the fin de siècle America was coming of age, and how it responded would shape the new century. The Progressive Era also presented the penultimate moment in history for women, and women made sure they would be a part of the changing world and that change would be deeply meaningful to their lives and to the lives of women who followed.

Concern for the future of American manhood and a worry that men had grown soft in the new industrial world played a significant role in the 1898 imperialism debate, when the Treaty of Paris awarded the United States control over Spanish possessions in the Caribbean and the Pacific. For people such as Theodore Roosevelt, American manhood could be expressed as the United States carved out its place as a world power. In this context women’s voices in the public sphere gained ever more resonance, and for some people caused ever more anxiety. American women were traveling to foreign countries as missionaries—some to be caught up in the violence of the Boxer Rebellion in China. At home, calls by women to end imperialist efforts to annex the Philippines would be followed a decade and a half later, in August 1914, with pacifist women’s protests to keep the United States out of the war then raging in Europe.

The Paris Exposition in 1900 presented a future world of inventions marking progress and modernity. Progress came at a price, and tragedies marked this era as well as the monumental images of progress. In urban areas industrial factories produced the commodities for a consumer society, but these factories operated without modern safety features and were a breeding ground for disaster and worker abuse. The Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in 1911 took the lives of 123 immigrant young women and 23 men when the building went up in flames. Workers found themselves unable to escape the conflagration because owners had locked the doors to increase worker productivity. As the flames and smoke from the building and the textiles burned out of control, the nation was faced with the awful reality of young women jumping to their deaths from the eighth floor. A yearlong strike against the Rockefeller-owned Colorado Fuel and Iron Company resulted in the Ludlow Massacre in 1913, when the Colorado National Guard opened fire on coal miners and their families. Over two dozen people were killed, including 2 women and 11 children who burned to death in a tent. Miners retaliated with a wave of violence, and almost 200 people died, marking one of the most deadly struggles between workers and corporate power in American history. Numerous other strikes initiated by the the IWW, or Wobblies, resulted in violence as workers tried to win a living wage, safer conditions, and shorter work hours throughout the nation. Although the opening decades of the 20th century are called the Progressive Era, most American workers had worked long hours for inadequate pay and had no social welfare safety net to protect them when they lost their jobs, were injured, or became too old to work. Yet factory and mine owners such as the Rockefellers amassed fortunes so massive that their names are still known today.

Hopes and opportunities were matched by struggle and challenge. The international anarchist movement made a name for itself with the assassination of President William McKinley. The presidency of Theodore Roosevelt, the youngest man to be sworn in as president, marked a time of contrasting imperialism and reform.

A national hero of sorts, Roosevelt led progressive reform from the White House, trust busting, founding national parks, and supporting the vote for women. Vigorous and accomplished, he chose Howard Taft as his replacement for the 1908 election and retired, albeit briefly, from politics. Roosevelt returned in 1912 as the candidate for the Progressive Party (Taft ran as the incumbent), and by dividing the Republican vote he opened the door for the Democrats under Woodrow Wilson to retake the White House after a 16-year absence.

In 1900, more and more Americans had access to formal education. Children were increasingly more likely to finish high school, though children of color were significantly less likely to do so than white children. College enrollment rose as well, and more women than ever before graduated from a college or university. Professional organizations had few female members, but the doors had cracked open. Female doctors and lawyers were the exception, not the rule, in 1900, but numbers of women in both professions gradually increased in the decades before World War II. Limited opportunity in the workplace drove female college graduates to form women’s clubs in the 1890s, gaining them experience in organizing, fund-raising, and leadership that they would use to promote a number of reform movements. Black women under the leadership of Ida B. Wells formed their own women’s clubs and worked against both racism and sexism. Women’s college educations, and for some their financial independence, secured them leading roles in the Progressive Era reform movement. Some women, such as Eleanor Roosevelt, volunteered in settlement houses, while others, such as Jane Addams, Lillian Wald, and Frances Willard, made lifelong careers of working to solve the nation’s social ills.

By 1910, the word “Progressive” came to define a political movement focused on significant changes to American life, both social and political. A decade earlier writers and photographers, who came to be known as muckrakers, brought attention to a multitude of issues largely due to industrialization and mass immigration. Men and women, mostly college-educated urban dwellers, addressed these issues. Notable among the muckrakers was Upton Sinclair, whose book The Jungle resulted in regulatory legislation in the meat industry, and Ida Tarbell, whose book The History of the Standard Oil Company was ultimately responsible for the breakup of J. D. Rockefeller’s oil conglomerate. Likewise, Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman, writing under the pen name Nellie Bly, went incognito in a mental hospital to expose the commonality of abusive treatment to patients.

Cities were central to the Progressive movement, but reform was not solely the domain of college-educated white urban women. Rural women, immigrant women, and women of color all engaged in reform efforts. Life in agricultural communities in the early 20th century was isolated, electricity existed only in cities, and most farms did not have running water. In fact, farm life in 1900 differed little from farm life a century earlier. Machinery introduced by the industrial revolution contributed to larger farms and crop yields, which drove some farmers out of agriculture and into cities, but life on the land remained largely premodern and difficult. Many rural people were not farm owners but rather temporary agricultural workers such as tenant farmers working rented farms and laborers who worked for landowners for wages. Life for these rural people was even more precarious than for farm owners, particularly given the fact that many tenant farmers and day laborers were either African American or Hispanic. Mexican women eking out a living on farms in the Southwest and poor black women trapped in debt in sharecropping in the South lived in an entirely different world than the reformers of the cities. Meanwhile, America’s farm families had a new responsibility—feeding the industrial workers of the cities whose own labor fed the rapid growth of American consumerism.

Opportunities did exist for those with luck and the willingness to take on a challenge. Ruth Milliken, for example, grew up on a grape-growing ranch in southern California and left as soon as she graduated college. Her teaching career was cut short, however, when her father’s death brought her back to the ranch in 1919, where she assumed a managerial role that few women experienced at that time. Managing male laborers and dealing with the challenges of prohibition were only a few of the trials she faced.

Class divisions were not new during the Progressive Era, but the city was more clearly divided as the disparity between the rich and poor grew. Wealthy neighborhoods such as Nob Hill in San Francisco, 5th Avenue’s Millionaire’s Row in New York, and the Back Bay in Boston provided a stark contrast to tenement-crowded slums inhabited by the working class. Large cities also housed the massive number of immigrants arriving in this era. Most were living in close-knit ghetto districts defined by race or ethnicity—for example, Chinatown in San Francisco; the Lower East Side in New York, home to Jewish immigrants and more densely populated than Calcutta; and South Boston’s predominantly Irish Catholic enclave. In 1910 over 40 percent of New York City’s population was foreign born. Fleeing poverty and political instability in Southern and Eastern Europe, family members immigrated to the United States (and other nations as well) out of necessity, arriving in an era when wages were low and higher education was out of reach for the working class. After 1911 the Mexican Revolution pushed large numbers of Mexican immigrants into the American Southwest seeking both jobs and asylum from the violence in their home country.

As the United States moved into the 20th century, life expectancy rose and family size declined, continuing a trend begun in the late 19th century. The drop in fertility rates is both symptomatic and a consequence of women’s changing role in the family. Increasing numbers of women in the workforce and their activity in the public sphere were most evident in immigrant and middle-class families. Shrinking family size combined with increasing divorce rates illustrated women’s growing personal empowerment, a fact that conservative Americans believed threatened manhood and caused concern for traditional family values. They used this concern to support a new architectural style sweeping the nation—the bungalow. Replacing the overly detailed and cluttered Victorian style, the bungalow was designed to include the newest in scientific efficiency and displayed a very masculine look of stone and wood. A proliferation of affordable bungalows also encouraged single-family housing as a normative model. Conservatives believed that women’s work would be completed quickly and proficiently in a “labor-saving” bungalow, allowing them additional quality time with their husband and children. Ironically, liberal and radical factions supported the bungalow movement but for different reasons, suggesting that reduced time cooking and cleaning allowed women more time to join the workforce or participate in voluntary associations. Just as their middle-class parents’ lives changed, middle-class children participated increasingly in activities outside the home, such as Boy and Girl Scouts, Campfire Girls, and summer camps.

Changing sexual behavior and the right to control one’s body in the early 20th century moved to the idea that a woman might enjoy sexual activity without the fear of pregnancy. Margaret Sanger’s campaign for a woman’s right to control her own body and fertility through birth control challenged public laws and began a division in the population that survives into the 21st century. In the Progressive Era abortion was illegal, and the 1873 Comstock Law classified contraceptive information and devices as obscenity, making it illegal to distribute them through the mail. Conservative beliefs that contraception violated nature’s laws and fears of “race suicide” contributed to wide support for this legislation. Sanger, who began her work in health care at the Henry Street settlement house in New York City, felt a responsibility as a health care worker to find ways to protect women who were dying of self-induced abortions. Both Sanger and feminist anarchist Emma Goldman continually ran afoul of the law while speaking in favor of birth control. In 1916 Sanger opened a clinic to distribute contraceptive devices in the working-class neighborhood of Brooklyn and paved the way for Planned Parenthood. Goldman was deported back to Russia for her efforts.

Progressive Era women concluded a 72-year struggle to strike down the barriers of political participation by legalizing votes for women with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. The suffrage battle, begun in 1848 by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Alice Paul, Carrie Chapman Catt, Lucy Burns, and countless other dedicated and brave women, finally came to its successful conclusion. Marching down Pennsylvania Avenue to the attacks of men and the jeers and disregard of policemen, staging hunger strikes in jail, and protesting on the steps of the White House were among women’s rights activists’ strategies to win the vote. Once Congress finally called for a vote on the amendment, it passed each house by only one vote. The battle then moved to the states for ratification and a fight that culminated in the summer of 1920 in Memphis, where Tennessee stood as the last hope for getting the 36th star on the suffrage flag. There again the vote came down to one vote by 24-year-old legislator Harry Burn, who honored the wishes of his elderly mother, Phoebe, and voted for woman suffrage. Women learned that one vote really did count.

The final years of the suffrage movement were fought as Europe and eventually the United States fought the Great War. In the summer of 1914 as country after country in Europe joined the fighting, President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed neutrality. Pacifists such as Montantan Jeannette Rankin voiced opposition in the early years of the war, and radical suffragist Alice Paul and the National Woman’s Party (NWP) continued on this path. Carrie Catt and the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) supported the president while continuing the suffrage fight. White women’s opportunities during the war years included the opportunity to work in heavy manufacturing as men were drafted. Some women went to war with the Army Nurse Corps, the Navy Nurse Corps, and the Red Cross. Women of color claimed jobs that white women left behind on the home front. During the war years women helped in a volunteer capacity with conservation efforts promoted by the Food Administration. Some signed on as ambulance drivers for the Red Cross.

The Committee on Public Information, an organ of government propaganda, worked to promote the war effort, gain support from the public, and raise funds to support the war. The nation was flooded with CPI posters, and thousands of “4-minute men” spoke to crowds. In 1917 it became impossible for the United States to remain on the sidelines. In 1918 American troops arrived in France at a crucial moment, keeping German forces out of Paris. Germany surrendered based on Wilson’s Fourteen Points, a plan for world peace, and the Allies agreed, culminating in an armistice on November 11, 1918. The following year the Allies met in Paris to write the Treaty of Versailles, dismissing all but one of Wilson’s 14 points. The United States was not a signatory to the Treaty of Versailles or a member of Wilson’s great hope for the future, the League of Nations, which attempted to maintain peace in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s but failed without the full support of the United States.

The 1920s opened with two new amendments to the Constitution—the Eighteenth Amendment for the prohibition of alcohol sales and consumption and the Nineteenth Amendment for woman suffrage. Prohibition defined the 1920s in many ways. The Volstead Act created the inefficient and ineffective Bureau of Prohibition, which was unable to enforce the law. Women had fought against alcohol as long as they had fought for suffrage and garnered more male support for that cause, as evidenced by passage of the Eighteenth Amendment coming prior to the amendment for woman suffrage. Once alcohol was banned, its national appeal only seemed to grow. The only true winner was organized crime, because there was money to be made in black market liquor production and sales. The violence attributed to Prohibition combined with the economic problems of the Great Depression resulted in 1933 in the amendment’s repeal.

The economy of the 1920s boomed based on a second industrial revolution that expanded mass production and assembly lines. However, the illusion of prosperity in the Roaring Twenties cracked in 1929 when the underlying problems of credit, overproduction of goods and food, and underperforming industries triggered a collapse of the stock market. Women in the 1920s were defined not by the strong, dedicated suffragists but instead by the flappers, speakeasies, and a popular dance, the Charleston. Advertisers continued to target women, selling the “modern woman” on the idea of bobbed hair, knee-length skirts, cigarettes, and automobiles. Popular entertainment featured women in the Ziegfield Follies and vaudeville at the turn of the century and continued with Mary Pickford and Clara Bow in silent movies and, by the 1920s, dancers Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis. In 1927 women such as Greta Garbo began to speak onscreen as movies entered the era of talkies. Movies, more than any other popular entertainment, spread to all Americans and helped to consolidate ideas about what was American and contribute to the kind of mass culture that would mark the rest of the 20th century.

Linda F. Mollno
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Adams, Annette Abbott (1877–1956)

Annette Abbott Adams is a woman of many firsts: first female principal in California, one of the firsts to earn a law degree from the University of California and to be accepted into the California bar, the first to serve as an assistant U.S. attorney, and the first to sit on the California Supreme Court.

Adams was born on March 12, 1877, in Prattville, California. As a child, she saw how the society around her confined women to the private sphere based on gender. Her own mother, for example, was a schoolteacher but could not be a member of the board of education because she was a woman. Adams continued her education after high school and often said that the first failed attempt to pass women’s suffrage in 1896 motivated her throughout her college years. After college she became a teacher, the only job available to her. Adams taught for five years, saving enough money for law school. She studied at Berkeley and worked at the recorder’s office, eventually going to Boalt Hall, where she received her bachelor of law degree. Adams ran into a similar problem as her mother did when it came to finding a satisfying career: no law firm in San Francisco would hire a woman. Greatly disappointed, Adams accepted another teaching job at Modoc County High School in Alturas. The next year she met and married Martin Houston Adams, an Illinois man with whom she never lived but never divorced. Her friends said that she married so as to be able to put a “Mrs.” in front of her name, creating a kind of instant respectability. One month into married life Adams became the principal of the Alturas high school.

Although there were plenty of disappointments, Adams did find comfort in the fact that her friend, John E. Raker, a Democratic judge of the Supreme Court of Modoc County, pushed her to continue working toward a career in law. In 1910 with Raker’s encouragement, Adams returned to college to earn her juris doctor. In 1911 the women’s suffrage amendment of the California Constitution was passed, allowing women to vote. Adams earned her doctorate in 1912, and in May she was accepted into the California bar. Despite these achievements, not all of society was ready to accept women lawyers. When the Western Pacific Railway requested that the dean of the law school send his best man to be its house counsel, Adams was recommended. Despite being at the top of the class, the company refused to hire her.

Historically Americn women had difficulty being accepted into the practice of law. The landmark U.S. Supreme Court case Bradwell v. Illinois (1873) established a precedent that said that women were unfit for law. In a ruling that formalized sex discrimination, justices found that the constitution did not protect women’s right to practice law. Justice Joseph Bradley held that women were supposed to be wives and mothers, not lawyers. Though the Bradwell decision was decades old when Adams became a lawyer, it continued to influence how the legal profession treated female members.

[image: Lamphier]

Attorney Annette Abbott Adams collected an impressive number of firsts in her legal career. She was the first woman to earn a law degree from the University of California, first to serve as an Assistant U.S. Attorney General, and the first female attorney to sit on the California Supreme Court. (Library of Congress)

Adams campaigned for Woodrow Wilson in 1912. Because she was the president of the Women’s State Democratic Club of San Francisco, she had considerable sway with voters. She supported Wilson, seeing in him the most likely candidate to support women’s right to vote nationally.

As a reward for her work for his campaign, Wilson appointed Adams assistant attorney general of the United States. She was the first woman to hold such a position. Adams resigned from the Attorney General’s Office in 1921 and returned to private practice. In 1942 she was appointed a judge for the California Court of Appeals, a post she held until her retirement in 1952. While on the bench Adams heard hundreds of significant cases, in part because her court was the final stop in the appeals process before the California Supreme Court.

In 1950, Adams sat for the California Supreme Court on a one-case assignment, thus becoming the first woman to serve in that state’s supreme court. Adams died in 1956. In her lifetime she served as a role model for countless young women and men in a court system that had few women lawyers and judges. By 2010 almost one-third of all lawyers were women, as were 15 percent of all judges.

Therese Torres
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Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (1923)

Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (261 U.S. 525 [1923]) is a case in which the U.S. Supreme Court by a vote of 5 to 3 ruled that the District of Columbia’s minimum wage law for women was unconstitutional. This limited the power of the federal government to infringe upon the power of individual parties to enter into contractual agreements.

The case arose from a 1918 challenge to a Washington, D.C., law that mandated a minimum wage for women. The statute was designed to protect the health and morals of women, both of which were believed to be endangered from living in the poverty-stricken conditions to which low wages led. The Children’s Hospital of the District of Columbia, which employed a large female workforce at a wage considerably lower than the level required by a law passed in 1918, challenged the statute, arguing that it violated the liberty of contract previously guaranteed in the Court’s 1905 decision in Lochner v. New York.

The case was argued on March 14, 1923. Appearing on behalf of the District of Columbia, Harvard Law professor and future Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter argued that the law was a legitimate exercise of the state’s police power, given its protection of women from identifiable dangers. This argument had previously been upheld by the Court in Muller v. Oregon, a 1908 decision that validated a state statute that limited the hours a woman could work, a health-based protection that was deemed a legitimate exercise of the government’s police power. In response, opponents of the law contended that it was an unconstitutional restraint on the liberty of contract that had been enshrined by the Lochner ruling.

This argument proved persuasive, as Justice George Sutherland, writing for the majority, declared that the D.C. statute violated the liberty of contract that was guaranteed by the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution. He acknowledged that contract terms could sometimes be regulated but asserted that unrestrained freedom was the norm and regulation the exception. Sutherland also noted that given the recent advent of women’s suffrage and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment as well as other societal changes relating to the status of women, it was even more important that women’s freedom of contract not be limited. He added that their position as inferior members of society was at a “vanishing point” and that they were now able to look after their own interests as fully participating members of the political process. In addition, Sutherland maintained that unlike previously accepted laws limiting women’s working hours, the minimum wage law was less a regulation of public welfare than a restraint on the mechanics of the free market economy.

Chief Justice William Howard Taft wrote a powerful dissent. Noting that by their very nature most laws serve to infringe upon a person’s individual liberty, he asserted that under the Constitution’s police power, Congress had the authority to regulate both the maximum hours and the minimum wages of women. He argued further that while the direct impact of the law might not be the protection of their health, it was clear that such protection was the fundamental premise and purpose of the legislation and thus a legitimate exercise of governmental power. He also warned that the Court should be careful that it did not make its decision based on economic rather than constitutional principles. Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. joined the chief justice in dissent, also expressing his concern that the Court, rather than interpreting the legal dictates of the Constitution, had instead offered a constitutional stamp of approval for a specific set of economic theories.

Adkins served as a license to those business interests that dominated the government over the next decade. Using it as the legal support to defeat virtually any effort aimed at regulating business in the interest of a certain segment of the population, the philosophy it embodied was central to the rulings that declared many of the early New Deal efforts unconstitutional. Only in 1937 with the Court’s decision in West Coast Hotel Co. v. Parrish was the concept of freedom of contract, as embodied in Lochner and Adkins, put to rest.

William H. Pruden III
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Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (1923)

In 1918, the District of Columbia enacted a law that established a minimum wage for women and children workers. The aim of the law was to protect women and children “from conditions detrimental to their health and morals, resulting from wages which are inadequate to maintain decent standards of living.” Because it employed many women at wages lower than those established by the board created by the law, the Children’s Hospital of the District of Columbia sued the board, claiming that its regulations violated liberty of contract. In Adkins v. Children’s Hospital (1923), the Supreme Court, by a vote of 5 to 3, sided with the hospital, ruling that the law was unconstitutional because a minimum wage law for women violated the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment by abridging a citizen’s right to freely contract labor. In the decision written by Justice George Sutherland, the Court declared that the District of Columbia law was “an arbitrary interference with the liberty of contract which no government can legally justify in a free land.” The Adkins decision was overturned in 1937 by the Court’s decision in West Coast Hotel Co. v. Parrish.

1. The Court of Appeals of the District of Columbia, while constituted of two of the three Justices of that court and one Justice of the Supreme Court of the District, affirmed decrees of the latter court dismissing bills; thereafter, at the same term, (the Supreme Court Justice having been replaced by the third Justice of the Court of Appeals) it granted rehearings and reversed the decrees, and, thereafter, on second appeals, it affirmed decrees entered pursuant to the reversals. Held that objections to the jurisdiction to grant the rehearings did not go to the jurisdiction over the second appeals, and need not be decided here upon review of the decrees of affirmance.

2. Every possible presumption stands in favor of an act of Congress until overcome beyond rational doubt.

3. But when, in the exercise of the judicial authority to ascertain and declare the law in a given case, it is clear and indubitable that an act of Congress conflicts with the Constitution, it is the duty of the Court so to declare, and to enforce the Constitution.

4. This is not to exercise a power to review and nullify an act of Congress, for no such power exists; it is simply a necessary concomitant of the power to hear and dispose of a case or controversy properly before the court, to the determination of which must be brought the test and measure of the law.

5. That the right to contract about one’s affairs is part of the liberty of the individual protected by the Fifth Amendment, is settled by repeated decisions of this Court.

6. Within this liberty are contracts of employment of labor. In making these, generally speaking, the parties have equal right to obtain from each other the best terms they can by private bargaining.

7. Legislative abridgment of this freedom can only be justified by the existence of exceptional circumstances.

8. Review of former decisions concerning interferences with liberty of contract, by (a) Statutes fixing the rates and charges of businesses affected by a public interest.

(b) Statutes relating to the performance of contracts for public work.

(c) Statutes prescribing the character, methods and time for payment of wages.

(d) Statutes fixing hours of labor.

9. Legislation fixing hours or conditions of work may properly take into account the physical differences between men and women; but, in view of the equality of legal status, now established in this country, the doctrine that women of mature age require, or may be subjected to, restrictions upon their liberty of contract which could not lawfully be imposed on men in similar circumstances, must be rejected.

10. The limited legislative authority to regulate hours of labor in special occupations, on the ground of health, affords no support to a wage-fixing law—the two subjects are essentially different.

11. The Minimum Wage Act of Sept. 19, 1918, c. 174, 40 Stat. 960, in assuming to authorize the fixing of minimum wage standards for adult women, in any occupation in the District of Columbia, such standards to be based wholly upon what a board and its advisers may find to be an adequate wage to meet the necessary cost of living for women workers in each particular calling and to maintain them in good health and protect their morals, is an unconstitutional interference with the liberty of contract.

Source: Adkins v. Children’s Hospital, 261 U.S. 525 (1923).



American Birth Control League

Founded as an organization to assist women in accessing contraception, the American Birth Control League (ABCL) was established by Margaret Sanger (1879–1966) in 1921. Through this organization Sanger and others were able to fight Comstock Laws and create access to medically supervised birth control. The ABCL also funded research for improved contraceptive methods. In 1942, the ABCL became the Planned Parenthood Federation of America.

The late 1800s were a time of both progressive social changes and conservative reactions. One example of this was the Comstock Law, which was enacted in 1873 as an antiobscenity law meant to impose social and moral control on society. The Comstock Law mainly targeted pornography, but contraceptives, marital guides, and sex education were included in the ban. Essentially, lawmakers made no distinction between pornography, literary fiction, and medical articles. The law was carried out by banning the mailing of printed photographs and pamphlets that depicted, among other things, contraception or abortions and how to obtain them, either directly or indirectly. In short, birth control was made illegal and obscene. The consequences were dire, especially for poor women who had little access to medical care or safe reproductive controls. Wealthier women still had access to contraceptive methods through their private physicians.

Traumatized by the conditions that her poor Irish Catholic mother endured by having 11 children and suffering an early death as a result, Margaret Sanger felt compelled to help women gain access to birth control. Her principles were simple: contraceptives should be inexpensive and easily accessible for working-class women. She believed that poor women could not change their social class as long as they were condemned to having child after child, particularly in a world with little or no social welfare services to help poor working mothers or their children. After participating in New York intellectual circles in 1910, Sanger worked as a visiting nurse. In this job she developed an interest in helping working-class women find access to birth control so they could limit family size by limiting the number of pregnancies. Influenced by Emma Goldman, Sanger began to argue that only by limiting family size could working-class women be free of the economic burden of unwanted pregnancies.

In 1912 Sanger began a column to disseminate information to these women called “What Every Girl Should Know.” She attracted the attention of censors and began a long battle with the Comstock Laws. In 1914 Sanger began publishing The Rebel Woman, a monthly newsletter that advocated for feminism and contraception. Eventually she was indicted for breaking postal obscenity laws and fled to England. While in England she continued to surround herself with radicals, feminists, and neo-Malthusians (advocates of population control) and to learn about the contraception available to European women, specifically flexible diaphragms and spermicidal jellies. She also developed the belief that contraception was beneficial to a woman’s sexuality because she would be more free if she was not worried about getting pregnant.

Sanger returned to the United Sates and opened the first birth control clinic in Brownsville, New York, in 1916. It operated for nine days before being raided by authorities and shut down. Sanger and clinic workers were convicted and jailed for 30 days. However, the clinic attracted wealthy supporters and was able to appeal the conviction. The appellate court affirmed the conviction but found that physicians were exempt from the obscenity law when disseminating contraceptives for medical reasons. This loophole allowed Sanger to operate a clinic staffed by female doctors in 1923.

Sanger also established the monthly Birth Control Review (BCR) in 1917 and embarked on a campaign of education and publicity through letters, articles, illustrations, and heartwarming stories to gain mainstream support. The Birth Control Review aimed to illustrate that birth control could be used to protect against social ills such as abortion, prostitution, and sexually transmitted diseases. In 1921 journal staffers set up the American Birth Control League (ABCL). The ABCL focused on dispensing information to the medical community as well as individual women, helped to establish local birth control leagues and clinics, and lobbied at state and national levels for legalization of contraceptives. Among the organization’s main tenets was the belief that all children should be conceived in love and wanted by their parents. The ABCL had the support of doctors, scientists, and prominent local women. In 1926 there were 37,000 members who paid $1 to belong and were eager to offer additional assistance in letter-writing campaigns to legislators.

Under the guidance of the ABCL, the first legal birth control clinics in the United States opened in 1923 through the Clinical Research Bureau (CRB). The CRB responded to questions from female patients, saw married women and couples, kept detailed records of research showing the effectiveness of contraceptive service backed by doctor care, and tried new contraceptive methods. Though Sanger resigned from the ABCL in 1928 because of differing ideology among board members, she retained control over the CRB and would rename it the Birth Control Clinical Research Bureau. The ABCL continued to advocate for effective contraception but changed its rhetoric to reflect the economy of the Great Depression. By arguing that contraceptives helped to prevent poverty by limiting family size, the ABCL was able to weather the economic disaster of the 1930s.

Eventually the ABCL would reunite with the CRB as the Birth Control Federation of America. In 1942, the name was changed to the more familiar Planned Parenthood Federation of America to reflect wartime preparedness and the needs of the new working mother. Thus, the ABCL led the way in promoting reproductive health and freedom for American women.

Sarah Nation
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American Women’s Hospital Service

Organized in 1916, the American Women’s Hospital Service created a venue wherein female medical professionals could address the suffering caused by World War I. The organization continues to provide medical assistance around the world.

During the early years of World War I, tensions within American society threatened to pull the country into the conflict. Like other Americans, many female medical professionals were captivated by the drama unfolding across the Atlantic Ocean. Americans feared the pull of ethnic and economic alliances. Many physicians, including women, saw the deeper suffering caused by modern industrialized war and believed that it was their duty to offer their professional services. Much to the disapproval of many female physicians, women were customarily denied entrance into the military except for small numbers of nurses in the Army Nurse Corps and the Navy Nurse Corps.

In 1915, Dr. Rosalie Morton presented a lecture on the work of female medical professionals in the ongoing war in Europe. This lecture sparked a discussion among the other attendees on the possible wartime roles and duties of American female medical professionals if and when the United States entered the conflict. The gathering produced one of the first female professional organizations to offer its services to the American war effort, the American Women’s Hospitals Committee. The committee formalized its public agenda, stating that the purpose of the organization was to reduce suffering through medical care and to aid in the advancement of women in the medical profession. While the committee’s original focus was centered on America society, the organization quickly expanded its view to encompass suffering not only on the battlefields and home fronts of the Great War but also around the globe.

A collection of representatives from 40 American women’s associations met in Washington, D.C., on June 19, 1917, to develop a consensus among the various organizations on the role of women’s organizations in the war effort. Future president Herbert Hoover asked the organizations to focus their efforts on the home front, particularly support of food conservation and of the American Red Cross. The conference discussed the suffering of noncombatant populations in war-stricken countries and drafted a resolution whereby the delegates asked the American Red Cross to allow Dr. Esther Pohl Lovejoy to join its commission overseas to investigate the suffering of women and children in Europe. However, the Red Cross declined to act on the resolution. Instead, the Red Cross partnered with the Medical Women’s National Association (MWNA) to supply and send female medical volunteers to various battlefronts, including France, Greece, Palestine, Armenia, Turkey, and Serbia.

Meanwhile, the MWNA met in New York and adopted a resolution, calling on the U.S. War Department to disregard its traditional policies on gender discrimination and allow American women physicians to join the American war effort. The MWNA’s war service committee expressed its desire to provide medical services for foreign relief efforts and establish military hospitals where required. That same month, the president of the MWNA appointed Dr. Rosalie Morton as the head of the war committee and sent a delegation to meet with Dr. Anna Howard Shaw, who had just been appointed chairman of the Women’s Committee of the National Council of Defense by the War Department. The MWNA formally established the American Women’s Hospitals Service shortly thereafter, and transportation of the members of the service to the war began in August 1917.

The American Women’s Hospitals Service consisted of female practitioners between the ages of 25 and 40, an age limit imposed by the American Red Cross that was much different than the official age limit of 55 for men in the service. The first American Women’s Hospital Service facility was opened in Neufmoutiers, France, in July 1918 and was financed entirely by the MWNA’s war committee. The service also established a dental division, particularly in France. However, the armistice was signed before the first two units of American medical women were able to ship to France from Illinois and California. After November, the hospital service was converted from military to civilian relief services, especially for European war refugees. The American Women’s Hospital Service continues to aid populations during times of war, revolution, and natural disasters to this day.

Chelsea Medlock
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American Women’s Hospitals Service: Dr. Hunt’s Report on AWH Hospital No. 1 in Luzancy, France (1918)

Dr. Barbara Hunt, director of the American Women’s Hospitals (AWH) 1918 report, describes the work done by female doctors and nurses in a war-ravaged region of France, where the populace had no male doctors because they had gone to war. The AWH focused its work on medical relief for war refuges. Hunt oversaw the hospital at Luzancy until November 1918.

The hospital and dispensary service given to the population of the devastated region of France by the American Women’s Hospitals, the war service committee of the Medical Women’s National Association is unique in that it is the only relief work in this war originated and carried through the organized women physicians of America. The need of such a hospital in the department of the Aisne was assured by the American Red Cross early in the Spring of 1918, arrangement made with the American Committee for Devastated France for a location, and the necessary funds raised during the ten day drive in April was generously supported by the devoted friends of the organization.

. . . [Dr. Hunt describes the course of the war and the devastation on the people of the region]

The distress was the most dire imaginable. In a nearby town, there were 12 cases of as virulent a typhoid as occurs, all apparently emanating from the same stricken household where four children all lay sick, two in a bed, the windows tightly closed, the courtyard of the house containing manure rubbish of all sorts, flies fairly forming in living tissue, the mother and father frantically nursing first one then another and helplessly watching them sicken and die. The sickest were brought to our hospital and after three weeks of delirium she recovered. We gave anti-typhoid inoculation to the whole countryside, and cleaned up those villages, so that the sick all get well and remained well and we could transfer our attention elsewhere.

Next came influenza with its pneumnias. It struck the villages progressively, but all the population of the village would have it at the same time, the less sick caring for the more seriously affected. In those times the maire [mayor] of the village would meet our doctor and carry her bag for her as she went from house to house. During that month of October the record is 1700 cases and with our small force of 3 nurses, a fourth came late in the month, we cared for in the hospital 49 patients, 12 of whom had typhoids. It was a fine record for our nurses that at the time we only lost one typhoid.

Source: Report of the American Women’s Hospitals: Organized by the War Service Committee of the Medical Women’s National Association, June 6th to October 6th 1917 (New York: American Women’s Hospitals, 1918).



Anti-Saloon League

The Anti-Saloon League was founded in the 19th century but used 20th-century lobbying tactics in battling alcohol as a source of social ills. The league was very organized and determined and ultimately successful with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, banning the manufacture, sale, and consumption of alcoholic beverages.

Howard Hyde Russell founded the Anti-Saloon League in Oberlin, Ohio, in 1893 at the height of the temperance movement. Much of its support was from Protestant evangelical churches. The league gained grassroots support through dispersal of printed material and relied on church members to spread the word rather than using the more histrionic hatchetations of Carry Nation of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union.

The Anti-Saloon League made several successful decisions. Its leaders decided not to form its own political party so that it did not compete directly against the established political parties of the time. The league backed individual candidates who supported prohibiting alcohol and would introduce legislation to ban it. The league was not concerned about a candidate’s other political stands or party.

The Anti-Saloon League also decided to begin by focusing on closing saloons, which had a negative impact on communities. The league supported local laws that would allow individual towns, city wards, and rural areas to outlaw alcohol.

The Anti-Saloon League operated its own publishing house, the American Issue Publishing Company. The American Issue was first printed in 1896 and would be the voice of the league. The presses ran 24 hours a day producing antialcohol fliers, pamphlets, songs, cartoons, dramas, magazines, and newspapers. The literature focused on the lawlessness and immorality of saloons.

The Anti-Saloon League relied on monetary support from individual members and rich supporters. The Ohio governor’s race in 1905 proved how powerful the league had become. The Republican governor ran for reelection. He did not agree with all of the league’s views, and the league backed his Democratic opponent, who won. All other state office winners were Republicans.

By 1907, 43 states had Anti-Saloon Leagues. The league shifted its focus to the national level in 1913. Several thousand antialcohol supporters marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., to the Capitol building. The proposed Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was introduced in the House of Representatives and the Senate but failed to get the required two-thirds majority of both houses.

League members worked to elect more antialcohol candidates and deluged their current senators and representatives with letters, telegrams, and petitions.

World War I in Europe resulted in anti-German feelings in the United States, and most brewers were of German descent. By 1917 nearly half of the states, mostly in the South and West, prohibited the sale, production, and use of alcohol.

After the United States entered the war, Congress passed a law that set up antialcohol zones around military camps. The Food and Fuel Control Act (1917) regulated the food that might be used for the war effort. This essentially banned the production of distilled spirits from any produce that could be used for food.

Brewers and distillers had differed in their attitudes toward the antialcohol movement. They came together in 1918 to form the Association Against the Prohibition Amendment (AAPA).

The Prohibition amendment was debated in Congress again. To reach the required number of votes for ratification, a compromise included a time limit: proponents would have seven years to get approval from the required 36 states. The amendment passed in 1919. This was the first time that a deadline was included in an amendment.

Thirteen months after the amendment passed Congress, Nebraska became the 36th state to ratify it. Prohibition began in 1920. The production, transport, and sale of alcohol became illegal, although consumption and private possession did not.

The Anti-Saloon League formed the American Bond to promote obedience to the law by encouraging patriotism and requiring group members to sign pledges to abstain from alcohol use.

The 1920s saw court systems overrun with cases of individuals who violated the law. Bootlegging prospered, organized crime flourished, and corruption of government officials increased. The decreased tax revenue from lack of legal liquor sales was significant. The Prohibition Bureau in the Treasury Department, the enforcement agency of the amendment, was undermanned and underfunded.

The Anti-Saloon League’s leadership could not agree on the league’s future. One group thought that it should continue to pressure government officials to enforce the law, and the other group thought that educating the public about the dangers of alcohol should be its focus now that the amendment was law. The leadership could not decide. Many members stopped their memberships and donations, since their goal had been accomplished by the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment. Many wealthy supporters did not like the side effects of Prohibition and pulled their monetary support as well.

The AAPA used the Anti-Saloon League’s tactics with increasing success and lobbied to repeal the Eighteenth Amendment. The AAPA pressured government officials, and other pressures on the Anti-Saloon League included a congressional investigation of the league’s finances in 1928 and a scandal when a New York league superintendent was found guilty of misuse of league funds and sentenced to prison.

The stock market crashed in 1929. Many looked at the employment and tax revenue lost when Prohibition began as a way to ease the monetary crunch of the Great Depression. Both political parties’ platforms for the 1932 election called for the repeal of Prohibition. The Twenty-First Amendment was introduced and approved, and it took less than one year to get 36 states to ratify. Prohibition was repealed in 1933. This was the only time a constitutional amendment was repealed.

The Anti-Saloon League continued and merged with other antialcohol groups. Today the American Council on Alcohol Problems continues to distribute information about the dangers of alcohol use and publish the American Issue.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Anti-Saloon League: “Belated Guests” by Mary Waddell (1921)

From 1893 to 1933, the Anti-Saloon League lobbied for a ban on the manufacture, sale, and consumption of alcohol in the United States. Attempting to influence political leaders at every level of American government, the league promoted temperance by publishing thousands of fliers, pamphlets, songs, stories, cartoons, dramas, magazines, and newspapers. The following is an excerpt from Mary Waddell’s poem “Belated Guests,” which appeared as part of an antisaloon short story written by Waddell and published by the Lincoln-Lee Legion of Westerville, Ohio, in 1921. Due to a bequest, the Westerville Public Library today owns a large holding of Anti-Saloon League documents and artifacts.

Belated Guests

“Good food will give us strength each day,

WHILE RUM WILL TAKE OUR STRENGTH AWAY.

We’ve missed the feast, we’ve missed the fun;

Our troubles yet have just begun.”



“Come, friends, come on,” the big bear said,

“Let’s all go home, and then to bed.

We’d best be quiet as we go.

We’re not in shape to meet a foe.”



Away they went in sorry plight,

And as they shuffled out of sight,

Old Bruin grinned and said, “My Dear,

“I’m really glad they were not here.



“For if they’d come in time to eat

The turkey roast and honey sweet,

There’d naught been left for us, I think,

Except, perhaps, A JUG OF DRINK.



“But now we two are feeling great

Although we’ve both been up so late.

Come, dance with me a merry jig,

And then we’ll breakfast on the pig!



“We’ll sleep all day and then, tonight,

When moon and stars are shining bright,

We’ll venture out across the bog

And bring back home a fattened hog.”



“NO DRINK FOR US!” they loudly sang

Till all the woods with echos rang.

“Our sniveling friends are proof enough

It’s not the proper kind of stuff.”

Source: Mary Waddell, “Belated Guests” (Westerville, OH: Lincoln-Lee Legion, American Issue Publishing Company, 1921).



Association of Junior Leagues International

Founded in 1901, the Association of Junior Leagues International (AJLI) is a nonprofit organization with member leagues dedicated to training a female volunteer workforce and providing community outreach services for women and children. Historically, the organization provided social services for underserved populations, much like settlement houses. The AJLI has reinvented its purpose and remained relevant as the roles and needs of women change through time.

Mary Harriman (1881–1934), the 19-year-old daughter of a railroad magnate, founded the Junior League for the Promotion of Settlement Movements in New York City in 1901. The league began with around 80 members, all young women from elite-class families. The members were representative of the turn-of-the-century “New Woman” who sought to become involved in her community and often found her outlet in the relatively conservative women’s clubs that had proliferated throughout the Progressive Era.

Members first set up a committee to send flowers to local settlement houses and hospitals but eventually began more practical work to improve living conditions for immigrants on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Junior Leagues spread across the country. Early league activities varied widely, but common themes included community improvement, children services, World War I–related activities, and suffrage work.

By the end of 1920, 39 leagues functioned as individual units, with delegations meeting annually but lacking overall coordination. In response to a call from membership, league delegates established the AJLA in 1921. Dorothy Whitney Straight (1887–1968), a widow with three children and former president of the New York league, served as the AJLA’s first president. The AJLA collected and circulated information about its activities, admitted new member leagues, and served as a volunteer training and fund-raising resource.

In 1923 the Denver league started a thrift shop as a fund-raising endeavor, and other leagues followed suit. At the end of the 20th century, 71 leagues still operated a thrift shop. In 1920, the Chicago league pioneered a children’s theater project that began as a fund-raising opportunity and grew into a nationwide community service activity. Many of these AJLA-founded children’s theaters were eventually absorbed by local theater troops and remain in operation. A later fund-raising activity, individual league cookbooks, got its start with the Junior League of Minneapolis in 1943.

During the Great Depression, leagues provided food, medical, job, and day care services. Likely encouraged by political successes of high-profile members such as Eleanor Roosevelt, leagues took their first steps into the legislative realm with the establishment of State Public Affairs Committees (SPACs). The AJLA was hesitant about politically active leagues and eventually placed restrictions largely limiting them to local issues (these restrictions eased over the years). In addition to entering the political realm, leagues participated in World War II support activities and continued with social programs and fund-raising during the 1940s.

Membership in the 1950s skewed older, and leagues were often criticized for their “pearls and white gloves” image. New members faced requirements difficult for wage-earning women to meet, and leagues slow to adjust to these changes experienced declining membership. In some places Junior League membership became a status symbol that largely overshadowed volunteer work. These challenges continued with the civil rights movements of the 1960s and the feminist movement of the 1970s. Leagues continued to make gains for children’s health issues, education, and the arts, but the organization struggled to remain relevant. In 1970, a committee of current and former board members working with a consultant firm proposed major changes for the AJLA. The proposal included a new name—Association of Junior Leagues, Incorporated—and a new focus on volunteerism. Individual leagues began to drop antiquated membership requirements and opened their doors to minority members, but diversity remains an ongoing issue for the organization as a whole.

In 1985, the first European league was established in London, and the AJLA soon changed its name again to the Association of Junior Leagues International, Incorporated, in 1988. The modern AJLI continues to work for many of the issues introduced by Mary Harriman. Leagues around the country participate in programs geared toward health and nutrition, domestic violence, and poverty. By the beginning of 2014, 293 Junior Leagues existed in communities in the United States, Canada, Mexico, and the United Kingdom.

Stephanie Bayless
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Baker, Sara Josephine (1873–1945)

The work of physician and public health pioneer Sara Josephine (Jo) Baker contributed to saving the lives of thousands of poor and immigrant children in New York City’s Lower East Side. The first woman to earn a doctorate in public health, Baker was also the first director of the New York City Bureau of Child Hygiene. She is famous for her capture of “Typhoid Mary” and for a statement she made in 1917 that babies born in the United States faced a higher mortality rate than soldiers fighting in World War I.

[image: Lamphier]

Sara Josephine Baker served as assistant to the Commissioner of Health in New York City and Director of the Bureau of Child Hygiene in the Department of Health. In 1908 she led her team of 30 nurses who taugfht young mothers in the slum district of New York hygiene in order to better care for their infants, which helped lower infant mortality by 1,200 fewer cases than the previous summer. (Photo by FPG/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

Baker was born in 1873 in Ploughkeepsie, New York, to Daniel Mosher Baker and Jenny Harwood Brown. Her father was a lawyer, and her mother was one of the first graduates of Vassar College. At age 16 Baker earned her own scholarship to Vassar, but she gave it up when her father and brother died suddenly of typhoid fever. Faced with the need to support her family, Baker decided to become a physician. She enrolled in the Women’s Medical College of the New York Infirmary in 1894. Founded by Dr. Elizabeth Blackwell and run by her sister Emily Blackwell, the Women’s Medical College introduced Baker to a network of strong female role models who would shape her ambition to help poor women and give her the tools to counter gender discrimination throughout her career.

Baker graduated in 1898 and completed her internship at the New England Hospital for Women and Children in Boston, where she saw firsthand the relationship between poverty and chronic ill health. Baker partnered with a friend to open a private medical practice in New York in 1899. In the first year the two women struggled to make just $185, so they also worked for the New York Life Insurance Company as medical inspectors to help cover their costs.

In 1907 Baker was appointed assistant commissioner of health and was responsible for overseeing large-scale smallpox vaccinations. The job could be dirty and dangerous. In one story from her autobiography Fighting for Life, Baker wrote that “This time I had let myself in for a really grueling ordeal. In my district, the heart of old Hell’s Kitchen on the West Side, the heat, the smells, the squalor made it something not to be believed. I climbed stair after stair, knocked on door after door, met drunk after drunk, filthy mother after filthy mother and dying baby after dying baby” (58). She was also instrumental in identifying and capturing Mary Mallon, a cook who spread typhoid fever and became known as “Typhoid Mary.” As Baker would recall, her supervisors sent her with a police officer to arrest Mallon at her employer’s home. Mallon ran away, and Baker found her by noticing that a scrap of fabric caught in a closet door belonged to the cook’s dress. Mallon resisted arrest, but Baker wrestled Mallon to the ground and sat on her as she was handcuffed and transported to the sanitarium.

In 1908 Baker became the first director of New York’s Bureau of Child Hygiene, the first office devoted to children’s health in the United States. Baker focused on reducing infant mortality rates by improving cleanliness and nutrition. Her innovations included reducing infant blindness by storing silver nitrate eye drops in single-dose containers that kept the medications sterile and at the correct dosage. She initiated formal training and licensing for midwives as well as teaching new mothers to put their infants to sleep safely and designed infant clothing that reduced overheating by opening from the front. Baker observed that many women were unable to nurse their babies because they had to work to support their families. In response, she invented an infant formula and established milk stations that provided safe pasteurized milk.

Another program, the Little Mothers League, taught older sisters how to care for their younger siblings while their mothers were at work. Baker further increased access to health care through establishing well-baby stations and staffing schools with doctors and nurses to check students for lice and other infectious diseases. Baker’s efforts reduced infant blindness rates to three cases in two years, and disease outbreaks in schools became virtually nonexistent. Baker said that she wouldn’t retire until every state had programs for infant health and hygiene. In 1923, New York City had the lowest infant mortality rate among America’s metropolitan areas, and all 48 states had children’s programs in place. During her career, Baker wrote over 250 articles for the scientific community and the popular press as well as six books that have been reprinted for modern audiences. She also wrote her autobiography.

Baker experienced gender discrimination in the male-dominated field of medicine. To counter this, she was known as Jo Baker or “Dr. Jo” by her patients and colleagues. She also minimized her femininity by wearing suits with masculine tailoring that included high collars and neckties. Baker loved telling the story of a colleague’s lament about the deficiencies of women doctors until she brought him up short by asking, “What kind of creature do you think you are talking to now?” He replied, “I’d entirely forgotten that you were a woman.”

Baker may also have dressed in mannish clothing as part of her sexual identity. She called herself a “woman-oriented woman.” Her life partner, novelist Ida Wylie, wrote in her autobiography that Baker had always “liked” women more than men. In 1935 Baker moved to Trevenna Farm in New Jersey with Wylie, who wrote under the pen name I. A. R. Wylie. Another female physician, Louis Pearce, also lived with them. Baker died in 1945.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Baldwin, Maria Louise (1856–1922)

Maria Louise Baldwin was an African American educator, speaker, and civic leader. As principal of the Agassiz Grammar School, Baldwin was the first African American to lead a predominantly white school. Based on her reputation, the Agassiz school drew students from the families of Harvard faculty and other elite families in Cambridge society.

Baldwin was born on September 13, 1856, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Peter L. and Mary E. Baldwin. Her birth occurred one year after the state passed the 1855 legislation to desegregate its public schools. Baldwin entered Sargent Primary School at age five and continued her education at Allston Grammar School. She graduated from Cambridge High School (1874) and from the Cambridge Teachers’ Training School (1875). Throughout her career, Baldwin continued her education by taking college courses during the summers.

Baldwin first applied to teach in Cambridge public schools but was turned away. Board member Horace E. Scudder thought that because Baldwin was a black woman, she had a duty to teach in the South. Baldwin moved south to Chestertown, Maryland, and taught for two years. However, she did not give up her dream to teach school in Cambridge. She was certain that she could overcome racial prejudice by demonstrating that black women could do good and meaningful educating in New England as well as the South. In 1882, the black citizens of Cambridge petitioned the Agassiz Grammar School to hire Baldwin, citing her excellent scholarship and teaching.

Baldwin approached learning as a partnership between teacher and student. Rather than coerce her students, she guided them through decision making and encouraged them to take charge of their own learning. An Agassiz parent once wished that she could be as wise and tender a mother to her 5 children as Baldwin was to her 500. Former student poet e. e. cummings would later marvel at Brown’s deep understanding of children and how gently she ruled her unruly population of students.

In 1898, the school board promoted Baldwin to principal of the Agassiz Grammar School, making her the first African American principal in New England. She supervised an all-white faculty and a predominantly white student population. Baldwin initiated innovative curricula in math, science, and the arts. She also instituted open-air classrooms, hired a school nurse, and organized the first parent-teacher association in Cambridge public schools. In 1916, Baldwin led efforts to build a new building that allowed the school to expand to include students to eighth grade. Promoted to master, Baldwin became one of two female masters in the city and the only African American master in the northeastern United States.

In addition to teaching, Baldwin taught summer courses for African American teachers at the Hampton Institute in Virginia and at the Institute for Colored Youth in Cheyney, Pennsylvania. She lectured on history, poverty, and women’s suffrage. She spoke against racial discrimination and emphasized the achievements of African Americans. In 1897, she was the first woman to give the Annual Washington’s Birthday Address at the Brooklyn Institute. Her speech on the life and accomplishments of Harriet Beecher Stowe was so eloquent that she was offered a job in Brooklyn for twice her teaching salary. She refused the offer, and the trustees doubled her salary at the Agassiz school.

Baldwin also became a distinguished civic leader. She helped establish the Women’s Era Club, a group of prominent black women dedicated to cultural enrichment, charitable work, and women’s suffrage. Baldwin became its vice president in 1894. In 1899, she joined a large meeting of leading women in Boston to speak against lynching, throwing her weight behind a growing antilynching movement headed by Ida B. Wells in Chicago. In 1900, Baldwin joined W. E. B. DuBois to raise funds for a free kindergarten for the African American children of New York City. In 1903, Baldwin helped raise $10,000 to support a kindergarten for black children in Atlanta, Georgia. Baldwin’s additional service included secretary of the Massachusetts Teachers’ Association (1900), president of the Boston Literary and Historical Society (1903), and president of the League of Women for Community Service (1918).

During a speaking engagement on January 9, 1922, Baldwin collapsed and died suddenly. Her legacy lives on through the Agassiz school, renamed the Maria L. Baldwin School in 2012.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Ball, Alice Augusta (1892–1916)

An American chemist and researcher whose breakthrough treatment for leprosy was widely used well after her death, Alice Augusta Ball was born to an upper-middle-class African American family in Seattle, Washington, on July 24, 1892. Her father, James Presley Ball Jr., was a lawyer and editor of a black newspaper, and her mother, Laura Louise Howard Ball, was a photographer. Revered as an abolitionist, James P. Ball Sr., her grandfather, was also a highly regarded photographer whose work was focused on prominent black leaders.

Ball’s grandfather moved the entire family to the Hawaiian Islands in 1903, five years after they were annexed to the United States. He died less than a year later, and in 1905 the Ball family returned to Seattle. Ball graduated from Seattle High School in 1910 and entered the University of Washington, where she earned degrees in pharmaceutical chemistry and pharmacy. She was offered prestigious scholarships to both UC Berkeley and the University of Hawaii and entered the College of Hawaii. There she worked on her master’s thesis, “The Chemical Constituents of Piper Methysticum: Or The Chemical Constituents of the Active Principle of the Ava Root.” Ball became the first woman and the first African American to graduate with a master of science degree in chemistry and became the first to be hired as a chemistry professor at the university.

Dr. Harry T. Hollmann, a U.S. public health officer and an assistant surgeon at Kalihi Hospital and Detention Station, home to patients with leprosy, or Hansen’s disease, asked that she try her technique to isolate the active agents in seed oils of the chaulmoo­gra tree. He imagined that this might lead to a cure for leprosy. Ball soon accomplished what others had not. She isolated the active agents from the oil through a process of chemical extractions now known as the Ball method. From there, she developed a water-soluble injectable form for patient use. And while she did not live to witness its widespread use or publish the results of her efforts, her work lessened symptoms of the disease. For the first time in history, some lepers were released from isolation and allowed to return to their homes. As a major scientific breakthrough at the time, the Ball method would result in the most effective and uniformly reliable method of treatment available for some time to come. As late as 1999, it was widely used in the management of psoriasis and eczema and remains commercially available in most herbal markets.

While a student at the university Ball had begun to show signs of illness, and on December 31, 1916, she died at age 24. Reporters with the Pacific Commercial Advertiser began to speculate, in the absence of any evidence available, on the likelihood of acute chlorine poisoning, in spite of the fact that her colleagues had taken note of her exhaustion at the time of her matriculation but had remained silent. Adding to the confusion, her original death certificate was later altered, giving the cause of death as tuberculosis. In fact, her cause of death remains unknown.

In Ball’s absence her mentor, University of Hawaii president Dr. Arthur Lyman Dean, took over her method and began producing large quantities of the injectable chaulmoogra extract. As a direct result, he accepted full credit for discovering the link between chaulmoogra oil and its effect on leprosy, and soon the Ball method became the Dean method. The results of Ball’s work, however, were profound and cannot be underestimated. By early 1918, the Journal of the American Medical Association noted that a total of 78 patients were released from Kalihi Hospital by the board of health examiners after treatment with injections.

In 2000, former lieutenant governor Mazie Hirono officially declared February 29 Alice Ball Day, a statewide holiday now celebrated every four years. In 2007 the University of Hawaii Board of Regents honored her extraordinary work with the Regents Medal of Distinction.
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Bennett, Belle (1891–1932)

Although her career began with performing in the circus, Belle Bennett is best remembered as a stage and screen actress during the early 20th century.

Born in Milaca, Minnesota, on April 22, 1891, to Hazel Bennett and circus owner Billie Bennett, Belle Bennett learned the trapeze at an early age. Her next efforts were theatrical in nature, initially as a member of a stock company. Her appearances included work in both on- and off-Broadway casts. She had the opportunity to work with figures such as producer David Belasco.

As she entered the film industry, Bennett worked for Mutual and the Triangle Motion Picture Company and for writer/director Al Christie. Around 1926, she landed a deal for a five-year option with Samuel Goldwyn, but within the year Bennett characterized her contract with Goldwyn as “artistic bondage.” She posed several objections to the studio’s terms. When the studio had no project for her, she would remain idle and be paid only half her usual compensation. She could not accept work offered her by other potential employers. If Goldwyn chose, however, he could loan Bennett to other studios for their film projects. Bennett maintained that her reputation might suffer from appearances in motion pictures that were not up to the standard of films in which she had starred, such as the 1925 adaptation of Stella Dallas, written by Frances Marion. Bennett’s attorney threatened a lawsuit against Goldwyn, a rare act of rebellion against the powerful studio system.
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Actress Belle Bennett began her career as a circus performer and moved into silent films. She is pictured here in her signature role as the mother in Stella Dallas (1925). (John Springer Collection/Corbis via Getty Images)

Because even the early film industry was youth-obsessed, Bennett sometimes misrepresented elements of her biography, particularly those related to her age. For this reason, it is difficult to speak with certainty to facts of her private life. While most accounts describe Bennett as a native Minnesotan, other versions identify her birthplace as Coon Rapids or Milcoon Rapids, Iowa. She was married at least twice and possibly three times. Some biographies name James Oaker as a husband, but it is not known when or if they married. Published accounts indicate that in 1908 at age 16, Bennett married William Macy. The couple separated after 5 years together, finally divorcing in 1924. They had a son, William Howard Macy, in 1909. For many years, however, Bennett introduced the boy to people as her younger brother, identifying him as Billie Bennett. Following the teenager’s accidental death, Bennett confessed the deception about her son’s true identity. In a tragic turn, within hours of burying her son, Bennett was required to leave town to begin filming the next day on the title role in Stella Dallas, her signature film. Bennett married film director Fred Windermere in 1925.

Bennett’s film credits include short subjects and numerous feature-length films, such as A Ticket to Red Horse Gulch (1914), A Lucky Leap (1916), The Fuel of Life (1917), The Lonely Woman (1918), The Mayor of Filbert (1919), Monkey Shines (1920), Flesh and Spirit (1922), In Hollywood with Potash and Perlmutter (1924), Stella Dallas (1925), The Way of All Flesh (1927), The Battle of the Sexes (1928), Mother Machree (1928), and The Iron Mask (1929). By some accounts, Bennett became typecast in maternal roles.

In addition to her work in entertainment, Bennett pursued other business opportunities such as a short-lived roadhouse, Grandma’s Farm, located on Ventura Boulevard. She operated this business in partnership with Angus MacAdam.

Bennett died of a prolonged illness, presumably cancer, in Los Angeles on November 4, 1932. Another son, Theodore M. Bennett, whose exact age and parentage remains unknown, survived the film actress. Belle Bennett was laid to rest at Valhalla Memorial Park Cemetery. Paying tribute to Bennett at her funeral service were entertainment colleagues, including Joe E. Brown, Jean Hersholt, Sidney Olcott, Mary Pickford, ZaSu Pitts, Norma Shearer, Russell Simpson, and Thelma Todd.

Best known for her work in motion pictures, particularly her successful turn in Stella Davis, Bennett discovered both the perils and possibilities of celebrity in early Hollywood. She was posthumously inducted into Hollywood’s Walk of Fame in 1960.

Linda S. Watts
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Bethune, Louise Blanchard (1856–1913)

The first female architect in the United States and first woman granted membership in the American Institute of Architects, Louise Blanchard Bethune designed mostly public buildings.

Born Jennie Louise Blanchard in Waterloo, New York, on July 21, 1856, to a family of educators, her father relocated the family to Buffalo when she was 12 years old, where Bethune would eventually work professionally. She graduated from Buffalo High School in 1874 and began preparing to take the recently opened architectural course at Cornell University. Cornell, though, was not welcoming to female students. Instead, in 1876 Bethune received an offer of employment with well-known architects in Buffalo. Recognizing that most architects at the time were trained in drafting offices rather than schools of architecture, she accepted the offer.

Five years later in 1881 at the age of 25, Bethune founded her own architectural firm, partnering with Robert Armour Bethune, whom she married. Her firm won many prestigious and varied commissions, among them the Women’s Prison at Erie County Penitentiary, Pennsylvania Avenue at Fifth Street; the Iroquois Door Plant Company, 659 Exchange Street; the Buffalo Baseball Association grandstand and additions, East Ferry and Michigan Streets; the 74th Regiment Armory, later Elmwood Music Hall, Virginia Street; and the Buffalo Public School #23, 891 East Delevan Avenue. While she accepted projects of all building types, her passion lay in the design of educational buildings. The city of Buffalo was going through a building boom of grade schools at the time, and Bethune and Bethune designed and built no fewer than 18 of them.

Bethune gave birth to a son named Charles in 1883. In 1885 she applied for membership to the Western Association of Architects (WAA). The board of directors enthusiastically approved her application based solely on her professional reputation, thereby setting the precedent for admitting women as members of the association. Thereafter, she exerted her influence to organize the Buffalo Society of Architects. In 1888 Bethune was the first woman elected to the American Institute of Architects, and the following year she was named the first woman to hold the title of fellow within the organization.

As an outspoken advocate of equal pay for equal work, in 1893 Bethune based her very reputation on this commitment. She refused to compete for the design of the Woman’s Building for the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago as a matter of principle. Male architects were to be paid $10,000, while female architects would earn no more than $1,000. She was especially concerned that the competition would diminish the role of women in architecture, and in fact, her suspicions would prove to have merit. MIT graduate Sophia Hayden of Boston won but faced harsh and continuous opposition and eventually suffered a nervous breakdown. Hayden’s male replacement completed the interior of the building.

Bethune is best known for the Hotel Lafayette, for which she received a $1 million commission. Built between 1898 and 1904 and located in downtown Buffalo, the seven-story, 225-room French neoclassical hotel boasted hot and cold water in all bathrooms and telephones in every room. Additionally, her firm designed the Denton, Cottier & Daniels music store, one of the first buildings in the United States to utilize a steel frame and poured concrete slabs. Other Bethune buildings still standing today are the Iroquois Door Plant Company warehouse and the large Chandler Street Complex for the Buffalo Weaving Company.

Bethune retired in 1908 and died in 1913 at the age of 57. In 1910, between the time she retired and the time she died, there were 50 women working professionally as architects. A plaque bearing her likeness was erected at her grave site at Forest Lawn Cemetery in 2002.

In 1971, the University at Buffalo named the building for its School of Architecture Bethune Hall. Bethune was inducted into the Western New York Women’s Hall of Fame in 2006. In no small measure a result of her influence and standing in the field, the American Institute of Architects in 2014 posthumously presented for the very first time its highest honor, the gold medal, to California architect Joyce Morgan. Her award could not have been realized had Louise Bethune not first blazed a trail for other female architects.

James A. Wren
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Blackwell, Alice Stone (1857–1950)

Alice Stone Blackwell was born in East Orange, New Jersey, on September 14, 1857, the only child of Henry Browne Blackwell and Lucy Stone. Blackwell and Stone were leaders in the women’s suffrage movement. Lucy was the first woman to obtain a college degree in the state of Massachusetts and the first woman to retain her maiden name after marriage. Alice’s aunt, Elizabeth Blackwell, was the first women in the United States to graduate from medical school.

While Alice Blackwell was still young, the family moved to the Boston area. During her teenage years, she recorded both everyday occurrences and her family’s reform activities in a journal. Blackwell attended the Chauncy Hall School and Boston University. She graduated as class president and Phi Beta Kappa from Boston University in 1881. After her graduation, she began working for the Woman’s Journal, a publication created in 1870 by her parents to further the cause of women’s suffrage. When her mother died in 1893, Blackwell became editor in chief of the Woman’s Journal, a position she held for 35 years. Her father was involved in the publication until his death in 1907.

Blackwell, along with her parents, was a member of the American Woman Suffrage Association. During her time working on the Woman’s Journal, she worked with members of the American Woman Suffrage Association and the National Woman Suffrage Association to reconcile these rival factions of the women’s suffrage movement into one unified group. The first convention of this new society, the National American Woman Suffrage Association, was held in February 1890. Blackwell served as the recording secretary for this organization for nearly 20 years. She also served as honorary president of the Massachusetts League of Women Voters and president of the New England Woman Suffrage Association and the Massachusetts Woman Suffrage Association.

Around the time she became editor in chief, Blackwell branched out into other reform endeavors. She met Ohannes Chatschumian in Leipzig, Germany, and together they founded a group called the Friends of Armenia, a society dedicated to fighting for the human rights of the Armenian people. She served in this society with other prominent American women, including Julia Ward Howe. Blackwell sold the oriental rugs in her family home to raise money to aid the Armenian people. With Chatschumian she began a project to translate Armenian poetry into English. Blackwell published Armenian Poems in 1896. The work was a huge success, taking only days to sell out its first run. She also published translations of works from Russian, Yiddish, Spanish, Hungarian, and French from 1906 to 1929.

Blackwell, a self-identified socialist, became involved in many different social reform groups, including the Friends of Russian Freedom, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Her letters in support of various causes were so militant that one of Boston’s newspapers would not print her work.

After Blackwell left editorship of the Woman’s Journal, she began writing a biography of her mother, Lucy Stone: Pioneer of Woman’s Rights, which was published in 1930. Boston University awarded Blackwell an honorary doctorate in humanities in 1945. Alice Stone Blackwell went blind near the end of her life and died on March 15, 1950, in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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Blatch, Harriot Stanton (1856–1940)

Women’s rights activist Harriot Eaton Stanton Blatch played a significant part in revitalizing the women’s suffrage movement in the early 1900s.

Blatch was born on January 20, 1856, in Seneca Falls, New York. She was the sixth child of antislavery reformer Henry Brewster Stanton and suffragist and women’s rights advocate Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Stanton raised her daughters to understand that they were capable of the same achievements as men. In 1862 Henry moved the family to New York City to take an appointment with the New York Customs House. The family left New York City in 1868. Blatch graduated from all-female Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York, in 1878. After her graduation she and her mother worked with Susan B. Anthony to produce The History of Woman Suffrage.
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Harriot Stanton Blatch supported her mother Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s work for suffrage and cowrote The History of Woman Suffrage with her and Susan B. Anthony in 1881. Unlike her mother, Blatch lived to see women win the right to vote. (Library of Congress)

In 1880, Blatch left for Europe with her brother Theodore but was called to return home to care for her mother, who had fallen ill. Blatch met her future husband, Englishman William Blatch, on board the ship that returned her to the United States. Upon her return to her parents’ home in Tenafly, New Jersey, she and her mother worked with Anthony to produce the second volume of The History of Woman Suffrage. After the volume was completed, mother and daughter traveled to Bordeaux, France, to allow Stanton to recuperate. Once there, William and Harriot were married on November 12, 1882. By marrying William and moving to England, Blatch lost her American citizenship, a deprivation made more unjust by the fact that her brother had married a foreign national but was able to keep his citizenship. During her time in England, Blatch became active in reform societies, including the Women’s Local Government Society, the Women’s Franchise League, and the Fabian Society. While in England she gave birth to two daughters, Nora and Helen. Helen died at age of four. Blatch obtained a master’s degree from Vassar for a study of English rural working women and lived in England until 1902.

When the Blatches returned to the United States, Harriot Blatch became involved in several reform societies, including the Women’s Trade Union League and the National American Woman Suffrage Association. She founded the Equality League of Self-Supporting Women in 1907 to recruit working-class women to the fight for women’s suffrage. In doing so she helped revitalize the movement, which had floundered in the late 1800s. Working-class women, recognizing the importance of the vote for promoting issues such as workers’ rights, fair wages, and job safety, organized open-air marches and meetings to make the public aware of its work toward woman suffrage and equal treatment. That organization later became the Women’s Political Union and then the National Woman’s Party.

Unlike many women’s rights organizers who were pacifists, such as Jeannette Rankin, Blatch supported U.S. involvement in World War I and was the director of the Food Administration’s Speakers Bureau and the Woman’s Land Army, which organized female volunteers to do farm labor. In 1918 Blatch wrote a book titled Mobilizing Woman-Power describing the contributions of women to the war effort during World War I as an argument for extending the franchise to women in Great Britain and the United States. She describes women as working side by side with men to win the war. In his introduction to the work, former U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt recognized the new era that had dawned in the wake of the Great War and gave his support to women’s equality.

After the war, Blatch embraced pacifism and joined the Socialist Party. She ran for public office in New York as a socialist but did not win. After William’s death in 1915, Blatch regained her American citizenship. She and her brother Theodore edited a collection of their mother’s papers titled Elizabeth Cady Stanton: As Revealed in her Letters, Diary, and Reminiscences.

Blatch cowrote her memoir, Challenging Years: The Memoirs of Harriot Stanton Blatch, with National Woman’s Party activist and author Alma Lutz. The work was published in 1940. Harriot Stanton Blatch died on November 20, 1940. According to biographer Ellen Carol DuBois, Blatch’s greatest achievement was the uniting of her mother’s feminism with her father’s political savvy to make suffrage a national issue for both political parties of the day.

Elizabeth Bass
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Excerpt from Harriot Stanton Blatch’s Mobilizing Woman-Power (1918)

Harriot Stanton Blatch was a woman’s suffrage leader and the daughter of Elizabeth Cady Stanton. In 1918, Blatch wrote Mobilizing Woman-Power to describe the contributions of American women to World War I and to propose how the empowerment of women might prevent wars in the future. In the book, she also demonstrated the link that both British and American suffragists were making between wartime sacrifice and women’s disenfranchisement. Former president Theodore Roosevelt wrote the book’s foreword.

XII WOMAN’S PART IN SAVING CIVILIZATION

Men have played—all honor to them—the major part in the actual conflict of the war. Women will mobilize for the major part of binding up the wounds and conserving civilization.

The spirit of the world might almost be supposed to have been looking forward to this day and clearly seeing its needs, so well are women being prepared to receive and carry steadily the burden which will be laid on their shoulders. For three-quarters of a century schools and colleges have given to women what they had to confer in the way of discipline. Gainful pursuits were opened up to them, adding training in ordered occupation and self-support. Lastly has come the Great War, with its drill in sacrifice and economy, its larger opportunities to function and achieve, it deals of democracy which have directly and quickly led to the political enfranchisement of women in countries widely separated.

Fate has prepared women to share fully in the saving of civilization.

Whether victory be ours in the immediate future, or whether the dangers rising so clearly on the horizon develop into fresh alignments leading to years of war, civilization stands in jeopardy. Political ideals and ultimate social aims may remain intact, but the immediate, practical maintenance of those standards of life which are necessary to ensure strong and fruitful reactions are in danger of being swept away.

We have been destroying the life, the wealth and beauty of the world. The nobility of our aim in the war must not blind us to the awfulness and the magnitude of the destruction. In the fighting forces there are at least thirty-eight million men involved in international or civil conflict. Over four million men have fallen, and three million have been maimed for life. Disease has taken its toll of fighting strength and economic power. In addition to all this human depletion, we have the loss of life and the destruction of health and initiative in harried peoples madly flying across their borders from invading armies.

Starvation has swept across wide areas, and steady underfeeding rules in every country in Europe and in the cities of America, letting loose malnutrition, that hidden enemy whose ambushes are more serious than the attacks of an open foe. The world is sick.

And the world is poor. The nations have spent over a hundred billions on the war, and that is but part of the wealth which has gone down in the catastrophe. Thousands of square miles are plowed so deep with shot and shell and trench that the fertile soil lies buried beneath unyielding clay. Orchards and forests are gone. Villages are wiped out, cities are but skeletons of themselves. In the face of all the need of reconstruction we must admit, however much we would wish to cover the fact,—the world is poor.

And still, as in no other war, the will to guard human welfare has remained dominant. The country rose to a woman in most spirited fashion to combat the plan to lower the standards of labor conditions in the supposed interest of war needs. With but few exceptions the States have strengthened their labor laws. . . . The Great War, far from checking the movement for social welfare, has quickened the public sense of responsibility. That fact opens the widest field to women for work in which they are best prepared by nature and training.

The things that lend themselves to the husbanding of the race will draw as a magnet those who have borne the race. The tired world will need for its rejuvenation a broadened and deepened medical science. Women are too wise to permit sanitation and research to fall to a low level. On the contrary, they will wish them to be more thorough. There will be economy along the less essential lines to meet the cost.

The flagging spirit needs the inspiration of art and music. To secure them in the future, state and municipal effort will be demanded. Women are born economizers. They have been trained to pinch each penny. With their advent into political life, roads and public buildings will cost less. Through careful saving, funds will be made available for the things of the spirit.

With increasing numbers of women entering the industrial world, with ever widening extension of the vote to women, and the consequent quickening of public responsibility, together with the recent experience of Europe demonstrating the importance of care for all workers, both men and women, there is ground for hope that even the United States, where protective legislation is so retarded in development, will enter upon wide and fundamental plans for conservation of all our human resources.

Protection of the worker, housing conditions, the feeding of factory employees and school children, play grounds and recreation centers, will challenge the world for first consideration. These are the social processes which command most surely the hearts and minds of women. The churning which the war has given humanity has roused in women a realization that upon them rests at least half the burden of saving civilization from wreck.

Here is the world, with such and such needs for food, clothing, shelter, with such and such needs for sanitation, hospitals, and above all, for education, for science, for the arts, if it is not to fall back into the conditions of the Middle Ages. How can women aid in making secure the national position? Certainly not by idleness, inefficiency, an easy policy of laissez faire. They must labor, economize, and pool their brains.

Women can save civilization only by the broadest coöperative action, by daring to think, by daring to be themselves. The world is entering an heroic age calling for heroic women.

Source: Harriot Stanton Blatch, Mobilizing Woman-Power (New York: Woman’s Press, 1918). Available at Library of Congress, American Memory Collection, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?ammem/naw:@field(DOCID+@lit(rbnawsan2004div15.
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Breckinridge, Mary Carson (1881–1965)

Nursing pioneer Mary Breckinridge devoted over 40 years of her life to making health care more accessible and affordable for patients in Appalachian Kentucky. Her work with the Frontier Nursing Service (FNS), particularly her use of trained nurse-midwives and her ideas concerning preventive care, have strongly influenced medical treatment in the United States and worldwide.

Breckinridge was born in Memphis, Tennessee, to a prominent southern family in 1881. She spent much of her youth in Europe, educated by governesses and later at a Swiss boarding school. Upon graduation, she abandoned dreams of attending college and instead pursued the path that society expected a woman to take—marriage and motherhood. When her first husband, Henry Ruffner Morrison, died suddenly in 1904, Breckinridge enrolled in nursing school, graduating from the St. Luke’s Hospital School of Nursing in 1910. In 1912 she married Richard Ryan Thompson, president of the Crescent College and Conservatory for Young Women in Arkansas. This marriage resulted in the birth of two children, Clifton Breckinridge “Breckie” Thompson in 1914 and Mary “Polly” Thompson in 1916. Polly died at birth, and Breckie died of a bowel obstruction in 1918, leading Breckinridge to turn to professional pursuits. She volunteered first as a speaker with the U.S. Children’s Bureau before traveling to Europe to serve with the American Committee for Devastated France, a World War I relief organization. In 1920, she divorced Thompson and reclaimed her maiden name.

While serving in Europe, Breckinridge first encountered trained nurse-midwives. She immediately recognized their practicality in rural settings. In the United States, lay midwives had been dismissed as backward and were increasingly replaced by obstetricians. Breckinridge believed that in an ideal world all women would have access to a physician’s care, but where that was not possible, nurses with specialized training in midwifery could handle normal deliveries. After earning her midwifery certificate at the British Hospital for Mothers and Babies in 1923 and after studying the methods of district nurses in rural Scotland, she returned to the United States in 1925 to launch her own nursing service.

After much consideration, Breckinridge chose to begin her “demonstration” in Leslie County, Kentucky, because she believed that this mountainous area was as remote as any place in the nation. Additionally, she felt sure that state officials and local residents there would cooperate with her efforts, and she knew that her family name would gain her immediate respect in the Bluegrass State. She presided over the first meeting of the Kentucky Committee for Mothers and Babies in July 1925 in Frankfort, Kentucky, and after gaining the endorsement of committee members, she proceeded to hire two nurse-midwives. In its earliest years, the organization focused on protecting women and children, with a strong emphasis on preventive care, but in 1927 Breckinridge changed its name to reflect a broader mission of serving the entire community.

As Director of the FNS, Breckinridge devoted most of her time to fund-raising. She hoped to secure government or corporate funding but ultimately relied on an extensive network of donors, most from the Northeast, who gave generously to support the FNS’s “Angels on Horseback.” The FNS built a hospital in 1928, and by 1930 nurses operated six clinics and served 10,000 patients. The Great Depression would force the FNS to scale back its efforts, but Breckinridge managed to keep the organization solvent.

In 1939 as World War II loomed, Breckinridge achieved her goal of creating one of the first nurse-midwifery training programs in the United States. Prior to this, the FNS had recruited nurses from Europe. The Frontier Nursing Service Graduate School of Midwifery, renamed Frontier Nursing University in 2011, became a key supplier of nurse-midwives and family nurse practitioners. Allowing students to stay in their home communities as they complete their training, Frontier Nursing University continues to specialize in producing rural practitioners.

Breckinridge documented her work in her autobiography, Wide Neighborhoods, published in 1952. She earned a number of national awards and honorary degrees during her lifetime, and her innovations continue to be lauded. The U.S. Postal Service issued a stamp in her honor in 1998. Breckinridge remained director of the FNS until her death in 1965 in Hyden, Kentucky, at the age of 84.
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Brown, Hallie Quinn (1850–1949)

In the days before television and radio, elocutionist Hallie Quinn Brown was a rock star of her generation. Born to former slaves, Brown parlayed her love of the spoken word into a public speaking career that entertained Queen Victoria and educated thousands of people about civil rights and women’s suffrage. A professor of elocution at Wilberforce University, Brown was a pioneer in the theory and practice of communication. She transformed conventional elocutionary practice to encompass black American vernacular and to promote the African American tradition of oral history.

Brown was born on March 10, 1850, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to former slaves Frances Jane Scroggins and Thomas Arthur Brown, a riverboat steward and express agent. Both of Hallie Brown’s parents were active in the Underground Railroad, and their home also served as the unofficial headquarters for the African Methodist Church. The family bought a farm in Chatham, Ontario, Canada, in 1864. As a teenager, Brown would climb onto a tree stump to deliver speeches to the cows and sheep. The farm burned down during a post–Civil war conflict, forcing Brown to work as a farmhand. After the Brown children experienced racial prejudice in the Canadian public schools, the family returned to Ohio, where Brown and her brother enrolled at Wilberforce College.

At Wilberforce, Brown pursued her passion for rhetoric and graduated in 1873 with a bachelor of science degree. During her early career as a teacher, she continued her education during the summers at the American Chautauqua Lecture School, a noted scientific and literary circle, until she graduated in 1886. Brown’s first teaching experience (1873–1875) was in the plantation schools in Mississippi and South Carolina. Shocked by the degree of illiteracy she encountered in her students and their parents and the crumbling walls and broken windows, Brown devised lesson plans and made school repairs.

In 1875 Brown joined the faculty at Allen University, a historically black college in Columbia, South Carolina. In 1887, she returned to Ohio to teach in the Dayton Public Schools. In 1892, Booker T. Washington appointed Brown principal (dean of women) at the Tuskegee Institute, a private black university he founded in Alabama. In 1894, Wilberforce offered Brown a position as a professor of elocution. She deferred her acceptance because she planned a European tour as a professional elocutionist.

Brown was convinced that it was her duty to share African American culture through public speaking. She traveled throughout Europe and the United States with the Lyceum, a well-known troupe of traveling educators and entertainers. Her repertoire of over 90 memorized pieces included recitations of Shakespeare and Mark Twain as well as political activist poems and dialect humor that introduced Negro vernacular. Her lectures—”Negro Folklore and Folksong,” “Progress of Negro Education,” and “Status of the Afro-American Woman before and after the War”—brought international attention to the civil rights movement in America. While in England, Brown was twice an invited elocutionist and honored guest of Queen Victoria. In 1893 the queen asked Brown to help establish the first British Chautauqua, a traveling education and entertainment group similar to the Lyceum. She spoke at the International Woman’s Christian Temperance Union Conference (London, 1895) and represented the United States at the International Congress of Women (London, 1899).

At the request of Wilberforce trustees, Brown extended her European lecture tour to raise funds for the university. In 1906, she returned to assume her duties as a professor of elocution. She founded the Women’s League of Washington, D.C., which merged with the National Association of Colored Women in 1894. She also served as president of the Ohio State Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs (1905–1912) and president of the National Association of Colored Women (1920–1924).

Brown’s scholarly writings contributed to the art and science of oral communication. Many of her techniques are in use today in high school and college classrooms. She also wrote and edited books about the achievements of African American women. Brown was an active lecturer, fund-raiser, and civil rights advocate until her death on September 16, 1949, at the age of 99.
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Buck v. Bell (1927)

Buck v. Bell (274 U.S. 200 [1927]) was a U.S. Supreme Court case in which the Court upheld a Virginia statute allowing the sterilization of women who were committed to a state facility for the feebleminded as a precondition for their release. While the ruling was forever immortalized by Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.’s assertion that “three generations of imbeciles are enough,” at its core Buck v. Bell involved fundamental issues relating to control of an individual’s body and the reproductive process. While the Holmes statement served to embed the case in the public consciousness, it did not address the central issues—legal or moral—that were at the heart of the controversy and would continue to resonate and play a role in future legal battles and Court rulings down to Roe v. Wade.

Buck v. Bell had its beginnings in a challenge to a Virginia statute that allowed for sterilization as a condition for release of patients who might require permanent institutionalization. The challenge centered on Carrie Buck, an 18-year-old girl whose sterilization was sought by state authorities under the 1924 statute. Buck had become pregnant as a result of rape, and the family with whom she lived sought to have her committed to the State Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-Minded once an IQ test determined that her mental age was only nine. Buck’s mother Emma, whose mental age had previously been found to be eight, was already in the institution. Consequently, after Buck had her baby, colony superintendent Albert Priddy, an advocate of race improvement through eugenic sterilization, sought to have Buck sterilized, arguing that she was feebleminded and a “moral delinquent.” The colony’s governing board accepted the recommendation, but attorneys—one for the colony and one for Buck—were engaged in an effort to secure a legal validation of the new law.

At trial, the attorney for the colony offered witnesses and expert analysis that attested to both Buck’s feeblemindedness and her lack of moral character. While her consistent church attendance and her school record might have been used as a defense, her attorney failed to offer them, seemingly willing to accept the state’s contention. Despite this, upon appeal the state maintained that Buck’s due process rights had been fully protected. The state also contended that the state’s police powers allowed sterilization to protect Buck and others like her. In contrast, Buck’s attorney argued that the law was discriminatory and that a state could not invade a person’s “bodily integrity.” He added that to allow such action was to allow the “worst form of tyranny.”

After hearing arguments on April 22, 1927, the Court wasted little time in handing down its decision on May 2. Speaking for an 8 to 1 majority, Justice Holmes declared that the Court saw nothing wrong in the State of Virginia’s treatment of Carrie Buck. Holmes accepted the eugenics-based arguments. He then went on to observe that since serving the public welfare often required sacrifices by its citizens, it would be strange if the nation could call upon the “best citizens” to sacrifice their lives but could not ask those such as Buck, who “already sap the strength of the State,” to make the kinds of sacrifice that the Virginia statute called for. Asserting that the burden on the state and society was clear, he concluded with his infamous declaration that “Three generations of imbeciles are enough.” Interestingly, given the nature of the case as well as his general judicial leanings, Justice Pierce Butler was the lone dissenter, but he did not explain himself in writing.

Many of the issues central to, if unaddressed, in Buck v. Bell would emerge in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965) and then even more profoundly in Roe v. Wade (1973). Despite the right to privacy being fully established in Griswold and then being central to the Court’s finding in Roe that legislation that prohibited abortion was an infringement upon a women’s right to make decisions about her own body as they related to reproduction, Buck v. Bell has in fact never been overruled. It remains on the books, a legal precedent and reminder of a time when a social movement utilized both the political and legal systems to achieve an agenda. Many of whose tenets were, ironically, fully embraced and fostered by Nazi Germany.

William H. Pruden III
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Burns, Lucy (1879–1966)

Suffragette and women’s rights advocate Lucy Burns cofounded the National Woman’s Party (NWP). Burns’s collaboration and activism with NWP cofounder Alice Paul was pivotal to the Nineteenth Amendment’s passage and ratification.

Burns was born in Brooklyn, New York, on July 28, 1879, to an Irish Catholic family. Characterized as a charming firebrand, the blue-eyed, red-haired Burns was warm, outgoing, and a brilliant student of language and linguistics. She graduated from Packer Institute in 1899, Vassar College in 1902, and Yale University in 1903. While studying at the University of Bonn in 1909, she traveled to England and became interested in the work of British suffragists Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst. Burns abandoned her studies to become an activist with the Pankhursts, learning the art of street rallies, and worked as an organizer in Scotland until 1912. Burns and Alice Paul met in a London police station after they were arrested for demonstrating outside Parliament. The two women returned to the United States and formed an alliance and a lifelong relationship, not unlike that of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony a generation earlier.
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Leader of the National Woman’s Party, Lucy Burns was jailed several times in 1917 for picketing the White House to support women’s suffrage. She spearheaded a hunger strike and endured force feeding which required five guards to hold her down. (Library of Congress)

In 1913, Paul was the chairman and Burns the cochairman of the Congressional Committee for the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Tasked with lobbying Capitol Hill for national suffrage, the NAWSA and Paul disagreed on strategy. When Burns was arrested for chalking meeting notices on a sidewalk, NAWSA leadership worked to remove them both from the organization. Paul and Burns left the NAWSA in 1914 to form the NWP. Burns staged protests in front of the White House for eight hours a day, six days a week. Wilson gave lip service to the cause of suffrage but thwarted its progress in Congress and painted the suffragists as unpatriotic.

When a Russian envoy visited the White House, Burns prominently displayed a banner declaring that Russian women had more freedom than American women because they could vote. Burns and other so-called Silent Sentinels demonstrated outside the White House from January 1917 until the Nineteenth Amendment passed both houses of congress in mid-1919. Wilson was embarrassed and actively worked to break the protestors. Police and onlookers incited violence against the women, and arrests followed.

After one 1917 arrest, the women were sent to Occoquan Workhouse for 60 days. Burns and Paul leaked reports of the conditions. Stories of upper-class women locked in the same quarters as women with criminal records and black women made the Washington elite squeamish, and Wilson was forced to pardon them. Burns kept the campaigns going, building sympathy and support with every arrest.

In November 1917, Burns and several suffragists were sentenced to 60 days in Occoquan. November 15 became known as the “Night of Terror,” when Burns and her fellow protestors were beaten and terrorized. Burns was handcuffed with her hands above her head and, after declaring a hunger strike, was placed in solitary confinement and force-fed. They could not pry Burns’s mouth open, so a glass tube was shoved up her nostril, causing significant bleeding and pain. Sympathizers named the women “Iron-Jawed Angels.”

After legal maneuvering and a public outcry, the White House ordered that the prisoners be released without condition on November 27 and 28. Burns was arrested and jailed seven times, more than any American suffragist. Burns and other suffragists who had been jailed toured the country on “The Prison Special” train. Dressed in prison garb, the “prison specialists” packed houses nationwide, encouraging condemnation of the Wilson administration’s shameful treatment of women. Burns increased the pressure through more protests and watch fires. With national and international opinion shifting, Wilson called for a special session of Congress. On May 19, 1919, the amendment was approved in Congress, then in the Senate. The amendment was quickly moved to the states and ratified on August 18, 1920.

Burns retired from political life, returning to Brooklyn to live with her family. In 1923, her youngest sister died in childbirth, and Burns reared her newborn niece as her own. Burns became committed to Catholicism and worked with the Catholic Church until her death in 1966.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Cather, Willa (1873–1947)

Critically and popularly esteemed novelist Willa Cather authored 12 novels and more than 40 short stories. She was adept at depicting life on the Great Plains frontier and won a Pulitzer Prize in 1922 for One of Ours. Almost all of her work remains in print and is still widely read.

Willa Cather was born on her grandmother’s farm in Winchester, Virginia, in 1873. Her given name was Wilella, though in childhood she adopted the moniker Willa. The eldest of seven children, Cather was educated at home, which was then not uncommon. She also became very aware of her parents’ employment of African Americans as servants and menial laborers, which would influence her last publication. When she was nine years old her family moved to Nebraska, where they first lived on a farm and then, in Red Cloud, where Cather’s father found work in real estate and insurance. The move proved fundamentally important to Cather’s later writing. She found the vastness of the plains and the people who inhabited the land, from white settlers to Native Americans, interesting enough to write about for the rest of her life.
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Pulitzer Prize winning author Willa Cather wrote stories of the people of the Great Plains. Among her most loved novels, O Pioneers! and My Antonia are considered masterpieces. (Library of Congress)

In Nebraska, Cather attended a one-room school. Talented in languages, she read French from a young age and later Latin and Greek. Despite this mastery, she never fully understood algebra. Cather enjoyed reading history and fiction. She also strove to break the stereotype of woman as caretaker of home and family. Graduating from high school in 1890, she attended the University of Nebraska, where she wrote an essay on British historian Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881). Her professor sent it to the Nebraska State Journal. The essay’s publication thrust Cather into the spotlight as an author. Cather, who had wished to be a physician, now wanted to be a writer.

In the following months Cather established herself as a regular contributor to the state journal. While at the university she published some 300 essays and theater reviews in its pages. Receiving $1 per piece, Cather helped pay her tuition. In addition, she edited two university literary magazines and the yearbook. She also wrote fiction. Her growing fame led to her acquaintance with three-time presidential candidate fundamentalist William Jennings Bryan (1860–1925) and novelist Stephen Crane (1871–1900).

After graduating from the University of Nebraska, Cather had trouble settling on a job until the owner of a family magazine in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, offered her an editorship. The job became an enormous undertaking, because Cather found herself writing much of the content herself and using pseudonyms to give the appearance that the magazine had a staff of writers.

Around 1900 Cather turned to teaching high school because she had come to believe that journalism would not help her become a better writer. Travel­ing to England with a wealthy friend, she impressed S. S. McClure (1857–1949), the founder and owner of McClure’s Magazine, who published several of her short stories, which increased her renown. In 1906 McClure invited her to edit the magazine, a job then thought unobtainable for a woman. Cather agreed but again came to see the chores of editing as onerous and a detriment to her writing career.

In 1908 Cather moved to New York, where she lived until her death. There she wrote her first novel, Alexander’s Bridge (1912), which attracted admirers but she professed to dislike. She liked her second novel, O Pioneers! (1913), much better, perhaps because it drew upon her youth in Nebraska. She dedicated the novel to her friend Sarah Orne Jewett, who urged her to write from the female perspective. Reviews were even more laudatory, and Cather found herself a national figure. Other novels recounted life in the West and Southwest, including Native American culture. Her conversations with World War I veterans led to One of Ours, which received mixed reviews and in 1923 a Pulitzer Prize, cementing her reputation.

During these years Cather formed intense and long-lasting friendships with women. This fact has led to speculation about her sexual orientation. Feminist and queer scholars argue about her sexuality, with some claiming that she was a lesbian and others arguing that it would be unfair to label Cather when she disclaimed labels herself. She liked to dress in men’s clothing and wore her hair short. Nonetheless, many pictures show her dressed in traditional women’s clothing, and her politics were fairly conservative. Whether she was sexual at all remains unclear. Cather, who never married, maintained that she could only write while living in solitude. Still, she lived with editor Edith Lewis for 39 years, including her entire New York career.

The Pulitzer Prize, though followed by seven more novels, marked a decline in Cather’s health. Among other problems, she damaged nerves in her right arm and shoulder and thrice caught influenza, which was then a dangerous disease. Warner Brothers paid Cather to make a film from her novel A Lost Lady (1923), but she so disliked the movie that she vowed never to sell anything to Hollywood again. Further illustrating her disdain for modern commercialism, The Professor’s House (1925) explores the decline in the quality of higher education, especially the humanities, as students came to care only about making money. By the mid-1920s, Cather’s novels reached a worldwide readership.

During the Great Depression, Cather’s income from royalties faltered, as critics and readers came to see her as hopelessly old-fashioned and socially irrelevant. She never wrote about the Great Depression, though she sent food and money to friends in Nebraska who had suffered through the Dust Bowl. Among her last novels, Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940) concerned slavery and plantation life. Cather died on April 24, 1947 and is buried in Jeffrey, New Hampshire, next to Edith Lewis. At Cather’s request, Lewis destroyed Cather’s last, unfinished novel. Today Cather is regarded as one of America’s greatest novelists.

Christopher Cumo
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Two Poems by Willa Cather: “The Hawthorn Tree” (1903) and “Prairie Spring” (1913)

Novelist and poet Willa Cather wrote vividly about life on the Great Plains, often taking a romantic or nostalgic tone. Cather wrote the poem “Prairie Spring” as a prologue for her novel O Pioneers!, the first novel in her Great Plains trilogy. Cather said that her poem “The Hawthorn Tree,” which appeared in her 1903 collection of poems titled April Twilights, was one of her favorite works.

The Hawthorn Tree

Across the shimmering meadows—

Ah, when he came to me!

In the spring-time,

In the night-time,

In the starlight,

Beneath the hawthorn tree.



Up from the misty marsh-land—

Ah, when he climbed to me!

To my white bower,

To my sweet rest,

To my warm breast,

Beneath the hawthorn tree.



Ask of me what the birds sang,

High in the hawthorn tree;

What the breeze tells,

What the rose smells,

What the stars shine—

Not what he said to me!

Prairie Spring

Evening and the flat land,

Rich and sombre and always silent;

The miles of fresh-plowed soil,

Heavy and black, full of strength and harshness;

The growing wheat, the growing weeds,

The toiling horses, the tired men;

The long empty roads,

Sullen fires of sunset, fading,

The eternal, unresponsive sky.

Against all this, Youth,

Flaming like the wild roses,

Singing like the larks over the plowed fields,

Flashing like a star out of the twilight;

Youth with its insupportable sweetness,

Its fierce necessity, Its sharp desire,

Singing and singing,

Out of the lips of silence,

Out of the earthy dusk.

Source: Willa Cather, O Pioneers! (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1913); Willa Cather, “The Hawthorn Tree,” in April Twilights (Boston: Gorham, 1903).



Catt, Carrie Chapman (1859–1947)

Advocate for women’s suffrage, both in the United States and abroad, Carrie Chapman Catt revitalized the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). In 1920 after the Nineteenth Amendment was passed, she founded the League of Women Voters. She was also a prominent proponent of world peace and cofounded the Women’s Peace Party.

Carrie Clinton Lane, the daughter of Lucius and Maria Clinton Lane, was born in Ripon, Wisconsin, on January 9, 1859. In 1866, her family moved to a farm near Charles City, Iowa. After she graduated from high school, she entered the Iowa Agricultural College (now Iowa State University) in Ames, Iowa. She graduated in 1880 with a degree in general science. The only woman in her class, she graduated as valedictorian. She was also the first woman to deliver an oration before one of the college’s debating societies. After she graduated she returned to Charles City, where she worked as a law clerk and then as a schoolteacher and principal in nearby Mason City. She was appointed superintendent of schools in 1883, one of the first women in the United States to hold that post.

In 1885 Catt married Leo Chapman, the publisher and editor of the Mason City Republican. The following year, he went to San Francisco in search of a new job. Catt was traveling to join him when he died a few days before her arrival. She decided to stay in San Francisco, where she worked for a newspaper. In 1887 she returned to Charles City, where she joined the Iowa Woman Suffrage Association and began to write and speak in support of women’s suffrage.

In 1890 Catt married George Catt, a wealthy engineer and fellow alumnus of Iowa Agricultural College. He supported her work wholeheartedly, both personally and financially. During the same period, Carrie Catt began to work for the NAWSA. She spoke at its national convention in 1890, and in 1892 she advocated passage of a suffrage amendment in a speech before the U.S. Congress. In 1900 she succeeded Susan B. Anthony as president of the NAWSA and began speaking, planning campaigns, and organizing women nationwide.

In 1902 Catt helped to organize the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA), which eventually had groups in 32 countries. In 1904 she resigned as president of the NAWSA to care for her sick husband. He died in 1905, closely followed by the death of her friend Susan B. Anthony (1906) and both her younger brother and mother (1907). Grief-stricken and emotionally exhausted, Catt’s doctors suggested that she travel abroad to rest. Still the president of the IWSA, she spent the next eight years touring the world to promote the cause of women’s suffrage and pacifism worldwide.

In 1915 Catt returned to the United States and resumed the presidency of the NAWSA. That same year, spurred on by the outbreak of World War I, she and Jane Addams founded the Women’s Peace Party. At the NAWSA’s annual convention in 1916, Catt revealed what she called her “Winning Plan,” which involved pursuing suffrage at both the state and national levels and working hard to procure at least partial voting rights in states that were resistant. In 1917 New York state passed a suffrage referendum, the first eastern state to do so. That same year the United States entered World War I, and in a seeming contradiction, Catt decided to support it. This patriotic stance served to enhance the reputation of the suffragettes. By 1918, President Woodrow Wilson, who had resisted giving women the vote, had become a supporter of the suffragist movement.

In May 1919, the U.S. House of Representatives declared its support for a suffrage amendment; the Senate followed suit in June. On August 18, 1920, Tennessee became the 36th state to ratify the amendment, and after certification by the secretary of state on August 26, the Nineteenth Amendment became part of the U.S. Constitution. Six months before ratification, Catt resigned from the presidency of the NAWSA and founded the League of Women Voters to provide education for the nation’s new female voters. She served as the league’s honorary chair until her death. In 1920 she ran for vice president of the United States on the ticket of the Georgist Commonwealth Land Party, a party founded on the single-tax principles of Henry George. In 1923 Catt and Nettie Rogers Shuler published Woman Suffrage and Politics: The Inner Story of the Suffrage Movement.

Catt was involved in antiwar causes during the 1920s and 1930s. In 1925 she founded the National Committee on the Cause and Cure of War, and she was a staunch supporter of the League of Nations and, later, the United Nations. In 1930, she received the Pictorial Review Award for her work on international disarmament. In 1933, in response to Adolf Hitler’s use of Jews as the scapegoat for Germany’s problems, she founded the Protest Committee of Non-Jewish Women against the Persecution of Jews in Germany. The committee encouraged the U.S. government to change immigration laws so that more Jews could immigrate to America. For her work she received the American Hebrew Medal. In 1940, she organized her final event, the Woman’s Centennial Conference in New York City, celebrating the feminist movement in the United States. In 1941 she received the Chi Omega award at the White House from her friend Eleanor Roosevelt.

Catt died in New Rochelle on March 9, 1947. In 1975 she was inducted into Iowa’s Women’s Hall of Fame, and in 1982 she was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame. Iowa State University established the Carrie Chapman Catt Center for Women and Politics in 1992.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Last Report of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (1921)

After the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, the National Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) reformed itself as the League of Women Voters. The following is the last report from the NAWSA, which was issued in 1921 after the last NAWSA convention was held in Cleveland. The report was written by Carrie Chapman Catt and edited by Nettie Rogers Shuler.

This pamphlet contains the last report of the National American Woman Suffrage Association. This association, and its predecessors whose aim and work in carried forward, have published reports of their proceedings for seventy-four years. The records from 1848, when the first Woman’s Rights Convention was held, to 1884, are preserved in the History of Woman Suffrage. The records since 1884 have been published annually, this report closing the series.

There have been few women whose words or deeds during the last half century have warranted their mention in our national history who have not at some time been members of the National American Woman Suffrage Association and hundreds of men and women who are known as leaders of thought have spoken upon its platform. In the earlier years, contending for the fullest freedom of all women to educational, industrial, civil, social and political opportunity, the association was the sole exponent of the woman’s cause in the United States. During those years prejudice was intensely stubborn and bitter and all progress for the woman’s movement was made against the current of public opinion. In later years when many organizations of women each carrying forward some specific phase of the woman’s struggle had come into existence, the National American continued to lead the advance section of the movement, and devoted its endeavors exclusively to the campaign for woman suffrage.

It now has the proud satisfaction of having achieve[d] its purpose and finished its work. It has bequeathed to American women an opportunity, a dignity and liberty which in 1848 were a dream in the minds only of a few. With this final report one of the most unique and significant chapters of American history is closed—Carrie Chapman Catt.

Source: Nettie Rogers Shuler, ed., Handbook of the National American Woman Suffrage Association: And proceedings of the Convention Held at Cleveland, Ohio, April 13, 1921. Winning the Vote for Women: The National American Woman Suffrage Association Collection, American Memory, Library of Congress.



Coleman, Bessie (1892–1926)

The first African American woman to earn a pilot’s license, Bessie Coleman was born on January 26, 1892, in a one-room cabin in Atlanta, Texas. Before she was 2 years old, her family moved to Waxahachie, Texas, and established a small cotton farm. Coleman attended a one-room school that closed for the cotton-picking season so children could work in the fields. Despite this constant break in her education, Coleman excelled at math and reading. At age 18 she moved to Langston, Oklahoma, to attend the Colored Agricultural and Normal University.

In 1915 Coleman moved to Chicago, where she worked as a manicurist in men’s barbershops. Her brother, who had served in France with the all-black Eighth Army National Guard during World War I, returned with stories about French women aviatrixes. Coleman wanted to fly, but no aviation school in America would take black students.

Coleman moved to France, where she could take lessons despite her race. It took a year for her to learn French and save the money for the trip and the tuition. On November 20, 1920, Coleman sailed to France. After 10 months of training at the École d’Aviation des Frères Caudron at Le Crotoy, she graduated and received her license in June 1921. Coleman returned to the United States in September 1921. As the first black woman to obtain a pilot’s license, she made the front page of the country’s black newspapers and was also covered in the New York Tribune.

All of this publicity did not help Coleman gain employment in aviation. She realized that she would have to join an air circus for money, and this would require stunt flying. Coleman returned to France for special training in 1922. On September 3, 1922, she made the first public flight of a black woman in America in an air show in New York honoring veterans of the all-black 369th American Expeditionary Force of World War I.

Coleman then performed at the opening day ceremonies of the Negro Tri-State Fair in Memphis, Tennessee, on October 12, 1922. On October 15 she performed for her hometown at Chicago’s Roosevelt Field. In December 1922 she contracted to appear as herself in Shadow and Sunshine, a film by an African American Film Company. She walked off the set when she discovered that the script reinforced ugly stereotypes. With her fees for these events, Coleman hoped to establish an aviation school for blacks in America, a project that required planes, fuel, mechanics, and money.

Coleman approached the Coast Tire and Rubber Company with an offer to drop advertising leaflets over neighborhoods for a fee. When the company accepted, she traveled to California by train to see the plant, buy a plane, and make the drops. While many aviatrixes of the day were rich women and bought the best and most modern planes, Coleman had to settle for an army surplus Curtiss JN-4 that cost $400. In California she arranged a solo show at Palomar Park in Los Angeles on February 4, 1923. Just after takeoff from the Santa Monica airport en route to Palomar, Coleman’s engine stalled and she crashed, suffering a broken leg and fractured ribs.

Coleman’s first postcrash exhibition was in Columbus, Ohio, on September 9, 1923, where she flew a borrowed plane for a crowd of 10,000 spectators. Weather and financial problems kept her from further exhibitions for almost two years. Her next flight, in Texas on June 19, 1925, commemorated Juneteenth, the anniversary of the day slaves in Texas first learned of the Emancipation Proclamation. At most of Coleman’s shows she knelt and shared a prayer with her audience before takeoff, flew a few stunts, frequently dropped a parachutist, and then offered rides for cash. Quite often these events were the first opportunity for blacks to take plane rides anywhere in the country.

In September 1925, Coleman performed two shows at Wharton, Texas. She capped the second one by taking a parachute jump. The woman originally hired to do it fell ill, and Coleman didn’t want to disappoint her audience. Plans for her next show for a mixed audience in her hometown of Waxahachie included separate admission gates for the two races, so Coleman threatened to cancel the show. The organizers capitulated.

Coleman’s next tour in 1926 covered Georgia and Florida. Since she could only fly with the loan of a plane, this tour was heavy on lectures. This was what held up her dream of establishing an aviation school for blacks. While in Orlando, Coleman opened a beauty parlor to try to earn money. But even this pressing need for cash couldn’t make her scrap her principles. She was offered a parachute jump at the Orlando Chamber of Commerce but threatened to cancel when she learned that it was to be an all-white audience. The organizers again capitulated, and blacks were allowed to attend.
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The world’s first licensed black aviator, Bessie Coleman had to learn French and move to France because no aviation school in the United States would enroll a black student. Upon her return to the States she bought a plane and gave lessons to African Americans in Chicago. (AP Photo)

Coleman bought her own plane, an outdated model from a surplus sale, with financial backing from Edwin Beeman, heir to the Beeman Chewing Gum fortune. It was delivered to her next flying engagement in Jacksonville, Florida, in April 1926. Here Coleman was engaged to lecture around the city and fly stunts for the Negro Welfare League’s Field Day on May 1, 1926.

The day before the show Coleman went for a test flight of the new plane with William D. Wills, the white pilot who had delivered it to her. Wills flew the plane so that Coleman could study the airfield and decide on an appropriate landing site for the show. The plane nose-dived at 1,000. It flipped upside down 500 feet aboveground, and Coleman, who wore no safety belt because it hindered her view over the edge of the cockpit, fell to her death. Wills died in the fire that followed. His death made the front pages of major newspapers across the country. Only the black newspapers covered Coleman’s death.

Rosanne Welch
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Chicago Defender Interview of Bessie Coleman (1921)

When no American flying school would take Bessie Coleman, Robert S. Abbott, editor for the African American newspaper Chicago Defender, encouraged her to go to France to learn to fly. In 1921 upon her return to Chicago, Coleman gave The Defender this interview.

AVIATRIX MUST SIGN AWAY LIFE TO LEARN TRADE

MISS BESSIE COLEMAN WALKED NINE MILES EACH DAY WHILE STUDYING AVIATION

Miss Bessie Coleman, 4533 Indiana Avenue, the only feminine aviatrix of the Race in the world, arrived in Chicago Saturday direct from France where she just completed a six month course on aviating.

Miss Coleman was seen my Defender reporter at her home. When asked why she took up the game of flying she said, “Well, because I knew the Race needed to be represented along this racially important line, so I thought it my duty to risk my life to learn aviating and to encourage flying among men and women of the Race who are so far behind white men in this special line. I made up my mind to try. I tried and I was successful.”

NOT SATISFIED YET

“But I shall never be satisfied until we have men of the Race who can fly. Do you know you have never lived until you have flown? Of course it takes one with courage, nerve and ambition to fly. And, too, age and health are to be given great consideration. But I am thankful to know that we have men who are physically fit: now what is needed is men who are not afraid of death.”

Miss Coleman paused a moment and with a charming smile she continued, “I first went to Paris and decided on the school. But the first to which I applied would not take women because two women had lost their lives at the game, so I went to another school in the Somme Cretcy, the city where Joan of Arc was held prisoner by the English. There I finished my course, took the examination and passed; then afterwards I still kept flying to perfect myself. Later I left the school in the Somme and attended another in Paris, where I had lessons under an ‘ace’ who had brought down thirty-one German planes during the world war. Here I decided on my plane, which is a Neupont de Chavise, 130 horse-power and with which I shall give exhibition flights in America and other countries.”

BETTER TO FLY HIGH

When asked how she felt while flying so high Miss Coleman replied that she felt more safe in an aeroplane than an automobile. “I have flown as high as 5,000 feet. Of course, 1,000 feet is high enough for traveling if you are sure of your motor, but the higher you fly the better chance you have in case of an accident. In school I saw a pupil killed instantly; it was a terrible shock to my nerves, but I never lost them. I kept going. When you first enter the aviation school there you must sign away your life, that is, you must sign a contract agreeing to assume all responsibility for your life; however, I signed the contract and my determination to complete the course impelled me to walk nine miles every day to school for ten months. We must have aviators if we are to keep pace with the times” Miss Coleman concluded. Any one desiring information concerning aviation or aviation schools may see Miss Coleman.

Source: “Aviatrix Must Sign Life Away to Learn Trade,” Chicago Defender, October 8, 1921.



Cooper, Anna J. (1858–1964)

Prominent African American scholar Anna Julia Haywood Cooper was also an educator, writer, and activist. She spent her long life as a champion of education and civil rights for African Americans and women.

Cooper was born Anna Julia Haywood as a slave on August 10, 1858, in Raleigh, North Carolina. Her mother, Hannah Stanley, was a slave in the family of Dr. Fabius J. Haywood Sr., a Raleigh entrepreneur. Although her mother declined to discuss Anna’s paternity, it is assumed that her father was either Fabius Haywood or his brother, George Washington Haywood, both white men.

After the American Civil War, nine-year-old Cooper entered St. Augustine’s Normal School and Collegiate Institute in Raleigh. When she completed her studies she remained at the school as a matron. In 1877 she married professor and ministerial candidate George A. C. Cooper. He died suddenly in 1879, however, and she never remarried.

In 1881, Anna Cooper entered Oberlin College in Ohio. There she earned a bachelor’s degree in mathematics in 1884. During the academic year 1884–1885 she taught literature, language, and math at Wilberforce University in Xenia, Ohio. In 1885 she returned to St. Augustine’s, where she taught math, Latin, and German until 1887. She received her master’s degree from Oberlin in 1887.

That same year, Cooper left Raleigh and moved to Washington, D.C., to teach math and science at the Washington Colored High School. In 1902 she became principal of the M Street High School (later the Paul Dunbar High School). However, her high teaching standards and insistence on a rigorous curriculum were not popular with members of the school board, and Cooper resigned in 1906. She went to teach languages at Lincoln Institute in Jefferson City, Missouri, where she remained until 1910. When a new school superintendent was hired at M Street, she returned to Washington to teach Latin at M Street.

During this period she wrote and lectured widely about the importance of women, especially African American women, having access to higher education. In 1890 she became the women’s editor of the African American magazine The Southland. In 1892 she published her most famous work, A Voice from the South: By a Woman from the South. This compilation of her speeches and lectures was divided into two sections of four essays each.

In 1893 Cooper spoke at both the World’s Congress of Representative Women at the Chicago World’s Fair and the Woman Suffrage Conference. In 1900 she spoke at the Pan-African Conference in London. In 1899 she published “Colored Women as Wage Earners” in the Southern Workman and Hampton School Record. She was the only woman invited to join the prestigious American Negro Academy, whose members included W. E. B. DuBois.

In addition to writing and lecturing, Cooper was instrumental in founding several organizations in Washington. She helped to found the Colored Women’s League (1892), the Colored Women’s Young Women’s Christian Association—Phillis Wheatley YWCA (1904), and its chapter of the Campfire Girls (1912). She served on the committee of the first Pan-African Congress in 1900 and was a cofounder of the Colored Settlement House in 1905.

Cooper also continued her own education. Beginning in the summer of 1911, she spent three summers studying French civilization at La Guilde Internationale in Paris. Columbia University accepted her as a doctoral student in 1914. Her studies were disrupted in 1915 when she adopted the five grandchildren of her late brother, Andrew Jackson Haywood. She eventually completed her courses, but she was unable to satisfy Columbia’s one-year residency requirement. In 1924 she transferred her course work (but not her thesis) to the Sorbonne in Paris. She wrote a new dissertation, L’attitude de la France a l’egard de l’esclavage pendant le Revolution (The Attitude of France on the Question of Slavery between 1789 and 1848). She was awarded her PhD in 1925.

In 1930, Cooper became president of Frelinghuysen University. Frelinghuysen was an extension school for older employed African Americans, offering both vocational and academic course work. Later when the school became the Frelinghuysen Group of Schools for Colored People, she worked as registrar, only relinquishing this job when the school closed in the 1950s.

Anna Julia Cooper died in Washington, D.C., on February 7, 1964 at the age of 105.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Crosby, Mary “Caresse” (1891–1970)

Known as the “literary godmother” for a generation of American writers in Paris, Mary “Caresse” Crosby was also the first person to have a modern brassiere patent approved. Crosby was also a writer and publisher.

Crosby was born Mary Phelps Jacob on April 20, 1891, in New Rochelle, New York, to Mary Phelps Jacob and William Hearn Jacob. Crosby (she later changed her name to Caresse) was born into an elite-class family, the eldest child of three. The Jacob family enrolled their daughter in a private school and gave her dancing lessons at the elite Miss Chapin’s School, riding lessons, and ice skating lessons. Crosby graduated from boarding school at the Rosemary Hall private college/preparatory school in 1910 and then returned home, intent upon inventing something. She believed that since her ancestor Robert Fulton invented the steamboat, she might invent things as well.

Crosby had little success with her inventions until she came up with the invention that would forever change the lives of women around the world. One evening as she was preparing for a debutante ball, Crosby noticed that the evening gown she had worn for her debut exposed her corset cover. Problematically, her corset was reinforced with whalebone (as they all were during that time) and forced her breasts into a monobosom. Crosby asked her maid Marie to give her two handkerchiefs, pink ribbon, a needle, thread, and pins. From those materials Crosby created a brassiere that was both comfortable and accommodated to her dress style; she wore it for the debutante ball. All of Crosby’s female friends and family members wanted her to make a brassiere for them, which she did. At one point, a stranger offered to pay her for a brassiere. At that moment, Crosby realized that she could make a living from her invention. In February 1914, she filed for a “Backless Brassiere” patent and was granted the patent in November of that year.

In 1915, Crosby married Richard R. Peabody. They had a son named William Jacob and a daughter named Poleen Wheatland. Richard served in World War I and was awarded the Croix de Guerre. He had trouble adjusting to postwar life; he started to drink and was not able to keep a job. Crosby met Harry Crosby, who had won the Croix de Guerre in World War I. In December 1921, she divorced Richard after her scandalous correspondence with Harry became public in Boston. Harry and Mary married in September 1922. Two years later, Crosby changed her name to Caresse Crosby.

Soon after their marriage, the couple moved to Europe, founded the Black Sun Press, and published books of their own and those of other expatriates, such as Edgar Allan Poe, D. H. Lawrence, and Ernest Hemingway. The Crosbys had an open marriage, agreeing that they could have sexual relationships with other people while remaining married. They also experimented with drugs and lived extravagantly on his inheritance. Harry fell in love with Josephine Rotch even though she was engaged. The affair was tumultuous, and in late 1929 Harry killed Josephine and then himself.

In 1934 Crosby began an affair with black American actor Canada Lee that lasted until the 1940s, in spite of laws that forbade interracial relationships. She married Selbert Young in 1937. He continually asked her for money, found himself in trouble with the law, and was often drunk. Crosby divorced him in 1941 when it became clear that he was using her for her money. She also continued to publish for the Black Sun Press until 1939 and began to write pornography for fun.

Crosby bought the 400-year-old Castello di Rocca Sinibalda near Rome, Italy. There she founded Women against War and Citizens of the World, organizations designed to improve international relations. A few years later, she suffered from heart disease and had experimental open heart surgery at the Mayo Clinic, which led to complications of pneumonia. She died in 1970. Caresse Crosby lived her life as if she had no limits, and though she often found herself in chaotic circumstances, she stretched the social boundaries that confined most elite-class women to stifling conformity.

Mariana Magaña
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Davis, Katherine Kennicott (1892–1980)

American composer, arranger, and lyricist Katherine Kennicott Davis is most famous for her song “The Little Drummer Boy.” She numbers among the few American early 20th-century female composers and was an advocate for other musical education for women.

Davis, known to friends and family as Kay, was born on June 25, 1892, in St. Joseph, Missouri. Her parents were Maxwell Gaddis Davis and Jessie (Barton) Davis. A case of typhoid fever ended Katherine Davis’s first music lessons, and a fall from a horse left her with a weakened left hand and arm. In 1905, she and her younger brother began lessons in piano and theory with Jessie L. Gaynor, teacher and composer of children’s music, who had opened a studio in St. Joseph. Under Gaynor, Davis wrote her first piece, “Shadow March,” at age 15. Davis entered Wellesley College as an English major, eventually taking music classes and studying piano with Clarence Hamilton. Her first published song, “Like Shadows O’er the Grass,” appeared in the Wellesley Song Book in 1914. She was voted the most talented member of her senior class and won the Billings Prize for composition.

Two years after graduation, the head of the Wellesley Music Department asked Davis to be his part-time secretary and teacher. This gave Davis the opportunity to audit music classes and continue her piano studies. She moved to Cambridge in 1918 and began studying composition at the New England Conservatory. Her first keyboard composition, “Pastorale” for organ, was published in 1918. After moving to Concord, she began teaching choral music and piano at what would eventually become the Concord Academy and also enrolled in the Concord Summer School. Even after becoming a choral music teacher at the Shady Hill School for Girls in Philadelphia (1923–1930), Davis continued to spend summers at the Concord Summer School. Seeing the low quality of music available for girls’ choirs and amateur choral ensembles, she began composing and arranging with the young or untrained singer in mind. She coauthored the Concord Series of school music books, preparing the volumes of piano pieces in 1925–1926 and also providing 104 texts and some arrangements for the vocal volumes.

After suffering a nervous breakdown in 1930, Davis resigned from the Shady Hill School and spent four years in sanitariums in the Concord area. Never completely comfortable in front of the classroom, she spent the rest of her life working as a composer. Unlike upper-class women who had both the time and the means to dabble in composition, Davis composed to earn a living and found choral compositions lucrative. Since men dominated the music world, Davis usually published her songs as “K. K. Davis” to hide her gender. Even during her convalescence she continued to work, contributing hundreds of texts and original scores to music books.

In 1939 Davis returned to Concord, where she joined the Christian Science Church and met musician and vocal teacher Nancy Loring, who became her lifelong friend and companion. They shared a house in Concord. Davis accompanied and coached Loring’s voice students until 1960, when Loring retired from teaching at the Concord Academy. Davis’s most famous composition, “The Carol of the Drum,” was published in 1941. Feeling that she had written too many carol texts, she decided to publish it under one of her registered pseudonyms, “C. R. W. Robertson.” Although the Trapp Family Singers recorded “The Carol of the Drum” in 1952, believing it to be a Czech folk tune, the song became a sensation in 1958 when Harry Simeone and associates altered parts of the carol and renamed it “The Little Drummer Boy.” The song became the inspiration for an animated program on the NBC television network in 1967 as well as a children’s book illustrated by Ezra Jack Keats (1968).

Davis received an honorary doctor of music degree from Stetson College in Florida in 1967, where she and Loring spent many of their winters. Davis died in Littleton, Massachusetts, on April 20, 1980, at age 87, and is buried in Concord. In her lifetime she composed over 800 pieces, including hymns, cantatas, operas, operettas, and folksong arrangements for schools and chorus at a time when there were few professional female composers.

John A. Drobnicki
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Dennett, Mary Ware (1872–1947)

Birth control and women’s rights advocate Mary Ware Dennett was also an artist, author, and antiwar activist.

Born in Worcester, Massachusetts, in 1872, Dennett was one of four children born to Livonia Coffin Ames Ware and George Whitefield. Her father was a wool merchant, and her mother was part of a family of Boston reformers. After her father’s death in 1882, her mother moved the family to Boston, where Dennett attended public schools before enrolling in Miss Capen’s School for Girls in Northampton, Massachusetts.

Dennett attended the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and was head of the Design and Decoration Department at Drexel Institute from 1894 to 1897. She and her sister opened a cooperative store for handicrafts in Boston. Dennett was involved with organizing the Boston Society of Arts and Crafts, but she resigned from the council in 1905, citing too much emphasis on things and not enough on human rights. She married William Hartley Dennett, an architect, in 1900. They divorced in 1913 when Dennett discovered that he had a mistress. She had three sons, one of whom died during childhood. Dennett’s professional activities are notable in light of the fact that for most of her working life she also raised two sons as a single mother.
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Activist Mary Ware Dennett was born before women could vote and saw that right obtained due to her work as a suffragette on the eve of World War I. She also championed sex education, birth control, and peace. (Bettmann/Getty)

Dennett served as the field secretary of the Massachusetts chapter of the Women’s Suffrage Movement from 1908 to 1910. She was the corresponding secretary for the National American Woman Suffrage Association from 1910 to 1914. Dennett cofounded the Birth Control League of America and led the organization from 1915 to 1918. She subsequently founded the Voluntary Parenthood League (VPL) and served as editor of the Birth Control Herald. Dennett dedicated her efforts to changing legislation regarding sex education and contraception. She believed that all such information should be legally available to all Americans regardless of class or status, whereas her contemporary and fellow birth control advocate, Margaret Sanger, advocated a more conservative change in the wording of the laws so that the information could remain restricted to doctors who could provide it to their patients.

Dennett wrote The Sex Side of Life in 1915, when her two sons were ages 10 and 14. Looking for a quality resource to teach her sons about sex, she wrote that “I found none that I was willing to put into their hands, without first guarding them against what I considered very misleading and harmful impressions, which they would otherwise be sure to acquire in reading them.” The work was unique for its frank discussion of sex. Dennett did not shy away from the subjects of masturbation and orgasm as they pertained to men or women, nor did she downplay the potential dangers of sexually transmitted diseases and prostitution. Dennett believed that people had a right to a satisfying sex life and that decreasing sexual inhibitions and increased reverence for the body would make people spiritually and psychologically stronger.

In 1928 Dennett was tried under the Comstock Law, convicted, and fined. She wrote a book documenting the court case titled Who’s Obscene? that was published in 1930. Dennett’s case was one of many such cases that led to the landmark 1936 decision United States v. One Package of Japanese Pessaries, which established that the circulation of birth control information and items were no longer subject to restriction.

Dennett served as field secretary of the American Union Against Militarism, an organization that worked to prevent U.S. entry into World War I, from 1916 to 1917. In April 1917 after the United States joined the war, she withdrew from her post as executive secretary of the Women’s Section of the Democratic National Committee and joined the board of the Woman’s Peace Party. In this she joined a host of American women, such as Montanan Jeannette Rankin, who combined antiwar activism with other social reforms, particularly the women’s suffrage movement in the 1910s. In the 1930s, Dennett shifted her activism from pacifism and sex education to political liberties. She became active with the American Civil Liberties Union and the National Council on Freedom from Censorship. Mary Ware Dennett died in Valatie, New York, in 1947.

Robin Potter
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Dock, Mira Lloyd (1853–1945)

Progressive reformer Mira Lloyd Dock worked to improve urban sanitation, replant forests, and fight for women’s suffrage. She also pioneered conservation education.

Born on Christmas Day 1853, Mira Lloyd Dock was the firstborn daughter of a financially secure Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, businessmen and his wife. After being educated privately in the best Pennsylvania schools, she completed her studies at the Brook Hall Seminary in her early 20s and then returned to her home to care for her widowed father and siblings. It was a task that she engaged in for the next 20 years. Dock’s younger sister, Lavinia Lloyd Dock, became a well-regarded nurse during this time and wrote texts on pharmacology and the modernizing of the nursing profession. Later in life, Mira and Lavinia lived and worked together for women’s suffrage.

After her father’s death in 1895, Mira Dock returned to school to study botany, chemistry, and geology at the age of 42. After graduation she returned home, where she joined the Civic Club of Harrisburg and became concerned with the city’s urban aesthetics, landscaped views, and recreational parks. In addition, she was concerned for the health of the inhabitants and advocated for clean water and garbage removal. Not content with typical women’s clubs, Dock founded the Civic Club of Harrisburg, serving as chairman of its Department of Forestry and Town Improvement. It was through this that she became acquainted with F. R. Wilkinson, the landscape gardener of the London Garden Association, who invited Dock to attend the International Congress of Women at London in 1899. Acting as the Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture’s representative at the meeting, Dock traveled in Europe, increasing her understanding of forestry and her concern for civic beautification.

Upon her return to Harrisburg, Dock published a pamphlet titled A Summer’s Work about the results of her travel and investigations and gave lectures about the importance of civic beatification. Because she was also an accomplished amateur photographer, she was able to show lantern slides of manicured European cities compared to the trash-strewn sewerless city of Harrisburg. She was able to further illustrate her concerns by comparing the city to other modernized American cities. Harrisburg at that time had been the state capital for 88 years, but little concern had been paid to its infrastructure. Streets were poorly constructed or unpaved. Trash piled up everywhere. Sewage ran into the Pennsylvania Canal and Paxton Creek. Untreated drinking water taken from the Susquehanna was murky and smelled foul. Furthering the problem, residents had few places of natural beauty to retreat to for recreation. Dock’s work served to convince business and civic leaders to join the City Beautiful effort to clean up Harrisburg. She reminded everyone that all classes were interdependent and that working-class families needed recreation areas as much as if not more than other classes. To supply this, the city needed to provide parks, playgrounds, and public baths.

In 1901, the state governor appointed Dock a member of the Pennsylvania Forestry Reservation Commission, the first woman appointed to a Pennsylvania state position. She visited deforested and abandoned areas and recommended their purchase as state lands. Pennsylvania purchased over 175,000 acres of land during Dock’s first year on the job. By the time she retired in 1913, the state had over 1 million acres in forest reserves.

In 1903, Dock began lecturing at the newly opened State Forestry Academy in Mont Alto. She, among others, had lobbied for the school and taught there until 1929, when the school became part of the Pennsylvania State College system. She used her own textbook on botany that described all the trees that grew in the state and the areas where they best thrived. With the help of J. Horace McFarland, Dock also presented a resolution in 1906 that prevented further encroachment on the Niagara River.

Dock died in 1945 and is today considered an important, if little remembered, advocate for environmentalism, a movement that significantly expanded after Rachel Carson published Silent Spring.
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Resolution Honoring Mira Lloyd Dock (1913)

In 1902 Mira Lloyd Dock was appointed to the Pennsylvania State Forest Reservation Committee, which existed to preserve green space in the state. While she served on the commission, it purchased over 1 million acres of forest for preservation. Upon her retirement in 1913, her all-male colleagues published the following resolution in her honor.

“WHEREAS, Miss Mira Lloyd Dock, our honored associate in Forestry work of the State, after 12 years of faithful, productive effort has felt obliged to decline longer service, therefore, be it RESOLVED, that Miss Dock’s withdrawal from the State Forestry Reservation Commission is a cause of great regret to the members of the Commission who have been so long and so closely associated with her. RESOLVED, that we seriously feel her absence.

Her voice was always for earnest, wise work. With a woman’s instinct she saw the need of measures which escaped notice of other members of the Commission, and with a woman’s tact she led to their adoption. RESOLVED, that we recognize that the present advanced position of Pennsylvania in Forestry matters is largely due to the interest and assistance of the women of the State, and that we may always regard Miss Dock as their representative believing that her place in our meetings cannot well be taken by any other person. She constituted a class of which she was the sole member.

RESOLVED, that we hope many years of health, happiness, and useful effort may yet be accorded her. We will each and every one always be proud to remember that she was our associate. RESOLVED, that an engrossed copy of these resolution be transmitted to Miss Dock.”

Source: Report of the Department of Forestry of the State of Pennsylvania for the Years 1912–1913 (Harrisburg, PA: Wm. Stanley Ray, State Printer, 1915), 155–156.



Dodge, Grace Hoadley (1856–1914)

Philanthropist and reformer Grace Hoadley Dodge helped to define a new way for women to serve other women. She did this by establishing close relationships with the poor women she was trying to help. In her work Dodge acted as a kind of feminist, challenging patriarchal notions of an elite-class woman’s place in society.

Dodge was born in New York City on May 21, 1856, the eldest of six children born to Sarah Hoadley and William Earl Dodge, a partner in a well-respected law firm. The Dodges were a wealthy family with a tradition of philanthropic and evangelical work. Private tutors educated Grace Dodge at home until she attended Miss Sarah Porter’s School in Connecticut from 1872 to 1874. Following graduation, Dodge taught for five years at the Children’s Aid Society. By 1879 she had become the chairperson of the Committee on the Elevation of the Poor, where she worked on tenement reform issues.

Dodge continued her family legacy of philanthropic and charitable work, especially under the influence of evangelist Dwight L. Moody (1837–1899), who often stayed with the family. Yet unlike her predecessors, Dodge believed that working with, rather than for, working women was the best means to accomplish her goals. She believed that the key to keeping families uncorrupted by modern life was to work with wives and mothers directly. She sought to accomplish her work by establishing a system of clubs to awaken female interest in uplifting work.

The first clubs that Dodge established were a local library, a women’s club, and a sewing school at her family’s summerhouse in Riverdale, New Jersey. By 1880 she had also established the Kitchen Garden Association, which became the Industrial Education Association in 1884. Through these clubs, she offered classes in household arts, manual training, and teacher training for women of the working class. Her work led to her appointment as the first woman to sit on the New York City School Board. She was instrumental in the shift whereby teaching became a profession by working to secure funding to establish the New York College for the Training of Teachers (now the Teachers College at Columbia University).

In 1884, Dodge organized the first Working Girls Society with a group of silk workers. The society, which became known as the 38th Street Working Girls’ Society, furnished rooms, organized classes, provided a circulating library, and developed cooperative measures for working women in the slums of New York City. A year later, the society joined other clubs to form the Working Girls’ Association of Clubs (WGAC), which produced its own magazine, Far and Near. Dodge also published a series of pamphlets for working girls, which were collected and published as A Bundle of Letters to Busy Girls on Practical Matters in 1887.

Like many Gilded Age philanthropic reforming women, Dodge continued her work into the 20th century. In 1905 she helped establish the Girls’ Public School Athletic League, and in 1906 she negotiated the merging of two warring young women’s groups into the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), for which she served as president until her death. Her duties as president included raising money, keeping in touch with headquarters, and writing letters of advice and encouragement to young women organizing or maintaining other YWCAs throughout the United States. She also helped to establish the National Training School in New York for YWCA members. Becoming aware of the problems facing young women throughout the country, Dodge was instrumental in organizing the Travelers’ Aid Society of New York to protect female travelers from falling victim to vice and prostitution.

Dodge died suddenly in her home on December 27, 1914. She left an estate of $6.9 million (mostly composed of stocks), with over $1.5 million bequeathed to various religious, charitable, and educational institutions. The Grace Dodge Career and Technical Education High School in Bronx, New York, was named for her. Dodge’s type of activism was a socially acceptable way for women to practice power and engage in the public sphere in an age when few women went to college or worked at professions.
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Duncan, Isadora (1877–1927)

Isadora Duncan pioneered a naturalistic dance style that made her an international celebrity, inspired other artists, and culturally shaped the modern woman. She elevated dance as an art form and influenced the development of American modern dance.

Angela Isadora Duncan was born in San Francisco, California, during the 1877 banking crisis. Her father’s bank collapsed, and her mother filed for divorce. Their Nob Hill wealth gone, Duncan’s mother supported her four children by teaching piano and knitting. Duncan left formal education at age 10 and helped her mother teach social dancing to children. At age 13 she was performing in the family’s theatrical/dance troupe. Her older siblings all became successful artists: Elizabeth (dance academy), Augustin (actor/director), and Raymond (classical Greek actor/director/dancer).

In 1895, performance dance was either stiffly choreographed or bawdy sexual entertainment. Duncan believed that dance should honestly express emotions. She revered ancient Greek traditions and sought to re-create dance as sacred art. Her free-form style smashed 19th-century conventions and attracted a broad audience. Her career quickly advanced from vaudeville to featured appearances in operas and plays to solo exhibitions.

Duncan’s technique emphasized fluid movement and the solar plexus as the body’s center. She transformed natural motion into graceful integrated movement. Her poses were inspired by classic Grecian pottery. She danced barefoot and innovated performing to European classical music. While some dancers, such as Ruth St. Denis (1879–1968), created dances with greater complexity, Duncan personified the spirit of joyous dance. She never developed a choreographic lexicography to document her pieces and never allowed her dances to be filmed.

Duncan spent most of her adult life in Europe. English theatrical director/designer Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966) became her lover and fathered her first child. As artistic innovators, their union inspired primitive minimalism in both dance and theater. Her friend Konstantin Stanislavsky, director of the Moscow Art Theater, built his acting method on their shared ideal of interior emotion influencing physical expression. Duncan’s lyric movement inspired sculptor Auguste Rodin and Impressionist painters Henri Matisse and Jean Cocteau.

Feminists embraced Duncan in 1903 when she denounced female dancers who contorted themselves to depict male fantasies—nymphs and coquettes. Duncan celebrated the natural shape and movement of the female body. Some historians regard her published dance philosophy—“The Dance of the Future”—as the founding of modern dance. Duncan aligned herself with the Egyptian/Greek goddess Isis and frequently depicted archetypal sacred women. After the deaths of her two children, she identified with the Virgin Mary’s maternal loss and choreographed Ave Maria. When she performed the piece at New York’s Carnegie Hall in 1914, female audience members sobbed with empathetic grief.

Duncan danced in free-flowing fabrics. She rebelled against the period’s heavy clothing and corsets, which concealed and distorted the female figure. She personified dress reform, wearing open sandals and loose Grecian-style clothing. Some audiences were scandalized by her costumes, which barely concealed nakedness, but Duncan felt that she was honoring the physical female form. She also practiced sexual freedom, bearing three children by different men out of wedlock and continuing to perform while pregnant. She lived lavishly, often beyond her financial means.
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Isadora Duncan’s revolutionary style of dancing involved free-spiritedness and a return to the ideals of ancient Greece: beauty, philosophy, and humanity. For this she earned the title “Mother of Modern Dance” in the United States, Europe, and Russia. (Library of Congress)

Notoriety aided Duncan’s celebrity but prevented her from securing government funding for a dance academy in Germany, the United States, France, or Greece. In 1921 the revolutionary Bolshevik Russian government offered to support a Duncan dance school. She embraced communism and created some of the first modern dances of social commentary and political protest. The infant government, however, never funded the school.

Duncan declined into alcoholism and scandalous affairs. In 1922, she married her young Russian-poet lover Sergei Esenin before touring the United States to raise money. American sentiment, however, was anti-Bolshevik, and audiences rebuffed her as a communist. Further damaging her legacy, Duncan’s marriage to Esenin preceded the Married Women’s Act, causing her to forfeit her American citizenship.

Duncan personified the modern age and led the way for the flapper, Josephine Baker (1906–1975), and Martha Graham (1894–1991). Yet by the time she was 40, Duncan was labeled old-fashioned. Her turbulent life ended in 1927 when her long silk scarf became entwined in a sport car’s rear wheel, breaking her neck and causing her instant death.

Keri Dearborn
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Earle, Alice Morse (1851–1911)

Alice Morse Earle was an antiquarian, historian, and author of colonial American social and material history. Over the course of her career, she published 17 books and over 30 articles that were met with both popular and critical acclaim. Her work remains a valuable contribution to American history, consulted by scholars and enjoyed by the public.

Earle was born Mary Alice Morse on April 27, 1851, in Worcester, Massachusetts, to machinist Edwin Morse and his second wife, Abigail Clary Goodhue Morse. Earle had an elder half brother, Edwin Augustus, whose mother died in childbirth, and a younger sister, Frances Clary. Edwin Morse’s success in business during the American Civil War industrial boom established the family within Worcester’s burgeoning upper middle class. All three Morse children eventually cultivated a passion for early American history and antiquarian collecting.

Earle attended Worcester Classical and English High School, followed by finishing school in Boston. She completed her formal education by 1873. As a student, Earle demonstrated an interest in and aptitude for writing and the creative arts—though she did not pursue such work professionally for several decades. Shortly before her 23rd birthday she married Henry Earle, a young financier in the New York stock brokerage firm of Putnam & Earle. The newlyweds moved to Brooklyn Heights, New York, where they established a household and raised their four children: Alice Clary (b. 1876), Mary Pitman (b. 1878), Henry Jr. (b. 1880), and Alexander Morse (b. 1881). Whether by accident or design, the facts that Earle’s pregnancies were evenly spaced and ceased when she was only 30 years old made it possible for her to devote a relatively short period of time to intensive parenting before turning to an equally intense period of writing and publishing.

While the family’s financial fortunes rose and fell over the course of Henry’s career, the Earles remained comfortably upper middle class. At times they employed as many as four household servants whose labor made possible Earle and Henry’s extensive social activities. The couple belonged to a number of private social clubs. Earle’s club memberships included a number of organizations that reflected her cultural and historical interests: Mrs. Field’s Literary Club, the Brooklyn Women’s Society, the New York Society of New England Women, the City History Club, the Daughters of Revolution (later Daughters of the American Revolution), and the National Society of Colonial Dames.

In the late 1880s, Earle turned her attention to writing and the promotion of historical consciousness. She published her first article in 1890 and then expanded the article into a book, The Sabbath in Puritan New England (1891), published by Charles Scribner and Sons. Over the next decade Earle continued to research, write, and publish prolifically on sociohistorical topics. Among her best-known works are China Collecting in America (1892), Colonial Dames and Goodwives (1895), Colonial Days in Old New York (1896), Curious Punishments of Bygone Days (1896), and Home Life in Colonial Days (1899).

Earle’s work took place within a late 19th-century resurgence of scholarly and popular interest in early American history. In the wake of the Civil War and the 1876 centennial, many Americans looked to the past for lessons on what it meant to be American. Although Earle had no formal training in the rapidly professionalizing field of historical scholarship, her work was critically acclaimed by her contemporaries. Her books were also widely read by the general public. She was one of a cohort of late 19th-century historians whose attention turned toward the seemingly quotidian details of everyday life, legitimizing the domestic sphere of women and children as an area of historical inquiry. Her scholarly interests in domestic life undoubtedly stemmed from her own involvement in domestic life because she was a woman. Thus, her scholarship suggested, at a time when there were exceedingly few women historians and little women’s history, that women could not only be historians but could also expand the discipline beyond military and political history.

Earle ceased publishing in 1904, the year her husband died, although she continued to engage the world around her. In the last decade of her life, she spent time with her grandchildren and traveled with her sister Frances. Earle passed away on February 16, 1911.
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Eastman, Crystal Catherine (1881–1928)

Lawyer, women’s rights activist, socialist, and pacifist Crystal Catherine Eastman contributed to the suffragist movement, advocated on behalf of civil rights, and helped to found the National Civil Liberties Bureau (CLB), now known as the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).

Born in 1881 in Massachusetts and later raised in New York, Eastman was the third of four children born to Samuel Elijah Eastman and Annis Bertha Ford. Both of Eastman’s parents were ministers of the Congregationalist Church in Elmira, a town that had historically supported the abolition of slavery, the Underground Railroad, and early socialist ideology. Eastman’s mother was one of the first women to be ordained as a minister. Exposed to the progressive attitudes developed in Elmira, both Crystal Eastman and her brother Max became activists.

Eastman graduated from Vassar in 1903 and went on to earn a master’s degree in sociology from Columbia University and a law degree from the New York University Law School in 1907. She contributed criticism of laws on behalf of her main causes: women’s rights, especially the right for financial independence, and workers’ rights, including safety and health.

Eastman worked as a journalist with the Pittsburgh Survey investigating factory conditions for workers. As a result of her investigations she wrote and published one of her major works, Work Accidents and the Law (1910). This work was utilized in one of the first major legal cases for workers’ compensation reform.

In addition to her contributions to workers’ rights, Eastman was a suffragist advocate. Although both women’s rights and socialism were important to Eastman, she carefully differentiated them in her writings. For her both were fundamental to American equality, and the fulfillment of one would not necessarily eradicate the injustices of the other. She worked with Lucy Burns and Alice Paul in the Congressional Union and then the National Woman’s Party. When the Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920, Eastman coauthored the Equal Rights Amendment with Paul, recognizing that gaining the vote was just a step in women’s struggle for equality.

Active in antiwar efforts, Eastman joined the American Union Against Militarism (AUAM) in 1915. This pacifist organization conducted demonstrations and lectures and wrote literature against U.S. involvement in World War I. Eastman was elected as the executive director, lending her law expertise to the AUAM’s cause. As the AUAM continued expanding its efforts to advocate on behalf of protestors who were being silenced by the government, the organization inspired the National Civil Liberties Bureau (CLB), an organization dedicated to free speech. In her antiwar pacifism, Eastman joined other women’s rights advocates such as Jeannette Rankin, who was the first woman in Congress, the only woman to vote for the Nineteenth Amendment, and the only person to vote against America’s entry into both World War I and World War II.

Eastman conceived of the CLB as more than a lobbyist group for antimilitarism; the group advocated on behalf of all civil liberty related issues. Others such as Lilian Ward, chair of the AUAM, found Eastman’s mission too radical. In its early years, the CLB was active in providing support to war dissenters through litigation, lobbying, and education. In 1920, the CLB underwent reform and changed its name to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). It was the first civil rights organization in the United States that represented a broad range of groups.

In 1916 in the midst of her antiwar work, Eastman married English activist Walter Fuller. It was her second marriage. Earlier she briefly married and then divorced Wallace Benedict. In 1918 Eastman retired from the CLB due to health issues. With Fuller, Eastman had two children, Jeffrey and Annis. Fuller returned to England at the end of World War I. Eastman followed him to London after she was blacklisted for being a leftist in 1920 and could not find work. In London, Eastman wrote for Time and Tides and Equal Rights, both women’s rights journals.

Eastman died in 1928 after battling nephritis. Walter Fuller died the previous year. Eastman was survived by their two children, who were raised by friends. For her work in civil rights, Eastman was inducted into the ACLU National Women’s Hall of Fame in 2002.
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Excerpt from Crystal Eastman’s “Now We Can Begin: What’s Next?” (1920)

In 1920, Crystal Eastman wrote her essay “Now We Can Begin: What’s Next?” about what women needed to work toward now that suffrage had been won with ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. The essay appeared in The Liberator, a socialist monthly that Eastman cofounded in 1918.

“Now We Can Begin: What’s Next?”

Most women will agree that August 23, the day when the Tennessee legislature finally enacted the Federal suffrage amendment, is a day to begin with, not a day to end with. Men are saying perhaps “Thank God, this everlasting woman’s fight is over!” But women, if I know them, are saying, “Now at last we can begin.” In fighting for the right to vote most women have tried to be either non-committal or thoroughly respectable on every other subject. Now they can say what they are really after; and what they are after, in common with all the rest of the struggling world, is freedom.

Freedom is a large word. . . . Woman’s freedom, in the feminist sense, can be fought for and conceivably won before the gates open into industrial democracy. On the other hand, woman’s freedom, in the feminist sense, is not inherent in the communist ideal. All feminists are familiar with the revolutionary leader who “can’t see” the woman’s movement. “What’s the matter with the women? My wife’s all right,” he says. And his wife, one usually finds, is raising his children in a Bronx flat or a dreary suburb, to which he returns occasionally for food and sleep when all possible excitement and stimulus have been wrung from the fight. If we should graduate into communism tomorrow this man’s attitude to his wife would not be changed. The proletarian dictatorship may or may not free women. We must begin now to enlighten the future dictators.

The feminist must have an answer to these questions, and she has. The immediate feminist program must include voluntary motherhood. Freedom of any kind for women is hardly worth considering unless it is assumed that they will know how to control the size of their families. “Birth control” is just as elementary an essential in our propaganda as “equal pay.” Women are to have children when they want them, that’s the first thing. That ensures some freedom of occupational choice; those who do not wish to be mothers will not have an undesired occupation thrust upon them by accident, and those who do wish to be mothers may choose in a general way how many years of their lives they will devote to the occupation of child raising.

But is there any way of insuring a woman’s economic independence while child-raising is her chosen occupation? Or must she sink into that dependent state from which, as we all know, it is so hard to rise again? That brings us to the fourth feature of our program—motherhood endowment. It seems that the only way we can keep mothers free, at least in a capitalist society, is by the establishment of a principle that the occupation of raising children is peculiarly and directly a service to society, and that the mother upon whom the necessity and privilege of performing this service naturally falls is entitled to an adequate economic reward from the political government. It is idle to talk of real economic independence for women unless this principle is accepted. But with a generous endowment of motherhood provided by legislation, with all laws against voluntary motherhood and education in its methods repealed, with the feminist ideal of education accepted in home and school, and with all special barriers removed in every field of human activity, there is no reason why woman should not become almost a human thing.

It will be time enough then to consider whether she has a soul.

Source: Crystal Eastman, “Now We Can Begin: What’s Next?,” The Liberator, no. 33 (December 1920): 23–24.
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Ederle, Gertrude (1906–2003)

Gertrude Ederle attained fame as the first woman to swim across the English Channel, a record-breaking feat she accomplished in 1926. When she returned to her hometown of New York City, tumultuous crowds welcomed her with a ticker tape parade. U.S. president Calvin Coolidge invited her to the White House and called her “America’s Best Girl.” She was also known as America’s “Queen of the Waves” and was a cultural phenomenon on par with 1920s heroes Babe Ruth and Charles Lindbergh.

Gertrude Caroline Ederle was born in New York City on October 23, 1906. She was the third of six children born to Henry and Anna Ederle, German immigrants who owned a butcher shop in Manhattan. Due to an attack of measles as a child, she had poor hearing all her life.

The family was able to escape the city’s heat in summer by vacationing on the Jersey shore. Ederle’s father taught her to swim, and she developed a passion for the sport. When Ederle was 12 years old, she joined the Women’s Swimming Association (WSA), known for producing such swim stars as Eleanor Holm (1913–2004) and Esther Williams (1921–2013). With the sport becoming more popular for women, the WSA began pressing for less restrictive female bathing attire, eliminating the required stockings that were a hindrance in moving through the water. The WSA also urged the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) to officially recognize women’s swimming as a sport.

Through the WSA, Ederle learned new swim strokes such as the American crawl. In 1919, the 12-year-old Ederle set her first world record in the 880-yard freestyle. With that achievement, she became the youngest woman ever to set a world record in swimming. She continued setting records, ultimately earning a total of 29 national and world records between 1921 and 1925. In 1922 she set 9 world records at one swim meet in Brighton Beach, New York.

[image: Lamphier]

The first woman to swim the English Channel, Gertrude Ederle was an American competition swimmer, Olympic champion, and former world record holder. Here she poses in Long Island, New York, in 1923. (AP Photo)

Ederle competed in the 1924 Olympic Games in Paris, winning two bronze medals and taking the gold after setting a world record with her freestyle relay team. After returning home, the 1924 U.S. Olympic team was honored with a ticker tape parade. In 1925 after turning professional, Ederle swam from Battery Park in Lower Manhattan to Sandy Hook, New Jersey. She completed the 22-mile course in 7 hours and 11 minutes, a record that stood for more than 80 years.

That same year, Ederle set her sights on the English Channel, a 21-mile stretch of rough sea between England and the mainland of Europe. Her goal was to become the first woman to swim across the channel, which had been called an impossible feat for a woman and had been swum by only five men. She did not succeed on her first attempt, on August 18, 1925, when she was disqualified due to a technicality. August 6, 1926, the 20-year-old Ederle successfully swam from France to England in about 14.5 hours. That record was not broken until 1950.

Returning home to New York, Ederle was honored with a ticker tape parade down Broadway as more than 2 million people cheered her. After the channel swim, she had a brief movie career, appeared in Billy Rose’s Aquacade, and appeared in vaudeville.

In 1933, Ederle slipped on broken tiles in the stairwell of her apartment building and became bedridden for several years. In addition, her loss of hearing became severe, and by the 1940s she was almost completely deaf. During the latter part of her career, Ederle taught swimming to deaf children. Despite proposals, she never married. She was inducted into the International Swimming Hall of Fame in 1965.

At the age of 98, Gertrude Ederle died on November 30, 2003, in Wyckoff, New Jersey. She was laid to rest at Woodlawn Cemetery in New York. The Gertrude Ederle Recreation Center, on 60th Street in Manhattan, was named for her. The annual Ederle Swim in her memory runs from Battery Park to Sandy Hook, following the same course she swam as a teenager.
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Eugenics

The rise of the pseudoscience eugenics in the late 19th and early 20th centuries reflected an attempt to use genetics to control human breeding. In its early years, eugenics attracted a surprisingly large number of American women who sought to use it to control their reproductive rights. Informed by racism, eugenics degenerated into the forced sterilization of women and men deemed unfit to have children. Before the middle of the century, some two-thirds of the states in the United States allowed physicians to sterilize Americans, most of them poor people of color or immigrants. Physicians sterilized at least 63,000 Americans, though some historians believe that the number was much higher. California sterilized approximately one-quarter of the nation’s total, followed by Oregon, North Dakota, Kansas, Delaware, and Virginia. The sterilization of supposedly feebleminded Carrie Buck in Virginia prompted the U.S. Supreme Court case Buck v. Bell, which affirmed the right of states to sterilize citizens. The rise of eugenics was largely a story of the attempts of educated white men—physicians, biologists, and lawyers—to control the reproductive rights of women of all ethnicities and to attempt to enforce racial hierarchies in American life.

In 1883, British mathematician Francis Galton (1822–1911), more famous as a cousin of British naturalist Charles Darwin (1809–1882), coined the term “eugenics” from the Greek eugenes, meaning “well born.” Galton believed that humans could transcend Darwin’s natural selection by shaping their own heredity through selective breeding. The mating of the intelligent and industrious, according to Galton, would improve society, whereas the mating of “degenerates” would produce criminals and the insane. The goal of eugenics was to encourage the breeding of superior humans, positive eugenics, and to discourage the breeding of inferior people, negative eugenics.

Galton’s ideas coincided with American women’s desire to take charge of their bodies. Some feminists promoted free love communities such as the Oneida utopia in New York, in which only those people the community thought worthy of passing on their genes were permitted to wed. American women, contrary to Galton, promoted Lamarckism, the idea that people could pass on traits they developed during their lifetime to offspring, as a way of promoting social reforms.

The triumph of the Mendelians, what one might call hard-line hereditarians, cast eugenics in a less flexible and more ruthless mold in seeking to prevent the unfit from breeding. Eugenicists focused on the importance of a woman’s choice of partner in shaping the quality of her children, an idea that had its roots in Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1871). Also, Mendelian eugenicists believed that beautiful intelligent women were in the best position to yield desirable offspring. The problem with these theories lies in the subjective culturally defined and racially motivated determinations of beauty and intelligence. That is, white standards of beauty and upper-class standards for what constituted intelligence guided eugenicists’ ideas about who should and should not reproduce.

American physician Emma Drake incorrectly believed that a woman’s hereditary contribution to a child was greater than a man’s contribution because the woman’s body had nurtured the fetus during gestation. While this example creates a scientific underpinning for the empowerment of women, it also underscores the penchant of eugenicists to embrace unscientific ideas. Drake also believed that pregnant women should listen to classical music and read classic literature to the fetus in an effort to improve it. Again, cultural constructions of what constituted “good” music and reading material drove these ideas.

Women also drew on eugenics in seeking support for the temperance movement on the grounds that drunks could pass the trait of alcoholism to children. Reformers embraced eugenics as further proof that alcohol caused social ills by breeding citizens inclined toward drunkenness. While it is true that alcoholism may be genetic, temperance reformers objected to all levels of alcohol consumption and failed to see that some alcohol was not the root problem of all social problems. Poverty, for example, can be traced to low wages, poor job protections, and a host of other explanations.

Whites were not alone in gravitating toward eugenics. Black intellectual W. E. B. DuBois (1868–1963) used eugenics to argue for breeding black Americans “for brains, for efficiency, for beauty.” Other black intellectuals believed that black women should emulate white women in taking charge of their bodies and reproductive rights. They argued that slavery had harmed African Americans to the point that black women transmitted a sense of inferiority to their children. In essence, poor economic and social conditions, in Lamarckian terms, had been passed to black children. Some people believed that a black woman could improve her lot by reproducing with a white man, but this thinking frightened many whites, who enacted laws against interracial marriage. On this level, eugenics was virulently racist both in the superiority it accorded whites and the inferiority it ascribed to blacks. African American women may have suffered disproportionately from this tortured logic, being inferior because of both ancestry and gender.

Though some Americans continue to embrace eugenics, particularly white supremacists, it fell out of scientific favor in the mid-20th century. Both a better understanding of the biological mechanics of genetics and a more thoughtful approach to multicultural thinking led to the gradual demise of what was once a popular field of scientific endeavor. A modified form of eugenics exists today as genetic screening or counseling, aimed at eradicating genetic disorders such as cystic fibrosis, muscular dystrophy, and Huntington’s disease. The Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act passed by Congress in 2008 prohibits health insurance companies from not insuring people based on genetic testing information and forbids employers from making employment decisions based on a person’s genetic information.
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Margaret Sanger on Birth Control and Eugenics (1922)

In The Pivot of Civilization, birth control advocate Margaret Sanger tried to align her belief in the necessity of birth control with her interest in eugenics.

Eugenics is chiefly valuable in its negative aspects. It is “negative Eugenics” that has studied the histories of such families as the Jukeses and the Kallikaks, that has pointed out the network of imbecility and feeble-mindedness that has been sedulously spread through all strata of society. On its so-called positive or constructive side, it fails to awaken any permanent interest. “Constructive” Eugenics aims to arouse the enthusiasm or the interest of the people in the welfare of the world fifteen or twenty generations in the future. On its negative side it shows us that we are paying for and even submitting to the dictates of an ever increasing, unceasingly spawning class of human beings who never should have been born at all—that the wealth of individuals and of states is being diverted from the development and the progress of human expression and civilization.

While it is necessary to point out the importance of “heredity” as a determining factor in human life, it is fatal to elevate it to the position of an absolute. As with environment, the concept of heredity derives its value and its meaning only in so far as it is embodied and made concrete in generations of living organisms. Environment and heredity are not antagonistic. Our problem is not that of “Nature vs. Nurture,” but rather of Nature x Nurture, of heredity multiplied by environment, if we may express it thus. The Eugenist who overlooks the importance of environment as a determining factor in human life, is as short-sighted as the Socialist who neglects the biological nature of man. We cannot disentangle these two forces, except in theory. To the child in the womb, said Samuel Butler, the mother is “environment.” She is, of course, likewise “heredity.” The age-old discussion of “Nature vs. Nurture” has been threshed out time after time, usually fruitlessly, because of a failure to recognize the indivisibility of these biological factors. The opposition or antagonism between them is an artificial and academic one, having no basis in the living organism.

Source: Margaret Sanger, The Pivot of Civilization (New York: Brentano’s Publishers, 1922), 186–189.



Factory Workers

Women have been part of the American factory workforce since the beginning of American manufacturing, both as outworkers, performing manufacturing home-based work delivered from and returned to the factories and by the turn of the 20th century working in the factories. Although women’s factory work has traditionally been concentrated in light industry, such as clothing, textiles, and manufacturing, by the mid-20th century women had made serious inroads into heavy industry. Throughout this history, women’s opportunities in factory work were limited by considerations of what constituted “respectable” and appropriate work for women, and these limitations were further shaped by race, ethnicity, and region. In the 19th and early 20th centuries the majority of women who worked in factories were single, reflecting traditional prejudices against married women working outside the home. This prejudice also shaped employer preferences for female workers, based on the assumption that women would only work until marriage and therefore were less invested in their jobs and less likely to fight for better working conditions.

Although women’s factory work has been controversial throughout much of American history, women were considered desirable factory workers for a number of reasons, not the least among them their perceived pliability and willingness to work for less then men. In addition, as advances in automation and manufacturing increasingly broke down tasks, numerous employers chose to replace skilled male workers with less skilled female workers, who could be paid less and were far less likely to unionize. However, women’s own choices played a role in their place in the factory labor force. From the late 19th century onward, single women in nearly all ethnic groups, when they had the choice, chose factory work over domestic service, even if the latter paid better, although for African American women such choices were not always available. However, when retail and white-collar clerical opportunities became increasingly available in the early 20th century, many women chose these occupations over factory work.

Women’s factory employment and working conditions were both shaped by issues of unionization, or more frequently lack thereof. Even with the emerging reality of militant female union activists, the stereotype of “difficult to organize” remained a barrier to organization, and for much of the early 20th century the American Federation of Labor (AFL) was reluctant to organize women. Even the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL), founded to partner with the AFL in organizing women, had by the second half of the 20th century shifted its focus to protective legislation. This new focus on legislated minimum wages, maximum hours, and safety-related job limitations for women proved to be a double-edged sword and was controversial. While this legislation doubtlessly improved the lives of many women workers, it also affirmed that women were a separate class, with discriminatory implications. In addition, the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 that granted women voting rights helped promote opposition to protective legislation based on ideas of gender equality that did not take class realities into account. It was for this reason that gender-based protective legislation was challenged in the court system, most famously in the 1923 U.S. Supreme Court case Adkins v. Children’s Hospital, which struck down a women’s minimum wage law.

By the 1920s, however, factory work was past its peak as a favored source of employment, thanks to a dramatic increase in white-collar opportunities. Even among immigrant families, American-born daughters increasingly chose office work. As growing numbers of occupations opened to women during this time, factory work became less an occupation of choice. African American women proved to be an exception to this trend, as they chose factory work as an improvement over domestic work after the post–World War I decrease in immigration helped make opportunities for higher-waged jobs increasingly available.

Women’s factory work declined surprisingly little during the Great Depression, in large part because the Depression had less effect on the light industries in which women were predominantly employed, particularly when compared to male-dominated heavy industries. In addition, increasing numbers of married women began working in factories, aided in part by protective legislation-based limitations on hours. The National Consumers League played an important role in improving working conditions for women and men. But the 1940s was in many ways the golden age of women’s factory work, when women were encouraged by the Rosie the Riveter model to take jobs in heavy industry in place of male workers who were at war. Women took these jobs for a variety of reasons, ranging from patriotism to the unprecedented access to skilled jobs that paid relatively high wages. Yet conditions were not ideal, and once the war was over, women were largely pushed out of these industrial jobs to make way for returning veterans.

Even with the postwar efforts to return women to unwaged domestic work, most women factory workers left their jobs with at least some reluctance, and many continued at waged work, though they were once again confined to traditional women’s jobs. The women factory workers of the postwar era played an underacknowledged role in the modern feminist movement, pushing against sex discrimination that affected many areas of women’s employment. However, by the time nondiscrimination was legislated in the late 1960s and early 1970s, American manufacturing was in serious decline, with increasing numbers of factory jobs shipped overseas. In addition, automation eliminated many factory jobs traditionally held by women, and many former and would-be factory workers had to seek employment in the growing service sector of the American economy.

Susan Roth Breitzer
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Flappers

The flapper was a model of modern womanhood in the American cultural scene of the 1920s. Flappers represented the youthful exuberance and decadence of the postwar period as well as a new set of American values for women that prized independence and originality.

The term “flapper” originated in prewar England to describe girls of an awkward age. The term was further utilized in the fashion industry to describe tall, thin, gawky girls who required or could wear clothing with straight lines. However, American authors transformed the word “flapper” into a description of the iconic fun-loving youth. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s descriptions of women and elite-class youth culture in This Side of Paradise and Flappers and Philosophers defined the new era. In “Bernice Bobs Her Hair,” Fitzgerald related the story of Marjorie and her cousin, Bernice. Marjorie tutors Bernice on being a modern girl to become attractive. According to Fitzgerald, a modern girl had to be attractive but also intelligent and knowledgeable about both popular culture and politics. Thus, in Fitzgerald’s writings a flapper is witty, smart, and confident. Bobbed (short) hair came to symbolize a flapper’s independence from the old and constraining ideas of womanhood. A flapper could appear in public without a male escort, be the aggressor in relationships, and be independent in her actions and decisions.

It is difficult to know where the flapper of fiction and the real flapper diverged. Certainly the flapper mentality existed outside of fiction. The independence of some young women in the 1920s can be attributed to the suffragists’ success. In winning the vote, women also won the right to claim public space and a greater share of American freedom. This combined with the burgeoning consumer culture that favored pleasure and indulgence and the increased number of women seeking economic independence. By 1929 over a quarter of women, and over half of single women, were employed, and nearly one-third of those employed lived alone in private apartments. More women went to college, and more women went to coeducational colleges rather than to all-female institutions.

Flappers also had a distinct fashion style, embracing youth and independence in their clothing as well as their daily lives. Bobbed hair, short skirts, and lipstick identified a woman as a modern woman, juxtaposed against women in long skirts, heavy fabrics, corsets, elaborate hairstyles, and other constraining and time-consuming clothes and accessories. A modern woman, or flapper, wore softer and thinner fabrics, often in boyish cuts, exposing her elbows and knees. Her dress required different kinds of undergarments as well, leading to the birth of the modern brassiere and the death of the corset as an everyday item of wear for most women.

Flappers also used cosmetics, sometimes applying lipstick or powder in public, in direct contravention of older social rules that made makeup the province of disreputable and low-class women. The flapper also danced to jazz music as the embodiment of new attitudes toward female sexuality and freedom of movement. A flapper might engage in other kinds of activities previously forbidden respectable women. She might drink alcohol and talk in slang. She attended or participated in sporting events and might drive a car.

Yet flappers also refrained from challenging the status quo and were still prized for being demure, innocent, and romantic in their interactions with men. Young women who embraced the flapper persona had to walk a fine line between rebellion and respectability, guarding their reputation while creating a new kind of model for American female behavior.
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Actress Louise Brooks helped popularize the flapper look by bobbing her hair. In the 1920s flappers uprooted traditionally acceptable behavior by driving cars, smoking, and engaging in sex before marriage. (Library of Congress)

The flapper was personified by many Hollywood actresses, including Clara Bow and Louise Brook, and writers like Dorothy Parker and Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald. Flappers became prominent fictional characters as well, such as Lorelei Lee of Anita Loos’s novels Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1925) and But Gentlemen Marry Brunettes (1928). Flappers also became iconic movie characters, featured in the Betty Boop cartoons A Social Celebrity, Love ’Em and Leave ’Em, and Roller Stockings.

Despite this widespread fame, flappers were not as prominent as history has imagined them. Flappers were widely popular among teenagers and young women, often pitting Victorian-valued mothers against their daughters. The flapper was also mainly an urban phenomenon and often confined to elite-class women. The flapper phenomenon also fell victim to the economy. As the Great Depression gripped America, the youthful exuberance and decadence of the postwar years faded. Flapper style in dress held on through the 1930s, but most American women could not afford to maintain the level of chic necessary to a true flapper. The flapper image also struggled in films after Will Hays’s Motion Picture Production Code of 1930 was adopted. The code banned the use of sexual themes and imagery in motion pictures. The flapper, by her lifestyle, had become an unaffordable and inexcusable excess to a nation gripped by financial ruin.

Yet the flapper left an indelible mark on the American cultural scene. As Joshua Zeitz states, “Her story is the story of America in the 1920s—the first ‘modern’ decade, when everyday life came under the full sway of mass media, celebrity, and consumerism, when public rights gave way to private entitlements, and when people . . . came to share a national standard of tastes and habits” (Zeitz 1974, 6). The flapper and the 1920s were the first time that American women fully asserted their right to make their own choices, independent of any superior authority. Prefiguring second-wave feminists by almost half a century, flappers made the personal into the political, taking hold of the gains made by their suffragist mothers and fully embracing economic and social independence.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Flynn, Elizabeth Gurley (1890–1964)

The epitome of the early 20th-century feminist radical, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn was a social reformer for workers’ rights, women’s rights, suffrage, and First Amendment rights. She cofounded the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).

Born in Concord, New Hampshire, in 1890, Flynn came from an intellectually radical blue-collar family. Her father was a cartographer and socialist. Her mother, an immigrant from Ireland, was an ardent feminist and Irish nationalist. The family was extremely poor and moved frequently, finally settling in the Bronx, New York. Flynn began her lifelong pursuit of equality in 1906 at the young age of 15 when she gave her first public speech on the benefits of socialism for women at the Harlem Socialist Club. She was expelled from high school the following year. The same year she was arrested for the first time for giving a speech that blocked traffic.

Soon, Flynn joined the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), or “Wobblies” as the followers were called, vowing to forever fight for the wage worker. The IWW, established in 1905, appealed to the unskilled immigrant worker who often suffered from poor working conditions and low wages. Many times these workers were not welcomed by craft organizations such as the American Federation of Labor (AFL), so few had outlets to redress their grievances. It became the mission of Flynn along with William Haywood, Carlo Tresca, Patrick Quinlan, and many others to recruit new members, protest poor treatment, and organize strikes throughout the country.

In 1908 Flynn married Jack Jones, an older miner who was also an IWW protester. They had two sons; the first lived only a few days, and the second was born a year later. The couple separated in 1912 and divorced in 1920. Flynn then left her young son with her mother in New York as she continued to travel the country in protest of unfair work conditions.

Over the years Flynn was concerned with more than just labor. She was actively involved with free speech issues, organizing strikes, and women’s rights (including suffrage and birth control). However, it was a protest against entrance into World War I that would shift her focus. Flynn was arrested for protesting World War I and was charged with violation of the Espionage Act (1917). Though no spying was ever proved, it led to Flynn demanding freedom of speech, culminating in being a founding member of the ACLU in 1920. It became the mission of the ACLU to protect Americans’ right to free speech, due process, equal protection under the law, and the right to privacy. Her first case was of the convicted anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.

During the 1920s Flynn moved to Portland, Oregon, to live with sister activist Dr. Marie Equi, who had recently been released from jail for protesting against World War I and had once been in a relationship with Margaret Sanger. The two lived with each other for 10 years. In 1930 Flynn joined the Communist Party and wrote a feminist column in the Daily Worker and two years later was elected to the national committee. As a result of this activity, she was ousted by the ACLU in 1940 when the organization expelled all communist members.

During the 1940s, Flynn continued to advocate for equal economic activities, equal pay for women, and day care for working mothers. She also ran for Congress in 1942, receiving 50,000 votes. In 1948 several communist protesters were arrested for violating the Smith Act and were convicted. While protesting their release, Flynn was herself arrested and after a nine-month trial was convicted and sent to the Federal Prison Camp in Alderson, West Virginia, where she wrote her memoirs.

Upon release from prison, Flynn resumed her political activities and became national chairwoman of the Communist Party in America, after which she made several trips to the Soviet Union. It was there in 1964 that she suffered a heart attack and died at the age of 74. She was given a state funeral attended by 25,000 mourners. The ACLU posthumously reinstated Elizabeth Gurley Flynn in 1974.

Sarah Nation
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Elizabeth Gurley Flynn’s Description of the Paterson Silk Strike in New Jersey (1913)

Elizabeth Gurley Flynn was a leader of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), a union she joined at the age of 16. By the age of 22, she was leading striking silk mill workers in Paterson, New Jersey, who were seeking an eight-hour workday and better working conditions. Among the strategies used by the union was the organizing of both women’s and children’s meetings; at the latter meetings, union organizers explained labor issues to children to gain their support for the strike. The Paterson strike lasted from February to July 1913 and ended in failure, as mill owners argued that meeting the strikers’ demands would put them out of business.

The life of a strike depends upon constant activities. In Paterson, as in all IWW strikes, there were mass picketing, daily mass meetings, children’s meetings, the sending of many children to New York and New Jersey cities, and the unique Sunday gatherings. These were held in the afternoon in the little town of Haledon, just over the city line from Paterson. The mayor was a Socialist who welcomed us. A striker’s family lived there in a two-story house. There was a balcony on the second floor, facing the street, opposite a large green field. It was a natural platform and amphitheatre. Sunday after Sunday, as the days became pleasanter, we spoke there to enormous crowds of thousands of people—the strikers and their families, workers from other Paterson industries, people from nearby New Jersey cities, delegations from New York of trade unionists, students and others. Visitors came from all over America and from foreign countries. People who saw these Haledon meetings never forgot them. . . .

A touching episode occurred in one of our children’s meetings. I was speaking in simple language about the conditions of silk workers—why their parents had to strike. I spoke of how little they were paid for weaving the beautiful silk, like the Lawrence workers who made the fine warm woolen cloth. Yet the textile workers do not wear either woolen or silk, while the rich people wear both. I asked: “Do you wear silk?” They answered in a lively chorus. “No!” I asked: “Does your mother wear silk?” Again there was a loud “No!” But a child’s voice interrupted, making a statement. This is what he said: “My mother has a silk dress. My father spoiled the cloth and had to bring it home.” The silk worker had to pay for the piece he spoiled and only then did his wife get a silk dress!

We had a woman’s meeting, too, in Paterson at which Haywood, Tresca and I spoke. When I told this story to the women clad in shoddy cotton dresses, there were murmurs of approval which confirmed that the child was right—all the silk they ever saw outside the mill was spoiled goods. Tresca made some remarks about shorter hours, people being less tired, more time to spend together and jokingly he said: “More babies.” The women did not look amused. When Haywood interrupted and said: “No Carlo, we believe in birth control—a few babies, well cared for!” they burst into laughter and applause. They gladly agreed to sending the children to other cities and, chastened by the Lawrence experience, the police did not interfere this time.

Source: Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, The Rebel Girl: An Autobiography (New York: Masses and Mainstream, 1955), 165–167.
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Gilman, Charlotte Perkins (1860–1935)

Novelist, poet, sociologist and social reform lecturer Charlotte Anna Perkins Stetson Gilman gained renown and controversy for her feminist views. She is best known for her semiautobiographical short story “The Yellow Wall-Paper” and her utopian novel Herland. Her lectures and books that one might call sociological were better known than her literary output during Gilman’s life. A prolific author, Gilman published some 500 poems, plays, about 700 short stories, and more than 2,000 nonfiction books, articles, and essays. Reformers were steadfast in their devotion to Gilman. Rebecca West called her “the greatest woman in the world today.” When British writer H. G. Wells toured the United States, he most wanted to meet Gilman. Although she was nearly forgotten after her death, second-wave feminists rediscovered her work in the 1970s.

Gilman was born in 1860 in Hartford, Connecticut, to Mary Fitch Perkins and Frederick Beecher Perkins. Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896), author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), was Gilman’s great-aunt. Gilman sought to model herself after the Beecher family, who numbered among themselves reformers, intellectuals, and writers. Many members of the Beecher family suffered from depression, and this illness appears to have afflicted Gilman. When she was very young, Gilman’s father abandoned his family, leaving his wife and two children in poverty. Gilman’s mother, who was emotionally distant, lived with family and friends, among them feminist Isabella Beecher Hooker (1822–1907).

Gilman thought that her mother, Mary Fitch Westcott, was little more than a servant and agonized over her willingness to live a life of drudgery. Gilman was ambivalent about her father, admiring his decorum and happiness in solitude. In the end, however, she judged him a failure for having abandoned the family. Because she attended many schools, some of them sporadically, she was a poor student, though her teachers considered her exceedingly bright. Learning to read at a young age, Gilman devoured the novels of Charles Dickens, George Eliot, Sir Walter Scott, Edgar Allen Poe, and Louisa May Alcott. In school she particularly enjoyed the sciences and excelled at physics. When she was 18 years old she was accepted into the Rhode Island School of Design and used the skills she learned there to support herself through painting and graphic design.

Gilman hated household chores, finding them mindless toil and unsatisfying to a woman of ambition. Her mother, on the other hand, expected Gilman to do housework for her until marriage, when she would take up her workload in her husband’s home. Gilman’s poetry of the 1880s is full of longing for an independent life free from drudgery.

In 1884 Gilman married artist Charles Walter Stetson. She had her first child a year later and then either suffered from a severe episode of postpartum depression or otherwise psychologically rebelled against wifehood and motherhood. She was ordered to take the rest cure so that she could not read, write, or paint. Her autobiographical short story about this period in her life, “The Yellow Wallpaper,” chronicles the inner life of a young wife driven mad by isolation after her husband ordered her to rest as a cure for depression. Feminist critics point out that the story suggests the stultifying nature of the domestic sphere and the ridiculous idea that women ought not have meaningful work. Gilman separated from her husband in 1888, and the couple divorced in 1894.

After the separation Gilman and her daughter moved to Pasadena, California, where she became active in both the women’s suffrage movement and socialist reform. In 1890 she began writing in earnest, and “The Yellow Wallpaper” brought her fame in 1892. By the mid-1890s Gilman had become a popular reform lecturer. She edited a literary weekly called The Impress from 1894 to 1895 and published her enormously influential Women and Economics in 1898, followed by The Home and Its Influence in 1903. Both books solidly cemented her reputation as a feminist intellectual. From 1909 to 1916 Gilman edited and wrote The Forerunner, a magazine for fiction.

In adulthood Gilman appears to have fallen in love with another woman, though the seriousness of the relationship is difficult to gauge because only Gilman’s letters survive to attest to it. Throughout her life, Gilman described her relationships with women as love without sex. Many Americans perceived close relationships between two women as a prelude to their quest for marriage to a man. In fact, it was not unusual for middle-class women to be attracted to one another, and liaisons of some type must have been common. Interestingly, several of Gilman’s short stories include a protagonist with a romantic relationship with a person of the same sex. The stories “Lost Women” and “A Cleared Path” depict women in love with other women.

In 1900 Gilman married for a second time, this time to her cousin Houghton Gilman. Unlike her first marriage, Gilman appears to have had a personally and intellectually satisfying relationship with her second husband until he died in 1922. In 1915 she published Herland, a feminist utopian novel about an all-female society. Her last work was the autobiographical The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Scholars have noted that the book is embellished and accordingly not entirely accurate. Yet for all her renown, the public lost interest in Gilman in her later years. In 1932 Gilman discovered that she had breast cancer. Rather than succumb to the disease, she took her own life in 1935. Her voluminous writing, including poems, lectures, short stories, novels, and nonfiction works, after having been long forgotten, were rediscovered by scholars in the 1970s, who noted that she was the first sociologist to consider gender a socially constructed category entirely separate from biology, a bedrock theory of modern feminism.

Christopher Cumo

See also Vol. 2, Sec. 1: Beecher, Catharine Esther; Hooker, Isabella; Suffrage Movement

Further Reading

Davis, Cynthia A. 2010. Charlotte Perkins Gilman: A Biography. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Latte, Ann J. 1990. To Herland and Beyond: The Life and Works of Charlotte Perkins Gilman. Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia.


Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Poem “One Girl of Many” (1893)

Writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman published In This Our World in 1893. The volume, a collection of poems exploring women’s rights issues, included the poem “One Girl of Many.”

One Girl of Many

1.

One girl of many. Hungry from her birth

Half-fed. Half-clothed. Untaught of woman’s worth.

In joyless girlhood working for her bread.

At each small sorrow wishing she were dead,

Yet gay at little pleasures. Sunlight seems

Most bright & warm where it most seldom gleams.



2.

One girl of many. Tawdry dress and old;

And not enough beneath to bar the cold.

The little that she had misspent because

She had no knowledge of our nature’s laws.

Thinking in ignorance that it was best

To wear a stylish look, and—bear the rest.



3.

One girl of many. With a human heart.

A woman’s too; with nerves that feel the smart

Of each new pain as keenly as your own.

The old ones, through long use, have softer grown.

And yet in spite of use she holds the thought

Of might-be joys more than, perhaps, she ought.



4.

One girl of many. But the fault is here;

Though she to all the others was so near;

One difference there was, which made a change.

No wrong thing, surely. Consequence most strange!

Alike in birth. Alike in life’s rough way.

She, through no evil, was more fair than they.



5.

So came the offer, “Leave this story cold

Where you may drudge and starve till you are old.

Come! I will give you rest. And food. And fire.

And fair apparel to your heart’s desire;

Shelter. Protection. Kindness. Peace & Love.

Has your life anything you hold above?”



6.

And she had not. In all her daily sight

There shone no vestige of the color White.

She had seen nothing in her narrow life

To make her venerate the title “Wife.”

She knew no reason why the thing was wrong;

And instinct grows debased in ages long.



7.

All things that she had ever yet desired

All dreams that her starved girlhood’s heart had fired

All that life held of yet unknown delight

Shone, to her ignorance, in colors bright.

Shone near at hand and sure. If she had known!

But she was ignorant. She was alone.



8.

And so she—sinned. I think we call it sin.

And found that every step she took therein

Made sinning easier and conscience weak.

And there was never one who cared to speak

A word to guide and warn her. If there were

I fear such help were thrown away on her.



9.

Only one girl of many. Of the street.

In lowest depths. The story grows unmeet

For wellbred ears. Sorrow and sin and shame

Over and over till the blackened name

Sank out of sight without a hand to save.

Sin, shame, and sorrow. Sickness, & the grave.



10.

Only one girl of many. Tis a need

Of man’s existence to repeat the deed.

Social necessity. Men cannot live

Without what these disgraceful creatures give.

Black shame. Dishonor. Misery & Sin.

And men find needed health & life therein.

Source: Charlotte Perkins Stetson [Gilman], “One Girl of Many,” Poetry Foundation, www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/46066.



Girl Scouts

Girl Scouts of the United States of America (GSUSA) is the largest organization for girls in the United States. Founded on March 12, 1912, by Juliette Gordon Low (1860–1927), Girl Scouts develops young women of character and confidence to contribute as global citizens. Over the last century, 59 million young women have participated in girl scouting; they have impacted pivotal moments in U.S. history, changed cultural perceptions of female roles, and become prominent leaders in government, business, science, and the arts. In 2015, the organization reported 2.8 million active members in 92 countries.

Low was uniquely positioned to establish the Girl Scouts. Born at the outset of the American Civil War in Savannah, Georgia, she was the daughter of a successful southern cotton merchant and an independent northern-born mother. With roots in New France, her maternal family helped found Chicago, Illinois, and valued intelligent daughters. Her maternal grandmother, Juliette Magill Kinzie, attended Emma Willard’s Troy Seminary and was a frontier outdoors woman and an author. The Kinzies were also philanthropists, establishing churches, hospitals, and a museum in Chicago.

Juliette Gordon married William Mackay Low (1855–1905), the sole heir to an English cotton firm and companion of British royalty. She pursued painting and sculpting, enjoyed the outdoors, and participated in sports for pleasure, including fishing and hunting. She divided her time between the United States and England and traveled throughout Europe, the Middle East, and India, developing an international viewpoint.

During the Spanish-American War (1898), Juliette Low volunteered in a military hospital, learning the value of first-aid skills and the rewards of nursing. After her husband’s death, Low was a childless middle-aged widow with social influence, personal wealth, and no personal direction.

In 1911, Low met General Sir Robert Baden-Powell (1857–1941), founder of the Boy Scouts, and was inspired by his program. English girls were clamoring to join, but Baden-Powell staunchly opposed boys and girls participating in the same organization. His sister was developing the Girl Guides, and Low offered to start several troops among working-class girls.

Low carried her enthusiasm for Girl Guides back to Savannah, organizing two troops—one composed of upper-class girls with Gordon-family connections and one at a girls’ orphanage. Following Girl Guides’ structure, a patrol of eight girls met weekly and elected their patrol leader. An adult leader oversaw a troop, consisting of three patrols. Local troops formed a regional council. Girls earned badges for participating in activities and mastering skills. Initial badges were drawn from the Boy Scouts and are known today as legacy badges: artist, athlete, citizen, cook, first aid, Girl Scout Way, and naturalist.

The new sport of basketball was a scout favorite, but it was considered a scandalous activity for upper-class southern girls in 1912. Hiking, camping, flying, rifle shooting, and Morse code were deemed radically unfeminine. But Low stood firm, believing that sports and camping built personal confidence, that flying represented the future, and that being a telegraph operator was a dependable middle-class occupation for a woman. Low’s family connections and social status enabled her to push social boundaries, while her personal wealth empowered her to grow the Girl Scouts without compromising her ideals.

From activities to uniforms, Low sought input from the girls, and they chose the name “scouts” over “guides.” Unfortunately, a group led by Clara A. Lisetor-Lane in Des Moines, Iowa, had coined the name Girl Scouts of America in 1910. Unable to secure the name, Low incorporated as Girl Scouts, Inc., in 1915.

Low was determined to link Girl Scouts with the Boy Scouts of Amrica (BSA). The BSA, however, adamantly opposed females being called “scouts.” The leadership believed that it degraded the masculinity of their organization, especially if girls participated in the same activities as boys. The BSA established Campfire Girls to participate in what it considered gender-appropriate domestic-based pursuits. Attempts to merge the Campfire Girls and the Girl Scouts failed repeatedly because Low refused to abandon athleticism and occupational skills. Legal disputes over the name “Girl Scouts” persisted until 1922. The current official name was established in 1947.

In England, Low had learned the value of high-status patrons. President Woodrow Wilson’s second wife, Edith B. Wilson (1872–1961), became the first honorary Girl Scout president. All first ladies since have held this position, though some more actively than others.

Since its founding, the organization has been open to all girls willing to obey the Girl Scout Promise—to honor an unspecified God, country, and other people and to follow the Girl Scout Law, which highlights loyalty, fairness, generosity, caring, and resourcefulness. All religious backgrounds were included, and within its first decade Hawaiian, Native American, and Mexican American patrols were established as well as patrols for deaf girls and tuberculosis patients. The handbook was made available in Braille in the 1930s. African American patrols always existed but initially were not officially recognized. Low’s father had owned slaves, and she believed that southern racism was insurmountable and feared failure if the organization included African American girls. Wilson, however, acknowledged an African American patrol at a press event, and the Girl Scouts was forced to officially accept them. Troops continued to be segregated in the South, and retailers perpetuated unofficial discrimination until the 1970s by creating barriers to African Americans attempting to purchase official uniforms and materials.

With the outset of World War I, the Girl Scouts partnered with the Red Cross in raising funds for war relief in Europe. Girls knitted clothing for foreign soldiers. When the United States entered the war, 17,000 scouts sold over $9.6 million in war bonds. Lou Hoover (1874–1944), wife of Herbert Hoover, head of the Food Administration and future president, led her scout troop to plant the first Victory Gardens. Girls canned food, volunteered in hospitals, and collected peach pits for use in gas-mask filters.

By 1919, influential women of the industrialist and political upper class served on the Girl Scouts National Board: Louise Carnegie, Rockefellers, Edith Carpenter Macy, Lou Hoover, and Mina Miller Edison. Simultaneously, Low involved progressive women such as Jane Addams at Hull House in Chicago. In January 1919 the Girl Scouts released a recruitment film, one of the first motion pictures produced by a public service organization. The silent film The Golden Eaglet followed girls as they become self-sufficient leaders and depicted confident, knowledgeable young women as pillars of society. Such young women went on to support women’s suffrage, and scouts provided child care for women voting in the 1924 presidential election.

In less than 10 years, the organization grew to over 70,000 girls nationwide. While the country became isolationist, Low grew the movement internationally, hoping to build peace networks. American girls living abroad established patrols in China, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, and Syria. Ironically, as the organization became mainstream, the 1920s flapper movement regarded scouting as old-fashioned and conservative. The Girl Scouts returned to relevance during the Great Depression. Fulfilling their mission of duty, service, and sisterhood, girls volunteered in hospitals and aided the poor.

During World War II, self-reliant young women eagerly stepped into roles of national importance as America’s female military force. The Girl Scouts added the motto “Be Prepared” and trained 10,000 women in survival skills. Scouts staffed bicycle courier services, participated in Farm Aid and Victory Gardens, and collected scrap materials to support the war effort.

While postwar attitudes pushed the organization toward conservative female roles, the GSUSA actively supported civil rights. The organization elected its first African American president in 1975. At the end of the 20th century, female athleticism, in connection with healthy lifestyles, returned to prominence. A large number of female Olympic gold medal winners have a Girl Scout background, including swimmer Janet Evans, heptathlete Jacqueline Joyner-Kersee, speed skater Bonnie Blair, ice skaters Peggy Fleming and Dorothy Hamill, and gymnast Dominique Dawes.

In the 21st century the GSUSA embraced the Internet, providing online resources and virtual troop meetings. The organization reinvigorated its mission to empower confident young women and revitalized its programs on nature and environmentalism, political awareness, and career training—emphasizing science, technology, engineering, and math. The GSUSA maintains partnerships with NASA, professional women’s organizations, and corporate partners.

Cookie sales originated with an Oklahoma troop raising funds for World War I soldiers in 1917. Selling mass-produced cookies as a national fundraiser began in 1936. Today the cookie program provides a framework for financial literacy and promoting entrepreneurism.

Prominent Girl Scout alumni include Martha Stewart; Debbi Fields (founder of Mrs. Fields Cookies); Dr. Sheila Widnall, former secretary of the U.S. Air Force; Lieutenant Colonel Eileen Collins, first female space shuttle commander; singers Mariah Carey, Sheryl Crow, Jesse Norman, and Tayor Swift; actresses Bette Davis, Dakota Fanning, and Debbie Reynolds; media personalities Katie Couric and Judy Woodruff; government and politic personalities Madeleine Albright, Shirley Temple Black, Hillary Rodham Clinton, Geraldine Ferraro, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, and Michelle Obama; science personalities Mae Jemison and Sally Ride; law personalities Sandra Day O’Connor and Janet Reno; actress Lucille Ball; and author Gloria Steinem.
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Hamilton, Alice (1869–1970)

Alice Hamilton pioneered the field of industrial toxicology by investigating the connection between the manufacturing of many products, including paint and bathtubs, to lead poisoning in the workplace. Her research paved the way for many landmark laws restricting the use of toxic substances and protecting workers from exposure to toxic substances. Hamilton later became the first female professor at Harvard. Three months after her death the U.S. Congress passed the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA), which was built upon much of her life’s work.
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Dr. Alice Hamilton, the first woman appointed to the faculty of Harvard University, was a pioneer in the field of industrial medicine, arousing public concern about occupational diseases and the safety of workers on the job. (Library of Congress)

Hamilton was born in 1869 and raised in Forth Wayne, Indiana. She and her four siblings were homeschooled by their parents with an emphasis on religion, languages, and literature. With a local high school teacher, she studied physics and chemistry while taking biology and anatomy from a nearby medical school. In 1892 at the age of 23, she enrolled in the University of Michigan.

Female physicians at the university were rare but not new, and with the excellent medical education and the atmosphere of equality, Hamilton thrived. After graduating she interned at several hospitals, studied bacteriology and pathology (the study of bacteria and the symptoms of diseases, respectively), and enrolled in Johns Hopkins University.

Soon after, she secured a teaching position at the Women’s Medical School of Northwestern University, Chicago. This allowed her to live at Hull House, the first and most famous settlement house. The settlement concept was based on wealthy educated men and women living alongside poor city slum dwellers to unite the community and provide much-needed services.

While living at Hull House, Hamilton noticed that people who worked long hours and lived in unsanitary conditions were more likely to contract diseases such as tuberculosis. Her interest in public health was encouraged when she sat in a medical meeting presented by the Prudential Insurance Company that detailed the relationship of tuberculosis and occupation using statistical analysis, a first of its kind in the early 1900s.

Many countries at this time had already established laws protecting workers in dangerous trades such as coal mines and factories, but not the United States. Most American businessmen believed that their workers had a higher standard of living, and workers seemed to agree. As researchers investigated the workplace, it became apparent that industrial accidents occurred much more frequently in American workplaces than in Europe. This led to the creation of the Occupation Disease Commission in Illinois. In 1910 Hamilton was asked to join with four other leading physicians and their teams to investigate the causes of accidents.

The commission first tackled chemicals known to be poisonous but nonetheless used in factories. Hamilton and others studied arsenic, brass, carbon monoxide, the cyanides, turpentine, and lead. Hamilton’s task was to discover where workers were being poisoned by lead and how extensive it was in the state of Illinois. Reliable diagnostic tools had not been invented, so her team used a simple method to confirm a case: patients with visible “lead lines,” or deposits of black lead sulphide lining the mouth and gums, were interviewed about where they worked and what they did. It became clear that some of the most mundane manufacturing jobs were the riskiest—cigar wrappers, freight cart sealers, and paper makers. Hamilton discovered that the deadliest job was bathtub construction—the worker would have to spray an enamel coating onto the bathtub, releasing lead oxide fumes that workers breathed. One enameler had absorbed so many fumes that his stomach fluid was 20 percent soluble lead.

The commission lasted a year, but the Department of Commerce of the federal government asked Hamilton to continue her survey. Over the years her reports led to many groundbreaking laws protecting workers. In 1919 Hamilton was offered a position at Harvard Medical School—an all-male enclave at the time—where she taught until 1934. She was invited to be part of the Health Committee for the League of Nations following World War I and often visited Europe to join women’s rights protests. Later she critiqued what she thought to be excessive anticommunist attitudes in the Cold War. After her retirement from Harvard, she continued to survey factories for many years until her death in 1970 at the age of 101.

Elliott Popel
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Harlem Renaissance

The Harlem Renaissance was a flowering of literature, art, and music that spanned the 1920s and 1930s and included writers, such as Zora Neale Hurston and Jessie Redmon Fauset, and artists, such as Augusta Savage and Laura Wheeler Waring. It thrust Harlem, New York, into the limelight as the literary, artistic, musical, and intellectual center of black America and sought to revitalize, if not invent for the first time, African American culture. It represented the moment when, according to Harlem Renaissance poet and prose stylist Langston Hughes, “Harlem was in vogue.” The Harlem Renaissance drew sustenance from the migration of African Americans from the rural South to northern cities and sought to instill pride and self-awareness. African Americans coming of age in this period were the first to be completely free from the experience of slavery and to have time to dedicate to the arts, a requirement in the creation of any culture and one largely denied them in earlier generations.

Since the European Renaissance, women have labored to create their own literary community. A larger number of African American women achieved this ambition during the Harlem Renaissance. Many of these women labored half in shadow, though this should not efface their considerable achievements. Many women of the Harlem Renaissance inverted the notions of light and dark. Dark and, by extension blackness, was beautiful. Other women were reluctant to introduce notions of race or to contrast black and white, and their stories and paintings created an imaginary realm where race did not exist.

African American women also investigated aspects of travel despite living in an era when blacks and whites were required to travel, wherever possible, in separate compartments. Restrictions against travel only fortified these women as they exercised the geographical limits of their imagination and sometimes their own globe-trotting ways. Poet and painter Gwendolyn Bennett was exceptional in this regard. Born in Giddings, Texas, she matured in Washington, D.C.; Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; and Brooklyn, New York. After receiving her degree from Pratt Institute, she joined the faculty at Howard University in Washington, D.C., and then took a sabbatical in Paris. She was published in The Crises, and her column “The Ebony Flute” appeared in Opportunity: A Journal of Negro Life for two years, from 1926 to 1928. In the column, Bennet covered aspects of African American life from celebrities such as Josephine Baker to literary and arts discussions.

Like many other African American women of the Harlem Renaissance, Bennett esteemed Langston Hughes and several other black male writers and artists. Bennett and other African American women made clear that racism was not unique to the United States. Those who had been abroad detected it in Europe. Some African American women were torn between family and a literary career. Marriage often meant subordination to their husbands. In this respect, these selfless women sacrificed their careers to nurture their husbands’ ambitions. Poet and essayist Marita Bonner of Chicago struggled to balance career and marriage. She aimed to establish a literary career first and then aspire to marriage on an equal footing with her husband, saying she would look up to him as long as she did not need to look down on herself. Her short stories included “Black Fronts,” “Hate Is Nothing,” and “The Whipping.”

Zora Neale Hurston moved to Harlem in 1925 and quickly won an award in a literary contest by Opportunity magazine for short stories and plays. She published several short stories and plays through Barnard College, which she attended on scholarship, and studied English and minored in anthropology under Franz Boas. In 1930, Hurston collaborated on a play with Langston Hughes titled The Mule-Bone, which was never completed. She was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship to collect folklore in Jamaica and Haiti. Her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) is considered a classic of the Harlem Renaissance.

Often African American women authors addressed a female audience. African American women writers of the Harlem Renaissance sometimes broached the delicate subject of racial passing. Was it honorable for a light-skinned black woman to pass for white? What advantages accrued to this status, and how did it enlighten African American women? Another popular theme was the exploration of the angst of African Americans who had abandoned their rural roots for the city, in which they found themselves competing against European immigrants for jobs.

Despite preoccupation with southern life and its abandonment, most women of the Harlem Renaissance had been born in the North. As black women, these literary figures of the Harlem Renaissance had to struggle against not merely racism but also sexism. The confrontation against sexism was difficult to mitigate in an America where race was still a potent construct. A woman of the Harlem Renaissance risked appearing trivial for raising too stridently the notion of sexism. Marita Bonner believed that she inhabited two ghettos: one defined by race and the other by gender. She also revolted against the stultifying conformity that was thrust upon middle-class women, black as well as white.

Female novelists of the era wrote works as diverse as Quicksand (1928) and Passing (1929) by Neila Larsen, Plum Bun (1928) by Jessie Redmon Fauset, and Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934) and Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) by Hurston.
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Homer, Louise Dilworth Beatty (1871–1947)

Singer Louise Homer became a notable contrato opera performer on the international stage at a time when there were few famous American opera singers. She and her husband were noted for managing to both pursue their careers and maintain a household with multiple children. Homer had been described as performing calmly under pressure but was said to prefer her personal life as much as her professional career.

Born in Pittsburgh in 1871, Homer was the fifth out of eight children. Her father was a Presbyterian minister, and under his advocacy the more affluent parishioners gathered their money together to open a new college for women now known as Chatham College. He also often held family music nights at his home. Although he died when Homer was 11 years old, he instilled in her a love of music. After graduating high school, Homer studied typing and stenography to earn the money to develop her singing voice. She sang in church before she had formal singing instruction. In 1893 she moved to Boston, where composer Sydney Homer became her music instructor. The two grew fond of each other, and in January 1895 they married.

As Homer continued studying voice, her husband taught other singers as well. Homer had a short career singing in Rhode Island and Massachusetts vaudeville theaters. She also sang at elite society events in Boston. A year and a half after their first child was born, her husband proposed that they move to Paris to further develop her singing voice. He felt that Homer needed to study among the European masters so her talent could flourish. In 1898 the small family borrowed money from friends and family to travel to France. Homer trained under Fidele Koenig and Maurice Grau, and her talents quickly became public. Later that year she was offered a season with the Vichy Opera House. She debuted on June 5, 1898, with “Favorita.” Audiences immediately took to her voice, praising its power and emotion. After her debut, she sang in Angers, France, and with La Monnaie in Brussels and the Royal Opera in Covent Garden in London. Shortly after this triumph, the couple returned to America to live in New York City after Homer signed on with the Metropolitan Opera.

In 1900 Homer made her debut at the New York City Metropolitan Opera, where she sang for 19 years. She encountered trouble in 1904 when she signed another contract with the Metropolitan Opera. Homer was also a member of the Boston Opera Company from 1909 to 1915 and the Chicago Civic Opera from 1922 to 1931. She also sang for the San Francisco Opera.

During her career, Homer performed 46 different roles, from Amneris in the opera classic Aida to the lead in the world premiere of Horatio Parker’s Mona. She had four more children during her performing career, each of which only momentarily paused her career. After each birth she would return to performing about six weeks later, her voice still strong. After the 1906 San Francisco earthquake Homer’s voice suffered a downturn. Many people assumed that the earthquake had shaken her confidence; however, it was a miscarriage that had left her despondent—information that was kept out of the news.

While Homer sang in operas, her husband worked on composing classical songs, though he is perhaps best known for his mentorship of his nephew Samuel Barber, who went on to become one of America’s greatest composers. Louise Homer recorded both opera and popular gospel hymns, most notably in duets with the immensely popular soprano Alma Gluck. In both 1923 and 1924 the National League of Women Voters listed Homer among the 12 greatest living women. In 1932 the Homers retired to Florida and lived there until Louise Homer’s death in 1947. Though Dame Nellie Melba, an Australian soprano, once said that Homer had the most beautiful voice in the world, the poor sound quality of vintage recordings of Homer only hint at her immense talent, reminding contemporary Americans that much of American musical history cannot be heard today.

Therese Torres
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International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union

The International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) arose during an era when American industry provided few worker protections. In its earliest incarnation, repulsed by the inequality created by unchecked capitalism, the ILGWU turned to socialism to promote a fair future for all workers. Though the ILGWU represents primarily women, men have played a role in its membership and success, reaching a peak membership of 450,000 in 1969.

Danish American social reformer Jacob Riis (1849–1914) used the term “sweatshop” to describe conditions in the garment industry, where the seven-day workweek, arbitrary hours, and meager pay were the norm in an America where business regulated itself. On March 11, 1900, the United Brotherhood of Cloak Makers’ Union No. 1 convened a meeting that created the ILGWU to combat the inequities of sweatshops. Herman Grossman was the union’s first president. Jewish women and immigrant women, notably Italian women, were large constituencies of the ILGWU. One of the ILGWU’s first acts was to create an education division to increase literacy among immigrant women.
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A member of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) Local 62 works as a finisher, trimming rayon underpants in a factory in New York City, 1938. The union gained deeper support for their mission of providing safer workplaces after the tragedy of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire of 1911. (Hansel Mieth/Time Life Pictures/Getty Images)

In 1909 the ILGWU participated in the Uprising of 20,000, a 14-week strike against garment employers prompted by the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire tragedy. Strike leader Clara Lemlich demanded that the entire garment industry be shut down by a worker walkout. Female garment workers enthusiastically responded. Employers crushed the strike by hiring replacements. The ILGWU could do little to help, having only $4 in its treasury at the time.

In the 1910s the ILGWU sought to attract members nationwide, not merely in New York City. As part of its effort to move west, the union sought to organize in Cleveland, Ohio, which was then the nation’s fourth-largest garment maker. The ILGWU members went on strike in 1911 to seek recognition as the sole bargainer for women garment workers. As before, garment shops used scab or nonunion labor and police intimidation to break the strike. The ILGWU pointed to the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in 1911 as evidence of the dangerous and even deadly working conditions under which poor women labored.

In 1914 the ILGWU opened a health clinic, perhaps the first union clinic in the United States. The clinic devoted much of its resources to combating tuberculosis, then an incurable frightening disease rampant among textile workers because of poor conditions in factories. In the 1920s many ILGWU women joined the Socialist Party. Tensions between socialists and nonsocialists threatened to divide the union. Socialists within the union wanted to encourage a nationwide revolution by restructuring American government, whereas nonsocialists sought change within the nation’s existing political structure.

Despite the Great Depression, the ILGWU was able to negotiate favorable contracts and raise money, largely from prominent Jews. The Great Migration of black Americans from the South to northern states, most of them poor, meant that black women began to work in the garment industry. The ILGWU was initially intolerant of these new workers, in part because racism was not confined to the South and in part because white workers worried about losing their jobs if employers found that they could pay black women even less. As African Americans took leadership roles, however, they were able to blunt the organization’s racism. ILGWU organizer Frank Crossaith formed the Negro Labor Committee to give voice to African American women.

In the 1930s the ILGWU formed locals in Puerto Rico and Canada. The union supported the New Deal and joined the Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO). The ILGWU was also a member of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) at a time when a union typically joined one or the other but not both. From the outset the ILGWU believed that the AFL and the CIO should merge, given that a large aggregate of unions would be stronger than many small unions. The ILGWU realized this ambition in 1955 with the merger of the AFL and CIO.

During World War II, the ILGWU opposed the rise of Nazism, fascism, and imperialism in the East. In particular, Italian women in the ILGWU rejected Italian fascist Benito Mussolini (1883–1945). After the war the ILGWU aimed to help Italy rebuild along democratic lines. As part of the postwar move to the suburbs, the ILGWU funded the construction of new homes for its members.

After the war, the United States moved toward free trade. Third-world economies, clinging to the sweatshop, gained entry into U.S. markets. Cheap imports competed with ILGWU-produced clothes. American clothiers, eager to bypass the ILGWU, moved to Mexico and Asia. The third world could make clothes for about a 20th of the cost of U.S. union workers. In 1984 wages for garment workers were $7 per hour in the United States, $1 per hour in Mexico, 21 cents per hour in China, and 12 cents per hour in Bangladesh. As is often the case, manufacturers put profits ahead of people, and American consumers failed to object to the inequities that this shift caused, both for American and foreign workers, in part because it encouraged consumer culture with a flood of cheap goods.

These changes in economic policy weakened the ILGWU. By 1994 membership had declined to 125,000. This trend is part of a larger story in which the number of garment workers in the United States has declined, wages have flattened, and imports have flooded the domestic market, allowing retailers to increase their markups and consumers to buy more disposable goods.

By the late 20th century, New York City estimated that some 3,000 garment makers did not pay minimum wage, forcing the U.S. Department of Labor to try to collect more than $2.3 million in lost wages for 8,000 workers. Immigrants from Latin America and Asia, some of them illegal, have taken jobs in the garment industry, creating further downward pressure on wages. Recently a move toward educating American consumers about the dangers to workers, combined with environmental realities caused by cheap and plentiful consumer goods, has begun to address these issues. Nonetheless, worker abuses and deaths in oversees garment factories in the 21st century suggest that much remains to be done.

Christopher Cumo
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Corruption in the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ca. 1938/1939)

The following is a letter from Rose Pesotta, vice president and general organizer of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU), to David Dubinsky, president of the ILGWU, discussing the corruption that she believed was permeating the organization. The letter was written in the late 1930s.

But off the record, I wish to make a few observations, with your permission, Brother Dubinsky, simply to get it off my chest and air the views of a woman member whom you glorified in the “Story of David Dubinsky of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union” yesterday, November 6th in the N.Y. Journal-American. May I state at the out-set, that I always regarded the Hearst press as yellow, violently anti-labor and reactionary? In the course of my organizing activities in several parts of this country, the Hearst press consistently attacked us, blaming the ILG and its organizers for instigating strikes, causing people to lose their jobs, livelihoods, homes, etc. As last as 1936, the Hearst press, writing about the leadership of the CIO in the Roosevelt campaign attacked our ILG and its leadership, including yourself, as Communists. (I was given the distinction of being an Anarchist and a friend of Emma Goldman, an honor I shall never deny.) I recall that in 1927 a similar stunt was performed by Hearst in printing the story of the lives of Sacco-Vanzetti, who were electrocuted, the articles notwithstanding. The Hearst press has already been on the decline for several years because the awakened labor rank and file refused to be bull-dozed any longer. Today, the printing of your story in the classic Hearst sensational style, is simply giving his yellow, reactionary press a new lease on life, to say the least. I followed the articles and must admit that Mr. Joseph Mulvaney, the fellow who induced you to consent to his writing these stories, will be handsomely rewarded by Hearst, for the circulation will surely jump a score of thousands or more. [I] do not know what objectives you aim to reach in consenting to be publicized in such a fashion, save one—to give the writer a chance to earn a living (is he at least a Union man?) But one thing is certain, it will not add any more to our prestige than what we can accomplish with our own efforts and without the benefit of William Randolph Hearst. As a rank and file member of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union I wish to tell you, Brother President, that I do not approve of this kind of publicity. I am confident, and it is quite possible, that this opinion is shared by many thousands of our organization, but mine may be the only one expressed so bluntly to you directly; in view of the fact that I was always considered a “shaigitz” when I was young and as a militant out-spoken trade-unionist during my activities in the labor movement, I am not afraid of telling the truth to you now.

Brother President, I am very apprehensive of the state of affairs in our organization and the present moral disintegration within our ranks. In recent years it came to pass in our International to mistake servility for service; sensationalism for fame and one-man-rule for statesmanship, genius or outstanding leadership. That the Communists became servile was their game to gain a foot-hold in the organization, but in several instances, I found that the head of the organization becomes the one-man-rule, and the members, for fear of losing his favors, refrain from expressing an honest opinion. Moreover, we have developed what is ordinarily known as “cliques” who keep within themselves and who rule from above. Only when some of them leave the organization (which happens very seldom—unless they are found out) the truth is revealed that he was incompetent, mediocre, a bureaucrat, simply dishonest or too ill to perform his duties. But the irreparable damage done to the union can not so easily be lived down by a successor, moreover, the partisanship built up during his tenure of office invariably persists for some time. Because of that, I, for one, favor a limited tenure of office to get new and dynamic forces to the forefront, to gain a stronger morale for the members.

Our recent entrance into politics, which in my mind is the bane of the Union, has added more woes. Most of the paid officers and active members became politicians, calously [sic] neglecting the duties for which they were elected. . . .

Last Spring at the G.E.B. meeting, I watched with interest the election of Anthony Cotone. When his name was suggested, it was to me another Italian name, a member of Local #48. I have never met the man, hence, I watched the faces of the N.Y. Vice Presidents and had hoped that those representing the Joint Board would have something to say. None said a thing and only after the adjournment, when you mentioned to me, on the boardwalk, “You sent me Cotone for Vice President” I realized that it was a trick but I could not tell you how ignorant most of the out of town members were kept of internal politics by the N.Y. representatives. Had I known in advance, I most certainly would have spoken up, regardless of their opinion of me.

Although you mention the fact that the 200,000 women members are really the backbone of our organization (November 6th installment—Journal-American) this fact is consistently pussy-footed by our leadership, who because of this formidable backbone are comfortable in the saddle today. It is true that the leadership of Newark, Kansas City and San Francisco is exclusively women, but do some of their superiors, save yourself recognize all of the? . . .

I am taking the liberty of writing this instead of the usual report, which lately, became so stereotyped, that one can not any longer report anything but successes and colossal achievements for fear that the next Vice President may outshine you. I have deliberated for a long while, feeling that some day I shall have to write you in this heart-to-heart matter. Your story in the Journal-American gave me the incentive to do it now. Please take it in the same spirit as it is written, with malice toward none, with the hope that some good will come of it later.

While organizing new members we preach to them to be independent, to lose their fears and openly express themselves and demand their rights; so here I am practicing what I am preaching and am openly expressing my views to you, Mr. President. I feel that the position I hold now as Vice President was gained, not by my looks, but through my service to the movement. Some of the rank and file members come to me with their troubles, not only in this part of the country, but from other sections as far West as Los Angeles. I am therefore fulfilling my duty as one of their leaders.

Fraternally yours,

Rose Pesotta

Vice President–General Organizer

Source: Rose Pesotta to David Dubinsky, 1938/1939, Cornell University Library, ILGWU Collection, Kheel Center for Labor-Management Documentation and Archives, Cornell University’s ILR School. Reprinted with permission. Available at http://ilgwu.ilr.cornell.edu/archives/letters/transcript-PesottaToDubinsky.html.



Iron-Jawed Angels (1917)

“Iron-Jawed Angels” is a term applied by U.S. congressman Joseph Walsh (R-MA) during a September 24, 1917, special session of Congress in reference to the Silent Sentinels, a group of suffragists organized by the National Woman’s Party (NWP), who picketed at the gates of the White House six days a week from January 10, 1917, to June 4, 1919.

Walsh made the statement in opposition to the creation of a House of Representatives committee on women’s suffrage:

The question here is whether in the closing days of a special session of Congress we are to take action which will seem to yield to the demands of some iron-jawed angels who have been picketing the gateways to the Executive Mansion and flaunting in the face of the Chief Magistrate of this Nation banners seemingly treasonable and seditious in character and which if used by a poor workingman in an attempt to get his rights would speedily have put him behind the bars for treason or sedition; and these poor, bewildered, deluded creatures, after their disgusting exhibition, can thank their lucky stars that because they wear skirts they are now incarcerated for misdemeanors of a minor character. (Adams and Keene 2007, 195)

Walsh’s term for the picketers was included in a September 25, 1917, New York Times article on the debate, which coined the popular term. During the debate, other congressmen also referred to the “nagging” of the picketers and expressed reluctance to vote in favor of the committee for fear that it would be seen as acquiescing.

Doris Stevens, one of the organizers, wrote about Walsh in her 1920 book Jailed for Freedom: “Another representative, an anti-suffrage Democrat [sic], inconsiderately called us ‘Iron-jawed angels,’ and hoped we would retire. But if by these protests these congressmen hoped to arouse their colleagues, they failed.”

At the end of the September 24 debate, the House voted 180 to 107 in favor of the committee. The picketers’ overall goal was to pressure President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) to advocate for an amendment to the U.S. Constitution guaranteeing women the right to vote. Both the NWP and the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) had sent numerous delegations to the president asking for his support, but he declined, saying that it was a matter to be left to his Democratic Party.

Frustrated by both Wilson’s and Congress’s inaction, NWP members decided to take up the picketing tactic. Harriot Stanton Blatch, daughter of pioneering women’s rights activist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, made a stirring speech calling on women to join the effort:

Women, it rests with us. We have got to bring to the President, individually, day by day, week in and week out, the idea that great numbers of women want to be free, will be free, and want to know what he is going to do about it.

Won’t you come and join us in standing day after day at the gates of the White House with banners asking, “What will you do, Mr. President, for one-half the people of this nation?” Stand there as sentinels—sentinels of liberty, sentinels of self-government—silent sentinels. (Dubois 1997, 260–261)

The press adopted the term “silent sentinels” from the speech and used it to refer to the picketers. Though the picketers had pledged their verbal silence, the statements printed on their banners questioning whether the United States was truly a democratic and free nation were often controversial, particularly as the country had just entered World War I in April. This led Walsh to call the statements “treasonable” and “seditious.” The picketers were also occasionally subject to violence from the crowds that would gather around them. Some had banners ripped from their hands, and others were knocked down and dragged.

The arrests of the picketers started on June 22, 1917. Most were charged with obstructing traffic. As time passed their sentences lengthened, and in November 1917 some went on hunger strikes. The last of them were released from jail on November 28, 1917.

The picketing ended on June 4, 1919, after Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment guaranteeing women voting rights. It was ratified by the states on August 18, 1920, and entered the Constitution on August 26, a date commemorated as Women’s Equality Day in 1971 by a resolution presented by Representative Bella Abzug.

Nancy Beach
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Imprisoned Suffragettes’ Letter to the Prisoner Commissioners (1917)

In 1917, Mary Winsor, Lucy Branham, and nine other women were being held in the Occoquan Workhouse, a District of Columbia prison, for demonstrating on behalf of voting rights for women. During their imprisonment they wrote the following letter to the prison commission, characterizing themselves as political prisoners unjustly imprisoned for their beliefs.

To the Commissioners of the District of Columbia:

As political prisoners, we, the undersigned, refuse to work while in prison. We have taken this stand as a matter of principle after careful consideration, and from it we shall not recede.

This action is a necessary protest against an unjust sentence. In reminding President Wilson of his pre-election promises toward woman suffrage we were exercising the right of peaceful petition, guaranteed by the Constitution of the United States, which declares peaceful picketing is legal in the District of Columbia. That we are unjustly sentenced has been well recognized when President Wilson pardoned the first group of suffragists who had been given sixty days in the workhouse, and again when judge Mullowny suspended sentence for the last group of picketers. We wish to point out the inconsistency and injustice of our sentences—some of us have been given sixty days, a later group thirty days, and another group given a suspended sentence for exactly the same action.

Conscious, therefore, of having acted in accordance with the highest standards of citizenship, we ask the Commissioners of the District to grant us the rights due political prisoners. We ask that we no longer be segregated and confined under locks and bars in small groups, but permitted to see each other, and that Miss Lucy Burns, who is in full sympathy with this letter, be released from solitary confinement in another building and given back to us.

We ask exemption from prison work, that our legal right to consult counsel be recognized, to have food sent to us from outside, to supply ourselves with writing material for as much correspondence as we may need, to receive books, letters, newspapers, our relatives and friends. Our united demand for political treatment has been delayed, because on entering the workhouse we found conditions so very bad that before we could ask that the suffragists be treated as political prisoners, it was necessary to make a stand for the ordinary rights of human beings for all the inmates. Although this has not been accomplished we now wish to bring the important question of the status of political prisoners to the attention of the commissioners, who, we are informed, have full authority to make what regulations they please for the District prison and workhouse.

The Commissioners are requested to send us a written reply so that we may be sure this protest has reached them.

Signed by, MARY WINSOR, LUCY BRANHAM, ERNESTINE HARA, HILDA BLUMBERG, MAUD MALONE, PAULINE F. ADAMS, ELEANOR A. CALNAN, EDITH AINGE, ANNIE ARNEIL, DOROTHY J. BARTLETT, MARGARET FOTHERINGHAM.

Source: Doris Stevens, Jailed for Freedom (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1920), 45–47.



Jones, Mary Harris “Mother” (1830/1837–1930)

Labeled “the most dangerous woman in America” by the district attorney of West Virginia in 1902, Mary Harris “Mother” Jones rose to national prominence as the fearless organizer and spokesperson for the working class, especially miners, in the early 20th century. She devoted much of the last three decades of her life to traveling from one troubled labor site to another. Using fiery rhetoric and drama, she organized workers, led union marches, and stared down violent company opposition. Essentially, Mother Jones gave a voice to the voiceless, drawing public attention to the plight of the American worker.

Jones was born Mary Harris in Cork, Ireland. Her family joined the waves of Irish immigrants escaping abject poverty in Ireland during the mid-19th century. The family went to Toronto, Canada, before moving to the United States. Jones grew up in humble surroundings and faced the anti-Catholic sentiment so rampant in pre–Civil War America. She taught in a Catholic school in Michigan, then worked as a dressmaker in Chicago, and finally moved to Memphis, where she met the ironworker George Jones, a member of the Iron Molder’s Union. The couple married in 1861 and had four children. In 1867 yellow fever killed Jones’s husband and all four children, a tragedy that shaped the rest of her life. Grief-stricken, Mary Jones moved back to Chicago, where she worked as a seamstress for the city’s upper class, becoming acutely aware of the contrast between their life of luxury and the poverty on the streets.
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A labor and community organizer who cofounded the Industrial Workers of the World, Mary Harris became known by the name Mother Jones in the early 1900s. Today a progressive magazine bears her name. (Library of Congress)

Another tragedy struck when the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 destroyed Jones’s material possessions. This event catapulted her into a life of commitment to improving the lives of the working people. In the late 1870s, she experienced what she called a conversion to labor activism and began to construct her public persona as Mother Jones. Labor unions became her new family; she even addressed the workers as her “boys.” At about five-feet tall, dressed in black with lace at her throat and wrists, Mother Jones used conventional notions of womanhood to agitate for social justice. Casting herself as the mother of the dispossessed, she traveled where she pleased, spoke out on issues that most women did not publicly address, and did so with irreverence and tenacity. By the turn of the century, Mother Jones had become the embodiment of her famous rallying cry, “Pray for the dead and fight like hell for the living.”

By the 1890s, Jones focused her efforts on organizing coal miners, displaying her knack for public spectacle to raise awareness for reform and social justice. In a 1900 anthracite strike, she organized miners’ wives to march late at night, banging on tin pans to block strikebreakers coming in for the morning shift. In another successful pageant in 1903, child mill workers, physically mutilated and stunted by their abusive working conditions, marched from Pennsylvania to the New York home of President Theodore Roosevelt to draw attention to the need for child labor legislation. Jones lived with her supporters and eked out a meager living by passing the hat. Around the turn of the century the United Mine Workers paid her a stipend, but she left the organization when its national leadership renounced a wildcat strike in Colorado. For a time, the Socialist Party of America also paid her for organizing. In 1905, Jones was among the original signers of the International Workers of the World’s charter.

Jones was arrested on numerous occasions and served several prison sentences. In 1913 she was jailed in West Virginia when she threatened to call in armed miners during a coal miners’ strike there and was sentenced to 20 years in prison. When the governor pardoned her, Jones returned to Colorado and was present for the infamous Ludlow Massacre. She made a national crusade of this tragedy, even lobbying President Woodrow Wilson. During World War I, she participated in several industrial strikes on the East Coast, earning her the label “Bolshevik” in the years of the Red Scare. Jones continued organizing coal miners into the last years of her life.

While radical in her condemnation of American capitalists as “cannibalistic plutocrats” and “pirates” and in her work to organize workers and focus attention on social justice, Jones was no feminist. She did not support woman suffrage, believing that suffrage was a bourgeois diversion from the real problem of worker exploitation; in her 1925 autobiography, Jones wrote that “the plutocrats have organized their women. They keep them busy with suffrage and prohibition and charity.” The vehicle for social change thus lay in organizing the working class. Jones also held conventional ideas about family and gender roles, emphasizing men as breadwinners. While she did help organize women in various trades, she fundamentally believed that working-class women were better off in the home than having their labor exploited with low-wage jobs. She was conspicuously absent from the leadership of strikes that involved large numbers of women. And although she praised African American workers, she also made racist remarks about Chinese immigrants, reflective of the limitations of her radicalism.

Mother Jones died on November 30, 1930. The Illinois State Journal reported that she was 100 years old, although there is some dispute about the exact year of her birth. An estimated 10,000–15,000 people attended her funeral services in Mount Olive, Illinois, where this crusader for American labor was laid to rest in the Union Miners Cemetery on December 8. Today Mother Jones magazine keeps Jones’s name alive, reporting on politics, human rights, and environmental issues. Founded in 1976, the magazine has won numerous National Magazine awards and now has a vital online journal and a radio show devoted to progressive reform.

Päivi H. Hoikkala

See also Flynn, Elizabeth Gurley; Kelley, Florence; O’Sullivan, Mary Kenney; Triangle Shirtwaist Fire

Further Reading

Gorn, Elliott J. 2001. Mother Jones: The Most Dangerous Woman in America. New York: Hill and Wang.

Jones, Mary. 1925. The Autobiography of Mother Jones. Chicago: Charles H. Kerr.


Mary Harris “Mother” Jones on Working Conditions in Southern Cotton Mills (1901)

Mary Harris “Mother” Jones was a labor organizer, strike coordinator, and cofounder of the Industrial Workers of the World. In the following excerpt from a 1901 International Socialist Review article, Jones describes what she has learned of the terrible conditions suffered by southerner textile mill workers.

The Rope Factory

I visited the factory in Tuscaloosa, Ala., at 10 o’clock at night. The superintendent, not knowing my mission, gave me the entire freedom of the factory and I made good use of it. Standing by a siding that contained 155 spindles were two little girls. I asked a man standing near if the children were his, and he replied that they were. “How old are they?” I asked. “This one is 9, the other 10,” he replied. “How many hours do they work?” “Twelve,” was the answer. “How much do they get a night?” “We all three together get 60 cents. They get 10 cents each and I 40.”

I watched them as they left their slave-pen in the morning and saw them gather their rags around their frail forms to hide them from the wintry blast. Half-fed, half-clothed, half-housed, they toil on, while the poodle dogs of their masters are petted and coddled and sleep on pillows of down, and the capitalistic judges jail the agitators that would dare to help these helpless ones to better their condition.

Gibson is another of those little sections of hell with which the South is covered. The weaving of gingham is the principal work. The town is owned by a banker who possesses both people and mills. One of his slaves told me she had received one dollar for her labor for one year. Every weekly pay day her employer gave her a dollar. On Monday she deposited that dollar in the “pluck-me” store to secure food enough to last until the next pay day, and so on week after week.

There was once a law on the statute books of Alabama prohibiting the employment of children under twelve years of age more than eight hours each day. The Gadston Company would not build their mill until they were promised that this law should be repealed.

When the repeal came up for the final reading I find by an examination of the records of the House that there were sixty members present. Of these, fifty-seven voted for the repeal and but three against. To the everlasting credit of young Manning, who was a member of that House, let it be stated that he both spoke and voted against the repeal.

I asked one member of the House why he voted to murder the children, and he replied that he did not think they could earn enough to support themselves if they only worked eight hours. These are the kind of tools the intelligent workingmen put in office.

The Phoenix mill in Georgia were considering the possibility of a cut in wages something over a year ago, but after making one attempt they reconsidered and started a savings bank instead. At the end of six months the board of directors met and found out that the poor wretches who were creating wealth for them were saving 10 per cent of their wages. Whereupon they promptly cut them that 10 per cent, and the result was the ’96 strike. I wonder how long the American people will remain silent under such conditions as these.

Almost every one of my shop-mates in these mills was a victim of some disease or other. All are worked to the limit of existence. The weavers are expected to weave so many yards of cloth each working day. To come short of this estimate jeopardizes their job. The factory operator loses all energy either of body or of mind. The brain is so crushed as to be incapable of thinking, and one who mingles with these people soon discovers that their minds like their bodies are wrecked. Loss of sleep and loss of rest gives rise to abnormal appetites, indigestion, shrinkage of stature, bent backs and aching hearts.

Such a factory system is one of torture and murder as dreadful as a long-drawn-out Turkish massacre, and is a disgrace to any race or age. As the picture rises before me I shudder for the future of a nation that is building up a moneyed aristocracy out of the life-blood of the children of the proletariat. It seems as if our flag is a funeral bandage splotched with blood. The whole picture is one of the most horrible avarice, selfishness and cruelty and is fraught with present horror and promise of future degeneration. The mother, over-worked and under-fed, gives birth to tired and worn-out human beings.

I can see no way out save in a complete overthrow of the capitalistic system, and to me the father who casts a vote for the continuance of that system is as much of a murderer as if he took a pistol and shot his own children. But I see all around me signs of the dawning of the new day of socialism, and with my faithful comrades everywhere I will work and hope and pray for the coming of that better day.

Source: Mary Harris “Mother” Jones, “Civilization in Southern Mills,” International Socialist Review 1(9) (March 1901): 83–85.



Kalich, Bertha (1874–1939)

Bertha Kalich was a successful actress in Europe and the United States. Her ability to speak several languages (Polish, Russian, German, Romanian, Yiddish, and English) opened doors to a variety of roles on both continents. Her career in the performing arts of stage, film, and radio spanned almost five decades.

Bertha Rachel Kalich was born in 1874 in Lemburg, Galicia, Austria-Hungary (this area bordered Poland and is now part of the Ukraine). Her father, Solomon Kalich, was a brush manufacturer and an amateur violinist. Her mother, Babette, was a seamstress. She sewed costumes for local theaters and took her young daughter to many theater performances.

Kalich attended Lemburg’s Conservatory of Music as a teenager, where she studied drama and music. She sang in the chorus at local musical theaters while attending the conservatory, where her operatic singing ability was evident. She sang in the chorus of La Traviata and soon left the chorus for more prominent roles.

Kalich married fellow conservatory student Leopold Spachner (1871–1952) when she was 16 years old. She performed with a newly formed theater company, Yankev Ber Gimpel, that performed plays in Yiddish and also performed throughout Poland, Hungary, and Romania, starring in Yiddish theater productions for the next seven years.

The Yiddish theater in Europe was more developed than in the United States. When American producer Joseph Edelstein, the founder of New York City’s Thalia Theater, traveled to Europe in the mid-1890s to look for new talent, he saw Kalich perform. Impressed with her performance, Edelstein sponsored her to go to the United States to join his theater company as its leading lady.

Kalich and Spachner immigrated to the United States in 1895 and settled in New York City, where Kalich saw success in the Yiddish-speaking theater, in performances in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, and in several Shakespeare plays that were translated to Yiddish. She played Desdemona in Othello and Juliet in Romeo and Juliet. Kalich continued to play challenging roles despite the male-dominated nature of the stage, as demonstrated when she played the title character Hamlet in 1901. Her memorable performance increased her reputation as a lead actress in dramatic roles, so she began to take fewer musical roles, choosing instead to focus on dramatic parts.

Some Yiddish theaters at the turn of the century sought to shift focus from musicals to dramatic productions. Prominent Yiddish playwright Jacob Gordin wrote several dramas with roles specifically for Kalich. One was his adaptation of Leo Tolstoy’s novella The Kreutzer Sonato.

Many Yiddish-speaking actresses auditioned for roles on Broadway but failed to get parts. Acting and singing talent, coupled with her ability to learn languages, enabled Kalich to be the first to successfully transition to the English-speaking stage. Despite her accent, she played many roles. Her success on Broadway showed critics that actors and actresses in Yiddish theater were skilled performers who could play a variety of roles.

Kalich debuted at Henry Grey Fiske’s Manhattan Theater in 1905. Her performances on Broadway included Victorien Sardou’s Fedora (1905); The Kreutzer Sonato (1906), an English translation of the Yiddish version of the play; Marta of the Lowlands (1908); and Sappho and Phaon (1907). All were successful productions of the day.

Unfortunately, acting styles changed, and Kalich’s emotionally exuberant dramatic style lost its popularity in the second decade of the century. With fewer roles to acquire, Kalich left New York and moved to Hollywood in 1914, where the new movie industry welcomed her. One of her first silent movies was Marta of the Lowlands, the film adaption of her previous success on Broadway. Her other silent films included Ambition (1916) and Slander (1916).

Again, film roles were few, so Kalich returned to the Yiddish theater stage in New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. She also found work in radio reciting lines from plays she starred in years before as well as historical plays.

Kalich’s failing health hindered her acting possibilities. She had a series of operations to correct her vision in the 1920s. A malignant eye tumor would eventually result in her blindness, causing her to officially retire from acting in 1931. It is estimated that she performed in 125 roles during her career. Kalich died in New York City in 1939.
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Keller, Helen (1880–1968)

Blind and deaf due to an illness suffered in her toddler years, Helen Keller rose to worldwide fame as the first blind and deaf person to graduate from college. She was an author, an advocate for the deaf and blind, a fund-raiser, an activist for a variety of causes, and a vaudeville performer.

Keller was born on June 27, 1880, in Tuscumba, Alabama, the daughter of Kate and Arthur Keller, an American Civil War veteran. Kate traced her lineage to John and Abigail Adams. By age six months, Helen Keller had a sizable vocabulary and could soon after walk. In February 1882, however, she contracted either scarlet fever or meningitis. At the time, her physician diagnosed brain fever. When the fever subsided, it left Keller deaf and blind.

Keller developed a series of hand signs to communicate with her parents and siblings, but to her detriment, she had a ferocious temper and threw tantrums because of her inability to communicate. Her parents spoiled Keller in an effort to appease her. Her mother chanced upon a passage in British writer Charles Dickens’s (1812–1870) American Notes, in which he lauded Boston’s Perkins Institute for the Blind. A visit to American inventor Alexander Graham Bell (1847–1922), dedicated to helping the deaf, resulted in a further referral to the institute. Rather than send Keller away, her parents asked for a teacher to come to Alabama and live in their home.

In 1887 20-year-old Anne Sullivan, herself partially blind, came to the Kellers and faced the twin challenges of educating Keller and taming her temper. Sullivan moved Keller to a nearby cottage, where the two would live apart from the parents, whose lack of discipline dismayed Sullivan. Within two weeks the tantrums stopped. A breakthrough came when Sullivan helped Keller grasp that each object has a name, leading Keller to amass a large vocabulary of nouns. Quickly she was able to construct sentences. Once Keller could read Braille, she devoured books. The director of the Perkins Institute, aware of Keller’s progress, encouraged journalists to write stories about her. These reports stoked the public’s interest in Keller.

In 1888, Keller and Sullivan visited the Perkins Institute. President Grover Cleveland (1837–1908) invited Keller and Sullivan to the White House while they were visiting Bell. In 1891 Keller published her first short story, though she had inadvertently plagiarized another source, causing a brief scandal. Yet Keller persevered, publishing a brief autobiography in a children’s magazine. In New York the force of her personality drew the elites to her. Oil baron John D. Rockefeller (1839–1937) and famed author Mark Twain (1835–1910) were among her friends. Eager to advance her education, Keller attended a boarding school in Massachusetts, excelling in English. In 1900, she entered elite Radcliffe College. While she was at Radcliffe, Ladies’ Home Journal asked her for a series of articles about her life. With the help of an editor, Keller was able to compile the insights gleaned from her work for Ladies’ Home Journal into her first book, The Story of My Life.

Under the guidance of a friend, Keller gravitated toward socialism, reading The Communist Manifesto and in 1909 joining the Socialist Party. In 1913, she published a series of article advocating socialism. Keller joined an early manifestation of the civil rights movement and supported the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, where she developed a close relationship with intellectual W. E. B. DuBois (1868–1963). However, the support of African American causes revolted her family.

In 1913, Keller began lecturing to large crowds. Three years later she drew close to her secretary, Peter Fagan. The thought that Keller might marry distressed her mother, who believed that Keller might pass her disabilities to her children. This was a retreat to Lamarckianism, a discredited belief that a person can pass on acquired traits to his or her offspring. In 1918, Keller starred in a movie about her life. Her work attracted the attention of American actor and director Charlie Chaplin (1889–1977), and the two became friends. In 1919 Keller appeared in vaudeville, a move that may have stemmed from her need for money to support both herself and Anne Sullivan. The work was indeed lucrative, as Keller made as much as $2,000 per week. By the mid-1920s, Keller was a fund-raiser for the American Foundation for the Blind. In 1926 Doubleday paid her for a new autobiography, Midstream. She traveled with Sullivan to Britain for long series of speaking engagements. The House of Commons invited her to dinner, and England’s king and queen arranged to meet her.

In 1936, Anne Sullivan died with Keller at her bedside. Even before her death Sullivan, in declining health, turned many of her duties over to Polly Thomson. Despite her devotion to Keller, Thomson had drawbacks. She was not as intellectually curious as Sullivan and lacked her mastery of translation. Thomson was also jealous, trying to keep Keller away from her friends.

In 1937 Japan, despite its tense relations with the United States, invited Keller to tour the islands. There she delivered nearly 100 lectures and visited a statue of Buddha in Kamakua, becoming the first woman to touch the statue. During World War II, Keller taught blinded soldiers to read Braille. After the war she toured Britain, Japan (again), France, Greece, South Africa, Israel, Syria, Egypt, Lebanon, and Jordan. In 1952, a new movie about Keller’s life galvanized cinemagoers. In 1959 and 1960, the play Miracle Worker retold the lives of Keller and Sullivan. In 1961 Keller, who had been in robust health, suffered a stroke and developed diabetes. In 1964 President Lyndon B. Johnson honored Keller with the Presidential Medal of Honor, the highest civilian award. After suffering a heart attack, Keller died in her sleep on June 1, 1968.
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Excerpt from Helen Keller’s “The Practice of Optimism” (1903)

Helen Keller, who lost both her sight and her hearing through illness when she was only 19 months old, learned to communicate with the help of her teacher Anne Sullivan. Keller eventually became the first deaf and blind person to earn a bachelor of arts degree. Keller also became a famous speaker and activist, supporting such causes as disabled rights, women’s rights, and pacifism. In 1903 Keller wrote the following essay, “The Practice of Optimism.”

The test of all beliefs is their practical effect in life. If it be true that optimism compels the world forward, and pessimism retards it, then it is dangerous to propagate a pessimistic philosophy. One who believes that the pain in the world outweighs the joy, and expresses that unhappy conviction, only adds to the pain. Schopenhauer is an enemy to the race. Even if he earnestly believed that this is the most wretched of possible worlds, he should not promulgate a doctrine which robs men of the incentive to fight with circumstance. If Life gave him ashes for bread, it was his fault. Life is a fair field, and the right will prosper if we stand by our guns.

Let pessimism once take hold of the mind, and life is all topsy-turvy, all vanity and vexation of spirit. There is no cure for individual or social disorder, except in forgetfulness and annihilation. “Let us eat, drink and be merry,” says the pessimist, “for to-morrow we die.” If I regarded my life from the point of view of the pessimist, I should be undone. I should seek in vain for the light that does not visit my eyes and the music that does not ring in my ears. I should beg night and day and never be satisfied. I should sit apart in awful solitude, a prey to fear and despair. But since I consider it a duty to myself and to others to be happy, I escape a misery worse than any physical deprivation.

Who shall dare let his incapacity for hope or goodness cast a shadow upon the courage of those who bear their burdens as if they were privileges? The optimist cannot fall back, cannot falter; for he knows his neighbor will be hindered by his failure to keep in line. He will therefore hold his place fearlessly and remember the duty of silence. Sufficient unto each heart is its own sorrow. He will take the iron claws of circumstance in his hand and use them as tools to break away the obstacles that block his path. He will work as if upon him alone depended the establishment of heaven on earth.

Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement; nothing can be done without hope. When our forefathers laid the foundation of the American commonwealths, what nerved them to their task but a vision of a free community? Against the cold, inhospitable sky, across the wilderness white with snow, where lurked the hidden savage, gleamed the bow of promise, toward which they set their faces with the faith that levels mountains, fills up valleys, bridges rivers and carries civilization to the uttermost parts of the earth. Although the pioneers could not build according to the Hebraic ideal they saw, yet they gave the pattern of all that is most enduring in our country to-day. They brought to the wilderness the thinking mind, the printed book, the deep-rooted desire for self-government and the English common law that judges alike the king and the subject, the law on which rests the whole structure of our society.

It is significant that the foundation of that law is optimistic. In Latin countries the court proceeds with a pessimistic bias. The prisoner is held guilty until he is proved innocent. In England and the United States there is an optimistic presumption that the accused is innocent until it is no longer possible to deny his guilt. Under our system, it is said, many criminals are acquitted; but it is surely better so than that many innocent persons should suffer. The pessimist cries, “There is no enduring good in man! The tendency of all things is through perpetual loss to chaos in the end. If there was ever an idea of good in things evil, it was impotent, and the world rushes on to ruin.” But behold, the law of the two most sober-minded, practical and law-abiding nations on earth assumes the good in man and demands a proof of the bad.

Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement. The prophets of the world have been of good heart, or their standards would have stood naked in the field without a defender. Tolstoi’s strictures lose power because they are pessimistic. If he had seen clearly the faults of America, and still believed in her capacity to overcome them, our people might have felt the stimulation of his censure. But the world turns its back on a hopeless prophet and listens to Emerson who takes into account the best qualities of the nation and attacks only the vices which no one can defend or deny. It listens to the strong man, Lincoln, who in times of doubt, trouble and need does not falter. He sees success afar, and by strenuous hope, by hoping against hope, inspires a nation. Through the night of despair he says, “All is well,” and thousands rest in his confidence. When such a man censures, and points to a fault, the nation obeys, and his words sink into the ears of men; but to the lamentations of the habitual Jeremiah the ear grows dull.

As I stand in the sunshine of a sincere and earnest optimism, my imagination “paints yet more glorious triumphs on the cloud-curtain of the future.” Out of the fierce struggle and turmoil of contending systems and powers I see a brighter spiritual era slowly emerge—an era in which there shall be no England, no France, no Germany, no America, no this people or that, but one family, the human race; one law, peace; one need, harmony; one means, labor; one taskmaster, God.

If I should try to say anew the creed of the optimist, I should say something like this: “I believe in God, I believe in man, I believe in the power of the spirit. I believe it is a sacred duty to encourage ourselves and others; to hold the tongue from any unhappy word against God’s world, because no man has any right to complain of a universe which God made good, and which thousands of men have striven to keep good. I believe we should so act that we may draw nearer and more near the age when no man shall live at his ease while another suffers.” These are the articles of my faith, and there is yet another on which all depends—to bear this faith above every tempest which overfloods it, and to make it a principle in disaster and through affliction. Optimism is the harmony between man’s spirit and the spirit of God pronouncing His works good.

Source: Helen Keller, Optimism: An Essay (New York: T. Y. Crowell, 1903), 3–4.



Kelley, Florence (1859–1932)

Florence Kelley was a major social reformer in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. A key figure in the National Consumers League (NCL) for over three decades, she played a substantive role in the enactment of major social legislation at both the state and national levels.

Kelley was born on September 12, 1859, the third of eight children born to Caroline and William Darrah Kelley. Her father was a Quaker and an abolitionist who had helped found the Republican Party and also served as a congressman from Philadelphia. Florence Kelley received her early education at home and also attended the well-respected Miss Longreth’s School, a Quaker institution in Philadelphia.

Kelley graduated from Cornell University in 1882, and for a year after graduation she taught evening classes in Philadelphia. Following that experience, she studied at the University of Zurich. In Europe she was introduced to socialism and undertook a translation of Friedrich Engels’s Condition of the Working Class in England, a work originally published in 1844. Kelley’s translation was published in 1887.

In 1884 while living in Zurich, Kelley married Polish-Russian physician Lazare Wischnewsky. The couple moved to New York in 1886, but they separated in 1889 and shortly afterward Kelley and her three children moved to Chicago. There she resumed her maiden name, and the family joined the community at Jane Addams’s Hull House. In 1894 Kelley received a law degree from Northwestern University and was admitted to the Illinois bar. The previous year she successfully lobbied the Illinois legislature to pass an eight-hour workday for women, and that same year Governor John P. Altgeld appointed her as the state’s first factory inspector.

In 1899 after a decade in Chicago, Kelley and her children relocated, moving to Lillian Wald’s Henry Street settlement house in New York City. That same year Kelley became secretary of the NCL, an organization in which she would be an officer for the next 30 years. As secretary, Kelley traveled across the country lecturing and educating citizens about working conditions and labor issues. She also helped set up local leagues that worked at the state and local levels to achieve consumer- and worker-oriented change. The NCL also sought to influence corporate behavior by urging consumers to buy products only from companies that met NCL standards for working conditions and minimum wages. To facilitate this process, the NCL established the White Label, a designation that was awarded to companies that met NCL standards. The NCL intended that the label be displayed by stores owners who had earned them, and the group urged consumers to boycott stores that did not display the organizational mark of approval.

Kelley and the NCL also advocated actively for governmental intervention, playing an influential role in the 1906 passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act while also working hard on behalf of minimum wage legislation. Around that same time, Kelley and Josephine Goldmark were instrumental in securing the services of attorney Louis Brandeis, who introduced what became known as the Brandeis Brief in support of the constitutionality of Oregon maximum hours law while winning the case of Muller v. Oregon. Kelley considered her greatest achievement the passage of the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Protection Act in 1921.

Kelley was also active in the labor movement, helping to organize the New York Child Labor Committee in 1902 and serving as a founder of the National Child Labor Committee in 1904. In 1905 Kelley joined with Upton Sinclair and Jack London to start the Intercollegiate Socialist Society. As a spokesperson for its agenda, Kelley lectured around the country on college campuses on improving labor conditions. She was also involved in the founding of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, and she served as vice president of the Intercollegiate Socialist Society from 1913 to 1920.

Kelley was also in the forefront of NCL efforts on behalf of the women’s suffrage movement, and at one point she served as a vice president of the National Woman Suffrage Association. In the aftermath of women gaining the vote, many activists turned their attention to the idea of an Equal Rights Amendment. However, in 1920 Kelley expressed her strong opposition to the amendment, expressing her concern that its enactment would abrogate the protective legislation that had helped enhance women’s lives.

Having lived in Europe, Kelley was much attuned to the developing tension on the continent, and with the outbreak of hostilities in 1914, she again teamed up with Jane Addams, this time in the interests of peace, working both to end the European conflict and prevent U.S. involvement in the war. An offshoot of these efforts was that Kelley became a founding member of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom in 1919. As the war continued, Kelley was an outspoken advocate for peace, calling herself an anti-imperialist and a pacifist. She was disappointed at the failure of the postwar negotiations to achieve real change.

With the return to power of the Republicans, the 1920s were a challenging time for reformers such as Kelley, but she continued her work with the Consumers League in an effort to hold the line against conservative efforts to roll back the reforms of the Progressive Era. In addition, following up on the 1914 publication of her book Modern Industry in Relation to Family, Health, Education, Morality, in 1925 she compiled The Supreme Court and Minimum Wage Legislation.

Florence Kelley died on February 17, 1932, after a career that heralded much that the New Deal would achieve.

William H. Pruden III
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Child Labor Laws: Act Creating the Children’s Bureau (1912)

On April 9, 1912, the U.S. Congress passed an act establishing a Children’s Bureau that, among other things, would investigate child labor issues. President William Howard Taft appointed Jula Lathrop as the new bureau’s first director.

Be it enacted by the Senate and the House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That there shall be established in the Department of Commerce and Labor a bureau to be known as the Children’s Bureau.

SEC. 2. . . . The said bureau shall investigate and report to [the Department of Commerce and Labor] upon all matters pertaining to the welfare of children and child life among all classes of our people, and shall especially investigate the questions of infant mortality, the birth-rate, orphanage, juvenile courts, desertion, dangerous occupations, accidents and diseases of children, employment, legislation affecting children in the several states and territories.

Source: Children’s Bureau Act of April 9, 1912 (37 Stat. 79), U.S. Congress.



La Follette, Belle (1859–1931)

Considered one of the most influential but least known American political women, Belle La Follette was a prominent suffrage and antiwar activist in the first three decades of the 20th century.
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Lawyer, women’s rights activist, and pacifist Belle La Follette also coedited La Follette’s Magazine with her husband, dedicating the monthly publication to progressive causes and ideologies. (Library of Congress)

Born on April 21, 1859, Belle Case La Follette grew up on a Wisconsin farm. The land was marginal, and the Case family did not prosper. Nonetheless, her parents encouraged education, and she eventually attended the University of Wisconsin. In German class she met Robert La Follette. The attraction was immediate and enduring. Both grew up on farms and believed in the importance of the Grange, a fraternal and political organization that advocated for farmers. Indeed, the Grange drew both toward political activism. Belle graduated from college in 1879 and taught middle and high school.

In 1881, the couple married and had their first child a year later. Belle La Follette took great pleasure in motherhood but never lost sight of her desire to continue her education. In 1883 she entered the University of Wisconsin law school and two years later became the first female graduate of the school. When Wisconsin voters elected Robert to Congress, La Follette accompanied him to Washington, D.C. La Follette served as her husband’s unofficial chief of staff for his entire political career.

At the same time La Follette had her own life lecturing, marching, and writing prodigiously for women’s suffrage. She had three more children. In 1912 she joined the prison reform movement and condemned capital punishment. She also worked in the pacifism movement, joining other men and women who opposed U.S. entry into World War I. In 1915 she assisted in founding the Women’s Peace Party along with Fanny Garrison Villard (1844–1928), daughter of famed abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison. Rather than lobbying quietly behind the scenes, the Women’s Peace Party engaged in action-based protest, using public demonstrations such as parades to lobby for their cause. In her twin commitments to women’s suffrage and pacifism, La Follette joined many Progressive Era women, including Montana U.S. representative Jeannette Rankin (1880–1973), the only congressperson to vote no on American entry into both World War I and World War II.

La Follette also lobbied for American troops’ right to receive combat bonuses. Robert, following his wife’s lead, likewise opposed the war, to the anger of most U.S. senators. After the war La Follette worked for the Women’s Committee for World Disarmament and in 1921 cofounded the National Council for the Prevention of War. She also worked with other female pacifists to encourage the 1922 Naval Arms Limitations Conference. At Robert’s death in 1925, Wisconsin held elections for a candidate to complete the late senator’s term. Voters wanted La Follette to seek the office, but she deferred to her son Robert Jr.

In her later years La Follette continued to support women’s rights and civil rights for African Americans. She promoted justice, equality, and pacifism in much the same way that Albert Einstein did. She spoke at schools, churches, and Chautauqua meetings and in the Senate. She also published a regular column in La Follette’s Magazine, which she coedited with her husband until his death. After his death she became the editorial director and changed the magazine’s name to The Progressive to capture the spirit of the Progressive Era, which was an aggregate of reform movements that sought to restrain the power and wealth of big business.

La Follette corresponded with presidents, members of both houses of Congress, and ordinary people throughout the United States. She shaped the views of her husband, who would emerge as Senator Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette. The two believed that marriage was a partnership and had the word “obey” removed from their wedding vows. Belle La Follette also embodied Theodore Roosevelt’s ideal of a strenuous life. She exercised and ate nourishing foods and recommended this lifestyle to her husband, who suffered a variety of ailments and was less committed to a life of exercise than his wife. The couple’s four children all would become distinguished. Mary was a talented painter, Fola was an actress, Robert Jr. was a U.S. senator, and Phil became governor of Wisconsin. Belle Case La Follette died on August 18, 1931, in Washington, D.C., from complications resulting from a routine medical exam. She is buried in Forest Hill Cemetery in Madison, Wisconsin.

Christopher Cumo
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League of Women Voters (1920–)

The League of Women Voters is a nonprofit organization devoted to the ideals of democratic government. It supports voter education, public nonpartisan discussion of candidates and issues, progressive legislation, and the advancement of global peace. The organization was founded February 14, 1920, at the National American Woman Suffrage Association’s (NAWSA) national conference, six months before the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution extending the right to vote to include women.

Suffragist Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947), NAWSA president, recognized the need for an activist grassroots organization to help women become informed about issues and candidates. Many American women had not sought the vote and believed the paternalistic social norms, which held that women were incapable of comprehending complex public issues. The League of Women Voters provided women, regardless of race, education, or social or economic status, with knowledge, free of political bias or party-system propaganda, that would enable them to vote responsibly and shoulder their civic power.

Following methods that had worked for the NAWSA and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), Catt sent trained representatives across the country to found local chapters. Members paid dues and volunteered locally. Civic leagues were constituents of state leagues, which were in turn members of the national organization. Elected female leaders governed at each level. In three years League of Women Voters offices were active in 23 states, and by 1924 approximately 100,000 women were members.

As a democratically structured organization, the League of Women Voters proposed and voted on topics of concern for political action. Its first issue list, submitted to both major political parties, highlighted child welfare and education, home and high food prices, gainful employment for women, public health and morale, and independent citizenship for married women. In 1920, only 49 percent of registered voters participated in elections. The League of Women Voters organized its first Get Out the Vote campaign and registered new voters. The league actively supported a popular child labor amendment empowering Congress to legislate labor practices concerning children. Despite these efforts, voter participation in 1924 dropped to an all-time low, and the child labor act was defeated.

These early failures influenced the future philosophy of the League of Women Voters. Leaders analyzed what had gone wrong and concluded that people only voted when they fully understood an issue and believed that the outcome had personal consequences. Thereafter, League of Women Voters actions were anchored in scientific methodology. Members drafted an issue-specific question, collected data, studied the information, proposed conclusions, and then reevaluated the original question. Questionnaires surveyed the concerns of membership and quantified candidate stances on issues.

The League of Women Voters focused on fact-based information and became the country’s principle source for nonpartisan political publications. This necessitated the establishment of a separate nonprofit branch, the League of Women Voters Education Fund, in the 1950s. The League of Women Voters sponsored debates and forums and used modern technologies to reach the broadest audience. In 1928, it pioneered the first nationally broadcast radio candidate forum. From 1976 to 1984, the League of Women Voters sponsored televised presidential debates. It withdrew sponsorship from the 1988 presidential debate, citing manipulation of the process by the two major political parties; however, it continued to sponsor local candidate debates.

The League of Women Voters’ first major national legislative success was the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act (1921), providing federal aid to reduce infant mortality. The Married Women’s Act (1922) established independent citizenship for women. A 1907 law linked a woman’s citizenship to that of her husband. A female U.S. citizen who married an immigrant lost her American citizenship unless, or until, her husband became a naturalized U.S. citizen. If the man was Chinese, Japanese, or Filipino, he was ineligible for naturalization, and the woman had no process to regain citizenship. In some states, only U.S. citizens could own property or file lawsuits, including divorce. In all states, only citizens were eligible to vote. The Married Women’s Act returned the rights of citizenship to women who had been disenfranchised.

The League of Women Voters championed social reforms: child care, women’s work hours, and welfare programs. When Alice Paul (1885–1977) proposed the Equal Rights Amendment in 1920, the League of Women Voters opposed it, fearing the loss of workplace protection laws for women. However, the League of Women Voters joined Paul, the National Woman’s Party, and others to remove gender-specific language from jury provisions. By 1927 women served on juries in most states, but full participation in all states did not occur until 1976. Gradually, health and workplace protections for all workers improved, and the League of Women Voters supported the Equal Rights Amendment in 1972.

In the 1950s, the League of Women Voters opposed Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anticommunist propaganda and subsequent attacks on civil liberties. The organization spoke out against the unconstitutional nature of McCarthy’s crusade and offered education programs highlighting individual freedoms granted by the U.S. Constitution. The League of Women Voters also continues to champion the balance between national security and individual liberties and participated in reevaluating the USA Patriot Act following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack.

While predominantly an organization of white women, the League of Women Voters traditionally promoted fair treatment of minorities. It opposed the Immigration Act of 1924 excluding Asian immigrants but did not become involved in race-equality issues until the 1960s. Alice Callis Hunter (1898–1989) became the first African American president of a local League of Women Voters in 1963 for the Washington, D.C., chapter.

In the tradition of the WCTU and the Women’s Peace Party, which was founded by Carrie Chapman Catt, the League of Women Voters advocated for nonmilitary conflict resolution. Many suffragists believed that the female vote could have prevented U.S. entry into World War I. The League of Women Voters and other women’s organizations campaigned for global peace, opposing U.S. occupations in Haiti (1915–1934) and Nicaragua (1912–1933).

League of Women Voters members, including Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962), supported the failed League of Nations. During the 1920s, Roosevelt became the League of Women Voters’s vice president on legislative affairs, monitoring congressional hearings. When her husband, President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882–1945), proposed the United Nations (UN), he sought the League of Women Voters’ support and participation.

League of Women Voters members were included among the delegates at the UN Charter Conference in San Francisco. They introduced human rights and social development into the UN’s founding documents. Eleanor Roosevelt led the first American delegation to the UN and enlisted the League of Women Voters to provide Americans with educational materials to counter anti-UN propaganda. Many historians believe that the League of Women Voters was vital to American acceptance of the UN.

The League of Women Voters was the first nongovernmental organization (NGO) recognized by the UN. The League of Women Voters holds official observer status, maintains a special consultative position on the Economic and Social Council, and is a founding member of the NGO community on UNICEF’s Working Group on Girls. Internationally, the League of Women Voters supported the establishment of NATO, the World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund.

Following World War II, the U.S. Department of War labeled League of Women Voters members as communist sympathizers because of activist stances on international issues. Antiwar civil disobedience during the Vietnam War era and the inclusion of a “communist” candidate in Bostonian election materials (1983) prompted the Federal Bureau of Investigation to create a file on the League of Women Voters.

The League of Women Voters plays a leadership role in reform legislation: social security; food, drug, and cosmetic safety standards; comprehensive gun control; fair housing; equal access to education; and the Affordable Care Act. The League of Women Voters is increasingly active in environmental issues: clean air and water provisions, strengthening of corporate average fuel economy (CAFE) standards, limitations on nuclear energy, and opposition to the Keystone Pipeline project. The League of Women Voters also championed the Voting Rights Act Amendment of 1982 and the National Voter Registration Act of 1993 (Motor Voter) and remains active in voter identification issues, impartial drawing of political district lines, campaign finance reform, and increasing voter participation.

The League of Women Voters launched its first website 2000, which evolved into Vote411.org. The site is a voter information portal for elections across the country. The League of Women Voters maintains an organizational website and blog, offering video presentations, legislative updates, and interaction through social media. The League of Women Voters encourages public discourse and empower voters but does not support or oppose candidates.

The League of Women Voters operates across all levels of democratic government, with active leagues in all 50 states and Washington, D.C.; the Virgin Islands; and Hong Kong. Internationally, the League of Women Voters’ Overseas Education Fund sponsors programs on government and leadership for women in emerging democracies.

Keri Dearborn
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Lili’uokalani, Queen of Hawaii (1838–1917)

Lili’uokalani Dominis was the last queen of the sovereign nation of Hawaii. She ascended to the throne after her brother King David Kalākaua died in San Francisco. Queen Lili’uokalani was the victim of a coup d’état when the monarchy was overthrown by the Committee of Safety, led by Lorrin A. Thurston. He was a grandson of an American missionary and a drafter of the Bayonet Constitution against King Kalākaua in 1887. The queen was a talented musician and composer, best known for translating the native Hawaiian creation chant “Kumulipo” and composing the song “Aloha ’Oe.”

Lydia Lili’u Loloku Walania Wewehi Kamaka’eha was born on September 2, 1838, to High Chief Caesar Kaluaiku Kapa’akea and Chiefess Analea Keohokālole. Kamaka’eha’s birth name, meaning “smarting, tearful, burning pain, sore eyes,” was given to her by Premier Elizabeth Kīna’u, who contracted an eye infection around the time of her birth. Kamaka’eha was adopted at birth by Abner Pākī and Laura Kōniaas, which was a Hawaiian tradition to strengthen kinship ties. Kamaka’eha attended the Chiefs’ Children’s School, later known as the Royal School. She spent much of her childhood playing with her favorite cousin Bernice Pauahi Bishop, Pākī and Kōniaas’s biological daughter.

On September 16, 1862, Kamaka’eha married John Owen Dominis, who later became the governor of the islands of O’ahu and Maui. Dominis was unfaithful to her. Royal physician and family friend Georges Phillipe Trousseau informed her that one of their household caretakers was pregnant with Governor Dominis’s child. Kamaka’eha’s initial reaction was to claim the child as hers to spare her husband from public embarrassment, but the truth was discovered, making the son ineligible for the throne. She did adopt three children: Lydia Ka’onohiponiponiokalani Aholo, Kaiponohea ‘Ae’a, and John Aimoku Dominis, her husband’s illegitimate son.

When Kamaka’eha was named the crown princess in 1877, King Kalākaua changed her name to Lili’uokalani, meaning “the smarting of the royal ones.” She was serving as the queen regent when he died while visiting San Francisco. She ascended to the throne during an economic crisis that was fueled by the McKinley Act, which demoted the value of the Hawaiian sugar industry by reducing duties on imported goods. She also proposed a new constitution that would restore power to the monarchy, much of which was taken away by the Bayonet Constitution, which was forced upon the monarchy by powerful Euro-Americans who wanted to control Hawaii.

Around that time, influential business leaders were openly discussing the possibility of annexation to the United States. This was not a popular idea among the majority of the residents of Hawaii, but businessmen believed that the native people were incapable of self-government. Queen Lili’uokalani’s advisers were aware of the movements toward annexation and tried to advise her against her proposed constitution, but she proceeded. Her actions gave annexationists the ammunition they needed for a coup.

Led by Lorrin A. Thurston, the annexationists formed a Committee of Safety, which created a provisional government and a militia. The committee claimed to protect the safety and property of American citizens who were residing in Hawaii, but it was actually a group formed to conspire against the monarchy and wrest control from the nation’s rightful government. Queen Lili’uokalani did not arrest the leaders to prevent bloodshed of innocent people. However, despite her efforts 162 U.S. marines and sailors from USS Boston landed at Honolulu Harbor and came ashore to maintain neutrality among the people at the request of the committee. The next day, the Committee of Safety took over government buildings and offices. The queen then implored the U.S. minister, John L. Stevens, to support the nation’s sovereignty, but he stated that the provisional government was the only legal government in Hawaii. On January 17, 1893, the queen surrendered.

After Princess Ka’iulani visited Washington, D.C., in March 1893, President Grover Cleveland sent an investigator to examine the events of the overthrow. The investigation determined that the monarchy was forcefully overthrown. The provisional government refused to step down, but the United States would not annex Hawaii. On July 4, 1894, the Republic of Hawaii was established with Sanford B. Dole as president. In 1895, royalists revolted against the republic, causing Queen Lili’uokalani to be placed under house arrest in the ’Iolani Palace. To obtain amnesty for the rebels, she was required to renounce her claim to the throne.

While imprisoned, Queen Lili’uokalani was not allowed to have contact with anyone or receive news from outside the palace. However, supporter John Wilson regularly sent the queen flowers, which were wrapped in newspaper with secret messages. Thus, she was able to stay updated on occurrences outside of the palace. Queen Lili’uokalani thought that she would die before being released from the palace but wanted her people to understand their roots, so she translated the “Kumulipo,” the Native Hawaiian creation chant. She also composed many songs including one of her most famous compositions, “Aloha ’Oe,” or “Farewell to Thee.” This song was originally intended as a lover’s farewell, but it is often regarded as a song about the loss of her beloved country.

The Spanish-American War in 1898 caused the United States to reconsider its position on annexing Hawaii. Because the United States had taken over the Philippines, Hawaii’s location had enhanced strategic value. On July 7, 1898, President William McKinley signed the resolution of annexation. On that day, many royalists and native Hawaiians gathered at Queen Lili’uokalani’s home to console and pay homage to the lost kingdom. On June 14, 1900, as part of the Organic Act, Hawaii officially became a territory of the United States. After the overthrow, Lili’uokalani resided at Washington Place in Honolulu until her death in 1917. Although her legal name was Lydia Dominis after her forced abdication, she continues to be referred to as Queen Lili’uokalani to this day.

A. K. Estores-Pacheco
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Queen Lili’uokalani of Hawaii Yields Her Authority under Protest (1893)

On January 17, 1893, Queen Lili’uokalani of Hawaii was faced with a coup undertaken by a group of Americans and Europeans who called themselves the Committee of Safety. Supported by the American ambassador and American troops, the committee effectively overthrew the Hawaiian government. Unable to counter what she called “the superior force of the United States,” the queen issued the following declaration temporarily relinquishing her authority. Although the queen hoped that the U.S. government would restore the monarchy, that never occurred, and Hawaii was annexed by the United States in 1898.

I, Lili’uokalani, by the Grace of God and under the constitution of the Hawaiian Kingdom, Queen, do hereby solemnly protest against any and all acts done against myself and the constitutional government of the Hawaiian Kingdom by certain persons claiming to have established a Provisional Government of and for this Kingdom. That I yield to the superior force of the United States of America, whose Minister Plenipotentiary, His Excellency John L. Stevens, has caused United States troops to be landed at Honolulu and declared that he would support the said Provisional Government. Now, to avoid any collision of armed forces and perhaps loss of life, I do, under this protest, and impelled by said forces, yield my authority until such time as the Government of the United States shall, upon the facts being presented to it, undo the action of its representative and reinstate me in the authority which I claim as the constitutional sovereign of the Hawaiian Islands.

Done at Honolulu this 17th day of January, A.D. 1893.

Source: W. D. Alexander, History of Later Years of the Hawaiian Monarchy and the Revolution of 1893 (Hawaii: Hawaiian Gazette Company, 1893), 150.



Loos, Anita (1889–1981)

Most famous for being the author of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Anita Loos was also a prolific screenwriter, playwright, and memoirist, chronicling the early days of Hollywood.

[image: Lamphier]

Silent film screenwriter and author of the bestselling novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, Anita Loos poses on the ship Olympic on November 2, 1929. (AP Photo)

Sources conflict about Loos’s birth date because she often lied about her age, preferring to be considered younger than she was. Her slight build allowed her prevarications some leeway. However, Loos’s biographer pinpointed her birth year as 1888. She was born near Mt. Shasta, California, and spent her childhood in San Francisco but moved to San Diego when her father contracted to run a theater there in 1903.

Loos began her writing career by mailing unsolicited scripts from her home in San Diego to the Biography department in New Jersey. In 1912 D. W. Griffith directed Loos’s screenplay, The New York Hat, a one-reel movie starring Mary Pickford, Lionel Barrymore, and Lillian and Dorothy Gish. In 1913 Loos sold upwards of 40 scenarios for $25 apiece and was soon writing for most of the stars of the day.

Though she began writing in the era of silent film, Loos included dialogue in her scenarios to make them more interesting for the directors to read and therefore more sellable. She became known as the first literate screenwriter. Her dialogue entered the film on title cards inserted between shots. While Loos and others attempted to credit her with inventing title cards, they had existed as a means of communicating locations and names from the early days of silent film.

In 1916 Loos attended the premiere of Griffith’s Intolerable, for which she had written the title cards. There she met the editor of Vanity Fair magazine and became a regular contributor for the rest of her life. When she moved back to Los Angeles later that year, she cowrote the first of five films for swashbuckling actor Douglas Fairbanks. Her cowriter and the director of these films was John Emerson, whom she married. When Fairbanks started his own company, he hired the married screenwriters at $500 a week.

Now a married couple, Loos and Emerson shared writing credit on a number of scripts, many of which Emerson also directed. In 1923 they published a series of articles on how to write photoplays, and the articles were released as a book. They also received shared credit on a few Broadway plays including The Whole Town’s Talking (1923) and The Fall of Eve (1925), both of which became films as well. Loos discovered that Emerson had a mistress, and the couple separated but never divorced.

In 1925 Loos published her novel, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. The piece would make her famous and rank her among other American literary icons. It was translated into over 14 languages and became a Broadway play. Two films were made from the book, one in 1928 and the best known in 1953. While Loos did not share writing credit with Emerson on the book, she did for both the play and the film, and in a tradition typical to wives in the period, Loos turned over her paychecks to Emerson to handle. He invested in the stock market and in the crash of 1929 lost a significant portion of their wealth. In 1931 Loos received an offer of a six-month/$3,500 a week contract at MGM—minus her former partner—so she returned to California, and Emerson stayed behind in New York.

At MGM Loos wrote the successful Red-Headed Woman in 1932. She was offered an extension on the contract, but Emerson entered the negotiations as her business manager. While she hoped that he would not ruin the deal, Emerson ended up arranging his own contract as well and moved back to Los Angeles. Loos would earn $2,500, and he would earn $1,000 a week as her writing partner.

After Emerson’s death in 1956 Loos continued writing, though not for Hollywood. She turned herself into a reporter of the past with written reminiscences of life during what came to be called Hollywood’s golden era, all of which were best-selling books in the 1970s. Loos died in New York City at the age of 93, and female friends and former collaborators, including Helen Hayes, Lillian Gish, and Ruth Gordon, spoke at her funeral.

Rosanne Welch

See also Pickford, Mary; Vol. 3, Sec. 2: Parker, Dorothy; Vol. 4, Sec. 1: Gordon, Ruth

Further Reading

Beauchamp, Cari, and Mary Anita Loos, eds. 2003. Anita Loos Rediscovered: Film Treatments and Fiction. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Carey, Gary. 1988. Anita Loos: A Biography. New York: Knopf.

Lowell, Amy Lawrence (1874–1925)

Poet Amy Lawrence Lowell won a Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1926, the year after her death.

Lowell was born in 1874 at Sevenels, a 10-acre family estate in affluent Brookline, Massachusetts, to Augustus and Katharine Lawrence Lowell. Amy Lowell was first educated at home and later at private schools, though she never attended college. She compensated by reading from her family’s extensive library. In 1902, she witnessed a performance by the Italian actress Eleanora Duse. After seeing the actress perform, Lowell hurried home to write a poem and realized that poetry was her one true calling. She immersed herself in reading and began to experiment in her own writings. At age 17 she secluded herself in the 7,000-book library at Sevenels to focus her studies.

In 1909, however, she met the actress Ada Dwyer Russell (1863–1952). By 1912 the two had entered into a Boston marriage, the term for a 19th-century romantic relationship between females. The pair would remain together until Lowell’s death in 1925. It was during this period that Lowell found her voice and emerged as a formidable writer, beginning with her first published work in 1910 and followed in 1912 with her first collection of poetry, A Dome of Many-Coloured Glass. Lowell often worked in the free verse style of poetry, rejecting the formal and rigid structure of more traditional poetry.

Russell became the subject of many of Lowell’s most famous poems, some of which were sexually explicit. Lowell held some of her poems back from publication, considering them far too risqué for then-contemporary sensibilities. Russell published them after Lowell’s death in the 1927 collection Ballads for Sale (1927). Later in her life Lowell was drawn to and influenced by Chinese and Japanese poetry. This interest led her to collaborate in 1921 with translator Florence Ayscough on Fir-Flower Tablets, a poetical reworking of literal translations of the works of ancient Chinese poets.

Lowell was her own best promoter. She believed that marketing was necessary to sell poetry to the general public. She used her reputation as a big-bodied cigar-smoking woman to attract people to her public readings, which in turn she used to advance both her own career and the careers of her friends. By traveling and reading her poems before women’s clubs and poetry groups and at society teas and small invitational events, she brought her poems to the public and managed to market them to literary magazines and anthologies.

When Lowell and Russell traveled to England they met Ezra Pound, noted modernist poet and expatriate American. Pound influenced Lowell’s poetry, though he was a major critic of her work. Other writers disparaged Lowell as well for both her poetry and her personal life and body size. In the years following World War I, she found herself much maligned by T. S. Eliot as the “demon saleswoman” of poetry. While D. H. Lawrence dedicated his 1918 volume, New Poems, to Lowell, he publicly chastised her for her poetry and for the lectures she used to publicize her work. This negative reaction to Lowell and her work was as much about gendered notions of who could be a professional poet and who could not as it was about the quality of Lowell’s poetry. Women might write poetry in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, but they were expected to do so privately and quietly and to write on romantic or domestic topics and not do as Lowell did in performing and publishing avant-garde work. Moreover, because Lowell had a personal fortune, she could promote her poetry in a manner that less well-funded poets could not.

Lowell died of a brain hemorrhage on May 12, 1925. Her papers are held at Harvard University. In her lifetime, Lowell wrote nine books of poetry and four books of prose and edited several anthologies. Although she was awarded the Pulitzer Prize posthumously in 1926 for her collection What’s O’Clock, Lowell’s work fell out of common knowledge; antiwar activists and feminists rediscovered her work in the 1970s. Her pacifist poem “Patterns” is perhaps her best-known work today.

James A. Wren
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Amy Lowell’s Poems “Wheat-in-the-Ear” and “Madonna of the Evening Flowers” (ca. 1919)

Poet Amy Lowell, who won a posthumous Pulitzer Prize for poetry in 1926, wrote a number of sensual poems to her life partner Ada Russell. Two of those poems are reproduced here.

Wheat-in-the-Ear

You stand between the cedars and the green spruces,

Brilliantly naked

And I think:

What are you,

A gem under sunlight?

A poised spear?

A jade cup?

You flash in front of the cedars and the tall spruces,

And I see that you are fire—

Sacrificial fire on a jade altar,

Spear-tongue of white, ceremonial fire.

My eyes burn,

My hands are flames seeking you,

But you are as remote from me as a bright pointed planet

Set in the distance of an evening sky.

Madonna of the Evening Flowers

All day long I have been working,

Now I am tired.

I call: “Where are you?”

But there is only the oak-tree rustling in the wind.

The house is very quiet,

The sun shines in on your books,

On your scissors and thimble just put down,

But you are not there.

Suddenly I am lonely:

Where are you?

I go about searching.



Then I see you,

Standing under a spire of pale blue larkspur,

With a basket of roses on your arm.

You are cool, like silver,

and you smile.

I think the Canterbury bells are playing little tunes.



You tell me that the peonies need spraying,

That the columbines have overrun all bounds,

That the pyrus japonica should be cut back and rounded.

You tell me these things.

But I look at you, heart of silver,

White heart-flame of polished silver,

Burning beneath the blue steeples of the larkspur,

And I long to kneel instantly at your feet,

While all about us peal the loud sweet

Te Deums of the Canterbury bells.

Source: Amy Lowell, Pictures of the Floating World (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1919), 45, 50.



Manhattan Trade School for Girls

Founded in 1902, the Manhattan Trade School for Girls was a vocational public high school for girls. It was established in part as a response to the city’s growing demands for vocational education and a steady supply of skilled female workers. While its origins were based in an obvious economic need, wealthy patrons with reform-oriented agendas also supported the school in the early days of the Progressive movement.

The roots of the school can be found in a 1902 study of the conditions of New York City’s working women. The report indicated that the wages for the youngest and most unskilled female workers, while already low, were declining further due to the growing immigrant labor pool. Too, workers in the garment industry learned no skills transferable to other trades. Finally, there were concerns that the low wages were an incentive for women to undertake vice-related work, such as prostitution.

The school was originally located on West 14th Street but was transferred to East 23rd Street in 1907. The student body was primarily made up of daughters of new immigrants. Approximately one-third of early students were Italian immigrants. Other heavily represented groups included Germans, Russians, and French immigrants, as well as a sizable Jewish student population. According to the school’s first annual report, the “experiment without precedent” sought to ensure that “girls who must go to work” at age 14 would learn some skills that would make them employable in higher-waged industrial jobs.

The Manhattan School’s course offerings focused on vocational training. Students received seven hours of instructional time. They spent five hours learning a trade and one and a half hours learning nonvocational subjects, such as English and arithmetic. The final half hour was a class in hygiene and gymnastics. Early basic classes introduced students to the skills central to hand sewing, working with garment manufacturing machines, paste and paper design, and women’s hat making. Beginning in 1908 the school added cooking classes, in part to help feed women who had lost their jobs in the financial panic of 1907. Reflective of the reform leanings of the school’s founding supporters, students also learned about child labor laws, tenement house laws, and trade unions.

While the school had free tuition, oftentimes having a daughter in school and not working was a major hardship on families. In response to this situation, a program of student aid was developed, and stipends were awarded to families whose incomes were below a specified level. At the end of their year in school, an employment bureau aided graduates in finding jobs.

The school operated for 48 weeks per year, with students given 1-week vacations tied to the Christmas, Easter, July Fourth, and Labor Day holidays. Once admitted, girls were given some choice of the trade in which they would be trained. The first year enrollment was a little over 100 girls, and the budget, most of which went to teachers’ salaries, was a little over $22,000. By the time the school’s success had forced its relocation to the more spacious facility at East 23rd Street, the number of students had increased to just over 500, and the annual budget had grown to about $185,000.

The initial goal of the founders—to prove that vocational education could be undertaken in a public school—was more than achieved, and so solidly established was the volunteer-supported school that by 1912 the Manhattan Trade School for Girls was incorporated into the New York City public school system. There it remained the only one of the system’s four vocational schools to admit girls. While becoming a part of the city school system resulted in a loss of some of the school’s distinctiveness, clear evidence of its success could be seen when, in 1915, the city constructed a building designed to meet the specific individual needs of the school. Located two blocks away at 127 East 22nd Street, it was able to expand to share its unique vision with 900 students.
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Mann Act (1910)

The White Slave Trade Act, known as the Mann Act, marked an attempt by the federal government to regulate morality. In this sense it was part of the Progressive agenda, but it also marked an overreach of the federal government into the private lives of Americans. One might place it in the context of British writer George Orwell’s (1903–1950) 1984, in which Big Brother scrutinizes every aspect of people’s lives. The Mann Act aimed to regulate the sex lives of women and, by extension, men.

Congress enacted the Mann Act in 1910, making it illegal to transport women from state to state for “immoral purpose,” a vague phrase. However, at the time of the law’s passage the language meant to include prostitution and sex with underage girls and even consensual sex between unmarried persons. The act banned nude photography and engaging in pornography and erotic dancing. Congress acted on the fear that men were entrapping innocent women into prostitution and other lewd acts. The Mann Act defined lewd acts as felonies and compelled the U.S. Justice Department to prosecute cases. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) took a vigorous role in rooting out so-called sexual impropriety.

The Mann Act had its roots in the Progressive Era and in the notion that Americans needed to be coerced to behave correctly. It drew upon the purity movement, which sought to persuade Americans to be sexually pure. The language of the purity movement was purposefully vague, but its aim was to force chastity on Americans. The Mann Act was problematic in its attempt to control behavior and free expression as well as regulate sex. The act marked a reoccurrence of Puritanism, which opposed sex outside of marriage. Perhaps for this reason many American churchgoers supported the act. In 1913 American writer Walter Lippmann (1889–1974) predicted that the Mann Act was too repressive to succeed, though decades would pass before this truth was vindicated.

The language of the Mann Act targeted men, but in reality women were the more numerous victims of the law. Under the Mann Act, the Justice Department vigorously prosecuted prostitutes. Most of these women had not been tricked or forced into prostitution but were sex workers of their own volition. A number of citizens challenged the law, and in 1913 the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to test its constitutionality. At issue was whether the Mann Act could be used to prosecute a woman who visited her boyfriend in another state and had consensual sex. In what now appears to be an overreach of judicial power, in Caminetti v. United States (1917) the Court ruled that the act applied to consensual sex between unmarried persons. Conservatives appear to have found in the act a rejection of the sexual freedom encouraged by the automobile, the spread of sexually transmitted diseases, and the desire to ready young men for possible military service at the eve of U.S. entry into World War I.

In the late 1920s, the moral crusade that buoyed the Mann Act began to dissipate, and the prosecution of unmarried Americans who had consensual sex declined. Juries became less likely to convict defendants in these cases. Prosecutors, feeling the softening of public attitudes, abandoned prosecutions of this type. In 1932, for example, a Michigan prosecutor dropped a case in which a 36-year-old man had consensual sex with a 17-year-old girl. The fact that the girl came from a prominent family may have played some role in the decision. Certainly the poor were more vulnerable than the affluent to prosecution under the Mann Act. Even with this reluctance to prosecute cases, the Mann Act was not dead. In the 1930s the federal government prosecuted about 400 cases per year.

By the 1960s, however, the Mann Act was out of step with the sexual revolution. In 1960, 40 percent of college women approved of premarital sex. By 1969 the number had climbed to 70 percent, and in the 1970s it rose to 80 percent. Some liberals called for the legalization of prostitution, as is the case in some parts of Europe. In 1962 the Justice Department decided not to prosecute consensual sex between adults, erotic dancing, and nude photography. In 1980 the Justice Department prosecuted only 14 cases under the Mann Act. The act remains on the books but is unenforced today.
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Excerpts from the Mann Act (1910)

Enacted on June 25, 1910, the White-Slave Traffic Act, better known as the Mann Act after its author, James Robert Mann, a Republican congressman from Illinois, made it a felony to transport any woman or girl across state lines or overseas for purposes of prostitution. Because it also prohibited such transport for “any other immoral purpose,” the act was sometimes later used to criminalize certain sexual acts between consenting adults. Congress amended the act in 1978 and 1986.

An Act To further regulate interstate and foreign commerce by prohibiting the transportation therein for immoral purposes of women and girls, and for other purposes.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled. . . .

SEC. 2. That any person who shall knowingly transport or cause to be transported, or aid or assist in obtaining transportation for, or in transporting, in interstate or foreign commerce, or in any Territory or in the District of Columbia, any woman or girl for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, or for any other immoral purpose, or with the intent and purpose to induce, entice, or compel such women or girl to become a prostitute or to give herself up to debauchery or to engage in any other immoral practice; or who shall knowingly procure or obtain, or cause to be procured or obtained, or aid or assist in procuring or obtaining, any ticket or tickets, or any form of transportation or evidence of the right thereto, to be used by any woman or girl in interstate or foreign commerce, or in any Territory or the District of Columbia, in going to any place for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, or for any other immoral purpose, or with the intent or purpose on the part of such person to induce, entice, or compel her to give herself up to the practice of prostitution, or to give herself up to debauchery, or any other immoral practice, whereby any such woman or girl shall be transported in interstate or foreign commerce, or in any Territory or the District of Columbia, shall be deemed guilty of a felony, and upon conviction thereof shall be punished by a fine not exceeding five thousand dollars, or by imprisonment of not more than five years, or by both such fine and imprisonment, in the discretion of the court.

Source: The Mann Act, 36 Stats., Vol. I, p. 825 (1910), Chap. 395, U.S. Congress.



Marlowe, Julia (1866–1950)

Julia Marlowe, the stage name taken by Sarah Frances Frost in 1887, started an acting career that lasted 46 years. Her talent and her love of Shakespeare and the stage won her critical acclaim, and she is remembered as one of the greatest dramatic actresses of the early 20th century.

Marlowe was born in 1866 in Cumberland, England, one of four children of John Frost, a bootmaker, and Sarah Hodgson Frost. Her father went to the United States in 1870 while the rest of the family stayed behind to sell their belongings and property. Hodgson and the children sailed from Liverpool to New York City later that year. Frost met them there, and they traveled to their new home near Kansas City, Kansas.

The family changed their surname to Brough; Marlowe’s father farmed and operated a general store, while her mother operated a millinery. Eventually they moved to Kansas City, Missouri, where her mother managed a boardinghouse, and later to Cincinnati, Ohio, where her mother operated a hostel.

Marlowe read a newspaper ad around 1879 for auditions at a juvenile opera company. She loved drama, so she auditioned and was given the part of a sailor in Gilbert and Sullivan’s H.M.S. Pinafore. The company performed throughout the Midwest for nine months, and Marlowe ended the tour in a lead role.

The Cincinnati Opera House and the juvenile opera company’s manager, Robert E. Miles Jr., asked Marlowe to perform in Rip Van Winkle in 1882. Miles’s sister-in-law, Ada Dow, was a well-known actress of the day and took Marlowe on as her student.

In 1884 Marlowe moved to New York City to study diction, elocution, movement, and acting with Dow. Marlowe memorized many Shakespearean plays and studied singing with Parson Price, a professional singer and voice teacher in London before he moved to New York City.

After three years of work, Marlowe was ready for the stage but decided that her name needed work. She took her interest in Christopher Marlowe and her love of the heroine in James Sheridan Knowles’ play, The Hunchback, and became Julia Marlowe.

Marlowe had difficulty getting parts on Broadway. To increase her repertoire and her name recognition she borrowed $1,300 from her mother to sponsor a tour of the play Ingomar, the Barbarian (Maria Lovell’s adaptation of Der Sohn der Wildnis by Friedrich Halm). The play is a romantic drama showing how a woman’s love can triumph over a barbarian’s strength.

Marlowe’s professional debut was in New London, Connecticut, in 1887, where she received good reviews. The tour ended with a matinee in New York City to even better reviews.

Marlowe managed her career and the touring company. After a performance in Indiana around 1892 a local critic gave a performance and her company a bad review. Marlowe felt that the criticism was undeserved and asked for a retraction. The paper refused. Marlowe sued, and the court agreed. She won the case. The paper apologized in open court. Marlowe waived her right to monetary damages.
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Actress Jula Marlowe specialized in Shakespearean productions. She acted from 1879 to 1924, becoming not only a leading woman but a powerful force in American theater. (Library of Congress)

Marlowe married her leading man, Robert Taber, in 1894. They toured for a few years, but the company continually had money problems and disbanded in 1896. Marlowe worked onstage in New York, and Taber went to London to perform. They divorced in 1900.

Marlowe had a successful run as Mary Tudor in When Knighthood Was in Flower. She still preferred performing in Shakespearean plays. She played Juliet in 1904 with E. H. Sothern (1859–1933) as Romeo. The popular Shakespearean stage couple worked together again in Much Ado about Nothing, Hamlet, The Taming of the Shrew, The Merchant of Venice, and Twelfth Night.

Marlowe and Sothern toured London in 1907, where the four Shakespeare plays they performed were well received. They performed together again in 1909 in Antony and Cleopatra. While touring England with the play, the couple married in London in 1911 and performed together for several years, giving free performances for schoolchildren in New York and Chicago as well as entertaining Allied troops during World War I.

Marlowe retired in 1916 due to ill health but traveled with her husband until his death in 1933, when she settled in New York City. She received an honorary doctorate from George Washington University in 1921 and a second honorary doctorate from Columbia University in 1943 before dying in 1950.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Millay, Edna St. Vincent (1892–1950)

During her lifetime, Edna St. Vincent Millay earned a reputation as a gifted poet whose work dripped with the eroticism of heterosexual and homosexual love, in part because Millay was openly bisexual. She won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1923, though her legacy is mixed. Contemporary scholars do not regard her with the same awe her generation felt. Nonetheless, she is regarded as one of America’s greatest poets.

Born in Rockland, Maine, on February 22, 1892, Millay had two sisters. Her mother Cora Buzzwell Millay divorced her husband for financial nonsupport in 1904. Cora and her three daughters moved often but eventually settled in Maine. The family was poor, but Cora made sure her daughters had access to books and education. As a teen, Millay began to write poetry, sending her submissions to St. Nicholas magazine as entrants in poetry competitions. Cora encouraged her gifted daughter in this endeavor. In 1912, Cora learned that publisher Mitchell Kennerly was staging another competition. Millay’s poem “Renascence” earned her fourth place and influential friends.

In 1913, Millay entered elite Vassar College. After earning her bachelor’s degree in 1917, she moved to New York City. That year Kennerly published her first volume of poetry, Renascence and Other Poems. Critics issued favorable reviews, which launched the young poet’s career. Her poetry did not alone establish her reputation. In person Millay revealed a striking appearance. Just five feet tall, she had green eyes, curly red hair, and pale skin. Her beauty entranced both men and women. In some instances one look from Millay was enough to prompt a declaration of love from an admirer.

In 1923, Millay won a Pulitzer Prize for her collection The Ballad of the Harp-Weaver. She dedicated the volume to her mother. Fresh from the award, Millay married war correspondent and feminist Eugen Boissevain. For the rest of her life, Boissevain managed the couple’s domestic life. They also had an open relationship, both tolerating the other’s extramarital affairs. The couple bought a farm in Austerlitz, New York, which they named Steepletop. At this retreat Millay wrote the libretto for the opera The King’s Henchmen, which premiered in 1927. Politically active, she defended Italian immigrants and anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolemeo Vanzetti against charges of robbery and murder, believing, as many Americans did, that their conviction and execution stemmed from their ethnicity and anarchist beliefs. After their execution, Millay penned the poem “Justice Denied in Massachusetts” as a tribute to Sacco and Vanzetti.

In the 1930s, Millay was elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters and the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In 1931, despite grieving her mother’s death, Millay published Fatal Interview, which sold more than 50,000 copies. This phenomenon seems akin to American playwright Eugene O’Neill’s writing of his masterpiece Long Day’s Journey into Night while grieving the deaths of his parents and younger brother. In 1943, the Poetry Society of America awarded Millay its Gold Medal, in part to support her for the paradoxical attacks she faced for celebrating democracy and criticizing fascism during World War II.

The next year an automobile accident left Millay in chronic pain. She coped by taking morphine, as O’Neill’s mother had. Both women became addicted. The result was a nervous breakdown during which Millay could not write until 1946. Even then her productivity ebbed. Her fondness for life diminished, and Millay struggled to match the brilliance of her youth. She may have suffered from depression at a time when a stigma haunted mental illness. Her husband’s death in 1949 left Millay, who once had so many friends and admirers, alone. A year later, on April 19, 1950, she had a heart attack and fell down a staircase, breaking her neck. During her lifetime, Millay wrote 6 plays, an opera libretto, and 16 poetry collections. Her sister Norma established the Millay Colony for the Arts at Millay’s estate. Today the Edna St. Vincent Millay Society manages the estate as a museum.
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Poet Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Conscientious Objector” (1934)

Poet and playwright Edna St. Vincent Millay, who won the Pulitzer Prize in 1923, often wrote about political issues. Millay expressed her antiwar views in her pacifist poem “Conscientious Objector,” which was published in Wine from These Grapes in 1934.

Conscientious Objector

I shall die, but

that is all that I shall do for Death.

I hear him leading his horse out of the stall;

I hear the clatter on the barn-floor.

He is in haste; he has business in Cuba,

business in the Balkans, many calls to make this morning.

But I will not hold the bridle

while he clinches the girth.

And he may mount by himself:

I will not give him a leg up.



Though he flick my shoulders with his whip,

I will not tell him which way the fox ran.

With his hoof on my breast, I will not tell him where

the black boy hides in the swamp.

I shall die, but that is all that I shall do for Death;

I am not on his pay-roll.



I will not tell him the whereabout of my friends

nor of my enemies either.

Though he promise me much,

I will not map him the route to any man’s door.

Am I a spy in the land of the living,

that I should deliver men to Death?

Brother, the password and the plans of our city

are safe with me; never through me Shall you be overcome.

Source: Edna St. Vincent Millay, “Conscientious Objector,” in Collected Poems. Copyright 1934, © 1962 by Edna St. Vincent Millay and Norma Millay Ellis. Reprinted with the permission of The Permissions Company, Inc., on behalf of Holly Peppe, Literary Executor, The Edna St. Vincent Millay Society, www.millay.org.



Minsky’s Burlesque

The name Minsky was the premiere name in burlesque during the heyday of the 1920s and 1930s. Known for offering a rawer form of burlesque than did the Ziegfeld Follies, this family business became quite profitable in its time.

The father, Louis Minsky, first owned a theater on the corner of Houston Street and Second Avenue in New York City, which had two auditoriums—a leading Yiddish theater, the Tomashevsky, on the ground floor and a rooftop auditorium known as the National Winter Garden. In 1912, Louis Minsky turned the National Winter Garden over to his sons Billy (1887–1931) and Abe (1880–1949) to run. After briefly operating it as a movie house, the brothers decided to run it as a burlesque house. At this time a third brother, Herbert (1891–1959), joined them; a fourth brother, Morton (1902–1985), joined the firm much later.

The Minsky brothers initially booked touring shows, but in 1916 they decided to mount their own productions, hiring a stock company that put together a new show each week. Operating their own shows rather than booking those from the burlesque circuits, called “wheels,” allowed the Minskys to offer a more risqué show, which drew audiences to their Lower East Side location. As a result the Minsky shows were raided periodically, although the account in The Night They Raided Minsky’s is largely fiction.

The true showman of the clan was Billy Minsky. Formerly a society reporter, he had a keen sense of publicity. Prohibition attracted large numbers of drinkers to the Lower East Side speakeasies, and Minsky made a play for upscale attendees, passing out free passes to professors at nearby New York University and attracting slumming parties. Among the Minsky innovations was the runway, which was employed at the Moulin Rouge and the Folies Bergère in Paris, but was unknown in America. They hired the premiere dancers and most talented comics in the business. Among those who worked for the Minskys were comedians Bud Abbott and Lou Costello, Phil Silvers, and Pigmeat Markham, and dancers Gypsy Rose Lee and Ann Corio.

The Great Depression proved to be a boon to Minsky-style burlesque. The stock market crash in 1929 caused a number of theaters in the Times Square area to convert to film or close their doors. Billy Minsky took advantage of the opportunity, taking over the lease on Republic Theatre (now the New Victory) on 42nd Street and converting it to burlesque. Other burlesque producers followed suit, and at the height of the Depression there were half a dozen theaters in the Times Square area offering burlesque. Such a concentration threatened local business interests, and business owners joined with clergymen and the tabloid press to drive burlesque out of the theater district.
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In the 1920s and 30s, four Minsky brothers ran a theater that featured American burlesque. These variety shows included comedy bits, music, and striptease. While burlesque lost popularity after conservatives branded it obscene, many female performers contend that the art form celebrated womanhood and female sexuality. (NY Daily News Archive via Getty Images)

Burlesque interests experienced a major setback in 1932 with the sudden death of Billy Minsky and the election of Fiorello La Guardia as mayor. Elected on a reform platform, La Guardia and his license commissioner, Paul Moss, engaged in a decade-long campaign to drive out the burlesque interests. In 1937, they banned the use of the Minsky name and the word “burlesque.” Five years later they revoked the licenses of the remaining burlesque theaters.

Banning burlesque did not rid New York City of striptease. The strippers merely moved to the fashionable nightclubs on 52nd Street, where a higher-class clientele made their acts acceptable.

The surviving Minsky brothers moved most of their operations out of New York, to the Empire and across the Hudson River in New Jersey as well as to Baltimore and Miami Beach. Abe Minsky’s adopted son Harold (1915–1977) brought the Minsky brand to the Desert Inn in Las Vegas, relocating there in 1957, and presented shows at various hotels in Las Vegas. He produced his last show in 1975.
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Moore, Marianne (1887–1972)

As an essayist, translator, and poet, Marianne Moore won both the National Book Award and a Pulitzer Prize.

Moore was born near St. Louis, Missouri, on November 15, 1887. Her father had a nervous breakdown not long after she was born. Moore grew up with her mother Mary and mother’s father, a Presbyterian pastor. When he passed away in 1894, Moore and her family lived with other relatives. In 1896, they left Missouri for Carlisle, Pennsylvania, where they would remain until 1916. It was Moore’s early upbringing in the St. Louis area that would influence her writing the most.

Moore enrolled at Bryn Mawr College in 1905 and graduated four years later with a BA in history, law, and politics. She then studied typing at Carlisle Commercial College and from 1911 to 1915 taught at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School. During this time, she also published her poetry in the British magazine the Egoist alongside a number of already-established poets.

In 1918 Moore and her mother moved to New York City, and in 1921 she became an assistant at the New York Public Library. That same year Moore’s first book, Poems, was published without her knowledge. Moore disapproved of the details of the edition, which led her to guard her writing more closely. Nonetheless, the volume brought her to the attention of a number of established poets, including Wallace Stevens, T. S. Elliot, and William Carlos Williams. Moore served as acting editor of the The Dial, a prestigious literary and cultural magazine, from 1925 to 1929, thereby establishing herself as both a poet and a patron of other poets.

Two common threads dominate much of Moore’s writing: the overtly nonsecular nature of her often orthodox religious imagery and a lifelong commitment to Republican conservatism. Moore’s deep engagement with Christianity is apparent throughout her work. That same conservative approach played an important role in her political life as well. She supported Herbert Hoover in 1928 and 1932. She denounced Roosevelt as no better than Adolf Hitler. Nonetheless, she denounced both Hitler and Benito Mussolini and later in her life became a great admirer of Muhammad Ali, writing the liner notes for his 1963 album I Am the Greatest. She also criticized Ezra Pound for his fervent anti-Semitism.

While a number of critics suggest that Moore’s best poetry was behind her by 1940, when she moved into the mainstream to publish in the New Yorker, not all readers agreed. In fact, her 1951 release of her Collected Poems fast became her most esteemed work, earning her the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry. By the 1950s she was also known for her love of sports and for her signature look: she liked to appear in public wearing a tricorner hat and a cape.

With her keen sense of detail and her precise use of language in careful balance with her notoriously wry wit and unyielding mastery of the ironic, Moore published a number of volumes of poetry over a 50-year period. Expressing her belief that meter is less important than the playful nature of the language and its precise heartfelt expression, she nonetheless often made use of syllabic lines for coherence. She remained steadfastly modest and skeptical of her own writing. Even so, she stands both as a germinal force among American modernist poetry and an inspiration to generations of women poets.

In 1966 after some four decades in Brooklyn, Moore moved to 35 West 9th Street in Manhattan, where she remained involved in matters social, political, and religious. By the end of her life she had become a celebrity in New York, known less for her poetry than her throwing out the baseball on opening day for the Yankees or her love for boxing legend Muhammad Ali. Not long after throwing the first pitch for the 1968 season however, Moore suffered a series of strokes and died in 1972. She was interred beside her mother. The City of St. Louis inducted her into its hall of fame in 1996. Her poems remain in print today.
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Morgan, Julia (1872–1957)

Though a number of women in the United States and worldwide worked as architects in the 1800s, Julia Morgan was the first woman licensed to practice architecture in California and one of the most prominent and prolific architects of her time. Her best-known achievement was the Hearst Castle in San Simeon, California.

Morgan was born on January 20, 1872, in San Francisco, California, the second of five children. Her father, Charles, was a mining engineer. Her mother, Eliza, had inherited considerable wealth and was an important influence for Morgan because of her independence and self-reliance. Both parents instilled in her the belief that she could accomplish any aim. Morgan’s brothers respected her, a circumstance that led her to expect respect from men, no matter how lofty their position.
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Architect Julia Morgan was the first female architect to be licensed in California. She designed over 700 buildings over her long career, specializing in the Beaux-Arts style. Her most famous work is the Hearst Castle in San Simeon. (Everett Collection Historical/Alamy Stock Photo)

On a trip to the East Coast, Morgan met a cousin who was an architect, and with his encouragement she decided in high school to pursue the same career. In 1890 she graduated from Oakland High School in Oakland, California, thereafter entering the University of California at Berkeley. She was one of the few women to take science and mathematics at the university. Because UC Berkeley did not have a school of architecture, Morgan majored in engineering, the only woman at the university to declare such a major in the 1890s. Graduating in 1894, she took a tutorial in architectural design from Bernard Maybeck (1862–1957), a mathematics professor at UC Berkeley who would do much to hasten her ascent into the profession. The professor taught Morgan to design aesthetically pleasing but less artificial structures embodying the ostentatious style at the heart of Victorian architecture.

With Maybeck, Morgan became an adherent of the arts and crafts movement, which embraced anti-industrialism and individual craft work. The movement advocated economic and social reform. Archintects and builders in the movement designed buildings intended to be light, airy, and healthful, in contrast to stuffy closed-in Victorian building styles. Many of Morgan’s buildings, most notably St. John’s Presbyterian Church in Berkeley, make use of light and space and emphasize the beauty of natural construction materials.

Maybeck hired Morgan as an assistant in his architecture firm and encouraged her to apply to study architecture at the prestigious École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. In 1898 Morgan was the first woman admitted to the school. At this juncture Phoebe Apperson Hearst (1842–1919), the mother of publisher William Randolph Hearst (1863–1951), visited Morgan in Paris, offering her money to augment her Spartan lifestyle. Ever self-reliant, Morgan refused, though the two women remained close, and Hearst remained active in advancing Morgan’s career. In 1902 Morgan completed her studies, receiving a certificate in architecture.

Back at UC Berkeley, Morgan received two commissions from Hearst. The architect opened her own firm in 1904, receiving yet a third commission from Hearst. During 42 years of private practice Morgan designed almost 750 buildings, illustrating her astonishing work ethic. She worked 18-hour days and said that she needed only 4 or 5 hours of sleep per night. She earned a reputation as a perfectionist. Morgan appears to have been averse to self-promotion. She never sought publicity or felt that she should be lionized with the enthusiasm that attended several male architects, including Frank Lloyd Wright.

Morgan gained her greatest fame as William Randolph Hearst’s in-house architect for his estate in San Simeon, California. There she designed the Hearst Castle as well as accompanying buildings, including guest houses, and the gardens. Morgan worked on the estate from 1919 to 1947, and each year her designs became more elaborate, which greatly pleased newspaper millionaire Hearst. The design is generally considered Spanish Revival, though the estate features a variety of architectural styles, reflecting both Morgan’s wide-ranging abilities and Hearst’s immense fortune. By 1947 Morgan’s design had 56 bedrooms, 61 bathrooms, both indoor and outdoor pools, 127 acres of formal gardens, and a private zoo.

Morgan retired in 1950. Rather than sell her firm, she closed it. She died on February 2, 1957, and is buried in Mountain View Cemetery in Oakland. In 2008 Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger inducted Morgan into the California Hall of Fame. The Merchants Exchange Building in San Francisco includes the Julia Morgan Ballroom in her honor. In 2014 Morgan was the first female architect to receive the American Institute of Architects Gold Medal.

Christopher Cumo
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Moskowitz, Belle Lindner (1877–1933)

A social reformer and political adviser in the early decades of the 20th century, Belle Moskowitz was born on October 5, 1877, in Harlem, New York City. Her parents Isidor Lindner and Esther Freyer, who were of Jewish German origin, migrated to the United States in 1869.

Moskowitz was educated at the Horace Mann High School and the Teachers College, Columbia University. She became a social worker and at the age of 26 joined the Educational Alliance, a Jewish settlement on New York’s Lower East Side that assisted Jewish immigrants. Moskowitz rose to the position of director of entertainments and exhibits because of her leadership qualities.

Moskowitz met Charles Henry Israels, an artist as well as an architect, at the Education Alliance, and they eventually married in 1903. Moskowitz then volunteered with United Hebrew Charities and the New York State Conference of Charities and Corrections. She supported herself as a part-time editor for the social reform journal The Survey.

Moskowitz also worked for the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW), providing support to Jewish women around the country. In New York, there were dance halls luring young girls into lives of prostitution. As a member of the NCJW’s Committee on Amusements, Moskowitz began to clean up the city from the vices of prostitution and drinking. In 1910 she successfully initiated laws regulating dance halls. By 1912 she had become well known as a social reformer and member of the Committee of Fourteen, which worked on regulating prostitution.

After the death of her husband in 1911, Mosko­witz had three children to support. She worked as a mediator in labor disputes to augment her income. The Dress and Waist Manufacturers Association (DWMA) employed her as a grievance clerk, where she successfully solved labor disputes arising out of workers’ strikes. She eventually rose to the position of head of the DWMA’s labor department.

After the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in 1911, Moskowitz was appointed to the Factory Commission investigating the disaster that had resulted in the deaths of 123 young female seamstresses; 23 men also died in the fire. Social reformer and industrial mediator Dr. Henry Moskowitz also served on the panel, and in 1914 the couple married. They worked for the 1918 gubernatorial campaign of Alfred E. Smith. New York women had obtained voting rights, and Belle Mosko­witz campaigned for Smith, appealing to the newly enfranchised women. She delivered frequent speeches at the Women’s University Club.

When Smith won the office, Moskowitz rose in the ranks of the Democratic Party, advising the new governor, whose terms ran from 1919 to 1921 and from 1923 to 1929. As the executive secretary of the Reconstruction Commission, she framed important policies for the Reconstruction Labor Board, the State Highways Transport Committee, the Department of Farms and Markets, and the State Housing Board. Becoming one of Smith’s most trusted advisers, Moskowitz worked as a member in his kitchen cabinet without portfolio. She brought Jewish liberals and women closer to the administration.

When Smith ran for presidency in 1928, Mosko­witz served as his campaign manager, the only female in the executive committee of the Democratic National Committee. Smith lost to Herbert Hoover. The new governor of New York state, Franklin D. Roosevelt, did not keep Moskowitz on his team in spite of Smith’s appeal. She and her husband opened a public relations agency. In 1932 Moskowitz was again Smith’s press agent during renomination in 1932, but Smith lost to Roosevelt.

Moskowitz fell down the steps of her house in December 1932 and died on January 2, 1933, at the age of 55. Over 3,000 people attended her funeral, including Smith and Eleanor Roosevelt. Moskowitz was buried in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. A remarkable woman wielding political power unprecedented for a woman during her time, Moskowitz was also a pioneer in social reform. The National Jewish Democratic Council continues to commemorate her work by granting the Belle Moskowitz Award annually to outstanding women in politics.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Mother’s Day

Mother’s Day is a holiday to honor mothers for their sacrifices and for the contributions they make to both individual lives and society as whole. It is celebrated on different dates and in different ways around the world, though many countries conform to the annual holiday in the United States celebrated on the second Sunday in May.

Anna Jarvis (1864–1948), the daughter of Ann Reeves Jarvis (1832–1905) of Grafton, West Virginia, is most responsible for the adoption of Mother’s Day as a national holiday in the United States. After her mother’s death in 1905, Anna Jarvis vowed to dedicate her life to establishing a Mother’s Day holiday to honor all mothers, both living and dead.

There have been celebrations of motherhood since the ancient Greeks and Romans, who held festivals in honor of the goddesses Rhea and Cybele. An early Christian festival in England known as Mothering Sunday was a time for celebrants to return for a special service during Lent at their mother church, or the main church near their home. This was a special time for domestic servants to travel to their hometown and reunite with their families whom they did not often see. Over time, Mothering Sunday became a day for children to give flowers and other tokens of appreciation to their mothers.

In the United States, Ann Reeves Jarvis organized Mother’s Day Work Clubs in the mid-1860s to help young women care for their children and to improve sanitation and health at camps of both Union and Confederate soldiers.

After the war, there were attempts to promote peace and to reunite the nation through events organized for mothers who lost sons during the war. One activity was to gather groups of women whose sons had fought and/or died on opposite sides of the war. In 1868 Jarvis created a committee to establish a Mother’s Friendship Day to help reunite families who had been divided during the war. In 1872 Julia Ward Howe (1819–1919) led a Mother’s Day for Peace in New York City as an antiwar observance. The event continued in Boston under Howe’s leadership for about 10 years.

Jarvis died in 1905. Her daughter Anna Jarvis vowed to continue her mother’s efforts and to dedicate herself to honoring her late mother by pressing for a national holiday. She received help from Philadelphia businessman John Wanamaker (1838–1922), who sponsored a ceremony for thousands of people at his large department store in Philadelphia while Jarvis oversaw church services in Grafton, West Virginia, where her mother had taught Sunday school. By 1909, the holiday was being widely celebrated in New York.

At the urging of Jarvis, West Virginia declared Mother’s Day an official holiday in 1910, with other states soon following. In 1914, the U.S. Congress passed a law designating the second Sunday in May as Mother’s Day. Under President Woodrow Wilson, the first national Mother’s Day in the United States was proclaimed in 1914. Mother’s Day traditions include observations at houses of worship, floral gifts, and family dinners in which the mother does not have to do the cooking and cleaning up.

Soon after its inception, the holiday became so heavily commercialized by advertisers and retailers that Jarvis became an opponent of what the holiday had become. She condemned mass-produced greeting cards, preferring a personal letter. In 1948, she was arrested for disturbing the peace when she staged a protest against the commercialization of Mother’s Day, stating that she wished she had never started the day. Later that same year, Jarvis died.

Today, billions of dollars are spent on restaurant dining, jewelry, flowers, cards, and other products, such as spa treatments, advertised for Mother’s Day. There are more telephone calls made on Mother’s Day than any other day of the year. Anna Jarvis remained unmarried and childless throughout her life. She ultimately filed numerous lawsuits against groups that used the name “Mother’s Day” especially for commercial purposes. She eventually spent her inheritance and most of her personal savings in legal fees. By the time of her death in 1948, Jarvis had completely disowned the holiday due to its commercialization.

Nancy Hendricks
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Mourning Dove (1888–1936)

Native American author Mourning Dove wrote the first published novel by an indigenous woman. She had many names during her life, including Cristal McLeod, Christine Galler, and Christine Quintasket.

Scholars remain uncertain about Mourning Dove’s birth date. Most sources place the writer’s birth between 1882 and 1888. She said that was born in April 1888 in Bonner’s Ferry, Idaho. As the story goes, Mourning Dove was born while her mother was crossing the Kootenai River by canoe. Although her birth name was Humanishuma, in keeping with the era’s practice her English birth name was Christine Quintasket. Her surviving younger siblings were Julia (b. 1891), Mary Margaret (b. 1892), and Louis (b. 1896). Mourning Dove spent her childhood on the Colville (Salishan) Reservation in the vicinity of Kettle Falls, Washington. Following the death of her mother in 1902, Mourning Dove assumed responsibility for her siblings until her father’s remarriage in 1904.

In the early 20th century, assimilationist policies barred Native Americans from use of their traditional dialects, practices, and attire. The expectation was that indigenous people would adopt the language, conduct, and apparel of Anglo-Americans, thus becoming “civilized.” Native youths who refused could be punished and removed from schools. Consequently, Mourning Dove’s educational opportunities were problematic. As a child she spoke Salish, a point of contention in schools where Native Americans were expected to speak only English. She attended several schools, including Sacred Heart Convent’s Goodwin Mission School (Washington state) and the Fort Shaw Indian School (Montana).

Mourning Dove met Hector McLeod, a Flathead Indian, during her time at the Fort Shaw Indian School. The two were married on July 31, 1908, in Kalispell, Montana. At this time, she went by the name Cristal McLeod. The couple divorced a few years later.

Mourning Dove supported herself working as a housekeeper, camp cook, boardinghouse staff member, and migrant laborer. At the same time, she discovered a love of writing. From 1913 to 1915, she took classes at a business college in Calgary. These courses helped her develop her English and typing skills, both helpful in launching her literary career. Mourning Dove was mentored by Lucullus Virgil McWhorter, a businessman and supporter of Native American rights whom she met in 1915. He encouraged her to collect and share legends associated with Native American oral culture with the reading public. Mourning Dove’s first published work was a semiautobiographical novel, Cogewea, the Half-Blood: A Depiction of the Great Montana Cattle Range (1927). Cogewea is likely Mourning Dove’s best-known work. Many experts regard it as the first printed novel by a Native American woman. The text explores the complexities of negotiating personal and communal identity as a woman of mixed-blood parentage.

Mourning Dove married Fred Galler, a Wenatchi Indian, on August 14, 1919. During this period in her life, she was sometimes known as Christine Galler. They lived on the Colville Reservation. It was there that she rose to greatest prominence as a speaker, writer, and activist. Mourning Dove’s advocacy helped lead to the formation of the Colville Indian Association in 1930. She became the Colville Tribe Council’s first female elected member.

Mourning Dove demonstrated a keen interest in preserving and sharing her Native American heritage. In addition to publishing original works, she also collected and published traditional stories of the Okanogan people such as those that appeared in Tales of the Okanogans, which appeared in print for the first time in 1976. Another example would be her anthology Coyote Stories (1933), which contained traditional trickster tales.

Mourning Dove died in Medical Lake, Washington, in 1936. She was buried in Omak, Washington. A narrative of her personal history framed and recounted through the community’s experiences, Mourning Dove: A Salishan Autobiography appeared posthumously in 1990. In this work, as with several others issued during her lifetime, white male editors, who reworked her manuscripts with a heavy hand, altered Mourning Dove’s prose.

Mourning Dove’s career as an author, chronicler of Native American culture, and advocate for Native American rights was marked by adversity. Despite experiences with discrimination, difficult marriages, and chronic health problems, Mourning Dove persevered as a writer and champion of social justice. The example she set, the works she left behind, and the writers whose work she influenced or inspired stand as evidence of her triumph over difficulties.
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Muller v. Oregon (1908)

The U.S. Supreme Court case Muller v. Oregon established a governmental right to protect the health of female workers and determined that limiting a woman’s work hours in some circumstances did not violate the constitutional rights of workers or employers. It was a landmark step toward state protections for workers but also encouraged the Court to act paternalistically and treat female workers differently from their male counterparts. The case also marked the first use of a Brandeis brief, scientific data entered as evidence to support a legal argument.

In 1903, Oregon passed a law limiting the workday to 10 hours for women whose work involved standing in one location interacting with industrial machinery, including mechanized laundry. When women at Portland’s Grand Laundry were forced to work shifts over 10 hours, the laundry owner, Curt Muller, was fined. Muller appealed the case to the Supreme Court, citing Lochner v. New York (1905) in which the Court ruled that New York state’s attempt to limit the workday hours of male bakery workers violated the U.S. Constitution.

At the turn of the 20th century, powerful business leaders influenced the interpretation of the U.S. Constitution to include a “freedom of contracts.” In Lochner, the Court ruled that regulating workday length was “an unreasonable, unnecessary, and arbitrary interference with the right and liberty” of individuals to make contracts regarding their labor. The judiciary reasoned that an employer could offer workers a job under any conditions, and a worker who accepted the job also accepted the conditions as part of the contract. State and local government entities were thus unable to regulate wages, working hours, or safety conditions.

In Oregon, women and men held equal rights to make contracts. If a female worker chose to fill a position at Muller’s laundry, many people believed that the state could not regulate her work hours without violating the constitutional rights of both the employer and the worker.

Florence Kelley (1859–1932), lawyer, labor advocate, and leader of the National Consumers League (NCL), regarded protections for female workers as the wedge issue to advance protections for all workers. Kelley and the NCL engaged Louis D. Brandeis (1856–1941) to argue Oregon’s case before the Supreme Court. Brandeis, a prominent lawyer and fair labor advocate, cited scientific data on the reproductive damage women incurred by standing more than 10 hours a day. He also referenced social data delineating the social consequences of women who could not produce healthy children or were unable to care for the children they had.

The strategy resulted in a unanimous ruling for Oregon and protections for female workers. However, emphasizing the differences between women and men created rifts in the suffrage movement. Alice Paul (1885–1977) and the National Woman’s Party championed full equality through an Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution. Such an amendment would have negated the protections afforded women because of their sex.

Muller v. Oregon changed public thought regarding government’s roll and society’s interest in protecting the welfare of individuals and workers. The ruling was a forerunner of child labor laws, social and health protection programs, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, the Sheppard-Towner Maternity Act (1921), and later environmental laws.

Brandeis was the brother-in-law of Josephine Goldmark (1877–1950), a social reformer, publications writer for the NCL, and Kelley’s primary assistant. Goldmark recruited Brandeis to advise the NCL on legal matters and to defend Muller v. Oregon. As a writer, Goldmark often referenced scientific and social data in NCL publications and campaigns. Together, Kelley and Brandeis compiled the nonlegal scientific evidence and wrote the landmark brief to support the case. Brandeis went on to become a Supreme Court justice, while Goldmark served on the committee investigating the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire in New York City and authored a book on the social and economic impact of overworked laborers. Florence Kelley continued her work for child labor laws, factory safety laws, and an eight-hour workday until her death in 1932.

Keri Dearborn
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Muller v. Oregon (1908)

In Muller v. Oregon, which was decided on February 24, 1908, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld restrictions that Oregon put on the working hours of women. The state justified this action by claiming that such limitations promoted the state’s interest in protecting women’s health. Many feminists criticized the ruling because it set a precedent by using differences between the sexes, particularly a woman’s ability to bear children, as a basis for separate legislation regarding women, thus supporting the idea that the family took priority over a woman’s rights as a worker.

The peculiar value of a written constitution is that it places, in unchanging form, limitations upon legislative action, questions relating to which are not settled by even a consensus of public opinion; but when the extent of one of those limitations is affected by a question of fact which is debatable and debated, a widespread and long continued belief concerning that fact is worthy of consideration.

This Court takes judicial cognizance of all matters of general knowledge—such as the fact that woman’s physical structure and the performance of maternal functions place her at a disadvantage which justifies a difference in legislation in regard to some of the burdens which rest upon her.

As healthy mothers are essential to vigorous offspring, the physical wellbeing of woman is an object of public interest. The regulation of her hour of labor falls within the police power of the State, and a statute directed exclusively to such regulation does not conflict with the due process or equal protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment.

The right of a State to regulate the working hours of women rests on the police power and the right to preserve the health of the women of the State, and is not affected by other laws of the State granting or denying to women the same rights as to contract and the elective franchise as are enjoyed by men.

While the general liberty to contract in regard to one’s business and the sale of one’s labor is protected by the Fourteenth Amendment, that liberty is subject to proper restrictions under the police power of the State.

The statute of Oregon of 1903 providing that no female shall work in certain establishments more than ten hour a day is not unconstitutional so far as respects laundries.

Source: Muller v. Oregon, 208 U.S. 412 (1908).



Muncy Act (1913)

In 1913, the Pennsylvania Muncy Act codified harsh punishments for women convicted of crime. Advocates of the law argued that women convicted of crimes were sexually immoral and that longer prison sentences kept them off the streets. Thus, the law connected sexual profligacy with lawbreaking of any kind. Women sentenced under Pennsylvania’s Muncy Act were incarcerated for 50 percent longer than men who had been charged with identical crimes. The act proved that American society punished women more severely than men.

The Muncy Act required that women convicted of any crime punishable by imprisonment of a year or more had to be sentenced for an indefinite period of time. Additionally, it mandated that women convicted of a crime punishable by more than three years of imprisonment must receive the maximum sentence. Several other states had similar laws at that time. In addition to longer prison terms, the act also ensured that women were not as eligible for parole as men. With an indeterminate sentence a woman could be granted parole within days, but parole boards would rarely consider a female prisoner’s case until she had served most of her maximum sentence.

Throughout history women have often been treated more harshly in court and during imprisonment than men. For example, in American history adultery as a crime applied almost exclusively to women, with men escaping ostracism or simply being charged with the lesser crime of fornication. Moreover, 19th-century gender ideologies, which held sway well into the 20th century, held that women were naturally less violent and more moral than men. Thus, the judiciary thought of female criminals as “unnatural” and more offensive to society than male criminals. As a result, American women’s prisons focused on rehabilitating their prisoners’ supposedly weak moral virtue rather than offering training or educational programs.

Rather than expressing outrage, some citizens at the time (including women) supported the Muncy Act. In the Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology (1913), Katherine Bement Davis argued in favor of the act, stating that “there is little doubt in the minds of those who have had much experience in dealing with women delinquents, that the fundamental fact is that they belong to the class of women who lead sexually immoral lives. [The Muncy Act] would do more to rid the streets . . . of soliciting, loitering, and public vice than anything that could be devised. There is nothing the common prostitute fears so greatly as to know that if she offends and is caught she will be subject to the possibility of prolonged confinement.” As a result, women’s prisons in Pennsylvania and other states were often seen as reformatory in nature, with programs to teach women middle-class white ideals of domestic womanhood.

In 1966, the Muncy Act was challenged and upheld as constitutional. Convicted of robbery, Jane Daniel was first sentenced to 1 to 4 years, but soon after her sentence was extended to 3.5 to 10 years. Daniel’s lawyer challenged the law, pointing out that if his client were a man the sentence maximum would have been 4 years, not 10 years. The Pennsylvania Superior Court argued that the Muncy Act did not infringe upon the rights of women because women were so different from men physically and psychologically and that their rights were not the same as men’s. Therefore, the court argued that women required longer sentences because they needed more effective rehabilitation time while incarcerated than men needed.

In 1969, the National Organization for Women and Marguerite Rawalt labored for the appeal of Daniel’s sentence. In Commonwealth of Pennsylvania v. Daniel, the act was deemed discriminatory and was overturned. A number of women who were incarcerated for lengthier terms under the law were freed. Earlier a decision had struck down a similar law in Connecticut in U.S. ex. rel. v. Robinson.
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National Council of Catholic Women

An umbrella body for scores of independent Catholic women’s organizations, the National Council of Catholic Women (NCCW) was founded on March 4, 1920, as a component of National Catholic Welfare Conference’s (NCWC) Lay Organizations Department. The female diocesan representatives numbering about 200 formed an executive committee and drafted a constitution. The NCCW coordinated unified actions and assisted local women’s organizations. However, it did not have an independent association status and worked under the auspices of the NCWC.

The executive director and a board of directors worked under the NCWC, and from 1966 onward it functioned as an association under the National Council of Catholic Bishops. The NCCW participated in Catholic Action Projects. After 1921, it gave its support to the National Catholic School of Social Service in Washington. The NCCW took part in the National Catholic Rural Life Conference in educating young people in the countryside and guiding them into various vocations. It also voiced its opinion against the persecution of Catholics worldwide. In the 1930s, the organization vehemently protested against anti-Church policies of the Mexican government. The American ambassador came under criticism by Catholic organizations such as the NCCW, the Catholic Daughters of America, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, and others for praising a former president of Mexico who was die-hard anticlerical.

In Yugoslavia, a Croatian bishop was jailed for collaborating with Axis powers during World War II. The NCCW appealed to the U.S. secretary of state for his release. At the time of World War II, the Women’s Overseas Service League of the NCCW assisted American women doing wartime duty overseas.

The Second Vatican Council convened by Pope John XXIII between 1963 and 1965 deliberated on reforms in the Catholic Church. The bishops, coming from all over the world, expressed the desire to bring changes in the Church, particularly giving women an equal status with men. The decree of the Vatican Council granted the NCCW status as an association setting guidelines for the new roles for women in the Church and society. Catherine McCarthy, president of the NCCW, addressed the council in November 1964. The Lutheran Church and the Episcopal Church had ordained women in 1970 and 1976, respectively. The NCCW undertook programs with renewed enthusiasm and became recognized by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) and affiliated to the World Union of Catholic Women’s Organizations (WUCWO).

The NCCW also collaborated with other Catholic groups in the United States with an agenda of educating Catholic women in spirituality and social service. The national committees of the NCCW such as the Home and School Association, Immigration, Social Action, Rural Life, and others emphasized the promotion of Catholic values and gave guidance to similar committees at the diocesan and parish levels. The NCCW also supported several publications, such as Catholic Women, the Catholic School Journal, the Catholic High School Quarterly, Crossroads, the International Affairs Commission Newsletter, the Family Affairs Commission Newsletter, and the Bulletin of National Home and School Association. On the occasion of its 75th anniversary in 1995, Ruth O’Halloran wrote a history of the NCCW. Looking beyond the United States, the NCCW was collaborating with international organizations dealing with racial issues and the problems of women, health, and education.

The NCCW holds conventions in various cities of the United States for reviewing its work and chalking out future programs. The 2013 convention was held September 25–28 at the Marriott Harbor Beach Resort in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, with 500 delegates participating. The president of the NCCW, Rebecca Woodhull, was the chairperson. With the theme “Be the Voice of Catholic Women: Confidence, Hope & Joy,” the convention pledged to give Catholic women a unified voice as well as action in matters relating to Catholic and national welfare. The NCCW represents more than 4,500 affiliated Catholic women’s organizations and thousands of women and is based in Arlington, Virginia. It is not only a voice for Catholic women of the United States but also endeavors to transform contemporary society through Gospel values and social actions.
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National Council of Jewish Women

In 1893, social reformer Hannah Greenebaum Solomon (1858–1942) chaired the Jewish Women’s Congress for the World Parliament of Religion, which was part of the Chicago World’s Fair. Solomon and the other Jewish women present founded the National Council of Jewish Women (NCJW), which would become the leading Jewish women’s organization in the United States. Solomon, at the helm of this organization, developed a platform centered on Jewish women and social reform that would have a wide-ranging impact in the United States and beyond. At the outset, the NCJW promoted religious ideals. It sought to educate Jewish women about their religion and to elevate motherhood and the home sphere. The NCJW also created Jewish study circles, helped found Sabbath schools in communities without synagogues, and fought to prevent assimilation and conversion among East European Jewish immigrants.

Alongside its religious work, the NCJW was heavily involved in social reform. It developed numerous projects to help the poor, many of which focused specifically on children. These included work with Jane Addams’s settlement house movement; providing access to free baths for the poor; creating free libraries, employment bureaus, kindergartens, day nurseries, and summer activities for children; and providing children with milk, penny lunches, and health programs.

The NCJW worked with President William Howard Taft’s White House Conference on Child Welfare in 1909 and then in 1911 helped craft social legislation that reformed child labor, improved living conditions and provided housing for low-income people, and set standards for better public health and food and drug safety. A major area of involvement for the NCJW was Jewish immigration. In 1904, the NCJW created a permanent immigrant aid station at Ellis Island. The NCJW had a presence in 250 American cities and in European ports, where it helped young Jewish women acclimate to their surroundings and worked to protect them from white slavery. The NCJW also promoted English classes and job training and helped women find employment and lodging. It advocated for new immigrants in general and helped them adjust as whole families by providing assistance with hygiene and nutrition.

During World War I, the NCJW continued its work with European Jewish populations by helping refugees in internment camps while at the same time continuing to develop domestic programs. Before the creation of the Anti-Defamation League, the NCJW worked with the press to combat anti-Semitism. In the 1920s, the NCJW helped Jewish women who were unemployed and went into rural areas to improve health care.

When Nazism arose, the NCJW helped refugees through the creation of the National Coordinating Committee for Aid to Refugees and Emigrants Coming from Germany. After World War II, the NCJW advocated for American legislation to allow refugees to leave Europe. The NCJW also began to expand its Jewish welfare work abroad. In Paris and Athens, it created homes for single women who had been displaced by the Holocaust. Throughout Europe and in Israel, Morocco, and Tunisia, it provided children in need with educational materials and toys.

Although Zionism was a neutral subject for the NCJW at first, with the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, it increased its activities there, developing educational and child care programs. In 1959, together with Hebrew University, the NCJW founded the John Dewey School of Education and a Hebrew University high school. In 1972, it developed the Home Activities for Toddlers and their Families (HATAF) to help Israeli mothers support their children’s intellectual development. In 1998, the NCJW created the NCJW Yad B’Yad Grant program to help at-risk children and families in Israel. It also worked with Ethiopian Jewish immigrants to Israel. Eventually, the NCJW’s department of Israeli affairs became its largest arm.

In the 1960s, the NCJW became involved in Head Start programs devoted to helping young low-income children and Golden Age clubs devoted to helping seniors. Through its interfaith work, it helped low-income women by promoting day care programs throughout the United States. Later in the 20th century, the NCJW became a strong advocate of reproductive rights and engaged in work to fight domestic violence. The NCJW also continued to be involved in other issues, such as promoting women’s voting and supporting the Million Mom March against gun violence.

Today, well into its second century, the NCJW continues to be a major force in promoting social justice.
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National Woman’s Party

The National Woman’s Party (NWP) is an organization originally dedicated to winning women the right to vote. However, over the years it has evolved and changed and now exists as an organization whose efforts are aimed at educating the public about the women’s right movement.

In early 1916 the Congressional Union (CU), an organization that was characterized by many as radical and was recognized as a definite competitor of the more established National American Woman Suffrage Association from which it had split back in 1913, sponsored a convention in Chicago for women from those western states where the vote had been achieved. From the convention’s deliberations and debates, all of which were focused on expanding and strengthening the movement to achieve national women’s suffrage, emerged the NWP, although for a brief time the organization was known as the Woman’s Party of Western Voters or simply the Woman’s Party. Anne Martin from Nevada, a CU member and Washington lobbyist, was named the NWP’s first chairman. The NWP, which billed itself as the “first women’s political party,” sought to remain independent of the established parties while cam­paigning on a focused platform consisting of a single goal—the passage of the Susan B. Anthony federal suffrage amendment. In the beginning, the CU continued to exist in states where women did not yet have the vote, while the NWP replaced the CU in the western states where woman’s suffrage had been achieved. However, the parallel structure ended in March 1917 when the two organizations merged under the umbrella of the NWP label.

In its infancy, the NWP’s efforts were devoted exclusively to securing the adoption of the women’s vote, and in the end it played a substantive role in the passage and ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in time for women to vote in the 1920 elections. However, notwithstanding its roots as an organization committed to achieving women’s suffrage, when that goal was achieved the NWP, rather than fade away, refocused its efforts, dedicating itself next to the passage of the Alice Paul–drafted Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), which was first introduced into Congress in December 1923. But the NWP did not limit its activities to just the ERA. In fact, during the 1920s the NWP drafted over 600 pieces of legislation related to equal rights for women at the state and national levels. The NWP addressed a wide range of issues including divorce and custody rights, property rights, and jury service as well as women’s ability to enter into contracts and continue to use their maiden names after they were married.

In addition, as the 1920s ended, Paul became increasingly interested in international feminism. In fact, led by Paul, the NWP soon became actively involved in the international women’s right movement, helping in the establishment of the Inter-American Commission of Women (IACW), an organization that eventually became an advisory and policy planning arm dealing with women’s issues for what is now the Organization of American States (OAS). The NWP also helped in the suffrage campaign of women in Cuba and Puerto Rico. To further these efforts, in 1938 Paul founded the World Women’s Party, and until 1954 that group served as the organizational umbrella for the NWP’s international activities. Related to all of this was the important role that Paul played in 1945 in getting language regarding women’s equality included in the United Nation (UN) Charter as well as the establishment of the UN Commission on the Status of Women.

The increased involvement in international activities did not prevent the NWP from remaining active on the domestic front. Indeed, over the course of a decade dominated by a series of conservative Republican administrations intent on rolling back many of the reforms achieved during the Progressive Era, the NWP remained a consistent voice on behalf of women’s equality and rights. In addition to pursuing its active legislative agenda at the local and state levels, the NWP also engaged in energetic and far-reaching efforts—including major “Women for Congress” campaigns in 1924 and 1926—to recruit female candidates for elective office at all levels. Too, the organization continued to advocate for the appointment of more women to federal posts while also working to achieve greater gender equality in citizenship and nationality laws.

With the election of Franklin Roosevelt as president and the onset of the New Deal, the NWP reemerged as a political force on the federal level. Given its longtime advocacy of more federal appointments of women, the NWP took pleasure in the appointment of the first female cabinet officer when Roosevelt appointed Frances Perkins as secretary of labor, and other lower-level appointments also cheered the group. In addition, the NWP played an active role in reviewing the flood of New Deal legislation, making sure that women were not excluded from the changing political landscape. Indeed, the NWP worked to eliminate sexually discriminatory provisions of New Deal legislation and National Recovery Administration codes while also helping secure passage of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. Building upon the changes brought by the New Deal and World War II, the NWP continued its work on behalf of women’s issues well into the 1960s, advocating for Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act as well as the ERA, which was finally passed by Congress and sent to the states for ratification in 1972. Yet as the years went by other groups arrived on the political scene, consigning the NWP to a lesser role alongside groups such as the National Organization for Women that emerged out of the feminist movement of the 1960s. Indeed, for all its continued efforts, there is no denying that the NWP was at its most influential during the suffrage campaign.

In 1997, its status and effectiveness diminished, the NWP stopped its lobbying activities and reorganized as a 501 (3) educational organization. Dedicated to educating the public about the rich history and the many accomplishments of the women’s right movement, it serves as an important bridge between the women of today and the feminist pioneers who opened the doors through which they now travel.

William H. Pruden III
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New York Times Article Describing the Pro–Woman Suffrage Parade (1917)

The National Woman’s Party (NWP) and the National American Woman Suffrage Association organized a pro–woman suffrage parade in October 1917, not long after President Woodrow Wilson gave the movement his endorsement. During the parade, NWP members went among the crowd passing out their newspapers and encouraging protests. The following is an excerpt from the New York Times article describing the parade.

20,000 MARCH IN SUFFRAGE LINE

President’s Indorsement on Banners Carried in Fifth Avenue Parade.

500 MEN IN THE RANKS

Women of All Ages Join in the Demonstration, Many Carrying Service Flags.

More than 1,000,000 women in New York State are asking for the vote, and more than 20,000 of them—according to police and suffragist estimates—marched in Fifth Avenue yesterday afternoon to present their demand. Thousands of persons packed the sidewalks on both sides of the avenue from Washington Square to Fifty-ninth Street to cheer the marchers. The war provided the big, new features of this year’s suffrage parade. The patriotism of women, their sacrifices and contributions since America went to war, and the argument that a country fighting for democracy should establish democracy at home by giving the vote to women were emphasized in every way.

A long column of women carrying service flags of one, two, three, or four stars, indicating that the sons, husbands, and brothers of the women who marched were in their country’s service stirred the people to greatest applause and following it a long line of women who had given of their time and talents to the country as nurses, Red Cross workers, Liberty Loan campaigners, food growers and savers, recruiting speakers, and census takers was received with enthusiastic greeting. A banner stating that the Woman Suffrage party had subscribed the $7,053,400 to the second Liberty Loan was evidence of one of the patriotic contributions of women.

Quote Wilson’s Words.

The appeal for woman suffrage on the ground that a country fighting for democracy should give women the vote was joined with the argument that America’s democratic allies favored the cause.

“Our sons are fighting for democracy. In the name of democracy give us the vote,” and “Our allies, England, France, and Russia, are for Woman Suffrage. Wake Up, America!” were the words on two of the banners.

President Wilson’s recent indorsement of woman suffrage in New York State was employed to full effect. Near the front of the parade on a banner that stretched almost across the street, was: “’President Wilsons says: ‘This is the time to support woman suffrage.’“ And on another was: “’President Wilson says: ‘We shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts, for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own Government.’“

Other banners quoted Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, General Pershing and Herbert Hoover as in favor of woman suffrage.

To emphasize their loyalty to the nation at war, the suffragists carried banners repudiating the Washington pickets. “We are opposed to the picketing of the White House. We stand by our country and our President,” and “The Woman Suffrage Party does not picket at the White House,” were the words on two of the banners. This stand on the part of the New York suffragists was cheered by most of the onlookers. The approach of either banner was the signal for handclapping all along the line, which was more noticeable uptown than around Fourteenth Street, where the Socialists and radicals were grouped.

Only occasionally did the repudiation of the pickets seem to excite any one in the crowds to remonstrance. One such occasion was when one of the anti-picketing banners passed the reviewing stand at Forty-first Street. A woman directly across the street from the stand cried out: “You ought to be ashamed of yourselves. The nerve of you.” There was a scattered response of handclapping by those about her, but before anything like a demonstration could occur policemen had obtained quiet.

Negro Women in Line.

The parade was remarkable for the representative character of the women in it, both as to age and occupation. Women of all ages, from the nearly feeble to the vigorously youthful, walked side by side—all seemingly fired by enthusiasm for their cause. One elderly negro woman went all of the way from Washington Square to Fifty-ninth Street on crutches, and there were a number of her race in the line.

Much of the costuming of the marchers was striking. Four women of Finland wore their native dress; the women of Mr. Hoover’s enrollment appeared in their aprons and caps; many of the professional women were arrayed in cap and gown.

The flags and colors of the Allies were also a bright touch in the parade. Women from England, France, Japan, Russia, and other lands added their voice to the suffrage petition.

Most of the merchants along the avenue ignored the indirect threat of the anti-suffragists, in which they were advised not to decorate their shops, to the extent of putting the suffrage colors in their display windows. Yellow chrysanthemums were pinned on the models in the windows of department stores and ribbon streamers were stretched here and there, but few large banners were hung from the outside walls of buildings and few “Votes for Women” signs were on view.

Nearly Three Hours in Passing.

The head of the parade reached those on the reviewing stand at about 3 o’clock and was two hours and forty minutes in passing. Near the front of the line was a company of Western women who carried a banner reading, “We were voters out West, why can we not vote here?” Following them came thousands of women carrying the petitions for suffrage signed by 1,013,531 women of the State. The signed sheets had been pasted on large squares of cardboard and stretched more than a mile.

Source: “20,000 March in Suffrage Line,” New York Times, October 28, 1917.



National Women’s Trade Union League

The National Women’s Trade Union League (NWTUL) began in 1903 and brought working-class, middle-class, and upper-class women together in an effort to improve wages and working conditions for women wage workers. The organization played an important role in labor reform and women’s politics until its end in 1950.

Factory work had long been low-paying dangerous work in the United States, and labor unions had little early success in recruitment before 1900. The late 1800s and early 1900s saw the arrival of millions of immigrants who had been exposed to unionizing ideas in their homelands in Eastern and Southern Europe and were ready for labor organization. The most powerful labor union around the turn of the century was the American Federation of Labor (AFL), but the AFL did not support organizing unskilled workers, especially women. Instead, the AFL wanted women to stop working outside of the home and asked employers to raise wages for male workers so they could support stay-at-home wives. As a result, women laborers had to turn to other organizations.

Women involved in the progressive movement and especially the settlement house movement allied with women factory workers in this effort. This also brought women factory workers into the woman’s suffrage movement. In 1903, Mary Kenney O’Sullivan, William English Walling, and Leonora O’Reilly organized the NWTUL at an AFL meeting. Walling had seen the British Women’s Trade Union League and wanted to bring the organization to the United States. O’Sullivan had experience in labor unions, including the AFL, and settlement houses. New York, Boston, and Chicago all housed chapter offices for the NWTUL, and the organization had the support of the AFL. The NWTUL had leaders and members from different social classes and backgrounds. In fact, in the 1920s Eleanor Roosevelt joined the NWTUL and was one of many prominent members.

The NWTUL used a variety of tactics to achieve its goals of improving working conditions, raising pay, and achieving woman’s suffrage. The organization had a magazine, Life and Labor, and used this publication to spread information about poor working conditions and call for changes. The NWTUL supported strikes in some instances. In 1909, the NWTUL supported a strike in New York City to improve the working conditions of garment workers. The NWUTL helped to organize picketers and publicize the strike. Some NWUTL members joined the picket lines as well. The strike ended with relative success. The NWUTL supported other strikes, lobbied for minimum wage laws, and pushed for woman’s suffrage and protective legislation for women.

Examples of such protective legislation included limiting work hours for women and excluding women from certain dangerous types of work. There were some feminists who opposed protective legislation because it ran counter to their efforts of achieving equality for women by placing women in a special category of worker. This idea of female equality was epitomized in the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), written by Alice Paul of the National Woman’s Party and introduced to Congress in 1923. The NWTUL strongly opposed the ERA, fearing loss of protective legislation for women.

The Department of Labor created the Women’s Bureau in 1920, and the NWTUL supported this government agency that shared many common goals, including the need for equal pay for equal work. The 1930s brought the Great Depression, the New Deal, and government support for unions in the form of the National Labor Relations Act, while World War II provided women with new opportunities for relatively well-paying industrial jobs. The NWTUL continued its activities in the 1930s and 1940s when it pushed for an equal pay act. In 1950 the NWTUL ended its activities and organization, saying that it had accomplished its goals. In general, the New Deal and government regulations during World War II improved protections for all workers, including women. Additionally, other women’s organizations, such as the League of Women Voters, focused on women’s political issues. Nonetheless, the NWTUL was an important organization that improved women’s lives and brought large numbers of women of different classes together for the first time.

Amy M. Porter
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National Women’s Trade Union League Pamphlet (1918)

This 1918 pamphlet describing the National Women’s Trade Union League’s purpose, goals, platform, and membership includes among its goals women’s suffrage and equal pay for equal work.

Pamphlet by National Women’s Trade Union League

The Purpose of the National Women’s Trade Union League is

To Inspire leadership among the women workers to meet their responsibilities through trade union organization and through legislation and to secure the protection of the younger girls in their efforts for better working conditions and a living wage.

To Secure the eight hour day

To Increase co-operative action among them.

To Create a public opinion that really understands the labor movement.

To Supply at all times to all wage-earners assistance in working out their industrial difficulties.

To Secure definite and accurate information concerning conditions among women and children wage-earners leading to legislative action.

The National Women’s Trade Union League

Conducts

Life and Labor

A monthly publication to inform its members and the country at large about the progress of the labor movement.

School for Active Workers in the Labor Movement

To equip and send out leaders and organizers to serve the wage-earning women of America.

Offers

Public Lectures

Miss Alice Henry, Staff Lecturer of the League, formerly editor of Life and Labor, may be secured for audiences of all kinds on the following topics:

Women, the Bread Winners

The Minimum Wage

Why Women Should Organize

The Vote—and After

The International Congress of Working Women

(Arrangements made through the National Head-quarters.)

Platform

1. The Organization of Working Women throughout America.

2. Equal Pay for Equal Work Regardless of Sex.

3. The Eight Hour Day and the 44-hour Week.

4. A Living Wage.

5. Full Citizenship For Women.

Organization “Self-government is essential to the making of a free people, and self-government in the day’s work can be had only by the united action of the workers.” (Self-government in the Workshop. Margaret Dreier Robins.)

Because the Women’s Trade Union League believes in a government of the people, by the people and for the people in industry as in politics, it stands steadfastly and unflinchingly for the organization of all workers into trade unions.

Equal Pay for Equal Work Regardless of Sex

There are 11,000,000 working women in the United States today.

“Shall women enter into these labors as ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water,’ accepting as their portion the least desirable work, or men’s work at inferior wages? Or shall they stand with men on the basis of justice?” (Equal Pay for Equal Work, Editha Phelps.)

Eight Hour Day and a 44-Hour Week—”The loss of human energy due to excessive working hours is a national loss and must inevitably result in lowering the nation’s prosperity.” (Fatigue and Efficiency. Josephine Goldmark.)

A Living Wage—From a 1917 Tennessee investigation: Of 26,500 women industrial workers, 75 percent received less than $9 a week.

A 1918 District of Columbia study! Of 600 women interviewed, 64 per cent received approximately $10.

A 1918 New York State investigation of 417 factories, 33,000 women, 20 per cent received less than $8 68 per cent less than $14.

Twelve states and the District of Columbia have realized the dangers of the situation and have minimum wage laws which aim to force employers to pay living-wages. These laws, though desirable in principle, are not adequate. The decisions of the Massachusetts Minimum Wage Board, for example, cannot be enforced, as the Supreme Court of Washington recently decided that a woman in order to receive a minimum wage must work seven days a week, thus changing desirable legislation into pernicious legislation.

Full Citizenship for Women “In a democracy the ballot is the symbol of human freedom and human prosperity. The ballot spells Political Liberty. Political Liberty corresponds to a need of both halves of humanity.” (Address to House of Governors, Mary Johnson, December, 1912.)

Membership

The League was organized in 1903 and is composed of local leagues and committees. Its membership extends to individuals and organizations who, although not a part of the labor movement, are sympathetic with its aims and subscribe to its platform. It now has affiliated with it 34 International Unions, 8 State Federations of Labor, 73 Central Labor Bodies, and a large number of local unions, connected directly with the local leagues and committees.

Its affiliated membership of 600,000 trade union men and women represent the following trades:

[A List of over 40 trades, from Actors to Wall Paper workers]

Source: “Pamphlet by National Women’s Trade Union League,” in Women in America, edited by Edith Hoshino Altbach (Woodbridge, CT: Primary Source Media, 1999), 89–90.



New York City Garment Workers’ Strike (1909)

The New York City garment workers’ strike, known as the Uprising of the 20,000 based on the number of participants, took place between November 1909 and February 1910. The strike was a labor stoppage protesting intolerable conditions suffered by young women working in garment factories and asking for improved wages, better working conditions, and fewer hours. Though some progress was made, the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire only a year later was a stark reminder of the horrendous conditions female workers endured in textile factories.

In the early 20th century, a shirtwaist was a ready-to-wear blouse for women that was originally modeled on men’s shirts and could be tucked into the waistbands of women’s skirts. Shirtwaists became extremely popular, and a highly competitive industry that produced mass quantities for sale nationwide developed in many cities. The center of production was New York City, with almost 500 textile factories employing about 40,000 garment workers. Management was almost exclusively male, and the low-paid workers were primarily young Italian and Jewish immigrant women who had to work to help support their families.

The women were packed into small spaces with little light and air and the atmosphere was so stifling that they became known as sweatshops. The women generally worked six or seven days a week, 12 to 14 hours a day, with one bathroom break daily. If workers were denied an extra bathroom break by their supervisor, many were forced to relieve themselves on the floor among dusty piles of fabric scraps, adding to the foul air and filthy conditions.

From their scant wages they were often forced to bring their own supplies such as needles, thread, and heavy sewing machines, which they had to carry to work each day. They could be fined for infractions such as being late for work, errors on a garment they were sewing, or not working fast enough. With a wage of $2 a day, they were sometimes fined more than they were paid. It was also not uncommon for women to be fired for refusing the sexual demands of their male supervisors.

At least one large factory, the Triangle Waist Company, locked the workers behind heavy steel doors in its 10-story building, allegedly to guard against unauthorized breaks and pilferage. Due to inadequate fire escapes in the building the owners were given warnings by city fire marshals, but the warnings were ignored.

On November 22, 1909, a number of female shirtwaist workers attended a meeting at New York’s Cooper Union, where male speakers talked generalities for hours. Finally, one of the women, Clara Lemlich (1886–1982), went to the podium and roused the women into a general strike. In late November 1909, about 20,000 women garment workers left their jobs to ask for higher pay, shorter hours, and better working conditions.


[image: Lamphier]

These two women strikers were among the “Uprising of the 20,000,” a garment workers strike in New York City in 1909. Strikers were primarily Jewish immigrant women who wanted better wages and working conditions. (Library of Congress)

Though it was the largest single work stoppage in the United States up to that time, the press hardly mentioned the strike. Factory owners had the women picketers beaten and arrested and hired other young immigrant women to replace them. Still, during the coldest winter months and without income, the strikers persevered until February 1910. By that time, socialites from the wealthy Morgan and Vanderbilt families had joined in support of the workers, leading to more newspaper coverage. Businesses then began offering better conditions, a 52-hour workweek, and increased pay. Strikers returned to work.

On Saturday, March 25, 1911, a little over a year later, a fire at the Triangle Waist Company resulted in the deaths of 146 people. Overwhelmingly young women, they were trapped behind locked steel doors on the 8th, 9th, and 10th floors of the building. Many leapt to their death as they tried to escape the flames. Subsequently, American labor leaders who had ignored the needs of women workers began doing more to help fellow laborers who happened to be female. The tragedy also led to improved factory safety standards and helped drive the growth of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, which continued the fight for better working conditions that began with the strike of 1909.

Nancy Hendricks
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Nineteenth Amendment (1920)

The Nineteenth Amendment marked the greatest expansion of democracy in U.S. history by granting women the right to vote as well as run for and hold office. The path to enfranchisement for all American women was long, enduring both group in-fighting and conservative political and ideological roadblocks. Once it passed in 1920, 26 million women voted in the presidential election, and by the 1980s women outnumbered men in the voting booth.

The Nineteenth Amendment is now viewed in some circles as having been inevitable, but this is not so. Many women worried that in winning the vote they would lose protection as the weaker sex. Edith Wilson (1872–1961), wife of President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924), considered the suffragists repulsive, an ironic stance given that she functionally but illegally became the president after her husband’s stroke in 1919. Antisuffrage critics, both male and female, warned that women’s duties were to family and home, not to political activism, and that to give women the vote would destroy both the American family and female virtue. Other opponents, particularly in the South, feared the empowerment of black Americans at the expense of white supremacy that would result if black women won the right to vote and thus doubled the number of black voters. Yet the supporters of suffrage have been distinguished. Abigail Adams (1744–1818), wife of second president John Adams (1735–1826), believed that women had no obligation to obey laws which they did not have the right to determine.

The origin of the women’s suffrage movement is tied to the abolition movement in the 19th century. In the 1840s Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) sought both freedom for the slaves and more civil rights for women. In 1840 she traveled to England to attend the World Anti-Slavery Convention, only to be denied a seat because she was a woman. Stanton found a colleague and friend in Lucretia Mott (1793–1880), a Philadelphia abolitionist and suffragist. The two convened a women’s rights convention in 1848 in Seneca Falls, New York, where Stanton’s husband had established a law practice. Among their agenda, the women who met in Seneca Falls wished to end slavery and the consumption of alcohol and promote peace. Some 300 people, women and men, attended the convention. Frederick Douglass (1818–1895) was among the attendees and gave a well-received speech. Stanton rose to demand the vote, which proved to be a more contentious line of discussion than any other at the convention. Two weeks later the women held a second gathering in Rochester, New York.

Teacher Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906) read about these meetings. Not initially persuaded that women should vote, Anthony was surprised to learn that her parents and younger sister all supported extension of the franchise to women. Anthony befriended Stanton, who converted her to the cause of suffrage. Women, including former slave Sojourner Truth (1797–1883), petitioned President Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865) to advocate suffrage, but his assassination ended this appeal. Some suffragists in the South, however, did not want black women or men to have the vote. Others believed that Irish and other new immigrants did not merit the vote.

In 1870 the National Suffrage Association convened its first meeting in Washington, D.C. Conferees proposed that Congress pass and the states ratify an amendment to the U.S. Constitution granting suffrage to women. Only Senator Charles Sumner supported the suffragists. Victoria Woodhull won an invitation to testify before the House Judiciary Committee, where she advocated equal rights in general and the vote in particular. She believed that the Fourteenth Amendment granted women equality and therefore the right to vote. Congress replied that it lacked the power to extend the Fourteenth Amendment to women.

In 1872 Anthony led a group of women to confront the men in charge of voter registration in New York, demanding that they be registered. The registrars complied, and these were the first women to vote in New York. The police arrested Anthony and her friends. Anthony wished that the U.S. Supreme Court would hear her case, though a state trial was held instead. Journalists covered the case sympathetically. Fined $100, Anthony refused to pay. Public opinion held that the judge had mistreated her, denying her rights as a citizen. One woman, unlike Anthony, took her case to the Supreme Court in 1874. The court ruled that states, not the federal government, were charged with determining who could and could not vote.

The leaders of the suffragists could claim little success at the federal level, but some states, particularly in the West, granted women the vote. The People’s Party, or Populists, were powerful in the West and promoted female suffrage. When the Populist movement faltered, Progressives took up much of the reform agenda, including women’s suffrage.

By 1896, women could vote in Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and Idaho. This list extended to Washington in 1910; California, Oregon, and Arizona in 1911; and Kansas in 1912. There are a number of reasons that western states were more likely to legalize the vote for women. First, westerners may have been more tolerant of expansions of liberty and more pro–women’s rights than other parts of the country. Also, many western states were so sparsely populated that they could not ignore any potential voters, regardless of the state’s relative feminism or lack thereof. The early enfranchisement of women in Utah, which was not a feminist outpost, is a good example of this theory.

In 1913, women organized a massive march down Pennsylvania Avenue to demand the vote on the day before President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration. Helen Keller (1880–1968) was among the marchers. The crowd was full of hecklers, and when the police would not intervene, the secretary of war dispatched the U.S. Army to protect the women. Even so, some 300 women were injured badly enough to require medical care. Alice Paul (1885–1977), the organizer of the parade, drew criticism for catering to southern racism when black women were put at the end of the parade. Nonetheless, the parade was an immense success in that it garnered considerable attention for suffragists, so much so that Wilson arrived in Washington at an almost empty train station.

Some suffragists warned the congressional Democrats and President Wilson that women would not support them if they opposed female suffrage. Though identified as a Progressive, Wilson, ex-president of Princeton University, governor of New Jersey, and U.S. president in turn, was not eager to promote women’s suffrage.

In 1916 suffragists created a new national party, the National Woman’s Party (NWP), which was intended to be more radical than the existing National American Women’s Suffrage Party (NAWSA). Seeking reelection in 1916, Wilson promised to support women in their quest for the vote, but after his election he did little to make good on his promise. The NWP organized pickets at the White House in 1917. Called “Silent Sentinals,” women stood quietly before the gates of the White House with signs promoting women’s suffrage. Police arrested many of these women, who then faced violence in jail. Women were jailed for long periods of time on the charge of “disturbing the peace.” Some women went on a hunger strike to protest their treatment and were force-fed by authorities in a manner that can only be described as torture. Called “Iron-Jawed Angels,” the protesters’ mistreatment garnered increased support for the movement among the general public. These circumstances forced Wilson to move in the direction of women’s suffrage. The House scheduled a vote on January 10, 1918. The vote, 274 to 136 in favor of an amendment to the Constitution granting women the right to vote, was only a single vote above the two-thirds threshold.

The Senate set its vote on the Nineteenth Amendment for May 10, 1918. Paul calculated that women were 2 votes short of victory. On May 10 the Senate, aware that it lacked the votes, postponed it. On June 3, 1919, the Senate began in earnest to debate the House bill, passing it 66 to 30 the next day, 2 votes above the required two-thirds majority. On August 26, 1920, three-quarters of the states ratified the Nineteenth Amendment when Tennessee voted, by 1 vote, to ratify the amendment. American women finally had the right to vote in local, state, and federal elections.

Many of the women who were part of this movement did not live to see the enactment of the Nineteenth Amendment, but their work contributed to the success of the movement. With the vote, American women came closer to having civil rights equal to American men, and America came that much closer to fulfilling its promise of equality for all.

Christopher Cumo
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Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (1920)

Ratified on August 26, 1920, the Nineteenth Amendment gave women across the country the right to vote. Prior to its ratification, many states denied women the vote. The amendment was first introduced into Congress in 1878 but was not passed and sent to the states for ratification until 1919.

Amendment XIX

The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.

Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.

Source: Joint Resolution of Congress proposing a constitutional amendment extending the right of suffrage to women, approved June 4, 1919; Ratified Amendments, 1795–1992; General Records of the United States Government, Record Group 11, National Archives.



Nordica, Lillian (1857–1914)

Soprano star Lillian Nordica was one of the first American singers to have a truly international career in opera. With a reputation for being able to sing parts for a wide range of voice types, she mastered an astonishing number of roles in Italian, French, and German, including lead parts in the notoriously difficult operas by Richard Wagner. Later in life, Nordica used her fame and prestige to advocate women’s suffrage.

The youngest of six children, Nordica was born Lillian Norton in 1857 to Edwin and Amanda Norton in Farmington, Maine. A series of unsuccessful financial ventures caused the family to move to Boston in 1864. Although Nordica was musical from a very young age, the family’s hopes lay with Wilhelmina, her older sister. Following Wilhelmina’s sudden death in 1869, the family “discovered” Nordica’s talent and did all they could to ensure her success.

Nordica enrolled at the New England Conservatory in 1871, where she studied with her late sister’s teacher, Professor John O’Neill. After graduating in 1876, she began singing with P. S. Gilmore’s Band, performing across the United States and Europe. When the tour finished in Paris two years later, Nordica decided to remain in Europe with her mother, who had accompanied her. For the next year, Nordica underwent rigorous training in the Italian singing style as well as intense study in French and Italian. Her teacher in Milan, San Giovanni, suggested that she change her last name from Norton to Nordica, which was more easily pronounced in Italian. Despite Amanda’s frugality and Nordica’s savings from the Gilmore Band, living in Paris and Milan was costly for a family of such modest means. Nordica gavesinging lessons on top of her own studies, and the husband of one of her sisters provided additional financial support.

Nordica’s operatic debut, as Violetta in La Traviata, came in 1879 at Brescia. She was an overnight sensation, praised for her pure tone and agile voice. Nordica’s next major engagement was in St. Petersburg for the 1880–1881 season, where she sang with some of the most famous opera stars of the day. The following year, she signed a three-year contract with the Paris opera. Thanks to her shrewd business savvy, Nordica had a good contract and no shortage of singing engagements, allowing her and her mother to live comfortably in Paris. In 1883 Nordica married Frederick Gower, a second cousin. After they settled in London, Gower quickly proved to be manipulative and controlling. He destroyed many of her music scores and insisted that Nordica give up her career, which caused her to flee to Boston. In 1885, Gower disappeared in a hot air balloon experiment.

Nordica quickly rebuilt her career, touring America and Europe. By the late 1880s, she had sung in all of the major opera houses with all of the greatest stars to great acclaim. Her next challenge was mastering the difficult German operas of Wagner. Following a successful audition with Wagner’s widow, Nordica underwent a grueling training regimen. In 1894, she sang the role of Elsa at the Bayreuth premiere of Lohengrin. This secured her reputation as the “Yankee Diva” and the leading Wagnerian soprano of her time, and she soon mastered the leading parts for Tristan and Isolde and the four-opera cycle of The Ring.

During her preparations for Bayreuth, Nordica became romantically involved with Zoltan Döme, an aspiring Hungarian tenor. They were married in 1896 and divorced eight years later, after it became obvious that Döme’s talent and fidelity were both nonexistent. Sadly, her third marriage to George Washington Young, a financier, which lasted from 1908 until her death, was as unfulfilling as the others. Despite these personal disappointments, Nordica maintained an active concert schedule. In 1913, she embarked on an extended tour of Australia and New Zealand. Only a few months into the trip, she fell ill and passed away in May 1914.

During the last several years of her life, Nordica began to use her great prestige and considerable wealth in the service of social causes. She was an outspoken supporter of women’s suffrage, and throughout her career she was particularly supportive of other singers, especially emerging talents. Her Hints to Singers, published posthumously, stresses patience, careful study, a good teacher, and conscientiousness—the very same qualities that had ensured her own success.

Devora Geller
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O’Hare, Kate Richards (1877–1948)

Kate Richards O’Hare was an activist, lecturer, and advocate of prison reform. She lectured widely on a variety of topics related to socialist and left-wing politics throughout the United States, particularly across the rural Midwest, from 1902 to 1919.

Born March 26, 1877, in Ottawa County, Kansas, O’Hare remembered an idyllic youth on her father’s ranch and then a sudden glimpse of hard reality when the family was forced to relocate to Kansas City after her father’s ranch suffered from a drought. Watching her father, who had been so self-sufficient, being forced to rely on others for his livelihood influenced O’Hare throughout her life. At age 17 O’Hare became an apprentice in her father’s machine shop, a rare choice for women in that era. She also became involved with her first union, the International Association of Machinists.

A devoted Protestant as a young woman, O’Hare became active within the temperance movement and through that experience witnessed firsthand the effects of joblessness and inequality in American society. She was subsequently drawn to socialism as another way to help people and to fight inequality, poverty, vice, and related problems. One of her first experiences of socialism was seeing Mary Harris “Mother” Jones speak at a ball given by the Cigar Maker’s Union and she took to heart the idea that socialism was the party for working people.

O’Hare joined the Socialist Labor Party in 1899 and the Socialist Party of America in 1901. She attended Walter Thomas Mills’s International School of Social Economy, a training school for socialist workers in Girard, Kansas, in 1901–1902. There she met Francis Patrick O’Hare, who was a student teacher at the school. They married in 1902. Instead of a traditional honeymoon, they went on a Socialist Party lecture and organizing tour through the Midwest. They would have four children together and continue to lecture together and individually. They served as coeditors of the National Ripsaw (later the Social Revolution).

Kate O’Hare was chair of the Committee on War and Militarism in 1917. Notably, she ran for Congress as the socialist candidate from Kansas in 1910 but was defeated. She served on the National Women’s Committee from 1910 to 1912. Some of the lectures she delivered over the years were “Law and the White Slavery” and “Common Sense and the Liquor Question,” as well as authoring numerous articles and columns. She also wrote a novel titled What Happened to Dan (later known as The Sorrows of Cupid).

O’Hare was arrested on July 17, 1917, in Bowman, North Dakota, for violation of the Espionage Act of 1917. Opponents of this act and the Sedition Act of 1918 argued that the effect of these unconstitutional enactments was to restrict freedom of speech and stifle opposition to World War I. The acts were thus meant to stifle the pacifist (antiwar) movement. O’Hare was sentenced to five years in prison. She published the lecture for which she was arrested before entering prison on April 15, 1919. The speech, titled “Socialism and the World War,” was certainly full of strong and provocative language, but so were most of the speeches and articles she wrote. The Bowman lecture amounted to the 76th time she’d done a similar speech, which demonstrates how popular she was as a speaker. She also wrote and published while in prison, including Kate O’Hare’s Prison Letters (1919) and In Prison (1920). O’Hare’s sentence was commuted on May 29, 1920, after she had served 14 months in the Missouri State Penitentiary. Her experience in jail led her to devote most of her energies later in life to prison reform.

O’Hare and her first husband divorced in 1928, and she would go on to marry Charles C. Cunningham. They first lived in Arkansas, where she cofounded Commonwealth College in 1923. They eventually moved to California, where she would serve for many years as assistant state director of penology in California. Kate Richards O’Hare died in Benicia, California, in 1948.
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O’Sullivan, Mary Kenney (1864–1943)

Labor organizer Mary Kenney O’Sullivan both organized her peers and influenced upper-class women to support the labor movement. A strong trade unionist, she focused her organizing efforts on wage equity and working conditions. She worked with major figures such as Jane Addams and Samuel Gompers during her career. As a working woman and later a widowed mother of three children, O’Sullivan’s life experiences informed her actions as a labor leader. Her accomplishments include being the first female organizer hired by the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and founding the national Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL).

Born in 1864 in Missouri to Irish immigrant parents Michael and Mary Kenney, O’Sullivan entered the workforce in 1878 as a dressmaker’s apprentice. She also worked at the Hannibal Printing and Binding Company. She followed this company when it relocated to Iowa and worked there until the factory’s closure in 1888. Relocating to Chicago to find work as a bookbinder, she joined the Ladies’ Federal Labor Union. By 1890, she recruited women bookbinders in Chicago and formed the Woman’s Bookbinding Union No. 1. Her organizing activities brought her into contact with Jane Addams (1860–1935) of Hull House. The two women created a long and fruitful relationship within the Chicago social reform community.

In 1892, AFL president Samuel Gompers (1850–1924) hired O’Sullivan to a short-term position. Making a tour of the East Coast, she met several other labor organizers, including her future husband, John O’Sullivan. A writer and labor leader in Boston, John worked with the Knights of Labor, the AFL, and the Boston Central Labor Union (BCLU). Mary Kenney and John O’Sullivan were married in New York City in 1894. The couple settled in Boston and had four children, three of whom survived their infancy. Mary Kenney O’Sullivan continued her organizing work. She established the Women’s Industrial Education Association in 1894, later called the Union for Industrial Progress. She was active in the BCLU and the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union (WEIU), and in the late 1890s she assisted with organizing workers participating in strikes in Boston. She supported the trade union movement by serving as the organizing secretary of the Boston Woman’s Union Label League.

John O’Sullivan was killed in a streetcar accident in 1902, leaving O’Sullivan a widow and mother to three young children. She took a job as a realty manager and earned additional money writing for the Boston Globe. In 1903 when the AFL met in Boston, she met with William English Walling, a young labor leader who had traveled to England and was eager to share his knowledge of the British Women’s Trade Union League. The meetings between O’Sullivan and Walling led to the formation of the WTUL in the United States. The WTUL proved crucial to the success of workers’ strikes that led to the formation of both the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA). The WTUL also played an important role in women’s drive to gain the vote and has been described as one of the primary reform organizations of the early 20th century. O’Sullivan’s talents for crossing social class lines paid off in the formation of the WTUL, which had the support of elite-class philanthropic women and working-class women.

Despite O’Sullivan’s personal friendship with Gompers and her long history as a labor organizer, the AFL did not support the newly formed WTUL. The AFL was also disconnected from another major labor association, the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) or “Wobblies.” The fragmented relationship of these organizations was fully illustrated during the Lawrence Strike of 1912. The AFL did not endorse the strike, which was a problematic position for some members of the WTUL, including O’Sullivan. When the strike was over, O’Sullivan resigned from the WTUL after being reprimanded by the AFL for her part in the strike.

O’Sullivan became a factory inspector in 1914 for the Massachusetts State Board of Labor and held that position for 20 years. While she refocused her efforts on improving working conditions through her position as an inspector, she thereafter no longer worked for national trade or labor organizations. O’Sullivan died in 1943 in Massachusetts.

Rebecca Kohn
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Ovington, Mary White (1865–1951)

Mary White Ovington was a social reformer who devoted her life to fighting racial discrimination. She cofounded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).
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Mary Ovington cofounded the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) with W. E. B. Dubois in 1909. As a journalist and activist she was passionate about equal civil rights for all Americans. (Library of Congress)

Ovington was born in Brooklyn on April 11, 1865. Her parents, Theodore Tweedy and Ann Louise Ketcham Ovington, were abolitionists and members of the Unitarian Church and encouraged her to believe in racial equality and freedom of thought. After attending private schools in Brooklyn, Ovington spent three years at Packer Collegiate Institute, a school for girls in Brooklyn. She then studied for two years at the Harvard Annex (later Radcliffe College) in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

When the economic depression of 1893 affected her father’s china importing business, Ovington was forced to leave Cambridge and return home. There she took a job as registrar at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, which was originally founded to offer an education to students regardless of their gender, color, or class. After two years there, she cofounded the Greenpoint settlement house. Like other inner-city settlement houses of the time, it was intended to provide recreational, educational, and social services for the community. She worked there until 1903. She also served as vice president of the Brooklyn Consumer’s League and assistant secretary of the Social Reform Club of New York and joined the Socialist Party of America.

In 1903, a speech given by Booker T. Washington at the Social Reform Club caused Ovington to focus her work on racial equality. That same year she began working as a social worker at another settlement house, Greenwich House. For the next five years she studied the unemployment and housing problems of blacks in Manhattan. Her research resulted in Half a Man: The Status of the Negro in New York (1911). Her studies and her connection to the Socialist Party led her to believe that many of the problems of African Americans were a product of class rather than of race.

In September 1908 Ovington read about a race riot directed at the black citizens of Springfield, Illinois. She met with the author of the article, socialist William English Walling, and social worker Henry Moskowitz. Together the three decided to call for a national conference on civil rights to be held on the centennial of Abraham Lincoln’s birthday, February 12, 1909. The large response led to the organization of the National Negro Committee, which first met on May 31 and June 1, 1909. At the committee’s second meeting in May 1910, members established a permanent organization, the NAACP. Ovington was appointed the first executive secretary. During the next 37 years she was always a member of the executive board, served as chair of the board (1919–1932) and treasurer (1932–1947), and was the director of branches. In this role she traveled across the United States to rally supporters and establish local branches of the organization. She also served as the NAACP’s chief fundraiser.

When Ovington left Tuskegee, she and Dr. Velma Morton Jones founded the Lincoln Settlement, which was a community center in Brooklyn. Ovington served as president of its board for 12 years and spent many years as its principal fundraiser. In 1911, Ovington attended the Universal Races Congress in London. She was a pacifist and opposed the entry of the United States into World War I. She also continued to fight for woman’s suffrage.

Ovington continued to be a prolific writer, publishing Status of the Negro in the United States (1913); Hazel (1913) a novel for young girls; Socialism and the Feminist Movement (1914); and many more works. Her “Book Chats,” a series of book reviews, were sent out to over 200 newspapers by the NAACP news service between 1921 and 1933. Between September 1932 and February 1933 she wrote a series of reminiscences for the Baltimore Afro-American. These were later edited by Ralph E. Luker and published as Black and White Sat Down Together: The Reminiscences of an NAACP Founder (1995). Ovington also worked with the National League for the Protection of Colored Women and the Committee for Improving the Industrial Condition of Negroes in New York.

In 1947 Ovington published The Walls Came Tumbling Down, an autobiography that also serves as a history of the NAACP. That same year, she retired from the NAACP’s board. Ovington moved to Massachusetts and died on July 15, 1951, in a nursing home in Newton Highlands.
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Pacifism

Pacifism is the theory that peaceful interactions should be used to resolve conflict as opposed to those of violence. The word “pacifism” is derived from Latin terms paci, meaning “peace,” and ficus, meaning “making.” Pacifism is as integrated into Western culture as just war theory, the theory that promotes war in the name of cultural ideologies.

Early traditions of pacifism can be found in records from different regions throughout the world and the different philosophies and religious teachings associated with them. Pacifism made its first appearance in the Western Hemisphere in Christianity. Many prohibitionists of killing will quote the mosaic text “thou shalt not kill.” Greek philosophers such as Plato argue for war only for the purpose of protecting peace. In Crito, Socrates attempts to determine if it can ever be justifiable to combat evil with evil, drawing off of the assumption that one must do no harm unto others. Non-Western pacifism appears in South Asia through Buddhism, Jainism, and the Indian commitment to ahimsa, a nonviolent cardinal value famously exemplified by Mohandas Gandhi.

In the first American feminist movement of the 19th century, adherents widely assumed that feminism and pacifism were closely related to one another. In fact, many feminists believe that peace is quintessential to the vision of gender equality, social justice, and human rights. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, many men and women argued that the right to vote was directly linked to the right to defend one’s country, and therefore peacekeeping was counterintuitive to the feminist agenda. For example, during World War I (1914–1918) prowar conservative women were nearly all antisuffrage. Leading feminist pacifists, such as Jane Addams, retorted by proclaiming that acts of violence were outdated and barbaric. Like-minded feminists supported Addams and argued that conflicts must be settled through arbitration and negotiation. Montana congresswoman Jeannette Rankin voted no on U.S. entry into both World War I in 1917 and World War II in 1941. Early 20th-century feminists believed that the women’s vote could encourage a vision of a just world free of violent conflict.

The feminist-pacifism paradigm of the 20th century has been largely forgotten. As war has become increasingly accepted as a part of modern culture, young women fighting for the right to attend male-only military academies have been considered the forefront of progressive feminist activity. Some feminists believe that pacifism is entirely subversive to the feminist cause. Such reasoning stems from the premise that women are expected to be maternal, passive, and subservient and that pacifism may perpetuate such notions and be disempowering to women.

General pacifism is absolutist in considering all forms of violence, war, and killing as unconditionally wrong and morally inferior to peaceful conflict resolution such as negotiation, compromise, and surrender. Absolute pacifists hold peace above all other forms of interaction, either for the deontological reason associated with moral purity or the consequentialist position that violence and warfare never benefit human welfare.

Deontological pacifism holds the idea of peace as a positive value to be maintained through the end of physical aggression, force, and engaging in or support of war under all circumstances. Absolute deontological pacifism leaves no instruction pertaining to a collision of values such as self-defense. While conditional deontologists would justify the use of force, perhaps even killing depending on the severity of the danger at hand, an absolute deontological pacifist would consider her or his moral commitment to peace more pressing than the potential loss of life. Deontologists believe that such moral action is of superior value even when faced with the danger of loss of a human life.

Consequentialist pacifism morally values peacekeeping over violence due to the belief that the evils created from violence outweigh any potential good. Consequentialists understand peace to be a proactive process that works in accordance with other moral interests, as opposed to the deontologist understanding of peace as a holy object superior to all other circumstances and values. Consequentialists will often appeal to empirical data to prove that war and violence historically result in more harm than good.

The nature of such an argument makes it difficult for a society to accurately judge if a war will cause more suffering than it might prevent. It is therefore critical for a society to universally specify what benefits and consequences can be used to quantify the success of a war. An additional argument that a utilitarian pacifist might use would account for the economics and other resources spent on preparation for war, arguing that it would be better situated toward education, welfare, shelters, etc. Utilitarian pacifists, although considered absolutists, do not oppose killing per se. Situations such as self-defense would void the necessity of peacekeeping. Similar to the proportionality idea in just war theory, war can be justified if it promotes the greatest amount of long-term happiness. For pacifists who follow such logic, war is universally presumed to be the cause for more negative consequences than positive until proven otherwise.

Late 20th-century feminists, or second-wave feminism, also had a distinct pacifist strain, as many feminists came from or supported the anti–Vietnam War effort. The 1968 Miss America protest, for example, objected to the fact that beauty queens were used by the pageant to entertain troops overseas. They argued that women’s objectification turned the female body into a mechanism to promote war.

In the 21st century, many feminists agree that there is a link between military violence and oppression based on gender, race, and other categories that can only be deconstructed by a shift of fundamental human principles.
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Parkhurst, Helen (1887–1973)

Progressive educator, author, and creator of the Dalton Plan, Helen Parkhurst also founded the Children’s University School in New York City. Parkhurst rejected traditional teaching methods that emphasized memorization of facts and advocated an individualized goal-oriented approach to learning.

Parkhurst was born on March 7, 1887, in Durand, Wisconsin, to James and Ida Parkhurst. From an early age, Helen Parkhurst wanted to become a teacher. She attended the Falls River Normal School of Wisconsin State College, and while still an undergraduate she accepted a teaching position at a one-room schoolhouse in Pepin County, where she had about 40 students. It was there that Parkhurst began experimenting with an individualized teaching program and more student-centered learning. She divided her classroom into study areas and allowed the older students to help teach the younger students.

In 1907, Parkhurst graduated with her bachelor’s degree and taught for another couple of years in Wisconsin. In 1909 she accepted a job in Tacoma, Washington, at the Edison School. While teaching at Edison, Parkhurst further developed her own pedagogical methods, which she called the Laboratory Plan (later renamed the Dalton Plan). Under the Laboratory Plan, students were active participants in their own learning. They were allowed to choose the approach they would take to learning a subject. The students committed to finishing a course of study by a specified date, and each student signed a contract with the teacher but was allowed to work at his or her own pace. Parkhurst was honored by the City of Tacoma for her contributions to education and was awarded a Distinguished Gold Medal by the state’s Board of Education.

Parkhurst taught other teachers how to use the Laboratory Plan. From 1911 to 1913, she taught at the Central State Teachers College in Ellensburg, Washington. She moved back to Wisconsin, where she taught at the Central State Teachers College from 1913 to 1915. In 1914, the Wisconsin Department of Education sent Parkhurst to Italy, where she spent a year as an assistant to Maria Montessori, an Italian educator and developer of the Montessori Plan. Montessori was so impressed with Parkhurst that in 1917 she allowed Parkhurst to become the first authorized Montessori teacher trainer in the United States.

After returning home, Parkhurst established a Montessori teacher-training school in New York City, and from 1915 until 1918 she developed Montessori programs in the United States. Afterward she left the Montessori school to devote herself to developing and promoting the Laboratory Plan. After it was successfully used at the Upway Field School for Crippled Children in Pittsfield, Massachusetts, Parkhurst wanted to open her own school. In 1916 she moved to New York City, and in 1919 she established the Children’s University School in Manhattan based on her Laboratory Plan. The school’s progressive educational system stressed development of the whole child over rote learning. In the early 1920s the school was relocated to a larger building and renamed the Dalton School, which continues to operate today.

The text of the Laboratory Plan was published in the New York Times in 1926 as part of an educational supplement. Renamed the Dalton Plan, this pedagogy became a model for schools around the world. Dalton schools were established in England, China, and Japan, though only two were established in America. In the 1920s and 1930s, Parkhurst gave a number of radio and television interviews about her teaching methods and traveled internationally to speak to teachers and education policy makers.

Parkhurst wrote a number of books on her progressive educational methods, including Education on the Dalton Plan (1922), Work Rhythms in Education (1935), Exploring the Child’s World (1936), and Growing Pains (1962). In 1942, Parkhurst resigned from the Dalton School to pursue a master’s degree in education at Yale University. She graduated in 1943 and became the first Yale Fellow in Education. From 1947 through 1950, she hosted a number of children’s programs on radio and television. Parkhurst returned to teaching in 1952 and taught at the City College of New York until 1954. She died on June 1, 1973, in Milford Connecticut.
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Paul, Alice (1885–1977)

An outspoken and militant suffragist, Alice Paul along with the organization she helped to establish was able to accomplish what other suffragists through polite tactics were not: convince the president and Congress to pass the Nineteenth Amendment. She would then continue for women’s equality with direct involvement in the Equal Rights Amendment and the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

Alice Paul was born in Moorestown, New Jersey, in 1885. Her parents were affluent Quakers who raised Paul with a tradition of public service that developed her strong sense of social justice. Paul’s mother, Tacie, was a suffragist and member of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) and often took Paul to meetings.

After receiving primary instruction at the Quaker Friends School and finishing at the top of her class, Paul majored in biology at Swarthmore. Upon graduation she avoided a career in teaching by taking an internship as a social worker in settlement housing. Dissatisfied, she returned to graduate studies at the University of Pennsylvania, earning a master’s degree in sociology in 1907, followed by further study in London while working in English settlement houses. There, Paul encountered Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst, founders of a militant woman’s suffrage group. After an enthralling speech by Christabel, Paul joined the group, engaging in their tactics of demonstration and marching. She was arrested and imprisoned several times. She also engaged in hunger strikes in protest while imprisoned, some of which were countered with forced feedings.

It was also in London where Paul formed a lifelong bond with fellow suffragist Lucy Burns. Following her last hunger strike, Paul returned home in 1910 and enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania, earning a PhD in 1912. She also joined the NAWSA, bringing new energy to the group.

After graduation, Paul increased her involvement with the NAWSA and, along with Lucy Burns, was elected to the Congressional Committee of the organization’s Washington, D.C., chapter. The organization had been primarily focused on addressing the right to vote at the state level, believing that a congressional amendment was impossible. However, Paul strongly believed that true change could only happen at the federal level. Her first large-scale act was to stage a protest in Washington, D.C., the day before Woodrow Wilson’s first inauguration in 1913 that was meant to put pressure on him to act. With half a million spectators, the women did get notice. However, there were not enough police to enforce crowd control, causing a near riot. Paul used the encounter as public relations material to promote awareness and sympathy for the NAWSA. Wilson, however, was generally unfazed and had no intention of addressing the issue of suffrage, stating that the time was not right.

This method of protest soon drew criticism from within the NAWSA as well. Leaders, such as Carrie Chapman Catt, did not approve of the aggressive style the organization began to take under Paul’s guidance, instead pushing for a more practical and polite approach. Quickly growing frustrated, Paul severed ties when she and Lucy Burns, funded by wealthy socialite Alva Belmont, formed the National Woman’s Party (NWP) in 1916. The NWP continued to fight for a constitutional amendment using the protest tactics that Paul and Burns had learned in England. The new group maintained a rather conservative approach to its goal: focus only on women’s suffrage.

During the 1916 presidential campaign, Paul and the NWP protested Wilson and the Democratic Party for not supporting an amendment. After he was reelected, suffragists began staging protests outside the White House on a continuous basis for the next 18 months. The “Silent Sentinels” stood quietly and held banners that asked when Wilson would act. Because of the growing fervor of patriotism at the beginning of America’s entrance into World War I, many women were harassed and even beaten for being disloyal to the United States. Even the NAWSA and Catt had endorsed the Democrats and supported the war effort. Paul, on the other hand, remained resolved to refuse endorsement, asking how the president could send men to fight for democracy in another land when women in America did not have any.

The civil disobedience that followed with the women’s continued picketing caused them to be arrested and imprisoned in Virginia’s Occoquan Workhouse. Each time the imprisonment was longer and the treatment harsher. While in prison, Paul held a hunger strike in protest of the beatings, filth, and poor health care. The prison countered with forced feedings of raw eggs and milk. The final straw was the arrest and brutal beating of protesters in November 1917, leaving them with unattended broken bones and lacerations. When the public learned of the treatment of these socially prominent well-educated women, including a senator’s wife, the outrage proved to be an embarrassing motivation for Wilson to act. In 1918, he proposed that the amendment be passed allowing women to vote. It failed to pass in 1918 and 1919 by a slim margin. However, it did pass both houses in 1920, allowing for the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

Despite all she and the NWP accomplished, Paul did not feel that was enough for women. She then embarked upon writing and proposing the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in 1923. She would spend the rest of the 1920s pursuing three law degrees as well as finding support for the ERA. In the 1960s she worked with Howard W. Smith on the Civil Rights Act of 1964 by adding a prohibition on sex discrimination. In 1972, the ERA passed both houses of Congress but failed to get enough states to ratify it. After a lifetime of advocacy for women’s rights, Paul succumbed to the effects of a stroke and died in 1977 in her hometown of Moorestown Township, New Jersey.

Sarah Nation
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Alice Paul’s Letter Describing Her Imprisonment (1917)

Alice Paul and other members of the National Woman’s Party demonstrated outside the White House for woman suffrage as “Silent Sentinels” from January 1917 to June 1919. Although the women broke no laws in their peaceful protest, they were arrested for “obstructing traffic.” The protesters were treated quite badly in jail. The following is Alice Paul’s letter describing her treatment in prison; the letter appeared in the New York Times in November 1917.

MISS PAUL REMOVED TO PRISON HOSPITAL

Transferred from Psychopathic

Ward on a Stretcher, She

Writes in Smuggled Note.

Special to the New York Times.

WASHINGTON, NOV. 18.—Miss Alice Paul, the suffrage leader and picket, who is serving a seven months sentence in the Federal prison here, has been removed from the psychopathic ward to the hospital section of the prison, according to a note written by her and smuggled from the institution. Her note, given out by the National Woman’s Party managers, says she was carried from one ward to another on a stretcher, perhaps too weak to walk on account of her hunger strike and forcible feeding.

Miss Paul’s story, as told in her note, follows:

“Miss Winslow and I are at opposite ends of this building, each locked in her room, with an iron barred door. I saw her as they brought me on a stretcher from the psychopathic ward, but have not seen her since. We are each in a ward with three windows. Today they nailed two of my windows shut so they cannot be opened. The third window has been nailed shut at the bottom, so that the only air I have now is from the top of one window.

“This was done by order of Dr. Gannon. He seems determined to deprive me of air because air was one of the things we demanded in our letter asking for recognition as political defenders. We have, of course, been deprived of everything else that was included in our original demand—letters, books, visitors, decent food, except as they force it upon us through tubes. Two weeks ago they did give us letters like this one, on the back of which I am writing.

“I was in the psychopathic ward just a week, and was released, I think, because of Mr. Malone’s efforts. It was apparently an attempt at intimidation.

“Dr. Gannon said that if I persisted in hunger-striking he would ‘write a prescription’ to have me taken to the psychopathic ward and fed forcibly. I was thereupon placed upon a stretcher and taken there. Dr. Gannon, another doctor and several nurses then proceeded to feed me forcibly.

“As he was leaving the room Dr. Gannon turned to the nurse and instructed her to ‘observe’ me. The nurse ‘observed’ me once an hour through the night, coming to the door and turning on an electric light which was flashed in my face. After a while I grew accustomed to it.

“In addition to this little device of observing, they used other means to make one know one’s sanity was doubted. A Dr. La Conte came and examined. Dr. La Conte then told me I was not in a mental condition, as I must, of course, know, to judge of things for myself. He and two other doctors and three nurses fell upon me and took samples of my blood by force.

“I was locked in my room, so I did not see the other inmates, except once or twice, when they came down through the corridor and looked through my bars. One could hear, however. The last morning I was there cries began at 5:30. I turned on the light to look at the time. The cries had probably awakened me.

“The morning before they began when it was still dark. I did not ascertain the time. When one person starts shrieking the others usually join in and continue for an hour or two. Then all would be silent for several hours, when the cries would be resumed.

“One day when I had a new nurse, she introduced herself thus: ‘I know you are not insane.’ She was endeavoring to be kind, but it was staggering to have people express their friendliness to you by assuring you that they did not consider you insane!”

Source: New York Times, November 19, 1917.




Alice Paul’s Description of Being Force Fed (1917)

Cofounder of the National Woman’s Party, Lucy Burns was arrested in 1917 for her part in a silent protest at the White House on behalf of the women’s suffrage movement. Charged with “obstructing traffic,” Burns and other protest leaders, such as suffragist Alice Paul, were sent to the Occoquan Workhouse, where the women undertook a hunger strike based on the principle that suffragettes were political prisoners. Burns, Paul, and others were force-fed with techniques best described as torture. The following is a description of the forced feedings written by Alice Paul that appeared in a December 1917 newspaper account.

“I practiced a hunger strike until November 11th. After that date they fed me twice a day by force, except on one day when I was too ill to be touched. . . . I was wrapped in blankets and taken to another cell to be fed, the food being injected through my nostrils.

“During this operation the largest Wardress in Holloway sat astride my knees, holding my shoulders down to keep me from bending forward. Two other wardresses sat on either side and held my arms. Then a towel was placed around my throat, and one doctor from behind forced my head back, while another doctor put a tube in my nostril. When it reached my throat my head was pushed forward.

“Twice the tube came through my mouth and I got it between my teeth. My mouth was then pried open with an instrument. Sometimes they tied me to a chair with sheets. Once I managed to get my hands loose and snatched the tube, tearing it with my teeth. I also broke a jug, but I didn’t give in.”

Source: Winning the Vote for Women: The National American Woman Suffrage Association Collection; American Memory, Library of Congress.



Peck, Annie Smith (1850–1935)

Annie Smith Peck was one of the most prominent mountain climbers of the early 20th century, one of the first women to achieve the rank of professor at Princeton University, and a suffragette. She also defied gender conventions and set women’s altitude world records.

Peck was born on October 19, 1850, in Providence, Rhode Island, to George B. and Ann Power Smith. Her father was a graduate of Brown University and a member of the Providence City Council and ran a successful law practice as well as a wood and coal yard. Peck attended Dr. Stockbridge’s School for Young Ladies, Providence High School, and the Rhode Island Normal School, which she graduated from in 1872.

Peck initially began teaching, but realizing that she was paid significantly less than her male peers, she went to college at the University of Michigan under the belief that a university education would guarantee her equal pay. Her determination for a woman’s right to education was evident in letters to her father during this time. In response to his refusal to fund her education, Peck wrote, “Why you should recommend me for a course so different from that which you pursue or recommend to your boys is what I can see no reason for except the example of our great grandfathers and times are changing rapidly in that respect.” Shortly after this letter, her father agreed to pay for her education.

In 1878 Peck graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Greek and classical languages, and in 1881 she earned her master’s degree in Greek. She spent a few years teaching Latin and elocution and became one of the first female professors at Princeton University. In 1884, she spent a year in Germany and became the first woman to attend the American School of Classical Studies in Athens. She then returned to the United States and taught Latin at Smith College. However, Peck was unable to support herself as a teacher and began to publicly lecture about her adventures in mountain climbing. She quickly realized that mountain climbing delivered more fame and fortune than teaching. Peck made the hobby her full-time occupation at the age of 44.

In 1895, Peck set the women’s altitude record and was the first woman to climb the Matterhorn in the Swiss Alps in trousers rather than a skirt. Two years later, she again set the women’s altitude record for her climb of Mexico’s Mount Orizaba. In 1903, she set out to climb Mount Sorata in Bolivia but ran into several setbacks. She was forced to give up her first attempt when the men and Indian guides who accompanied her refused to complete the climb. She attempted the climb a year later, achieving a height of 20,500 feet with Victor Sintich and an Indian guide but was forced to turn back when her companions again refused to climb any higher. Yet her career was not over. In September 1908, Peck completed the highest climb in the Americas at Mount Nevado Huascaran, setting the record for the highest climb (22,000 feet) in the Western Hemisphere at the age of 58. The peak was named Cumbre Ana Peck in her honor.

Peck’s adventures continued late into her life. At the age of 59, she climbed 21,083 feet to hang a “Votes for Women” banner on Mount Coropuna in Peru. Two years later, she wrote about her various adventures in A Search for the Apex of America (1909). She also wrote several guide books about South America based on her travels. With the advent of commercial flight, Peck wrote about her explorations of South America in Flying over South America: Twenty Thousand Miles by Air (1932). Three years later she returned to Europe, where she had first developed her love of climbing, and climbed the Acropolis in Athens. Peck died shortly thereafter on July 18, 1935, in New York City. She is interred at North Burial Ground in Providence, Rhode Island.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Pickford, Mary (1892–1979)

Actress Mary Pickford, known in the 1920s as “the girl with the curls” and “America’s sweetheart,” rose to meteoric fame and was the very first modern film celebrity. A film trailblazer, she was also a shrewd businesswoman who pioneered her own production company and studio. She thrived in a man’s world and played a pivotal role in shaping the film industry from its embryonic roots.

Pickford was born Gladys Louise Smith on April 8, 1892, in Toronto, Canada. She began her acting career at seven years old as a way to make money for the family after her alcoholic father died. In January 1900 Pickford made her stage debut in The Silver King, and soon she and her family, including two younger siblings, were on the road with touring companies. Pickford landed her Broadway debut in 1907 in William de Mille’s play The Warrens of Virginia at the Belasco Theatre.

When the production ended Pickford and her family faced unemployment, and she turned to the little known (and not respected) art form of movies. Pickford charmed director D. W. Griffith, who hired her for the going rate of $5 per day at Biograph Studios. A savvy negotiator, Pickford doubled it to $10. From the start she brought a fresh approach to acting. Instead of using specific gestures and expressions to indicate emotions, Pickford infused a more naturalistic style to her work, making a more intimate connection with her audience than other silent film actors.
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Though Mary Pickford rose to fame as an actress whose nickname was “America’s Sweetheart,” she was also a motion picture writer, producer, and director at a time when few women worked behind the camera. She also cofounded both United Artists and the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. (Library of Congress)

It wasn’t long before producer Adolph Zukor, founder of the Famous Players Film Company, hired Pickford to star in an 80-minute feature, Tess of the Storm Country, that catapulted her to unprecedented fame and solidified her as the world’s most revered actress. The Variety review (December 31, 1913) declared that with this performance, “little Mary comes into her own.”

In 1916 after 20 lucrative films together, Pickford and Zukor renegotiated their contract at a weekly rate of $10,000. Pickford formed her own production company, giving her creative control and a share in the profits.

Meanwhile, Pickford’s personal life was filled with problems. In 1911 she secretly eloped with actor Owen Moore in spite of her mother’s disapproval. Owen’s alcoholism grew violent and abusive, and in due time another man attracted Pickford’s attention: silent movie star Douglas Fairbanks. A vibrant larger-than-life personality with a healthy ego to match, Douglas stood in stark contrast to Moore. Pickford and Fairbanks carried on a secret love affair while making public appearances to promote Liberty Bonds for World War I with Charlie Chaplin. The trio sold an impressive $18 billion in bonds.

Pickford’s persona as the all-American girl continued to reap massive financial success in Poor Little Rich Girl and Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, both written by Frances Marion, the highest-paid screenwriter of the silent era. The two became lifelong friends, both professionally and personally, and worked on countless films together. Based on that success, Pickford’s desire for full creative control led her to form United Artists in 1919, joining forces with Fairbanks, Chaplin, and Griffith. It was a huge risk that paid off. Pollyanna, the first United Artists film starring Pickford, grossed $1.1 million.

On the heels of their new venture together, Pickford and Fairbanks both divorced their partners and wed in 1920. To Pickford’s surprise the public embraced their union, donning the couple Hollywood royalty, the epitome of glamour and romance. Fairbanks gifted Pickford with an 18-acre estate in Beverly Hills famously nicknamed Pickfair.

Soon came the advent of talkies. Pickford’s first sound feature, Coquette, premiered in 1929 and won her an Oscar for best actress. The demands of movie making put a strain on her marriage, and when she learned of Fairbanks’s affair with British socialite Lady Sylvia Ashley, Pickford divorced him in 1936.

Pickford married actor Buddy Rogers in 1937 and adopted two children. Over time she focused her attention on philanthropic endeavors, including her role as the cofounder of the Motion Picture Relief Fund, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, and the Society of Independent Motion Picture Producers.

Pickford accepted an honorary Oscar for her contribution to motion pictures in 1976. She died in 1979 at age 87 following a stroke.
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Pretty-Shield (ca. 1856–1944)

Pretty-Shield was a Crow medicine woman whose memoir offered a moving depiction of life on the plains for the nation’s Native Americans in the aftermath of the American Civil War. Her story creates a distinctive historical and cultural portrait of American history.

While documentation of her youth is limited, historians believe that Pretty-Shield was born in March, around 1856, in what is now Montana. She was the 4th of 11 children born to Crazy-sister-in-law and his wife, Kills-in-the-night, respected members of the Crow tribe. The Crow people split in 1832 into Mountain Crows and River Crows, and although Pretty-Shield was born into the Mountain Crows, she spent much of her youth with her aunt, a River Crow who had lost her husband and two children to attacks by the Lakota (or Sioux) people.

Befitting the Crow culture, Pretty-Shield’s marriage to Goes Ahead was an arranged one. Promised to him by her father when she was 13, when she reached 16, despite the fact that they had never previously spoken, they were married. Her sister was his first wife. It was a successful union that produced seven children, four girls and three boys.

As she matured, Pretty-Shield served as the formal medicine woman and the informal mother and grandmother for all who needed her. In that role she passed down tribal rituals, traditions, wisdom, and lessons that made her an invaluable resource on countless levels.

Pretty-Shield’s collaboration with historian and Montanan ethnographer Frank B. Linderman in the late 1920s proved to be another service to her people. Their interviews, compiled into a memoir-like work, offer a moving look at life on the reservations. Published in 1932, the book details tribal customs and the reality of daily life through the eyes of one who lived it.

Indeed, Pretty-Shield recalled her own first contact with whites when she was six years old, noting that the trappers who had happened upon a tribal village were not welcomed. She explains how the Crows were a mobile tribe, one that followed the buffalo, season to season, across the plains, bringing them into hostile confrontation with Sioux and other plains people. Many of her memories revolved around games and diversions that served as a means to cement the itinerant community. She depicts a dangerous world—one in which external threats such as competitor tribes and wild animals as well as childhood accidents were an ever-present concern. Indeed, as a child Pretty-Shield herself almost died in a buffalo stampede.

Pretty-Shield also offers a clear depiction of a Crow society marked by division of labor. The Crows may have been matriarchal before Euro-Americans introduced horses and guns, allowing men to hunt more effectively, but by the time Pretty-Shield was born the Crows (and other plains tribes) were patriarchal and polygamous. The men were responsible for hunting, warring, and taking care of the horses, while women cared for children, cooked, tanned skins, made clothes, and pitched lodging as they moved across the plains.

The book also provided Pretty-Shield the opportunity to offer her own distinctive historical interpretations. Having met Sitting Bull when she was about 30, she said that the Crow chief berated him because of his treatment of his people. She observed that while the Sioux feared Sitting Bull because of his supernatural powers, they did not respect him as a leader. Pretty-Shield also expressed her view that George Armstrong Custer was responsible for the massacre at Little Big Horn. She recalled that her own husband had warned him that they were outmanned, but Custer ignored him. She speculated that the flamboyant general may have been drinking too much at the time of the battle.

Her reminiscences established Pretty-Shield as an astute observer of the changing society and the Crows’ place in it. But they were changes she accepted only grudgingly. She felt that the confinement of the Crows to the reservation coupled with the decimation of the buffalo population by white hunters had fundamentally changed Crow culture. Pretty-Shield took refuge in the Crows’ history, teaching her grandchildren about their rich heritage. And yet she worried about the world her grandchildren were inheriting, noting that “times have changed so fast they have left me behind. . . . Ours was a different world before the buffalo went away, and I belong to that other world.” With the world she had known existing only in the memories she had recounted, Pretty-Shield died in 1944.

William H. Pruden III
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Quimby, Harriet (1875–1912)

Pioneer aviator Harriet Quimby was the first American woman to obtain a pilot’s license and the first woman to fly the English Channel.

Quimby was born in Ovid Township, Michigan, on May 11, 1875. When she was nine years old her family moved to a farm in Arroyo Grande, California, and later to San Francisco, where Quimby completed her schooling. She became a freelance writer in 1902, contributing to the San Francisco Dramatic Review and the Call-Bulletin & Chronicle.

In January 1903, Quimby moved to New York and made her living as a writer for Leslie’s Weekly. By 1906 she was the full-time drama critic and part-time travel correspondent. One of those experiences was her first air show, held at the Belmont Park Race Track on Long Island in October 1910.

In early 1911 Quimby earned money for flying lessons by selling several stories for silent films to director D. W. Griffith of the Biograph Studios. Intrigued by flight, she abandoned a career in motion pictures and instead took flying lessons at the Moisant Aviation School in Hempstead, a flying school operated by John Moisant, the first pilot to take passengers across the English Channel in a plane. His sister, Matilde Moisant, was one of Quimby’s best friends and the only other female student at the school in 1911.

Quimby graduated from the school and obtained her pilot’s license on August 1, 1911, the 37th person and the 2nd woman in the world to obtain a license. Raymonde de la Roche of France had been the first woman. Quimby’s friend Moisant became the 2nd American woman to earn her license. Together they joined the Moisant International Aviators, an exhibition team of flyers. Quimby’s first official air show was on September 4, 1911, at the Richmond County Fair and involved a moonlit flight over Staten Island, making her the 1st woman to make a night flight.

Later that month Quimby won $600 in a cross-country race against Hélène Dutrieu of France. In October the Moisant International Aviators embarked on a tour of Mexico. Afterward, and with the backing of the London newspaper the Daily Mirror, Quimby set out on April 16, 1912, at 5:30 a.m. to fly the English Channel. It was the day after the sinking of the Titanic, so although she succeeded at making her 25-minute flight, the Titanic news overshadowed her achievement. She did eventually become a famous aviator in Europe as well as in America, where she returned to perform in air shows.

On July 1, 1912, Quimby was the lead attraction at an air meet at Boston’s Squantum Airfield that also included Blanche Stuart Scott, the first woman to fly solo in a fixed-wing heavier-than-air machine. Quimby was flying her new Blériot monoplane around a lighthouse. Her passenger was the organizer of the event, William Willard. Neither wore a safety belt, as they were not yet in common use and most times were not well designed for women’s smaller frames. At a height of about 2,000 feet the plane went into a sudden dive, and both Quimby and Willard were killed when they fell from the plane into the shallow water surrounding the lighthouse.

Scott, who was flying at the time, witnessed Quimby’s death but was unable to land, as people swarmed across the landing strip to get to Quimby. One of the audience members was Ruth Law, who had taken her first flying lesson that day and would go on to become the first woman to loop the loop.

In one of the many articles she wrote to inspire women to careers in aviation, Quimby wrote that “I see no reason why the aeroplane should not open up a fruitful occupation for women. I see no reason why they cannot realize handsome incomes by carrying passengers between adjacent towns, why they cannot derive incomes from parcel delivery, from taking photographs from above, or from conducting schools of flying” (Hall 1990, 72–73). It was many years before Quimby’s ideas were realized by women. By the 1930s women such as Jacqueline Cochran flew regularly in air races, and during World War II American women performed as military pilots in the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP).

Rosanne Welch
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Rainey, Gertrude “Ma” (1886–1939)

Billed as the “Queen of the Blues,” Gertrude “Ma” Rainey was one of the most important female blues singers from the early 20th century. Later blues women, including Mamie Smith and Bessie Smith, were heavily influenced by Rainey’s gravelly voice, blues style, and formidable stage presence, which captivated audiences throughout the South and the Midwest.

Rainey was born in Columbus, Georgia, to Thomas and Ella (Allen) Pridgett in April 1886. She was the second of five children and first appeared onstage as part of the local Bunch of Black Berries revue in 1900. She is said to have begun to incorporate blues singing into her act as early as 1902. While performing in tent shows across the South, she met William “Pa” Rainey, a dancer, comedian, and singer. The two were married in February 1904 and went on to form a successful song and dance team. They appeared with several minstrel and variety shows before forming their own company, Rainey and Rainey, Assassinators of the Blues, in 1916. They unofficially adopted a son, Danny, who worked as a dancer in the show, and separated as early as the late 1910s. Contemporary accounts and some song lyrics suggest that Rainey may have been bisexual, and she was once arrested following a particularly raucous evening with some of her backup singers.

By the time Rainey signed a recording contract with Paramount in 1923, she was well known throughout the South. Despite the fact that it was a much smaller company and used recording techniques that were inferior to most of its contemporaries, Rainey recorded nearly 100 songs exclusively for Paramount between 1923 and 1928. She wrote approximately half of these songs herself. Her choice of song topics tends to frankly reflect the general experience of black women at the time. While Rainey is considered the earliest classic blues singer, her harsh tone and slurred diction are much closer to the country blues style. However, colleagues and fans described her as being the most talented blues singer of the 1920s and attest to her great artistry as a performer. She was especially known for her ability to moan the blues.

Paramount promoted her heavily in the Midwest and the Northeast, ultimately securing for her larger audiences and more refined stage shows in cities such as Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Detroit. In the 1920s Rainey joined the Theater Owners Booking Association (TOBA) circuit, a network of theaters in cities throughout the Midwest and South that offered vaudeville-style entertainment by and for African Americans. Billed as “Mother of the Blues,” the “Paramount Wildcat,” and “Gold-neck Woman of the Blues,” Rainey appeared onstage bedecked in horsehair wigs, dazzling gowns, and glittering jewelry, including her signature necklace made of gold dollar coins. Her most famous act came at the end of shows: her pianist, Thomas Dorsey, described how the orchestra would begin to play her theme song as the curtain rose to reveal a large old-fashioned Victrola talking machine. Rainey, who was hidden inside, would begin to sing and then emerge to the cheers of an enthusiastic audience.

With the onset of the Great Depression, the collapse of the TOBA circuit, and the popularity of radio, records, and talkies, classic blues fell out of fashion in the early 1930s, giving way to both male country blues singers who were cheaper to record and more sophisticated singers such as Billie Holiday who catered to the tastes of a more urban audience. While other classic blues singers, such as Ethel Waters and Bessie Smith, began to transition into swing and more contemporary musical styles, Rainey continued to sing the blues music that had made her famous. As performance opportunities in larger cities vanished, she returned to performing minstrel-style vaudeville shows in small towns in Texas and the Deep South, where there still existed a demand for this kind of entertainment. Following the deaths of her sister and mother in 1935, Rainey retired to Columbus and joined the Friendship Baptist Church, where her brother Thomas was a deacon. Until her death in 1939, she owned and operated two theaters in Rome, Georgia, though she no longer performed herself.
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Lyrics to Ma Rainey’s “See See Rider Blues” (1925)

Blues singer Ma Rainey had a big hit in 1925 with “See See Rider Blues,” a traditional blues song with liberal sexual views first recorded on October 16, 1924. Rainey’s delivery made the song particularly steamy.

See See Rider Blues

I’m so unhappy,

I feel so blue.

I always feel so sad.

I made a mistake

Right from the start.

Oh, it seems so hard to part.

Oh, but this letter

That I will write,

I hope he will remember,

When he receive’ it.



Seeee see, rider.

See what you done done.

Lawd, lawd, lawd.

Made me love you,

Now your girl done come.

You made me love you,

Now your gal done come.



I’m go’n away, baby,

Won’t be back till fall.

Lawd, lawd, lawd.

Go’n away, baby,

Won’t be back till fall.

If I find me a good man,

I won’t be back at all.



I’m gonna buy me a pistol,

Just as long as I am tall.

Lawd, lawd, lawd.

Gonna kill my man and,

Catch the Cannonball.

If he don’t have me,

He won’t have no gal at all.

Source: Ma Rainey, “See See Rider Blues,” LetsSingIt, http://artists.letssingit.com/ma-rainey-lyrics-see-see-rider-blues-t4262zp.



Rankin, Jeannette (1880–1973)

Montanan Jeannette Rankin was the first woman elected to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives. That accomplishment alone secured her place in history, but her vote for women’s suffrage and her controversial votes against the nation’s entry into both World War I and World War II forever secured her place as an icon among women’s rights and peace activists.

Rankin was born near Missoula, Montana, on June 11, 1880, the oldest of seven children born to John Rankin, a prosperous rancher and businessman, and his wife Olive. Jeannette Rankin received her early education in the local public schools before ultimately graduating from the University of Montana in 1902. After a brief time as a teacher, she attended the School of Philanthropy in New York City in 1908 and 1909. She worked briefly as a social worker in Seattle and became an organizer and advocate for women’s suffrage, working in state efforts in Washington, California, and Montana before moving to New York, where she took a job with the New York Woman Suffrage Party. In 1912 she assumed the position of field secretary for the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).

Rankin played a major role in the successful 1914 effort to give Montana’s women the vote. Building on that effort, she ran for a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1916. Running a nonpartisan campaign, she focused on extending women’s suffrage nationwide while also making clear her support of the Progressive’s domestic agenda. On election day Montana voters awarded Rankin one of the two at-large seats, making her the first woman elected to the U.S. House of Representatives.

With the war in Europe raging, in April 1917 President Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war. After much anguish, Rankin voted against the resolution, 1 of only 50 House members who did so. While she fully supported the subsequent war effort, she spent most of her career working for peace.
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Montanan Jeannette Rankin was the first woman to be elected to either house of the U.S. Congress. While in the House of Representatives she voted no on both World War I and II. A lifelong pacifist, she was the lone dissenting vote for World War II. (Library of Congress)

In 1918 after Montana switched from at-large elections to separate districts, Rankin opted to run for the Senate and was defeated in the primary, in part as a result of her no vote on the war. For the next two decades she was essentially a peace lobbyist. In 1919 she attended the Women’s International Conference for Permanent Peace in Zurich, witnessing the establishment of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. While Rankin lobbied Congress on behalf of the Women’s League in 1920, from 1921 to 1924 she served as the lobbyist and fieldworker for the National Consumers’ League, seeking enactment of minimum wage and maximum hours legislation. She left that position to return to Montana to help with brother Wellington’s unsuccessful Senate bid.

Rankin next worked as a field secretary for the U.S. branch of the Women’s International League but left the post by the end of 1925. After helping in Wellington’s unsuccessful 1928 bid for governor, in 1929 she began work for the Women’s Peace Union but soon moved to the Quaker-based National Council for the Prevention of War (NCPW), for which she worked for most of the 1930s. In 1940 she returned to Montana and, running as an antiwar candidate, again won election to Congress.

Rankin’s return to Congress found her again confronting the issue of war. This time, following the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, she was the sole member of Congress to vote against the resolution to declare war. However, the realities of a wartime capital led her to become an absentee member, leaving Washington and returning to Montana to care for her ailing mother. In deference to Wellington, who was seeking a Senate seat, Rankin did not seek reelection in 1942.

Her mother’s death in 1947 liberated Rankin from the caregiver role, and with Wellington providing financial support for the rest of her life, she was free to continue working for peace, justice, and political reform. She traveled widely, visiting Europe, the Soviet Union, Indonesia, India, Asia, and New Zealand, and continued as an active member of the National Consumers League, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and the National Council for Prevention of War.

An activist for peace and women’s rights until the end, Jeannette Rankin died on May 18, 1973.

William H. Pruden III
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Excerpts from Speeches by Jeannette Rankin

In 1916, Montana Republican Jeannette Rankin became the first woman to be elected to Congress. A passionate pacifist and women’s suffrage advocate, Rankin often spoke to her all-male colleagues about women’s right to vote. The following are excerpts from some of her speeches on the issue.

“[B]abies are dying from cold and hunger; soldiers have died for lack of a woolen shirt. Might it not be that the men who have spent their lives thinking in terms of commercial profit find it hard to adjust themselves to thinking in terms of human needs? Might it not be that a great force that has always been thinking in terms of human needs, and that always will think in terms of human needs, has not been mobilized? Is it not possible that the women of the country have something of value to give the Nation at this time? It would be strange indeed if the women of the country through all these years had not developed an intelligence, a feeling, a spiritual force peculiar to themselves, which they hold in readiness to give to the world.”

Source: Jeannette Rankin, “Woman Suffrage,” Congressional Record, January 10, 1918.

“All over the country women are asking for the vote. . . . We are a force in life, a factor which must be considered in all problems. . . . While we Montana women have broader opportunities than the women of any other part of the world, we want the ballot in order to give opportunity to less fortunate women. . . . Census reports show that there are eight million women engaged in manual labor in this country. They are not there because they don’t want to stay at home, but because they must work if they are to live.”

Source: Jeannette Rankin, “Woman’s Day Speech, Missoula, Montana,” Daily Missoulian, May 2, 1914.



Richards, Ellen Swallow (1842–1911)

The “First Lady of American Science,” Ellen Swallow Richards, founded the science of ecology as well as the study of home economics. The first woman to graduate from MIT in chemistry, Richards was concerned with the growing pollution associated with the industrial age in America. Her work set standards for clean air, pure water, and an uncontaminated food supply. Modern public health experts credit her improvement of sanitation as a key factor in the increased life expectancy of Americans from 47 years in 1900 to 75 years in the mid-1990s.

Richards was born in 1842 to Peter Swallow and Annie Taylor, who had a small farm in Massachusetts. The Swallows, as former teachers, were dissatisfied with the education available to girls and taught their daughter at home. Richards’s formal schooling began when her father located a high school, Westford Academy, that accepted female students. The family moved to Westford, Massachusetts, and purchased a small grocery store. At school, Richards excelled in mathematics and German. At home, she nursed her mother and learned how to run a business by doing the accounting and inventory for the store.

Richards spent two and a half years working as a nurse, tutor, cook, and housekeeper to earn the $300 needed to attend Vassar College, which she entered at the age of 26 as a third-year student. She excelled at astronomy, studying with Professor Maria Mitchell, who was also a pioneer in American science and a role model for young women who wanted to pursue careers in science. Ultimately Richards decided that chemistry, with its practical applications for improving the environment and human quality of life, would be her life’s work.

In 1870, laboratory positions were not open to female chemists. Richards unsuccessfully applied to firms in Boston, Philadelphia, and Dayton. One firm suggested that she apply at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Richards’s references from Vassar convinced the admissions committee to grant her entrance to MIT as a “special” student. Richards was not charged tuition, and she later learned that she was not included on her class rosters either. The admissions committee had created the “special” status to protect MIT from protests against opening its doors to women.

As an undergraduate student, Richards was in charge of a water sewage study commissioned by the Massachusetts Board of Health. Her results became the standard for Massachusetts’s water purity and established Richards as an international expert in water-quality analysis. When Richards graduated in 1873, she was not only MIT’s first female graduate but also the first woman in the United States to graduate with a degree in chemistry.

Richards met her husband, mineralogist Robert H. Richards, when he asker her to translate an important German mineralogy text. Robert proposed marriage while they were working together in his laboratory. She accepted two years later, once he convinced her that he would not interfere with her scientific career. Married in 1875, they had no children and devoted themselves to supporting each other’s research. While Richards did not have access to graduate students or to a paid position, her husband became the head of MIT’s mineralogy department, and his financial support allowed her to continue her work in an unpaid capacity.

Richards’s research interests ranged from detecting chemical contaminants in the home, the food supply, and factories to evolution, microscopy, and women’s education. In addition to designing curricula and teaching sanitary chemistry at MIT, she traveled to Europe, where she met Ernst Haeckel, who first proposed evolutionary theory to Charles Darwin. Richards so impressed Carl Zeiss that he later would donate microscopes and other instruments to her Women’s Laboratory at MIT.

The Women’s Laboratory was Richards’s effort to allow women to study at MIT. With funds from the Women’s Education Association (WEA), Richards opened a facility for women to study chemistry, biology, and finance. She also developed home courses for women through the Society to Encourage Studies at Home. Her efforts to see women admitted to regular degree programs were eventually successful. The Women’s Laboratory closed in 1883 after MIT built a coeducational facility. In 1880 Richards founded the New England Kitchen of Boston, which supplied the poor with scientifically nutritious food that they could take home.

When her husband contracted typhoid fever in 1886, Richards conducted the first major analysis of Massachusetts’s entire water supply and spent the next 27 years developing and teaching techniques in analyzing water, sewage, and air. She helped found the Seaside Laboratory for the study of ocean and inland waters, which later became the Marine Biological Laboratory at Woods Hole. In the 1890s Richards began improving sanitation in the home environment, which she called oekology (Greek for “household study”). In 1893 she supervised the Rumford Kitchen, a model kitchen at the Chicago World’s Fair. She also established the American Home Economics Association and the Journal of Home Economics to explore consumer aspects of science.

Richards continued her work at MIT until she died from a heart attack on March 30, 1911. In 1878, she was the first female faculty member at MIT and became a full fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. She was the first woman member of the American Institute of Mining and Mineralogical Engineers (1879) and the first woman to serve as the chief industrial chemist for the Boston Mutual Manufacturers Fire Insurance (1883). Richards helped found the Association of Collegiate Alumni, now the American Association of University Women. The “First Lady of American Science,” she opened many doors for women.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Ross, Nellie Tayloe (1876–1977)

Born in St. Joseph, Missouri, on November 29, 1876, Ross became the 14th (and so far only female) governor of Wyoming and the first woman elected to the governorship of any state in the United States. She later served as the first female director of the U.S. Mint.

Ross was born one of six children to Lizzie Green and James Tayloe, and the family lived on the remnants of the Green plantation along with Ross’s aunts and grandmother. Due to financial hardships the family moved to Kansas in 1884 to run a grocery. In the late 1800s a terrible drought and infestation of grasshoppers killed the farmlands in the area. Shortly thereafter in 1889, Ross’s mother died.

Ross graduated from Miltonville High School and moved with her family to Omaha, Nebraska. She earned money as a piano teacher to pay for Teacher’s College and became a kindergarten teacher in local immigrant communities. In 1900 Ross met her future husband, William Bradford Ross, a young lawyer, while visiting family in Tennessee. After she returned to Omaha, they corresponded and were finally wed in 1902. They moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming, where he began a law practice and Ross cared for the four children they had between 1902 and 1912. During this time her husband ran for office, most notably losing a bid for the U.S. Senate. Like most political spouses, Ross was responsible for throwing evening parties to encourage supporters. Ross was also a member of the Cheyenne Woman’s Club, a place where women discussed cultural and political topics.

In 1922 when the Teapot Dome Scandal damaged the reputation of the Republican Party, Ross’s Democratic husband ran for governor and won, making Ross the first lady of the state. Sadly, her husband died of appendicitis just over 18 months into his term. Desperate not to lose the governorship, the state Democratic Committee asked Ross to run for the position herself. Wyoming had been the first state in which women could vote, so the idea of electing the first female governor had a special appeal; however, Ross herself did no campaigning. Being in mourning made it socially inappropriate, as did being a woman so aggressively demanding votes. Ross won the election and took office on January 5, 1925.

Again, in deference to her status as a widow and due to her own interest in the issues, Ross continued supporting policies her husband had initiated, such as arranging state loans for beleaguered farmers, enforcing prohibition, and cutting the state budget. But she also had new Progressive issues of her own to champion. These included state support for a federal amendment banning child labor, setting safety standards for coal miners and for females in industrial work, granting school districts access to state mineral royalties, and regulating banks. Though the Republican-led state legislature only supported about half of her Progressive proposals and none of these issues were settled during her short tenure in office, most would be achieved federally during the presidential administration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Ross’s greater success as governor was keeping the legislature from creating curbs on the power of her office, partially due to her being a member of the opposing party and partly due to her being a woman in a position normally held by a man.

Governor Ross spoke at the Woman’s World Fair in April 1925, addressed the National Governor’s Conference later that year, and also presided over a meeting with other western governors concerning water use. This seems to illustrate that her colleagues respected her position and abilities. However, when she ran for a second term, the press skewered her for lack of enough accomplishments, and she lost the race by under 2,000 votes in an election where 70,000 had been cast.

Ross continued working in politics by becoming the director of the Women’s Division of the National Democratic Committee, making speeches and organizing women to get out the vote for Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932. Under his administration Ross became the first female director of the Bureau of the Mint, a position she held throughout both the Roosevelt and Harry Truman administrations. Ross passed away in 1977.

Therese Torres and Rosanne Welch
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Ruffin, Josephine St. Pierre (1842–1924)

Suffragist, philanthropist, journalist, entrepreneur, and civil rights activist Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin was a champion of African American women’s rights during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Her impressive record of social justice work makes her one of the most underappreciated women in American history.

Ruffin was born on August 31, 1842, in Boston, Massachusetts, the fifth daughter and youngest of six children to John and Eliza Matilda (Menhenick) St. Pierre. Ruffin’s mother was a native of Cornwall, England. Her father had a mixed ancestry of African, French, and Native American. The St. Pierres were light-skinned but defined themselves as black Americans.

Though the St. Pierre family was well off, Ruffin encountered racism early in her life. She was originally enrolled in a private school, but six months later her racial background was discovered, and she was expelled. Refusing to accept racial segregation, Ruffin’s parents enrolled her in integrated schools in neighboring Salem, Massachusetts. The state would sign legislation desegregating public schools in 1855, and Ruffin enrolled in the Bowdoin Finishing School in Boston. In 1858 she married George Lewis Ruffin, the son of another prominent African American Boston family. The newlyweds left for Liverpool, England, but returned to the United States after the outbreak of the American Civil War. During the war years George attended Harvard Law School, and Ruffin bore five children: Huber, Florida, Stanley, George Lewis, and Robert (who died during infancy).

During the war, Ruffin recruited African American soldiers and worked with the United States Sanitary Commission, a predecessor of the American Red Cross. In 1869, George became the first African American to graduate from Harvard Law School. His career advanced as he served in the state legislature and the Boston Common Council, and in 1883 he was appointed judge of the Charlestown municipal court, making him the first African American judge in the North. In 1870 Ruffin became a member of the Massachusetts Suffrage Association and served on the executive board of the Massachusetts Moral Education Association. In 1879 she founded the Kansas Relief Association, an organization that provided economic assistance to former slaves who moved west.

Ruffin developed a national reputation among social reformers for her work. She caused many reformers to recognize the injustice of excluding black women from suffrage organizations. After her husband’s sudden death in 1886, Ruffin dedicated herself full-time to the empowerment of African American women. In 1890 she began the Woman’s Era, the first newspaper by and for black women. Ruffin financed, operated, and served as editor from 1890 to 1897.

In 1894, together with her daughter Florida, Ruffin organized the Woman’s Era Club, the first organization for African American women in Boston and the second of its kind in the country. The club promoted improvement for African Americans and provided scholarships for young African American women. In 1895 Ruffin organized the first national convention of African American women, in part to support Ida B. Wells for her antilynching campaign. During the meeting the women created the National Federation of Afro-American Women. In 1896, this group merged with the Colored Women’s League to create the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), with Ruffin serving as the first vice president. The NACW was the first of its kind, predating groups such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Ruffin continued to fight for equality as she attempted to desegregate the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) in 1900. Despite the GFWC maintaining its segregationist position due to influential resistance from southern white delegates, Ruffin never gave up on her mission to create bridges between African American women and their white counterparts.

During her later years Ruffin helped found the Boston branch of the NAACP, the League of Women for Community Service, the American Mount Coffee School Association in Liberia, and the Association for the Promotion of Child Training in Atlanta, Georgia. She died in 1924 in Boston. Ruffin’s legacy is one of many firsts accomplished by an African American woman. She was able to forge unlikely alliances regardless of class, gender, or racial background to benefit all Americans.

Robert L. Thornton
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Sanger, Margaret (1879–1966)

As an early 20th-century advocate for a woman’s right to contraceptives, Margaret Sanger led a radical yet successful campaign that culminated in the establishment of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America and the development of the birth control pill.

Margaret Higgins Sanger was born in 1879 in Corning, New York, the 6th of 11 children to Michael Higgins, an Irish immigrant with strong social reform beliefs. Her mother, Anne Purcell Higgins, was a devout Catholic Irish American who had approximately 18 pregnancies over 22 years, greatly affecting her health and possibly leading to her early death at the age of 50. Sanger spent much of her childhood helping raise her siblings but did go to college in 1896 and then nursing school in 1900 with assistance from her older sisters. Instead of graduating, though, she married architect William Sanger in 1902. They moved to the suburb of Westchester, New York, and had 3 children.

After eight years, the couple decided to return to the city to raise their children. William became a painter, and Margaret completed her studies, becoming a nurse and supporting the family. While living in the city they became involved in leftist politics, and Margaret Sanger, spurred on by her work in the slums, was particularly drawn to radical activists such as Emma Goldman and Mabel Dodge and participated in strikes held by the International Workers of the World (IWW). Sanger’s emerging feminism and socialist ideology led her to focus her efforts on poor neighborhoods, where women had many unwanted pregnancies and little access to contraceptives. This inspired her to write columns on sexual education in 1912 titled “What Every Mother Should Know” and “What Every Girl Should Know.”
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A leading force in the American birth-control movement, Margaret Sanger was prompted by the grinding poverty she saw in her work as a nurse in New York City’s poor neighborhoods in the early decades of the 20th century. She believed women would be healthier and have more life-choices if they had access to reliable and legal birth control. (Library of Congress)

The columns were a focus of censors and a battle she would fight for many years. Like other radicals, Sanger saw a connection between contraception and working-class empowerment by helping women free themselves of unwanted pregnancies, thereby making fundamental change. Furthermore, every woman should be in charge of her own body. In 1914 she launched the Woman Rebel, a monthly newsletter dedicated to contraception in which the term “birth-control” was used instead of “family limitation.” The Woman Rebel was also a focus of censors and a direct violation of Comstock Laws, which viewed literature on contraceptives obscene and made the shipment of said literature via U.S. mail illegal. Though the newsletter was banned, Sanger continued sending it and prepared another 21-page pamphlet titled Family Limitation, which educated women with explicit descriptions and instructions, to force legality issues. Indicted for her actions she fled to England, where she mingled with radical feminists and neo-Malthusians, further developing her ideology, and then traveled to the Netherlands, where she learned of a new contraceptive device: the diaphragm.

While Sanger was in Europe she and her husband became estranged, eventually divorcing in 1921. When she returned to the United States in 1915, the government decided not to prosecute her for the newsletter. To gain more publicity for her cause, Sanger went on a national tour promoting her Family Limitation pamphlet. Upon completion, she returned to Brownsville, New York, and opened a birth control clinic along with two other women. It remained open for only nine days before being raided by police and shut down. Sanger and the others were arrested and convicted for distributing contraceptives in 1917, the same year that she founded another newsletter, the Birth Control Review. During the process of appeal in 1918, the court upheld her conviction but also ruled that doctors could prescribe birth control for patients, making it possible to legally access contraceptives.

In post–World War I America, Sanger began to take a less radical approach to attract broader support from the middle class. To achieve this, the American Birth Control League (ABCL) was established. Run primarily by the staff and board of directors from the Birth Control Review, the ABCL was meant to garner support both financially and legislatively for legal birth control access. In 1922 Sanger married Noah Slee, a wealthy entrepreneur who would fund much of her cause until his death in 1943. Sanger then established the Clinical Research Bureau (CRB), the first legal birth control clinic in the United States, in 1923 and employed all-female doctors to distribute contraceptives. Sanger remained president of the ABCL until 1928, when a dispute over administration leadership prompted her to resign her association and start another organization.

When Sanger left she took the CRB with her, renaming it the Birth Control Clinical Research Bureau (BCCRB). To continue fundraising and lobbying efforts, the National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control was established in 1929. When the committee failed to achieve change, Sanger forced the issue by alerting authorities to imported pessaries. In 1936, the ensuing court case prompted a ruling from the U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in U.S. v. One Package, which overturned certain Comstock Laws and made it legal for doctors to obtain contraceptives. The ABCL and the BCCRB then successfully negotiated to repair the schism in 1938, becoming the Birth Control Federation of America. This became the Planned Parenthood Federation of America in 1942. The name was seen as too euphemistic for Sanger’s taste, but by this time she was no longer president, and her role was largely honorific and focused on fundraising.

Having traveled in Europe and Asia in the 1920s and 1930s lecturing on birth control, Sanger became more focused on international population issues in the 1940s. Working with international birth control advocates, she founded the International Planned Parenthood Federation in 1952, serving as president until 1959. It became the largest private international birth control organization under her leadership. At the same time, she diligently pursued funding to aid research in developing the birth control pill. Sanger severed all ties to the Planned Parenthood Federation of America in 1962 and retired to Arizona. She passed away in 1966.

Sarah Nation
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Margaret Sanger’s Letter to Mothers (1911)

Margaret Sanger, the mother of birth control in the United States, published this letter to mothers in March 1911.

“TO MOTHERS—OUR DUTY”

By Margaret H. Sanger [March 26, 1911]

In this day and age, when women are striving to their utmost to compete with their sisters in matters of dress, fashion, in “bridge,” or anything which offers amusement or diversion from the old routine of our mothers’ day, we hear a great deal from the male element about “Woman’s Duty.” This question of “duty” seems to be a stickler, and seems to confine itself to woman only.

This “duty,” so called, means that women should remain at home, not necessarily to drudge—not at all—for among those women referred to above, the servant question forms a large part of their conversation; but “duty” means the care of the home, of the children—the problem of feeding them carefully (even scientifically), of making their little bodies strong and robust, in fact, of giving them a good foundation mentally and physically—for life.

Most men think a woman’s duty is done when she attends to these needs of her children, but to me she has but begun to do her duty.

Let us take a young woman in the most ideal conditions of this life; she has given much thought and consideration to the life of her boy long before he was born, her every thought for almost a year was this child. He now comes into the world a rosy, healthy being, and she feels proud her work is so well begun; and she may well be proud.

Then follow the years of care. Every conceivable attention, mental and moral, she gives him; his childhood, his boyhood, is one joyous song of the pleasures of living, and after years of these joys he emerges into manhood. He is now ready for the great battle of life.

This mother has done her duty, and she sends him forth, clean, honest, moral, to get his living, but has she ever given the manner in which he is to obtain that living a thought? That is considered outside woman’s “duty.”

We women can build them up, these bodies and minds, build them up to our highest expectations and then push them out upon a world whose system is greed, exploitation, graft, and scientific robbery.

Can we expect these morals to stay built up in these corrupt surroundings? As this case is an ideal one, so it is an exceptional one; let us turn, then, to one which is no exception.

This is the case of the most abused, most dejected, most imposed upon class of mothers which our social system presents to us, and their number is legion.

Here we find the little mothers at 8, 9 and 10 years of age; here we see them already at work carrying responsibilities of the home, factory or mill; education is a thing apart from this child, childhood yearnings are crushed, childish joys are barred here, there is time for but one thing—work. Work through childhood, through girlhood and womanhood.

We follow this child-mother up to the marriage day and find she has given her childhood, girlhood, womanhood, her strength, her very life to the factory or mill for an existence, an existence which the owner of the factory would not allow his horse or dog. Her face is pale and pinched with that hunting look of poverty; it never changes—she is born, lives and dies with that look. She is married at night after the day’s work, that she lose not one day’s time.

On, on in the same monotonous way; on, on, waiting for the end.

There’s no time for her to think of the little one’s coming; she must work only the harder because of its coming.

After months of worry, toil, privation and physical exhaustion this child, too, is born. Let us see what this woman gives to society. Her child is undersized, underfed, weak, sickly and ofttimes deformed. It, too, has paid the price of birth; it has given its little strength with every heartbeat, that it may be born, and now it is here, cheated and swindled of its birthright. Women, women, arouse yourselves! If you are not so unfortunately placed, it is but a trick of circumstances.

If you are well clothed, well fed, today it is these women who have helped you to do so. And are you doing anything for these women? Ministers of the Gospel, what are you doing for these women and unborn babies? You reformers, conservatives, call yourselves what you wish, what are you doing for this condition of society which demands of its unborn such an awful price of birth? Do you think your duty is done if you have clothed or fed one or fifty of these victims for a day, a week, a year, perhaps? Oh, mothers, sisters, women of this land, awake! How can you slumber when these conditions exist?

The day is passed when we can selfishly protect our own. In order to protect our own, in matters of disease, in conditions where milk, water, food or drugs are unsafe for our own loved ones, we cannot hesitate to fight for all, for we realize we can only save our own by so doing.

Again I say: Women, awake, awake to this system and help these downtrodden women back to their homes, back to their little ones, back to that which belongs to every mother—the care and love of her offspring.

By the way, do we ever hear the male element, who so strongly advocate “home duty” for the “bridge” mother, advocate home duty for these women? It is only the “bridge” women’s children who need the care and attention of the mother, evidently.

Let us turn to the mother we have just beheld with her new-born infant. What is to be done with this subnormal piece of humanity? Does it not need even more care and attention than a normal child? But what does it get? Dire poverty drives this mother back again to the factory (no intelligent person will say she goes willingly). It is the fear of the loss of a job, debts and another mouth to feed that compels her to leave this newborn infant in the care of any one who has the room to keep it. Any friend or neighbor who works at home can take care of this little waif.

We all know the type—hard working, ignorant, with scarcely time to attend to the actual needs of her own.

The little one is placed here among the filth and debris of the workshop. It grows through babyhood and childhood motherless, fatherless and moral-less.

Of course, there are other alternatives, such as the charity kindergartens, but always the mother on the industrial field is cheated of love and care of her offspring.

In this age of Christianity, in this advanced twentieth century, when science has discovered the methods of breeding the finest horses and dogs, when science has turned its searchlight upon every form of plant life; upon the different parasites which tend to destroy plant life, what has it done toward extricating the parasite poverty, which destroys humanity? Senator Owen, of Oklahoma, said recently: “We spend $500,000 to exterminate the insect that eats the cotton plant. . . . We have millions for conservation of the forests. Our Senators and Representatives jump to their feet the minute one mentions raising the tariff on wool or on steel, but we can get no such interest when it comes to saving human lives.”

Look at the health report for the past three years and see the loss of children in New York City alone. . . . 48,420 little infants under one year of age and 72,926 children under five, all in three years. What a shameful slaughter! What a cowardly and selfish people to allow these modern Herods, Poverty and Ignorance, deliberately and silently to do away with this army of innocent and helpless babies!

Why should these countless fathers and mothers, almost one million times greater in number, surrender to these few monster exploiters—to this Capitalistic System which bases its existence on the fiendish exploitation, and ultimate murder of these children?

We do not wonder such a small percentage of these children attain the age of puberty. Yet the manufacturer knows that his material must be well made, strong and firm; he knows the stronger and firmer it is woven, the better it will stand the wear and tear. Again, the tailor knows it takes time and care to make of this material a nicely shaped dress or coat, and if used before it’s ready it will not be so serviceable.

If man would do his duty to Human Beings, as well as he does to Things, we [would] have no need of leaving the little ones to the care of strangers all day. We would have no need of giving our babies’ lives to the factory before they are born. We would have no need of seeing our little ones grow up in mental, moral, and physical starvation. We would have no need of suffering the awful pangs, of seeing them go out of the world, so soon, pangs which are so much keener than those which bring them here. All these and a thousand other sufferings and evils could be stamped out if man would do his duty.

There are two steps toward progress in this universe—organization and specialization. Mothers, let us not consider we are progressing. Let us not consider we have done our duty, until we have first organized. Then let us specialize in attacking and stamping out this social system.

We must organize—all women who have one vestige of love in our hearts, for children; all women who have interest in the progress of humanity; all should organize, but not alone.

Source: New York Call, March 26, 1911.



Schwimmer, Rosika (1877–1948)

Hungarian-born Rosika Schwimmer was a pacifist and female suffragist who devoted her adult life to these causes. She immigrated to the United States in 1921 but was denied citizenship because of her pacifist beliefs, a decision that was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1929.

Schwimmer was born in 1877 to Max and Bertha Schwimmer in Budapest. The Schwimmers were a Jewish middle-class family already involved with peace and reform movements in Europe. In 1911 Rosika Schwimmer married Paul Bédy, a union that ended in divorce two years later. Following the collapse of her father’s business when she was 18 years old, Schwimmer went to work, first as a bookkeeper and then as a journalist. Her earliest activist efforts involved organizing her female colleagues and trying to improve the conditions of Hungarian working women. By her mid-20s she had helped to found the Hungarian Association of Working Women (1903) and the Hungarian Feminist Association (1904). In 1913 she became the recording secretary for the International Woman Suffrage Alliance. These organizations were remarkable for being both nonmilitant and nonsocialist. The Hungarian Feminist Association was instrumental in helping to win suffrage in Hungary in 1920.

Schwimmer’s own feminist agenda extended much further than suffrage. She embraced the dress reform movement, refusing to wear either a corset or a brassiere, and also supported birth control, marriage reform, equal pay for women, and the elimination of child labor. In 1904, Schwimmer was invited to speak at the International Women’s Congress in Berlin. This put her in contact with American feminists, particularly Carrie Chapman Catt, who was a leading American feminist. Schwimmer viewed the elder Catt as a friend and mentor.

Schwimmer was living in London when World War I broke out in 1914. The British government viewed her as an enemy alien, and she was forced to leave the country. Catt invited her to help the suffrage movement in the United States, hoping that she would awaken support among immigrant communities. As Schwimmer toured the country over the next few months, she was well received. Suffragists and American Jews praised her pacifist and feminist beliefs. At that time pacifism was an acceptable and even popular position, because the United States was neutral and wished to remain out of the Great War. Schwimmer went so far as to lobby President Woodrow Wilson twice, hoping to convince him to sponsor an international mediation conference. As the war continued, Schwimmer became increasingly outspoken about pacifism. Her uncompromising views, which eclipsed even her commitment to women’s rights, alienated many of her former allies, including Catt.

In 1915, Schwimmer attended the International Congress of Women at The Hague, Netherlands, where she convinced the assembly to adopt a position of continuous mediation. This convention led to the formation of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. That same year, Henry Ford adopted Schwimmer’s plans for a peace ship that would transport delegates to a neutral mediation conference. The venture ended in disaster. U.S. reporters mocked the endeavor, women’s organizations were hesitant to commit their support, and Schwimmer’s own reputation began to suffer as a result of her stubborn leadership style.

Schwimmer served as a diplomatic ambassador to Switzerland during the brief time that Count Károly headed Hungary’s newly formed liberal government in 1918. The communist overthrow several months later forced her return home, where she was persecuted for her Jewish heritage and her association with Károly. She fled to the United States in 1921, where she hoped to restore her reputation.

Though Schwimmer continued her activism, several devastating, frequently libelous press accounts permanently ruined her public speaking career. After the war, American sentiments became increasingly xenophobic and antifeminist. Pacifism was now seen as unpatriotic and subversive, and many Jews blamed Schwimmer for Ford’s anti-Semitism and the support it had inspired. In 1927, Schwimmer applied for citizenship but was denied because she refused to bear arms in defense of the United States. Despite her appeals, the Supreme Court upheld the decision two years later. The Court overturned the decision in 1946, but Schwimmer died, stateless and impoverished, in 1948. Shortly before her death, she was nominated for the 1948 Nobel Peace Prize. The award was not granted that year for lack of a suitable living candidate.

Devora Geller
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Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act (1921)

The first federal social welfare program instituted in the United States, the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act funded health and education programs for mothers and infants. Its passage saved thousands of lives, demonstrated the political power of women, and established a precedent for social programs from the New Deal to the Affordable Care Act of 2010.

Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin (1880–1973) first introduced the bill in 1918 with wording drafted by Julia Lathrop (1858–1932), chief of the U.S. Children’s Bureau and the first woman to head a federal agency. Since the bureau’s establishment in 1912, Lathrop had gathered scientific data on the health and mortality of women and children in the United States.

Childbirth had become the second leading cause of death for American women. Lathrop documented that 80 percent of American women received no prenatal advice or care by a trained practitioner. Nearly 20 percent of infants died in their first year, and an additional 13 percent did not survive to age five. An estimated 75 percent of American children faced malnutrition and weakening of the bones due to a lack of dietary calcium and vitamin D, known as rickets. An estimated 250,000 children and 23,000 mothers were dying annually, more than twice the American battle dead from World War I.

When Rankin lost reelection in Montana, Democratic Texas senator Morris Sheppard, a suffrage supporter, and Iowa Republican Horace Mann Towner, an education advocate, sponsored the bill. The renamed Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act proposed that each state receive an annual $5,000 grant with an additional $5,000 contingent on state matching funds. An additional $1 million would be distributed annually according to population and program needs.

Major women’s groups from both political parties supported the bill. Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947) and the newly founded League of Women Voters (LWV) lobbied all political parties to support the bill. The Republicans refused to support the bill, but Republican women took their advocacy directly to presidential candidate Warren G. Harding (1865–1923), who endorsed the act.

The strongest opposition arose from the American Medical Association (AMA). Members attacked the bill’s programs as “socialism,” expressed concern over governmental regulation of health care providers, and viewed public health nurses and midwives as a threat. Notably, the prestigious Mayo brothers of Chicago, the Medical Woman’s National Association, and Dr. Sara Josephine Baker (1873–1945) defied the AMA and supported the act.

Following ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, female voters ushered in a new Congress. The bill was passed, and President Harding signed it into law on November 23, 1921. The Sheppard-Towner Maternity and Infancy Act was the first major social impact of women’s suffrage.

Forty-one states immediately enrolled in the program, but opposition continued. The governor of New York refused and publicly goaded women to vote against him if they disagreed. The next year voters turned him out, and Democrat Alfred “Al” E. Smith (1873–1944) was elected governor. Massachusetts claimed that Sheppard-Towner violated the Tenth Amendment, as the federal government only has the powers granted it by the U.S. Constitution. In 1923 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that Sheppard-Towner did not violate the Constitution. The ruling established precedent and provided the constitutional foundation for federal social welfare programs to follow.

As the 1927 renewal approached, the AMA increased its lobbying. Across the country, however, pediatricians experienced the act’s successes. Many broke away from the AMA to support renewal and founded the American Academy of Pediatrics. The National League of Republican Colored Women added their support, and a two-year compromise continuation was accepted. When the bill faced renewal again in 1929, President Herbert Hoover (1874–1964) voiced support but allowed the act to expire.

Between 1922 and 1929, Sheppard-Towner Act programs significantly decreased maternal and infant mortality. Most historians consider Sheppard-Towner a landmark act because it led the way for New Deal social programs and demonstrated the positive impact of education and preventive care. It may also be considered a forerunner of the Affordable Care Act (2010), which mandates that all Americans have health insurance.

Keri Dearborn
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Social Purity Movement

The social purity movement took form in the early 1880s as an antiprostitution movement. The purity movement was made up of antiregulationists, mainly feminists and religious people, who opposed the legal regulation of prostitution and abolitionists and worked to abolish prostitution in general.

The so-called New Abolitionists viewed prostitutes as “white slaves” and “fallen women” and fought for their protection and redemption. New Abolitionists argued that sex was not a human necessity and em­phasized the importance of female and male chastity and morality. Women reformers wished to end sexual double standards and believed that men should be held to the same standards as women.

In 1870, the St. Louis Council declared prostitution lawful if regulated by police and medical supervision. The regulationists who fought for this law argued that the legalization of prostitution would result in greater preservation of public health. Furthermore, regulationists argued that prostitution played an important role in preserving men’s mental and physical health by providing them with an outlet for their sexual needs.

Between 1876 and 1885, social attitudes toward prostitutes transformed. Women once considered “fallen” and thus redeemable became increasingly viewed as delinquents and criminals. Due to rapid urbanization, poor working conditions, and low wages, increasing numbers of young women turned to prostitution. Many women reported that they preferred the sex trade to more respectable work because they were both better paid and had more individual freedom.

The women’s and purity movement came together with the common goal for social transformation. Purity reformers sought to ensure their vision of a morally sound national future. Though these goals lacked specific theory, reformers were united in their quest for purity and agreed on the importance of abolition of prostitutes for society to progress further.

One wing of the social purity movement in England focused on the purification of young men and boys through organizations such as the Boy Scouts and the Young Men’s Christian Association. These organizations were often associated with churches and required their members to swear to avoid prostitutes and unclean language and protect “pure” women. Reformers focused on male behavior and also worked to control men whom they perceived as sexually dangerous to women. The 1910 Mann Act, or White Slave Traffic Act, made it illegal for men to transport women across state lines for any sexual purpose.

Women such as Ellice Hopkins, Elizabeth Wolstenholme Elmy, Frances Swiney, and others put more emphasis on protecting women and girls from the male sex drive. Unfortunately, reformers blurred the line between protection and social control, in part because women who placed the blame for sexual victimization on men also feared sexually assertive women. This explains why reformist women ultimately supported police sweeps of brothels and red-light districts, which were often run by women themselves.

The early 1900s also saw changes in age of consent laws. Delaware, for example, established the age of consent to be seven. Women reformers sought to change the laws to make the age of consent considerably older, thereby protecting girls from early marriages and even rape. Low age of consent laws also allowed very young and adolescent girls to be legally recruited into brothels. Social purity reformers joined forces with progressive women’s organizations to lobby for an increased age of consent.

As the movement matured, purity reformers shifted their method of social purification from eradicating prostitutes to educating children. Reformers argued that by educating young minds, they could teach moral ideologies that would impede sexual immorality. They believed that bringing the child to Christ no longer provided sufficient preservation of social purity. Education reformers believed that new methods of assisted child development would advance sexual morality by teaching young people to resist the brothel’s temptations. The purity reformers gained wider social support as they shifted their arguments from the control of adult sexuality to child education.

The Women’s Christian Temperance Movement (WCTU) considered itself to be the leader in the social purity movement. THE WCTU used the home and family as a means to promote reform ideals. The use of married couples serving in the superintendency symbolized equality between sexes. Purity reform took flight in England sooner than in the United States. In 1883, the various men’s and women’s organizations joined to form the Social Purity Alliance. This communion ended gender segregation within the movement. In 1885, the Washington White Cross Society and the Washington WCTU formed the Social Purity Alliance in the United States. Two years later, Philadelphia reformers established a Social Purity Alliance and elected Reverend William McVickar as its president. The alliance combined the efforts of moral education, eradicating prostitution, eliminating “unclean” literature, implementing mothers’ meetings, and a variety of other reforms.

Purity reformers such as Elizabeth Blackwell, the first American female medical doctor, wished to elevate the status of women through the moral cleanliness associated with purity. Blackwell and her sister, Emily Blackwell, were respected advocates of the purity movement. In 1889, the medical field played a minor role in supporting the purity movement. Recognizing the importance of a converted medical professional, Emily Blackwell devoted her time to educating physicians on abolitionist ideals.

The social purity movement successfully shifted traditional gender attitudes, reeducated citizens on purity ideals, raised state age of consent laws, and stripped lawful prostitution from American streets. By the end of the 1920s, the movement helped empower women in their relationships to their bodies and minds as well as helped pave the way for Margaret Sanger’s future ideas on fertility control and Planned Parenthood. However, they failed in their goal of eradicating sexual lust from society. Though the movement did not accomplish complete reform, it did establish a new model for social morality.

Adrienne Harwell
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Solomon, Hannah G. (1858–1942)

Hannah Greenebaum Solomon, founder of the National Council for Jewish Women, was born on January 14, 1858, in Chicago. Her father, Michael Greenebaum, emigrated from Germany to America and was one of the earliest Jewish settlers of Chicago. Community service work played a significant role in the family. Solomon’s father was involved in Jewish affairs, having helped found the Zion Literary Society and becoming one of the founders of the first Reform synagogue in Chicago, Temple Sinai. In addition, he was a volunteer fireman and stood up for the rights of a fugitive slave before the American Civil War. Her mother, Sarah Spiegel, developed the first Chicago Jewish Ladies Sewing Society, which provided a space for women to get together to sew clothes for individuals in need.

Continuing her family’s tradition of social justice work, Solomon and her sister, Henrietta Frank, became the first Jewish members of the exclusive Chicago Women’s Club in 1876. During her time in the group, Solomon presented a lecture on Judaism titled “Our Debt to Judaism.” In 1879 she married Henry Solomon and later had three children. Like her parents, Solomon involved herself in volunteer work and social reform and was devoted to Temple Sinai, which by then was a prominent temple with many members.

Solomon emerged as a significant figure within Jewish and women’s history when the World’s Fair was held in Chicago in the 1890s. In 1891, the Board of Lady Managers asked Solomon to lead the Jewish activities for the Parliament of Religions for the World’s Fair. As leader, Solomon created programming that was exclusively for Jewish women. She corresponded with rabbis to aid in her quest for finding service-oriented Jewish women. During the fair of 1893, she helped form the National Council for Jewish Women (NCJW) and was unanimously elected its first president. Solomon felt that this council was essential for Jewish women because there had not yet been an established national organization open to their membership. The new organization consisted predominately of middle-class Jewish women. Solomon viewed the NCJW as a means to help Jewish women renew their Jewish spirit and to provide them with a better Jewish education. Under her leadership, the NCJW created Sabbath schools for girls and gave women a voice in public affairs.

The NCJW provided Solomon with a platform to speak within the Jewish community and allowed her to transcend traditional gender roles, albeit to a limited extent. She spoke from the pulpit at several synagogues, one of the few women to be granted such a privilege. However, she never sought to override rabbinic authority. Instead, she worked with rabbis and recruited them to act as leaders for the National Council for Judaism Study circles.

Solomon became a subject of heated controversy when she advocated moving the Sabbath from Saturday to Sunday. She was famous for saying “I do consecrate the Sabbath; I consecrate every day in the week.” This position almost cost her the presidency and divided the council’s membership along religious lines, causing a split between Reform and Orthodox members. In the end, the NCJW took a pluralist position on the Sabbath. But the strain over this issue continued to make Solomon a controversial character until her resignation in 1905.

Solomon also made tremendous strides in social reform. In 1897, she founded the Bureau of Personal Services and became its director. In this role she helped Jewish immigrants in Chicago’s Seventh Ward, where a large percentage of the city’s poor immigrants lived. In this effort, she worked closely with her contemporary, progressive Jane Addams. Solomon was regarded as a great leader throughout the Chicago community and was the only woman to serve on the executive board of the Associated Jewish Charities.

Solomon took an interest in education and became president of the Illinois Industrial School for Girls. She completely revamped the school, saved it from debt, and moved it to a farm setting. Her concern for child welfare led to efforts to curb juvenile delinquency and child abuse. Solomon’s autobiography, Fabric of My Life, was published posthumously in 1946, as was a book of her essays, speeches, and other writings titled A Sheaf of Leaves.
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St. Denis, Ruth (ca. 1877–1968)

Ruth St. Denis, also known as Ruthie Denis, was an important contributor to American modern dance, which is defined by deviating from the movements of ballet and using the body as an instrument of visual feelings.

St. Denis was born on January 20 sometime in the late 1800s (various sources claim 1877, 1878, or 1879) and raised in Somerville, New Jersey, with two other siblings: a brother and stepbrother. She often mimicked her stepbrother’s clothing choices of jeans and plaid shirts. Her mother earned a medical degree from the University of Michigan, but to earn extra income she also ran their home as a boardinghouse and sold home remedies and produce.
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In the early 1900s Ruth St. Denis revolutionized American dance by introducing orient inspired forms of movement. Along with Isadora Duncan, she played an important role in the development of modern dance. (Bettmann/Getty)

St. Denis first became interested in dancing when she performed in her mother’s dramatic club at the boardinghouse. Seeing potential in St. Denis, her mother showed her François Delsarte’s exercises, which were a French study of movement that defined the exercises as a greater communicator of emotion rather than actual language. This visual communication science would later influence countless other dancers and performers, St. Denis included. Her mother enrolled her in Maud Davenport’s dancing. Thanks to St. Denis’s practice of Delsarte, by age 12 she was easily distinguishable among the other dancers. The years following were a slow climb to fame, with the young St. Denis performing in vaudeville theaters and other popular culture venues.

During this time, finances forced St. Denis’s family to relocate to New York City, near the less appealing red-light district. Thankfully, just before turning 21, she made contact with the influential producer, director, and play adapter David Belasco, whom she would come to work for in the following years. In 1904 St. Denis found inspiration on the cover of a cigarette pack, the Egyptian figure motivating her to make a routine based on that culture. With the routine, Egypta, St. Denis learned a valuable lesson: early 20th-century audiences enjoyed performances of the exotic, particularly performances with an Asian theme. Her costumes also drew attention for leaving her midriff bare and her feet exposed. Audiences and some critics found her attire borderline scandalous, especially with the conservative Victorian code of dress still lingering, even in the United States. Her dancing for Egypta was described as being both chaste and sensual, teasing but not overly sexual. In her piece Incense, the motions of her arms and hands were the defining aspects of the performance, with her belief in being a divine dancer and her interest in the spiritual shown in her new stage name, Ruth St. Denis. Incense was inspired by an Indian incense ritual and was first performed in 1906.

As for the reception of St. Denis’s style of dancing, her three-year European tour proved to be successful; however, when she came back to the United States, she was disappointed by the lack of enthusiasm for modern dance. Undeterred, she founded her own touring company. It was during auditions that she met Ted Shawn, ballroom dancer and admirer of her style. In 1914 despite the 13-year age gap and her reservations, they were wed in New York City.

As partners in their personal lives, St. Denis and Shawn decided to open their own dance school in Los Angeles, combining their names into the title the St. Denishawn School of Dancing and Related Arts. Students studied classical dances, traditional styles from the Greeks and the Orient, philosophy, and Delsarte. They counted Martha Graham among their pupils. Graham came to be considered the nation’s greatest modern dancer. St. Denis and Shawn earned sizable amounts of money for performing; unfortunately, school upkeep drained most of their funds. With money tight, they performed at cheaper theaters, though their routines were simplified for the general public. The growing discontent with their professional and personal lives caused the couple to separate and close the school. They never divorced. St. Denis went on to direct Adelphi College’s dance department, and she later opened a dance studio in Hollywood, California. She died of a heart attack in 1968.
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Stein, Gertrude (1874–1946)

Gertrude Stein was a pioneering American poet, novelist, and short story writer and one of the most prominent voices in modern American literature. Stein was also a major figure in the early 20th-century world of Parisian art.

Stein was born on February 3, 1874, in Allegheny, Pennsylvania, to wealthy and educated German Jewish immigrants Daniel and Amelia Stein. Gertrude Stein studied psychology at Radcliffe College from 1893 to 1897; she also studied medicine at the Johns Hopkins University. She left her studies in 1901 without a formal degree from any of the institutions. She discovered her passion for women in college, and an unhappy affair may have prompted her to leave Johns Hopkins. Stein’s story of her sexual awakening and coming out, written in 1903 and published in 1950 as Things As They Are, is one of the earliest coming-out stories of the 20th century.

Stein moved to Paris in 1903, where she lived with her brother Leo Stein, a painter and an art critic, until 1913. In 1907 Gertrude Stein met Alice B. Toklas, her partner in life, and set up a household with her in Paris. Their home, 27 Rue de Fleurus, gained fame in the 1920s as a literary and artistic salon central to the Parisian world of art and culture. Many young avant-garde artists and writers who later became some of the most renowned names in 20th-century art and literature, including Henri Matisse, Ezra Pound, Pablo Picasso, Juan Gris, Max Jacob, William Carlos Williams, Djuana Barnes, F. Scott Fitzgerald, James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, Sherwood Anderson, and Guillaume Apollinaire, frequented the salon hosted by Stein and Toklas.

Expatriate American and English writers among this group, who lived abroad during World War I and World War II, were referred to as the “Lost Generation” by Stein. A bold experimenter in both her life and works, Stein promoted vanguard trends rejecting the sequential, linear writing with fixed meanings. She pioneered an artistic and literary movement that aimed at a conscious break from the past conventions of art and thus engaged a new form of expression. Stein helped launch many of the “new moderns,” the talented young artists who gathered at her home and supported this movement.

A passionate champion for the new in art, Stein launched many famous cubist painters and promoted major modern writers, as her own writings too tended to be avant-garde and thus extremely experimental with language and content. Through her words, Stein aimed at rebuilding the traditional language so as to recast life. In her literary writings she wished to present the present and the past in such a way as to create a kind of continuous present. Her writings, in which dissociated images and phrases often came together, clearly illustrated the effect of modern painting on her thoughts. In a manner similar to cubist painting, Stein created literary fluidity or continuity—a verbal collage of images and objects without narrative and/or descriptive sequence, or meaning, eschewing the age-old conventions of logic, narrative/syntactic structure, and grammar. Stein’s writing thus often had attractive phrases, the most famous being “Rose is a rose is a rose.” Stein described her literary theory in Composition as Explanation.

Stein used words shorn of all rhetorical devices, linked by their sounds and associations and not by their meanings, so as to present the naked truth, as it were. Her highly repetitive and idiosyncratic technique is best exemplified by Tender Buttons: Objects, Food, Rooms (1914), made up as a series of paragraphs about objects. The language used in Stein’s Tender Buttons and other literary works is not only experimental and new, as it has also been employed to undermine traditional and patriarchal usage of language. While experimentalists embraced Stein, critics and commercial publishers mostly dismissed her as incomprehensible. Stein was forced to self-publish her early volumes because her writing lacked a wider audience. Toklas, Stein’s lifelong companion and secretary, promoted Stein’s literary works in Europe, while art patron Mabel Dodge tried to promote Stein’s writing in America.

Stein’s first literary success came with Three Lives: Stories of the Good Anna, Melanctha, and the Gentle Lena in 1909. Three Lives consists of three short stories that probe into the nature of their individual protagonists. Of these, “Melanctha” is the most acclaimed. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), a memoir of Stein’s life written by Stein from Toklas’s point of view, was her only best seller. This was a conventionally composed narrative recounting the colorful and creative world of the Parisian art and literary scene during the world wars. Stein wrote librettos for Four Saints in Three Acts (1929) and The Mother of Us All (1949) as well as several other operas by Virgil Thomson. In 1934, Stein visited the United States after 30 years for a lecture tour; her six-month visit is recorded in her second memoir, Everybody’s Autobiography (1937). In many of her later writings, such as Brewsie and Willie (1946), Stein tried to capture the experiences of war and the life of the soldiers in wartime. Some of Stein’s most memorable works include How to Write (1931), The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), Patriarchal Poetry (1953), and Reflections on the Atom Bomb (1946).

Stein and Toklas lived in Paris until World War II began. As the Nazis advanced on France, Stein and Toklas, both of whom were Jewish, fled to the countryside, where they escaped persecution. Stein died of stomach cancer on July 27, 1946, at the American Hospital at Neuilly-sur-Seine in France, where she had spent most of her adult life.
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Sui Sin Far (1865–1914)

Sui Sin Far was the pen name of Chinese British author Edith Maud Eaton. Far wrote short stories about Chinese people living in America in a time when numerous laws restricted Asian Americans’ freedom. In 1912, she compiled her most popular works into a book, Mrs. Spring Fragrance. Although the book went out of print after her death in 1914, it was rediscovered in 1995. Mrs. Spring Fragrance serves today as an important snapshot of the relationship between Chinese immigrants and white Americans in the early 20th century.

Edith Maud Eaton was born on March 15, 1865, in Prestbury, Cheshire, England. Her father was an English merchant named Edward Eaton, and her mother was a Chinese woman named Grace Trefusis. Eaton had traveled to China to trade, but he met and fell in love with Trefusis. At the time mixed-race relationships were taboo, but they married and ultimately had 14 children together. Edith Eaton’s family nickname was Sin Sui Far, Chinese for “water lily.”

When Far was 7 years old, her family moved to Montreal, Canada. She went to school until she was 11, then was homeschooled in between taking care of her younger siblings and helping sell her father’s artwork. Far later contracted rheumatic fever, a bacterial infection that enlarged her heart and caused her to have chronic shortness of breath. The Eaton family was very poor for most of her childhood.

When Far was 18, she got her first job as a stenographer (a professional note taker) at the Montreal Daily Star newspaper. She was soon assigned to cover the news in the local Chinese community. For the first time in her life, she met other Chinese people and learned about her heritage.

Far began to write short stories in her spare time. The themes of her stories centered on what she saw in the Montreal Chinatown: racism between whites and Chinese, women being marginalized, and the exclusion of mixed-race people like herself. From her perspective, she saw that the two communities were more similar to each other than they realized. But both communities viewed the other as aliens from another world and were unwilling to learn more about each other. Far wrote her short stories as a way for white Montrealers and Chinese people to learn more about each other. She used her childhood nickname as her pen name and openly identified herself as half Chinese in her writing.

Far’s younger sister, Winnifred Eaton, also became a journalist and wrote short stories about Japanese immigrants; she used Onoto Watanna as her pen name. In 1892, Far and Watanna moved to Kingston, Jamaica, where Watanna worked for a Canadian newspaper. Far contracted malaria there, which combined with her rheumatic fever made Jamaican life unbearable. She left the island and moved to the United States.

Far lived a nomadic life, moving between Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, and other cities. In each city, she would live in the Chinese communities and write stories about what she saw. Between publishing her stories and freelancing her stenography skills, she made enough to move to a new city every few months. In 1909 she moved to Boston, Massachusetts. There, she compiled her most popular stories into a book, Mrs. Spring Fragrance. A year after it was published, her health failed her. She moved back to Montreal in 1913 and died on April 7, 1914. Mrs. Spring Fragrance went out of print soon afterward.

In 1995, scholars decided to republish Mrs. Spring Fragrance with additional context about Far’s time period. During her life, the Chinese Exclusion Act prohibited Chinese immigration into America and took away citizenship status from current Chinese residents. Some states passed such laws as the Anti-Coolie Act, which imposed a monthly tax on Chinese workers that took almost all of their wages. Other laws taxed or restricted interracial marriages, hairstyles, and even breathing air.

As a Canadian none of these laws applied to Far, but the Chinese people she met were outraged with the discrimination against them. Her story “Land of the Free” captured this attitude perfectly, as did many other stories in Mrs. Spring Fragrance. Sin Sui Far’s stories remains an important record of life for Chinese immigrants from the turn of the century.

Elliott Popel
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Tarbell, Ida M. (1857–1944)

Ida Tarbell was a writer and investigative journalist whose in-depth reports did much to fuel the reforms of the Progressive movement of the early 20th century. An editor and writer for McClure’s Magazine, Tarbell was in the forefront of the crusading journalists who came to be known as muckrakers because they tackled issues of political corruption and excessive corporate power.

Tarbell was born on November 5, 1857, in Erie County, Pennsylvania. The oldest of four children born to Franklin Summer Tarbell and Esther Ann McCullough, Tarbell lived in her grandfather’s log cabin for her first three years before the family moved to Titusville, Pennsylvania, in 1860. Intelligent and an avid reader, Tarbell was educated in the local public schools and then enrolled at Allegheny College. She was the only female in her class and one of only four in the college. Active in the college community, she served as an editor of the college publication, was secretary of the junior class, and was active in the literary society.
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While reform-minded journalists Jacob Riis and Upton Sinclair are better known, Ida Tarbell pioneered the type of investigative journalism called “muckraking.” Her History of the Standard Oil Company remains one of the nation’s most influential works of journalism. (J.E. Purdy/Library of Congress/Corbis/VCG via Getty Images)

After college, Tarbell taught for two years at the Poland Union Seminary in Poland, Ohio. Hoping to become a writer, she took a job with The Chautauquan, the official publication of the Chautauqua Institution, a summer camp that offered lectures and Bible studies. She was soon after named managing editor, a post she held for eight years. In 1891 she moved to Paris to study at the Sorbonne for three years. Supporting herself by contributing articles to a variety of U.S. newspapers, she slowly established a reputation in American journalism circles. In 1894, Tarbell returned to the United States and began working for McClure’s Magazine.

Solidifying her reputation as a writer of substance, Tarbell wrote a 20-part treatment of Abraham Lincoln, a work so extensive that it was later published as a two-volume book. These highly acclaimed efforts were critical to the rocketing circulation growth of McClure’s, and Tarbell became desk editor of the magazine.

In 1902 Tarbell published the first installment of the work on the Standard Oil Company that made her a journalistic icon. The publication of the multipart series continued into 1904 and was a detailed history of Standard Oil, illuminating the way the growth of the corporate giant had often come at the expense of the smaller businesses that were overwhelmed by often corrupt corporate power. Tarbell portrayed John D. Rockefeller as a greedy and selfish man whose company’s monopoly of the American oil industry destroyed businesses and hampered the economy. She effectively backed up all her claims with exhaustive research. Tarbell furthered public awareness that translated into political pressure that helped secure congressional passage of significant reform legislation such as the Elkins Act, which gave the federal government greater power to regulate the oil industry.

Tarbell left McClure’s along with a number of her colleagues in 1906. They bought and recast American Magazine. Tarbell, who served as associate editor until 1915, continued her muckraking ways, writing extensive articles on the tariff and the money trust. At the onset of World War I, Tarbell discovered that she had tuberculosis. More problematic was the recognition that the tremors she had started to experience represented the early stages of Parkinson’s disease. Neither malady stopped her from covering the 1919 Paris peace talks as a correspondent for Red Cross Magazine.

Tarbell was an insightful social critic, and her writing was based on impeccable research. She wrote numerous books, including The Business of Being a Woman (1912) and The Ways of Women (1915). She also published an autobiography, All in the Day’s Work (1939). Tarbell was also a much sought-after speaker, and she applied her hard-earned expertise in other ways, serving as a member of President Woodrow Wilson’s Industrial Conference and President Warren Harding’s Unemployment Conference.

Allegheny College twice bestowed on Tarbell honorary degrees, an LHD in 1909 and a LLD in 1915. She gave her research materials and papers to Allegheny, which established the Lincoln Room to house the collection and encourage study of President Abraham Lincoln. Ida Tarbell died on January 6, 1944, in Bridgeport, Connecticut, where she had lived since buying a house there in 1907. The pathbreaking journalist whose critique of Standard Oil had led her publisher to call her “the most famous woman in America” was 86 years old at her death.

William H. Pruden III
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Excerpt from Ida Tarbell’s The History of the Standard Oil Company (1904)

In 1904, Ida Tarbell published her exposé The History of the Standard Oil Company, exposing John D. Rockefeller’s company for price fixing and monopolizing oil supplies. The book resulted in a federal investigation of Standard Oil and a U.S. Supreme Court decision to dissolve the company. The following is a small excerpt from that work.

Something more than local troubles occupied [the elite group of Cleveland oil refiners]. This was the condition of the refining business as a whole. It was unsatisfactory in many particulars. First, it was overdone. The great profits on refined oil and the growing demand for it had naturally caused a great number to rush into its manufacture. . . . There was . . . a much larger amount of refining actually done than the market demanded. The result was that the price of refined oil was steadily falling. Where Mr. Rockefeller had received on an average 58 3/4 cents a gallon for the oil he exported in 1865, the year he went into business, in 1870 he received but 26 3/8 cents. In 1865 he had a margin of forty-three cents, out of which to pay for transportation, manufacturing, barrelling and marketing and to make his profits. In 1870 he had but 17 1/8 cents with which to do all this. To be sure his expenses had fallen enormously between 1865 and 1870, but so had his profits. The multiplication of refiners with the intense competition threatened to cut them down still lower. Naturally Mr. Rockefeller and his friends looked with dismay on this lowering of profits through gaining competition. . . .

In the fall of 1871, while Mr. Rockefeller and his friends were occupied with all these questions, certain Pennsylvania refiners, it is not too certain who, brought to them a remarkable scheme, the gist of which was to bring together secretly a large enough body of refiners and shippers to persuade all the railroads handling oil to give to the company formed special rebates on its oil, and drawbacks on that of other people. If they could get such rates it was evident that those outside of their combination could not compete with them long and that they would become eventually the only refiners. They could then limit their output to actual demand, and so keep up prices. This done, they could easily persuade the railroads to transport no crude for exportation, so that the foreigners would be forced to buy American refined. They believed that the price of oil thus exported could easily be advanced fifty percent. The control of the refining interests would also enable them to fix their own price on crude. As they would be the only buyers and sellers, the speculative character of the business would be done away with. In short, the scheme they worked out put the entire oil business in their hands. It looked as simple to put into operation as it was dazzling in its results. . . .

With [a new] charter in hand Mr. Rockefeller and Mr. Watson and their associates began to seek converts. In order that their great scheme might not be injured by premature public discussion they asked of each person whom they approached a pledge of secrecy. . . .

[At a meeting on January 2, 1872, in Philadelphia] a discussion came up as to what refiners were to be allowed to go into the new company. Each of the men represented had friends whom he wanted taken care of, and after considerable discussion it was decided to take in every refinery they could get hold of. This decision was largely due to the railroad men. . . . That is, while the incorporators had intended to kill off all but themselves and their friends, the railroads refused to go into a scheme which was going to put anybody out of business—the plan if they went into it must cover the refining trade as it stood. It was enough that it could prevent any one in the future going into the business. . . .

It has frequently been stated that the South Improvement Company represented the bulk of the oil-refining interests in the country. The incorporators of the company in approaching the railroads assured them that this was so. As a matter of fact, however, the thirteen gentlemen above named, who were the only ones ever holding stock in the concern, did not control over one-tenth of the refining business of the United States in 1872. . . . In assuring the railroads that they controlled the business, they were dealing with their hopes rather than with facts. . . .

Source: Ida M. Tarbell, The History of the Standard Oil Company (New York: McClure, Phillips, 1904), 14.



Terrell, Mary Church (1863–1954)

Educator, speaker, writer, and activist Mary Church Terrell worked to end racial and gender discrimination. She became the first black woman on the Washington, D.C., Board of Education and was the founder and first president of the National Association of Colored Women. While in her 80s, she aggressively pushed to integrate eateries, theaters, and public lodgings in Washington, D.C.

Terrell was born Mary Eliza Church in 1863 in Memphis, Tennessee, to Robert Church and Louisa Ayers, both former slaves. Robert Church moved from Mississippi to Memphis, where he gained wealth as a real estate investor, allowing Terrell and her brother to live a life of relative privilege. At the age of eight, Terrell left home to attend primary school at Antioch College Model School in Yellow Springs, Ohio. The prejudice she experienced at the Model School marked a pivotal point in her life. On one occasion Terrell approached a small group of older white female students who where admiring their appearances in a mirror. Terrell interjected and began complimenting her appearance. The older girls responded by hurling racist insults. Terrell stood boldly before the group of white female students and asserted that she was proud to be black and would not want to be any other race. The treatment she received by the older girls made the young Terrell reflect on her own behavior toward other minorities. She realized that offensive language and insults toward people were wrong regardless of their race, gender, or nationality. From that moment forward, she vowed not to embrace the prejudices exhibited by many Americans.

In 1875 at the age of 12, Terrell moved to Oberlin, Ohio, to begin her high school education. After graduating from high school in 1879 she enrolled in Oberlin College, where she developed an interest in writing. She chose not to take the light course loads designed for females and instead chose the rigorous course of study taken by male students. After completing Oberlin College she was hired at Wilberforce University, where she taught reading, writing, French, and geology. After two years at Wilberforce, she accepted a position to teach Latin at the top-ranked M Street Colored High School in Washington, D.C. While working at the school she met Robert Terrell, whom she eventually married.

In 1895, Mary Terrell became the first black woman appointed to the Washington, D.C., Board of Education, a post she held for 11 years. During her tenure as board member, she visited schools and worked to increase funding. She pushed for Washington, D.C., schools to celebrate Douglass Day in honor of Frederick Douglass. Douglass Day may have inspired her friend Carter G. Woodson to create Negro History Week (later to become Black History Month).

Terrell also became an advocate for global peace through the end of racial prejudice. She traveled the world urging an end to discrimination, emphasizing that it affected all races. She promoted the idea that all humans should be treated fairly. Terrell also embraced women’s suffrage. She became friends with Susan B. Anthony and participated in the National American Woman Suffrage Association, where she reminded the mostly white membership that women’s suffrage should include all American women, not just white women. In 1904, Terrell accepted an invitation to speak at the International Congress of Women in Berlin, Germany. She was the only black woman present at the congress. Terrell surprised the audience by delivering the address in German, French, and English and received a rousing ovation.

Terrell’s passion for activism was further fueled by the deaths of her children and childhood friend. She had four children, but only her daughter survived past infancy. Terrell believed that if she had access to better medical facilities her children would have survived. Adding to her grief was the 1892 murder of her childhood friend Tom Moss and two of his acquaintances at the hands of a mob of white vigilantes. As a result, Terrell joined the antilynching movement. In 1892, she and other African American women founded the Colored Woman’s League of Washington, D.C., which was organized to help African Americans by creating night classes, a nursery to help working women, two kindergarten classes, and cooking classes. In 1896, she became the first president of the newly organized National Association of Colored Women. In the years following 1898, Terrell became more vocal as she began a career as a lecturer, speaking to crowds as large as 4,000. In 1909, she became a charter member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and established a branch in Washington, D.C.

At age 86, Terrell escalated her fight against segregation. Moved to end discrimination in all its forms, she diligently worked to end segregation in Washington, D.C. She became chair of the Coordinating Committee for the Enforcement of the Washington, D.C., Anti-Discrimination Laws (CCEAD). The CCEAD was organized to fight discrimination and enforce the Anti-Discrimination Laws of 1872 and 1873. The laws were labeled as the “lost” laws because they were ignored and not enforced.

The first mission of the CCEAD was to end discrimination in Washington, D.C., eateries. The CCEAD worked to integrate the lunch counter at Hecht’s, the largest department store in Washington, D.C. Terrell organized picket lines of 100 people who marched three days per week for six months, resulting in the integration of the lunch counter at Hecht’s. Eventually, the eateries at Lansburgh Department Store and Murphy’s Dime Store were integrated after weeks of protesting. Terrell was proud of her victories with the CCEAD; however, the integration of Thompson’s Cafeteria was met with legal resistance. In a show of opposition to segregation, Terrell and other members of the CCEAD went to Thompson’s Cafeteria. The African American members of the group were denied service. They went a second time and were denied service again. Both times complaints were made, resulting in the case going before a court of law. In 1950, a judge ruled that even though the Anti-Discrimination Laws of 1872 and 1873 had not been repealed, they were invalid because of nonuse and therefore not recognized as law. The matter went before a U.S. court of appeals, where the 1950 decision was upheld. The decisions of both courts saddened Terrell and the CCEAD, but they continued to emphasize the legal validity of the Anti-Discrimination Laws. The matter was heard before the U.S. Supreme Court, where it was decided that the Anti-Discrimination Laws had to be enforced. The decisive ruling stipulated that Washington, D.C., eateries were given two days to comply, after which time they would be breaking the law.

Continuing the momentum set by the integration of restaurants, Terrell and the CCEAD moved to break the next barrier in the fight against discrimination—the integration of theaters and hotels. On September 23, 1953, on her 90th birthday, Terrell and a few members of the CCEAD entered a movie theater to watch a film. Terrell and the others were expecting to face resistance; however, they were not harassed and had a peaceful time at the theater. Her visit to the movie theater was the most enjoyable event and the best birthday gift she could have ever received. In the days that followed, all the theaters were open to integrated audiences. Like the theaters across Washington, D.C., hotels and other public lodgings were integrated. Thanks to the efforts of Terrell and the CCEAD, a message of change was echoed throughout Washington, D.C.

On October 10, 1953, a celebration luncheon was held in honor of Terrell. The event was held at a Washington, D.C., hotel that had recently begun the process of integration. Over 700 people attended, including family, friends, and political officials, including representatives of the Dwight Eisenhower administration. At the luncheon the Mary Church Terrell Fund was unveiled. The mission of the fund was to raise and use funds to fight discrimination in the Washington, D.C. area and eradicate all Jim Crow statutes in the area by 1963.

Not showing signs of slowing down, Terrell began work on the next barrier—the integration of public schools. Her wish came true with the 1954 landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which ruled against segregation in public schools. Shortly following the Brown decision, Terrell’s health began to fail. Though she was battling heart disease and cancer, she started work on her next project: to end employment discrimination. Before Terrell could implement her strategy against job discrimination, she died in July 1954, two months before she was to turn 91 years old.

Roshunda L. Belton
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Triangle Shirtwaist Fire (1911)

The deadliest industrial disaster in the history of New York City, the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire brought more immigrant women into the struggle for labor rights, improved factory safety standards, and swelled membership in the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU).

Owned by Max Blanck and Isaac Harris, the Triangle Waist Company’s factory employed about 500 immigrant Jewish and Italian women who cut and sewed hundreds of shirtwaists, or women’s blouses, in a seven-day workweek, leaving piles of flammable scraps in bins all around the workplace. Its location on the top three floors of the 10-story Asch Building in New York City’s Greenwich Village would make it difficult for firefighters to assist in evacuation once the fire was reported.
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One of the deadliest industrial disasters in U.S. history, the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire killed 146 garment workers, 123 of whom were women and girls. The fire provoked public outrage at unsafe working conditions and worker abuse, prompting some improved safety standards. (Library of Congress)

After the disaster, fire investigators concluded that on March 25, 1911, someone tossed a hot match or cigarette butt in a scrap bin overflowing with two months of accumulated cuttings, laying blame on the female workers. Other investigations blamed a faulty engine on one of the sewing machines for throwing sparks. Either way, the fire began on the 8th floor around 4:40 p.m. A bookkeeper on that floor called the 10th floor but could not reach the workers on the 9th floor. Someone on the street saw the smoke and contacted the fire department at 4:45, but its ladders were only long enough to reach as high as the 6th to 7th floors. Skyscrapers were a new architectural invention, so the fire departments did not have equipment to serve them yet. Finally, the owners had locked the doors to the stairwells and exits, a common practice used to prevent workers from taking unauthorized breaks and stealing materials to take home and make their own clothes.

Women jammed the elevators going down, and the male elevator operators kept returning for more until the heat from the flames warped the rails. Then trapped women pried open the elevator shaft doors and slid down the cables all eight stories in length, landing on top of the cars and denting them. Some workers took a stairway to the top of the building, in hopes of surviving until the flames were extinguished. Both owners survived the fire by waiting it out on the roof. Others attempted to escape by the exterior fire escape. Twenty people died when the fire escape broke away from the building and collapsed.

Many of the women and men still trapped inside jumped to their deaths on the pavement below as an ever-growing crowd of helpless bystanders watched in horror. Some were already on fire as they fell, while others jumped to avoid the more agonizing fate of burning to death. In all, 146 garment workers, 123 women and 23 men, died that day, ranging in age from 14 to 43.

After the fire, the owners were arrested and indicted on charges of first- and second-degree manslaughter but were acquitted. A civil suit brought on behalf of the victims’ families found the men liable for wrongful death in 1913 and requested compensation of $75 per victim.

In response, leaders of the Women’s Trade Union League began giving speeches around the city using the fire as an example of the need for factory workers, especially female factory workers, to organize. The ILGWU focused on using the tragedy as an agent for change in public safety. With future cabinet secretary Frances Perkins as the leader, the Committee on Public Safety formed to lobby for prolabor legislation to grant workers shorter hours in the workweek on the assumption that tired workers may have caused the fire or were kept from faster reaction to the fire due to exhaustion. Employees at the Triangle Waist Company worked nine-hour days five days a week and seven hours on Saturday.

The Factory Investigating Commission was formed by the New York state legislature with the mission to investigate factories and craft legislation to prevent further hazards and loss of life among employees due to fires, unsanitary conditions, and occupational diseases. Fire departments across the country paid attention to these developments. Field agents began on-site inspections of factories. Eventually 38 new laws were passed to regulate labor in New York state. More than 200 other factories where conditions made possible a fire such as that at the Triangle Waist Company were identified and made to renovate working conditions, provide better building access and fireproofing, require ready access to fire extinguishers, and install alarm systems and automatic sprinklers.

Rosanne Welch
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Excerpt from the New York Times Account of the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire (1911)

On Saturday, March 25, 1911, a fire erupted at the Triangle Waist Company factory in Lower Manhattan just as the workers, mostly young women, were quitting for the day. The fire swept so quickly through the 8th, 9th, and 10th floors of the Asch Building, where the workers were clustered, that within a half hour 146 workers had died, all but 23 of them young women. Reproduced here is an excerpt from a New York Times account of the tragedy that appeared the following day.

141 Men and Girls Die in Waist Factory Fire; Trapped High Up in Washington Place Building; Street Strewn with Bodies; Piles of Dead Inside

Three stories of a ten-floor building at the corner of Greene Street and Washington Place were burned yesterday, and while the fire was going on 141 young men and women at least 125 of them mere girls were burned to death or killed by jumping to the pavement below.

The building was fireproof. It shows now hardly any signs of the disaster that overtook it. The walls are as good as ever so are the floors, nothing is the worse for the fire except the furniture and 141 of the 600 men and girls that were employed in its upper three stories.

Most of the victims were suffocated or burned to death within the building, but some who fought their way to the windows and leaped met death as surely, but perhaps more quickly, on the pavements below.

All Over in Half An Hour

Nothing like it has been seen in New York since the burning of the General Slocum. The fire was practically all over in half an hour. It was confined to three floors the eighth, ninth, and tenth of the building. But it was the most murderous fire that New York had seen in many years.

The victims who are now lying at the Morgue waiting for some one to identify them by a tooth or the remains of a burned shoe were mostly girls from 16 to 23 years of age. They were employed at making shirtwaist by the Triangle Waist Company, the principal owners of which are Isaac Harris and Max Blanck. Most of them could barely speak English. Many of them came from Brooklyn. Almost all were the main support of their hard-working families.

There is just one fire escape in the building. That one is an interior fire escape. In Greene Street, where the terrified unfortunates crowded before they began to make their mad leaps to death, the whole big front of the building is guiltless of one. Nor is there a fire escape in the back.

The building was fireproof and the owners had put their trust in that. In fact, after the flames had done their worst last night, the building hardly showed a sign. Only the stock within it and the girl employees were burned.

A heap of corpses lay on the sidewalk for more than an hour. The firemen were too busy dealing with the fire to pay any attention to people whom they supposed beyond their aid. When the excitement had subsided to such an extent that some of the firemen and policemen could pay attention to this mass of the supposedly dead they found about half way down in the pack a girl who was still breathing. She died two minutes after she was found.

The Triangle Waist Company was the only sufferer by the disaster. There are other concerns in the building, but it was Saturday and the other companies had let their people go home. Messrs. Harris and Blanck, however, were busy and their girls and some stayed.

Leaped Out of the Flames

At 4:40 o’clock, nearly five hours after the employees in the rest of the building had gone home, the fire broke out. The one little fire escape in the interior was resorted to by any of the doomed victims. Some of them escaped by running down the stairs, but in a moment or two this avenue was cut off by flame. The girls rushed to the windows and looked down at Greene Street, 100 feet below them. Then one poor, little creature jumped. There was a plate glass protection over part of the sidewalk, but she crashed through it, wrecking it and breaking her body into a thousand pieces.

Then they all began to drop. The crowd yelled “Don’t jump!” but it was jump or be burned the proof of which is found in the fact that fifty burned bodies were taken from the ninth floor alone.

They jumped, they crashed through broken glass, they crushed themselves to death on the sidewalk. Of those who stayed behind it is better to say nothing except what a veteran policeman said as he gazed at a headless and charred trunk on the Greene Street sidewalk hours after the worst cases had been taken out:

“I saw the Slocum disaster, but it was nothing to this.” “Is it a man or a woman?” asked the reporter. “It’s human, that’s all you can tell,” answered the policeman.

It was just a mass of ashes, with blood congealed on what had probably been the neck.

Messrs. Harris and Blanck were in the building, but they escaped. They carried with them Mr. Blanck’s children and a governess, and they fled over the roofs. Their employees did not know the way, because they had been in the habit of using the two freight elevators, and one of these elevators was not in service when the fire broke out.

Found Alive After the Fire

The first living victims, Hyman Meshel of 322 East Fifteenth Street, was taken from the ruins four hours after the fire was discovered. He was found paralyzed with fear and whimpering like a wounded animal in the basement, immersed in water to his neck, crouched on the top of a cable drum and with his head just below the floor of the elevator.

Meantime the remains of the dead it is hardly possible to call them bodies, because that would suggest something human, and there was nothing human about most of these were being taken in a steady stream to the Morgue for identification. First Avenue was lined with the usual curious east side crowd. Twenty-sixth Street was impassable. . . .

Back in Greene Street there was another crowd. At midnight it had not decreased in the least. The police were holding it back to the fire lines, and discussing the tragedy in a tone which those seasoned witnesses of death seldom use.

“It’s the worst thing I ever saw,” said one old policeman.

Chief Croker said it was an outrage. He spoke bitterly of the way in which the Manufacturers’ Association had called a meeting in Wall Street to take measures against his proposal for enforcing better methods of protection for employes in cases of fire.

Girls Jump to Sure Death

Fire Nets Prove Useless—Firemen Helpless to Save Life.

The fire which was first discovered at 4:40 o’clock on the eighth floor of the ten-story building at the corner of Washington Place and Greene Street, leaped through the three upper stories occupied by the Triangle Waist Company with a sudden rush that left the Fire Department helpless.

How the fire started no one knows. On the three upper floors of the building were 600 employes of the waist company, 500 of whom were girls. The victims mostly Italians, Russians, Hungarians, and Germans were girls and men who had been employed by the firm of Harris & Blanck, owners of the Triangle Waist Company, after the strike in which the Jewish girls, formerly employed, had been become unionized and had demanded better working conditions. The building had experienced four recent fires and had been reported by the Fire Department to the Building Department as unsafe on account of the insufficiency of its exits.

The building itself was of the most modern construction and classed as fireproof. What burned so quickly and disastrously for the victims were shirtwaists, hanging on lines above tiers of workers, sewing machines placed so closely together that there was hardly aisle room for the girls between them, and shirtwaist trimmings and cuttings which littered the floors above the eighth and ninth stories.

Girls had begun leaping from the eighth story windows before firemen arrived. The firemen had trouble bringing their apparatus into position because of the bodies which strewed the pavement and sidewalks. While more bodies crashed down among them, they worked with desperation to run their ladders into position and to spread firenets.

One fireman running ahead of a hose wagon, which halted to avoid running over a body, spread a firenet, and two more seized hold of it. A girl’s body, coming end over end, struck on the side of it, and there was hope that she would be the first one of the score who had jumped to be saved.

Thousands of people who had crushed in from Broadway and Washington Square and were screaming with horror at what they saw watched closely the work with the firenet. Three other girls who had leaped for it a moment after the first one, struck it on top of her, and all four rolled out and lay still upon the pavement.

Five girls who stood together at a window close to the Greene Street corner held their place while a fire ladder was worked toward them, but which stopped at its full length two stories lower down. They leaped together, clinging to each other, with fire streaming back from their hair and dresses. They struck a glass sidewalk cover and crashed through it to the basement. There was no time to aid them. With water pouring in upon them from a dozen hose nozzles the bodies lay for two hours where they struck, as did the many others who leaped to their deaths.

One girl, who waved a handkerchief at the crowd, leaped from a window adjoining the New York University Building on the westward. Her dress caught on a wire, and the crowd watched her hang there till her dress burned free and she came toppling down.

Many jumped whom the firemen believe they could have saved. A girl who saw the glass roof of a sidewalk cover at the first-story level of the New York University Building leaped for it, and her body crashed through to the sidewalk.

Source: New York Times, March 26, 1911.



True, Clara D. (1868–1950)

Clara D. True was an educator and government agent hired to assimilate the Pueblo Indians into mainstream American society. She emerged as an advocate for the Pueblo people by improving literacy on the reservations and training Native Americans to assume positions of authority in local government and law enforcement. Ultimately, True headed federal programs at four reservations and was called the “little mother” of the Pueblo Indians.

Born in Kentucky on August 29, 1868, True graduated from Mayfield-Smith Academy in Missouri in 1893 and by 1896 had served six years as principal of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) boarding school at the lower Brule Agency on the Sioux Reservation in South Dakota. In 1901 with her mother and widowed sister True moved to New Mexico, where she taught at the day school and oversaw construction, parental concerns, and the acquisition of supplies. She also built a good reputation among the Santa Clara people for helping settle land disputes with the federal government.

In True’s first year of teaching, a grasshopper infestation wiped out the crops on her reservation. That winter a diphtheria epidemic killed 10 percent of the village, including 14 of True’s students. True and her mother personally renovated and fumigated all 60 Indian homes in the village and purchased supplies on personal credit that the BIA refused to reimburse, claiming that the Trues had overstepped their authority.

In 1905, the local BIA commissioner needed a strong man to bring about order to the Morongo Reservation in California. Based upon True’s willingness to jump on a horse and capture her own bootleggers, he decided that True was the “man” for the job. The newspapers marveled at how a tiny 105-pound unassuming woman such as True faced down hostile Indians by walking into their war council and negotiating all night. By 1909, the Indians believed that she had done her job better than any man had in the past 30 years.

At first, the conditions were so miserable that True decided to resign after her first day. The second day she outlined a series of goals that started with improving happiness and health by addressing the physical, moral, educational, and religious environment. True provided clean water, built new homes to reduce overcrowding, and improved farming methods. She outlawed the sale of bootleg liquor that white profiteers were selling to the Native Americans and fought childhood prostitution and gambling. True improved literacy, food production, and banking; established a native police force; and trained Native Americans to function in American government. She also established a recreation program that celebrated Pueblo ceremonies as well as mainstream American culture.

By 1909, the Morongo Reservation was flourishing. True was in charge of several other reservations, including Twenty-Nine Palms, Palm Springs, Mission Creek, and San Manuel. That year she reported on the case of Willie Boy, which became famous as the last truly western chase on horses. Willie Boy, a Paiute Indian, kidnapped his 16-year-old cousin Lolita and killed her father, then led a posse of between 50 and 75 men for two weeks over 500 miles through territory so arid and desolate that True was the first white agent to visit and attempt to map it. She coordinated efforts between federal marshals and her Native American police force. Sadly, Lolita was found shot dead, and Willie Boy was discovered two weeks later, an apparent suicide.

True had been an outspoken advocate for the Indians against the Southern Pacific Railroad, which wanted the oasis at 29 Palms. Interested parties complained to President William Howard Taft and used the Willie Boy tragedy as an excuse to force Taft to remove True. The railroad took over the oasis, and the Palms Indians were relocated.

In 1910 True moved to New Mexico near the Santa Clara Pueblo, where she owned and operated a series of ranches and continued to work in an unofficial capacity to advance Indian reform by fighting vice and corruption within the BIA. In 1943, she spoke out in support for equal pay for teachers on the reservation. True officially retired from teaching in 1947 and died on August 8, 1950, at the age of 83.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Wald, Lillian D. (1868–1940)

Nurse and humanitarian Lillian D. Wald set out to improve health care for the immigrant communities of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Through her Henry Street settlement house, Wald founded the public health and visiting nurses services. The settlement house grew into an educational and cultural center that exists today. Wald established federal child labor laws and worked to eliminate sweatshop working conditions for women. She campaigned for women’s suffrage and was a founding member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The New York Times included her among the 12 greatest living American women (1922).

Wald was born in 1867 in Cincinnati, Ohio, to upper-middle-class German Jewish parents. In 1878, the Walds moved to Rochester, New York. Wald attended Miss Cruttenden’s English-French Boarding and Day School for Young Ladies, one of the few girls’ schools with a college preparatory curriculum. When Wald was 16 years old, Vassar denied her application because she was too young.

When her parents returned to Ohio in 1888, Wald remained in Rochester and lived with her newly married sister, who soon became ill and required home nursing care. Wald was so impressed with the nature of the work that she decided to pursue nursing as a career. At age 24, she completed the two-year course at the New York Hospital Training School for Nurses. Her first professional position was as a nurse for the New York Juvenile Asylum, where she saw young children sharing quarters with teenaged petty criminals. Unable to tolerate the deplorable conditions at the asylum, Wald left to train as a doctor.

Wald enrolled at the Woman’s Medical College in 1891 and volunteered to teach a home hygiene class offered to immigrant women. On the Lower East Side, she first experienced the immigrants’ overcrowded and squalid living conditions. Wald and fellow nurse Helen Brewster decided that they would be more effective living among the poor than working in a hospital and opened their practice in the slums. They charged 10 cents per visit to uphold the dignity of proud families who would not accept charity. With the financial support of wealthy Jewish philanthropists, Wald established the Henry Street settlement house, a community center that provided health, education, and recreation to the residents of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The staff grew to 92 members by 1906, when it expanded into the Visiting Nurse Service of New York (VNSNY). Today the VNSNY is the largest not-for-profit home health care provider in the United States. Over 12,000 employees provide visits to over 2 million patients each year.

Wald’s efforts for children included educating those with physical and mental disabilities, placing staff nurses in public schools, and establishing the Federal Children’s Bureau to lobby for legislation to end child labor. In 1908, she convinced the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company to provide nursing services for its industrial policyholders. The program grew to include 1,200 cities and led other insurance companies to offer similar services.

In 1910, Wald organized a series of nursing lectures that led the Teachers College of Columbia University to establish a department of nursing and health. In 1912, the National Organization for Public Health Nurses (which she established) elected her president. By 1913, the settlement had expanded to seven buildings on Henry Street and two satellite centers, with 3,000 members in its classes and clubs.

Although Wald was raised in a Jewish household and helped millions of immigrant Jewish people, she believed that religion divided people and reached out to all. In 1909, the NAACP held its first major conference at the Henry Street Settlement. The settlement house continues to serve its neighbors, which includes Americans of African, Asian, and Latino descent.

In 1914, Lillian Wald led the first women’s march for peace in protest of U.S. involvement in World War I. She helped establish the Women’s National League for Peace and Freedom, protesting economic sanctions against Germany that caused the starvation of women and children. Her pacifist convictions became unpopular during the war, and donors withdrew their support. Wald’s influence as well as her own health became weaker, and she gradually withdrew from active leadership in her many organizations. She died of a stroke on September 1, 1940. Wald was inducted into the Hall of Fame for Great Americans in 1970.
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West, Mae (1893–1980)

An innovative performer, Mae West was a master of double-meaning jokes and campy sexual innuendo. Her approach to female sexuality was frank and ironic. This combined with her empathy toward marginalized groups such as prostitutes and gay men as well as battling with censors made West notorious during her lifetime, culminating in cult status popularity in her later career.
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Remembered for her witty and suggestive double entendres, Mae West was also a talented actress, writer, and producer. Despite censors’ attempts to stifle her frank approach to female sexuality and independence, she was an immensely popular performer for almost 70 years. (AP Photo)

Mary Jane “Mae” West was born on August 17, 1893, in Brooklyn, New York. She was the oldest-surviving child of John “Battlin Jack” West, a prizefighter and later police detective, and Matilda “Tillie” Doelger, a corset and fashion model. Eventually the family settled in Queens, New York, where 5-year-old Mae West began entertaining crowds at church socials. Her mother supported West throughout her career. By the age of 7, West was performing in amateur shows and often winning talent contests. At the age of 14, she began work in vaudeville using the name “Baby Mae” and delighted the crowds as she imitated various performance styles. At age 18, West first appeared on Broadway. The show only lasted eight performances, but it highlighted her star appeal. A sensational review of her singing and dancing by the New York Times would lead to other Broadway performances, including one starring Al Jolson.

By the 1920s West’s popularity began to wane, and she was relegated to burlesque shows. She also began to write plays. In 1926, writing under the name Jane Mast, West created her first starring role on Broadway in Sex. It was the story of Margery Lamont, a Montreal prostitute, and her lover, an underworld figure from Trinidad. It was an abysmal failure with the critics, who compared the play to filth and sewage. However, the ticket-buying public liked it well enough to keep the theater full on most performances. Unfortunately, New York City officials were incensed with the performances’ content and had the police arrest the cast on obscenity charges. West was arrested with the other actors and sentenced to 10 days on Welfare Island. She would later boast that she wore silk panties, dined with the warden every night, and was subsequently released early for good behavior. The media attention helped cement her popularity as well as advance her career. After her brush with prison, West would use double entendres and puns to avoid upsetting the censors.

West characterized her next play, titled The Drag, as a comedy drama. It dealt sympathetically with the homosexuality of the main character, Rolly Kingsbury. The play highlighted how everyone in Kingsbury’s life was affected by the closeted nature of his sexuality, including his family members, his frustrated wife, and his effeminate and boisterous friends with whom he went to drag balls. Both The Drag and Sex followed the burlesque tradition in both comedic style and timing.

In 1928 West wrote her most famous play, Diamond Lil, about an easygoing yet racy lady of the 1890s. The character became the persona upon which West would build her subsequent Hollywood career. Diamond Lil was different from sincere, realistic characters in the first two plays. Instead, she was tongue-in-cheek yet provocative and frankly sexual. West’s portrayal of Lil suggested a certain mocking of feminine desirability and male sexual yearning.

After success on Broadway, West was offered a role in motion pictures in 1932. She was given a small part in Night after Night after being suggested for the part by her friend George Raft. She was quite unhappy with the part until she was allowed to rewrite her scenes. This prompted Raft to quip after production that she had stolen everything except the camera. The success of the movie led to her reviving her Diamond Lil character as Lady Lou in She Done Him Wrong in 1933, which was so successful that it saved Paramount Pictures from bankruptcy. West became the eighth-largest box office draw in the United States and the second highest-paid actor. However, the same era made her subject to the new Hays Code or Production Codes, causing her plays and movies to be highly edited for obscenity. The puritanical codes did little to deter West. She made her lines full of double meaning and innuendo, thinking that the censors would delete the obvious, leaving the more subtle for the audience to enjoy. She would later quip that she agreed with censorship because it had made her very wealthy.

Often considered one of her finest movies, Klon­dike Annie (1935), though heavily censored, dealt with religion and hypocrisy. Movie executives forced West to work with W. C. Fields in My Little Chickadee (1940). Though the stars absolutely detested each other, the film is considered an American classic. After the failure of The Heat’s On in 1943, West was so disheartened that she would not do another film for 25 years.

In the following decades West kept herself busy with various projects. She returned to Broadway in a successful production that included scantily clad bodybuilders. She recorded songs and wrote her memoir, Goodness Had Nothing to Do with It (1959). West appeared on television, recorded two rock albums, and had a show in Las Vegas. In 1970 she returned to the screen in Myra Breckinridge, a campy sex-change movie that was a failure in sales and with critics but made her an instant cult figure as the queen of camp. Her last film, Sextette (1978), was an adaptation of a script she had written. Despite her determination to film it, the production was filled with many problems and was ultimately a failure.

In 1980 at the age of 87, West died from a series of strokes. She is considered one of the nation’s most notable comedic actors.
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Wharton, Edith (1862–1937)

Through her prose, Edith Wharton established herself as a critic and satirist of upper-class American society during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As a short story writer and novelist, she wrote ironically about rich Americans’ taste for extravagance. She saw stark divisions in early 20th-century America and believed that the affluent felt no obligation to the poor. In 1921, she won a Pulitzer Prize for The Age of Innocence. She was nominated for a Nobel Prize for Literature for lifetime achievement in 1927, 1928, and 1929. The contemporary Edith Wharton Society testifies to her continued popularity in the 21st century.

Wharton’s family traced its lineage to Britain and the Netherlands. The family immigrated to New York City in the 17th century and amassed great wealth by the time she was born. The poverty that marred the life of American horror writer Edgar Allen Poe (1809–1849) never touched Wharton. Born on January 24, 1862, as Edith Jones, she grew up surrounded by powerful literary and political people and often traveled to Europe. Wharton’s early life was solitary, and she found the protectiveness of her parents stifling. In resistance she wrote her first novel, Fast and Loose, at age 16.

In 1885 Edith married Edward Wharton, a Harvard-trained lawyer who lived on his inheritance. The match was not ideal, in part because Edward suffered from worsening depression. In the early years of their marriage, social duties consumed Edith Wharton’s time and energy. A friend described her as physically weak. While on one of her many trips to Europe, she coauthored a book on decorating, but it did not capture a large readership. In the 1890s, she published a series of short stories that were better received.

Wharton spent much of her life in friendship with men, most of whom supplied the emotional intimacy that her husband could not. In 1913 she divorced her husband, who by that time was incapacitated with depression, and began an affair with journalist Morton Fullerton. She had an estate built in 1902 based on European design but reflecting the energy of the turn-of-the-century American Renaissance. After her divorce she left New York and moved to Paris, France.

In the late 1890s Wharton serialized her novel The Valley of Decision. Critics appreciated her treatment of Italian architecture but did not think her characters were sufficiently compelling. In 1905 Wharton published Italian Backgrounds, a compilation of all that Italy had taught her. Also in 1905 she published House of Mirth, one of her most successful novels, which poked fun at the pretensions of New York’s elite. She also embraced automobiles, using them to enlarge her sightseeing excursions and the circle of her friends, which now included American author Henry James (1843–1916). Critics regard James as the better writer, but Wharton’s fiction was more popular with readers. In 1907, The Fruit of the Tree revealed Wharton’s preoccupation with the unhappiness of mismatched couples, perhaps opening a window onto her own marriage.

In Paris at the outbreak of World War I, Wharton committed herself to France and the Allies. Though she engaged in a variety of relief work, she focused her efforts on finding work for women and refugees. She arranged for the provision of shelter, clothes, and food to the refugees who deluged France. After the war Wharton moved to the French countryside and became more politically conservative.

In 1920, Wharton created protagonist Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence, who loved one woman but married another. Though her characters behaved scandalously and the plot questioned accepted ideas about marriage and morality, Wharton wrote it as a kind of apology for the much harsher House of Mirth. She won a Pulitzer Prize for The Age of Innocence in 1921, the first woman ever to do so. She also received an honorary doctorate from Yale University in 1923, the first that Yale had awarded a woman. Wharton was at her apogee.

Though her health began to fail by the end of the 1920s, Wharton continued to write until her death. She published 17 novels (1 posthumously) and innumerable short stories, novellas, plays, and poems. In 1933, Wharton wrote her memoir A Backward Glance. Two years later she suffered a stroke and a second in 1937. She died on August 11, 1937, and is buried in France. Her New York estate is a National Historic Landmark.

Christopher Cumo

See also Cather, Willa; Millay, Edna St. Vincent; Stein, Gertrude

Further Reading

Dwight, Eleanor. 1994. Edith Wharton: An Extraordinary Life. New York: Harry N. Abrams.

Lee, Hermione. 2007. Edith Wharton. New York: Knopf.

White Slavery Hysteria

The white slavery hysteria of the early 1900s stemmed from a cultural belief that young white women were being forced into prostitution at alarming rates. This fear was the product of cultural changes that occurred as a result of industrialization, immigration, urbanization, and increasing numbers of women workers. Families feared that daughters would succumb to danger in the city, and this fear led to widespread public hysteria about white slavery. The myth, which often scapegoated immigrants and sexually active women, fed majority Americans’ fears about female independence, women’s waged work, and female sexuality.

White workers used the term “white slavery” in the decades before the American Civil War (1861–1865) to refer to their own long work hours, low wages, and unsafe working conditions. The use of “white” was used to differentiate the “slavery” of free and waged workers from enslaved and unwaged black workers and expressed considerable cultural anxiety that white workers might end up in working conditions not that different from actual slavery. Eventually as white middle-class women began to enter the workforce, competing for some jobs with native-born and immigrant men, both sexist and xenophobic paranoia rose as well. The term “white slavery” evolved to mean specifically the nonconsensual sex slavery of white women at the hands of immigrant men.

This fear became a cultural narrative of moral panic and was sensationally and graphically depicted in newspapers and silent films. Lecherous foreigners, often portrayed as Jewish, Italian, or Chinese men, drugged naive young women, kidnapped them, and forced them to work in brothels. The white slavery myths that captured Americans were depicted in mass media through two major Hollywood films in 1914, The Traffic in Souls and The Inside of the White Slave Traffic; a popular novel by Reginald Wright Kauffman titled The House of Bondage (1910); and several serials that provided salacious details of damsels in distress. The popularity of these texts demonstrates the thirst the public had for such stories, which fueled and validated fears about immigrants and working women.

Because cities and even smaller towns had red-light districts where brothels were found, many Americans could imagine this danger as a real local problem, not simply a fictional construct. Moreover, young American women did work in brothels. Once in the brothels, some of these young women were then entangled in perpetual indentured servitude by madams protected by corrupt law enforcement and mafia figures. Nonetheless, while there were cases of these illegal activities, the numbers and risks were greatly exaggerated for a number of reasons. White slavery hysteria helped conservative and Progressive reformers alike legislate morality by criminalizing gambling, drinking, and nonmarital sex.

Politicians, such as Illinois congressman James Robert Mann, and reformers of the Progressive Era, such as Jane Addams, pushed for legislatures to target areas of perceived debauchery. On June 25, 1910, President William Howard Taft signed into law the White Slave Traffic Act, or Mann Act, named for the outspoken politician. The law made it a federal crime to transport women across state lines for immoral reasons. Vaguely worded, the Mann Act created a witch-hunting atmosphere in which anyone involved in broadly interpreted “immoral purposes” was arrested, including voluntary prostitutes and men, women having affairs, and anyone who aided in providing transportation to someone for some perceived moral purpose. Celebrities and politicians with radical politics and black men in interracial relationships were often targeted at the discretion of conservative-leaning public figures. For example, Charlie Chaplin was targeted and indicted (later acquitted) under the law by Federal Bureau of Investigation director J. Edgar Hoover when a paternity suit revealed that Chaplin had engaged in a nonmarital sexual relationship. Jack Johnson, an African American boxer, was charged under the Mann Act, though it was revealed that the white woman he transported across state lines was in fact his girlfriend. The Mann Act also became a way to close down all areas of suspected vice because of threats of white slavery.

The Mann Act continued to be used into the 20th century to prosecute citizens for perceived moral indiscretions. While it has never been repealed, it has been amended to decrease vagueness and lessen the implications of legislating morality.
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Williams, Fannie Barrier (1855–1944)

Social activist Fannie Barrier Williams was a powerful orator and organizer. She was an effective and respected advocate on behalf of the rights of both women and African Americans in the later 19th and early 20th centuries as well as someone able to bridge the divide between the two groups.

Williams was born on February 12, 1855, in Brockport, New York. Her father Anthony Barrier, a barber and part-time coal merchant, was a well-respected member of the community and a lay leader in the church. Her mother taught Bible classes. They were one of one of the few black families in the community. Williams received her early education in local schools and in 1870 became the first African American to earn a degree at the State Normal School (now SUNY-Brockport). After graduation she went south to teach. Her experience there during Reconstruction was eye opening, exposing her for the first time to degradation, intimidation, and physical assaults, experiences common to African Americans in the region. She returned to Boston intending to study piano at the New England Conservatory but was asked to leave after southern white students objected to her presence.

Leaving the conservatory, Williams went to Washington, D.C., to teach. There she met Samuel Laing Williams, whom she married in 1887. The couple moved to Chicago, where they became friends with reformer Jane Addams. Samuel started a law practice, and Williams became active in the local community. In 1893 she spoke at the World Columbian Exposition, a World’s Fair and cultural event hosted in Chicago. Given responsibility for putting together African American exhibits for one of the exhibit halls, she also gave two important speeches. In one she laid out a vision for the intellectual promise of black women, while in the other she called on religious people to serve the black community. She called out the many evangelical churches that refused to accept black members while also noting the role that Christians had played in bringing slaves from Africa to the United States. African American icon Frederick Douglass witnessed the speech, and his subsequent praise, coupled with the positive audience response, established Williams as a major voice for late 19th-century black women. A tireless activist, later that year she helped found the National League of Colored Women, and in 1896 she helped found the National Association of Colored Women.

Deeply involved in the Chicago community, Williams and her husband helped establish Provident Hospital in Chicago in 1891. A pathbreaking institution, it not only had a biracial staff and clientele but also provided nursing training for black women denied such opportunities in the city’s other facilities. In 1894 Williams was nominated for membership in the prestigious Chicago Woman’s Club, but only after a contentious 14-month battle was she accepted, the club’s first black member and its only one for 30 years. In 1905 she helped create the Frederick Douglass Center, an integrated settlement house in Chicago. Williams also was instrumental in the establishment of the Phillis Wheatley House, a place where young black women could find shelter and support as they looked for employment. This transition facility proved to be a model, with additional ones cropping up in other urban areas. Despite the fact that her husband was a longtime friend and associate of Booker T. Washington, in 1909 Williams helped Washington’s rival, W. E. B. DuBois, found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

Williams was also active in the women’s suffrage movement, with her stature made evident when she was selected to give a eulogy for Susan B. Anthony at the 1907 National American Woman Suffrage Association convention. In her later years Williams focused more on her writing and was the first woman and the first African American to serve on the board of the Chicago Public Library. Some of her most important writings were published in The New Woman of Color: The Collected Writings of Fannie Barrier Williams, 1893–1918. In 1926 she moved back to Brockport, where she nursed her sister Ella, who became blind. Williams herself suffered a debilitating stroke and died on March 4, 1944, in Brockport.
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Fannie Barrier Williams: “Club Movement among Negro Women” (1902)

The following is Fannie Barrier Williams’s chapter “Club Movement among Negro Women,” which appeared in the 1902 book The Colored American: From Slavery to Honorable Citizenship. In her chapter, Williams details some of the historical challenges of black womanhood and the importance of black women in education and social reform.

CLUB MOVEMENT AMONG NEGRO WOMEN

BY

FANNIE BARRIER WILLIAMS

The Negro Woman in the United States has had a difficult task in her efforts to earn for herself a character in the social life of this country. By a sort of national common consent, she has had no place in the Republic of free and independent womanhood of America. Slavery left her in social darkness, and freedom has been slow in leading her into the day-light of the virtues, the refinements and the blessed influences that center in and radiate from the life of American free women. With individual exceptions, the colored woman, as the mother of a distinctive race in America, has been unknown. She has excited neither pity nor hope. The domestic routine of her household or cabin duties seemed to be her fixed status. She has been looked upon as a being without romance, incapable of exciting any of the sweet sentiments of femininity, any of the poetry of heart, or any of those delightful votaries that have glorified with song and chivalry the relationships of men and women.

Slavery in America was debasing, but the debasement of the Negro woman was deeper than that of the Negro man. Slavery made her the only woman in all America for whom virtue was not an ornament and a necessity. What a terrible inheritance is this for the women of a race decreed to be emancipated and equal sharers in the glories and responsibilities of the Republic!

Did the Great Work of “reconstruction” after the war of i860 begin here at the root of all the Negro’s ills? No, “reconstruction” was mainly political and not social. It was the work of practical statesmen, in which the sociologist had no part. Through all the clamor and confusion of those stirring times, the woman, scorned, subjective and silent, was covered with a hateful obscurity. She was simply unknown and unconsidered. It is true that the Negro race as a whole was not obscure. The enthusiasm and exaltation born of the triumphs of freedom and national unity, swept the Negro into a prominence that was simply phenomenal. The Negro unmanacled had been the dream of one half of the country during many years of strife, and when that dream became a fact, the Nation seemed to be fairly dazed by the very magnitude of its achievements. In those great days of national exaltation over the riddance of slavery and the saving of the Union, the terms freedom, equality and citizenship were clothed with a potency that seemed capable of working miracles. Making the colored people free and equal seemed equivalent to making them equal to every task that befits men of inherited enlightenment. While the Nation was being swept along by this kind of idealism, it was easy for colored men to be elected as governors of states, as state legislators, as congressmen, as United State senators, and to secure important appointments in the diplomatic and civil service of the government. Nothing so delighted the people of this great Nation as to witness this wonderful transformation scene “From the plantation to the halls of Congress.” The Nation was so proud of itself that thousands of colored men worthily and unworthily occupied the front of the Stage. These prominent Negroes filled the public eye.

Of course such common-place things as home-making, family establishment, industrial and social independence and the many social economies and refinements that make for race-character were not thought of. It seemed to be taken for granted that a people who could produce statesmen so quickly must have all those minor virtues and equipments—that in other progressive races are the basis of human greatness.

The Negro as a Social Factor.—It took the people of this country a long time to learn and understand that the Negro as a social factor, as a home-maker, as an equal participator in all the civil rights and privileges and responsibilities, as a contributor to the virtues and vices of the Nation, was more important than the Negro as a mere voter and office seeker. It took the colored people a long time to realize that to be a citizen of the United States was serious business, and that a seat in Congress was an insecure prominence unless supported by good women, noble mothers, family integrity and pure homes. It was not until the Negro race began to have some consciousness of these primary things, that the women of the race became objects of interest and study.

It must not be understood that during all of this period of the colored man’s political ascendency and the colored woman’s social obscurity that she was altogether unprogressive. In spite of some of the unspeakable demoralizations of slavery, the womanhood of the race was marked by many of the virtues, mental and social, that are characteristic of the women of all races who are capable of a high state of development.

Not a Cheap Set of Women.—One of the curious, but creditable things for which the Negro race has been given but slight praise is that emancipation found thousands of colored women, both North and South, who could read and write, and who were guided and governed by womanly instincts and womanly principles. They were not a cheap set of women in the sense that their souls were dulled and uncultured. The fact is that the Negro woman in America has always been one of the most persistent of students. Though the laws and customs in the southern half of the country made it a crime to teach the Negro to read and write, and though race hatred and mob violence rendered it perilous for any colored person to seek an education, yet in the northern half thousands of colored women were educated.

There were thousands of colored women in the South who could not read and write, but they had an enlightenment of heart and mind that meant sometimes more than a knowledge of the three “R’s.” The noble mother of Frederick Douglass was an interesting type of thousands of women who came out of slavery pure, strong and capable of the best things of which the best of women are capable.

In the Northern States before the war hundreds of colored women secured their education in secret schools. The colored people living in the free states cried out for learning, and the colored young women were the ones most benefited. Such persecuted schools as the famous Canterbury Seminary, taught by Prudence Crandall in Canterbury, Connecticut, trained many of the young women who afterwards became pioneers in the larger and freer work of education of colored youth. Nearly every woman thus educated dedicated herself to the work of teaching. To these women the colored race is almost wholly indebted for the general intelligence that was found among the colored people of the North and that enabled them to be leaders in the early days of freedom.

The Capacity of the Negro.—The progress of colored women as teachers and students, ought to be a conclusive answer to those who question the capacity of the Negro race for the highest development. It ought not to be surprising that the women who have so diligently prepared themselves by education and service should now be able to take hold of the great social problems which require for their solution the intelligence, courage, race pride and the force of initiative such as have characterized the work of colored women as the educators of a race.

Organization.—The organization of the colored women of the country into clubs, leagues and associations for the moral uplift of their race is a distinctive forward movement, and it is wonderfully significant of the long distance traveled in thirty years. The Negro woman’s club of to-day represents the new Negro with new powers of self-help, with new capacities, and with an intelligent insight into her own condition. It represents new interests, new anxieties and new hopes. It means better schools, better homes and better family alignments, better opportunities for young colored men and women to earn a living, and purer social relationships. These are some of the things that have been made important and interesting to all of the people by the women’s clubs.

The Call for Club Work.—The causes for this new movement among colored women are not difficult to find. As before stated, the gradual decadence of the Negro as a political power in the South, has tended to force the race back upon itself, and to give to it the services of men whose superior intelligence found no outlet in polities. The studies and efforts of such men as DuBois, Washington and other Negro philosophers made the subjects in which women are chiefly concerned of commanding interest. Heretofore it seemed to be taken for granted that the schoolhouse would take care of itself, that the morals of the people, and home sanctities would grow out of the influence of the church alone, but women have discovered that all the agencies of civilization need to be safe-guarded and supplemented by the organized intelligence of the people.

Women Deserve the Praise.—While the colored men of the last decade have done much to give the race a consciousness of its own shortcomings, the colored women’s club as a reformatory movement is wholly the creation of women. To them must be accredited the moral sense and the mental insight that enabled them to discover their own social disorders and imperfections and to suggest their remedies. In other words, they did not need to be told what was to be done or what to do. It was not the preacher who created in them an anxiety for a better home environment for themselves and their children. The conscience-call for kindergartens, day nurseries, reading rooms, etc., was not man-made. The white women’s clubs, as large, numerous and generous as they sometimes are, sent no missionaries among their darker sisters to show them the way out of social darkness and despair. On the contrary the colored women began their club work in the same independent spirit with which they have taught themselves, and then began to teach others, even in the dark days before they became free. Without demonstration, or flourish of trumpets, the colored women began a more or less systematic study of social conditions.

First Clubs Organized.—Many clubs were organized for this purpose as early as in 1890. Between 1890 and 1895 many clubs were organized in the principal cities of the country, where the Negro population was large enough. . . .

An examination of the constitution and by-laws of these first organizations among colored women, shows a degree of earnestness and freedom from affectation and pretense that is very refreshing, and speaks much for the strong character of the workers. Temperance, mothers’ meetings, sewing schools, rescue agencies, night schools, home sanitation and lectures on all subjects of social interest were some of the many things attempted and carried on by these clubs. These clubs made themselves felt for good in their respective communities. In some places these groups of women constituted the only organized force among the colored people for any purpose, and they are recognized as such in every instance where the organized voice of the colored people is needed.

Source: J. W. Gibson and W. H. Crogman, The Colored American from Slavery to Honorable Citizenship (Atlanta: J. L. Nichols, 1902), 197–232.



Wilson, Edith Bolling Galt (1872–1961)

The second wife of President Woodrow Wilson, Edith Wilson may have been the nation’s first female president, though her secret presidency would have been an illegal seizure of power after her husband suffered a debilitating stroke. Historians disagree about the extent of his debility and her influence on public policy for the remainder of his term, but it does appear that she ran the executive branch of government from October 1919 until Wilson’s term was up in March 1921.

Edith Bolling Galt Wilson was born in Wytheville, Virginia, on October 15, 1872, the 7th of 11 children born to Sallie White and William Holcombe Bolling. Although Wilson started the 1887–1888 school year at Martha Washington College studying music, she disliked the school and left after two terms. After a year at home she enrolled at the Richmond Female Seminary, but the strain on the family’s finances forced her to return home after a year. While visiting a married sister in Washington, D.C., in the mid-1890s, Wilson met local businessman Norman Galt. Ten years her senior, Norman arduously wooed Wilson, and they were married in 1896. In 1903 she became pregnant and had a son, but complications ensued, and the infant died after three days. The marriage suffered in the aftermath. Wilson pursued a life as a society lady. In 1908 Norman died suddenly. Inheriting the business, the new widow decided to manage it herself—which she did with great success.

Edith met President Woodrow Wilson in March 1915. Immediately smitten, he proposed less than two months later, but Edith was initially reluctant. His first wife, Ellen Wilson, had been dead for less than a year, and rumors circulated that the president had been cheating on Ellen and even that Edith and he had conspired to kill Ellen. Nonetheless, the Wilsons were married in December 1915 in Edith’s Washington townhouse. By all accounts the two had a close relationship and a strong marriage.

Befitting the traditions of the time, the new first lady was not an active participant in politics, but her bond with the president made her a source of counsel on policy and political matters. Woodrow’s surprise reelection was followed quickly by U.S. entry into World War I. When the war ended, Edith Wilson accompanied the president to Paris for the peace talks, and she was at his side when he made his foray into the nation’s heartland to secure support for the treaty. That effort ended in the president’s collapse in Colorado, the victim of a nervous breakdown, followed by a life-threatening stroke on October 2, 1919, less than a week later. Edith’s influence grew to previously unimaginable levels. While debate continues about the specifics, with Woodrow being left partially paralyzed and at least initially limited in his ability to speak, there is now general agreement that Edith Wilson, for all intents and purposes, assumed the American presidency.

Indeed, Wilson limited access to her husband, insisting on acting as go-between for most presidential decision making. She initialed memos that they had ostensibly discussed and issued orders, prefaced by “the president says.” She became the voice of the chief executive, and while Woodrow by the end of his presidency would be able meet with his cabinet and other small groups, his marked weakness made it unclear as to whether he was ever the acting president before the end of his second term.

Leaving the White House in March 1921, the couple remained in Washington, but the former president was barely able to greet guests and lived for less than three years. For the rest of her life, Edith Galt Wilson zealously devoted herself to shaping and protecting Woodrow’s historical legacy. She limited access to his papers and selected his official biographer. She oversaw the production of films about his life, even reviewing the actors. And while her own book, My Memoir, published in 1938, received mixed reviews, it was a spirited defense of the man. Edith Wilson died in December 1961, almost four decades after her husband, at her home in Washington, D.C.

William H. Pruden III

See also Vol. 3, Sec. 2: Caraway, Hattie Wyatt; Roosevelt, Eleanor; Vol. 4, Sec. 3: Clinton, Hillary

Further Reading

Levin, Phyllis Lee. 2001. Edith and Woodrow: The Wilson White House Years. New York: Scribner.

Wilson, A. Scott Berg. 2014. Wilson. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Wilson, Edith Bolling Galt. 1939. My Memoir. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill.


First Lady Edith Galt Wilson Joins the “Save Money on Meat” Campaign (1920)

The following article from the New York Times reprints First Lady Edith Galt Wilson’s agreement to participate in the “Save Money on Meat” campaign by making public some recipes used at the White House that used less expensive cuts of meat. It was during this time that Wilson was suspected of limiting access to her husband, President Woodrow Wilson, who suffered a stroke in 1919, so as to hide the seriousness of his condition.

MRS. WILSON JOINS LOWER MEAT DRIVE

Will Set Example by Serving Cheaper Cuts in the White House

HER RECIPES MADE PUBLIC

President’s Wife Offers to Co-operate with Attorney General in “Save Money on Meat” Week.

Special to the New York Times

WASHINGTON, MARCH 25.—Mrs. Woodrow Wilson has become an active participant in the “Save Money on Meat” campaign, and will use a White House a series of inexpensive recipes in which the cheaper cuts of meat will be utilized. Mrs. Wilson wrote today to Attorney General Palmer saying she would be glad to join in the movement. Her letter follows:

The White House, Washington

“My Dear Mr. Attorney General: The White House will be glad to aid in every way possible your efforts to reduce the cost of living and will gladly co-operate in the ‘Save Money on Meat’ campaign. With sincere wishes for success, believe me, cordially yours

“Edith Bolling Wilson.”

The Department of Justice is allowed to announce the recipes to be served at the White House during the campaign.

MONDAY

POT ROAST WITH VEGATABLES

3 or 4 pounds chuck roast

1 cup sliced carrots

1 cup sliced onions

3 tablespoons fat (preferably from salt pork)

1 cup celery cut in bits

1 cup sliced turnips

If the meat is not sold in a solid piece, skewer or tie it into shape, wipe it with a damp cheese cloth and roll in flour. Boil vegetables in salted water to barely cover until soft. Heat fat in a frying pan or dutch oven. Put in the meat and brown on all sides. If the frying pan is used, transfer the meat, after it is brown, to a kettle, unless the pan is deep enough to hold the beef. Pour the vegetables and their liquid over the meat, together with preferred seasoning. Cover tightly and let simmer lowly for four or five hours, turning twice. Thicken the gravy a little and pour over meat.

Source: New York Times, March 26, 1920, 13.



“The Winning Plan” (1916)

Carrie Chapman Catt (1859–1947), president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), devised “The Winning Plan” as a strategy to establish a foundation for winning women the right to vote by beginning at the local level, building on state-level successes, and coalescing state achievements into a national movement toward a constitutional amendment. In doing so she ended the movement’s argument about whether women’s suffrage was better pursued at the state level or by working for a federal amendment and instead combining the two strategies into a two-pronged approach. True to its name, within four years “The Winning Plan” ushered in the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, extending equal voting rights to women.

Following the deaths of trailblazing suffrage leaders Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815–1902) and Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906), forward momentum of the women’s suffrage movement waned. The few states that had granted women voting rights had not led to national suffrage, and the antisuffrage movement seemed to be gaining ground at the turn of the century. Some leaders, such as Catt, had traveled to Europe to support international suffrage efforts and to learn new organizing strategies.

Leadership of the NAWSA divided over goals and methodologies. Alice Paul (1885–1977) and Lucy Burns (1879–1966), who had participated in militant demonstrations in England, broke away from the national organization. They joined with Harriot Stanton Blatch (1856–1940) of the Woman’s Political Union to establish the National Woman’s Party (NWP). They uncompromisingly aimed to pass a constitutional amendment regarding women’s suffrage. The NWP captured attention with more extreme tactics—parades, public protests, and hunger strikes. Its actions, considered radical by the general public, alienated conservative supporters and bolstered the antisuffrage opposition, who claimed that women were ill suited for the responsibility of voting.

Catt returned to the United States in 1915 and regained leadership of the NAWSA. At the 1916 convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey, she held a closed meeting of the organization’s regional leaders and forced the issue of a united effort. Acts of violence and protests to gain attention were labeled counterproductive; all NAWSA members were to cease such actions. Catt recognized that the status of suffrage varied regionally. By 1916, all 10 western states plus Kansas and the territory of Alaska allowed female voting at the state level. In the West, French and Spanish cultural influences offered greater empowerment to women through inheritance laws and landownership, creating an early foundation for women’s rights.

In the Midwest, some states offered suffrage at a municipal level. The Northeast, birthplace of the suffrage movement, was rife with corporate interests and established political bosses who mistrusted a female electorate and gave considerable support to antisuffrage organizations. White supremacy elements and businesses exploiting cheap labor bolstered antisuffrage forces in the South. Catt planned to capitalize on these regional differences and focus on the practical: only 36 states were required to pass a constitutional amendment, so the movement could write some states off as not worth the effort.

Catt laid out a multibranched plan similar to the strategy successfully used by Frances E. Willard (1839–1898) and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) in their campaign to regulate alcoholic beverages. “The Winning Plan” had a four-pronged strategy. (1) Women in states with full suffrage would press for passage of a constitutional amendment because they had the greatest potential influence over presidential and party politics. (2) States where women did not yet have full suffrage but where a state constitutional amendment was viable would press for a referendum at the state level. (3) Everyone in the movement would contribute what they could toward influencing national political policy toward full suffrage. (4) Suffrage advocates in southern states would push for the vote on a local level.

Catt submitted her plan as the only logical road to success and demanded unanimity. Behind closed doors, the NAWSA leaders and state chapter presidents signed a secret pledge to adhere to Catt’s plan. Bolstered by organizational solidarity and funded by a $1 million legacy, “The Winning Plan” was implemented. Miriam Folline Leslie (1836–1914), a self-made New York City magazine publisher born of French American descent in New Orleans, willed her fortune to Catt to fund the plan.

Over the next four years, Catt and the leaders of the NAWSA lobbied elected officials in Washington D.C., reestablishing House and Senate support. Catt also cultivated a personal friendship with President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) and gained his endorsement for a constitutional amendment. By 1917, focused advocacy had secured limited voting rights in Arkansas, electing suffrage activist women to the state’s 1918 Democratic State Convention. Concurrently, New York passed a state referendum that allowed woman suffrage, creating momentum in the Northeast.

In February 1920, Catt led the NAWSA in establishing the League of Women Voters. The league aimed to inform women about democracy, candidates, and issues. The effort was effectively a fifth element of “The Winning Plan” that countered suffrage opponents’ claim that women were ignorant of voting procedure and political choices. The strategy reached fruition when Tennessee became the 36th state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment, and on August 26, 1920, women across the United States were officially guaranteed the right to vote.

Catt’s successful combination of local and state steps with steadfast persistence toward a constitutional amendment remains pertinent today. Gay marriage advocates point to “The Winning Plan” as a potential strategy for politically bringing their own efforts to the national level.

Keri Dearborn
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Woman’s Peace Party

In the aftermath of the outbreak of the World War I in Europe in 1914, a group of female pacifists centered in the United States founded the Woman’s Peace Party (WPP) in hopes of bringing a quick end to the war. They believed that their status as outsiders would help them broker an end to the conflict. Yet after their initial hopes were dashed and the conflict widened, they continued their efforts.

While inspired by the August 1914 New York peace parade, a silent vigil organized by Fanny Garrison Villard in response to the outbreak of hostilities in Europe, the WPP’s formal roots can be traced to a January 10, 1915, meeting in Washington, D.C. The call to meet had gone out from Progressive icon Jane Addams and suffragist leader Carrie Chapman Catt, and the gathering featured around 90 official delegates. However, reflecting the growing concern, approximately 3,000 women gathered at the capital’s New Willard Hotel to witness and participate in the official formation of the WPP. Addams was elected the group’s chairman, and she was supported in the inaugural stages by a who’s who of female reform leaders, including Florence Kelley, Belle LaFollette, Anna Howard Shaw, Lillian Wald, and Jeannette Rankin, among others.

While most of those in attendance were suffragists, the attendees of the inaugural gathering represented a wide range of organizations and movements, with peace, temperance, suffrage, educational, and social worker organizations all boasting participants. Formal organizations were also in attendance, with groups including the National Society of the Daughters of the American Revolution, the National Council of Women, and the National Women’s Trade Union League making their presence known.

A platform committee was soon established, and its members, who included Addams, Catt, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Fannie Fern Andrews, Lucia Ames Mead, Alice Thacher Post, and Anna Garlin Spencer, crafted an 11-point platform, the highlight of which was the call for a conference of neutrals, a body intended to serve as an ongoing mediation board whose goal was to end the war. In addition, the platform called for women’s suffrage, the establishment of the WPP, limitations on armaments, an end to economic motivation for war, a more democratized U.S. foreign policy, and an end to organized militarism. The platform was overwhelmingly approved.

The WPP set up its headquarters in Chicago. In addition to Addams being named the group’s first chair, Lucia Ames Mead was named national secretary, Harriet P. Thomas was designated executive secretary, and Sophonisba Breckinridge and Elizabeth Glendower Evans were selected as treasurer and national organizer, respectively. The group quickly reached out to prominent peace activists in each state with the intent of creating a network of state organizations. Seeking to cast a wide net and maximize their influence, the leadership also reached out to other peace groups, creating the National Peace Federation. This national group called upon the administration of President Woodrow Wilson to take up the WPP’s call for a conference of neutrals to pursue a mediated end to the war. In addition, the WPP sought to influence public opinion with a nationwide tour of Euripedes’s Trojan Women.

In March 1915, Dutch suffragist leader Aleta Jacobs invited the WPP to send a delegation to the International Congress of Women that was being planned for April at the Hague in Belgium. Addams was asked to chair the meeting, and she was joined by Mary Heaton Vorse, Alice Hamilton, Grace Abbott, Julia Lathrop, Leonora Reilly, Sophonisba Breckinridge, and Emily Balch, among others. Indeed, most of the 47 American delegates at the International Congress of Women were WPP members. At the congress, which included representatives from 12 countries, the International Committee of Women for a Permanent Peace (ICWPP) was founded, with the WPP becoming the U.S. section of the organization. In the aftermath of the congress, many of the women traveled through Europe studying conditions and talking with leaders and citizens about the war.

Returning to the United States they continued their efforts, but while industrialist Henry Ford supported the work of the WPP, they were, in fact, the subject of criticism from many, including former president Theodore Roosevelt, who termed them “hysterical pacifists.” As the war in Europe grew wider the WPP opposed U.S. preparedness efforts, and as the United States moved closer to war, the group joined other peace-oriented groups in calling for a public referendum prior to deciding on a declaration of war. Ultimately such efforts were unsuccessful, as the United States joined the war in April 1917. By that time the WPP had 40,000 members, predominately the same type of middle- and upper-middle-class women who had fueled much of the Progressive Era’s reforms. However, the impact of their numbers was muted, as the strict provisions of the quickly enacted Espionage and Sedition Acts made even much of their propeace rhetoric suspect, and in fact a number of prominent WPP members were convicted of violating the acts.

While their efforts were unsuccessful in terms of keeping the United States out of the conflict, the pacifist group did support both the League of Nation and President Wilson’s Fourteen points as an outline for the postwar world. Indeed, sporting strong American representation, the Second International Congress of Women took place in Zurich in May 1919 while the leaders of the World War I combatants were meeting in Paris finalizing details of the Treaty of Versailles. At the Zurich gathering, the postwar ICWPP formed itself into a permanent organization, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF). The new organization, to be headquartered in Geneva, was to be composed of national sections, and in November 1919 the WPP agreed to become the U.S. section of the newly reconstituted WILPF. In accepting that role the WPP ceased its own independent operations, but it provided a new arena for its members to purse the cause of peace that was its reason for being.

William H. Pruden III
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Platform of the Women’s Peace Party (1915)

In 1915, women including Carrie Chapman Catt and Rosika Schwimmer met in Washington, D.C., to form the Women’s Peace Party. The following is the party platform they wrote at that meeting.

The purpose of this Organization is to enlist all American women in arousing the nations to respect the sacredness of human life and to abolish war. The following is adopted as our platform:



1.The immediate calling of a convention of neutral nations in the interest of early peace.

2.Limitation of armaments and a nationalization of their manufacture.

3.Organized opposition to militarism in our own country.

4.Education of youth on the ideals of peace.

5.Democratic control in foreign policies.

6.The further humanizing of governments by the extension of the franchise to women

7.“Concert of nations” to supersede “Balance of Power.”

8.Action towards the gradual organization of the world to substitute Law for War.

9.The substitution of an international police for rival armies and navies.

10.Removal of the economic cause of war.

11.The appointment by our Government of a commission of men and women, with adequate appropriation, to promote international peace.

Source: Addresses Given at the Organization Conference of the Woman’s Peace Party, Washington, DC, January 10, 1915 (Chicago: Woman’s Peace Party Headquarters, 1915), 3.



Women’s Political Union

The Women’s Political Union (WPU) was an organization that actively promoted the cause of women’s suffrage in the first two decades of the 20th century. Modeled on the British suffrage movement, it both complemented and competed with the ongoing efforts of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). Once women’s suffrage advocates had all achieved their goal of securing the enactment of the Nineteenth Amendment, the WPU merged with other groups to form the National Woman’s Party.

Central to the efforts of the WPU was its founder Harriot Stanton Blatch, who believed in the value of advocating in very public ways for the cause. This approach, representing a significant departure from the ways of the early suffrage pioneers, was a clear reflection of Blatch’s own distinctive background. Blatch was born on January 20, 1856, in Seneca Falls, New York. The sixth of seven children born to feminist icon Elizabeth Cady Stanton, she graduated from Vassar College in 1878 and married William Henry Blatch in 1882. They lived in England for the next 20 years. In England, Harriot Blatch was active in the suffrage movement, and upon returning to the United States in 1902 following the death of her mother, she was shocked to find an American suffrage movement in decline. Her experience in England led her to believe that the American effort needed to appeal more to emotions, and she set out to energize the dormant movement.

Convinced that the working class needed the vote to advance their interests, she sought to involve them in the effort. In creating the Equality League of Self-Supporting Women in 1907, the group that was renamed the Women’s Political Union in late 1910, she sought to bridge the chasm between upper-class women reformers and the working class. Blatch and her allies adopted many of the tactics and strategies of the British activists, undertaking for the first time marches, parades, and demonstrations. Using a combination of publicity, education, and civil action, they quickly established a public presence. They organized mass meetings, and well aware of the politics involved in their efforts, in the election years 1908, 1910, and 1912 the group organized suffrage parades. The 1912 effort in New York City had 20,000 marchers and was witnessed by 80,000 spectators.

In addition, Blatch brought working women to testify before the New York legislature as it considered a women’s suffrage amendment for the state. Indeed, the WPU was very active in the 1915 New York suffrage effort. True to form, the group employed theater stars such as Ethel Barrymore in public presentations aimed at developing public support. While the 1915 effort fell short, the WPU played an equally active and important part in the successful follow-up effort of 1917.

The WPU was known for its ability to create media attention for women’s suffrage. For example, the organization took advantage of the New York law that allowed anyone to be a poll watcher. Stationing disenfranchised women at all-male polling places, the WPU highlighted the disenfranchisement of women. Blatch also encouraged her friend Emmeline Pankhurst, an immensely well-known British suffragette, to come to the United States to speak on behalf of women’s suffrage. The organization also published a biweekly newspaper, Women’s Political World, and in 1913 collaborated on a film, What 80 Million Women Want, a drama in which real and fictional suffragists plotted to expose a corrupt politician. Not only did the WPU directly impact the public debate over suffrage, but it also forced the more established organizations to reassess their efforts, in the end raising the level of activity and energy of the entire suffrage movement.

In 1916 the WPU merged with Alice Paul’s Congressional Union, and eventually they evolved into the National Woman’s Party. While the WPU was actively involved in the 1917 New York campaign, in joining with Paul, WPU veterans abandoned their previous state-based approach and instead focused on securing passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, an accomplishment that was achieved in 1920 in time for women to cast their vote in the presidential election.

William H. Pruden III
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World War I and Women (1914–1918)

When World War I began in Europe the United States was officially neutral, but by 1917 American sentiment shifted in favor of entering the war. Mobilization led to opportunities for women on both the home front and the war front. As government and industry leaders sought women’s help, women had the opportunity to work in areas that had previously been closed to them. Women contributed to the war effort in various ways, including conservation efforts and keeping production going on the home front. On the war front, women served in various important noncombatant support positions and at battlefronts as military nurses. The political support that women gained from their war work was one of the reasons for the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment (1920), which legalized women’s right to vote.

Many Americans opposed U.S. entrance into a foreign war, and President Woodrow Wilson ran for reelection in 1916 on an American peace platform. The Democratic Party reminded voters that “He kept us out of the war.” However, soon after Wilson was reelected, American-German diplomatic relations soured when Germany announced a policy of unrestricted submarine warfare. In 1917, Germany sent Mexico a telegram proposing an alliance wherein Mexico would attack the United States to deflect it from the war in Europe. Offended at this breach in diplomacy, Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany. The United States officially entered the war in 1917. However, the biggest problem facing the nation at that time was that the United States was not ready for war. Consequently, the government took desperate steps to prepare.

Mobilization began immediately after Congress declared war. As a show of American commitment to the fight, Wilson sent the American Expeditionary Force, a token force of about 15,000 troops, to Europe while millions of Americans volunteered or were drafted and trained for combat. It took months before the United States was ready to send a massive military force to Europe. At the same time, women’s clubs sent relief supplies to suffering Europeans. On the home front, the government believed that the best way to conduct the war was by an efficient use of available resources. The basic plan drawn up by officials was to achieve efficiency by raising production and reducing civilian use of resources. Throughout the war, many housewives supported the war effort by organizing war bond drives, leading conservation (recycling) efforts of war-related materials (including rubber and various metals), and conserving food. Government propaganda efforts encouraged housewives to plant victory gardens and reuse leftovers. The Food Administration (1917–1919) ran a propaganda campaign of “Meatless Tuesday,” “Wheatless Wednesdays,” and “Porkless Saturdays.” The popular Food Administration slogan was “Food Will Win the War.” In fact, there were a lot of propaganda efforts targeting women on the home front. One 1918 poster sponsored by the National War Garden Commission (created by James Montgomery Flagg) encouraged women to “Sow the Seeds of Victory” by planting and raising their own vegetables. The poster depicted a women draped in the American flag walking through an open field sowing seeds. Another poster proclaimed “Every Garden a Munitions Plant.” Since these home front government-sponsored goals fell squarely within housewives’ spheres of influence, these government initiatives assigned women unprecedented responsibilities.

Besides the opportunities that women had to serve at home, the war created opportunities for women to work outside the home. Before the war, women’s traditional jobs outside the home included maid service, teaching, nursing, and secretarial work. During the war, the scope of jobs available to women expanded. Women took many different jobs, including work as stenographers, telegraph operators, phone operators, farmers, law enforcement officers, railroad workers, mine workers, and factory workers. Women drove taxis, ambulances, and trucks. They worked on the ship-loading docks and in machine shops. They did many jobs that before the war had been reserved for men. About 400,000 women worked outside the home for wages for the first time in their lives during World War I. Ironically, women’s increased employment outside the home created more domestic jobs as well, because working women needed someone to help care for their children. In addition, about 8 million women who already held jobs switched to higher-paying factory jobs. Although most women usually earned less than men in similar jobs, factory work paid women higher wages than they had ever earned before. Some women worked in dangerous jobs such as in factories that made bombs. Women worked at these jobs both because they needed the money and because they believed that their labor provided the nation with a valuable service.

For most women, supporting the war was not an abstract concept. Most of them had fathers, husbands, sons, relatives, or friends fighting in the war. Therefore, their work had an added personal nature. Women also worked in government war-related agencies that had been created during the war. Women leaders saw wartime as an opportunity to gain and keep employment outside the home in nontraditional jobs. However, the changes in female employment during this time were short-lived. As men returned home, employers replaced most female workers with male workers, with most soldiers returning to their prewar positions. As a result, most women returned to their “traditional” jobs after the war. In fact, fewer women were in the civilian workforce in 1920 than in 1910. American women would face a similar struggle with short-lived gains in the years after World War II.

In a time of world crisis, women were also temporarily (only through the duration of the war) afforded unprecedented opportunities to serve on the Eastern and Western fronts. More than 33,000 women entered the armed forces, and many of them served in Europe. In fact, it was the first time that military nurses were allowed to serve overseas, though military nurses and various benevolence women groups had been deployed in Europe before the American Expeditionary Force arrived. Unfortunately, most women who served faced unequal treatment and unequal benefits compared to men. Not all military leaders agreed with the decision to allow women to take active roles in the war.

Although there were some exceptions, most women in military service worked in various support positions such as nurses in the Red Cross, the U.S. Army Nurse Corps, and the U.S. Navy Nurse Corps. Nurses provided valuable services tending to soldiers’ wounds, infections, burns, and various other physical traumas. Many nurses received meritorious awards from Allied nations. Three nurses were awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, 3 were awarded the Navy Cross, and 23 were awarded the Distinguished Service Medal. Women also worked in communications and as supply clerks. Even though clerical work was monotonous and required no particular daring, the work that clerical women did was extremely valuable, as it kept American soldiers supplied. Approximately 13,000 women also served in the navy as “Yeomen (Female)” and in the U.S. Marine Corps as “Marinettes.” Yeomen (Female) were trained to march in formation in parades to inspire patriotism, rally public support for the war, and encourage men to enlist. Although most women were assigned noncombatant roles, the uncertain nature of the war sometimes thrust them into combat conditions. In addition, a flu epidemic (1918–1919) that cost the lives of millions of people also claimed the lives of about 200 nurses. In addition, many women were wounded and hundreds lost their lives in the service of their country. President Wilson, who had been against women’s suffrage, softened his stance after the war. Wilson told Congress that granting women the right to vote was crucial for winning the war.

After the war ended, Congress passed legislation to ban women from serving in the military. However, 20 years later when World War II began women were again needed, and Congress passed new legislation that allowed women to again serve their country. In this regard, women’s valuable service in World War I set a precedent for women’s military service in future wars. Without a doubt, the crisis of World War I created opportunities for women to support the war effort and challenged notions about women’s capabilities. Women’s contributions during the war gave the women’s rights movement a boost, but women’s wartime work in World War I also set a precedence for women’s war work in World War II as well as the wars in Korea, Vietnam, and the Middle East.

Rolando Avila

See also Nineteenth Amendment; Vol. 1, Sec. 3: Revolutionary War and Women; Vol. 3, Sec. 3: American Red Cross; Army Nurse Corps; Conservation and Recycling; Navy Nurse Corps; Victory Gardens; Women Prisoners of War during World War II; Vol. 4, Sec. 1: Korean War and Women; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: Vietnam War, Women; Vol. 4, Sec. 3: Persian Gulf War, American Women in

Further Reading

Greenwald, Maurine. 1980. Women, War and Work. Westport, CT: Greenwood.

Herbert, Melissa. 1998. Camouflage Isn’t Only for Combat: Gender, Sexuality, and Women in the Military. New York: New York University Press.

Schneider, Dorothy, and Carl Schneider. 1991. Into the Breach: American Women Overseas in World War I. New York: Viking.

Steinson, Barbara Jean. 1982. American Women’s Activism in World War I. New York: Garland.

Young Women’s Christian Association

Founded first as the Ladies Christian Association in New York in 1858, the name Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) first appeared in Boston in 1866. The YWCA seeks advances in leadership, peace, justice, and human rights for women within a Christian spiritual framework. Now based in Geneva, Switzerland, the YWCA is the largest women’s organization in the world.

The organization stands at the forefront of raising the status of women. The YWCA movement has traditionally sought to provide services such as access to educational and religious classes, boardinghouses or hostels for young women, and opportunities for both service and recreation. It works toward social justice and economic change both locally and globally and is the largest women’s organization in the world. It is a volunteer movement with a membership that is inclusive of women from many backgrounds and cultures.

The YWCA was formed in the mid-19th century as a result of the industrial revolution in England and the Crimean War (1853–1856). It sought to be a social and spiritual support system for young English women at a time when many young women were leaving their traditional homes to find work in the industrial centers of England. Social-minded individuals became concerned about working women’s welfare amid the dangers of the cities and the hazardous working conditions in factories, where they were compelled to work long hours for very low pay.

Two independent religiously based programs with similar aims led to the development of the YWCA. In 1855 Emma Robarts (sometimes spelled Roberts) (ca. 1818–1877) formed a prayer union in Barnet, England, with 23 friends to help girls through intercessory prayer. In their work they followed the example of the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), which had been formed in 1844. Robarts’s original group met each Saturday evening, and by 1859 this prayer union had spread to other towns and villages. However, Robarts recognized that there was more to be done, saying that “If we pray for others, we must also work for them.”

The group called themselves the Young Women’s Christian Association. The movement spread in the 1860s and 1870s, with more than 100 branches in operation by 1872. They met for prayer, Bible study, and social interaction. Widening their scope, the groups then included efforts toward the development of the body, mind, and spirit. Some of the groups also provided rooms in which young women could board.

At the same time, also having its beginnings in 1855, a separate group was formed by wealthy social activist Mary Jane Hoare Kinnaird (1816–1888) when she opened a home in London for the many girls coming to the city seeking work. The residence also sought to provide a friendly Christian atmosphere where nurses, inspired by Florence Nightingale, could stay en route to their duties in the Crimean War in Russia as well as upon their return to England. The aristocratic Lady Kinnaird called her program the General Female Home and Training Institution.

In the United States, women first established YWCA’s in East Coast cities such as New York and Boston. The New York YWCA opened the first women’s boardinghouse in 1860, and a decade later the Boston boardinghouse put exercise equipment in rooms, thus encouraging their female boarders to be physically fit. In the 1870s American YWCAs added employment bureaus as well as student associations, medical centers, and exercise classes. In 1877 the Chicago YWCA hired nurses to make home visits to women too ill to leave home. Two decades later the first YWCA for black women opened in Dayton, Ohio, followed by another in Oklahoma for Native American women.

The organization’s period of greatest expansion came in the 1890s when YWCAs were established throughout Great Britain, the United States, Norway, and Sweden. In 1898 its first conference was held in London, with more than 300 representatives from countries across five continents. This conference has been cited as the focal point in founding the World YWCA, combining the principles of unity based on Christian faith and service on a global scale.

As the 20th century began, a shift began to occur within the YWCA. Originally its aim had been to shield women morally and socially from the dangers of urban life. At the 1910 World YWCA conference, working women from the United States sought to modify the group’s objectives to include the study of social and industrial problems as well as educate working women about legislation that affected their lives, adding what has been called the social conscience of the YWCA.

In 1930 the headquarters of the World YWCA moved from London to Geneva, Switzerland, which was the same city hosting the League of Nations. It was felt that this move was symbolic of becoming a more diverse association and also enabled the group to interact with other organizations based in Geneva, such as the International Committee of the Red Cross and the YMCA.

The coming of World War II (1939–1945) brought about new challenges to the organization. In much of Axis-occupied Europe, YWCAs were suppressed. However, even in occupied countries, women worked to provide support systems for those in need, often secretly and with very limited resources.

After World War II ended in 1945, the YWCA was able to hold its first World Council meeting in almost 10 years. The 1947 conference was held in Hangzhou, China, marking the first YWCA World Council held outside the West and said to be symbolic of its global inclusiveness. In the postwar period, the YWCA assisted displaced persons in finding permanent homes.

In the United States, some YWCA facilities were racially segregated or operated as a separate organization prior to the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Ultimately the segregated groups were merged into the main body. Today the YWCA works worldwide to eliminate racism.

During the third week in October, YWCAs throughout the world focus on raising awareness of violence against women. The annual YWCA Week Without Violence began in 1995 and has grown into a global movement with events in 20 countries.

A long-running annual event is the YMCA/YWCA Week of Prayer and World Fellowship, which began in 1904 and is held each year in November. Participants are asked to pray and act on a particular theme in unity with members around the world, citing as their inspiration the biblical passage “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” in Matthew 18:20. The weeklong event is centered around Bible study based on that year’s theme and serves as a reminder of the spiritual vision that drives the efforts of the YWCA to create a better world for all people. A resource booklet for planning local events includes a 12-month Bible reading plan. Some recent themes for the Week of Prayer have included “Bold and Transformative Leadership,” “Be the Change,” “Violence Will Not Have the Last Word—Working for Change That Respects Rights and Dignity,” “A Voice to Influence: Young People Speaking Out for Rights and Justice,” and “Women Creating a Safe World.”

In the 21st century, the YWCA focuses on the plight of refugees, health issues such as AIDS, literacy, domestic violence, drug abuse prevention, human rights for women, poverty eradication, education, peace, and leadership roles for women.

The YWCA is present in more than 120 countries around the world. The organization states that it seeks to develop women’s leadership “to find local solutions to the global inequalities women face.” Currently, the YWCA reaches more than 25 million women and girls through work in more than 20,000 local communities.

The work of the YWCA is inspired by Christian principles as well as a commitment to women’s full and equal participation in society. Although the organization is often associated only with lodgings and fitness centers, the World YWCA sees itself as a human rights–based organization.

Many YWCA facilities around the world operate hostels, gyms, and swimming pools. However, those activities are said by the organization to be part of an overall strategy to prepare young women for leadership. One of the YWCA’s components is to instill leadership skills in women by building confidence through sports, good health, and fitness. By providing women with shelter, either from abusive partners or as they relocate from traditional homes to the city, the YWCA offers the support women need to build their lives and become valuable, productive members of society.

Nancy Hendricks
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Ziegfeld Follies

Popular in the early 20th century, Ziegfeld Follies were musical reviews featuring female performers based on Parisian entertainment produced by Florenz Ziegfeld Jr. (1867–1932). They were considered the epitome of high-class entertainment.

Ziegfeld was born in Chicago, where his father Flo Ziegfeld Sr. was president of a musical college. In 1892, his father sent him to Europe to book musical acts for the Columbia Exposition. Instead, he brought back strongman Eugene Sandow, whom he promoted in vaudeville. Several years later, Ziegfeld returned to Europe searching for a leading lady. There he met and married Anna Held, whom he starred in musical comedies that capitalized on her beauty.

It was Held who suggested that Ziegfeld mount a summer revue, based on Parisian shows she had appeared in. Ziegfeld opened his first Follies on July 8, 1907, at a roof garden atop the New York Theatre, renamed the Jardin de Paris. The show, which featured satirical looks at figures in the news and bragged of a 50-girl chorus dubbed the Anna Held Girls, ran for 70 performances that summer. The show and subsequent tour grossed over $120,000 on a $13,000 investment and prompted Ziegfeld to stage a new edition the following summer, a practice that continued for the next 25 years.

For the 1908 edition, Nora Bayes introduced the song “Shine On Harvest Moon,” which she cowrote with her husband Jack Norworth. It was the first of a number of songs introduced in Ziegfield productions that became hits, including “By the Light of the Silvery Moon” (1909), “Be My Little Baby Bumblebee” (1912), and “A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody” (1919). Ziegfeld employed leading songwriters of the era, including Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, and Victor Herbert.

[image: Lamphier]

Renowned for their popular appeal, show girls from the Ziegfeld Follies were also talented dancers and actresses. They performed snychronized dances modeled on performances at the Paris Folies Bergère. (Bettman/Getty)

The 1910 edition introduced two comic stars, Bert Williams and Fanny Brice. Williams was the first African American performer to star on Broadway alongside white performers. Although he actively defended Williams against racism, Ziegfeld never cast any other persons of color in his revue. Fanny Brice lampooned the popularity of femme fatales such as Salome, Camille, and Theda Bara by playing them with a broad Yiddish accent. Both performers combined superb comedy talents with the ability to touch audiences deeply, particularly with their singing: Williams with his song “Nobody” and Brice with “My Man” and “Second Hand Rose.” Other comedians who reached stardom due to Ziegfeld were Leon Erroll, W. C. Fields, Ed Wynn, Will Rogers, Eddie Cantor, Jack Pearl, and the comedy duo Edward Gallagher and Al Shean.

The real emphasis was on beauty, at least as defined by popular culture. Ziegfeld hired the most attractive showgirls and displayed them against lavish sets in gowns designed by leading designers of the era, including Lucile (Lady Duff Gordon) and Erté. Among Ziegfeld’s famous showgirls were Lillian Lorraine, Ann Pennington, Marion Davies, the Dolly Sisters, Marilyn Miller, Louise Brooks, Barbara Stanwyck, Joan Blondell, and Paulette Goddard. Billie Burke, famed for playing Glinda the Good Witch in the 1939 Wizard of Oz, married Ziegfeld in 1914.

For the 1911 edition, Ziegfeld added his own name to the title, and it was known thereafter as Ziegfeld Follies. In 1913, he moved the show to the New Amsterdam Theatre. Over the years, Ziegfeld’s productions became more extravagant. Ziegfeld insisted on using the finest materials, and production costs rose to $300,000 in 1927, not including salaries. An important addition was designer Joseph Urban, who joined Ziegfeld in 1915 and designed for all but one of the Ziegfeld-produced Follies.

The success of the Follies prompted a number of competitors in the field of musical revue, notably George White’s Scandals and Earl Carroll’s Vanities (both of whom had worked for Ziegfeld), who pushed the boundaries of musical revue, offering more female nudity and an emphasis on jazz music. Ziegfeld’s Follies were increasingly looked upon as old-fashioned in the 1920s. Ziegfeld turned his attention more to book musicals, most notably Show Boat in 1927.

When Ziegfeld died in 1932 deeply in debt, his widow, Billie Burke, authorized the use of the Follies name by the Shubert Brothers, and they produced editions in 1933, 1936, 1945, 1956, and 1957. Films included MGM’s 1936 The Great Ziegfeld, which starred William Powell as the showman; Ziegfeld Girl in 1941, starring Lana Turner and Judy Garland; and Ziegfeld Follies in 1945.

Andrew Davis
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Zitkala-Sa (1876–1938)

Zitkala-Sa, otherwise known as Gertrude Simmons Bonnin, was a Dakota writer, artist, and activist in the first half of the 1900s.

Zitkala-Sa was born February 22, 1876, in South Dakota on the Yankton Indian Reservation. She was the daughter of Ellen Tate’Iyohiwin, a Sioux Dakota, and John Haysting Simmons, a Euro-American. Bonnin’s Sioux name meant “Red Bird.” Raised by her Sioux mother, she learned Dakota values. Zitkala-Sa was sent out of state to attend White’s Manual Labor Institute, a Quaker school in Indiana. After earning a diploma from White’s Institute in 1895 she enrolled at Earlham College, also located in Indiana. Following her education at Earlham, Zitkala-Sa played in the New England Conservatory of Music as a violinist.

Zitkala-Sa began teaching at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania. Continuing to use her speaking and musical talents, she taught music and oratory and played violin with Carlisle’s band for special events. She wrote for magazines such as the Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s Monthly. In 1900 she returned home to South Dakota and discovered that her family had suffered financial difficulties. She was also concerned because the Carlisle School did not promote Native American ways to its students. In 1901 she left Carlisle and went back to her home in South Dakota.

Zitkala-Sa’s writing career developed significantly in the first decade of the 1900s. She had been collecting Native American stories and began publishing articles that addressed life from the Dakota perspective. Many or her writings were autobiographical. A compilation of her works was collected into a book titled Old Indian Legends and printed in 1901.

To support her writing, Zitkala-Sa found employment at the Standing Rock Indian Reservation in South Dakota, where she served as a clerk for the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs. She married Raymond Talesfase Bonnin in 1902, and they had one child, Raymond Ohiya Bonnin. The family moved to Utah, where Zitkala-Sa worked as a teacher on a Ute reservation. There she met William Hanson, a music professor at Brigham Young University. They developed a friendship and in 1913 wrote an opera together based on her writing. Called The Sun Dance, the opera was the first published opera written by a Native American. Historically, Native American customs were passed orally through music, so the opera marked a new way of preserving Indian heritage.

Zitkala-Sa also brought attention to the injustices that Native Americans faced. While living in Utah she became a member of the Society for American Indians. Her dedication to this organization is reflected in her service as secretary in 1916, an office in which she also served as editor to the American Indian Magazine during 1918 to 1919. As a result of her growing politicization, her relationship with the Bureau of Indian Affairs became strained because she objected to the restrictive manner in which Indian schools treated students.

In 1916 the family moved to Washington, D.C., where Zitkala-Sa worked for the Society of American Indians to support and preserve Native American cultures. Thanks to national attention and support, in 1924 Congress passed the Indian Citizenship Act. Two years later Zitkala-Sa and her husband created the National Council of American Indians to advocate for Native Americans. Zitkala-Sa also influenced the general public and lawmakers through the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. Within this national association, Zitkala-Sa organized the Indian Welfare Committee to expose corporate mistreatment and exploitation of Native Americans. The government’s Meriam Commission investigation resulting from Zitkala-Sa’s efforts ultimately led to its report, titled The Problem of Indian Administration, in 1928. The report detailed the plight of Native Americans in areas such as health, education, economics, culture, and religion. As a result, the Indian Reorganization Act was passed in 1934 and enabled Native Americans to oversee their land instead of the federal government managing it for them.

Zitkala-Sa died in Washington, D.C., on January 26, 1938. During her 61 years of life, the Dakota woman made an impact not only by preserving and promoting her Indian heritage but also by fighting for the rights and well-being of other Native Americans.

Eric G. Lovik
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Zitkala-Sa Describes a Haircut at Boarding School (1900)

In an article she wrote for the February 1900 issue of Atlantic Monthly, Zitkala-Sa (Gertrude Bonnin) remembered the day her hair was cut at boarding school.

School Days of an Indian Girl

Late in the morning, my friend Judewin gave me a terrible warning. Judewin knew a few words of English; and she had overheard the paleface woman talk about cutting our long, heavy hair. Our mothers had taught us that only unskilled warriors who were captured had their hair shingled by the enemy. Among our people, short hair was worn by mouners, and shingled hair by cowards!

I cried aloud, shaking my head all the while until I felt the cold blades of the scissors against my neck, and heard them gnaw off one of my thick braids. Then I lost my spirit.

Source: Zitkala-Sa, “School Days of an Indian Girl,” Atlantic Monthly 85(508) (February 1900): 185–194.



THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Modernity in the industrialized world had become reality at the turn of the century, and modern America had come of age. Urbanization increasingly replaced traditional small communities as a defining feature of America. Growing materialism partnered with the emotional and political exigencies of the 1890s depression and the fears of anarchism marked the United States in 1900. Demand for social, economic, political, and philosophical change complicated the American experience for women and men. The greed of corporations and monopolies and the extravagances of nouveaux riches contrasted with the social inequalities and injustices faced by the working-class poor and new immigrants demanded action. Women helped bring about many changes and also benefited from those changes. Women’s active role in the Progressive Era meant that they would face a very different world by 1929, a world where women voted and enjoyed more opportunities in the workplace and where the dissemination of legitimate contraceptive knowledge allowed them greater control over their bodies.

Gender Roles

The Progressive Era was a time of shifting gender roles, as American women of all classes and ethnicities stepped out of the private sphere and took a greater role in American public life. The settlement house movement, for example, began a decade earlier with the establishment of Hull House in Chicago by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr. Settlement house workers in slum neighborhoods believed in the Victorian idea that women of all classes working together could benefit all women. Elite women and intellectuals joined radicals and socialists to spearhead civic and social reforms. Embarking on a tide of change, they affected not only the immigrants in the community but also reformers themselves, and in doing so they shifted expectations about women’s roles from woman as solely housewife or oppressed worker during the industrial revolution to woman as reformer and political powerhouse.

In the black community, professional women and middle-class housewives organized in similar ways but with an exceedingly more difficult task as they struggled for reforms within a system of racism and discrimination. The National Association of Colored Women (NACW) boasted about 40 clubs in 12 states and by its good works tried to shift ideas about black women into a category of “respectable womanhood” that had historically eluded women of color. Ida B. Wells was the most prominent leader of black women beginning with her lawsuit against the railroad company that forced her out of the ladies’ car. She soon turned her attention to a crusade against lynching in the 1890s. Antilynching reform provided a valuable venue in which to expose gender ideals and their abuse. While most lynching victims were guilty of no more than being black, poor, and vulnerable, white supremacists often accused black men of being rapists to justify lynching. The lynching myth relied on gender ideology, including the stereotypical and racist notion that all black men were sexual predators and that all white women were virtuous and pure and potential victims. Wells used her skills as a journalist to explode these myths and expose their racist underpinnings.

The Harlem Renaissance, a flowering of African American culture and its integration into the mainstream of American culture, included artistic and literary African American women. Harlem in New York City and Chicago in the Midwest both emerged from the Great Migration as the largest communities of blacks in the North. Nella Larsen’s Quicksand introduced the first black woman as heroine in American literature. Zora Neale Hurston, arguably the greatest black female writing before World War II, enjoyed an even greater appreciation after the 1960s civil rights movement, when her writing found a prominent place in the new African American studies programs. Black women also performed as musicians and singers in the clubs of Harlem. The most famous blues singers at this time were Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, the “Mother of the Blues,” and Bessie Smith, thought by many to be the world’s greatest blues singer. Blues singers notably reflected changing gender roles for black women with lyrics that assumed women’s independence and power.

Education

The late 18th-century and 19th-century ideal of republican motherhood resulted in the increased importance of an educated, literate female population. An American mother’s duty in the newly independent country included raising sons educated to participate in republican government and daughters who could become mothers capable of educating their future sons. New attitudes led to the creation of teachers’ colleges for women, and by the end of the Civil War higher education for some women became a reality with the founding of women’s colleges such as Smith, Wellesley, and Vassar. By 1900 thousands of women attended not only women’s college but also coed colleges, once the domain of a male-only student body.

The college-educated woman of 1900 was generally white, unmarried, and financially secure and chose a career path of paid work over traditional domesticity and marriage. Of those women who married, nearly half married later than previous generations and as a result had fewer children. Many women chose social work, whether paid or unpaid, with agencies or settlement houses. Eleanor Roosevelt, for example, worked in a settlement house in New York’s Lower East Side prior to her marriage to Franklin Roosevelt.

Educated clubwomen and female scholars, including anthropologists, ethnologists, and archaeologists, worked to improve conditions for Native Americans by the 1920s. The passage of the Dawes Act and the establishment of Indian boarding schools in the late 19th century effectively removed indigenous Americans from the nation’s consciousness; however, by the 1920s their dismal situation attracted public attention. Boarding schools run by the Bureau of Indian Affairs removed children from their families in an effort to achieve American assimilation. Unlike their male counterparts, female anthropologists tended to focus their investigations on indigenous families, children, kinships, and household activities, laying the groundwork for later scholarship on Native American culture.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

Major transformations occurred in the perception of female workers in this era. Once seen as the victims of the workplace, Progressive Era workingwomen were an active force, as demonstrated by numerous and significant strikes in the textile and garment industries. New opportunities emerged as industrialization changed the face of the country and society in general. Large corporations required a workforce of clerks and secretaries that increasingly became the realm of women. Women worked in the entertainment industry, in theatrical productions, on the vaudeville stage, and in the new silent movies. Women were the new face of America’s consumer culture, and the department store became its physical representation. Women of differing classes and cultures interacted on a daily basis in these palaces of consumption. Elite women shopped in luxury on the upper floors, while the poorer women shopped in the bargain basements. The shop girl represented a more prestigious job than factory work, although these women were still subjected to male supervisors, potential harassment, demanding customers, and low pay.

The number of women in the workforce was on the rise, though women’s wages remained low. By the 1920s women represented over 20 percent of the waged workforce. In urban centers, over half the women in the workplace were foreign-born or nonwhite, and a majority were young and unmarried. These women worked at low-prestige pink-color jobs as textile factory workers, clerks, and teachers. Work in rural America followed centuries-old traditions, with all family members participating fully. Rural women worked in the fields and in the kitchen and cared for children, and many helped in significant ways with the management of the family farm.

Some farm women worked seasonally in nearby canneries or packinghouses in jobs that emulated their counterparts working in urban factories. Whether work was in a sweatshop or a cannery, the labor was backbreaking, and wages were far below the standard cost of living. Conditions encouraged some of these women to join unions and strike for better wages and conditions. Traditionally, organized unions such as the American Federation of Labor (AFL) offered little help to women. In 1903 the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) was established to fill the gap. Modeled on a similar union with the same name in Britain, the WTUL worked with the implicit approval of the AFL to organize and represent women in the labor movement. In fact, the AFL was relieved to hand off the task of representing women. Remarkably, the WTUL reflected a class-based coalition of trade union activists and college-educated social reformers drawn largely from the settlement house movement. Cooperation was at best a goal and not a reality for many years. It was not until Maud Swartz took over as national president in 1922 that working-class women truly had control of the organization. The WTUL directed the majority of its efforts at helping immigrant and white women workers, leaving black women underrepresented. In this area the WTUL followed the same racist sentiments as the AFL. By the 1920s the WTUL lobbied states to adopt wage and hour laws for women, and in 1920 the first director of the newly created Women’s Bureau of the Department of Labor was shoe worker and WTUL member Mary Anderson.

The strike was a major tool for labor activists. The most famous of the early strikes by women began in the summer of 1909 in New York when the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) struck several manufacturers. Workers, mostly young Jewish and Italian women, picketed and were subjected to harassment by company-hired thugs, arrests, fines, and jail. The WTUL joined with the ILGWU, bringing leisure-class women to the picket lines but with no change in the violence against picketers. A meeting called in November 1909 considered a general strike of the entire New York shirtwaist industry. Clara Lemlich, a 17-year-old worker, made an emotional appeal to the crowd in Yiddish, and the next day as many as 30,000 workers went on strike. About 20,000 of the strikers were East European Jews, likely influenced by Lemlich’s speech. The financial and legal support of the WTUL and the support of some wealthy women allowed the strike to continue. Significantly, this strike changed the image of working-class women from passive victims to powerful workers in their own right. Even Samuel Gompers, president of the AFL, had to admit that the passion of the striking women added to the overall workers’ cause.

Negotiations resulted in an end to the strike after three months. The new deal included a 52-hour week, an end to special fines and charges, and even some paid holidays in many of the shirtwaist companies. Tragically, a year later on March 25, 1911, the disastrous Triangle Shirtwaist Fire occurred. Owners locked doors to keep the women in and union organizers out; 123 women died in the blaze, some of whom jumped to their deaths to avoid the flames in the high building; 23 men were also killed in the fire. Female activists such as Lemlich and Rose Schneiderman remained labor activists throughout their lives. Frances Perkins, a graduate of Mount Holyoke College, witnessed the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire firsthand. That same year she served on the Factory Investigation Commission in New York City, became a factory inspector, and helped pass laws intended to keep such tragedies from recurring. Perkins embarked on a lifelong career advocating for worker rights that culminated in her position as secretary of labor, America’s first female presidential cabinet member, for President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

The U.S. declaration of war in 1917 created opportunity and controversy for women. The Women’s Peace Party refrained from further criticism of male politicians, who declared war while proclaiming that this was the “last” war, or “the war to end all wars.” The Woodrow Wilson administration called on women to support the war by maintaining family farms and businesses while husbands and sons fought, conserve needed war materials, sell Liberty bonds, help pack medical supplies, and work in factory jobs once reserved for men only. Although no combat positions were available for women in the military, some did serve on the front lines as nurses for the army and the Red Cross. Over 400,000 women entered the workforce. White women took the best-paying factory jobs operating welding equipment and working in steel mills, oil refineries, railway yards, and more. Women of color were able to move into some of the jobs left behind by white women, and when segregation kept them from joining the same associations to work for the war effort, they formed their own bond drives and conservation programs. The wage gap between men and women lessened, and some industries removed bans against the employment of married women. There was some opposition to female workers. Union leaders worried that they would take jobs from returning veterans, sexual discrimination was commonplace, and when women filed harassment complaints they were often trivialized. Women’s work during the war was significant, and although not long-lasting, what these women did created a foundation for the Rosie the Riveters of World War II.

Legal and Political Power

Women’s activism during the previous century paved the way for generations of daughters and granddaughters to enjoy greater possibilities, and many of those possibilities came to fruition during the Progressive Era. The struggle for suffrage concluded with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in the summer of 1920, though gaining the vote did not mark an end to the struggle for equality. Women and men in the first decades of the century worked for greater access to birth control, gains in equality of workplace opportunities and compensation, and a general expansion of power for the majority of Americans.

Muckraking journalists helped spread the word of needed reforms in America during the Progressive Era. Journalist Ida Tarbell began researching John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil in 1900. Her “History of Standard Oil” appeared in McClure’s Magazine as a series of 19 articles from 1902 to 1904 and contributed to trust-busting activity by President Theodore Roosevelt that eventually broke this monopoly. In her investigation of Standard Oil, Tarbell collected thousands of pages of documents from around the nation and interviewed company executives, competitors, government regulators, and academic experts. Not only did she expose the oil company, but she also invented investigative journalism.

Women’s suffrage was the most prominent reform movement during this era. Ambitious organized women mobilized an increasingly diverse group into the final decades of the suffrage movement. In 1890 the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) combined as the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). This new iteration of suffragists benefited from the visible militancy of female workers and the determination of progressive reformers. Iowa native Carrie Chapman Catt moved the call for woman suffrage into the modern era when she took over the presidency of the NAWSA from Susan B. Anthony in 1900. Under Catt, the NAWSA attracted previously uninvolved women across the social classes. A race barrier continued to exist, however, as there was no desire to challenge southern racism along with the appeal for female voting. Conservative in its approach, the NASWA found itself challenged by the radical Alice Paul and her “suffragettes,” a term borrowed from the British. The antisuffrage movement gained strength from such male-led groups as the liquor industry. Hard though it might be for 21st-century women to imagine, there was also an organized opposition to enfranchisement by other women for such reasons as the potential loss of influence over men that women had already gained by the 1890s and concerns that too many “unfit” women would get the vote. Even some radical women such as Mother Jones and Emma Goldman thought that pinning hopes on the ballot box was a waste of time, arguing that women’s problems were such that the mere power to vote would not help.

In 1900 four states, all west of the Mississippi River, granted full voting rights to women. State-by-state campaigns saw more success in western states through 1915, and then the important state of New York granted woman suffrage in 1917. Alice Paul and Lucy Burns formed the National Woman’s Party (NWP) in 1913 to promote their more radical efforts toward passage of an amendment. These efforts resulted in prison terms, hunger strikes, and force-feeding—and publicity. Paul and her followers earned the title “Iron-Jawed Angels” for their hunger strikes, though the term had also previously been used to describe the silent sentinels who stood at the White House gates with banners demanding the vote.

In 1917 Carrie Catt returned to lead the conservative NAWSA in lobbying for the suffrage amendment. Congress represented a major barrier in moving forward, a bastion of male prerogative and male privilege with only one female member, Representative Jeann­ette Rankin of Montana. Rankin, who would become the only congressperson to vote no on America’s entry into both world wars, was a focal point for the overflow gallery crowd on the day of the House vote. The House of Representatives passed the amendment by one vote. The crowds left singing “Praise God from whom all blessings flow.” Senate approval also came by one vote. Ratification by the states came next. After 35 victories it appeared that the women faced near certain defeat with only the antisuffrage southern states left. In the summer of 1920 the state of Tennessee, against all odds, ratified the amendment—by one vote. American women, regardless of class and race, had won the right to vote.

In 1920 the NAWSA officially changed its name to the League of Women Voters, and although reform efforts did not end with the Nineteenth Amendment, efforts were less concentrated and less visible. In 1921 women successfully lobbied for support of the Sheppard-Towner Act to give matching federal funds to states establishing public health centers and prenatal clinics. Unfortunately, lobbying by the American Medical Association managed to cut funding to this legislation by the end of the decade. In 1923 Alice Paul and the NWP introduced the Equal Rights Amendment to Congress, only to find disinterest in both the elected officials and the population in general. Overall women had come a long way. In a 1927 issue of Current History, feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman emphasized the importance of women’s progress in political and social reforms, in jobs and professions, and in the continuing growth of autonomy.

Temperance, another long sought-after goal of women reformers, succeeded in 1920 with the Eighteenth Amendment. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), the largest women’s organization by the 1890s, spearheaded the crusade for temperance, blaming alcohol for numerous problems in working-class families. The WCTU’s moral campaigns encouraged generations of young women to embrace their moral sensibilities as a weapon to improve the increasing anxiety and misfortune in American society. The leadership of the WCTU promoted inclusion, and black women were welcomed but in separate divisions, according to Frances E. W. Harper, an African American member. The organization also crossed regional and class lines. In addition to temperance, the WCTU worked to improve the lives of women and children, advocating boys’ clubs and industrial schools for girls, homes for alcoholic women, prison reform, an end to prostitution, and woman suffrage.

Immigration and Migration

Immigration during the Progressive Era, from the 1890s until the outset of the Great War in Europe, can be generalized as the greatest wave of immigration in the country’s history; however, the experiences of immigrants cannot be so easily generalized. How immigrants viewed and experienced America depended on age and gender and on their skills and country of origin and the region where they settled. The greatest numbers of immigrants arrived at Ellis Island from Southern and Eastern Europe with different cultural and religious backgrounds than earlier European immigrants, raising concerns among many native-born Americans that they expressed through growing xenophobia and nativism. In part nativists objected to the number of Jews and Catholics in this latest immigration wave. Immigrant women worked primarily in textile or garment industries for low pay and under poor and often dangerous conditions. First-generation women hung on to their native cultures and languages but at the same time encouraged their children’s education and “Americanization” as a means of moving up the economic and social ladder, though the two forces created tensions in many immigrant families. Anzia Yezierska’s autobiographical book Bread Givers provides a poignant example of a daughter struggling to embrace her new homeland through education and hard work as her family keeps drawing her back into the “old world.” Perseverance wins out.

The West Coast and the Southwest experienced immigration from other parts of the world than Eastern Europe. Poverty and violence of the Mexican Revolution created a flood of immigration across the southern borders of the American Southwest. Similar to Italian immigrants at this time, many immigrants were birds of passage wanting only to stay long enough to earn money to return home. In both cases large percentages of those who did return home eventually came back to America. Chinese immigration, halted by the Exclusion Act of 1882, gave way to other Asian immigrants. The Philippines became an American colony in 1899, a move that allowed for Filipino immigration. Japanese immigrants also came to the West Coast at least until they were banned in 1906, as relations between the United States and Japan became increasingly tense.

The primary occupation for both men and women in the Southwest was agriculture. European immigrants who traveled west experienced a different reception, in large part due to their skills in agriculture. Italians such as Secondo Guasti (Italian Vineyard Company) and Andrea Sbarboro (Italian Swiss Colony) brought wine-making skills from Europe, made fortunes in the wine industry, and moved in the elite circles of Los Angeles and San Francisco.

Louisa Guasti worked with her husband in their Los Angeles company offices, entertained lavishly in her West Adams Boulevard mansion, and promoted the education, welfare, and religious lives of their workers in Guasti, the company town created by the Italian Vineyard Company. Under her guidance a school was opened in Guasti, and she convinced her husband to build a Roman Catholic Church for the workers. Her efforts contributed to the efforts of the women of Guasti in creating a cohesive multiethnic identity in a community of Italian and Mexican workers. Through their traditional work with food—planting, harvesting, selling, and cooking—the women of Guasti formed friendships that lasted for generations. Something as simple as Mexican women sharing homemade tamales with Italian families and receiving homemade raviolis in return brought two ethnic cultures together. The lives of these immigrant women in California were very different from what fellow Italians faced in the less tolerant East Coast cities. The dominant population in southern California in the Progressive Era was white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, but they did not dictate what happened in Guasti and other communities in part due to the strong communities that women helped create.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Most American women worked and always had—in the home, on the farm or in a factory—and even elite women worked at managing a large staff of servants and in volunteer work. Prescriptive literature, common since antebellum years, continued to advise women of their importance in the home. A 1900 article in Harper’s Bazaar urged women to spend less time in reform activities and with voluntary associations and more time caring for their homes and families. More and more women ignored these directives, instead asserting their desire for independence. At the millennium about 10 percent of women remained single by choice, and those marrying increasingly ignored antiabortion laws, learned about birth control, and had fewer children. An overall birthrate of 3.5 children per mother in 1900 contrasted sharply with figures of 7 to 8 per mother in 1800.

Victorian ideas regarding separation of young people before marriage declined in the new century. Unchaperoned young men and women frequented new amusement parks such as Coney Island, vaudeville entertainment, dance halls, and movie theaters. No longer confined to parental supervision, young people helped define a new culture and new norms. By the 1910s and 1920s the automobile offered another venue for changing courtship rules, as young couples could motor away from their parents’ homes and court in the privacy of the car.

Liberalized divorce laws in the late 19th century and a declining birthrate among white women raised concerns among conservative Americans but were celebrated by liberals. In 1900, 1 in 12 marriages ended in divorce, and by 1910 the numbers increased to 1 in 9. With two-thirds of the divorces instigated by women, it is clear that the social stigma of divorce did not concern progressive women as it concerned their mothers and grandmothers.

New attitudes and achievements for women in the 1920s encouraged by consumerism and advertising celebrated the independent woman. Advertisements showed women driving automobiles and smoking cigarettes. While some women remained happy gardening and taking care of the house, others rejected the old forms of domesticity. The concept of family changed as companionate marriage gained popularity, and the flapper lifestyle as captured in The Great Gatsby was popular if impractical for most women. More retrogressively, lesbian relationships were increasingly seen as dangerous to traditional family values, in spite of the fact that psychological experts such as Havelock Ellis attempted to study and describe homosexuality objectively and without moral judgment. Indeed, Ellis’s own wife was a lesbian, and the two had an open marriage. Still, Ellis and other psychologists of the time believed that homosexuality was an individual deviant choice.

Fertility and Fertility Control

The 1920s marked change and progress, but life was also becoming more complicated. Advice literature suggested that mothers worry less about controlling their children and more about raising logical, responsible, and educated young adults, a task best accomplished if they controlled family size. The early 20th-century birth control movement was small but organized and political. Its goals and methods differed from earlier voluntary control movements and for the first time included suggestions that sexuality might be enjoyable if women were free from fear of unwanted pregnancy. Emma Goldman was the first to publicly endorse a woman’s right to contraceptive information, a daring move in an era when contraceptive information was considered pornographic and illegal. The U.S. government would eventually deport Goldman, a Russian immigrant, viewing her as too radical and too dangerous to be allowed citizenship.

Attempts to regulate pregnancy were not new and, although practiced for hundreds of years, were seldom discussed. This changed in 1912 when Margaret Sanger wrote about Goldman’s ideas and invented the term “birth control.” Sanger was motivated by the number of patients she encountered, especially working-class and poor women harmed by self-induced or illegal abortions, undertaken because women were desperate to avoid being burdened by additional children to feed and care for in families that sometimes numbered 9 or 10 children. Sanger wrote a series of articles titled “What Every Girl Should Know” in the Woman Rebel, a socialist magazine, providing reproductive and sexual information to young women. The birthrate among white women had dropped substantially by this time; however, Sanger’s concerns lay mostly with immigrant women having little access to private physicians and birth control assistance.

Since the magazine was sent through the U.S. mail, Sanger was judged to have violated the antiobscenity Comstock Laws against using the mails for “pornographic” material. Sanger fled to Europe to avoid arrest. While there she studied family planning clinics and learned of the diaphragm from a Dutch doctor, Aletta Jacobs. She smuggled these female-controlled forms of contraception into the United States and in 1916 opened the first birth control clinic in America in an immigrant neighborhood in Brooklyn. This time she was arrested and tried and served 30 days in jail. The publicity of this incident alienated suffrage leaders but did lead to court decisions allowing doctors the right to give out limited amounts of birth control information. In 1921 Sanger founded the America Birth Control League, a forerunner of Planned Parenthood. Goldman and Sanger began a movement to allow women safe and knowledgeable control of their own bodies, one that continues today.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

Just as settlement house workers and other reformers worked to improve the lives of working-class and poor women, so too did they work to improve childbirth and child rearing in America. For example, Lillian Wald was one of the most influential social reformers of the 20th century. Wald experienced firsthand the poverty and inhumanity of immigrant life on New York’s Lower East Side and the damage those conditions did to the lives and health of women and children. Following an incident in which she saved the life of a woman in childbirth who had been abandoned by a doctor when she could not pay, Wald and fellow nursing graduate Mary Brewster rented an apartment in the tenements and established a visiting nurse association. In 1895 the philanthropist Jacob Schiff gifted a home to Wald that became the Henry Street settlement house. At Henry Street, Wald worked toward safer childbirth and pioneered the placement of nurses in public schools as well as the first school lunch programs. She advocated for increased and improved playgrounds and tougher housing inspections. In addition, Wald was instrumental in founding the National Organization for Public Health Nursing, Columbia University’s School of Nursing, and the Visiting Nurse Service of New York. As an advocate for immigrants, women, and children, she helped found the U.S. Children’s Bureau, the National Child Labor Committee, and the National Women’s Trade Union League. All of these organizations worked to improve the lives of women and their children, gradually improving conditions for America’s most vulnerable populations.

Child labor was still a problem in early 20th-century America. Increasingly women worked to end misery, ignorance, and poverty that caused and contributed to child labor. In Chicago, Florence Kelley worked with Jane Addams at Hull House influencing landmark legislation giving women an eight-hour workday and banning child labor under the age of 14. Kelley and others like her improved the lives of women and children throughout the country. The residents of Hull House, along with the faculty at the University of Chicago, pioneered the use of empirical social science as a tool in progressive reform. Hull House Maps and Papers, produced by Kelley and Addams and published in 1895, compiled such data as wages and ethnicities along with statistical maps and essays. This milestone work exists as the first study of urban poverty in America. Mandatory school attendance legislation accompanied laws banning child labor, ensuring that the children of working-class women would have a chance to leave behind the conditions that trapped their mothers and fathers.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

The changes that women experienced in the early 20th century varied across racial and cultural lines. While educated white women no longer accepted a life ruled by patriarchal ideas of strict control by first fathers and then husbands, they increasingly resisted abuse by husbands and fathers. Growing membership and support of such groups as the New York Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children illustrates how much mothers and reformers increasingly held concerns for child welfare and the prevention of child abuse. Nonetheless, the 20th-century nuclear family continued to provide a setting for domestic violence and sexual abuse, in part because local and state laws did little or nothing to criminalize family violence. An abused woman had little recourse from the law, even in the Progressive Era.

Female empowerment grew stronger with each generation, and although issues of violence and abuse continued, they were less often the norm among educated whites, in part because women from more privileged classes had opportunities, both financial and social, that created alternatives to staying in an abusive relationship. Some women could afford to leave their husbands and support themselves and their children, though many states continued to make divorce difficult or impossible for women to instigate. First-generation immigrant families often followed old patterns of abuse and accepted the culturally or religiously embedded right of fathers’ rule. Moreover, poor women had considerably fewer alternatives than did middle- and elite-class women. Poverty trapped many women in abusive relationships, a problem that domestic abuse shelters would begin to address in the coming decades.

Clothing and Fashion

Women’s fashions changed quite rapidly from 1900 to 1929. In 1900 ladies still wore dresses that swept the ground or skirts and blouses called “shirtwaists.” The bustle grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared, so that the ideal shape for a woman was more columnar than the “S” shape favored in the late Gilded Age. Some women gave up corsets entirely, but most women continued to wear them, though they were lighter and more flexible in the early 1900s. Large hats were also fashionable and were often decorated by large feathers, fake fruit, or even small dead birds. Hats sat atop a puffed hairstyle called the Gibson Girl. Fashions also recognized that women needed different clothes for engaging in sports, so ladies who could afford to do so could avail themselves of special costumes for bicycling, tennis, golf, and automobile motoring. Working-class women continued to wear large aprons over their dresses so as to protect the dress’s fabric from wear and dirt while doing household chores such as baking, cooking, and floor cleaning.

The 1910s was divided fashion wise, with more decorative clothing before 1917 and more sedate and even military-inspired fashions after the United States entered World War I. Skirt length rose to above the ankle, but the stylish hobble skirt narrowed so much at the ankle that it made long strides virtually impossible. As women became more active with waged labor, recreation, and sport, corset manufacturers made corsets even lighter than the previous decade. As corsets became lighter they became more affordable, so even nonelite-class women could own more than one. Mary Phelps Jacob took out a patent on the first modern brassiere, marking the eventual demise of the corset as an item of everyday women’s wear.

The years after World War I saw a veritable revolution in women’s fashions. By the time of the Roaring Twenties, fashionable and young women cut their hair into bobs, defying centuries of rules that said that women had to have long hair to make them more appealing to men. Skirts became shorter, with hems at midcalf, and dresses were less elaborately constructed and hung loosely on women’s bodies. More and more women abandoned the corset for the much less constraining and more comfortable bra.

Advertising in the 1920s focused on women’s changing opportunities but with mixed messages. Photographs of slim young women wearing revealing clothing styles or promoting a domestic lifestyle with the new appliances seemed to be taking a step back. Women’s fashion in the Progressive Era differed little from the late 19th century, but the 1920s presented a very different look.

Linda F. Mollno
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2. The Great Depression and the New Deal (1930–1941)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Great Depression marks one of the defining moments in American history. It began after the stock market crash of October 1929 sent Wall Street into a panic and wiped out millions of investors. Over the next several years consumer spending and investment dropped, causing steep declines in industrial output and rising levels of unemployment. By 1933 when the Great Depression reached rock bottom, 25 percent of American workers were unemployed. Some people starved; many others lost their homes and farms. Though the relief and reform measures of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, known as the New Deal, helped lessen the worst effects of the Great Depression, the economy did not fully recover until the United States entered World War II in late 1941, which kicked the industrial sector into high gear in 1942.

By the late 1920s, the stock market had come to symbolize the economic growth of the United States. In October 1929 the bubble burst, and the market started down a steep cliff. The crash, however, was only a symptom of deeper troubles with the American economy. At the very root of the economic downturn was the greatly uneven distribution of wealth. The trickle-down tax policies of the 1920s favored the wealthy, while at the same time the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a minimum wage was unconstitutional, keeping many working Americans among the poorest people in the nation. To keep the economy going, the nation relied on credit, creating an artificial demand for goods. Those who had money to spend bought luxury goods or speculated in the stock market. The automobile manufacturing industry was weak before the crash, laying off significant numbers of workers in 1927. Grain prices were low and had been throughout the 1920s due to East European grain flooding the market, making it increasingly difficult for American small farmers to make a living. The stock market crash delivered the final psychological blow to the already struggling economy. As the international economic structure collapsed, the economic depression spread worldwide.

Consumer confidence vanished in the wake of the stock market crash. The downturn in spending and investment slowed down production and construction, and businesses began firing their workers. Those who were able to hold on to their jobs saw a decline in their wages and purchasing power. Many Americans fell into debt, and the number of home and business foreclosures and repossessions climbed steadily. Every foreclosed business contributed to unemployment rates. Large numbers of investors lost confidence in their banks and demanded deposits in cash, resulting in thousands of bank failures by 1933. Despite assurances from President Herbert Hoover and other political leaders that the crisis would run its course, for the vast majority of Americans life only got worse. The Hoover administration contributed to the crisis by restraining spending increases while attempting to balance them with tax increases. As the economic depression deepened, farmers who had lost their farms packed up their families and moved into the cities. Hoboes and other itinerants sought shelter in cities during harsh winters. Unemployed urban residents who could not pay their rent or mortgages were evicted into the world of public assistance and bread lines. Insisting that Americans rely on private charities and local communities for relief, President Hoover created programs that bolstered morale and encouraged charitable giving. In many cities philanthropic groups of businessmen mounted relief drives, but the money raised proved inadequate to the scope of the problems faced by urban Americans.

The situation in the nation’s farming areas was not any better. Adding to the economic effects of grain prices and the Great Depression, a severe drought plagued the Plains states. As the crops died the winds began to blow, picking up dust from the overplowed and overgrazed lands—land that had been overfarmed in the 1920s as American farmers tried to grow more to balance lower crop prices. This environmental calamity, known as the Dust Bowl, particularly affected the states of Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas. The one-two punch of economic depression and environmental disaster put many farmers out of business, creating widespread unemployment among farmworkers and tenant farmers (farm renters). While many farm families stayed, hundreds of thousands of Dust Bowl refugees, known as Okies, packed up their families and belongings in their cars and migrated west, hoping to find work. Taking Route 66, some 300,000 moved to California alone, saturating the agricultural labor market in the state. Traditionally, California agriculture had relied on a migrant workforce of color. The arrival of the Okies complicated labor relations because they were white in a hierarchy where whites were the landowners and browns were the workers. Should these new arrivals now be paid more? Should they get better housing? Should they get benefits? The answer was a resounding no. Instead, the white migrants were maligned and assigned a status somewhere between the whites and the people of color. Their southern or midwestern backgrounds and accents set them apart from the culture that was clearly Yankee. Furthermore, they became identified with the squalor of their poverty. Although they were Anglo-American, much of white California despised them as yet another racial minority. They became “white trash.”

The Depression also heightened tensions in the American Southwest, where the Mexican population had increased significantly. By 1930 Mexicans in California, for instance, made up about 6.5 percent of the state’s population, and most worked in agriculture as day or stoop laborers. As jobs became scarcer, animosity focused on these workers who had been brought in just a few years earlier as natural farm laborers. The solution was a program called repatriation whereby American officials, in agreement with the Mexican government, returned Mexicans to their homeland. No distinction, however, was made between citizens of Mexico and the United States; many who were repatriated had never even been to Mexico but were children of immigrants. Repatriation peaked in 1931 and 1932 when over 65,000 individuals, according to American statistics, were sent to Mexico whether they were from there or not.

While the Depression affected virtually every group of Americans, no group was harder hit than African Americans. By 1932, approximately half of black America was out of work. Displaced rural blacks, many tenant farmers or farmworkers, moved to urban areas, where they competed for jobs with white Americans, increasing racial tensions and violence. Lynchings in the South increased significantly, and in some northern cities whites called for blacks to be fired from any jobs as long as there were white men out of work. One of the few organizations concerned with African American rights was the Communist Party. The party organized blacks and whites into unions and staged demonstrations for relief and jobs. It also fought to save the lives of the Scottsboro Boys, nine black youths falsely charged with rape in Alabama.

By the time of the presidential election in 1932, much of the nation associated the Depression with the incumbent in the White House: Herbert Hoover. The growing frustrations found expression in activism, from hunger marches to strikes. When a former cannery worker, Walter Walters, led a group of unemployed veterans to the nation’s capital in May, tensions mounted. Calling themselves the Bonus Expeditionary Forces, they demanded early payment of a bonus that Congress had promised them for their service in World War I. Walters organized the encampments along military lines, and it seemed that order would prevail. The marchers, whose numbers swelled to 20,000 by the end of June, were encouraged when the House of Representatives passed a veterans’ bill on June 15, despite Hoover’s promise of veto. When the Senate defeated the measure, tempers began to flare, and the U.S. Army prepared to step in. After some minor disturbances, President Hoover ordered the secretary of war to clear the veterans’ encampment area on June 28. By nightfall hundreds had been injured, and one infant died in the melee. General Douglas MacArthur and the U.S. Army pursued the veterans while a fire erupted in their encampment. The images of the federal government turning on its own citizens, particularly veterans, undermined what support Hoover still had and raised questions about the future of American democracy. In the election Americans turned to Democrat Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who had a recovery plan he called “A New Deal for Americans.” On the eve of his inauguration in March 1933, he commented to a friend that if he did not succeed he might very well be the last president of the United States.

When the Democrats nominated Roosevelt in 1932, he flew to Chicago to personally accept the nomination and pledged himself to “A New Deal,” which became the catchphrase for his presidency. It is important to think of Roosevelt not as a radical but instead as a man leading a group of people working from the progressive legacy of the early 20th century. Rather than revolutionary change, his goal was to provide modifications to address the worst abuses of the capitalistic system and redefine the government’s relationship to its citizens. His greatest appeal was probably his charismatic personality and enthusiasm. Together with his “brains trust,” a group of university scholars and liberal theorists, Roosevelt sought the best course of action for the struggling nation. During the first 100 days of his presidency, Congress passed a stream of bills to relieve poverty, reduce unemployment, and speed economic recovery. Historians call this first phase of reforms the First New Deal. It had three major components: relief to the people who were suffering, recovery for the economy and the banking system, and reform of the economic system.

Roosevelt’s first act as president was to declare a bank holiday, during which time Congress drafted the Emergency Banking Bill of 1933 that stabilized the banking system and restored the public’s faith in the industry. He also signed the Glass-Steagall Act to federally insure bank deposits, further increasing public trust in both banks and the government. The federal government also provided direct relief to the unemployed through the Federal Emergency Relief Administration. However, Roosevelt believed that people needed work, not just handouts. Thus, the federal government created a number of federal works programs including the Civilian Conservation Corps, which sent 3 million young single men to dig ditches, build reservoirs, and plant trees in the nation’s forests. The National Industrial Recovery Act attempted to help the recovery of American industry through close collaboration with the private sector to control production and prices. The Agricultural Adjustment Act subsidized farmers for reducing crops and provided low-interest loans for farmers facing bankruptcy. The Home Owners’ Loan Corporation helped people save their homes from foreclosure.

The New Deal offered concrete and immediate solutions to the despair gripping the nation in 1933. Unemployment figures started falling, and the economy began a modest recovery. Many Americans, particularly conservatives, believed that the New Deal sought to impose socialism on America. Meanwhile, socialist leaders chided the president for not doing enough to alleviate the suffering of American workers. Initial supporters, such as the “radio priest” Father Charles E. Coughlin, turned on Roosevelt for deficit spending and general liberalism. Coughlin later endorsed Nazi propaganda. Louisiana’s “Kingfish” governor Huey Long also challenged Roosevelt while promoting his program to restrict how much the wealthy could earn and impose high taxes on those with the greatest wealth. The Supreme Court, with its conservative majority through 1936, invalidated several of Roosevelt’s programs.

Opposition strengthened Roosevelt’s resolve while he readjusted his approach to economic reform. What historians call the Second New Deal thus attempted to alter power relations by fighting the power of the wealthy. This phase of reform also significantly increased the role of the federal government as a mediator between the interests of various groups in the nation’s economy. The government also increased its focus on social reforms. Innovative works programs continued to put people to work, including artists, writers, historians, and such. Roosevelt’s major work relief program, the Works Progress Administration, employed more than 8.5 million people to build bridges, dams, roads, public buildings, parks, and airports. At the same time, the federal government increased its control over credit.

The Depression years also ushered in a period of labor activism. Farmworkers initiated some of the fiercest struggles, especially significant because much of this workforce consisted of migrant labor traditionally outside labor organizing efforts. Federal legislation encouraged this activism and the emergence of industrial unionism. The National Industrial Recovery Act in 1933 and its section 7A, which guaranteed labor the right to organize and bargain collectively, inspired organized workers and organizers. When the U.S. Supreme Court declared the act unconstitutional in 1935, Congress quickly passed the National Labor Relations Act, or Wagner Act, that maintained the guarantee of labor’s right to organize and bargain collectively. Strikes were recognized as a legal right of labor unions; the act also prohibited unfair labor practices and established the National Labor Relations Board to oversee its implementation.

Another major event for labor was the promotion of industrial unionism. The American Federation of Labor (AFL) was still the largest single union but represented skilled workers only. From within its ranks came the call for industrial unions under the leadership of John Lewis, promoting unions where all workers in an industry belong to one union regardless of skill. Lewis’s demands were not heard, and he split from AFL, renaming his organization the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). The CIO successfully organized workers in the cannery, agricultural, packing, and other largely unskilled industries, helping grow the ranks of unionized workers in the country. By 1935, 3 million workers belonged to unions; by 1940, this number had tripled to 9 million and would continue to grow. The 1938 federal minimum wage completed the New Deal’s support of labor demands.

The Social Security Act of 1935 has proved to be the most enduring legislation of the New Deal. Before the 1930s, support for the elderly was a matter for local and state governments, charities, and families. The widespread suffering of older Americans in the Great Depression brought support for proposals for a national old age insurance system. On August 15, 1935, President Roosevelt signed the Social Security Act into law. It created social security insurance, supported from contributions in the form of taxes on individuals’ wages and employers’ payrolls. The act additionally established an unemployment compensation program and helped to fund state old age assistance, dependent children and child welfare, and public health programs.

In a very real sense, the 1936 election functioned as a referendum on the New Deal—and Americans gave their overwhelming support. Roosevelt won a landslide victory, receiving nearly 61 percent of the popular vote and a whopping 98.5 percent of the electoral vote. In addition to giving Americans concrete reforms, Roosevelt effectively used radio addresses, known as fireside chats, to explain what he was doing and why he was doing it. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt undertook her own series of talks, many in which she spoke to the concerns of women. The Republicans were no match for the Roosevelt charisma and media savvy. One of the most significant political developments, however, was the realignment of black voters from the Republican Party, which had once been the antislavery party, to the Democratic Party. In 1936 Franklin Roosevelt won 76 percent of the black vote, a total reversal of the percentages from the election only four years before. Many blacks cast their votes for Democrats because of the New Deal and the calculated moves to include them in this political coalition. Roosevelt’s concern for civil rights also helped win him black support, and he also appointed black men and women to high positions within his administration and throughout government agencies. Nonetheless, because the president needed the support of the white supremacist South, he failed to forcefully push for the complete inclusion and protection of black civil rights.

A reduction in federal spending after Roosevelt’s second election created downturn in the economy, known as the Roosevelt Recession, in 1937–1938. Moreover, Roosevelt’s attentions were increasingly drawn away from domestic issues to the deteriorating international situation as fascism grew in Europe and as Japan expanded its reach in Asia. By 1938 the New Deal had effectively come to a halt, and the nation began to prepare for war.

Despite all its efforts, the New Deal did not end the Depression, nor did it significantly redistribute income. It did, however, provide Americans with economic security they had never known before by creating a social welfare safety net. This shift changed the structure and behavior of American politics away from local and state affairs to a more national political engagement. The New Deal also altered the distribution of power by creating interest groups, including labor and consumers, that countered the power of the industrialists. Since the Depression years these groups have increased, and the federal government has come to increasingly act as an arbiter between the interests of these varied groups.

The New Deal also had other limits. It failed to elevate significant groups of Americans to national political or economic relevance. While the lives of some African Americans improved, the South remained segregated, and segregation was enforced by violence. While the New Deal stopped the division of Native American lands, placing emphasis on indigenous cultures and self-determination through the so-called Indian New Deal, Native Americans remained poor and marginalized. And while women had powerful advocates in the White House—Eleanor Roosevelt and Frances Perkins, the first female cabinet member—they still remained subordinate in the political and economic life of the nation as a whole. Regardless, the New Deal set a powerful precedent for a wide variety of late 20th-century reform movements.
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Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America

One of the first unions to accept female members, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACWA) was a leading union representing workers in the men’s clothing industry during the 20th century. Known for its commitment to new unionism that broke away from the traditional craft union model and for incorporating progressive and socialist ideology within modern business systems, the decision to accept female members proved to be a significant financial breakthrough for women who worked for wages.

The ACWA was founded in 1914 in response to dissatisfaction with the conservative policies of the United Garment Workers of America (UGW). The roots of the ACWA can be traced to the 1910 Chicago Men’s Garment Workers Strike, when unskilled female workers led by Bessie Abramowitz (1889–1970) walked off of their jobs. When their skilled male counterparts soon joined them, strike numbers grew to almost 40,000. Believing it a waste of time to organize unskilled, largely immigrant workers, the UGW was unresponsive. When the strike became violent five months later, the UGW secretly negotiated an agreement, and the workers returned to their jobs with no concessions. Ultimately, the failed strike laid the groundwork for future unionization, introduced strong new leaders, and increased frustration with the strikebreaking techniques of the UGW.

Sponsors of the UGW annual convention in October 1914 denied seats to most clothing worker delegations, deeming them anarchists out to break the union. Eventually, the various clothing representatives left the annual meeting and reconvened to discuss their desire to break away from the UGW to form their own union. The ACWA was established the following December under the leadership of Sidney Hillman (1887–1946), a key player in the Chicago strikes.

The ACWA emerged with an intense campaign to unionize workers, which was highly successful in Chicago, where a series of strikes beginning in 1915 led to union presence in shops. Hillman’s policy of providing support for the strikers forced the companies to relent, and most of the large firms were organized. A large push in 1916 focused on female workers who comprised more than half of the men’s clothing industry.

By 1920, the ACWA included 177,000 members (66,000 women) from across the United States and Canada and held contracts with 85 percent of the men’s clothing manufactures. The influx of members and successful strikes allowed the ACWA to implement member benefits such as unemployment insurance, support for the families of striking workers, educational classes in English, day care centers, banking, and insurance for its members.

The organization created a women’s department under the direction of Dorothy Jacobs Bellanca (1884–1946), who won a spot on the ACWA’s national board in 1916 and became its first full-time female organizer in 1917. Bellanca, at the age of 14, had served as president for her newly organized local Baltimore Buttonhole Makers Union and made her mark leading a successful strike. She would later serve as ACWA vice president from 1934 until her death in 1946. In strikes in many major cities, hundreds of women picketed, were arrested, and jailed, often after initiating the walkout. Despite their efforts, women lacked day-to-day support, and the women’s department was a short-lived endeavor. In response, locals in many urban areas organized women-centric programs and discussions.

As the economy declined in the late 1920s, the ACWA struggled to maintain its membership. The organization lent money to employers in an effort to preserve jobs and attempted to connect unemployed members with available jobs. In response to racketeers demanding protection money, Hillman worked to expel organized crime and communism in the ACWA ranks. With member loss growing, the ACWA joined the American Federation of Labor (AFL). The connection with the AFL was short-lived, however, as Hillman joined with the United Mine Workers to form the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) in 1935.

During World War II, the union benefited from securing government contracts for workers producing military uniforms and parachutes. Women in particular benefited from the creation of new wartime jobs. Encouraged by their success in the postwar climate, the CIO (now including the ACWA) started Operation Dixie, a campaign to unionize southern workers. The ACWA was one of the only organizations to send female organizers into the field, but the operation failed.

In 1952, the ACWA signed a contract covering all workers in the men’s clothing industry, the first of its kind in this field. Women continued to feel ignored by the leadership, however. In Bessie Abramowitz Hillman’s speech (she and Sidney married in 1916) at a 1961 Industrial Union Conference, she accused male leaders of providing only token positions for their female counterparts and encouraged females to fight for recognition.

By 1973 the ACWA included 365,000 members, with larger numbers of Latino and Asian workers joining the ranks. The ACWA merged with the southern Textile Workers Union of America, forming the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU) in 1976, and added the United Hatters, Cap, and Millinery Workers International Union in 1983. The ACTWU then merged with the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, creating the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees in 1995, and in 2004 merged with the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union to become UNITE HERE, which continues to represent workers throughout the United States and Canada. In 2009, many of the members split from the union and formed Workers United.
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Ames, Jessie Daniel (1883–1972)

Jessie Daniel Ames spent a lifetime fighting for the rights of women and African Americans. In 1930 Ames founded the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching, becoming one of the first white southern women to speak publicly against lynching.

Jessie Harriet Daniel, the daughter of James and Laura Daniel, was born in Palestine, Texas, on November 2, 1883. In 1893 her family moved to Georgetown, Texas. Jessie attended Southwestern University, graduating at the age of 19. She was later to do graduate work at the University of Texas and the University of Chicago. In 1904 the Daniel family moved to Laredo, Texas, where Jessie met army surgeon Roger Post Ames, who was 13 years her senior. They were married in 1905 but spent most of their married life apart because Roger Ames was stationed mostly in Central America, where he and Walter Reed studied the epidemiology and treatment of yellow fever. Roger died in 1914, leaving Jessie a widow with three small children.

During her marriage, Ames lived with her parents and older sister in Georgetown. Her father owned the local telephone company. When he died, Ames and her mother took over the day-to-day management of the company. She also joined several church-based women’s groups and began a lifelong interest in social justice issues.

In 1916 Ames organized the Georgetown Equal Suffrage League. She also joined the Texas Equal Suffrage Association (TESA) and was elected its treasurer in 1918. Shortly thereafter, TESA was reorganized into the Texas League of Women Voters, and Ames became its first president. These groups were instrumental in Texas’s ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919, making it the first southern state to give women the vote. Ames was also involved with the Texas Committee on Prisons and Prison Labor, the Board of Education (Women’s Division) of the Methodist Church, and the Texas Federation of Women’s Clubs. She represented the U.S. League of Women Voters at the Pan American Congress in Santiago-de-Chile in 1923. She was also involved in politics, serving on the Women’s Joint Legislative Council and as a delegate-at-large to the national Democratic Party Conventions in 1920 and 1924.

In 1924, Ames became involved in the civil rights movement when she became the director of the Texas branch of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation, which was based in Atlanta, Georgia. Two years later she helped to found the Texas branch of the American Association of University Women and was elected its first president. In 1929 she moved to Atlanta to work as the national director of women’s work for the Commission on Interracial Cooperation. The following year she founded the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching and soon had pledges of support from 40,000 southern women. This group was established to combat the myth that lynching of black men was acceptable as a form of chivalry because it protected the honor and purity of southern white womanhood, upon whom dangerous black men were wont to prey. The association worked to combat these racist ideas and to make it clear that lynching was the result of racial hatred. Under the association’s auspices, white women across the South drew attention to lynching, demonstrating and writing letters in protest. They asked their local churches and clubs to sign pledges condemning the practice and tried to persuade sheriffs and judges to protect their prisoners from lynching. They also published pamphlets and spoke and sponsored lectures at colleges and before civic organizations.

The American Association of University Women is important because it was the first group of white women to protest lynching. Antilynching organizations began to organize in the 1890s, but black Americans led the fight, and black women played a central role in the crusades. Journalist and reformer Ida B. Wells publicized the facts of dozens of lynching cases, exposing the rape myth that justified so many lynchings as fraud. When Ames and the association joined the antilynching movement, they were joining a decades-old movement. Nonetheless, the moral weight that white southern women brought to antilynching campaigns helped to shift the lynching statistics from hundreds each year to the single digits by the mid-1930s.

During her time in Atlanta, Ames published a number of books and pamphlets under the auspices of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation. Among these were Free Schools for All Alike (1931), Friends and Neighbors: Being an Account of the Growth and Spread of Interracial Cooperation between the Christian Women of the White and Negro Races in the South, 1934–1935 (1935), Repairers of the Breach: A Story of Interracial Cooperation between Southern Women, 1935–1940 (1940), What Price Domestic Service (1941), The Changing Character of Lynching: A Review of Lynching, 1931–1941, with a Discussion of Recent Developments in this Field (1942), and The Future of the Negro in American Life (1942). In 1936 she published Southern Women and Lynching under the auspices of the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching, and in 1940 the American Council on Public Affairs published her Toward Lynchless America. Her writing suggests a passion for racial justice not often matched in white women of her day.

Jessie Ames retired to Tryon, North Carolina, in 1944. There she remained involved in the activities of the Methodist Church and organized a women’s study club that focused on world politics. She was also involved in voter registration drives for African Americans. In 1968 she returned to Georgetown to live with her youngest daughter. Ames died of pneumonia in Austin, Texas, on February 21, 1972. Southwestern University now has the Jessie Daniel Ames Collection, and in 1985 the university established the Jessie Daniel Ames Lecture Series, which features lectures on feminism.
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Anderson, Marian (1897–1993)

Contralto Marian Anderson found success in the United States and around the world. She also made a name for herself in the civil rights movement in the United States. Anderson is best known for her concert at the Lincoln Memorial in 1939 that challenged segregation in the United States.
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Contralto Marian Anderson sang with orchestras around the world in the mid 1920s. When denied permission to sing in Constitution Hall in 1939 First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt instead invited Anderson to perform on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial before a crowd of 75,000. (Library of Congress)

Marian Anderson was born in 1897 in Philadelphia. Anderson’s family struggled financially, especially after her father died in his 30s as the result of a work injury. Anderson’s mother, Annie Rucker Anderson, was trained as a teacher, but Philadelphia law did not allow black women to teach without credentials, so she struggled to support her family caring for other people’s children. Anderson showed her musical ability at a young age and sang in her church choir. She had to quit school to work to help her family. She joined the People’s Chorus in Philadelphia and traveled the city for performances. She later returned to high school and graduated at the age of 24.

Anderson studied music with Giuseppe Boghetti, who recognized her talent and introduced her to opera. Anderson won a major music competition in New York City in the early 1920s. The prize was a performance with the New York City Philharmonic. In 1927, Anderson traveled to London to study for a brief period of time. In 1930 she used a Rosenwald fellowship to study in Germany. Anderson began to perform in Germany, Scandinavia, Paris, Russia, and other places. She garnered high reviews for her talent and met famed composer Jean Sibelius, who was so impressed with her that he composed music for her. Anderson, like other black Americans, found Europe to be more accepting of black artists than the United States.

Anderson returned to the United States in 1933. She attracted large audiences to her performances across the United States. She was scheduled to perform on Easter in Washington, D.C., in 1939, but only Constitution Hall was large enough for the huge crowds that she attracted. The Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), who allowed only white performers, operated Constitution Hall. The DAR held to this policy, refusing Anderson the venue. The Washington, D.C., school district also refused to let Anderson perform at one of its high schools. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, and others became involved in the issue. Roosevelt decided to resign from the DAR, and Secretary of the Interior Harry Ickes approved of a plan to organize a free outdoor concert in front of the Lincoln Memorial. Anderson performed on Easter in 1939 to a crowd of approximately 75,000 people. The concert was broadcast across the nation as well. This event brought Anderson even more attention and challenged the policies of segregation in the United States. To commemorate the event Ickes commissioned a mural at the Department of the Interior, which was unveiled in 1943.

After the 1939 concert, Anderson continued to perform. She was very involved in benefit concerts and started a scholarship fund. During World War II, she visited wounded soldiers. She experimented with opera and became the first African American woman soloist to perform at the Metropolitan Opera in New York City. Anderson was also involved in world politics late in her life. In 1958 she was nominated as an alternative delegate to the United Nations, where she was active in African independence issues. She sang at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration and then performed a farewell tour in 1964–1965. Throughout her life she won numerous awards and received many honors, including the Presidential Medal of Honor. She died in 1993.

Anderson was both a noted American vocalist and an important civil rights activist. While early in her career she performed in front of segregated audiences, she refused to do so when she was older and had the power and fame to refuse segregationist policy. She performed for many charitable causes and continued to be active in civil rights. Her legacy is one of musical greatness and inspiring change in American society.
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Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching

Made up predominantly of white southern women, the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching (ASWPL) was founded in 1930 by Jessie Daniel Ames. The organization was prompted to form by the thousands of lynching of black Americans. Black men and women could be lynched for a variety of racially motivated reasons, though lynchers often falsely claimed that their victims were rapists and/or murderers. Victims were sometimes forcibly removed from jails by a mob of angry white citizens and lynched without trial and often without intervention from incompetent, unsympathetic, and even cooperative law enforcement.

Texan Jessie Daniel Ames was founding president of the Texas League of Women Voters in 1919 and was later promoted to head of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation (CIC). Ames noted that the same stereotypes of white womanhood that were used to keep women from voting were also used in the lynching of black men, who were punished for perceived social and moral transgressions with white women. She formed the ASWPL in Atlanta, Georgia, as an extension of the CIC with 12 other like-minded women.

According to official organization documents, the philosophy of the ASWPL was to “declare lynching is an indefensible crime destructive of all principles of government, hateful and hostile to every ideal of religions and humanity, debasing and degrading to every person involved.” The women realized that lynchers claimed to be “acting solely in the defense of womanhood” but in actuality were using this excuse to terrorize the black community and keep black men from interacting and socializing with white women.

The ASWPL focused on educating the public, law enforcement, and politicians and persuading them to speak out against and prevent lynchings. Part of their mission was to “create a new public opinion in the South which will not condone for any reason whatever acts of mobs of lynchers.” They initially began by visiting churches to spread word of their belief that “the crime of lynching is a logical result in the very community that pursues the policy of humiliation and degradation of a part of its citizenship because of accident of birth.” The ASWPL criticized a U.S. culture, specifically a southern one, “that exploits and intimidates a weaker element in its population for economic gain; that refuses equal education opportunity to one portion of its children; . . . and finally that denies a voice in the control of government to any fit and proper citizen because of race.” Thus, the ASWPL tried to change cultural ideologies that infiltrated cultural institutions such as law and religion and encouraged lynching as a means of controlling both black men and white women.

Initially the ASWPL chose to focus on five of the Deep South states where most lynchings occurred (Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas). Though the ASWPL chose to remain a group made up of white women to appeal to southern whites, it often collaborated with black and interracial antilynching groups. Ames headed the central council based in Atlanta, where annual meetings were held and eventually state councils were formed, mainly in southern states. At its peak in the 1940s, the ASWPL had 109 associations with over 4 million members.

Many contemporaries of the ASWPL criticized Ames for lackluster support of antilynching legislature. Ames felt that public education to make lynching unacceptable, not legal measures, would yield more fruitful results. Some historians view this as a tactical maneuver to reach southern audiences who were distrustful of government and would view this type of legislature as invasive. Others doubted her commitment to change. Ames and the ASWPL lost the respect of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) when she helped filibuster the Wagner-Van Nuys Anti-Lynching Bill (1938), which would have earmarked $250 million for emergency funds to address lynching. These actions weakened the already tenuous collaborations between the ASWPL and African American antilynching women’s groups.

The ASWPL disbanded in 1942. Historians noted the success that the group, and other antilynching groups, had in changing cultural ideas about lynching and enacting antilynching legislature when the number of lynchings across the nation steadily dropped each decade after 1940, decreasing the necessity for such groups.

Wendy Braun
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The Position of the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching on Federal Antilynching Legislation (1938)

In 1938, Jessie Daniel Ames clarified the position of the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching. The organization took a conservative approach to eradicating lynching, understanding that any attempts by the federal government to force any kind of racial equality on white southerners would backfire.

Reaffirmation of Policy

Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching

The Association of Southern Women does not support Federal legislation to eradicate lynching. The Association believes that the slow process of educating society to recognize and abhor the evils out of which lynchings grow is the only sure way to stop lynching. The Association places its major emphasis on exposing and repudiating the claim that the protection of white womanhood motivates lynchers. In seven years, almost forty thousand Southern women have committed themselves in writing to carry out a program of education against lynching for any cause. Twelve national and Southern organizations and seventy-three state organizations in thirteen Southern states have adopted active programs against lynching in their constituencies. Each year activities of State Associations of Southern Women have been successful in preventing threatened lynchings.

“Feeling Is Tense”

The sheriff of a county reflects the state of mind of his constituents more truly than does any other official elected by popular vote. He knows what is expected of him and, as a rule, he meets these expectations even if he is cast in the role of a craven. He is the barometer of public opinion on law observance and, as a barometer indicates the weather, the sheriff indicates the mind of his people in respect to law. If there is intent to lynch a prisoner, the sheriff knows it and responds to the emotional demands of his supporters. He knows when “feeling is tense” and judges accurately the number of votes involved. He acts in line with his judgment. He may quietly remove his prisoner. He may increase his force to stand off the mob. He may allow himself to be “taken by surprise and overpowered.” Whichever one of these courses he adopts he is following the wishes of the majority of his political supporters as nearly as he can determine them. And a sheriff rarely guesses wrong. The sheriff is the “front” for his county and the agent of his people. It is easy to pillory an individual whose identity is known. So it is that a sheriff who permits his constituents to mete out extra-legal justice by means of a rope or a blow-torch receives the contempt and ridicule of “outsiders” with closed-mouth grimness, knowing that this is the price he pays for his office of trust which to him may be nothing more than a job. Nothing indicates the change in public opinion in Southern counties so greatly as the increasing number of sheriffs who, sensing that “feeling is tense,” move to protect their counties against the charge of lawlessness and their constituents against the crime of murder. A sheriff who prevents a lynching acts in accordance with the desires of the majority of his supporters just as surely as does the sheriff who permits a lynching. Fortunate is the sheriff whose constituents look upon him as the upholder of law and the protector of their reputation as law-abiding citizens, who support him in the performance of his sworn duty and expect him to act courageously in preserving the dignity of the county when “feeling is tense.”

Central Council of the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching Mrs. Jessie Daniel Ames, Director Atlanta, Ga.

Source: Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching, “Feeling Is Tense,” Bulletin 8, February 1938 (Atlanta: Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching, 1938).



Barker, Kate “Ma” (1873–1935)

Part Indian, Irish, and Scottish, Kate “Ma” Barker was involved in and possibly the leader of the infamous Ma Barker–Alvin Karpis criminal gang of the 1920s and 1930s. The gang, which included her five sons, committed a series of crimes including murder across the Midwest, earning a spot on the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Public Enemy Number One list.

Barker was born in the Ozark Mountains in Ash Grove, Missouri, on October 8, 1873, as Arizona Donnie Clark. Not much is known of her childhood except that at the age of 19 she met and married George Barker, father of all five of her children. There was no proof of his involvement with the criminal activity of the sons. Historians dispute if Ma Barker was the leader of the gang; most likely it was Alvin “Creepy” Karpis, and Barker was either an accomplice or possibly merely the mother of the majority of the gang who may have enjoyed the family’s illegal profits. It is undeniable that her sons Herman, Lloyd, Fred, and Arthur were incarcerated or in reformatories by their 20s for a variety of violent crimes. The four men were better known as the Bloody Barker Boys. Her second-oldest son, Lloyd, was not part of the infamous ruthless Barker-Karpis gang. He was incarcerated in 1922 and served a 25-year sentence for mail robbery.

The gang was known to be eclectic and random with its choice of crimes: they robbed the U.S. mail, held up banks, and kidnapped and randomly killed police officers. In 1927 after 35 years of marriage, Barker left George, or George left the family; no divorce records exist to clarify. Barker moved to Thayer, Missouri, with another man, Arthur V. Dunlap, and in 1932 he was discovered dead in one of their known hideouts in Minnesota, supposedly for informing on the gang’s whereabouts to local police.

In 1934 the gang performed their last major heist, one big enough to catch the attention of the FBI. They kidnapped millionaire Edward George Bremer, president of the Commercial State Bank of St. Paul, Minnesota, and son of the owner of the Schmidt Beer brewery. The gang released Bremer after they successfully collected the $200,000 ransom money. As a result of the kidnapping, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover took a personal interest in the case and the Barker-Karpis gang. The early part of the 19th century was a time of public enemies such as John Dillinger and Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, whose exploits were reported in the newspapers and who were eventually tracked down by the FBI and killed.

Within a year, Arthur “Doc” Barker was arrested for the Bremer kidnapping and sentenced to Alcatraz prison. The FBI closely monitored the movements of Fred Barker (Ma Barker’s youngest and supposedly favorite son) and his mother and on January 16, 1935, the two were killed by federal agents in their rented house in Lake Weir, Florida. During the approximately four-hour siege, agents reportedly fired 2,000 bullets into the lakefront home. Barker was killed by 1 bullet, leaving officials to wonder if she killed herself. Fred, on the other hand, had nearly 10 bullet holes in his body. Agents noted that the deceased Barker and Fred were found clenching tommy guns (Thompson submachine guns) in their hands at the time of their deaths. Hoover, who later coined the nickname “Bloody Mama” when referring to Barker, used this piece of information to validate her death.

The FBI held their bodies in the Florida county morgue for eight months in hopes of catching other members of the gang wanting to pay their respects. Finally, they were buried alongside Herman Barker, who committed suicide in 1927 at a police roadblock, in Welch, Oklahoma. Alvin Karpis was arrested a year later on kidnapping charges. He was convicted and sentenced to Alcatraz prison with Doc Barker. Barker was shot and killed while trying to escape in 1939; Karpis, the longest-serving federal prisoner in Alcatraz, was paroled after 26 years. The Barker-Karpis gang was fictionally featured in the Hollywood films Ma Barker’s Killer Brood (1960), Bloody Mama (1970), and Public Enemies (1996).
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Barnes, Florence “Pancho” (1901–1975)

American aviatrix Florence “Pancho” Barnes was the first female stunt pilot for motion pictures and the owner of the famous Happy Bottom Riding Club.

Florence Leontine Lowe was born into the extremely wealthy Lowe family on July 22, 1901, in Pasadena, California. Throughout her childhood, she preferred to play with the boys or spend time with her father and grandfather. She felt distant from her mother and grandmother, in part because they were busy tending to her brother William Lowe, who had leukemia. He died when Barnes was 12.
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Early aviation pioneer “Pancho” Barnes broke speed records, flew stunts in films, and founded a union for movie stunt pilots. In her retirement she ran a restaurant near the field where the Mercury astronauts trained that was memorialized in the film The Right Stuff. (George Rinhart/Corbis via Getty Images)

Thaddeus S. C. Lowe was the chief aeronaut of the Union Army Balloon Corps during the American Civil War and was considered to be the man who helped pave the way for today’s U.S. Air Force. In 1910 he took his granddaughter to her first airshow, and she realized that she wanted to be a pilot. Her mother was not supportive and arranged a marriage for her daughter to Reverend C. Rankin Barnes in 1919. Florence Barnes had a son whom she named William “Billy” Emmert Barnes after her brother. In 1924 Barnes’s mother died, and soon after her father remarried.

Barnes ran away to Mexico. Dressed as a man named “Jacob Crane,” she boarded a banana boat that was full of Mexican revolutionaries’ guns and traveled through Mexico with Roger Chute. Barnes told Chute that he looked like Don Quixote, and he said that this would make her Pancho. The name stuck. In 1928, Barnes took flying lessons. After six hours of formal instruction, the instructor let her solo on the airplane.

She began her aviation career as a barnstormer and competed in air races against the top male and female pilots. At the 1929’s Women’s Air Derby, she crashed (she suspected that male pilots tried to sabotage the female pilots’ airplanes). She returned for the 1930s race in which she won and also beat Amelia Earhart’s world women’s speed record in a Travel Air Type R Mystery Ship; the fastest of its time, it cost more than the price of three or four houses.

Barnes moved to Hollywood to work as a movie stunt pilot, a job that left many pilots injured or dead. In 1931 she started the Associated Motion Picture Pilots union to protect the pilots by establishing safety measures, providing insurance, and ensuring higher wages. Nonetheless, the Great Depression made work hard to come by, and Barnes struggled financially. In 1935 she sold her apartment, the only asset left from her inheritance, and bought land in the Mojave Desert.

With her son Billy, Barnes started a dairy on her Mojave Desert land, growing hay and alfalfa to feed the cows. She also built the Rancho Oro Verde Fly-Inn Dude Ranch, a dude ranch that became known as the Happy Bottom Riding Club. The airmen from nearby Muroc Field and her Hollywood stunt pilot friends were her first customers. People such as Buzz Aldrin, Chuck Yeager, and General Jimmy Doolittle were among those who spent time at the club on a regular basis. The Happy Bottom Riding Club served around 9,000 members throughout the 1940s.

In 1952 the U.S. Air Force planned on extending its runway through Barnes’s ranch, but she refused to sell the land. Military command then forbade servicemen access to the club and accused Barnes of running a brothel. She filed a lawsuit against the air force. In 1953, her ranch mysteriously burned down. She won the lawsuit and was awarded $375,000 for her property.

In 1946 Barnes met Eugene “Mac” McKendry, who became her fourth husband in 1952. The couple wanted to start another dude ranch, but Barnes had a mastectomy in 1958 and then another in 1961. The couple divorced in 1968. By the 1960s, Barnes was a common figure on Edwards Air Force Base.

When Barnes’s Travel Air Type R Mystery Ship was being auctioned (she signed it over to Paul Mantz during the Great Depression), pilots pooled their resources and bought the plane for her. Barnes wanted to restore the airplane and fly it, but she did not have enough time. Sometime between March 30 and April 5, 1975, Pancho Barnes died alone at her house. Her son Billy flew over the site of the Happy Bottom Riding Club to spread her ashes. When a crosswind swept the ashes back toward the airplane, Billy said it was because she had one last flight to make even after she was gone.

Mariana Magaña
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Beard, Mary (1876–1958)

Activist, suffragist, historian, and archivist Mary Ritter Beard made remarkable contributions to the world she lived in, though her work is largely uncredited. She was responsible for the preservation of primary documents chronicling women’s contribution to American history and is considered a founder of the modern women’s history movement.

Born on August 5, 1876, Mary Ritter was the fourth of seven children born to Eli, an activist and lawyer, and his wife, Narcissa, in Indianapolis, Indiana. After graduating as valedictorian of her high school, she attended De Pauw University, where she was Kappa Alpha Theta and class president. She was greatly influenced by her German professor, who taught her to see her studies in a broader context by using literature, culture, and philosophy in lectures, and by her sorority sisters, who refused to be limited by conventional courses and activities for women. De Pauw University was also where she met her husband, Charles Austin Beard (1874–1948), who also became a noted historian.

Upon graduation in 1897, Beard became a schoolteacher in Greencastle, Indiana, while Charles went to England to further his studies. He returned a year later, and they married in 1900. The couple returned to England, where Beard befriended socialists and radicals such as the Pankhursts, and she became active in the English suffrage movement. When her daughter was born in 1902, the couple returned to the United States. Beard then became involved with the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) and the National Woman’s Party (NWP). While part of the NWP, she was a member of the board and editor of The Suffragist, and she organized, lectured, and participated in demonstrations.

After the Nineteenth Amendment was passed in 1920, Beard focused on women’s place in history. She collaborated with her husband on several history textbooks that were used in American high schools, including American Citizenship (1914) and Rise of American Civilization (1927). Though her husband gained fame for these works, historians and the public largely ignored Mary Beard’s part in these publications. Traditionally, historians and archivists had not thought that material on women’s history was significant. Beard disagreed and argued that women had always been partners with men in making history. Women played a functional and realistic role in developing a society and were equally responsible for defining social values.

Beard then began collecting materials derived from women’s activities to make an archive and educational center. In 1935, she received a large donation of materials from Hungarian feminist and archivist Rosika Schwimmer, who believed that the archive would be limited to documenting women’s role in the peace movement. Beard, believing this too narrow an application, established the World Center for Women’s Archives (WCWA). The WCWA gathered funds and endorsements from the likes of Eleanor Roosevelt, Frances Perkins, and others. Launched in 1937 in New York City, the WCWA initially garnered the financial support it needed for its large goal. However, it soon had disagreements over racial issues and organizational approaches. After five years of a lack of solidarity and financial woes, Beard resigned from the WCWA. In that short time, she had identified historical records of women in private households, historical societies, and various archives. She promoted an exhibit of women including a collection at the Library of Congress. She also compiled secondary sources important to women’s studies.

After the WCWA folded, it became Beard’s responsibility to return certain materials and disperse ones that were not claimed. For this she donated to various colleges, most notably Radcliffe and Smith Colleges. She became disappointed when her suggestions for developing an archive were ignored by Radcliffe. However, her association with Smith College was more productive. With the help of archivist Margaret Grierson, the Sophie Smith Collection grew.

Ironically, when Beard died in 1958, her letters to her husband showing their collaborative efforts were destroyed. Mary and Charles Beard were interred together in Ferncliff Cemetery in Westchester, New York. Today she is considered one of the most significant founders of the movement to add women to historical studies.

Sarah Nation
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Mary Beard on the Difficulties Faced by Feminist Historians (1931)

In 1931, Mary Ritter Beard published On Understanding Women, which examined the problems faced by feminist historians. The following is a small excerpt from that work.

Women have been engaged in a continuous contest to defend their arts and crafts, to win the right to use their minds and to train them, to obtain openings for their talents and to earn a livelihood, to break through legal restraints on their unfolding powers. In their quest for rights women have naturally placed emphasis on their wrongs, rather than their achievements and possessions, and have retold history as a story of their long Martyrdom. Feminists have been prone to prize and assume the traditions of those with whom they had waged such a long, and in places bitter conflict. In doing so, they have participated in a distortion of history and a disturbance of the balanced conceptual thought which gives harmony and power to life.

Source: Mary Ritter Beard, On Understanding Women (New York: Longmans, Green, 1931), 5.



Benedict, Ruth (1887–1948)

Anthropologist and folklorist Ruth Fulton Benedict helped found a school of American anthropology in the first decades of the 1900s. In her work, Benedict connected personality, art, and language with culture. Believing that anthropology should not be confined to the ivory tower, she wrote for the layperson as well as the professional anthropologist. Benedict, like her mentor Franz Boas and her colleague Margaret Mead, was a relativist who refused to judge one culture superior to another.

Benedict was born Ruth Fulton on June 5, 1887, in Norwich, New York. Her father’s death when she was just two years old left her mother so grief stricken that she had difficulty raising her children. A bout of measles left Benedict hearing impaired, which may have contributed to her love of solitude and her restrained personality. Her mother, a librarian and teacher, moved the family several times, though Benedict’s education continued without interruption.

In 1905, Benedict and her sister Margery enrolled in Vassar College. Benedict graduated in 1909 with a degree in English literature. After a European tour she worked as a social worker in Buffalo, New York, and in 1911 moved to California to teach at a private school in Pasadena. There she met and in 1914 married chemist Stanley Rossiter Benedict. Early in her marriage she wrote detective stories. Later she turned to writing biographies of eminent women. In these she described how social conditions shaped a person, a theme of her mature work, and sought to emphasize the importance of women in male-dominated America. When Houghton Mifflin rejected the biographies, Benedict enrolled in Columbia University, where she studied anthropology under Franz Boas (1858–1942), a leading cultural anthropologist now considered the father of American anthropology.

Benedict received a PhD in anthropology from Columbia in 1923. She remained at Columbia, first as Boas’s assistant and then as a professor in her own right for 25 years. Among her first pupils was Margaret Mead (1901–1978), who came to share many of her mentor’s beliefs. Early in her career at Columbia Benedict wrote about Native American cultures. Having once rejected her, Houghton Mifflin embraced Benedict’s anthropological writing and published many of her books. She did not shrink from identifying the greed and egoism that plagued the United States and came to see abnormality as nothing more than a label to describe someone who did not assimilate easily into his or her culture.

Benedict and Mead shared a passion for anthropology and social justice issues. They worked closely together for years and may have had a romantic relationship at some point, though neither woman ever identified herself as lesbian, and both were married to men. Mead’s work particularly encouraged a broader definition of sexuality, but ultimately the two women’s relationship was about similar intellectual ideals. The two certainly had a shared experience of the difficulty that women faced in the academic workplace.

In 1934 Benedict published her best-known work, Patterns of Culture. In it she argued that cultures are personality on a large scale. More specifically, humans have a wide range of personality traits, but cultures choose which traits to emphasize and which to ignore, creating culturally consistent behaviors in people. Controversially, she argued that morality is not fixed but instead is culturally dependent. Mead amplified Benedict’s work in her Coming of Age in Samoa (1928).

In the 1930s Benedict also found fault with racism and sexism in the United States. In 1938 she announced her rejection of Freudian psychology. Two years later she published Race: Science and Politics, in which she rejected the claims of a number of eminent American scientists that blacks are biologically inferior to whites. The 19th century may have marked the apogee of the pseudoscience of white supremacy, but these ideas lingered into the 20th century, where they met Benedict’s critique.

During World War II, Benedict took a leave from Columbia to work for the federal government, studying the culture of Japan, one of America’s wartime enemies. Her work on Japanese culture culminated in her last book, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1946), in which she deconstructed the perception of the Japanese as incomprehensible and untrustworthy. Benedict became president of the American Anthropological Association in 1946. She suffered a heart attack and died on September 17, 1948, in New York City.
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Bethune, Mary McLeod (1875–1955)

An influential African American figure in the first half of the 20th century, Mary McLeod Bethune was born on July 10, 1875, in Mayesville, South Carolina. She was the 15th of 17 children born to Samuel and Patsy McLeod, both of whom, like her older siblings born before the American Civil War, were slaves. In her youth Bethune picked cotton but also attended a Methodist mission school, and her early efforts earned her a scholarship in 1888 to attend Scotia Seminary in North Carolina. Graduating in 1893, she enrolled in what is now Moody Bible Institute in Chicago intending to become a missionary in Africa. However, upon learning that African Americans were not chosen for such assignments, she altered her plans, became a teacher, and worked in Presbyterian schools in Georgia and South Carolina.

In 1898 Bethune married Albertus Bethune, and in 1899 they had a son. The young family moved to Florida, and in 1904 Mary Bethune founded the Daytona Normal and Industrial Institute. In its infancy, the school had only a few students and was dedicated to providing a place for the families of the railway workers who were being brought into the area. At its beginning the school offered only an elementary program, but it soon expanded to include secondary education. While it originally focused on industrial and religious training, Bethune ultimately moved it in a more academic direction, a transition made easier by the support she secured from whites who vacationed in the area. The Board of Trustees boasted some of the biggest names in American business, including major supporter and longtime board chair James Gamble of Proctor and Gamble as well as John D. Rockefeller Jr.

Albertus left the family after eight years of marriage, but the couple remained formally married until his death in 1918. In 1911 the Daytona Normal and Industrial Institute expanded its offerings, adding nursing classes to the curriculum, an addition that smoothed the way to the eventual opening of a hospital, which operated until 1931. The new hospital offered a much-needed service, since the school’s African American population could not be admitted to the local whites-only hospital. The school’s growth and development continued when, in 1920, Bethune arranged for the school to be affiliated with the Methodist Episcopal Church. Then in 1923 while beginning a new focus on postsecondary education and especially teacher preparation, the school merged with Cookman Institute for Men in Jacksonville, becoming Bethune-Cookman College. Although beginning with only a handful of students, the college grew and prospered, receiving accreditation as a junior college in 1939 and as a four-year college two years later. Bethune served as the school’s president, the centerpiece of her professional career, from 1904 until 1942 and then again briefly from 1946 to 1947.

For all her accomplishments in the world of education, Bethune also was involved in many other areas of public life. A longtime civil rights activist, during World War I she helped pressure the Red Cross to integrate, and she was also active in the antilynching campaign that was a central focus of the early civil rights movement. Active in the Methodist Episcopal Church, Bethune was elected president of the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) in 1924. Building upon her work in that organization, in 1935 she brought together black women from different organizations and founded the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW), serving as president from 1935 to 1949. She also served as vice president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People from 1940 to 1955 after having been awarded the organization’s prestigious Spingarn Medal in 1935.

Bethune’s experience and expertise led to her being recruited for governmental service, where she served on presidential commissions under Presidents Calvin Coolidge and Herbert Hoover. She became a close personal friend of Eleanor Roosevelt, and that relationship helped to make Bethune a prominent adviser, both officially and unofficially, within the New Deal. Indeed, from 1936 to 1944 she worked in the National Youth Administration (NYA), ultimately assuming a position as director of Negro affairs. In that role she was an advocate of equal pay for black NYA employees while also seeking equal participation for black youths and disbursing scholarship money. In addition, Bethune helped bring together a group of black advisers for President Franklin Roosevelt, a body that came to be known as the “black cabinet.” Along with A. Philip Randolph, Bethune played a key role in convincing Roosevelt to establish the Federal Committee on Fair Employment Practices in 1941.

During World War II Bethune served as an aide to the secretary of war, holding the position of assistant director of the Women’s Army Corps. In that role, she oversaw the creation of the first officer candidate schools for women and was an unyielding advocate on behalf of the African American women who sought the opportunity to serve in the armed forces.

In the aftermath of the war Bethune moved toward retirement but not before President Harry Truman appointed her as first a delegate and then an adviser on interracial relations at the San Francisco Conference, where the United Nations was launched and its charter was written. Later she served as a member of the Committee of Twelve for National Defense. Shortly after the war she retired to Florida, but she continued working with many organizations including the National Urban League, the Association of American Colleges, and the League of Women Voters. Until her death in 1955, she continued to be an outspoken advocate of civil rights. Bethune is buried on the grounds of Bethune-Cookman College, the institution that serves as a testament to her never-ending efforts to foster equality and opportunity for all through education.

William H. Pruden III
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Bourke-White, Margaret (1904–1971)

Photographer Margaret Bourke-White was a pioneer in the fields of photojournalism and industrial photography. The first accredited American female war correspondent, Bourke-White captured the energy of her time in her images, instilling the nation with pride for American industry, manufacturing, and the war effort. At times a divisive documentary photographer, she created images that have become icons of modernism.

Bourke-White began working with photography as a student at the University of Michigan and Cornell University. After she graduated, a job offer took her to Cleveland, where the sights associated with manufacturing captivated her. In Cleveland she began creating her personal identity as a photographer of industry, an effort that was galvanized by her experiences photographing the Otis Steel Mill. These early efforts led to commissions to photograph the growing Terminal Tower, a Cleveland skyscraper. It was in such modern projects that Bourke-White found her ideal subject.

Bourke-White’s industrial work came to the attention of magazine publisher Henry Luce, who was about to launch a new title about business and industry. She signed a contract with Fortune magazine in 1929 and was immediately sent on assignment. She visited foundries, shipyards, and assembly lines. Bourke-White’s Fortune photographs launched her national reputation. Dramatic angles, clean lines, and architectural abstractions distinguished her images from those of other photographers.

In 1930 Bourke-White moved to New York City, where she famously leased space in the brand new Chrysler Building. Her vertigo-inducing images from the 62nd floor of the building showcased a heroic form of American modernism. Of particular renown were her images of the gargoyles on the four corners of the building, soaring high above midtown Manhattan. Bourke-White was most often drawn to photographing objects and architectural elements, while human subjects routinely escaped her lens. This preference has led to some criticism of her work—though she masterfully captured images of industry, she often did so while neglecting the workers who powered the factories and shipyards that so interested her, in direct contrast to Dorothea Lange’s iconic photographs of America’s poorest citizens.

However, in the mid-1930s Bourke-White’s work took a more compassionate turn when she collaborated with the writer Erskine Caldwell on a project documenting the plight of struggling southern farmers. In 1937, their collaboration was published as You Have Seen Their Faces. Bourke-White also photographed some of the New Deal public works projects. Her 1936 photograph of the concrete edifice of the Fort Peck Dam, a Works Progress Administration project, was Life magazine’s first cover picture.
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Photographer Margaret Bourke-White traveled the world documenting World War II, Soviet Industry, and the conflict between India and Pakistan. She is seen here on top of the the Chrysler Building around 1931. (Library of Congress)

When World War II began, Bourke-White continued to explore human subjects, even under the most difficult of circumstances. She traveled throughout Europe during the war, where she worked as a correspondent for Life magazine. Her efforts resulted in images of Russia in June 1940, when she documented the experiences that would later be published in her book Shooting the Russian War, published in 1942. She traveled to Buchenwald concentration camp in April 1945, where she made one of the most haunting and enduring images of Holocaust victims at the time of the camp’s liberation. A group of emaciated men stare out toward the viewer from behind a wire fence. It was a moment in which Bourke-White’s oft-criticized objective gaze presented the horrors of genocide with as much certainty as an image of industrial production. The photograph’s dispassionate gaze emphasizes the horror of both what the viewer sees and what the subjects have seen.

Bourke-White produced many more successful photo essays throughout the remainder of her career, often employing a clear, factual style and balancing her artistic vision with a natural preference for making images that felt decisive and objective. She was also at the forefront of photography during a key stage in its development as an American art form. Although she did not issue clear statements on the debates about photography’s status as art, she did create an enduring body of work that has influenced generations of photographers and documentarians, forging a distinctly modern and creative approach to the field of photojournalism. Bourk-White died in 1971 after a long struggle with Parkinson’s disease.

Lauren Palmor
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Buck, Pearl (1892–1973)

Novelist Pearl Buck won a Nobel Prize in Literature, the first American woman to do so, as well a Pulitzer Prize, the Howells Medal, and honorary degrees. She was a member of the National Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. She was one of the most popular authors of the 20th century and was an innovator in her focus on the lives of Asian women. Also a humanitarian, Buck worked to mitigate anti–Japanese American sentiment during World War II and opposed both the Korean War and the Vietnam Wars.

The daughter of Protestant missionaries, Buck was born Pearl Sydenstricker in 1892. At age three months she accompanied her parents to China, where she grew up bilingual. From an early age she understood that China was an important nation. In 1910 back in the United States, Sydenstricker enrolled in Randolph-Macon Woman’s College in Virginia. She studied mathematics, science, and Latin. Upon her graduation her former psychology professor hired her as a teaching assistant. News of her mother’s illness, however, led Sydenstricker to return to China. In 1917 she married agricultural economist John Lossing Buck (1890–1975), who was doing fieldwork in China.

At age 30 Pearl Buck launched her career as a writer with The Exile, a biography of her mother. In 1924 Pearl and John settled in Ithaca, New York, long enough for both to earn master’s degrees from Cornell University. After more than a year in Ithaca, they returned to China. The couple’s first child, daughter Carol, was born in 1920 with phelnylketonuria (PKU), a genetic disease that caused mental retardation. The Bucks institutionalized her, reasoning that they did not have the training to care for her. They later adopted another daughter, Janice, in 1925.

The 1931 publication of The Good Earth catapulted Buck to fame. Reviewers praised the novel, which was a best seller in 1931 and 1932. In The Good Earth, which was the first of a three-book series, Buck focused on poor peasants and the ordeals that plagued them. Women figured prominently in the novel. Its popularity led to translations into German, French, Dutch, Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian. MGM paid Buck $50,000 for the rights to make a movie from the novel. American actor Anna May Wong hoped to play the main female character, but the studio cast white actors to play the Chinese men and women. By the end of 1932 Buck had earned more than $100,000 in royalties. Success of The Good Earth presented her with many more opportunities to write. In 1932 she published Sons, the second book in the series. In 1934 she returned to the United States and the year after published A House Divided, the last book in the series.

In 1938 Buck won the Nobel Prize, in part for The Good Earth trilogy. An astonished Buck remarked that American author Theodore Dreiser (1871–1945) should have won it. Critics have long debated her merits. Some thought that she lacked the stature of American playwright Eugene O’Neill (1888–1953) or American authors William Faulkner (1897–1962) and Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961). Other critics argue that she is underappreciated because she was a female writer and wrote about China. Despite her Nobel Prize in Literature, she is rarely mentioned among the great American writers. Indeed, Buck must be among the most undervalued Nobel laureates. Her detractors note that Buck wrote quickly and sometimes inelegantly. Yet no one can dispute her fecundity. She published more than 70 books, many of them best sellers. She penned novels, short stories, plays, biographies, an autobiography, translations, children’s books, essays, journalism, and poetry. She was the first American woman and only the fourth woman worldwide to win the Nobel Prize in Literature.

World War II stoked outrage against Japanese Americans, rage that Buck tried to blunt. An advocate of interracial cooperation, she urged American families to adopt Asian and African orphans. In its later stages, Buck opposed the Korean War and was from the outset against American involvement in Vietnam. In 1962, President John F. Kennedy invited both Buck and American poet Robert Frost (1874–1963) to dinner at the White House. Buck died of lung cancer in 1973.

Christopher Cumo
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Pearl Buck on Women’s History (1941)

Although her most famous work was her 1931 novel about the Chinese, The Good Earth, Buck also wrote about women’s rights in her 1941 book Of Men and Women. The following excerpt discusses the deficiencies that Buck perceived in women’s history.

[C]urriculum subjects in themselves will have to be revised. History, for example, has always been taught as the work of man. When woman appears in it she is either a queen, of little practical use, or a rebel smashing up furniture or praying in saloons. The truth has never been told about women in history: that everywhere man has gone woman has gone too, and what he has done she has done also. Women are ignorant of their own past and ignorant of their own importance in that past. In curiosity a few months ago I asked a haphazard score of women of my acquaintance if they had heard of Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Only one had even heard her name, and she had no recollection of more. Yet only a generation ago Elizabeth Cady Stanton was called the greatest woman in the United States, and by some the greatest in the world. If women are as ignorant as this of themselves they can scarcely expect men to know more. But if the aim of education is to be enlightening of men and women about each other, of course history must be taught truthfully about both, and truthfully rewritten.

Psychology, as another example, should be taught with definite consideration of mental differences between men and women, with thought given and research made over a space of time as to whether such differences are based upon physiology or environment, and whether they are permanent. There should be anxiety to prove nothing between men and women, but merely to discover the truth about each other. This new education of men and women for each other would remove the tedious rivalry which now poisons so much of the relationship between the sexes. Women need not be anxious to prove themselves superior to men, nor eager to prove all women inferior to men because they fear they themselves are inferior. And men need not be anxious to prove themselves superior to all women out of the fear that they are not. It will be taken for granted that such superiorities and inferiorities are to be found only in individuals and that no one is doomed by sex.

Source: Pearl S. Buck, Of Men and Women; dates not examined; Archives of John Day Company (C0123), Box 167, Folder 42; Manuscripts Division, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Princeton University Library.



Caraway, Hattie Wyatt (1878–1950)

Hattie Caraway was the first woman elected to serve in the U.S. Senate. Appointed in 1931 to replace her deceased husband Thaddeus, in 1932 Caraway successfully won election in her own right, first to the remainder of her husband’s term in a special election and then to a full term of her own.
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Arkansas Senator Hattie Caraway, the first woman elected to the U.S. Senate, served from 1931 to 1945. She supported nearly every New Deal measure, but her southern loyalty kept her from supporting any anti-lynching legistlation. (Library of Congress)

Hattie Ophelia Wyatt was born on February 1, 1878, near Bakersville, Tennessee, to William Carroll Wyatt and Lucy (Burch) Wyatt. The family relocated to Hustburg, Tennessee, when Caraway was four years old. There, she helped on the family farm and in her father’s general store. After completing her basic education in the local schools, she enrolled at Ebenezer College in Hustburg before transferring to Dickson Normal College in Dickson, Tennessee. Receiving her BA degree in 1896, she began work as a teacher. On February 5, 1902, she married Thaddeus Caraway, a classmate at Dickson College. The young couple settled in Jonesboro, Arkansas, and began a family. Thaddeus soon embarked on a career in politics, winning election as the local prosecuting attorney in 1908 and then with election to the House of Representatives in 1912 and the Senate in 1920. Throughout this time Caraway raised their three sons and assumed the responsibilities of a congressional spouse. However, Thaddeus suddenly died in Little Rock on November 6, 1931, apparently from a blood clot related to surgery.

In December 1931 Arkansas governor Harvey Parnell appointed Caraway to fill her husband’s seat. She won the uncontested special election in January, thus becoming the first woman elected to the U.S. Senate. The decision to appoint Caraway was a politically savvy one, for not only was she recognized as her husband’s political partner, but, more important, the seat was up for reelection in 1932 and had many political aspirants. Thus, Caraway’s appointment gave no viable contender an advantage—or such was the thinking until the new Senator Caraway surprised everyone by announcing that she would seek to retain the seat. She benefited from the active support of the flamboyant Louisiana senator Huey Long. Long and Thaddeus had been allies, and Long undertook a whirlwind campaign effort to support Caraway’s candidacy. Running as the underdog and portraying herself as the champion of the little people, she won an overwhelming victory in the primary election, winning 61 of the state’s 75 counties. The general election was anticlimactic. She won 89.5 percent of the vote to become the first woman to win election to a full term in the Senate. Six years later she won re­election, turning back a challenge from future senator John L. McClellan.

Not surprisingly, Caraway’s Senate tenure was marked by numerous firsts, including being the first woman in the Senate to cosponsor the Equal Rights Amendment as well as the first woman to preside over the Senate. More substantively, she was the first woman to chair a Senate committee, heading the Committee on Enrolled Bills for over a decade. She also served on the Agriculture Committee, where she was an effective advocate for her state’s many farmers. Indeed, she was a strong supporter of both the New Deal and President Franklin Roosevelt, and while she spoke so infrequently in the Senate that she was nicknamed “Silent Hattie,” she gave a speech seconding Roosevelt’s nomination at the 1936 Democratic Convention. Ideologically, Caraway was in many ways a typical southern Senator, supporting institutional racism by voting against antilynching and anti–poll tax proposals. She also worked against the repeal of prohibition. With the onset of World War II, she played an important role in the creation of military training sites and army bases in Arkansas as well as in securing manufacturing centers that produced war material, all of which helped the state’s economy.

In the aftermath of her defeat by J. William Fulbright in the 1944 Democratic primary, Caraway stayed in Washington, D.C., serving in a range of civil service positions. She was a member of the United States Employees’ Compensation Commission from 1945 to 1946 and the Employees’ Compensation Appeals Board from 1946 until 1950. In January 1950 she suffered a stroke but continued to serve on the Appeals Board until her death on December 22, 1950, in Falls Church, Virginia. Hattie Caraway is buried next to her husband in Oaklawn Cemetery in Jonesboro.

William H. Pruden III
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Church, Ellen (1904–1965)

Pilot and registered nurse Ellen Church was the first female flight attendant in the United States. She also served in the Army Nurse Corps during World War II, evacuating wounded soldiers from Africa and Italy by airplane. Church earned the Air Medal, the European–African–Middle Eastern Campaign Medal with seven bronze service stars, the American Theatre Campaign Medal, and the Victory Medal for her service.

Born in 1904 in Cresco, Iowa, one year after the Wright brothers’ successful flight, Church was one of a multitude of Americans fascinated by aircraft. Barnstorming shows, where pilots performed aerial acrobatics and gave spectators rides, were popular across the country. Church watched airplanes at the county fair and landing in nearby farm fields. After high school, she studied nursing and moved to San Francisco to work in a hospital, a profession that would prove useful to her future career in flying. Remembering her fascination with airplanes, she took flying lessons in her free time and earned her private pilot’s license.

In the 1930s, Boeing Air Transport and other companies began flying cargo and passengers all over the country. Church applied to be a pilot for Boeing, but the company refused to hire her, perhaps because she was a woman. Church then made a convincing argument for hiring nurses as flight attendants to calm passengers’ fear of flight. She reasoned that if Boeing could tell people that they were flying with a nurse, they might believe that flying was safe, or at least safer than without a nurse.

Boeing’s San Francisco manager, Steve Stimpson, told Church that the airline was planning to hire male stewards, like passenger ships had male stewards on board to meet passengers’ needs. Boeing remained doubtful of the wisdom of hiring women as stewards, or stewardesses. Stimpson eventually convinced the company to hire female stewards on a three-month trial. Church was hired as chief stewardess and charged with hiring seven additional women to be “sky girls.” Church and her crew had to be trained nurses who would not get airsick. They also had to weigh less than 115 pounds, be no taller than five feet four inches tall, and be under 25 years of age. Boeing justified their physical standards by saying that the flight attendants had to be lightweight, so as to not overload the aircraft, and small, so they would fit comfortably inside the plane. Nonetheless, the company was probably also using the lure of attractive young women to sell air travel to travelers not yet convinced that this form of transportation was a good idea. Four women based in Chicago flew the Eastern Division between Cheyenne and Chicago, while four women based in San Francisco flew the Western Division from Cheyenne to San Francisco. They were paid $125 per month for 100 hours of flying. Passengers enjoyed the female stewards, and eventually other airlines began hiring women.

After 18 months of working as a steward, Church was forced to quit flying because of an injury from a car accident. In the late 1930s, she supervised the pediatric wing of the Milwaukee County Hospital. When the United States entered World War II, she joined the Army Nurse Corps and became an army flight nurse. Flight nurses were registered nurses who provided emergency care to wounded soldiers on airplanes and helicopters, often in dangerous conditions. Church evacuated wounded soldiers from Africa and Italy by airplane. Because of her previous nursing and flight experience, she trained evacuation nurses for the D-day invasion of France in 1944, receiving numerous awards for her valorous service. Army nurses such as Church had military rank and generally served for the duration of the war. By the time the war ended, over 54,000 army nurses and 11,000 navy nurses, including 217 black nurses, had served their country by providing soldiers with critical health care.

Church moved to Terre Haute, Indiana, where she worked as the director of nursing at Union Hospital. In 1964 she married Leonard Briggs Marshall. While riding a horse in 1965, she fell and died from her injuries. Cresco’s municipal airport was named Ellen Church Field in her honor.

Tabatha Toney
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Darlings of Rhythm (1940s)

The Darlings of Rhythm was an all-black, all-female big band popular in the 1940s. Unlike other women’s bands of the time, the Darlings of Rhythm were known for having neither especially attractive musicians nor pretty costumes but instead for having very talented players and a sound that both fans and former members described as spontaneous, powerful, and swinging.

The Darlings of Rhythm were formed in Harlem in 1943, with the Ferguson Brothers as their agent and with Clarence Love, a well-known bandleader, directing the group. Many of the original members came from Eddie Durham’s All-Star Girl Orchestra. The Darlings had a small budget and fewer resources than other such groups. They had only two rather practical uniforms and a shabby tour bus. The Darlings of Rhythm, perpetually unconcerned with skin color, hired musicians on the basis of talent and tended to hire darker-skinned women than other groups. Their meager funds prevented them from commissioning elaborate musical arrangements from well-known jazz stars. Instead the musicians relied on their ability to improvise and work out their own arrangements ahead of shows.

Throughout the 1940s, the group saw frequent personnel changes: several members of the Darlings of Rhythm would play with members of other girl bands as members moved from one band to another and/or recruited their friends to join. Some of the members of the Darlings of Rhythm at one time or another include Jean Ray Lee (trumpet), Lorraine Brown (saxophone), Henrietta Fontaine (drums), Josephine Boyd (alto sax), Margaret Backstrom (tenor sax), Thelma Lewis (trumpet), Hettie Smith (drums), Vi Wilson (bass), Toby Butler (trumpet), Evelyn McGee (vocals), Joan Lunceford (vocals), and Jessie Turner (trombone). Turner eventually took over leadership of the Darlings of Rhythm following Clarence Love’s departure in early 1946. A few months later the group was billed as “newly reorganized,” with the William G. Powell agency in charge of their bookings.

Though they never made “soundies,” or recordings, the Darlings of Rhythm were darlings of the black press practically from their formation. Their concerts were enthusiastically reviewed, and the group developed a reputation for a loud, swinging sound and talented players. Both press and fans frequently compared the Darlings of Rhythm to the Sweethearts, debating about which group had better musicians. Decades later, Darlings of Rhythm bassist Vi Wilson recalled that when the two bands crossed paths on the road, members (including Backstrom and Burnside) would engage in friendly jam competitions that entertained fans and frequently resulted in the musicians being complimented for their ability to play “like men.”

Most of the Darlings of Rhythm’s gigs were one-night shows in clubs that catered to black audiences. One of their longest and most prominent gigs took place in 1944, when the Darlings of Rhythm landed a month-long booking in Chicago for the Grand Terrace Ballroom’s grand reopening, where they appeared with Billie Holiday. Rehearsals for opening night were rocky: Holiday was said to have disliked the group’s loud, powerful sound and was curt with both fellow musicians and the audience.

For many black groups, including the Darlings of Rhythm, Jim Crow laws often made it difficult and dangerous to travel in the South. To meet some of these challenges, the Darlings of Rhythm hired a white bus driver, Bob, who could communicate with white owners of gas stations and dance halls. He also offset potential difficulties with officials and sharecroppers by saying that the Darlings of Rhythm were his girls and worked for him. In 1945, white trumpet player Toby Butler left the Sweethearts for the Darlings of Rhythm. This created additional problems for the group because integration was illegal in the South, and Butler’s membership amounted to breaking the law. The Darlings of Rhythm continued to advertise themselves as all black, but in July 1946 Georgia police arrested Butler for traveling with the group. Turner, who was light-skinned, managed to get the charges dropped by convincing the officers that Butler was her first cousin. In newspaper accounts of the incident, Turner reaffirmed that she was racially color-blind. As long as her musicians demonstrated their skill and proper conduct, she said that it wouldn’t matter if the Darlings of Rhythm included women from Mars.

Postwar economic changes in the late 1940s significantly reduced the demand for female big bands, and by the early 1950s the Darlings of Rhythm had disbanded. Many of the members enjoyed long musical careers, with some going on to form smaller combo groups such as the Syncoettes, Tiny Davis’s Hell Drivers, and the Lipstick Traces.
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Didrikson Zaharias, Mildred “Babe” (1911–1956)

Mildred Ella “Babe” Didrikson was born at a time when competitive athletic events were deemed too physically and mentally demanding for women. The few people who supported women’s sports emphasized wholesome self-improvement over fame or financial gain. Didrikson’s life shattered the limitations placed on female athletes. Her combination of natural physicality, considerable coordination, and exuberant enthusiasm propelled her to personal sports success and widespread fame. Moreover, promotional skill amplified her prodigious talent and broke new ground for American women.

Didriskson, a child of Norwegian immigrants, grew up in in Texas. She displayed an energetic, competitive, and rambunctious spirit that separated her from other girls. Like many boys her age, she frequently found herself involved in schoolyard scraps and various athletic competitions. Didrikson excelled in track and field and basketball, and her dominance on the baseball diamond earned her the enduring nickname “Babe” after the famed professional ball player Babe Ruth. Like many of her generation, Didrikson was also expected to contribute to her family’s fluctuating finances. She worked odd jobs and began to dream of a time when her athletic talents could translate into an economic advantage.

When the Dallas-based Employers Casualty Insurance Company recruited Didrikson to join its athletic teams following high school, she gladly accepted under the pretense of a stenographer position. Didrikson excelled at the company and helped her teams achieve unprecedented success in a variety of sports. She parlayed her standout performances into participation in the 1932 national track championship. At the event, she earned medalist honors in more than half the events she entered and qualified for the Los Angeles Olympics. Her string of successes continued at the Olympics, where she again won medals in multiple events, including a gold medal in the javelin throw, a world record and gold medal in the hurdles, and a silver in the high jump.

Didrikson’s Olympic performance garnered widespread attention, and her mixture of confidence and approachability cemented the public’s affection. To sustain her celebrity and reap continued financial rewards, Didrikson found herself in search of a new athletic challenge. She set her sights on conquering professional golf after she witnessed a round by Bobby Jones. It proved to be an inspired choice. Golf allowed Didrikson to sustain her personal popularity—she brought a blue-collar sensibility to a traditionally refined game—and also provided her with an opportunity to display a femininity that had been impossible in either track and field or basketball.

In 1938, Didrikson met and later married professional wrestler George Zaharias. The partnership proved successful on both a personal and professional level. For the next 18 years, Zaharias served as Didrikson’s manager and accompanied her as she crisscrossed the country playing in golf tournaments and promoting women’s sports. Didrikson’s exploits helped establish her as an athletic celebrity, and during her heyday she endorsed products ranging from Chrysler automobiles to Wilson sporting goods. In addition, she rubbed shoulders with politicians, business leaders, and athletic and cultural icons.

Didrikson compiled 41 victories during her professional golf career, including 10 major championships. At one point during the 1946 season, she won a record 17 straight events. In addition, Didrikson received numerous national athletic awards. She led the tour money list in 1950 and 1951, snared the Vare Trophy for lowest stroke average in 1954, and earned a place in the World Golf Hall of Fame. The Associated Press named her Female Athlete of the Year six times. Moreover, on four different occasions Didrikson competed against male golfers on the PGA tour. In 1938 she missed the two-day cut at the Los Angeles Open, and in 1945 she survived the midtournament cut at the Los Angeles Open, the Phoenix Open, and the Tucson Open.

Beginning in 1953, a battle with cancer disrupted Didrikson’s professional career. In addition to undergoing medical treatment, she wrote an autobiography. Although she was back on the golf course in 1954, she never returned to full strength and ultimately succumbed to cancer in 1956. She was 45 years old. Beyond personal records and tournament victories, Didrikson’s noteworthy achievements include lending her celebrity and personal influence to ensuring the survival of professional women’s golf. Without Didrikson’s involvement, it is quite unlikely that a women’s tour would have survived long enough to evolve into the modern Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA). Additionally, her legacy is reflected in the numerous awards and trophies that bear her name and are annually awarded to high-achieving female athletes. Finally, popular interest in Didrikson’s exploits continued after her death.

In 1975 MGM Television produced Babe, a film depicting Didrikson’s life and athletic exploits. The film starred Susan Clark as Babe Didrikson and Alex Karras as George Zaharias. Unfortunately, filmmakers relied almost solely on George Zaharias during production, and the final product reflected a rather idealized version of Didrikson’s career and their relationship. Many of Didrikson’s closest companions were particularly disappointed in the way the film misrepresented important details of Didrikson’s athletic feats and the relationships she forged with her fellow competitors. Six years later, the U.S. Postal Service issued a commemorative stamp featuring a smiling Didrikson holding a golf trophy.

The athletic success of Mildred “Babe” Didrikson Zaharias helped to establish modern women’s sports, opening the door to women such as Billie Jean King and Wilma Rudolph, who might otherwise have not had a chance to showcase their athletic talents. Didrikson’s combination of personality and pioneering pursuit of professional sporting success broke barriers and blazed a trail for uncounted subsequent generations of female athletes.

Dustin Gann
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Dragon Lady Stereotype

The Dragon Lady is an ethnic stereotype of East Asian women found in America and other Western societies. The Dragon Lady stereotype is one of the major East Asian woman archetypes utilized in American fictional works in literature, media, and theater and is defined as a strong, deceitful, authoritarian, or mysterious woman of Asian descent. Dragon Ladies are also calculating, clever, and sexually alluring exotic woman determined to seduce white men. The inception of the stereotype is hard to pinpoint, but its stereotypical nature has connections to the racism toward people of Asian descent during the Yellow Peril years in the late 19th century and the sexist attitudes toward East Asian women as sexual objects.

Historically, East Asian societies have long traditions of women serving in positions of power. However, these histories challenged the larger spectrum of Western patriarchal beliefs, which were particularly widespread during the early 20th century. Therefore, the Dragon Lady image is the antithesis of the submissive, subservient, and exotic Asian sex doll stereotype. The term has been applied numerous times to Asian film actresses and politicians throughout the 20th century.

The English usage of the term “Dragon Lady” began in the early 1930s. Milton Caniff’s popular comic strip Terry and the Pirates is widely credited for coining the term. Terry and the Pirates was an action-adventure comic strip that debuted on October 22, 1934. The protagonist of the series, Terry Lee, was a young white American teenage adventurer who traveled to China with his mentor, journalist Pat Ryan. The Dragon Lady was a major antagonist. The Dragon Lady in the comic strip was a beautiful but unsympathetic pirate queen who tried to murder the heroes throughout the series. The comic series led to the creation of a radio series in 1937, a film in 1940, and a television series in 1952, spreading the stereotype throughout the nation.

Americans and Europeans were also exposed to the archetype through film and theater. The first Chinese American actress of Hollywood, Anna May Wong, appeared in approximately 60 films from 1919 to 1960. She performed in these stereotypical roles, from temptress to the Dragon Lady. Although the stereotype did not originate from Wong’s roles, her on-screen representations helped perpetuate the image in Western consciousness. Three major films that Wong starred in that exhibited the Dragon Lady stereotype were Daughter of the Dragon (1931), Shanghai Express (1932), and Limehouse Blues (1934). Wong’s on-screen characters in these movies and others were sexual and dangerous. Wong was criticized for perpetuating the stereotype, but she had little choice in the roles she was offered or how Hollywood chose to portray Asian women.

Since the 1930s the term has been used to identify Asian women of power who were introduced to Western society, especially due to World War II and the subsequent Cold War. Those women included Soong May-ling, or Madame Chiang Kai-shek, the first lady of Republic of China and later Taiwan (1928–1975), and Tran Le Xuan, de facto first lady of South Vietnam (1955–1963). In contemporary film and television the Dragon Lady stereotype is still evident. During the 1990s Chinese American newscaster Connie Chung gained popularity but was unfairly considered a Dragon Lady because of her interviewing style. The television show Ally McBeal (1998–2002) featured Ling Woo, played by actress Lucy Liu. Woo was the abrasive Chinese American lawyer who had sexual liaisons with her white male counterparts. Liu continued to play stereotypical roles of the Dragon Lady in movies such as Payback (1999), Shanghai Noon (2000), and Kill Bill (2003). Similar to Anna May Wong, Liu has been criticized for her roles but, also like Wong, had little choice in the movie roles available to women of Asian descent. In 2012 Liu broke free from the Dragon Lady stereotype by playing detective Dr. Joan Watson, Sherlock Holmes’s sidekick, in the television drama Elementary. Unfortunately, the Dragon Lady stereotype continues to be used to define and degrade American women of Asian descent in politics, business, and professional work settings. The phrase is often applied to any powerful woman, regardless of her race or ethnicity, as a pejorative.
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Earhart, Amelia (1897–1939)

Pioneer aviatrix Amelia Earhart is known for being the first woman to fly over both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. On July 2, 1937, she disappeared during a flight and was legally declared dead in absentia on January 5, 1939.
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Amelia Earhart attained many firsts in her flying career: first female aviator to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean, first woman to fly solo across the North American continent and back, and first president of the Ninety-Nines, the organization of female pilots she helped found. (Bettmann/Getty)

Amelia Mary Earhart was born to Samuel Edwin Stanton Earhart and Amelia “Amy” Otis Earhart on July 24, 1897, in Atchison, Kansas. She had a younger sister named Grace Muriel Earhart. Their maternal grandparents raised them because their parents were not always financially stable. The girls grew up privileged and attended private schools.

When Earhart was 10 years old, she saw her first airplane at the Iowa State Fair. Soon after her father lost his job. Amy and the girls moved to Chicago and stayed with friends. Amy had a trust fund that provided for her children. Earhart attended several high schools and ended up at Hyde Park High School, where she graduated in 1916. She attended the junior college Ogontz School but did not finish her degree.

In 1917 Earhart went to Toronto, Canada, to visit her sister and saw the returning World War I wounded soldiers. She decided to train for the Red Cross as a nurse’s aide and worked for the Volunteer Aid Detachment at Spadina Military Hospital. Around 1918 she would often see airplanes land and take the wounded soldiers to the hospital where she worked, and she also had conversations with the wounded pilots.

In 1919 Earhart registered at Columbia University and enrolled in a medicine program, but she had to quit when the family moved to California. Earhart and her father went to an aerial meet in Long Beach one day, and she asked him to ask pilots questions such as how long it would take to get from one place to another and how much flight lessons would cost.

Earhart wanted to fly but did not have money for expensive flight lessons. She worked as a stenographer for a telephone company, as a photographer, and even as a truck driver until she finally had enough money for her flight lessons. Aviatrix Anita “Neta” Snook, who was only a little over a year older than Earhart, became her first flight instructor in 1921; she trained Earhart on the Curtiss JN-4 “Canuck.” Six months later, Earhart purchased a yellow Kinner Airster biplane and named it The Canary.

In 1922, Earhart set a world record for female pilots by flying The Canary to an altitude of 14,000 feet (4,300 meters). She became the 16th woman to be issued the Federation Aeronautique Internationale (FAI) pilot’s license in 1923. In April 1928, Earhart received a phone call asking if she wanted to be the first woman to fly across the Atlantic Ocean. She immediately agreed and later met with the project coordinators, including her future husband, George Palmer Putnam. On June 17, 1928, pilot Wilmer Stultz, copilot/mechanic Louis Gordon, and Earhart made their long flight of 20 hours and 40 minutes across the Atlantic Ocean, making her the first woman to fly across the Atlantic, but in reality she did not fly: she was flown across. She did not feel much accomplishment from this and said that she wanted to fly solo someday.

Earhart, Fay Gillis Wells, and Ila Loetscher founded the Ninety-Nines, an organization that helped women pilots; Earhart became the organization’s first president in 1930. Meanwhile, Putnam and Earhart married on February 7, 1931. Putnam helped Earhart promote her flights and raise funds for her attempt at being the first woman and second person to fly solo across the Atlantic. Five years to the day after Charles Lindbergh flew solo, Earhart was ready to fly across the Atlantic on May 20, 1932. She succeeded and received a Gold Medal from the National Geographic Society.

Earhart made two attempts to be the first woman to fly around the world. With the help of navigator Fredrick “Fred” Joseph Noonan, Captain Harry Manning, and stunt pilot Paul Mantz, Earhart set out to fly from Oakland, California, to Honolulu, Hawaii, as a first stop on their trip to fly around the world. With this flight, she set another record; she was now the first person to fly over both the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The crew had unexpected mechanical issues and failed to make it around the world.

On June 1, 1937, Earhart and Noonan made a second attempt. They departed from Miami, Florida, and stopped at various locations until they arrived at Lae, New Guinea, on June 29, 1937. They had only about 7,000 miles left, needing only to land and refuel at Howland Island; depart and arrive at Honolulu, Hawaii; and end the flight around the world by arriving in Oakland, California. Howland Island was an extremely small island, and landing there was expected to be a tough task. Noonan was one of the best celestial navigators and was going to help Earhart navigate safe arrival at the island. They also had a backup plan. The U.S. Coast Guard Itasca, which was stationed at Howland Island, would guide Earhart to the island. At 7:42 a.m., the Itasca picked up a message from Earhart saying that “We must be on you, but we cannot see you. Fuel is running low. Been unable to reach you by radio. We are flying at 1,000 feet.” The Itasca replied, but Earhart and Noonan did not receive the message. The last time that Earhart was heard from was at 8:45 a.m. when she reported that “We are running north and south.” Nothing was heard from them again.

There are many theories about what happened to Earhart’s flight. Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan were declared legally dead in absentia by the Superior Court of Los Angeles on January 5, 1939. Earhart was and still is a role model to many girls and women pursuing careers that are male dominated.

Mariana Magaña
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Amelia Earhart’s Letter Describing Her Reluctance to Marry (1931)

In 1931 on the morning of her wedding day, aviator Amelia Earhart wrote a letter to her publicist and fiancé George Putnam describing her definition of marriage and her reluctance to marry. Although the marriage was a happy one, it ended after only six years with Earhart’s disappearance during a flight over the Pacific in 1937.

Noank

Connecticut

The Square House

Church Street

Dear GPP

There are some things which should be writ before we are married—things we have talked over before—most of them.

You must know again my reluctance to marry, my feeling that I shatter thereby chances in work which means so much to me. I feel the move just now as foolish as anything I could do. I know there may be compensations but have no heart to look ahead.

On our life together I want you to understand I shall not hold you to any medieval code of faithfulness to me, nor shall I consider myself bound to you similarly. If we can be honest I think the difficulties which arise may best be avoided should you or I become interested deeply (or in passing) in anyone else.

Please let us not interfere with the others’ work or play, nor let the world see our private joys or disagreements. In this connection, I may have to keep some place where I can go to be myself, now and then, for I cannot guarantee to endure at all times the confinement of even an attractive cage.

I must exact a cruel promise and that is you will let me go in a year if we find no happiness together.

I will try to do my best in every way and give you that part of me you know and seem to want.

A. E.

Source: Letter, Amelia Earhart to George Palmer Putnam, ca. February 7, 1931, George Palmer Putnam Collection of Amelia Earhart Papers. Courtesy of Purdue University Libraries, Karnes Archives and Special Collections.



Graham, Martha (1894–1991)

Dancer and choreographer Martha Graham worked for over 70 years, fundamentally revolutionizing American modern dance.

Graham was born in Allegheny, Pennsylvania, on May 11, 1894. Her father, Dr. George Graham, was an “alienist,” a practitioner of an early form of psychiatry that believed that the body could best convey its inner senses. He prescribed physical movement to remedy nervous disorders. Both the inner explorations of emotions and the external expression of these issues through movement was an idea that would prove very intriguing to his daughter.

During Martha Graham’s teens, the family moved to California. At age 17 she saw Ruth St. Denis perform and after the show implored her parents to permit her to study dance. Graham enrolled in the newly established Denishawn School of Dancing and Related Arts. Working primarily with cofounder Ted Shawn, she began dancing professionally. Shawn was so impressed by her skills that he choreographed the dance production Xochitl with Graham in mind. He cast her in the role of a troubled Aztec maiden. Her wildly emotional performance garnered her critical acclaim.

Graham spent more than eight years at Denishawn, first as a student and then as an instructor, but departed to work with the Greenwich Village Follies. Two years later she left the follies to broaden her career. She took teaching positions at the John Murray Anderson School in New York City and the Eastman School of Music and Theater in Rochester, New York. In 1925 while at Eastman, she coproduced the short two-color film The Flute of Krishna.

In 1926, Graham established the Martha Graham Center of Contemporary Dance and found her artistic voice in a keen understanding of larger social issues around her. Among her first areas of exploration were the “inner landscapes” that might permit her to explore the psychological aspects of dance. At this point in her career, she insisted that the sets, the music, and the dances alone must create a new world for the audience. Despite the fact that many early critics described her dances as “ugly,” her vision prevailed and gained increasing respect over time. Indeed, her advances in dance from this period—her wholly original expressions of primal emotions through stylized, intensely focused movements of the body—were soon recognized for their cultural and artistic significance.

Graham’s 1936 Chronicle, an emotional if radical vehicle meant to confront the most serious issues of the period—the Wall Street Crash, the Great Depression, and the Spanish Civil War—ushered in a new era in modern dance. Her emphasis on depression and isolation was reflected in and underscored by the foreboding, forbidden nature of the set and costumes. It was her willingness to explore the unlimited potential of social activism through dance, characteristic of her most lasting works from the 1930s, that catapulted her to the forefront of the avant-garde movement.

During this especially productive period, Graham agreed to marry Erick Hawkins in 1948. Citing irreconcilable artistic differences, he left the troupe in 1951, and they divorced in 1954.

In 1958, Graham created her first and only full-length ballet, Clytemnestra. Graham’s immense physical and mental faculties began to fail her in the 1960s. Her 1970 appearance in Cortege of Eagles, when she was 76 years old, was her last as a dancer. But in the 1970s Graham choreographed 10 new ballets and produced just as many revivals. She was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1976. First Lady Betty Ford had once been a pupil. That same year, Graham took the musical score of R. Carlos Nakai and choreographed Night Chant.

In fact, Graham would work until the end. In 1990 she completed her adaption of the music of Scott Joplin in her Maple Leaf Rag. On April 1, 1991, she died in New York City from complications related to pneumonia. Her final creative effort, The Eyes of the Goddess, remained unfinished and was reconstructed and premiered posthumously later that year. In 1998, Graham was honored as Dancer of the Century by Time magazine.

James A. Wren
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Hellman, Lillian (1905–1984)

Lillian Hellman gained acclaim for writing stage plays, Academy Award–nominated screenplays, and award-winning memoirs. Her characters spoke out for what they believed, as she did when she refused to incriminate fellow writers before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).

Lillian Florence Hellman was born in 1905 in New Orleans, Louisiana. She spent her childhood in New Orleans and New York City and studied at New York University for two years. In 1925 she married playwright and press agent Arthur Kober. They moved to Hollywood in 1930, where he worked as a screenwriter while she took a job at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer as a reader.

Hellman met author Dashiell Hammett (1894–1961) in 1931. Kober and Hellman divorced the following year, while she and Hammett began a relationship that lasted three decades. Her first play, The Children’s Hour, opened on Broadway in 1934. The controversial story concerned two women whose lives were ruined by the rumor of a lesbian relationship. The play ran for 691 performances.

Hellman wrote the screen adaptation of The Children’s Hour in 1935. To pass the censors, the relationship was changed to a love triangle, with a teacher accused of having an affair with another teacher’s fiancé, and the title was changed to These Three. In 1936 her stage play, Days to Come, examined management’s difficulty in keeping a company open during the Great Depression alongside the workers’ hardships.

As the fascist movement expanded in Europe and the United States, Hellman attended political meetings that condemned it. She supported the Soviet Union’s efforts to secure a communist country despite reports of trials and abuses. In these causes she came to know fellow writer and activist Dorothy Parker, though whether they were friends or rivals remains unclear.

Next Hellman wrote a play detailing the power of industrialism and capitalism and the morality of the rich in a small southern town in 1900. The Little Foxes opened on Broadway in 1939. It was followed in 1941 by Watch on the Rhine, which won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award. The next year Hellman’s screenplay adaptation of The Little Foxes was nominated for an Academy Award, and a year later, in 1943, Hammett adapted Watch on the Rhine and earned his own nomination.

The story of a Ukrainian town invaded by Nazis became The North Star, and again Hellman’s screenplay was nominated for an Academy Award in 1944. That same year she traveled to the Soviet Union to see performances of The Little Foxes and Watch on the Rhine.

Hellman turned down a studio contract in 1947 because it required her to sign a loyalty oath. Blacklisted from working in Hollywood, she returned to the Broadway stage, where she adapted Emmanuel Robles’s play Montserrat in 1949. It was followed by her original stage play, The Autumn Garden, in 1951.

HUAC, which pursued individuals whose political views were considered sympathetic to communism, called Hellman to testify in 1952. She refused to take the Fifth Amendment (a person cannot be forced to testify against themselves) and refused to incriminate her friends. She told the committee that she would only answer questions about herself and her actions. Newspapers reported her as saying “I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fit this year’s fashions.” She testified to attending some Communist Party meetings in the 1930s and was dismissed by the committee and remained blacklisted.

Hellman’s adaptation of Jean Anouilh’s play The Lark, retelling the trial of Joan of Arc, opened in 1955. She adapted Voltaire’s Candide in 1957. Her last produced play, Toys in the Attic, opened in 1960 and was nominated for six Tony Awards, including for best play. After Hammett died in 1961, Hellman moved from writing plays to writing memoirs.

Hellman won the U.S. National Book Award in Arts & Letters in 1969 for An Unfinished Woman: A Memoir. During the 1970s she taught writing at several universities and received honorary degrees from Brandeis University (1955), Smith College and Yale University (1974), and Columbia University (1976). She continued her memoirs with Pentimento: A Book of Portraits (1973) and Scoundrel Time (1976). Hellman died of a heart attack in 1984.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Lillian Hellman’s Letter to the Chairman of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (1952)

In 1952, playwright and screenwriter Lillian Hellman was called before the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) to answer questions regarding possible communist activity in Hollywood. Unwilling to inform on any of her colleagues, Hellman wrote the following letter on May 19, 1952, to the chairman of HUAC offering to testify regarding her own activities if she was not forced to inform on others. HUAC refused this request, and Hellman then invoked the Fifth Amendment protection against self-incrimination. Because of this action, she was blacklisted in Hollywood.

Dear Mr. Wood:

As you know, I am under subpoena to appear before your committee on May 21, 1952. I am most willing to answer all questions about myself. I have nothing to hide from your committee and there is nothing in my life of which I am ashamed. I have been advised by counsel that under the fifth amendment I have a constitutional privilege to decline to answer any questions about my political opinions, activities, and associations, on the grounds of self-incrimination. I do not wish to claim this privilege. I am ready and willing to testify before the representatives of our Government as to my own opinions and my own actions, regardless of any risks or consequences to myself.

But I am advised by counsel that if I answer the committee’s questions about myself, I must also answer questions about other people and that if I refuse to do so, I can be cited for contempt. My counsel tells me that if I answer questions about myself, I will have waived my rights under the fifth amendment and could be forced legally to answer questions about others. This is very difficult for a layman to understand. But there is one principle that I do understand: I am not willing, now or in the future, to bring bad trouble to people who, in my past association with them, were completely innocent of any talk or any action that was disloyal or subversive. I do not like subversion or disloyalty in any form and if I had ever seen any I would have considered it my duty to have reported it to the proper authorities. But to hurt innocent people whom I knew many years ago in order to save myself is, to me, inhuman and indecent and dishonorable. I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fit this year’s fashions, even though I long ago came to the conclusion that I was not a political person and could have no comfortable place in any political group.

I was raised in an old-fashioned American tradition and there were certain homely things that were taught to me: To try to tell the truth, not to bear false witness, not to harm my neighbor, to be loyal to my country, and so on. In general, I respected these ideals of Christian honor and did as well with them as I knew how. It is my belief that you will agree with these simple rules of human decency and will not expect me to violate the good American tradition from which they spring. I would, therefore, like to come before you and speak of myself.

I am prepared to waive the privilege against self-incrimination and to tell you everything you wish to know about my views or actions if your committee will agree to refrain from asking me to name other people. If the committee is unwilling to give me this assurance, I will be forced to plead the privilege of the fifth amendment at the hearing.

A reply to this letter would be appreciated.

Sincerely yours,

Lillian Hellman

Source: U.S. Congress, House, Committee on Un-American Activities, Hearings Regarding Communist Infiltration of the Hollywood Motion-Picture Industry, 82nd Congress, May 21, 1952.



Holiday, Billie (1915–1959)

American jazz singer and songwriter Billie Holiday developed a vocal style that had a profound influence on both jazz and pop music. She is considered one of the top female jazz singers of all time and helped bring jazz singing into the mainstream music scene in the years before and after World War II.

Holiday, whose birth name was Eleanora Fagan Gough, was born on April 7, 1915, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to Sadie Fagan and Clarence Holiday. Her teenaged parents never married, and her father, a musician, left the family not long after Holiday was born. Holiday endured a difficult childhood. She was left with relatives while her mother worked and in 1926 was raped by a neighbor. Holiday was placed under protective care at the House of the Good Shepherd, a Catholic reform school, where she remained for two years. In 1928 she moved to New York City to join her mother, who had moved there for work. Holiday spent some time doing domestic work before being recruited to work at a brothel.
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Seen performing in 1947 in New York, singer Billie Holiday used her growing fame to comment on social justice issues such as with the song “Strange Fruit,” which was about lynching. (William P. Gottlieb/Library of Congress)

During the early 1930s Holiday sang at Harlem clubs. In 1933 while working at Monette’s, she was discovered by record producer John Hammond, who was so impressed with Holiday that he brought Benny Goodman (1909–1986) to one of her performances. In 1933 Hammond arranged for Holiday to cut her first record at Columbia Studios with a small group led by Goodman. She performed two songs, “Your Mother’s Son-in-Law” and “Riffin’ the Scotch,” which became a hit.

In 1935 Holiday appeared in a short film with Duke Ellington (1899–1974), Symphony in Black, which premiered at the Apollo Theater. In 1935 Holiday signed a contract with Brunswick Records and recorded four hit songs, including “What a Little Moonlight Can Do” and “Miss Brown to You,” with jazz pianist Teddy Wilson (1912–1986). The next year she recorded “Summertime” from George Gershwin’s (1898–1937) folk opera Porgy and Bess. In early 1937, Holiday recorded with Count Basie’s (1904–1964) Orchestra, working alongside singer Lester Young (1909–1959), who gave Holiday the nickname “Lady Day.” After touring with the group for less than a year Holiday was fired, but she was hired in early 1938 by band leader Artie Shaw (1910–2004) to be his vocalist. She was the first black singer to be hired by a white band, and despite the support she received from Shaw, her reception, particularly in the still-segregated South, created so much stress that she left Shaw’s band before the end of the year.

Holiday began singing at Café Society, an interracial nightclub in Greenwich Village. In 1939 she recorded “Strange Fruit,” a controversial song about a lynching. Holiday was under contract with Columbia Records, but Columbia rejected the song, and she recorded it on the Commodore record label. “Strange Fruit” was banned on many radio stations but nevertheless became a hit. Later in her career Holiday often sang the song in segregated clubs and to all-white audiences, ending her show with the haunting indictment of racism and leaving her audiences in stunned silence.

During the 1940s and 1950s Holiday’s career was at its zenith. Her singing voice was described as “thin,” “reedy,” and “weak,” and her vocal range was just an octave, yet she managed to pour emotion into her singing performances. She had no formal training in singing but was considered to have a natural ear for music and a gift for jazz phrasing. Between 1952 and 1959 Holiday recorded nearly 100 songs and had a number of hits on a variety of record labels, including Decca, Clef, Norgran, and Verve. She toured Europe in 1954 and was very well received. In 1956, riding the wave of her fame, Holiday published her autobiography Lady Sings the Blues, coauthored with ghostwriter William Duffy. Holiday did not shy away from writing about her addiction to heroin and problems with alcohol. She had begun abusing drugs in the early 1940s, and in 1947 she was jailed on drug charges.

Holiday died on July 17, 1959, at the age of 44 at the Metropolitan Hospital in New York City. The cause of death was listed as congestion of the lungs and heart failure, but most probably a drug overdose killed her. Today she is considered one of America’s greatest jazz artists.

Karen S. Garvin

See also Darlings of Rhythm; Vol. 3, Sec. 1: Harlem Renaissance; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: Gospel Singers

Further Reading

Clarke, Donald. 2002. Billie Holiday: Wishing on the Moon. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo.

Holiday, Billie, and William Duffy. 1992. Lady Sings the Blues. 50th anniversary ed. New York: Penguin.

Horney, Karen (1885–1952)

Early 20th-century psychoanalyst Karen Horney questioned Freudian theories and founded feminist psychology, emphasizing society and culture as the basis for psychological gender differences rather than simple biology.

Horney was born Karen Danielson near Hamburg, Germany, on September 16, 1885. She was the second child of the second marriage of her father, Berndt Wackels Danielson. He was the widowed father of four children when he married Karen’s mother, Clotilde. By the time Horney was 9 years old, her father’s disapproval of her appearance and her intellect instigated her first bout of depression, an illness she would battle for the rest of her life. Horney chose to be diligent in her studies and achieve scholarly distinction. At age 13 she decided to become a doctor, an unusual aspiration for a young lady in the late 19th century.

Horney enrolled in the University of Freiburg in 1906 against her father’s wishes but with her mother’s full support. She transferred to the University of Gottingen in 1908, married law student Oskar Horney in 1909, and graduated from the University of Berlin in 1913. She gave birth to daughters Brigitte, Marianne, and Renate in 1910, 1913, and 1916, respectively. Horney’s parents died the same year Brigitte was born, causing Horney to seek psychoanalysis from Karl Abraham, a Freudian, to combat her depression. Her first job was with the Institute for Psychoanalysis in Berlin, where she worked with Abraham. From 1920 to 1932 Horney taught students, conducted research, and performed psychoanalysis.

By 1923 the Horneys’ marriage was troubled by Oskar’s ill health and harsh treatment of their daughters. Horney left her husband in 1926 and then in 1932 moved with her daughters to the United States to work at the Chicago Institute of Psychoanalysis. There she developed relationships with Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, and other sociologists and anthropologists who influenced her theories. After two years in Chicago, Horney moved to New York City to work at the New School for Social Research and the New York Psychoanalytic Institute.

While never a student of Sigmund Freud, Horney studied his theories and disagreed with his view of women, particularly his theory of penis envy, instead proposing a humanistic idea known as feminine psychology. Her theories changed the way psychologists approached gender differences. In response to Freud’s theory of penis envy, Horney proposed womb envy, or the jealousy toward women experienced by men because of their inability to bear children. In Horney’s theory, men aspire to success in other areas because of this deficiency. She posited that female children experience not penis envy but instead an envy of male privilege. Horney argued for a nurture over nature theory of personality development, positing that the influence of society and culture created differences in the genders, not simple biology. Her disagreement with Freudian theory eventually led to her resignation from the New York Psychoanalytic Institute in 1941. As a result of this, she cofounded the Association for the Advancement of Psychoanalysis and the American Journal of Psychoanalysis.

Horney also studied neurotic personality. She theorized that neurosis was a maladaptive way to approach relationships. Horney identified 10 patterns of neurotic needs based on a distortion of basic human needs. She condensed this into three coping strategies: compliance, aggression, and withdrawal. During her lifetime Horney wrote extensively on a variety of psychological topics. Her published works include Feminine Psychology (1922), The Neurotic Personality of Our Time (1937), New Ways in Psychoanalysis (1939), Self-Analysis (1942), Our Inner Conflicts (1945), Are You Considering Psychoanalysis? (1946), and Neurosis and Human Growth (1950). She continued to work until her death in 1952.

Horney left a legacy in the world of psychology through her theories, her writing, and the nonprofit Karen Horney Clinic in New York City, which was founded in her honor in 1955. The mission of the Karen Horney Clinic is to provide low-cost mental health services and train mental health professionals. The clinic reflects Horney’s humanistic assertion that an individual is not static but instead can change throughout life by growing to understand how society, culture, and interpersonal relationships affect the personality. The Karen Horney Collection of archival material is held at the Boston Psychoanalytic Society Archives. Her work as the founder of feminist psychology fundamentally changed the discipline and played an important role in the modern feminist movement.

Elizabeth Bass
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Hurston, Zora Neale (1891–1960)

Zora Neale Hurston was a playwright, anthropologist, and pioneer of African American folk drama in the early 20th century. She was born on January 7, 1891, in Notasulga, Alabama, to Lucy Potts and John Hurston, a Baptist preacher and carpenter. In 1892 the family moved to Eatonville, Florida, where her father became town mayor. In 1904 Zora Hurston’s mother died, and Hurston was sent to live with her brother in Jacksonville and then to live with various relatives.

In 1916, Hurston joined the Northern Gilbert and Sullivan troupe as an actress’s maid. She held the job for 18 months, learning backstage workings and befriending many actors while continuing her education with books borrowed from company members. She left the troupe to attend Morgan Academy in Baltimore and then received an associate degree from Howard University. Hurston published her first short story, “John Redding Goes to Sea,” in 1921 in The Stylus at Howard University.

Hurston moved to Harlem in 1925 and quickly won an award in a literary contest by Opportunity magazine for short stories and plays. She published several short stories and plays through Barnard College, which she attended on scholarship. Hurston studied English and minored in anthropology under Franz Boas. In 1926, she conducted fieldwork in Harlem using anthropometry to disprove physical theories of racial inferiority. A year later, she received a fellowship and traveled to the American South to collect folklore material. Her travels cultivated her ideas of the universality of human experience and her interest in language as a key to culture.

Hurston returned to New York in late 1927 and met Charlotte Osgood Mason, a Park Avenue philanthropist with an interest in black authors, artists, and anthropology. Mason became Hurston’s patron and employer, which enabled Hurston to continue gathering folklore. Mason’s sponsorship continued for the next five years. During this time, Hurston developed her passion for African American culture and folk drama, which drastically changed the nature of her playwrighting.

In 1928, Hurston traveled to Polk County, Florida, to collect folklore and spend time in turpentine camps. That same year, she received her bachelor of arts degree from Barnard and spent the summer researching voodoo practices in New Orleans. She continued to write and publish various plays, focusing on African American characters and settings, such as railroad camps, juke joints, courtrooms, and Eatonville locales.
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Anthropologist and author Zora Neale Hurston, a prominent figure of the Harlem Renaissance, wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God in 1937. (Library of Congress)

Hurston took a job as a drama teacher at Bethune-Cookman College in 1933, likely in response to the end of Mason’s financial support. Hurston quickly abandoned this post due to the lack of space and funds as well as the meddling of the college president and became a drama teacher at Fisk University. In 1935, she began work for the Works Progress Administration in New York as part of the Federal Theater Project. The project was designed to employ theater professionals during the Great Depression, and Hurston worked as a drama coach for the Negro Unit run by John Houseman and based in Harlem.

Hurston was awarded a Guggenheim fellowship to collect folklore in Jamaica and Haiti. She also published several works, including the novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) and an account of black life in Florida titled The Florida Negro (1938). Many of her publications were considered controversial for their depictions of African American life. “From ‘jooks’ to brothels, turpentine camps to sawmills, ‘amen corners’ to hoodoo huts, audiences would experience, in words made flesh, the bawdy, violent world that fascinated Hurston throughout her life. She refused to employ conventional distinctions between the laudable and the reprehensible; indeed, some of her most sympathetic characters are adulterers, killers, and thieves, and she demonstrated a consistent disdain for the educated and pious” (Cole and Mitchell 2008, xxviii). In 1939, Hurston was hired at the North Carolina College for Negroes in Durham to create a drama program but resigned within six months due to the school’s lack of commitment to theater.

For the next two decades, Hurston attempted many plays and worked as a maid in Miami and a clerk in Cocoa Beach and then retired to the Saint Lucie County Welfare Home due to health problems and poverty in 1959. She died in 1960 of hypertensive heart disease. Her surviving papers were burned by court order shortly after her death, likely due to the controversial depictions of the less seemly side of African American culture.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Zora Neale Hurston’s Letter to Countee Cullen (1943)

On March 5, 1943, writer Zora Neale Hurston wrote the following letter to friend and fellow Harlem Renaissance writer Countee Cullen. Among other current topics, Hurston discusses segregation, lynching, and her feelings about white liberals.

March 5, 1943

Dear Countee:

Thanks a million for your kind letter. I am always proud to have a word of praise from you because your friendship means a great deal to me. It means so much to me because I have never known you to make an insincere move, neither for personal gain, nor for malice growing out of jealousy of anyone else. Then too, you are my favorite poet now as always since you began to write. I have always shared your approach to art. That is, you have written from within rather than to catch the eye of those who were making the loudest noise for the moment. I know that hitch-hiking on band-wagons has become the rage among Negro artists for the last ten years at least, but I have never thumbed a ride and can feel no admiration for those who travel that way. I have pointed you out on numerous occasions as one whose integrity I respected, and whose example I wished to follow.

Now, as to segregation, I have no viewpoint on the subject particularly, other than a fierce desire for human justice. The rest of it is up to the individual. Personally, I have no desire for white association except where I am sought and the pleasure is mutual. That feeling grows out of my own self-respect. However blue the eye or yellow the hair, I see no glory to myself in the contact unless there is something more than the accident of race. Any other viewpoint would be giving too much value to a mere white hide. I have offended several “liberals” among the whites by saying this bluntly. I have been infuriated by having them ask me outright, or by strong implication if I am not happy over the white left-wing associating with Negroes. I always say no. Then I invariably ask why the association should give a Negro so much pleasure? Why any more pleasure than with a black “liberal”? They never fail to flare up at that which proves that they are paying for the devout worship that many Negroes give them in the cheap coin of patronage, which proves that they feel the same superiority of race that they claim to deny. Otherwise, why assume that they have done a noble deed by having contact with Negroes? Countee, I have actually had some of them to get real confidential and point out that I can be provided with a white husband by seeing things right! White wives and husbands have been provided for others, etc.

I invariably point out that getting hold of white men has always been easy. I don’t need any help to do that. I only wish that I could get everything else so easily as I can get white men. I am utterly indifferent to the joy of other Negroes who feel that a marriage across the line is compensation for all things, even conscience. The South must laugh and gloat at the spectacle and say “I told you so! That is a black person’s highest dream.” If a white man or woman marries a Negro for love that is all right with me, but a Negro who considers himself or herself paid off and honored by it is a bit too much for me to take. So I shall probably never become a “liberal.” Neither shall I ever let myself be persuaded to have my mind made up for me by a political job. I mean to live and die by my own mind. If that is cowardly, then I am a coward. When you come to analyze it, Countee, some of the stuff that has passed as courage among Negro “leaders” is nauseating. Oh, yes, they are right there with the stock phrases, which the white people are used to and expect, and pay no attention to anymore. They are rather disappointed if you do not use them. But if you suggest something real just watch them back off from it. I know that the Anglo-Saxon mentality is one of violence. Violence is his religion. He has gained everything he has by it, and respects nothing else. When I suggest to our “leaders” that the white man is not going to surrender for mere words what he has fought and died for, and that if we want anything substantial we must speak with the same weapons, immediately they object that I am not practical.

No, no indeed. The time is not ripe, etc. etc. Just point out that we are suffering injustices and denied our rights, as if the white people did not know that already! Why don’t I put something about lynchings in my books? As if all the world did not know about Negroes being lynched! My stand is this: either we must do something about it that the white man will understand and respect, or shut up. No whiner ever got any respect or relief. If some of us must die for human justice, then let us die. For my own part, this poor body of mine is not so precious that I would not be willing to give it up for a good cause. But my own self-respect refuses to let me go to the mourner’s bench. Our position is like a man sitting on a tack and crying that it hurts, when all he needs to do is to get up off it. A hundred Negroes killed in the streets of Washington right now could wipe out Jim Crow in the nation so far as the law is concerned, and abate it at least 60% in actuality. If any of our leaders start something like that then I will be in it body and soul. But I shall never join the cry-babies.

You are right in assuming that I am indifferent to the pattern of things. I am. I have never liked stale phrases and bodyless courage. I have the nerve to walk my own way, however hard, in my search for reality, rather than climb upon the rattling wagon of wishful illusions.

I suppose you have seen my denial of the statements of Douglas Gilbert of the World-Telegram. I know I made him sore. He is one of the type of “liberals” I spoke of. They are all Russian and want our help to put them in power in the U.S. but I know that we would be liquidated soon after they were in. They will have to get there the best way they can for all I care.

Cheerio, good luck, and a happy encounter (with me) in the near future.

Sincerely,

Zora

Source: Countee Cullen papers, 1900–1947, Box 2, Folder 18, Amistad Research Center, Tulane University. Reprinted with permission from the Zora Neale Hurston Trust.



International Sweethearts of Rhythm (1938–1949)

The International Sweethearts of Rhythm was the first integrated all-woman band in the United States, composed of Latina, Asian, Caucasian, African American, Native American, and Puerto Rican women. They were formed during the 1920s at the Piney Woods Country Life School in Mississippi by principal Dr. Laurence C. Jones (1882–1975), who used the band as a means for the girls to pay their tuition and fundraise for the school. All students at Piney Woods had to work either full-time or part-time to pay their tuition while learning life skills. The girls, however, saw little of the profits; outside of tuition they earned virtually no money to support themselves, receiving $1 per day for food and a $1 per week allowance.

The 15-piece band turned professional during the 1938–1939 school year when it toured Mississippi and attracted a following at county fairs and sports events. The members included Alma Cortez, Willie Mae Wong, Grace Bayron, Helen Saine, Ione and Irene Grisham, Helen Jones, Ina Belle Byrd, Corine Posey, Johnnie Mae Rice, Bernice Rothchild, Pauline Braddy, Judy Bayron, Edna Williams, and Evelyn McGee. Their music was “described by one writer as ‘combined savage rhythms of ancient African tom toms, the weird beat of the Indian war dance and the quaintness and charm of the Orient’“ (Nelson, 2009, 115). By 1941, the band was highly rated and had broken attendance records at the Howard Theatre, the Rosedale Beach Club, the Regal Theatre, the Plantation Club, the Windsor Club, and the Greystone Ballroom. However, the lack of seeing any profits—despite earning over $3,000 per month—as well as the girls’ lack of regular studies due to a demanding tour schedule led the girls to formally split from the Piney Woods School and flee to Washington, D.C.

Once in Washington, the International Sweethearts of Rhythm were sponsored by businessman Al Dade and added Jessie Stone (1901–1999) as a composer, Ernestine “Tiny” Davis as trumpeter and vocalist, and Vi Burnside as saxophonist. The band went on a national circuit in the 1940s, becoming popular due to the wartime draft of many male musicians. The band played for primarily black audiences at the Apollo Theatre, the Howard Theatre, the Regal Theatre, and the Riviera. The band was dubbed the “Musical Novelty of the Century” and in early 1943 was booked solid over 60 days from Alabama to Arkansas. However, when the band traveled into the southern states, where Jim Crow laws were in effect, they usually stayed on their tour bus when not performing because they were prevented from using restaurants and hotels, and the lighter-skinned members wore dark makeup to avoid arrest. As Rosalind Cron remembers, “‘We got to Baltimore and I asked Millie Jones, who was part American Indian, part black, if she’d like to go downtown on a bus with me to window shop,’ recalls Cron. The two stopped into Woolworth’s for a soda, and found they couldn’t get service” (McDonough 2011). Their continued trips into the South inspired Earl Hines to dub them “the first freedom riders.”

The International Sweethearts of Rhythm also made a series of short films to be used as fillers in movie theaters and for Panorama Machines, “Soundies,” and Armed Forces Radio broadcasts. The band toured in Europe during 1945, playing for the USO in Paris and occupied Germany. In 1946 the band produced its first recordings for RCA Victor and Guild Records. Popular songs the band played include “Bugle Call Rag,” “Lady Be Good,” and “Honeysuckle Rose.” However, despite their success, many of the original members were weary of the road and decided to leave the band to marry or pursue other occupations, such as modeling or forming new bands. By 1949, the International Sweethearts of Rhythm had formally disbanded from a combination of the emergence of new musical styles, getting married, and deaths of the original members. For nearly a decade, the International Sweethearts had crisscrossed America, breaking records and stereotypes while becoming part of the primarily male world of jazz musicians. The band would disappear into relative obscurity until the late 1960s through the 1980s, when the International Sweethearts garnered attention as political symbols of the feminist movement and inspired documentaries, books, and reissued recordings.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Jacobs, Helen (1908–1997)

Early 20th-century professional tennis player Helen Jacobs won 10 Grand Slam titles. Her rivalry with Helen Wills brought attention to the game, as did her numerous books. After her retirement from professional tennis, Jacobs entered the Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) as an officer and served during World War II and the Korean War.

Jacobs was born in Globe, Arizona, on August 6, 1908. She had health issues as a baby, so her mother moved to Long Beach, California, where they rented a house, and Jacobs’s health improved. They returned to Arizona where Jacobs grew up loving the outdoors. With the approach of World War I, the Miami Copper Company for which her father worked faced financial problems. He found a job in the newspaper advertising industry and moved the family to San Francisco, where they lived for 10 years. During these early years, Jacobs became interested in athletics. In her autobiography, she notes an instance when she witnessed her father rescue a drowning man. As a result, she wanted to learn to swim well. While in San Francisco, her father suffered health problems, and his doctor suggested exercise. In the evenings, father and daughter played tennis. Thus began her tennis career.

In 1923 after hearing that Wills won the national women’s singles championship, Jacobs began to imagine that she could make tennis her career. Wills’s tennis coach, William Fuller, wanted to coach Jacobs, but she lived too far away. Fuller organized a game between Wills and Jacobs in 1923. Though the game did not go well for Jacobs, Fuller asked Jacobs’s parents to move to Berkeley so he could train her there. Jacobs continued to train and play in tournaments and soon won a junior national title. From there, her tennis career blossomed. She would compete across the United States and Europe and even in Egypt. She won several national championships and won Wimbledon in 1936. She was a runner-up many times in major tournaments, including Wimbledon. In 1933 Jacobs was the Associated Press’s Athlete of the Year, becoming the first woman tennis player so named.

Though Jacobs trained with the same coaches as Wills, who was three years Jacobs’s senior, and the two women athletes played in many of the same tournaments, Wills dominated the rivalry. Jacobs only won one tournament in which Wills played, but the rivalry brought attention and excitement to women’s tennis. Jacobs lost six Grand Slam titles to Wills, only winning one after Wills left the match in 1933 because of trouble with spinal disks.

Jacobs is well known for being the first woman to wear shorts at the national championships. She felt that she could move better in shorts and would have an advantage over competitors who wore knee-length skirts or dresses. Women athletes faced much public scrutiny over their clothing, and some people criticized Jacobs for this choice, suggesting that shorts were masculine and inappropriate for women. Stockings also became an issue for women’s tennis players, and both Wills and Jacobs became visible proponents of bare-legged tennis.

Outside of tennis, Jacobs had an interest in writing. She attended the University of California, Berkeley, and worked as a reporter while pursuing tennis. She also served as a member of the National Republican Committee in 1932. In her autobiography, she spoke positively of Herbert Hoover. Jacobs was also a lesbian. She had a long-term relationship with Virginia Gurnee, and however accidently, paved the way for other lesbian athletes, including Billie Jean King and Martina Navratilova.

Jacobs retired from professional tennis in 1940. In 1943, she enrolled in Officer Training School at the College of William and Mary and then served in the U.S. Navy’s women’s division, the WAVES, during World War II as a naval intelligence officer. She was one of five women to rise to the rank of commander. Jacobs also served in the Korean War and retired in 1968. She wrote several books during her lifetime, including her autobiography. Jacobs died in 1997 in New York.

Amy M. Porter
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Lange, Dorothea (1895–1965)

Documentary photographer Dorothea Lange is known primarily for the work she did on assignment during the Great Depression with the Resettlement Administration/Farm Security Administration from 1935 to 1939, taking pictures of poor and disadvantaged Americans. Lange was prolific throughout her life, despite the pressures of marriage, divorce, motherhood, disability, and recurring illness.
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Photographer Dorothea Lange, shown here, took pictures for the Resettlement Administration, as part of the New Deal program’s efforts to record the damage the Great Depression and Dust Bowl did to Americans. Her Migrant Mother picture is one of the most famous pictures in American history. (Library of Congress)

Born Dorothea Margaretta Nutzhorn in 1895 and raised in Hoboken, New Jersey, Lange suffered from polio at the age of 7, which resulted in a lifelong limp. Her father, Henry Nutzhorn, abandoned the family when she was 12. Her mother Joanna “Joan” Caroline Lange became a librarian to support the family, bringing Lange, who would take her mother’s maiden name, with her on the ferry to attend school in the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Her father’s abandonment and her exposure to the cultural and economic diversity of Manhattan influenced her worldview and her work.

Lange began studying photography in New York City when she was 17. She apprenticed with photographer Arnold Genthe. In 1918 she and her friend Florence Bates left on a trip around the world and made it as far as San Francisco. Lange would live in nearby Berkeley for the rest of her life.

Lange opened a photographic studio in San Francisco in 1919. She was successful as a portraitist for elite-class clientele. In 1920 she married Maynard Dixon, a well-known painter. They had two sons. They traveled together, but Lange discovered that his career took precedence over hers. They began living separately and ultimately divorced after 15 years of marriage.

When the Great Depression began in 1929, Lange felt guilty about the disparity between the wealthy patrons sitting for portraits in her studio and the masses of struggling and jobless Americans. She left her studio and took her camera out into the world. What resulted over the next decades were some of the most iconic and memorable photographs of the 20th century: the White Angel Breadline, the instantly recognizable Migrant Mother, and Lange’s work on other many projects in the western and southern United States as well as in Ireland, the Middle East, and elsewhere.

In 1935 Lange married Paul Schuster Taylor, an economist. Their work dovetailed often as he studied agriculture under the auspices of the State Emergency Relief Administration (SERA). He hired Lange to photograph the pea harvest in Nipomo, California. She was subsequently hired by the Information Division of the Farm Security Administration the (FSA, first known as the Resettlement Administration), run by Roy Stryker, to photograph the living conditions of migrant workers, many of whom had been displaced by poverty or the Dust Bowl in the midwestern and southern United States. Her photographs of America’s poorest citizens reminded the nation of the dangers of a country with no social welfare safety net and a poorly regulated economy.

In 1942 at the beginning of World War II, Lange was hired by the War Relocation Authority to photograph the relocation of Japanese Americans to internment camps. Together with Ansel Adams, she photographed the people and living conditions of the entire relocation process before finishing up with work at Manzanar. Her photographs are a stark protest of the cruelty and immorality of the relocation program. Indeed, the photographs proved to be too good and were impounded by the U.S. Army for decades in an effort to hide what they contained.

In 1940 Lange was the first woman to be awarded a Guggenheim Grant, a program that provided promising artists the funds to live for a year and make art. The war interrupted her proposed project, but she took up the work again after the war ended, photographing Mormon communities with her son Daniel Dixon in collaboration with her friend and fellow photographer, Ansel Adams.

Lange struggled with health problems throughout her life, some exacerbated by her bad leg and limp. She considered herself disabled but also considered it a boon in her career, saying that her disability made people nicer to her and more likely to let her photograph them.

Diagnosed with cancer of the esophagus in 1965, Lange spent her last months assembling her life’s work for her retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art and helping with a documentary about her life. The exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York opened in 1966, three months after Dorothea Lange died in Berkeley, California.

Robin Potter
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Lee, Gypsy Rose (1911–1970)

Gypsy Rose Lee is the most renowned striptease artist in the golden age of burlesque. Classy and intellectual, she talked as she disrobed, peppering her act with literary references and witticisms. She became a favorite with New York’s intelligentsia, moving beyond the world of burlesque. The musical Gypsy, based on her 1957 autobiography, has kept her in the public eye decades after her death.

Gypsy Rose Lee was born Rose Louise Hovick in 1911 in Seattle, the daughter of Jack Hovick, a newspaper ad salesman, and Rose Evangeline Thompson Hovick, an unstable and domineering woman who put Gypsy and her younger sister, Ellen June (the actress June Havoc) into vaudeville.

June was the star of the act, billed as “Dainty June and Her Newsboy Songsters.” Gypsy played one of the newsboys. When June eloped with one of the cast members in 1928, Mrs. Hovick rebuilt the act around her older daughter, settling on the name “Rose Louise and Her Hollywood Blondes.” In 1929 the troupe was booked into a burlesque theater in Kansas City, where Lee was recruited to do comedy scenes.

Vaudeville was dying in the late 1920s. Realizing that she could make more money as a stripper and take control of her life, Lee put together an act that was more tease than strip. She refrained from the bumps and grinds used by most strippers. She designed and built her own costumes, which were held together with straight pins that she would remove and toss into the audience. She attracted the attention of the Minsky brothers and within a year was headlining at Republic Theatre on Broadway.

Ambitious for a stage career, Lee moved in and out of burlesque, taking small parts in Broadway musicals such as Hot Cha and appearing in Earl Carroll revues and at Billy Rose’s nightclub. The money was better in burlesque.

In 1936, Lee was featured in the Ziegfeld Follies alongside Fanny Brice, Bobby Clark, and Bob Hope. She had a screen test for Twentieth Century Fox, which bought out her contract with the Follies. The censors at the Hays Office prevented her from using her stage name, and she appeared in several films as Louise Hovick, usually playing the other woman. Unhappy with the roles she was getting, Lee asked to be released from her contract.

Lee returned to New York and appeared at the New York World’s Fair in The Streets of Paris, a revue that also featured Abbott and Costello. The production revived her career. In 1941 Lee published The G-String Murders, a murder mystery set in a burlesque house that was the basis of the 1943 film Lady of Burlesque. She wrote regularly for national magazines and penned a second mystery, Mother Finds a Body, and a play, The Naked Genius. Lee revived her film career with a cameo in Stage Door Canteen, in which she performed a Sunday school version of her most famous strip “The Psychology of the Strip-tease Dancer.” She appeared in films such as Belle of the Yukon (1944) after negotiating favorable terms with the studios. She also toured the carnival circuit with a troupe of younger dancers.

Lee was married three times—to Robert Mizzy in 1937, to Alexander Kirkland in 1942, and to Julio De Diego in 1948. She had affairs with a number of men, including gangster Waxy Gordon, burlesque comic Rags Ragland, producer Mike Todd, and film director Otto Preminger, who fathered her son Erik. After Lee’s mother died in 1954 from colon cancer, she and June felt free to write about their early life. Lee’s memoirs were published in 1957 and became a best seller. June’s autobiography, Early Havoc, published in 1959, depicts a far darker childhood.

Lee’s memoir was used as source material by composer Jule Styne, lyricist Stephen Sondheim, and playwright Arthur Laurents for the musical Gypsy: A Musical Fable. The success of the book, the musical, and the subsequent film provided Lee with a steady income. She was diagnosed with lung cancer in 1969, prompting a reconciliation with her sister prior to her death the following year.
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Marion, Frances (1888–1973)

Frances Marion was a writer, producer, and director for silent and early sound films. She wrote over 325 screenplays, of which 130 were produced. She was the first woman to win an Academy Award for screenwriting and one of the highest-paid screenwriters in Hollywood.

Marion was born Marion Benson Owens in San Francisco, California, in 1888. She so loved to draw that when she was 12 years old she was expelled from public school for drawing pictures of her teachers. Marion attended art school from 1904 to 1906, when the school was destroyed by the San Francisco earthquake. That year she married fellow art student Wesley de Lappe (1887–1952). He worked as an artist for a newspaper, and she worked as a photographer’s assistant while occasionally selling freelance stories and paintings. Marion also worked as a reporter for the San Francisco Examiner.

Marion and de Lappe divorced in 1911, and she married Robert Pike. The Pike family’s steel company opened an office in Los Angeles in 1912, and the couple moved there. However, the family closed the office in 1914, and Pike returned to San Francisco, but Marion chose to remain. Pike would eventually sue Marion for divorce in 1917.

Marion had chosen to stay in Los Angeles because she enjoyed working in the new film industry. She became director Lois Weber’s assistant at Bosworth Studios in 1914, where her job description included work in front of the camera as an actress along with writing press releases, painting sets, moving props, and cutting film. At this time she officially began working under the name Frances Marion.

Marion’s first industry success occurred when she sold her script for The Foundling (1915) to Adolph Zukor for $125. She then wrote the scenario for Mary Pickford’s Poor Little Rich Girl (1917), and the two became friends. The film was a financial and critical success. Marion received a $50,000-a-year contract with Famous Players.

The United States entered World War I in 1918, and Marion became a lieutenant in the armed forces, working as a war correspondent. She traveled to Europe and filmed American women and the jobs they did, becoming the first Allied woman to cross the Rhine River. Her film American Women in the War was released in 15-reel serial format.

In 1919 Marion married world-class athlete and Presbyterian minister Fred Thomson (1890–1928), who had served as an army chaplain in the war. After adapting Pollyanna as a star vehicle for Pickford in 1920, Marion directed Pickford and Thomson in her screenplay The Love Light. Thomson’s leading-man good looks opened the door to more parts, and he became an actor. During his career he starred in 24 feature films. In the mid-1920s Marion adapted the novels Stella Dallas (1925) and The Scarlet Letter (1926) into successful films, with the latter grossing over $1 million. Marion’s salary went to $3,000 a week.

Marion and Thomson had a son, Frederick Clifton Thomson, in 1926 and adopted another son, Richard Gordon Thomson, the following year. Sadly, Fred Thomson went to the hospital with a fever in 1928 and was diagnosed with tetanus, but it was too late to be treated, and he died. Marion continued to work after the stock market crash in 1929 and during the Great Depression. She adapted Eugene O’Neill’s stage play Anna Christie in 1930 as one of her first scripts for a sound production. That year she married director George W. Hill (1895–1934).

Marion received her first Academy Award for Best Writing Achievement in 1930 for The Big House. She visited San Quentin prison to make her screenplay about prison life and recent prison riots as realistic as possible. She won her second Academy Award for Best Writing, Original Story, a year later for The Champ, the story of an ex-prizefighter and his son. Marion and Hill divorced in 1933. Marion wrote fewer screenplays but more novels and stage plays, including the book How to Write and Sell Film Stories in 1937.

In 1966 Marion received the University of Southern California’s first Pioneer Film Award. Her memoirs Off with Their Heads: A Serio-Comic Tale of Hollywood appeared in 1972. Marion died in 1973.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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McDaniel, Hattie (1893–1952)

Radio, television, and film actress Hattie McDaniel is best known for her role as Mammy in the film adaptation of Margaret Mitchell’s novel Gone with the Wind. McDaniel won an Oscar in 1940 for her role, the only African American to do so until Sidney Portier in 1963. McDaniel acted in over 300 films throughout her career.

Born on June 10, 1893, in Wichita, Kansas, McDaniel was the 13th child of Henry McDaniel and Susan Holbert McDaniel. Despite most records that show McDaniel’s birth year as 1895, Kansas census records show a two-year-old Hattie living in the McDaniel home in 1895. Both of McDaniel’s parents had once been slaves. Her father served as a soldier in the Union Army’s United States Colored Troops (USCT) during the American Civil War. He would go on to become a Baptist preacher and musician on the minstrel circuit. Her mother was a gospel singer.
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Actress Hattie McDaniel was the first woman of color to win an Academy Award. She did so in 1939 for her supporting role in Gone with the Wind. Often criticized for playing maids, McDaniels declared that she would rather play a maid onscreen for $300 a week than be a maid in real life for $300 a month. (MGM/Photofest)

Coming from a family of entertainers, in 1910 McDaniel left school to train and travel with her father on the minstrel circuit. She continued singing, dancing, and performing throughout the early 1920s. By 1925, McDaniel became the first African American to appear on a radio show for the Denver KOA radio station. McDaniel’s performing pursuits, however, were cut short by the stock market crash of 1929. To support herself, McDaniel found work as a bathroom attendant at a Milwaukee club and accepted work as a maid. By the early 1930s, she was convinced by her older brother Sam and sister Etta to relocate to Los Angeles to pursue her acting career. McDaniel first appeared on the KNX radio show The Optimistic Do-Nut as “Hi-Hat Hattie,” a bossy and outspoken maid. Ironically, her wages for her performance work were so low that she had to continue working as a maid in real life to support herself.

McDaniel’s first film appearance was as a domestic in the 1932 film The Golden West. Two years later, she was granted a major part in the film Judge Priest. In Judge Priest, McDaniel sang a duet with Will Rogers. By 1935, she secured a role alongside Shirley Temple and Bill “Bojangles” Robinson in the film The Little Cabin. A series of small parts, generally maid roles, followed, and McDaniel earned a reputation as a talented comic actress. The African American community often criticized McDaniel for playing stereotypical black female roles, forgetting that as a black actress she had little control over movie writing or the kinds of roles she was offered. Because acting roles were difficult for African American women to secure, McDaniel continued to accept side jobs as a domestic to support herself. She once famously answered her critics by saying that she would rather play a black maid in a movie for $300 a week than be a maid in real life for $300 a month.

McDaniel’s big break came in 1939 when she was cast in the role of Mammy in Gone with the Wind. The premiere of the film took place at the Loew’s Theatre in Atlanta, Georgia. Georgia segregation laws at the time, however, prevented the black actors and actresses in the film from attending the premiere. In support of McDaniel, Clark Gable threatened to boycott the premiere, but McDaniel encouraged him to attend in spite of southern racism. McDaniel’s role as Scarlet O’Hara’s outspoken enslaved servant earned her the Academy Award nomination for best supporting actress, and she became the first African American to win an Oscar. In spite of her Oscar, McDaniel continued to play small roles in radio and film. During World War II, she entertained troops and promoted the sale of war bonds to support the military effort.

In 1947, McDaniel starred in the CBS radio program The Beulah Show. Her last film appearance was in 1949 in the movie Family Honeymoon. By 1951, The Beulah Show had transitioned from radio to television, and McDaniel played the main character. Her success with The Beulah Show was cut short in 1952 when she was diagnosed with breast cancer. Hattie McDaniel died on October 26, 1952. McDaniel has two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. In 1975, she was inducted into the Black Filmmaker’s Hall of Fame. On January 25, 2006, her face appeared on a U.S. postage stamp.
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Hattie McDaniel’s Oscar Acceptance Speech (1939)

Hattie McDaniel was the first African American to win an Oscar—she did so in the Best Supporting Actress category for her work in Gone with the Wind, where she played Scarlett’s maid, Mammy. While the character could be considered one in a long line of stereotypical parts, McDaniel imbued her character with humanity. Due to the segregation laws still in effect, McDaniel had been denied the chance to attend the movie’s premiere in Atlanta, Georgia. She was also made to sit in the back of the restaurant hosting the award ceremony.

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, fellow members of the motion picture industry and honored guests: This is one of the happiest moments of my life, and I want to thank each one of you who had a part in selecting me for one of their awards, for your kindness. It has made me feel very, very humble; and I shall always hold it as a beacon for anything that I may be able to do in the future. I sincerely hope I shall always be a credit to my race and to the motion picture industry. My heart is too full to tell you just how I feel, and may I say thank you and God bless you.

Source: Carlton Jackson, Hattie: The Life of Hattie McDaniel (Lanham, MD: Madison Books, 1990), 52.



New Deal (1933–1938)

The New Deal consisted of a series of economic and social government programs enacted by President Franklin Roosevelt and his administration as relief for Americans suffering from the effects of the Great Depression. Begun in 1933, New Deal programs were primarily concerned with helping male workers, based on the assumption that husbands were the primary wage earners. Nonetheless, some of the programs did directly or indirectly help working women. Women such as Frances Perkins and Eleanor Roosevelt also played an important role in the crafting and execution of New Deal policies.

By the time Franklin D. Roosevelt was sworn in as president in March 1933, an estimated 2 million women were unemployed, many of them the sole breadwinners for their families. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was instrumental in ensuring that New Deal relief efforts covered female workers and that women be employed in her husband’s administration. She was situated to do just that not only because she was first Lady but also because she was part of a network of female activists trained in the women’s suffrage movement and Progressive reform efforts of the 1920s. A number of women would rise to unprecedented positions of federal power as part of the New Deal.

The first major New Deal relief program created by the president was the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) in 1933. FERA was based on the belief that paid work was more beneficial for unemployed individuals than cash handouts, and so it dispersed federal funds to local governments to create jobs. From the beginning, Eleanor Roosevelt pressured the president and FERA supervisor Harry Hopkins to create opportunities for unemployed women. Hopkins created a women’s division within the FERA and appointed Ellen Sullivan Woodward to run it. Woodward fought to standardize how program officials addressed the needs of unemployed women at both the federal and state levels. She won Hopkins’s backing to require each state to appoint a qualified woman to manage the women’s programs. Woodward went on to work in the Works Progress Administration (WPA), and in 1938 President Roosevelt appointed her as one of three members of the Social Security Board.

In an effort to highlight the unique plight of female workers during the Great Depression, Eleanor Roosevelt convened a series of high-profile meetings at the White House. The first was a special White House Conference on the Emergency Needs of Unemployed Women on November 2, 1933, followed by a White House Conference on Camps for Unemployed Women on April 30, 1934. However, actual progress in hiring female workers remained slow. While the Civil Conservation Corps opened some of its forestry jobs to young women and the FERA supported women employees, the Civilian Works Administration hired only a small percentage of women (less than 10 percent). Also, national wage codes often set minimum wages for women lower than those for men.

Not until the establishment of the WPA in 1935, under the leadership of Harry Hopkins with Ellen Woodward again heading the women’s division, did federal employment opportunities for women progress significantly. The WPA employed more than 8.5 million Americans, many men, to build roads, bridges, public buildings, dams, and parks. While the WPA employed approximately 460,000 women by 1936, they represented only 13.5 percent of overall WPA workers. Furthermore, while wage codes for women were supposed to be the same as for men, most WPA female employees were assigned to lower-paying jobs such as educational programs, camp cooking, care for the elderly, sewing, and bookbinding. Ellen Woodward saw that women were included in the WPA’s Writers’, Arts, and Theater Projects, which funded jobs creating murals and sculptures to decorate public buildings or working to capture and preserve regional and American folk culture. Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston had one such job.

Several major reforms of the New Deal benefited women along with male workers. Signed by President Roosevelt in July 1935, the National Labor Relations Act (also known as the Wagner Act) guaranteed private-sector workers the right to organize into trade unions. By the end of the 1930s, more than 800,000 women joined labor unions, uniquely situating working women to be on the forefront of the labor advances that would come in the 1940s. In 1938 Roosevelt signed the Fair Labor Standards Act, which set minimum wage and maximum hour standards; unfortunately for working women, some categories of employment largely dominated by women, such as domestic and retail clerical work, were not covered by the new law. Similarly disappointing, the Social Security Act did not cover domestic workers, large percentages of whom were women.

One of the most visible advancements provided by the New Deal for professional women was the number of women employed by the federal government. From the start, Eleanor Roosevelt worked behind the scenes to encourage her husband to appoint qualified women in high-level and midlevel administration positions. She was joined by her longtime friend Mary Dewson, director of the Women’s Division of the Democratic National Committee and member of the Social Security Board (1937–1938), in identifying female leaders for New Deal agencies. Besides Ellen Woodward at the FERA and the WPA, President Roosevelt appointed Frances Perkins as the secretary of labor, the first female cabinet member in the nation’s history; Josephine Roche as assistant secretary of the Treasury Department; Hilda Smith as director of workers’ education within the WPA; Clara Beyer as associate director of labor standards; and Mary McLeod Bethune as head of the Division of Negro Affairs within the National Youth Administration, the highest-ranking African American in Roosevelt’s administration. Each of these women would prove to be invaluable role models for women in ensuing decades.

Kathleen Gronnerud
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Ellen Woodward’s Speech on the Value of New Deal Programs for Women (ca. 1935)

Ellen Woodward, director of the Women’s Programs at the Works Progress Administration, detailed in the following speech the importance of New Deal programs for women.

Works Progress Administration

The Lasting Values of the WPA

By Ellen S. Woodward

1. No one can better appreciate the lasting values of the work relief program than we women, for its results affect primarily that which is closest to our hearts—the home.

2. Every time a man is taken from the demoralizing ranks of the jobless, every time a woman is removed from the humiliation of a breadline, and given work to do, a home somewhere becomes more secure.

3. This, in a word, is the first aim of the Works Progress Administration: To put destitute people to work at familiar tasks, that their moral fibre may not be undermined and their hopes and ambitions killed, by the forced acceptance of public charity in the form of a dole.

4. No one, better than a woman, understands the importance to a Nation of preserving its human resources. The proverb, “What profit it a man that he gain the whole world, if he lose his own soul,” may well be paraphrased to read “What profit it a nation to keep its budget balanced if it lose its own life blood—the courage and integrity of its people?”

5. Obviously, that courage and integrity cannot be fostered on a permanent diet of public dole!

6. It was with this truth in mind, that President Roosevelt conceived the fundamental idea of a work relief program as an alternative to the dole. It is with this in mind that the Works Progress Administration has labored unceasingly this past year at the titanic task of finding jobs for nearly 4,000,000 of the nation’s jobless who were stagnating on relief. How well the aim has been achieved is shown in the latest figures on work relief employment. On March 7th there were over 3,300,000 men and women at work on the entire program, most of them on the 70,000 WPA projects selected.

7. This job-finding task has been accomplished only by keeping all other considerations secondary to this single aim of finding projects in each community which could be accomplished with the man-power or woman-power available from the relief rolls of the particular community in which they live.

8. This aim has been stated repeatedly, yet, there still remains wide-spread misunderstanding of the basic idea behind WPA and how it operates. And this misunderstanding is responsible for much of the adverse—wholly uninformed—criticism hurled broadside at the WPA.

9. It is particularly important, it seems to me, for the responsible women of the country to understand, not only the philosophy of the works program, but more specifically the character of the projects designed to give employment to women, for unfortunately, it is this class of project which is receiving some of the most vitriolic and uncalled-for criticism.

10. Before discussing in detail the projects employing women, I want to emphasize one point. No WPA project in your community or in any other community of the forty-eight states, was planned or selected by administrative officials in Washington, except a vary few which are applicable nationally. All other projects are selected, approved and sponsored by local officials or local bodies before they are presented for approval to the State WPA Administrator who in turn submits the proposed project to Washington.

Source: Ellen Woodward, “The Lasting Values of WPA,” Record Group 69, Series 737, Box 8, National Archives.



Noether, Amalie Emmy (1882–1935)

The algebra theorems of world-renowned Jewish mathematician Amalie Emmy Noether have garnered her the nickname “the Mother of Modern Algebra.” She also made notable contributions to theoretical physics, authoring the Noether Theorum. An émigré from Nazi Germany, Noether worked at Bryn Mawr College in Pennsylvania, where she taught and researched during the height of her career. Albert Einstein said that she was the most important woman in the history of mathematics.

Noether was born in 1882 to Max and Ida Amalia Noether in southeastern Germany. Max studied mathematics at the University of Heidelberg, where he served as a faculty member for a few years before transferring to the University of Erlangen in 1888. Although Noether spent her childhood education following subjects traditionally studied by young girls, she chose to pursue mathematics as an adult.

In 1900, Noether began attending classes at the University of Erlangen. She furthered her education for a semester at the University of Göttingen in 1903, where she met Hermann Minkowski, Otto Blumenthal, Felix Klein, and David Hilbert, all noted mathematicians. After returning to the University of Erlangen, Noether graduated in 1907 and became the second woman in the school’s history to receive a doctorate. Upon graduating, she worked as a professor without monetary compensation before returning to teach in Göttingen in 1915.

Noether continued to work without pay for years, living in poverty. She considered her work as an educator and mathematician to be a civil service in line with her socialist ideals. When she was paid for her work she only received a small salary, barely enough to support herself. After World War I, Noether faced discrimination under the Third Reich; despite losing her job as a professor, she continued to reach out to her students to discuss mathematics and their future plans. As her leftist views became more apparent to her students, many of whom leaned toward the Right, toward Nazi facism, they began to resist learning from her. The complaints against her led to her eviction from her home.

Under Nazi Germany’s Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, many instructors, including Noether, had their teaching licenses revoked for being Jewish or politically left-leaning, under the premise that anyone who did not support right-wing fascist politics was disloyal to Germany. It was clear that due to her cultural heritage and political beliefs, which included pacifism, Noether would not be welcome in Germany.

In light of the policies under the Third Reich, many universities in the United States offered refuge for German academics. For example, Albert Einstein and Hermann Weyl, both admirers of Noether’s work and personality, worked at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study. In 1933, the American all-women’s college Bryn Mawr expressed interest in giving Noether a position as a professor of mathematics. Noether accepted the offer and immigrated to the United States.

It was at Bryn Mawr that Noether found a strong support network in the mathematics community. She worked with Anna Wheeler, an American mathematician and pioneer in functional analysis. Wheeler and Noether shared a common experience in that they both knew how difficult it was for a woman to be accepted as a serious mathematician. By the 1930s Wheeler had found acceptance as a full professor and head of the math department at Bryn Mawr; she had spent years being rejected for teaching posts in favor of male mathematicians. While at Bryn Mawr under Wheeler’s wing, Noether developed two of the most crucial theorems (Noether’s Theorem and Noether’s Second Theorem) in modern abstract algebra. Her contributions to mathematic research would also serve as a major influence in the field of theoretical physics. During her career she published over 40 articles on algebraic math, which were marked by her imaginative thinking. Although Noether was invited to lecture at Princeton, where Albert Einstein taught after emigrating from Germany, the all-female Bryn Mawr remained her academic home.

Noether’s health began to decline in 1935 when doctors discovered an ovarian cyst. After her surgery, Noether developed a high fever and died suddenly. Her funeral was held at Bryn Mawr, and many of her colleagues in her field, such as Hermann Weyl and Richard Bauer, attended. Her ashes are interred at the M. Carey Thomas Library.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Parker, Bonnie (1910–1934)

Bonnie Parker gained infamy in the 1930s as an outlaw along with Clyde Barrow. Though Parker most certainly never killed anyone herself and played only a limited role in the couple’s bank robbery schemes, she nonetheless was an active participant in a crime spree that first fascinated and then repulsed the nation.

Born on October 1, 1910, in Rowena, Texas, Parker was the middle child of Henry and Emma Parker. Henry, a blue-collar worker, died in 1914, leading Emma to move the family to western Dallas in an area known as Cement City, where they were close to relatives in desperate poverty. A model student, Parker earned high marks for her poetry. Only 4 feet 10 inches tall and weighing just 85 pounds, she thought that she might become a famous movie actress.

In 1926 not yet 16 years old, Parker married Roy Thornton, but the marriage was not happy. It is probable that Thornton abused her. To help pay the bills, Parker worked at a café until it closed in November 1929, likely a victim of the onset of the Great Depression. Thornton served 5 years in prison, freeing Parker to find another lover.

Parker met Clyde Barrow in January 1930, but in January Barrow went to prison. The lovers exchanged letters until Barrow escaped, but predictably he found himself in trouble for robbing a bank in Ohio. A second prison sentence followed between April 1930 and February 1932, during which he beat an inmate to death for attempted sexual assault. Prison intensified Barrow’s criminal tendencies, but Parker remained loyal to him.

In mid-1932, Parker and Barrow began robbing grocery stores, gasoline stations, and banks. Police arrested Parker for robbery in 1932, but she was released when a jury found it difficult to believe that a pretty young girl would commit heinous crimes. Rejoining Barrow, the two murdered two policemen in Atoka, Oklahoma. They then killed a grocer in Sherman, Texas; and a third policeman in Dallas, Texas. On the run, they drove through Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, and Missouri. At the time, bank robbing was not a federal crime. Parker and Barrow used the fact that state law enforcement’s jurisdiction ended at state lines to avoid capture by crossing from state to state during their crime spree. Also, Barrow was a talented getaway driver and generally stole eight-cylinder Fords, which could outrun whatever the local police were driving.

In Joplin, Missouri, the Barrow gang, including Clyde’s brother Buck and his wife Blanche, failed to keep a low profile and excited the suspicion of neighbors, who called the police. Certain that they had cornered the fugitives, police stormed the house, only to be met by gunfire that killed two more policemen. Lucky to escape with minor wounds, the gang went on the road again, traversing Kansas, Missouri, Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Iowa, Illinois, and Arkansas, robbing and murdering seemingly at will.

In June, Clyde missed a turn in the road and overturned the car. Either a gasoline fire or battery acid left Parker’s right leg so damaged that the bone was exposed. Because the gang was on the run, Parker could not go to a hospital, so the wound went largely untreated, crippling Parker so badly that Clyde often carried her from place to place. Parker and Clyde took hostages to escape the accident, freeing them in Oklahoma.

Parker’s accident did little to slow down the gang’s activities. Moreover, both Parker and Clyde enjoyed their folk hero status, as Depression-era citizens imagined the couple as romantic Robin Hood types. Public opinion gradually turned as Bonnie and Clyde became increasingly violent and erratic, particularly after they killed two highway patrolmen in April 1934. By May 1934, retired Texas ranger Frank A. Hamer tracked the gang to Louisiana. Local police, cooperating with the Texas rangers, ambushed Parker and Barrow, firing nearly 200 rounds into their car.

While movies, television shows, and other popular entertainments often portray Bonnie Parker as a sexy gun moll, in reality she was a poor young woman who wanted more out of her life than poverty and domestic abuse. In Clyde Barrow she found excitement and fame, but in doing so she helped a violent gang victimize and murder dozens of people.

Christopher Cumo
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Bonnie Parker’s Poem “The Story of Bonnie and Clyde” (1932)

Outlaw Bonnie Parker wrote the following poem about her exploits with partner Clyde Barrow while she was in jail in 1932.

The Story of Bonnie and Clyde

You’ve read the story of Jesse James

Of how he lived and died

If you’re still in need of something to read

Here’s the story of Bonnie and Clyde.

Now Bonnie and Clyde are the Barrow Gang,

I’m sure you all have read

how they rob and steal

and those who squeal

are usually found dying or dead.

There’s lots of untruths to these write-ups

There are not so ruthless as that

Their nature is raw, they hate all law

The stool pigeons, spotters, and rats.

They class them as cold-blooded killers

They say they are heartless and mean

But I say this with pride,

That I once knew Clyde

When he was honest and upright and clean.

But the law fooled around

Kept taking him down

and locking him up in a cell

’Til he said to me,

“I’ll never be free,

So I’ll meet a few of them in hell.”

The road was so dimly lighted

There were no highway signs to guide

But they made up their minds

if the roads were all blind

They wouldn’t give up ’til they died.

The road gets dimmer and dimmer

Sometimes you can hardly see

Still it’s fight man to man,

and do all you can

For they know they can never be free.

If they try to act like citizens

And rent a nice little flat

About the third night they are invited to fight

By a sub-gun’s rat-tat-tat.

If a policeman is killed in Dallas

And they have no clue or guide

If they can’t find a fiend,

They just wipe the slate clean

And hang it on Bonnie and Clyde.

There’s two crimes committed in America

Not accredited to the Barrow Mob

For hey had no hand

in the kidnap demand

or the Kansas City Depot job.

A newsboy once said to his buddy

“I wish old Clyde would get jumped

In these hard times we’s get a few dimes

If five or six cops would get bumped.”

The police haven’t got the report yet

Clyde sent a wireless today

Saying “we have a peace flag of white,

We stretch out at night,

We have joined the NRA.”

They don’t think they’re tough or desperate

They know the law always wins

They have been shot at before,

but they do not ignore

That death was the wages of sin.

From heartbreak some people have suffered

From weariness some people have died

But take I all in all,

our troubles are small

till we get like Bonnie and Clyde

Some day they’ll go down together

And they will bury them side by side

To a few it’ll be grief,

to the law it is relief

But it is death for Bonnie and Clyde.

Source: Bonnie Parker, Poem, “The Trail’s End,” n.d., Clyde Barrow Gang Collection, 1930–1939, Dallas Municipal Archives, University of North Texas Libraries, Dallas.



Parker, Dorothy (1893–1967)

Dorothy Parker’s poems and short stories were funny if one was not the subject of her often biting commentary. Her sharp wit produced several books of poetry and collections of short stories. Two of her screenplays were nominated for Academy Awards.

Born Dorothy Rothschild in New Jersey in 1893, her parents were businessman Jacob Henry Rothschild (1851–1913) and Eliza Annie Marion (1851–1897). Though Jewish, Parker attended a Roman Catholic elementary school in New York City. She graduated from finishing school in 1911 and sold her first poem, “Any Porch,” to Vanity Fair in 1914. She took a job at Vogue magazine, worked there for two years, and then transferred to Vanity Fair.

In 1917 Dorothy met Wall Street stockbroker Edwin Pond Parker II (1893–1933). After they married, she took the surname Parker. When the United States entered World War I in 1917, her husband enlisted and was sent to Europe.

Vanity Fair’s drama critic, P. G. Wodehouse, took an extended leave of absence, and Dorothy Parker took his place. Her first review appeared in 1918. About this time Parker and fellow Vanity Fair writers Robert Benchley and Robert E. Sherwood began to eat lunch at the nearby Algonquin Hotel. Other writers and personalities of the day, including on occasion actress Ruth Gordon, met daily at what came to be known as the Algonquin Round Table. Several of those attending had newspaper columns that published the witty remarks made at lunch.

[image: Lamphier]

Writer, poet, and humorist Dorothy Parker won two Academy Awards for her screenwriting before she was blacklisted by the conservative, anti-progressive House Un-American Activities Committee in the 1950s. Upon her death she left her estate to the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to assist the Civil Rights Movement. (Hulton Archive/Getty Images)

When Wodehouse returned from his leave of absence, Parker lost her job. Various reasons were given. Some said that producers whose plays she had criticized threatened to pull their advertising from the magazine if Parker was not fired. In 1925 New Yorker magazine was first published, with Parker serving as a founding contributor. In 1926 she published her first volume of poetry, Enough Rope.

The Massachusetts trials of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, anarchists falsely accused of a robbery/murder in 1920 in Braintree, occupied the press in the 1920s. Despite evidence they were not in the area at the time of the incident, they were arrested and charged. After their conviction, appeals, and a special commission’s investigation, they were sentenced to die. Parker was among those arrested at a protest against this ruling held outside the State House in 1927; she was fined and released. Despite protests, Sacco and Vanzetti were executed in 1927.

When Parker’s husband returned to the United States in 1919 his drinking caused marital problems, so after four years of separation they divorced in 1928. Parker had personal difficulties as well: alcoholism, unwanted pregnancies, abortions, depression, and attempted suicides.

Parker published her second book of verse, Sunset Gun, in 1928, and from 1927 to 1933 she reviewed books for the New Yorker using the pseudonym Constant Reader. Her short story “Big Blonde” appeared in Bookman magazine in 1929 and won the O. Henry Award for Best Short Story. The following year she published a collection of short stories titled Laments for the Living.

Parker published another book of her poems titled Death and Taxes in 1931. Her personal life was in turmoil again, and she attempted suicide in 1932. Her next book of short stories, After Such Pleasures, was published in 1933, the year Edwin Parker died.

Parker then married actor and screenwriter Alan Campbell in 1934, and they moved to Hollywood to write screenplays. Fifteen films are credited to them. Parker published a collection of her previous works, Not So Deep as a Well, in 1936. She helped found the Hollywood Anti-Nazi League and let her name be associated with several left-wing causes and organizations. In 1937, Parker and Campbell’s screenplay A Star Is Born was nominated for the Academy Award for Best Screenplay.

Parker became pregnant in 1939 and miscarried. After several miscarriages she had to have a hysterectomy, and her drinking and depression increased. She then blamed Campbell for everything, belittled him in public, and started a rumor that he was gay, which has never been proven.

Parker wrote additional dialogue for Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes screenplay in 1941, while Campbell enlisted in the U.S. Army in 1942. During World War II Viking Press published books for servicemen stationed overseas. A portable series of Parker’s work included about two dozen stories previously published in Enough Rope, Sunset Gun, and Death and Taxes and remains constantly in print.

Though Campbell returned from the war in 1946, he and Parker divorced in 1947 and stopped collaborating. In 1947 Parker’s screenplay Smash-Up, the Story of a Woman, cowritten with Frank Cavett, was nominated for an Academy Award. In 1949, Parker adapted Oscar Wilde’s Lady Windemere’s Fan as one of her last screenplays. She and Campbell remarried in 1950. Parker’s leftist views were brought before the House Un-American Activities Committee. She was listed as having attended Communist Party meetings in the 1930s but declined to answer questions.

Parker moved back to New York City in 1952. She and Arnaud d’Usseau wrote a stage play, The Ladies of the Corridor (1953). Parker wrote book reviews for Esquire from 1958 to 1962. She returned to Hollywood to reconcile with Campbell in 1961. When he committed suicide through drug overdose in 1963, Parker returned to New York City.

Parker died in 1967. In honor of all his work for civil rights, she left her estate to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Upon his death it went to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Dorothy Parker’s Poem “A Certain Lady” (1926)

Screenwriter, novelist, and satirist Dorothy Parker was also a poet. Her poem “A Certain Lady” describes a woman’s emotions as she listens to her man discuss his exploits with other women.

A Certain Lady

Oh, I can smile for you, and tilt my head,

And drink your rushing words with eager lips,

And paint my mouth for you a fragrant red,

And trace your brows with tutored finger-tips.

When you rehearse your list of loves to me,

Oh, I can laugh and marvel, rapturous-eyed.

And you laugh back, nor can you ever see

The thousand little deaths my heart has died.

And you believe, so well I know my part,

That I am gay as morning, light as snow,

And all the straining things within my heart

You’ll never know.

Oh, I can laugh and listen, when we meet,

And you bring tales of fresh adventurings,—

Of ladies delicately indiscreet,

Of lingering hands, and gently whispered things.

And you are pleased with me, and strive anew

To sing me sagas of your late delights.

Thus do you want me—marveling, gay, and true,

Nor do you see my staring eyes of nights.

And when, in search of novelty, you stray,

Oh, I can kiss you blithely as you go . . .

And what goes on, my love, while you’re away,

You’ll never know.

Source: Dorothy Parker, Enough Rope: Poems by Dorothy Parker (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1926), 90.



Patterson, Eleanor (1884–1948)

The newspaper tycoon Eleanor M. “Cissy” Patterson was born on November 7, 1884, in Chicago, Illinois, into a family of newspaper owners and founders that included her grandfather, the mayor of Chicago Joseph Medill; her father Robert and cousin Robert McCormick, publishers of the Chicago Tribune; and her elder brother, Joseph Medill Patterson, founder and publisher of the New York Daily News. The publisher and founder of Newsday was her niece Alicia Patterson. With this family background, naturally Eleanor Patterson was attracted to the newspaper industry.

Before entering the field herself, Patterson was educated in the exclusive Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, and afterward went to Austria, where she married Count Josef Gizycki, who turned out to be a violent and unprincipled man. The count kidnapped their baby daughter Leonora Felicia. After intervention from the American president and the Russian czar, Patterson regained custody of her daughter and divorced the count.

In 1920 Patterson’s career in the newspapers began when she wrote for brother Joseph’s New York Daily News. She also worked for newspaper mogul William Randolph Hearst. Patterson published two novels: Glass Houses (1926) and Fall Flight (1928). In 1923, Patterson’s mother bequeathed the family’s Washington residence to her. It continued to act as a focal point of the capital’s social life, including serving as temporary residence to President Calvin Coolidge and his wife in 1927. In 1925 Patterson married attorney Elmer Schlesinger, but he died four years later.

In 1930 Patterson expressed her desire to buy Hearst’s two papers, the morning Washington Herald and the evening Washington Times. He declined but appointed her as the editor. Beginning her editorial job on August 1, Patterson was a perfectionist who insisted on the best layouts and graphics. Under her management, the newspaper doubled its circulation. Patterson recruited female reporters such as Adela Rogers St. Johns and Martha Blair and soon joined the American Society of Newspaper Editors. Jackie Martin, a notable photographer, worked for the newspaper. She and Patterson jointly drew the attention of the public to the difficulties faced by southern sharecroppers. Patterson incorporated pages dealing with women’s issues and culinary columns. There were lunch programs for the students in schools after Patterson wrote the article “Suffer the Little Children.”

Patterson eventually bought from Hearst both the papers on January 28, 1939, merging them as the Washington Times-Herald. Her accomplishment as the sole publisher, editor, and owner of the newspaper was unprecedented in the American history of newspapers. The newspaper, having 10 daily editions, netted a profit of more than $1 million per annum by the year 1945.

When World War II broke out the Washington Times-Herald followed a policy of isolation, emphasizing that the United States should not join the war. One year before, Patterson’s editorial with the heading “Thank God for Munich” did not shed a tear for the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. Patterson was against the policies of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. He was very angry when the Times-Herald ran a story mentioning that U.S. intelligence agencies were privy to Japanese naval code. The president did not take any action, as the U.S. Navy had cleared the story before publication. Patterson was accused many times of being a Nazi sympathizer.

Patterson’s health began to deteriorate, and she and her daughter, Felicia, suffered an estrangement in 1945. After her death on July 24, 1948, Patterson bequeathed the Times-Herald to seven top-ranking executives, and her daughter contested the will. Patterson donated the family mansion to the American National Red Cross. The Times-Herald was ultimately sold to Eugene Meyer of the Washington Post in 1954.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Perkins, Frances (1880–1965)

Frances Perkins, the first woman appointed to a U.S. presidential cabinet, served during Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration as his secretary of labor, piloting both the New Deal and the creation of the Social Security Administration. Perkins was the primary force behind unemployment insurance, minimum wage, a shorter workweek, and federal laws that regulate child labor and worker safety.

Born on April 10, 1880, in Worcester, Massachusetts, as Frannie Corlie, at a time when only 3 percent of women went on to higher education, Perkins later enrolled at the women’s college of Mount Holyoke, founded by Mary Lyon, who believed not only that women should be educated but also that with education comes responsibility. Perkins took Holyoke’s mission to heart. For a course on industrialism she interviewed the workers at the mills along the Connecticut River and learned the brutal reality of the working conditions. As a result, she decided to spend her life improving working conditions for Americans.

Perkins moved to Lake Forest, Illinois, in 1905 to teach at an elite girl’s school and then moved to Philadelphia to study at the University of Pennsylvania’s prestigious Wharton School. She next moved to New York and secured a master’s degree in sociology and economics at Columbia University in 1910.

On March 25, 1911, Perkins witnessed the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire, which took the lives of 146 workers trapped inside a burning building. Due to poor safety regulations, including substandard fire escapes and locked doors, many young immigrant women jumped to their deaths. This tragic event furthered her resolve to do more for workers’ rights. As executive secretary of the New York City Consumers League, she lobbied for better working hours and conditions. A citizen’s Committee on Safety was founded to recommend rules and regulations, and Perkins was appointed its executive secretary. The new laws became a model for other states and the federal government.
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The first female woman cabinet member, Frances Perkins was appointed U.S. secretary of labor by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933. She was a key player in New Deal programs and pioneered unemployment benefits and pensions for American workers. (Library of Congress)

In 1919 New York governor Al Smith designated Perkins to fill a vacant seat on the New York State Industrial Commission, making her the first woman to be appointed to an administrative position in New York state government. Smith’s successor, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, named her the state’s industrial commissioner, a position in which she presided over the entire Labor Department. Together, and largely due to Perkins’s prodding, they were committed to finding a solution to the country’s rising unemployment. Taking the helm in 1929, the same year the stock market crashed, Perkins focused on devising a program for unemployment insurance. Roosevelt sent her to England to study the British system, and she returned with recommendations to create one for America.

Four years later in 1933, Roosevelt won the presidency and nominated Perkins as his secretary of labor. As the first female cabinet member, she was instrumental in crafting New Deal programs. By this time, unemployment had reached upwards of 13 million to 18 million Americans. Within one month of Roosevelt’s inauguration, Perkins moved Congress to establish the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), a public works program that employed as many as 1.5 million to 2 million people. A year later the Committee on Economic Security, chaired by Perkins, provided the report used to enact the Social Security Act on August 14, 1935. This would be regarded as Perkins’s most significant contribution to the New Deal and to American history. In 1938 Perkins also helped craft the Fair Labor Standards Act that established a minimum wage and maximum work hours as well as a ban on child labor.

When Roosevelt died in 1945, President Harry Truman appointed Perkins to the United Civil Service Commission, a position she held until 1953, not long after her husband of 39 years, Paul Caldwell Wilson, died. In her final years Perkins wrote a best-selling biography, The Roosevelt I Knew. She also spent a decade as a visiting professor at Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations until her death after a stroke in 1965.

The U.S. government has honored Frances Perkins’s contributions by naming the Labor Department’s headquarters in her name. She left behind an astounding legacy for American women in particular, exemplified by the 22 female cabinet members who have followed in her footsteps.

Karin Gutman
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Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins Explains President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Plan for Social Security (1935)

One month after Franklin D. Roosevelt presented his plan for social security to Congress, Frances Perkins, his secretary of labor, explained the proposal to the American people in a national radio address delivered on February 25, 1935. Perkins was an architect of the plan and played a leading role in its implementation.

I have been asked to speak to you tonight on the administration’s program for economic security which is now, as you know, before Congress. It seems to me that few legislative proposals have had as careful study, as thorough and conscientious deliberation as went into the preparation of these measures. The program now under consideration represents, I believe, a most significant step in our National development, a milestone in our progress toward the better-ordered society.

As I look back on the tragic years since 1929, it seems to me that we as a Nation, not unlike some individuals, have been able to pass through a bitter experience to emerge with a newfound insight and maturity. We have had the courage to face our problems and find a way out. The heedless optimism of the boom years is past. We now stand ready to build the future with sanity and wisdom.

The process of recovery is not a simple one. We cannot be satisfied merely with makeshift arrangements which will tide us over the present emergencies. We must devise plans that will not merely alleviate the ills of today, but will prevent, as far as it is humanly possible to do so, their recurrence in the future. The task of recovery is inseparable from the fundamental task of social reconstruction.

Among the objectives of that reconstruction, President Roosevelt in his message of June 8, 1934, to the Congress placed “the security of the men, women and children of the Nation first.” He went on to suggest the social insurances with which European countries have had a long and favorable experience as one means of providing safeguards against “misfortunes which cannot be wholly eliminated in this man-made world of ours.” . . .

For the 80 per cent of our industrial workers who are employed, we propose a system of unemployment compensation, or insurance, as it is usually called. In our concern for the unemployed, we must not overlook this much larger group who also need protection.

No one who is now employed can feel secure while so many of his fellows anxiously seek work. Unemployment compensation, while it has distinct limitations which are not always clearly understood, is particularly valuable for the ordinarily regularly employed industrial worker who is laid off for short periods because of seasonal demands or other minor industrial disturbances. He can, during this period when he has a reasonable expectation of returning to work within a short time, receive compensation for his loss of income for a limited period as a definite, contractual right. His standard of living need not be undermined, he is not forced on relief nor must he accept other work unsuited to his skill and training. . . .

I come now to the other major phase of our program. The plan for providing against need and dependency in old age is divided into three separate and distinct parts. We advocate, first, free Federally-aided pensions for those now old and in need; second, a system of compulsory contributory old-age insurance for workers in the lower income brackets, and third, a voluntary system of low-cost annuities purchasable by those who do not come under the compulsory system. . . .

For those now young or even middle-aged, a system of compulsory old-age insurance will enable them to build up, with matching contributions from their employers, an annuity from which they can draw as a right upon reaching old age. These workers will be able to care for themselves in their old age, not merely on a subsistence basis, which is all that gratuitous pensions have anywhere provided, but with a modest comfort and security. Such a system will greatly lessen the hazards of old age to the many workers who could not, unaided, provide for themselves and would greatly lessen the enormous burden of caring for the aged of future generations from public funds. The voluntary system of old-age annuities is designed to cover the same income groups as does the compulsory system, but will afford those who for many reasons cannot be included in a compulsory system an opportunity to provide for themselves.

Many of you will be interested to know that the two proposed annuity systems in no way infringe on the commercial annuity markets. Officials of insurance companies have themselves remarked that these measures would touch a strata of our population for whom commercial annuities are prohibitively expensive. These officials feel that the measures we propose will prove advantageous to their companies rather than the reverse, in so far as they promote public interest in the insurance movement.

This, in broad outlines, is the program now before us. We feel that it is a sound and reasonable plan and framed with due regard for the present state of economic recovery.

Source: Frances Perkins, “Social Insurance for U.S.: National Radio Address Delivered February 25, 1935,” Social Security Administration, https://www.ssa.gov/history/perkinsradio.html.



Planned Parenthood Federation of America

Started as an avenue to give women control over their reproductive choices and also to bring about the legislative dissolution of restrictive obscenity laws, Planned Parenthood Federation of America has developed into an internationally affiliated organization that promotes pro-choice legislation, comprehensive sex education, and affordable health care for the public.

Spurred on by her Irish Catholic mother’s 11 difficult pregnancies and early death at the age of 50 as well as her work as a nurse in some of the poorest neighborhoods in New York City, Margaret Sanger made it her life’s mission to help women obtain desperately needed information for birth control. She believed that until women could control their reproductive health, they could never truly be free and independent beings capable of choosing their own path in life. To that end she began early in the 20th century to disseminate information and supplies necessary for birth control, even opening a clinic in 1916 in the impoverished Brownsville section of Brooklyn. However, distributing literature and birth control devices was considered obscene under the Comstock Laws, so after nine days of operation, Sanger, her sister, and another nurse were arrested, and the clinic was shut down. The ensuing trial brought support and sympathy from across the country, prompting Sanger to keep advocating for birth control for all women.

While holding a conference in 1921, Sanger established the American Birth Control League (ABCL). It was led and organized primarily by the staff of the Birth Control Review, a publication that Sanger used to dispense information and gain support for her cause. The ABCL was meant to offer a program of education, research, and legislative reform that would rival the one offered by Mary Ware Dennett of the National Birth Control League. Sanger served as president, and during her tenure she ensured that birth control information was disseminated to doctors, scientists, and women at large. The ABCL continued to organize, ensuring a nationwide network and lobbying power to affect legislative change. Mostly, the ABCL convened conferences and public meetings on birth control.

The ABCL itsself had very respected authorities in medicine on its board of trustees, including doctors, scientists, and prominent society women. These women included Eleanor Roosevelt and Katharine Hepburn. Led by a board of directors, it was subdivided into several committees, including an advisory committee of physicians, a lecture committee, and a motherhood advice committee for women seeking advice. By 1926 the ABCL had over 37,000 members, many of whom who were willing to write persuasive letters to government representatives.

In 1923 Sanger oversaw the establishment of the Clinical Research Bureau (CRB), the first legal birth control clinic in the United States. The CRB served as the medical branch of the ABCL and was open to married women and couples who sought birth control. Women were generally fitted with diaphragms, and the CRB kept detailed patient records for research purposes on the devices’ effectiveness. Continuing to test a series of birth control methods, the clinic served as a model for doctor-staffed clinics across the nation. Though it operated independently, the CRB received some funding from the ABCL and reported to its board of directors.

For several reasons, including administrative differences with acting president Eleanor Wright and a desire by Sanger to concentrate on research and focus her efforts internationally, Sanger resigned in 1928 from the ABCL and took over full control of the CRB. She then renamed it the Birth Control Clinical Research Bureau (BCCRB) and cut all ties to the ABCL.

From 1928 to 1939 the BCCRB operated as an autonomous clinic and research facility, serving well over 10,000 patients by the 1930s. With a nationwide network of affiliates and supervised field projects in the South, it continued to provide birth control for married women and routine gynecological services as well as medical training for its staff. Along with the National Committee for Federal Legislation for Birth Control, the clinical staff worked to include contraceptive instruction in public health programs. Sanger, as founder and director, was responsible for internal functions, public relations, fundraising, and continued testing and research of birth control methods. She was more directly involved with this organization than any other she founded during her long career. However, by the early 1930s she had turned operational leadership over to her medical director, Dr. Hannah Stone, so as to focus on fundraising and legislation change. Through Stone and her all-female staff’s meticulous record keeping and patient follow-up, the BCCRB enabled researchers and manufacturers to understand the effectiveness of different contraceptive methods such as the rhythm method, condoms, and diaphragms.

The BCCRB was able to operate within the confines of New York state law, which stated that contraceptives could be prescribed to treat syphilis, tuberculosis, and certain psychoses, by broadly interpreting the law as allowing women to space the birth of children as well as a catchall of general debility. This led to the clinic being under suspicion of illegal practices by the authorities. Most notably, in April 1929 the police raided the clinic on suspicion of illegally dispensing birth control, subsequently seizing patient records and medical equipment before arresting Stone and four other staff members. A judge dismissed the case for lack of evidence, but it served to garner further support from the medical community as well as earn publicity and credibility for work done at the clinic.

Not one to be content with the status of contraceptive laws, Sanger forced the issue to be addressed in court when she tipped off customs agents of a shipment of pessaries from Japan to Dr. Stone in 1933. The seizure of the shipment set off a lengthy legal battle in U.S. v. One Package that led to a U.S. circuit court of appeals ruling in 1936 that doctors could circulate information and prescribe contraceptives in the interest of the health and well-being of their patients.

In January 1939, the ABCL and the BCCRB merged and became the Birth Control Federation of America (BCFA). Representatives from both organizations negotiated the union because they believed that unified action and shared resources, not competition and duplicated services, would aid in the broad acceptance of the birth control movement. The BCFA continued to work as the previous organization in supporting birth control services throughout the country, including supporting local leagues, promoting curricula in medical schools, and lobbying for more access to contraceptives. In addition, the BCFA continued to manage rural health projects including the Negro Project, which disseminated contraceptive information to migrant workers in the South with the support of prominent African American leaders. The BCCRB was the largest birth control dispensary and laboratory in clinical research in the United States and was renamed the Margaret Sanger Research Bureau (MSRB) in 1940.

During this merger, Sanger’s role became largely honorary. She did continue as adviser and chief fund-raiser, but she was no longer part of the daily activities or decision making. For the first time in the organization’s history all major leadership was held by men. The organization had also refocused its goals. Taking a more politically and socially conservative approach, the organization no longer emphasized family limitation and instead focused on child spacing. The former had been popular rhetoric for radical feminists during World War I through the economically uncertain era of the Great Depression. The latter reflected the concern of the 1940s and a new emphasis on motherhood. Furthermore, there was concern that the BCFA name may be seen as vulgar or inappropriate, so on January 29, 1942, the BCFA was renamed the Planned Parenthood Federation of America (PPFA).

During the 1940s the PPFA expanded its services and affiliates and by the end of the decade had become a major national health organization. Its leadership was primarily male businessmen and male doctors who offered contraceptive services using the apolitical euphemism “child spacing.” In the 1950s, the PPFA adjusted its programs toward a more conservative family-centered population while still offering a reliable source of contraceptives. The organization continued its efforts to increase affiliates, especially internationally, by becoming the American affiliate for the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF). Concerned with overpopulation in developing nations, the PPFA dedicated more resources to international work, including training doctors and fieldworkers. By 1960 the PPFA saw over 300,000 visitors a year, with the number increasing to 100,000 the following year when the anovulant pill was distributed from its clinics. Sanger stopped associating with the organization altogether in 1962, seeing it as complacent, overly cautious, and losing focus of her original mission. However, by the mid-1960s the PPFA once again began championing the reproductive rights of women, including access to contraceptives for single women and abortion.

Sarah Nation
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Price, Florence Beatrice Smith (ca. 1887–1953)

Thought to be the first African American woman symphonic composer, Florence Price was born in Little Rock, Arkansas, to Florence Gulliver and James A. Smith around 1887. The exact year of her birth remains uncertain. Price received her early keyboard instruction from her mother and made her first public performance at age four.

Upon graduating from Capitol High School as the valedictorian, Price enrolled in the New England Conservatory in Boston. Price’s mother feared that her daughter would become the victim of racism at the conservatory and thus listed Pueblo, Mexico, as the family’s hometown, hoping that Price would be viewed as a Mexican rather than an African American. At the time of her enrollment, however, the conservatory did not prohibit African Americans from admission, and in fact its director, George Whitefield Chadwick (1854–1931), had an active interest in African American musical elements, which appeared in several of his own compositions. Price graduated from the conservatory with an artist’s diploma in organ and a diploma to teach piano; her teachers at the conservatory included Wallace Goodrich, Frederick Converse, and Chadwick, the latter with whom she studied privately.

After the completion of her formal studies in Boston, Price returned to her southern roots. She became active as an instructor and administrator at various institutions including the Cotton Plant-Arkadelphia Academy and Shorter College, both in Arkansas. In 1919 Clark College in Atlanta (now Clark Atlanta University) hired her to head its music department. Price returned to Arkansas in 1912 to marry Thomas J. Price, an attorney. While raising a family, she continued her musical activity as a private instructor and composer and was awarded second place in the Holstein Prize competition in 1925 and again in 1927.

The Price family moved to Chicago in 1927, likely as an attempt to create distance from the severe and overt racism prominent in the Deep South. In Illinois, Florence Price’s musical studies continued at such venues as the Chicago Musical College, the Central YMCA College, the American Conservatory, and the Chicago Teachers College, among others. Her husband, unbeknownst to the composer, submitted her piano work At the Cotton Gin, which subsequently received a prize from the G. Schirmer publishing company.

The determining factor in Price’s rise to national importance occurred in 1932 when her Symphony in E Minor won first place in the Wanamaker competition. Another orchestral work, Ethiopia’s Shadow in America, received an honorable mention; similarly, the Piano Sonata in E Minor was awarded first prize in a separate category. The latter remains one of the earliest solo works to be significant in the Harlem (or Negro) Renaissance. In 1933 Frederick Stock conducted Price’s award-winning symphony with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and this premiere became the first large-scale symphonic work by an African American woman to be performed by a leading American ensemble. This performance catapulted her into national fame, and following this success her symphonic works were performed by other major orchestras, including the Detroit Symphony, the American Symphony, and the Pittsburgh Symphony.

Today, Price’s reputation rests primarily on her arrangements of spirituals for voice and piano as well as her original art songs, including My Soul’s Been Anchored in de Lord and Moon Bridge. The latter became popular through performances by such well-known soloists as Roland Hayes, Marian Anderson, and Leontyne Price.

Price’s works number approximately 300, but many remain unpublished with the exception of several piano works and songs. Her musical style is characterized by a conservative harmony and a conscious move away from the modernist techniques that dominated the art music of the early to mid-20th century. Her compositional oeuvre, however, remains unique based on the significant African American traits found in her music, notably certain dance rhythms and the call-and-response style that connect Price to the Harlem Renaissance. In addition, her vocal settings of prominent African American poems also link her to this cultural movement, as evidenced in her most famous work in this genre, Songs to the Dark Virgin, with text by Langston Hughes (1901–1967). Price’s contributions are notable for transforming a vernacular musical style into a polished art form appropriate for the concert stage.

Christina L. Reitz
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Qoyawayma, Polingaysi (ca. 1892–1990)

Polingaysi Qoyawayma, also known as Elizabeth Q. White, lived most of her 98 years suspended between her Hopi culture and the Euro-American missionaries who educated her. She became a teacher, a writer, and a well-known potter.

Qoyawayma was born at Old Oraibi Pueblo on the Third Mesa in Arizona. The Hopis did not keep track of birth dates, but her estimated year of birth is 1892. Her Hopi name means “Butterfly Sitting among the Flowers in the Breeze.” Because white traders and missionaries increasingly influenced Arizona’s Native Americans, Qoyawayma lived in an era of controversial changes in the old Hopi ways. During the decade before her birth, missionaries had begun to move onto the reservations to convert what they considered to be heathens. Her father, a member of the Kachina Clan who was named “Fred” by the missionaries, worked for Mennonite H. R. Voth, who arrived at Oraibi in 1893. Her mother, Sevenka, was a member of the Coyote Clan, descended from the ancient Anasazi Pueblo of Sikyatki. She was an accomplished musician and a believer in the old Hopi ways.

During the late 1890s, government officials combed Hopi homes and removed children they wanted to send to government schools to be educated in the white man’s ways. When the government established a day school near Oraibi, Qoyawayma’s parents hid her. Qoyawayma saw her friends going to school and coming home unharmed, so she decided, even though she knew it would anger her family, to go to the school.

In 1906 Qoyawayma left home for the Sherman Institute in Riverside, California, a boarding school for Native American children. She returned to her family in 1910 greatly changed. She expected more of life than poverty, and she converted to Christianity. Qoyawayma’s father gave her a plot of land on which she could eventually build and then arranged for her to live with Mennonite missionary Reverend Jacob Frey, who lived about 40 miles away in Moenkopi. The Freys called her “Elizabeth Ruth.” She sometimes traveled with them, and on a trip to Newton, Kansas, she learned about Bethel Academy (now Bethel College), where she went in 1911 to study music and train as a Mennonite missionary.

By 1918, Qoyawayma had finished college and started work as a missionary, but she questioned whether she should work to change Hopi spiritual life. She went to the boarding school in Tuba City, where she spent a year as a substitute teacher. It was there that she realized that she could teach her children best if she related their schoolwork to their everyday, traditional experiences. She was the first Hopi to teach at a government school. In 1924, she accepted a job as the housekeeper at the government day school in Hotevilla. Though she had no teaching credentials, she was soon hired to teach the beginning and first-grade classes at the school. She continued to use her innovative and controversial teaching methods—methods that later won her much acclaim. She used Hopi stories, songs, and experiences to teach her students English and mathematics. In 1931 she married Lloyd White, who was part Cherokee, but they soon separated.

Qoyawayma continued to teach until 1954. Her long career earned her the Department of the Interior’s Distinguished Service Award. When she finished teaching, she turned to music, writing, and the creation of distinctive pottery. Qoyawayma also served as a mentor to her nephew, Al Qoyawayma, who became a well-known potter, bronze sculptor, and engineer and was a cofounder of the American Indian Science and Engineering Society. Polingaysi Qoyawayma published several books, including her autobiography. She was instrumental in procuring funding for a scholarship for Hopi students at Northern Arizona University. Qoyawayma died on December 6, 1990.

Qoyawayma’s achievements have been widely recognized. In 1976, the University of Northern Arizona commissioned a bronze sculpture of her by Una Hanbury. Qoyawayma received Bethel College’s Outstanding Alumna Award (1979) and Bullock’s “Be Beautiful” Award (1984), and she was inducted into the Arizona Women’s Hall of Fame in 1991. Her pottery has been honored by the Heard Museum’s Gold Medal (1978) and the Arizona Indian Living Treasure Award (1989).
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Roosevelt, Eleanor (1884–1962)

First lady and reformer Anna Eleanor Roosevelt spent much of her life advocating for the poor and women. She served as first lady from 1933 to 1945, the longest tenure of any first lady. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was virtually confined to a wheelchair after battling polio in 1921. As first lady, Eleanor became her husband’s eyes, ears, and legs, traveling extensively throughout the country and abroad during World War II. Her reports on living and working conditions, relief efforts, and public opinion became invaluable to the president as he led the country through the Great Depression and into war.

Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was born in New York City on October 11, 1884, the first of three children of Elliott Roosevelt and Anna Hall. Elliott was the younger brother of future President Theodore Roosevelt, and Anna was a popular debutante and descendant of the distinguished Livingston family. Elliott Roosevelt suffered from acute alcoholism and a nervous condition. His family committed him twice to institutions for treatment of his alcohol addiction. Elliott died in 1892 just two years after his estranged wife, Anna. Their children went to live with their maternal grandmother, Valentine G. Hall, in Tivoli, New York.
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Eleanor Roosevelt essentially invented the role of a modern first lady. No tea pouring socialite, Roosevelt used her position as the president’s wife to fight for the rights of minorities and women. It is said that she pushed her husband from doing what could be done to doing what should be done. (Library of Congress)

Eleanor Roosevelt was educated at home by private tutors until the age of 15. She then attended Allenswood Girl’s Academy in Wimbledon Common, England. The headmistress, Marie Souvestre, took a personal interest in Roosevelt’s education. She also brought Roosevelt on her travels through France and Italy during school breaks. Although Roosevelt later expressed regret at not pursuing a college degree, at the age of 18 she returned to New York at her grandmother’s request to make her social debut. Once back in New York, Roosevelt became involved in social service work, placing herself firmly in the middle of the Progressive Era’s reform impulse. She joined the Junior League, taught at Rivington Street settlement house, and became a volunteer investigator for the Consumer League of New York City. Among her new social circle was her fifth cousin once removed, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, then a student at Harvard University.

The two began a secret courtship, which led to their engagement. With his mother’s eventual approval, the couple was married on March 17, 1905, in New York City. President Theodore Roosevelt walked the bride down the aisle. Between 1906 and 1916 Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt became parents to six children: Anna, James, Franklin Delano Jr. (who died of influenza before the age of one), Elliott, Franklin Jr., and John. When Franklin was elected to the New York Senate for his first of two terms in 1910, the family moved to Albany and then Washington, D.C., after Franklin was appointed assistant navy secretary (1913–1920) by President Woodrow Wilson. Roosevelt actively supported her husband’s political career and fulfilled the expected social obligations of cabinet wives. With American entry into World War I, she volunteered for the American Red Cross and in navy hospitals. She joined her husband on the campaign trail for his unsuccessful run for vice president in 1920 on the Democratic ticket.

In 1921, Franklin was stricken with polio. While Roosevelt nursed her husband, she encouraged him to resume his political career. She became increasingly politically active during the 1920s, both to pursue her own reform interests and to help Franklin maintain his visibility within the Democratic Party. She volunteered with the League of Women Voters, the Women’s Trade Union League, and the Women’s Division of the New York Democratic Party. She also founded a nonprofit furniture factory on the family’s property in Hyde Park, New York, intended to provide jobs for local unemployed persons. In 1926 Roosevelt and two friends purchased the Todhunter School for Girls on the East Side of New York, where she volunteered teaching government and history. Even once her husband became governor of New York in 1928 and her time was divided between Albany and New York, Roosevelt continued teaching at the school part-time until becoming first lady in 1933.

Franklin Roosevelt ran for president in 1932 against the unpopular incumbent Herbert Hoover, running on a platform he called “A New Deal for Americans” that proposed steps to ameliorate the economic and psychological effects of the Great Depression. When the Roosevelts moved to the White House in 1933, the nation was in the throes of an immense economic challenge. Joblessness among the working-class poor skyrocketed to upwards of 25 percent, and many Americans were homeless or on the edge of homelessness because of the lack of any national safety net for the unemployed, the sick, and unskilled laborers. Both of the Roosevelts empathized with struggling Americans. Eleanor Roosevelt informed the country that she would be more plain and more ordinary than traditionally elegant first ladies and would view her job as helping to the fix problems, not holding political teas.

During the Great Depression Roosevelt became an outspoken advocate for the rights and needs of the poor, minorities, women, and the disadvantaged. In 1933 as first lady she held her own press conference, the first to do so. To allow equal access for women she invited only female reporters, who were traditionally barred from presidential news conferences. She added numerous speaking engagements and radio interviews to her schedule. In 1935 she began sharing her personal observations with a national audience in her daily syndicated column titled “My Day,” which she wrote until her death nearly 30 years later. In 1937 she contracted with NBC Radio to carry a series of addresses, which were increased and lengthened in 1940 and continued through the war.

In 1939 when the Daughters of the American Revolution refused to allow African American singer Marion Anderson to perform in their Washington, D.C., auditorium, Roosevelt resigned from the organization and arranged for Anderson to give her concert from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Roosevelt’s highly visible role outside of the White House and her national media presence often invited criticism by opponents who mocked her looks and labeled her an “unelected” policy adviser who should have been content with being a traditional first lady. Instead, Roosevelt reinvented the role of first lady and became the role model for many first ladies to come.

Once the United States entered World War II, Roosevelt expanded her advocacy to rally American citizens in support of the administration’s wartime policies. She served as assistant director of civilian defense from 1941 to 1942. She also traveled to England and the South Pacific to visit U.S. troops, meet with Allied dignitaries to foster goodwill, and promoted her country’s image abroad. Roosevelt was exceedingly troubled by her husband’s decision to intern Japanese Americans in relocation camps beginning in 1942. She publicly criticized the policy.

As early as the mid-1930s, Roosevelt began hearing about Adolf Hilter’s treatment of Jews and the widespread anti-Semitism in Europe. While she was unable to influence her husband to make the rescue of Jews from Eastern Europe a priority, she worked to raise public attention in America about the crisis. She joined with Jewish American leaders to raise sympathy for victims in the concentration camps at the close of the war.

President Franklin Roosevelt died in office in 1945. His widow returned to private life at the family property, Val-Kill, in Hyde Park, New York. She continued to write articles, books, and her syndicated column as well as deliver speeches and commentaries to radio and television, concentrating her efforts on civil rights and international peace. She also had an emotional relationship with Lorena Hickok, with whom she shared over 3,500 letters over a span of years both before and after Franklin’s death. In January 1946, Roosevelt attended the opening meeting of the United Nations as the only woman in the five-person American delegation. Appointed by Democratic president Harry Truman, Roosevelt served in the United Nations until 1952. Her work on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights has proved to be the most lasting legacy of her tenure at the United Nations. Roosevelt did not at first support John F. Kennedy as the best Democratic presidential candidate in 1960, but once she met with him at Val-Kill she worked for his election. In 1961, President Kennedy rewarded her efforts by reappointing Roosevelt to the United Nations and also named her as the first chair of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women. Eleanor Roosevelt died in New York City on November 7, 1962. She is buried next to her husband at Hyde Park.

It is said of the Roosevelts that he asked “what can be done,” and she pushed him to ask “what should be done.” Eleanor Roosevelt’s moral purpose drove the nation to do better for its citizens. In so doing she became a role model for American women for generations to come.

Kathleen Gronnerud
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Eleanor Roosevelt’s Letter on Lynching to Walter White (1936) and Her “My Day” Column on Women and Work (1939)

On March 19, 1936, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt wrote the following letter on lynching to Walter White, leader of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). After is Eleanor Roosevelt’s “My Day” column for August 5, 1939, which addresses the issue of women and work.

Letter to Walter White

The White House

Washington

March 19, 1936

My dear Mr. White:

Before I received your letter today I had been in to the President, talking to him about your letter enclosing that of the Attorney General. I told him that it seemed rather terrible that one could get nothing done and that I did not blame you in the least for feeling there was no interest in this very serious question. I asked him if there were any possibility of getting even one step taken, and he said the difficulty is that it is unconstitutional apparently for the Federal Government to step in in the lynching situation. The Government has only been allowed to do anything about kidnapping because of its interstate aspect, and even that has not as yet been appealed so they are not sure that it will be declared constitutional.

The president feels that lynching is a question of education in the states, rallying good citizens, and creating public opinion so that the localities themselves will wipe it out. However, if it were done by a Northerner, it will have an antagonistic effect. I will talk to him again about the Van Nuys resolution and will try to talk also to Senator Byrnes and get his point of view. I am deeply troubled about the whole situation as it seems to be a terrible thing to stand by and let it continue and feel that one cannot speak out as to his feeling. I think your next step would be to talk to the more prominent members of the Senate.

Very Sincerely yours,

Eleanor Roosevelt

Source: “A Letter from Eleanor Roosevelt,” American Memory, Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/presentationsandactivities/presentations/timeline/depwwii/race/letter.html.

My Day: Women and Work (1939)

HYDE PARK, AUGUST 5, 1939—The other day I was sent a most amusing page from a magazine called “Future: The Magazine for Young Men.” An article by Dr. S. N. Stevens, which contains the following quotation, was marked for my attention:

“Women are generally more intuitive than empirical. In other words, they play hunches instead of examining facts in the evaluation of a situation. And I have never yet seen one who, in a tight spot, didn’t try to take advantage of the fact that she was a woman.”

I am willing to agree to the first part of the paragraph, women have so much intuition and are so much quicker to feel things than men are that they occasionally count too much on that particular gift. However, the woman who has trained herself has the advantage over a man in that she still has her intuition, but to it she has added his gift of examining facts and evaluating all the factors entering into a situation. As to the second half of his statement, I’ll grant some women do it, but they are never the women who succeed in their jobs. They are the ones who always preyed on men and always will, for that is a job in itself.

There are so many occasions when a woman is in a tight spot which only she herself can face, that it is rather rare to find her trying to share her burden or ask for assistance on the ground that she is a woman.

What good would it do to try to get someone else to stand by when you are about to have a baby? What good would it do to turn to anyone else if your husband drank and you had to try to collect his wages before they were all spent? A woman may use her womanly wiles to help her in tight spots, but she isn’t trading on being a woman, she is just handling the job which is hers, and frequently it is the job of handling a man and making him think he isn’t being handled. These doctors and editors who write for magazines like this are very clever, but they should know a little more about women and real life before they venture to write about them.

Source: Eleanor Roosevelt, “My Day: August 5, 1939,” Eleanor Roosevelt Papers Project, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, http://www.gwu.edu/~erpapers/myday/displaydoc.cfm?_y=1939&_f=md055337.



Smith, Bessie (ca. 1895–1937)

Bessie Smith, “Empress of the Blues,” was one of the earliest recorded female blues singers in the early 20th century. Her expressive, subtly nuanced vocal style marked a transition between the raw delivery of earlier blues singers such as Ma Rainey and the more sophisticated jazz singers of the 1930s and 1940s. One of her best-known songs, “Backwater Blues” (1927), which commemorates the flooding of Tennessee’s Cumberland River, is a fine example of Smith’s ability to place herself, through music, in situations that her audience would have recognized as universal.

Smith was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee, to William and Laura Smith in 1894–1895. At that time, documentation of births and deaths for black people in the South was somewhat inconsistent, although Smith listed 1894 as her birth year on her marriage license. The Smith family, which included seven surviving children (an eighth child died in infancy), lived in extreme poverty. Both parents had died by the time Smith turned 10, and her oldest sister, Viola, raised the siblings.

Smith and her brother Andrew worked as street performers to earn money for the family, and another brother, Clarence, ran away to join the Stokes touring company in 1911. Viola had a low opinion of entertainment of any kind and often punished Smith by locking her up in the outhouse for extended periods of time. When the Stokes Company returned to Chattanooga in 1912, Smith joined as a dancer. Ma Rainey, who was already a well-known singer, was also a member of the company, and she and Smith became close friends, perhaps even lovers. By the end of World War I, Smith had toured much of the East Coast and the South with the Silas Green Show and Pete Werley’s Florida Blossoms. Her singing, dancing, and comedy routines as well as her ability to connect with her audiences ensured a loyal following wherever she performed.

In 1923 Smith moved to Philadelphia, where she met and married Jack Gee, a security guard. Over the years their marriage was frequently troubled. Gee disliked excessive drinking and merrymaking, two activities at which Smith excelled. She went to great lengths to keep her extramarital affairs, with both men and women, hidden from her husband. For his part, Gee quickly grew fond of his wife’s money and the expensive lavish gifts she would bestow on him to regain his favor.

The same year she married Gee, Smith also signed her first contract with Columbia Records. The popularity of Mamie Smith’s “Crazy Blues,” recorded in 1920, had created a new demand for blues records, leading to the creation of several independent labels and race divisions at major companies. According to her contract, Bessie Smith (unrelated to Mamie) was guaranteed $1,500 for the year and was required to record at least 12 songs, with an option to renew her contract the following year. Although the contract favored Columbia Records, Smith nevertheless thought that the terms were generous. Her first record, “Down-Hearted Blues,” sold over 500,000 copies in the first year. During her time at Columbia, Smith worked with many well-known musicians, including Fletcher Henderson and Louis Armstrong, and even collaborated with Clara Smith, another Columbia artist, on the 1925 hit “My Man Blues.”

In addition to her recording activities, Bessie Smith also continued to tour extensively. Her 1924 contract with the Theater Owner’s Booking Association (TOBA), one of the main black vaudeville circuits, made her the highest-paid black performer in the country. By this time Smith was so popular that her shows were frequently either sold out, standing room only, or extended to meet audience demand; sometimes she even performed for exclusively white audiences. During TOBA’s summer off-season, Smith continued her touring schedule by playing tent shows. In 1925 her financial success, coupled with increasingly elaborate and well-organized shows, enabled her to buy a custom Pullman train car to transport cast, crew, and equipment from one town to another.

Besides a taste for expensive clothes, Smith’s personality and demeanor were mostly unchanged by her artistic and financial success. She still preferred homemade liquor and home cooking but also had a reputation for a violent temper, worsened during bouts of heavy drinking. Despite her popularity and great financial success, she paid her workers poorly, although they benefited from good working conditions and experience performing with a famous star. She was also very protective and treated both her company and her family with a great deal of generosity. She supported many of her siblings, including Viola, and employed several family members including her brother Clarence, who became her touring manager. In 1926 she adopted a son, “Snooks,” whom she renamed Jack Gee Jr., from a young chorus girl.

By 1930 with the onset of the Great Depression, the demise of the TOBA circuit, and the increased popularity of talkies, Smith’s career and finances had declined somewhat. The music industry’s interest in blues music had shifted to male country blues singers, who were cheaper to record, and more refined female jazz artists, such as Ethel Waters and Josephine Baker, whose appeal to white audiences made them more profitable. In 1931, Columbia ended Smith’s contract because of financial troubles, and she refocused her energy on touring shows. Smith had already undertaken a transformation, phasing out blues songs and trading in her extravagant costumes for understated elegant gowns. Her 1933 recordings with John Hammond reveal a hybrid between blues and popular styles, and as she modernized her repertoire, she once again began to see success.

Smith’s career was cut short in 1937 when she died in a car accident. Thousands of fans attended her funeral, and her records have inspired countless blues and jazz artists over the years, including Billie Holiday.

Devora Geller
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Lyrics for Bessie Smith’s “Downhearted Blues” (1923)

Composed by Alberta Hunter and Lovie Austin, “Downhearted Blues” was singer Bessie Smith’s first big hit. Smith’s February 16, 1923, recording of the song eventually sold over 2 million copies.

Downhearted Blues

Gee, but it’s hard to love someone

When that someone don’t love you

I’m so disgusted, heartbroken, too

I’ve got those down hearted blues

Once I was crazy ’bout a man

He mistreated me all the time

The next man I get has got

To promise to be mine, all mine

Trouble, trouble, I’ve had it all my days

Trouble, trouble, I’ve had it all my days

It seems that trouble’s going to follow me to my grave

I ain’t never loved but three men in my life

I ain’t never loved but three men in my life

My Father, my brother and the man that changed my life

It may be a week, it may be a month or two

It may be a week, it may be a month or two

But the day you quit me honey, it’s coming home to you

I got the world in a jug, the stopper’s in my hand

I got the world in a jug, the stopper’s in my hand

I’m going to hold it until you didn’t come under my command

Source: Bessie Smith, “Downhearted Blues,” Metro Lyrics, http://www.metrolyrics.com/down-hearted-blues-lyrics-bessie-smith.html.



Thompson, Dorothy (1894–1961)

Dorothy Thompson was one of the most important and widely read news correspondents during the 1930s and 1940s. At the height of her career, her column “On the Record” was syndicated to approximately 200 American newspapers. During the 1940s, Time magazine ranked her the most influential woman in the United States, second only to Eleanor Roosevelt.

Thompson was born in Lancaster, New York, in 1894. Her father was a Methodist minister, and after her mother died in childbirth, he remarried. Thompson attended Syracuse University because it offered free tuition to the children of Methodist ministers. After graduating, she worked briefly at the women’s suffrage headquarters in Buffalo, New York, where she learned many of the skills she would use as a journalist.

During a voyage to London in 1920, Thompson encountered a group of Zionists who were traveling to a conference on Palestine. Covering this convention proved to be Thompson’s first freelance writing commission. The same year she traveled to Ireland, where she was the last person to interview Terence MacSwiney, a leader of the Sinn Féin rebellion, before his arrest and subsequent death. Thompson was hired as a salaried correspondent for the Philadelphia Public Ledger in 1921. She was the first woman to head any kind of overseas news bureau. Based out of Vienna, she traveled most of Europe to cover current events, including a series of labor strikes in Rome and the failed Habsburg coup, in which she was the only journalist who managed to interview Emperor Karl. The Saturday Evening Post bought the Ledger in 1924, which meant that Thompson’s audience increased considerably.

After Thompson married her first husband, Joseph Bard, in 1923, the couple settled in Vienna, but they were frequently separated because of Thompson’s work. Bard felt threatened by his wife’s flourishing career, and when Thompson was transferred to Berlin as the Ledger’s permanent correspondent in 1925, he remained in Vienna. Despite her reluctance, the couple divorced in 1927. Shortly after, Thompson met American novelist Sinclair Lewis. They were married a year later and settled in the Vermont countryside. Their son, Michael, was born in 1930, the same year that Lewis won the Nobel Prize in literature. Although they enjoyed a playful, witty rapport, his excessive drinking and incessant wanderlust troubled their relationship. Like Bard, Lewis felt smothered by Thompson’s career. Their divorce became final in 1941. Thompson met her third husband, Czech artist Max Kopf, in 1942. Their marriage lasted from 1943 until his death in 1958.

The beginning of Thompson’s career coincided with a shift to a more colorful style of reporting foreign affairs following World War I. She witnessed firsthand Germany’s rapid economic shifts, from inflation to prosperity to depression, in the 1920s, and frequently sought to contextualize foreign affairs in her own reporting, even penning a series of articles chronicling the fall of the Weimar Republic. In 1931 she interviewed Adolf Hitler and predicted how the Nazis would rise to power. When she returned to Berlin three years later just after Hitler became führer, she was the first journalist to be formally expelled from the country.

Besides speaking out against fascism, Thompson also began to turn her attention to domestic affairs. In 1935, she wrote a series of articles for the Saturday Evening Post criticizing the New Deal. Fearful that the United States could easily turn into a republican-fascist dictatorship, she was outspoken in her criticism of President Franklin Roosevelt, whom she felt was abusing his powers in an effort to ram the legislation through Congress.

Thompson’s column “On the Record” first appeared in the New York Herald Tribune in 1936 and for the next decade was published three times a week, syndicated in approximately 200 newspapers by 1940, and read by millions of Americans. Her charismatic writing covered domestic and foreign policy and economics, criticized intellectually sloppy thinking and popular culture, and occasionally featured an imaginary character, the Grouse, whom she used to criticize the government. She began writing a monthly column for the Ladies’ Home Journal in 1936 and also regularly appeared on the radio until 1945. Thompson drew some criticism when she supported Roosevelt’s campaigns for third and fourth terms. As a result, her contract with the New York Herald Tribune ended in 1941, though her column continued to be published through the Saturday Evening Post and the Bell Syndicate.

Thompson became increasingly preoccupied with Germany as the political situation worsened. She became the loudest voice speaking out against Nazism; her speeches, broadcasts, and articles from 1939 to 1941 lambasted international ambivalence and complacency in the face of evil. Beginning in 1942, she organized an anti-Nazi propaganda campaign that was broadcast directly into Germany. By the time the United States entered the war, Thompson was already thinking about the postwar period, arguing for international cooperation toward peace. She defended the Germans as humans, an unpopular stance that resulted in the Saturday Evening Post dropping her column in 1947.

Although Thompson had been a strong supporter of Jews before and during the war, she opposed the creation of a Jewish state. Her unfailing humanism led her to oppose race-based persecution and prosecution, which also explains her sympathy toward the Germans, and reject the idea of racial-ethnic states. She was against Zionism because she viewed Israel as a recipe for disaster, one that would result in unending war in the Middle East. She began to lose speaking engagements, and American newspapers, fearing the Jewish reaction to Thompson’s views on Zionism and her defense of Arab nations, began to drop her column. In the 1950s she argued for total disarmament to end the Cold War, renewed her interest in the religious spirit of America, and criticized the education system for encouraging both relativism and mediocrity. Thompson died of a heart attack during a visit to Portugal in 1961.

Devora Geller
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Toklas, Alice (1877–1967)

Alice Toklas was a Jewish American lesbian writer. While best known as the lifelong partner of writer Gertrude Stein, Toklas maintained a strong presence in the Parisian avant-garde movement and social scene. She became recognized for her culinary skills and subsequent cookbooks as well as the parties she and Stein held that attracted other artists, actors, musicians, and intellectuals.

Alice Babette Toklas was born on April 30, 1877, in San Francisco to Polish immigrants. Her family led a financially stable life as merchants, and Toklas was able to attend private schools and take piano lessons. After attending the University of Seattle, she briefly studied music at the University of Washington. After the devastating San Francisco earthquake of 1906, on the advice of Michael and Sarah Stein, brother and sister-in-law to Gertrude Stein, she traveled to France to experience the booming art culture of Paris on the advice. In 1907 she moved to Paris and met Gertrude Stein. Toklas was captivated by Stein, and the two became romantically involved. They established their artistic salon, whose members included avant-garde artists such as Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse, voices of the Harlem Renaissance such as Richard Wright, entertainers such as Josephine Baker and Charlie Chaplin, and several post–World War I expatriates and “Lost Generation” writers such as F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway.

The Stein-Toklas salon became an important cultural and artistic institution. Toklas thrived as a hostess and confidante to established and emerging artists of the first half of the 20th century. She enjoyed brainstorming and discussing the artists’ projects and helping Stein and others as a typist and creative administrator to allow them to spend more time and energy on their artistic endeavors. In 1944 the Gestapo broke into the home while the couple was away, damaging furniture and attempting to destroy paintings by Picasso.

Toklas became respected for her dry humor as well as her attentive hosting skills. She inspired much of Stein’s writing and became well known after Stein published The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas in 1934. Written from the point of view of Toklas, the book was an almost tongue-in-cheek rendition of Stein’s personal and cultural observations, using Toklas’s voice. Toklas even toured with Stein after the success of the work, though they were reluctant to out themselves as lesbians. Although she was a gracious host, Toklas was not bowed by the presence of creative genius. She famously banned Hemingway from the salon when she suspected that there might be some attraction between him and Stein.

After Stein’s death in 1946, Toklas struggled financially. Stein’s family took much of Stein’s money and valuable painting. Because their union was not legally recognized, there was little Toklas could do. Though financially unstable, Toklas was still revered in artistic circles and was rumored to have taken young and emerging artists as lovers. Through the patronage of various old and new relationships and income from her writing, Toklas was able to survive, sometimes comfortably but often tenuously.

In 1954 Toklas published The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook. Part cookbook and part memoir, the text gained notoriety and cult status because of a recipe for hashish brownies. Many of the recipes belonged to friends—the brownie recipe is attributed to artist Brion Gysin—and Toklas coyly deflected knowledge of any controversial ingredients. In 1963 she published What Is Remembered. Like her 1954 text, this work mainly revolved around her memories with Stein and included sought-after anecdotes of the artists and celebrities she had once entertained. Toklas published a second cookbook, Aromas and Flavors of Past and Present (1958), but distanced herself from it by claiming that the editor, Poppy Cannon, had composed most of the text.

Toklas converted to Roman Catholicism in 1957. She said that doing so would permit her to share the same heaven as Stein. Toklas eventually had to be moved to a nursing home due to her ailing health, and her finances, made up mostly of donations, had to be closely guarded by her caretakers lest she spend money as though she still lived the extravagant lifestyle of her early years with Stein. Toklas died almost penniless in Paris on March 7, 1967, and was laid to rest next to Stein in the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, France.

Wendy Braun
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Alice Toklas’s Letter to Friends (1946)

The following is a letter that Alice Toklas wrote to friends after Gertrude Stein’s death in 1946.

Toklas to Friends

Dear Donald and Gilberte,

Thank you so much for your letter—it touched me deeply because Gertrude was very fond of you both. She had so much enjoyed your letter and had taken it and your manuscript to the country with her—not yet six weeks ago—to write you a long letter and now she is gone. And Basket and I are alone here where we stay on with no desire but to stay on. You are very sweet to ask me to stay with you in your house or to do anything for me but there is nothing I need if there is at any time it is something I will not forget. I count upon seeing you next summer. It will be a comfort to me. If you will allow me I will keep the manuscript to read and I will send it to you early next month. I hope you are both well and happy as I am sure you are.

Ever affectionately

Alice Toklas

Source: Letter from Alice Toklas to Friends, Donald Sutherland Collection, Auraria Library Special Colections Department, University of Colorado Denver. Transcript available at http://www.westword.com/arts/from-the-archives-letter-from-alice-toklas-on-the-death-of-gertrude-stein-5785788.



United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America

The labor union United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA) was founded in 1937 to organize agricultural and factory workers across the country and included Hispanic, African American, Anglo-American, and Asian workers. A large part of the union organized workers in the canneries in California. Many of these workers were Mexican Americans and Mexican and East European immigrant women, although the union leadership was largely male. The UCAPAWA worked to improve labor conditions and offered an opportunity for women to help each other and their families.

Though the UCAPAWA had members from many parts of the United States, California became a center for the union, as the state was a major center for canneries and cannery workers. In the 1910s and 1920s, California saw a large influx of Mexican immigrants as many fled the Mexican Revolution. California had once been part of Spain’s colonial holdings and then belonged to Mexico, but conditions declined for Mexican Americans in the last decades of the 1800s. Hispanics in California experienced land loss and found themselves in low-paying jobs and living in poor conditions, facing discrimination, and living with threats of and actual deportation in many cases. In the urban areas of southern California, many Mexican American women worked in the food-processing factories, or canneries, for low pay. The working conditions were unsafe and unhealthy. Women were paid less than men and were generally paid by the amount of work they did rather than by the hour, as men generally were. Canneries segregated workers by ethnicity as well as by gender. Additionally, the work in the canneries was seasonal depending on the harvest season for the fruits and vegetables processed at a factory. Despite these poor conditions, many women preferred factory work to agricultural labor or domestic work, partly because they could enjoy the company of other women and not work in the heat of the fields. Labor activists realized that these workers as well as those working in the fields needed help.

By 1937, it was clear to farm and food-processing factory labor advocates that the American Federation of Labor (AFL) was not interested in championing the farm and food workers’ cause. Labor activists founded the UCAPAWA when 96 people met in Denver, Colorado. The first president was Donald Henderson. Most of the leaders were male, but Luisa Moreno and Dorothy Ray Healy served as international vice presidents. Marcella Ryan was an international representative in the late 1930s and early 1940s. The UCAPAWA was committed to being a democratic, decentralized organization. The UCAPAWA knew that many of its potential members were women and minorities, so it worked to recruit them. Women such as Monica Tafoya, who recruited in Colorado, and Emma Tenayuca, who recruited in Texas, helped the UCAPAWA’s numbers grow. Overall, about half of UCAPAWA members were women.

The UCAPAWA gained a reputation as a communist organization and was investigated by the House Un-American Activities Committee. Despite the negative reputation, some UCAPAWA locals were able to negotiate better wages and conditions, but many could not and in some cases faced violence. In 1939, the UCAPAWA supported the Madera Cotton Strike in California. The Mexican American, Anglo-American, and African American cotton pickers went on strike and faced violence, and though they achieved a wage increase, they did not achieve union recognition. In San Antonio, Texas, pecan shellers affiliated with the UCAPAWA went on strike to protest a wage cut. This effort was led by Emma Tenayuca until she was asked to remove herself because of the negative publicity brought by her communist ties. Strikers also faced violence but achieved wage raises as a result of the strike. In the end, the union could not survive the owner recalcitrance and World War II, when the labor market changed dramatically. In 1942 the U.S. government brought in braceros, or contract workers, from Mexico. The UCAPAWA faced financial problems and continued accusations of communist leanings. In 1944 the UCAPAWA became the Food, Tobacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers, which declined through the 1940s.

The UCAPAWA succeeded in improving workers’ lives. Not only did women take significant leadership roles in the UCAPAWA, but the UCAPAWA also worked for both gender and racial equality at a time when many unions did not.

Amy M. Porter
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Aubrey Williams’s Address to the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America (1937)

The following address was delivered by Aubrey Williams, deputy administrator of the Works Progress Administration, before the Southern Tenant Farmers Union and the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America on Sunday, September 26, 1937, in the Labor Temple in Memphis, Tennessee.

Major Problems in the Rehabilitation of the South

Aubrey Williams

For Release to Morning Newspapers

Monday, September 27, 1937.

It is a great pleasure to be back in the South: I was born and reared in the deep South, in the Black Belt of Alabama. I think I understand its problems and its people, its wealth of human material and deficiency of financial power and technical equipment, its possibilities and its limitations for making a distinctive contribution to American life.

I am happy that the occasion for my coming, is this joint meeting of the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union and the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America. For I see in these organizations an effort to safeguard the interests of a large segment of the breadwinners of the South and of the nation. A segment which, if not reinforced by organization and governmental assistance, is, in some respects, the most insecure of any in the nation’s economic fabric. If we understand security as embracing the ability to make a living comparable to that of other workers, a reasonable protection from ruinous fluctuations in this income, and public services which insure a full social enjoyment of this income, then it is readily apparent that southern tenant farmers and farm laborers are among the most insecure of any of our national groups. An income of $300 as earned by tenants in 1934 is low enough but that was a relatively good year. What happens in years like 1932 and 1933 is heartbreaking. The recent study of incomes in the United States made by the National Industrial Conference Board shows six states in the Southeast with the lowest incomes in the nation, less than $250 per capita. When the states are ranked in respect to income from highest to lowest, twelve of the bottom fourteen states are in the South. But these are statewide averages held up by a few large incomes in the city. If the people in whom you are interested had $250 per capita, they would feel rich. In 1934 their incomes averaged $70 per capita. You are familiar with the tragic want that goes with these meagre and uncertain incomes.

It is one of the ambitions of this Administration to combat such insecurity and poverty in all walks of life and in this respect the objectives of the Administration are similar to those of your organizations.

I wish, in advance, to extend my congratulations to your organizations for the success you have already had in calling to the attention of the American public the manifest needs of the southern agricultural workers. Needs which have existed for a generation with little constructive effort to meet them. We all know of the efforts which have been made to thwart the organization of tenants and share croppers. The testimony of unimpeachable witnesses on this point is too strong. Anyone who takes the trouble to read the reports of your activities can hardly avoid a realization of the suffering which the leaders and members of the Southern Tenant Farmers Union have gone through to survive. The fact that you are meeting here today, after three years struggle, is evidence of your courage and determination and your belief in the justice of your cause.

It is well at the outset to take into account the difficulties and obstacles which mark every foot of the road towards greater security for those depending on agriculture for a living. To an audience such as this, whose daily life is agriculture, I feel a great hesitancy in attempting to speak on this subject for you know the details of the difficulties and the obstacles in a far more intimate way than I know them but it may be profitable for us, together, to review some of the major problems in the rehabilitation of the South.

In the first place, we have to remember that southern agriculture is an integral part of a national and a world agricultural economy and we have to recognize that as long as this is true, the South cannot lift itself by its own bootstraps but will be compelled to depend on the reconstruction of our national agriculture and the revitalization of our foreign trade.

At the peak of our relief load in 1935 there were more than a million families in the United States who had been dependent on agriculture but who had been so unsuccessful in weathering the depression that they had been compelled to seek public assistance. This number was on the relief rolls in a single month. It has been estimated that at one time or another during the depression some two million farm families have received relief. This gives us a measure of the insecurity of farmers throughout the nation.

The more we analyze this situation the more it becomes apparent that this was not primarily a phenomenon of the depression of the 1930’s. Federal relief called attention to a numerous group of farmers and farm laborers whose distress arose from longtime factors, who had lived from hand to mouth for years before the financial depression, and for whom relief, the Works Program, and the Resettlement Administration offered the first opportunity to secure even the inadequate measure of living which these public agencies afforded. It is now known that agricultural depression began long before 1929 and that relative to industrial prices, agricultural prices began to decline soon after 1910. In addition, in many parts of the country, farmers had attempted to produce crops on soil which either should not have been brought under the plow or which has been mined until its fertility is lost. Soil erosion had been allowed to continue unchecked until over 150 million acres of land had lost all or most of its top soil. In some areas, farmers were attempting to make a living for large families on farms too small in size. In many sections, devotion to a single cash crop amounted to almost a worship of cotton, tobacco, corn, or wheat. More and more the practice of neglecting the production of food and feed crops spread, leaving the farmer vulnerable to the price fluctuations of a world market. A good many farmers also speculated in land values rather than farming their land, consequently, mortgage burdens accumulated rapidly. Opportunities for earning wages in off seasons were also dwindling as the timber, coal, and other minerals were progressively depleted in some areas.

All of these disadvantages to agriculture operated more or less generally throughout the nation and in turn, had their effects in the South, but, in addition to all the other agricultural sore spots, the South had its peculiar institution of slavery, since the Civil War we have had the peculiar institution of tenancy, the direct lineal descendant of slavery. A map recently prepared by the Works Progress Administration shows a remarkable coincidence of the areas of heavy tenancy in 1930 with the areas of heavy slavery holding in 1860.

Again, I will not presume in an audience of this kind to engage in intimately associated with the tenant group. But I shall call attention to the fact that the handicaps of the tenant were not born of the depression, but were gradually evolved of a long-standing economic system and a firmly established pattern of social traditions and customs. Any institution which is so dependent on the world market, upon the national agricultural structure and which is so strongly entrenched will not be easily changed. I say this merely to encourage you not to weary in the face of obstacles and disappointments, for anyone who is endeavoring to promote such a fundamental change in society should be forewarned that these obstacles will appear and these disappointments will be met.

Source: Aubrey Williams, “The College and High School Aid Program of the Youth Administration,” Speech, Hopkins Papers, Box 13, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. Available at http://newdeal.feri.org/works/aw01.htm.



United States v. One Package (1936)

United States v. One Package (1936) tested the Comstock Act of 1873, which criminalized obscene literature and prohibited the possession or distribution of contraceptives and reproductive educational materials. The law made it illegal to send through U.S. mail or import from a foreign country such items. United States v. One Package solidified the exception to this law by allowing doctors to receive shipments of contraceptives. It was a substantial victory for the birth control movement in that contraceptives became more readily available for American women.

The case began when Dr. Hannah Stone, head gynecologist of the Birth Control Clinical Research Bureau (BCCRB), ordered rubber diaphragms from another doctor in Japan. Upon arrival, the BCCRB’s founder and director, Margaret Sanger, alerted customs authorities of the shipment because she wanted to challenge contemporary laws by forcing judicial action. The package was seized by customs under the Tariff Act of 1930, which incorporated provisions from the Comstock Act prohibiting the importation of contraceptives. When the case was taken to trial, the lower courts ruled against the government. The government then appealed to the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit.

Three justices heard the libel case filed by the U.S. government. The claimant was Dr. Stone, who testified that she had been a gynecologist in New York, practicing for 16 years, and had indeed received approximately 120 pessaries. However, the articles were meant to be tested for their efficacy in her practice. She stated that they would only be administered to patients when they did not want to become pregnant. The justices then noted New York penal law that made it a general misdemeanor to sell, give away, or advertise articles used in contraception except when prescribed by a physician for cure or prevention of disease, as was decided in People v. Sanger. Both sides had doctors testify that contraceptives were in many cases necessary for a woman’s health and that they had actually employed similar devices in their practices.

The law addressed two questions. The first was the Tariff Act of 1930, which prohibited importations from foreign countries of articles to prevent contraception or cause unlawful abortion. Did that include physicians who imported such things? The second was the Comstock Act, which made illegal the transport or import of articles meant for contraception or abortion, which were considered by this law as immoral and obscene. In section 1, the law made it illegal to sell or give away drugs for contraception or unlawful abortion. Section 2 prohibited sending anything related to abortion or contraception through the mail. Section 3 made importation of said articles and drugs illegal. All parts were designed to suppress activities seen as immoral and literature seen as obscene. Was Dr. Stone’s shipment for immoral or obscene purposes? The laws remained intact only if the intent of the shipment was for immoral purposes.

The justices reasoned that the Comstock Act specifically listed unlawful abortion along with contraceptives. This did not mean that all abortion physicians sometimes employed contraceptives and abortions to protect the health of patients or save them from infection. Furthermore, when the Comstock Act was passed in 1873, Congress had the intention to denounce immorality, but American ideas about contraceptives had since shifted. Finally, the Comstock bill originally contained exceptions on prescriptions written by physicians in good standing but were later omitted because of matters of interpretation that were best left for a later time.

In their decision the justices declared that the Comstock Act of 1873 and the Tariff Act of 1930 were not designed to prevent the import, sale, or distribution through the mail of materials that might be used conscientiously and competently by doctors to save lives. It was also inconsistent to ban methods of conception but not lawful abortion deemed necessary by medical authority. Furthermore, common sense called for adhering to previous cases that upheld physician prescriptions for patient health. The appeals court affirmed the lower court ruling, stating that the law could not be used to intercept shipments from doctors in good standing.

Sarah Nation

See also Planned Parenthood Federation of America; Vol. 2, Sec. 2: Comstock Laws; Vol. 3, Sec. 1: Sanger, Margaret

Further Reading

Engelman, Peter C. 2011. A History of the Birth Control Movement in America. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO.

Gordon, Linda. 2007. The Moral Property of Women: A History of Birth Control Politics in America. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.


United States v. One Package (1936)

The following is the 1936 Second Circuit Court of Appeals decision in United States v. One Package, which held that the Comstock Act could not be used to interfere with the shipment of contraceptive material.

UNITED STATES v. ONE PACKAGE

No. 62.

Circuit Court of Appeals, Second Circuit.

December 7, 1936.

Lamar Hardy, U.S. Atty., of New York City (Francis H. Horan and William 738*738 F. Young, Asst. U.S. Attys., both of New York City, of counsel), for the United States.

Greenbaum, Wolff & Ernst, of New York City (Morris L. Ernst, Alexander Lindey, and Eugene M. Kline, all of New York City, of counsel), for Dr. Hannah M. Stone, claimant-appellee.

Before L. HAND, SWAN, and AUGUSTUS N. HAND, Circuit Judges.

AUGUSTUS N. HAND, Circuit Judge.

The United States filed this libel against a package containing 120 vaginal pessaries more or less, alleged to be imported contrary to section 305(a) of the Tariff Act of 1930 (19 U.S.C.A. § 1305 (a). From the decree dismissing the libel the United States has appealed. In our opinion the decree should be affirmed.

The claimant Dr. Stone is a New York physician who has been licensed to practice for sixteen years and has specialized in gynecology. The package containing pessaries was sent to her by a physician in Japan for the purpose of trying them in her practice and giving her opinion as to their usefulness for contraceptive purposes. She testified that she prescribes the use of pessaries in cases where it would not be desirable for a patient to undertake a pregnancy. The accuracy and good faith of this testimony is not questioned. The New York Penal Law which makes it in general a misdemeanor to sell or give away or to advertise or offer for sale any articles for the prevention of conception excepts furnishing such articles to physicians who may in good faith prescribe their use for the cure or prevention of disease. People v. Sanger, 222 N.Y. 192, 118 N.E. 637. New York Penal Law (Consol. Laws, c. 40) § 1145. The witnesses for both the government and the claimant testified that the use of contraceptives was in many cases necessary for the health of women and that they employed articles of the general nature of the pessaries in their practice. There was no dispute as to the truth of these statements.

Section 305(a) of the Tariff Act of 1930 (19 U.S.C.A. § 1305(a) provides that: “All persons are prohibited from importing into the United States from any foreign country * * * any article whatever for the prevention of conception or for causing unlawful abortion.”

The question is whether physicians who import such articles as those involved in the present case in order to use them for the health of their patients are excepted by implication from the literal terms of the statute. Certainly they are excepted in the case of an abortive which is prescribed to save life, for section 305 (a) of the Tariff Act only prohibits the importation of articles for causing “unlawful abortion.” This was the very point decided in Bours v. United States, 229 F. 960 (C.C.A.7), where a similar statute (Cr. Code, § 211 [18 U.S.C.A. § 334 and note]) declaring nonmailable “every article or thing designed, adapted, or intended for preventing conception or producing abortion, or for any indecent or immoral use,” was held not to cover physicians using the mails in order to say that they will operate upon a patient if an examination shows the necessity of an operation to save life. And this result was reached even though the statute in forbidding the mailing of any article “intended for * * * producing abortion” did not, as does section 305(a) of the Tariff Act, qualify the word “abortion” by the saving adjective “unlawful.” In Youngs Rubber Corporation v. C. I. Lee & Co., 45 F.(2d) 103 (C.C.A.2), Judge Swan, writing for this court, construed the mailing statute in the same way. In referring to the mailing of contraceptive articles bearing the plaintiff’s trade-mark, he adverted to the fact that the articles might be capable of legitimate use and said, at page 108 of 45 F.(2d), when discussing the incidence of the mailing statute:

“The intention to prevent a proper medical use of drugs or other articles merely because they are capable of illegal uses is not lightly to be ascribed to Congress. Section 334 forbids also the mailing of obscene books and writings; yet it has never been thought to bar from the mails medical writings sent to or by physicians for proper purposes, though of a character which would render them highly indecent if sent broadcast to all classes of persons. * * * It would seem reasonable to give the word ‘adapted’ a more limited meaning than that above suggested and to construe the whole phrase ‘designed, adapted or intended’ as requiring an intent on the part of the sender that the article mailed * * * be used for illegal contraception or abortion or for indecent or immoral purposes.”

Source: United States v. One Package, 86 F.2d 737 (2d Cir. 1936).



United States Women’s Bureau (1920–)

Formed in 1920 under the Department of Labor, the Women’s Bureau was created to “formulate standards and policies which shall promote the welfare of wage-earning women, improve their working conditions, increase their efficiency, and advance their opportunities for profitable employment,” as outlined in Public Law 66–259. From the start the bureau promised to assist all working women, including African American and immigrant women. At present the bureau is particularly interested in supporting the inclusion of females into traditionally male-dominated fields, including transportation, politics, construction, and STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math).

One of the bureau’s first undertakings concerned research on the extent to which women were permitted to take examinations for federal government positions. Data found that only 40 percent of the examinations were open to women, with the prevailing entrance salaries much lower than those paid to men. Within 10 days of submitting its report to the Civil Service Commission, the commission passed a ruling opening all examinations to both men and women.

Another purpose of the Women’s Bureau is to track various changes in the employment of American women in society. The bureau has tracked and continues to track a variety of trends, including the employment of female minority workers, wage statistics, employment trends in both traditional female and male fields, and other demographics. The Women’s Bureau traditionally has been an advocacy organization and has advocated a wide variety of equality-driven causes, including the establishment of a minimum wage; the inclusion of women under the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938; the opening of traditionally male-dominated occupations, particularly during World War II; the employment of married women and older women; the passage of the Equal Pay Act of 1963; the passage of laws regarding child care and maternity leave; and the inclusion of women in emerging fields such as nanotechnology and other research fields. One of the major trends that the bureau charts is the changing composition of the American workforce since 1920. The bureau estimates that in 1920 women made up 21 percent of the American workforce, compared to 47 percent of the workforce in 2012.

The Women’s Bureau also focuses on the demographics of female workers in American society. The bureau estimates that between 1920 and 1960, the composition of female workers in American society transitioned from single and under 30 years old to married and older than 30, likely due in part to changing perceptions of working women in society caused by the opening up of employment and educational opportunities during World War II. The bureau’s data also illustrated a major shift in the types of employment for women during this time period from factory/farm/domestic workers, teachers, and secretaries to more educational-based occupations including health care professionals, research workers, librarians, and food management services. The bureau stated that only a third of 1 million women were enrolled in higher education during the 1920s, while by the 1960s the numbers had risen to 1.25 million enrolled, with a ninefold increase in the number of degrees conferred on women. According to the bureau, these trends have only continued to increase since the rise of the women’s movement in the 1960s and 1970s. Also in the 1960s, a new building was constructed to house the bureau in Washington, D.C., but it was not until 1980 that it became the Frances Perkins Building, named for the first female cabinet secretary in U.S. history, who served from 1933 to 1945.

During the administration of President Bill Clinton, the Women’s Bureau worked for the passage of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 and published the first fact sheet on the effects of domestic violence on the workplace in 1996.

By 2014 the Women’s Bureau devoted its advocacy to the rise of single working mothers in American society. The bureau has created numerous projects to help women, not only single mothers, during times of personal and financial transitions. Under the administration of President Barack Obama, the bureau cohosted the White House Summit on Working Families, with business owners, economists, labor leaders, and legislators invited to come together to discuss issues facing working families, including workplace flexibility, equal pay, workplace discrimination, child care, and early childhood education.

According to their website, the contemporary goals of the Women’s Bureau focus on reducing and/or eliminating the various barriers from women in employment, including occupational segregation, barriers to moving into higher-level positions, low wage and unequal pay, inadequate workplace flexibility, and pregnancy and sex discrimination
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Velez, Lupe (1908–1944)

Lupe Velez appeared in both silent and sound films before World War II, and her life and career typify some of the struggles faced by racially identified actors in the United States. A talented comic actor, Velez found herself constrained to stereotypical roles, though she did gain fame playing a fiery Latina in the popular Mexican Spitfire movies. Along with Dolores del Rio (1905–1983), Velez was one of the few Latina actresses in early Hollywood.

Maria Guadeloupe Villalobos Velez was born on July 18, 1908, in San Luis de Potosi, Mexico. Her father was an officer in the Mexican Army, and his salary was sufficient to send Velez to private school when she was 13. Two years later, however, Velez’s father died in the Mexican Revolution. The event marked a reversal of family fortunes, and Velez left school to begin work in Mexico City as a department store clerk for just $4 per week.

At age 16 Velez, capitalizing on her beauty, became a singer and dancer in Mexican vaudeville, commanding $350 per week. She attracted the notice of MGM studios and made her American film debut in 1927 in Sailors, Beware! As an actress Velez shaped the behavior and mindset of young California Latinas, becoming a conduit through which moviegoers understood modern womanhood as a model of independence and fashion.

As a Mexican American, Velez could not hope to secure the roles that were reserved for white women. She had to perform as a secondary character in a lucrative movie or as a major figure in a minor film. As an actress, Velez played roles as a sexual object over whom leading white men lusted. Her beauty and dark complexion combined to make her a forbidden fruit of sorts. The characters Velez played generally fell into the “Hot Pepper” or “Lolita” stereotypes for being sexually available and morally inappropriate, which subsequently played on Americans’ racist ideas about Mexican American women.

In fact, Velez may have acted out film stereotypes in her private life and cultivated a reputation as a wild party girl. She had liaisons with Douglas Fairbanks, Charlie Chaplin, Clark Gable, and Gary Cooper. These relationships were not ideal. For instance, her relationship with Cooper was fraught with physical violence. In 1933, Velez married Olympic swimmer and Tarzan actor Johnny Weissmuller (1904–1984). The marriage was volatile, to the delight of a press eager to publicize any scandal, because Weissmuller abused Velez, who divorced him in 1938. Biographers believe that Velez probably suffered from undiagnosed bipolar disorder, which would have accounted for her emotional extremes.

[image: Lamphier]

Comedic actress Lupe Velez appeared in over 40 films in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s. Primarily famous for her “Mexican Spitfire” films, Velez, like other non-white acresses, faced significant disadvantages in a film industry that stereotyped her as an overly sexualized Latina. (RKO/Photofest)

In the 1930s Velez worked in live theater in New York and made films in Mexico, where she was immensely popular. In 1939 she starred in The Girl from Mexico, which was so popular that RKO Pictures made a sequel, The Mexican Spitfire. This too was popular, prompting RKO to make a number of sequels. In them Velez starred as a Mexican woman married to a white man, and though low-budget B-movies, they showcased her talents as a comic actress.

In spite of Velez’s relative success, her film career was marred by American racism and fears about interracial sex. Indeed, a focus of the eugenics movement at this time was to preserve the purity of the putatively superior gene pool of the white race against the onslaught of the pollution of inferior races. Like Anna May Wong (1905–1961), Velez functioned as an all-purpose ethnic actor, sometimes playing Native American or Chinese women.

She met actor Harald Maresch in 1943, but when she became pregnant he rebuffed her and suggested that she have an abortion. Velez killed herself and her unborn child on December 13, 1944. Though her secretary found her body on the floor, stories circulated that Velez had been found with her head in the toilet. The American press made much of the fact that Velez had broken the rules of respectable sexuality and paid the price for it by ending up, quite literally, in the toilet. The story speaks to anti-Mexican racism and hostility toward women, particularly nonwhite women. The press suggested that she could not live with her shame, but more likely her suicide can be attributed to her lifelong battle with bipolar disorder.
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Wong, Anna May (1905–1961)

The first Chinese American movie star, Anna May Wong appeared in silent and sound films in the United States, Germany, France, and England in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. She also did some radio work and appeared on a variety of television shows in the 1950s.

Wong’s mother, Lee Gon Toy, was born in San Francisco one year before an anti-Chinese riot, and her father, Wong Sam Sing, was born in California’s gold fields in 1860. Born in Los Angeles in 1905, Wong was born into a culture of strict racial segregation. Though smaller than the San Francisco Chinatown, the Los Angeles Chinatown was no less crowded and unhealthy. Nonetheless, Chinatowns, like other ethnic enclaves, functioned as safe places for Chinese Americans in a culture that was hostile to Asian Americans. It is where her family owned a laundry and was relatively financially stable.

As a girl Wong delivered laundry for tips, which she spent on movies. In dark movie houses she decided to become an actress. A frequent visitor on Los Angeles movie sets, Wong acquired the moniker “CCC” for “Curious Chinese Child.” At age 14 she secured her first acting job, and other small roles followed in such profusion that she could not in later life remember them all. Her appearance in Dinty in 1920 earned her favorable reviews. The next year Wong dropped out of school to act full-time; however, she had little choice but to play roles that denigrated her ethnicity and sex. Despite the racist nature of these roles, Wong was a minor star by age 19. She kept busy acting in supporting roles, functioning as a kind of all-purpose racial Other and sometimes even playing Native American women.

Wong was also limited to supporting roles because film codes and antimiscegenation laws did not allow interracial kissing; thus, she could not play romantic leading ladies opposite white male actors. Her love life was similarly complicated because California and many other states banned interracial marriage in the eugenic belief that marriage needed to be between people of the same race.

Wong spent her life fighting racial stereotypes but often found herself trapped by racist ideology. For example, she was often called upon to act in “Butterfly” or “Dragon Lady” roles. The Butterfly stereotype, so named from the female character in Madame Butterfly (1898), was a self-sacrificing and passive Asian woman, whereas the Dragon Lady stereotype cast Asian American women as inappropriately powerful, sexually dangerous, and untrustworthy. Tiring of her limited roles in American films, Wong worked in Germany and England in the late 1920s, where she found a wider range of roles open to her. There she met Marlene Dietrich (1901–1992). Rumors swirled around bisexual Dietrich and Wong, casting them as lovers, which may have damaged Wong’s career and embarrassed her family.

Wong returned to Hollywood in 1930. Along with her film career, she became an advocate for Chinese Americans but returned to England in the mid-1930s. In 1935 she again returned to the United States, this time hoping to secure the leading role in Pearl Buck’s The Good Earth. White actress Luise Rainer (1910–2014) won the role and eventually an Oscar for her performance as a Chinese peasant woman. Though today the film is considered an egregious case of casting discrimination, the film’s yellow face, or use of white actors in Asian roles, was not unusual in the early decades of film. Wong toured China after losing the Good Earth role, where she was sometimes met with hostility for the racist roles she played in movies.

During World War II Wong made two anti-Japanese propaganda films that encouraged Americans to think of the Chinese as allies. In 1951, she starred in a television series as a Chinese art dealer and detective. Though the show aired for only one season, it was the first television show (and still one of the few) to star an Asian American actor. Wong’s health declined in the 1950s, in part because she had been secretly drinking to excess for years. Hospital stays in the 1950s revealed that she suffered from liver and cardiovascular disease. In 1961, Wong died of a heart attack while asleep.
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Dorothea Lange’s photograph Migrant Mother, an image of a destitute Okie woman with her young children at a pea pickers’ camp in California in 1936, is probably the most familiar female representation of the Great Depression. This image suggests to the viewer the desperation and fear of a mother amid the uncertainty that defined the Great Depression. Yet it is only one part of the vastly different ways in which women experienced the economic crisis. Age, marital status, and geographic location all played a role; class and race were especially potent determinants of the impact of the Depression. The upper and middle classes certainly experienced some downward mobility, but working-class and farm families felt the effects most directly. Race compounded the experience. African American farmers in the South were devastated by the agricultural crisis; in the urban areas they were the first fired from their jobs. Mexican Americans and Asian Americans in the Southwest also experienced high levels of unemployment and discrimination on the job market. Relief agencies were not color-blind either, resulting in even more suffering among people of color.

Policy makers, economists, scholars, and popular writers alike saw the economic crisis as mainly a male predicament. They concerned themselves with the psychological impact of unemployment on masculinity and patriarchal family traditions. Yet while women generally maintained continuity with their familial roles as mothers, wives, and homemakers, they had to make do with fewer resources and resort to innovative ways to care for their families. Women who previously hired servants took on household production themselves; popular magazines provided advice on cheaper meal ingredients and new recipes. Poor women were additionally hampered by substandard housing and sanitation, especially in farm communities and minority neighborhoods. The strain of unemployment often resulted in desertions, placing additional burdens on women. Households also came to include additional members from the extended family as reduced incomes forced people to combine resources. A final significant indication of the economic crisis was the decline in fertility rates as the trend toward smaller families spread to the working class out of economic necessity.

While the New Deal helped alleviate the worst economic distress, women struggled for equal treatment when trying to qualify for the new federal programs. Federal codes often set lower minimum wages for women than men in the same jobs; many of the federal works programs focused on hiring almost exclusively men. African American and Mexican American women fared even worse than their white counterparts. The Social Security Act and the Fair Labor Standards Acts did not initially cover agricultural employment or domestic service, major areas of employment especially for women of color. Additionally, social security benefits relied on the prevailing notion of the patriarchal family with a male breadwinner and a dependent housewife. This model disadvantaged women and deemed them deserving of economic rights only in relation to men.

Gender Roles

The Great Depression years broke up normal patterns of daily life. In the midst of the massive layoffs and unemployment, the nation interpreted the calamity based on patriarchal notions of family and gender relations. Men were the breadwinners, while women were the nurturers and managers of households. While the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal generated hope among Americans—as well as found an advocate for women in the White House, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt—gender biases persisted.

Traditional gender roles assumed that all women were members of families with a male breadwinner at the head. The typical woman during the Great Depression still had a husband working, even if only part-time or with a wage cut. As managers of households, women had to deal with reduced budgets and make do with whatever was available, actually enhancing their roles within the family structure. On the other hand, women who were widowed or divorced or whose husbands had deserted them struggled alone to keep their families afloat. These women truly lived on the margins of a society that interpreted the economic crisis in terms of the harm it was doing to masculinity and the patriarchal family. Rarely do we see images of women in public spaces such as breadlines or peddling on street corners. This was in part because women often tried to cope on their own, responding to cultural messages that help was for men, not for women.

Women looking for work or seeking relief risked public contempt because they were seen as taking jobs and money away from “deserving men.” The myth of women working for pin money remained strong throughout the decade. Yet many women had no choice but to work as the sole source of support for themselves and their families. Furthermore, the workforce remained segmented by gender, and it was not easy, or even desirable, for men to move into women’s jobs. Because most women worked at pink-collar jobs, they could not, by definition, take jobs from men. How could a construction worker take a job as a cleaning person without further undermining his masculinity? The gendered segmentation of the workforce actually gave women a slight edge. Traditionally male-dominated fields, including heavy industry and manufacturing, were the hardest hit by the Depression, while typically female clerical and sales work lost fewer jobs. The price that women paid for this edge, however, was the strengthening of stereotypical notions of what constituted women’s work.

Federal legislation consistently supported the gendered notions of work. For example, laws in effect between 1932 and 1937 made it illegal for more than one person per family to find employment within the federal civil service; it was the woman who lost her job. Many New Deal works programs cast women in traditional housekeeping roles. Despite the protestations of Eleanor Roosevelt, the Civilian Conservation Corps had a formal policy against hiring women. Other federal agencies paid women much less than men or gave preference to male job seekers over women.

The collective mood of the Depression era championed women’s domesticity, and the feminist ideals of earlier decades lost momentum. Women’s rights groups remained in the political background. Yet women became politically and economically active because of the pressures of the time, often challenging traditional notions of gender. They were a vital part of the labor movement during the Great Depression, taking part in strikes and work stoppages. The New Deal, even if relying on conservative gender roles, also provided opportunities for increasing numbers of women to participate in government, creating a powerful precedent for women’s political roles. Dorothea Lange defied convention and left her husband for another man, becoming one of the greatest documentary photographers in American history in the process. Amelia Earhart, the first woman to fly across the Atlantic, provided yet another public image that defied gender expectations. The movie industry included women such as Katharine Hepburn, who portrayed independent and strong female characters.

Education

Lack of money led to the closing of many public schools across the United States. Thousands of other schools operated on reduced hours and with cutbacks in the curriculum, supplies, and salaries. All of these cuts had an impact on the quality of the education available to young women. Furthermore, families needed every member working to survive the economic hard times, and attendance suffered as a consequence. Many girls left school altogether to work or to travel with their families or alone in search of work. Race and class compounded these adverse effects on public education. Yet by 1940 over half of 17-year-olds graduated, and there were more females than men among the graduates.

The economic collapse of the early 1930s also turned into a crisis for institutions of higher education. Colleges and universities slashed budgets, classes, and enrollment. Some students quit school to help their families, others because they could no longer afford tuition and expenses. By the 1930s, the preponderance of universities and colleges had opened their doors for women, and on the eve of the Depression, nearly half of all college students had been women. This percentage declined significantly during the 1930s. The economic crisis intensified the debates about the need for higher education for women, especially in coeducational settings. Many Americans saw women’s movement into professional fields, especially if married, as inappropriate and even unfair to men. Concerns about what the intellectual rigors of higher education did to women, particularly concerns that too much or too difficult education contributed to reproductive troubles, also continued into the Depression years, posing barriers to women’s participation in fields such as science and technology. Women tended to attend teachers’ colleges, and even then their enrollment dropped as many school districts instituted policies that favored hiring men. A final ingredient in the decline in women’s college attendance was the fact that in hard economic times more men took to higher education as a way to increase their employability. With lower enrollment caps, men took priority over women.

Student life also changed due to the experience of the Depression. Female students especially took on new roles that challenged existing gender stereotypes in all parts of their lives. The fact that they pursued higher education in itself defied gender expectations during the decade. Women became less concerned about marriage and more concerned about their own education as a way of supporting themselves, exploring classes that would be practical and useful for future employment. Female interest and participation in sports also increased steadily. Their increased involvement overall led many young women to broaden their views of what female domestic responsibilities entailed. These women began to question traditional stereotypes about marriage, motherhood, and women’s participation in society. While feminism took a backseat in the culture at large, college-educated women continued to push gender boundaries and pave the way for more equality for women.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

Women experienced increased job discrimination during the Depression years. The American Federation of Labor adopted a position that endorsed hiring discrimination against women whose husbands earned a living wage. The federal government determined that only one family member could work in civil service, implying that the woman was to give up her employ in favor of her husband. Many states fired women, only to replace them with male heads of families. Other states had laws that prohibited the employment of married women. The shrinking job market favored men, while women were seen as working for pin money and stealing jobs from men. The same rule applied to women who were sole supporters of their families, reflective of the persistent idea that all women belonged to families with a male breadwinner who lived in the home and brought all his wages home. This was not the reality for many American women.

Still, even the economic crisis could not derail the 20th-century trend of women increasingly working for wages outside the home. According to census figures, the percentage of employed women age 14 and older actually rose during the Depression from 24.3 percent in 1930 to 25.4 percent in 1940, a gain of 2 million jobs. Even more dramatically, the number of married women in the workforce doubled during the decade. A 1936 Gallup Poll found that 82 percent of Americans polled believed that a wife should not work if the husband was employed, and the majority of respondents favored legal restrictions on married women’s employment. In other words, the economic and social realities did not significantly change most Americans’ perceptions about gender roles.

The gender segmentation of the labor market protected some female employment. Clerical jobs especially increased significantly during the 1930s, and by the end of the decade one-third of all white women in the waged labor market held clerical jobs. The New Deal also helped keep demand for services up, creating jobs in the service industry for women: beauticians, waitresses, and telephone switch operators are some examples of women’s work in this sector. These trends strengthened already existing perceptions of women’s roles in the labor market as low-wage or part-time workers. Furthermore, a 1937 Women’s Bureau survey showed that one-fifth of all white women still worked in factories and one-third as domestics, occupations that rarely paid a living wage.

Black women fared even worse than white women. Most toiled in agricultural work as farmworkers (not farm owners), while two-thirds of all domestic servants were African American. Less than one-tenth of all black wage-earning women worked in manufacturing, and when they did it was in the most unsavory jobs. Even fewer, less than 2 percent, had white-collar employment jobs, such as clerical work. Unemployment figures also reflect the racial division. According to 1937 census data, nearly 43 percent of African American women in the North were unemployed, while just over 23 percent of white women were without work. Other women of color also tended to work in menial low-wage jobs. Mexican American women typically worked in the canneries and agricultural fields of the Southwest, again as farmworkers or day laborers. Asian American women, on the other hand, tended to work in family businesses, whether farms or shops in their own segregated communities.

While New Deal legislation set minimum standards for wages and working conditions, its record on women is uneven. There was little enforcement, and job categories remained stratified by gender. Furthermore, federal codes did not even cover agricultural and domestic work, further disadvantaging poor women of color. Federal relief work for women also reinforced prevailing notions of women’s work as domestic. The Women’s Bureau also encouraged crafts as a source of female employment. The Indian New Deal, similarly, revived interest in Native American arts and crafts and encouraged their production, actually elevating women’s roles in reservation households and economies, as they were able to create cash income.

An important development in the workforce was unionization, supported by the passage of the National Labor Relations Act. Both skilled and unskilled workers took advantage of its support for labor’s right to organize and bargain collectively. While male union leaders did not necessarily set out to organize women; women were swept up in the more general efforts and strikes. Especially important was the emergence of industrial unionism whereby all workers in an industry form a union together, significantly increasing their power. As a result, female union membership grew from 265,000 to 800,000 during the 1930s, and women formed a significant element in the numerous labor struggles that characterized the decade. Their membership and participation did not necessarily convince the male leadership to support equal pay for equal work; instead, many union men retained old ideas about women’s place. Even female labor organizers and union employees ended up taking “women’s jobs” that paid less than work traditionally done by men.

Legal and Political Power

In 1931, the president of the League of Women Voters stated that nearly all discrimination against women had been removed, implying that the Nineteenth Amendment signaled the end of women’s rights struggles. Yet women did not vote as a bloc, nor did they necessarily consider women’s issues at the ballot box. Interestingly, the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) gained support during the 1930s. During the 1940 presidential race, the amendment became an election issue for the first time when the Republican Party offered its support. The Women’s Party had intended the amendment as protection against discrimination in salary, hiring, and education, much of that discrimination written into laws at the state level. Other reformers, including women, argued that the ERA would weaken protective legislation they had fought so hard for in previous decades. Finally, most Americans continued to believe that women would best serve their “natural purpose” in the comfort of their homes, not as workers, legislators, administrators, or preachers.

Regardless of public opinion, feminists continued to advocate for legal equality for all women, including married women. One victory came in the area of citizenship. In 1931, women secured an amendment to the Cable Act allowing American women to retain their citizenship regardless of their husbands’ immigration status. Although affecting very few women, it was a symbolic victory to protect the legal identity of married women. A much more obvious symbol of women’s advancement during the 1930s was the proliferation of women in leadership roles in government. Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, the first woman in a presidential cabinet, oversaw many of the social welfare initiatives of the New Deal. Ellen Sullivan Woodward supervised women’s relief projects for the Works Progress Administration. These appointments resulted from the lobbying efforts of Molly Dewson, head of the Women’s Division in the Democratic National Committee. Mary McLeod Bethune served as the president’s adviser on race relations. Access to First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt greatly enhanced their effectiveness, as Roosevelt used her position to advance the causes of women, blacks, and other marginalized groups.

These women together shaped the political agenda of the New Deal. In particular, they were influential in formulating the Social Security Act that created the foundations of the American welfare state. Even among female reformers, however, alliances across racial lines remained rare and difficult. Similarly, the public assistance programs they devised for poor women in the Social Security Act were hampered by assumptions about maternalism, such as their insistence on treating poor women as mothers rather than as workers and stigmatizing assistance to poor women. As a result, the New Deal proved inadequate to women in many ways but did, in other ways, set the stage for a time when women would act as a powerful group in American political life.

Immigration and Migration

The economic downturn intensified anti-immigrant nativism in the United States. Legislation was already in place barring certain ethnic groups from entering the United States, and economic factors further restricted immigration throughout the 1930s. Endemic unemployment created strong sentiment against the presence of Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants, who had become a source of cheap labor in agriculture and construction in the American Southwest. As the Depression deepened, government authorities determined that it would be cheaper to return Mexicans to Mexico than to risk having them on welfare. With the cooperation of the Mexican government, the United States repatriated Mexicans and some Mexican American citizens between 1929 and 1935. Historians estimate that nearly 1 million people were sent to Mexico during these years, including American citizens with long-established residences and others who were tricked or forced to leave the United States. Deportation was especially difficult for women traveling alone or with children. Many Hispanic women also had to make choices about leaving family members behind or refusing to accompany a male who was being deported. Because of family ties, many deported women illegally returned to the United States, continuing the historical pattern of cyclical migration that characterizes the southern U.S. border.

While immigration remained low, the Great Depression served as a powerful impetus for internal migrations. In the South, the economic distress was compounded by New Deal policies that displaced large numbers of sharecroppers and tenant farmers, black and white alike. They either stayed on to work as seasonal labor or moved into the southern cities in search of employment. In the Plains states, a drought fueled similar regional migrations. Many young women especially ventured out of their familial surroundings and embarked upon lives on their own. A number of Dust Bowl migrants, the so-called Okies, undertook a long journey west to California and the Pacific Northwest, where many of them became part of a migrant workforce. These migrants were generally young nuclear families with preexisting family connections in their destination. With little capital, the everyday hardships of life for women during the Great Depression only compounded while on the road, and the necessity of making do was a daily challenge for women. In the migrant labor camps, where many mothers and children lived, conditions were poor and resources few. Dorothea Lange’s photograph of the migrant mother serves as a stark reminder of the hardships women faced. Lange took the photograph of Florence Owens Thompson in 1936 at a migrant farm labor camp as part of her work for the WPA. The family had driven to Nipomo, California, after hearing that there was work picking peas, but the pea crop was destroyed by frost. Thompson told Lange that she and her seven children had been living on vegetables they had scavenged from nearby fields and birds the children killed. Moreover, Thompson and her children were living in an open-front tent and had just sold the car’s tires for food money. Lange’s photograph of Thompson and three of her children is a pitiless view of the despair and hopelessness felt by migrant women and families.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

The Jazz Age had brought about new attitudes about sexuality and marriage that were put on the back burner with the onset of the Great Depression. Dating and courtship as well as marriage and family life reflected the grim economic realities of the times. Relationships were far from the minds of people who were struggling amid joblessness and homelessness. Many a courtship ended abruptly when families moved in search of any work. When young women and men dated, thrift determined their activities; they simply could not afford entertainment or recreational activities far beyond their immediate vicinity. Family outings and local events, such as town-sponsored dances, were common ways of spending time together. Even movies, which had been an affordable activity for courting couples before 1930, became too expensive for many young people. Movie attendance dropped by 30 percent in the 1930s, and 8,000 movie theaters had closed by 1934.

Marriage rates also dropped dramatically in the early 1930s, as couples were waiting until they could afford to start a family together. In the 1920s, annual marriage rates were approximately 99 per 1,000 single women; in the early 1930s, these rates declined to 81 per 1,000 women. By the end of 1938, an estimated 1.5 million people had delayed marriage due to economic hardship, although marriage rates had returned to pre-Depression levels by then. Another result of the decline and delay in marriages was a significant increase in the number of single women who often continued to live in their parents’ households. Many young women, especially from the farming regions, opted to move to the city in hopes of finding work and opportunity there.

Divorce rates also dropped steadily during the decade. In addition to the difficulty of obtaining a divorce, divorces and setting up new households also required money. Individuals, and especially women, in unhappy marriages often decided to tough it out rather than risk financial ruin by divorcing their spouses. Many husbands chose the poor man’s divorce—they simply abandoned their families. The rates of these abandonments increased as the pressures of the economic crisis deepened. According to a 1940 poll, husbands had abandoned an estimated 1.5 million married women, leaving these mothers as the sole caretakers and providers for their families. In an age before federal databases, before even drivers’ licenses and social security numbers, tracing a missing husband and wringing child support payments from him was nearly impossible. Many women in this situation had to send their children to live with relatives while they tried to find work in an economy that did not look favorably upon female employment.

On the other hand, the Depression fostered an increased emphasis on the values of self-help and collectivity. Families increasingly came to include members of the extended family in an effort to combine scarce resources. And because of insufficient incomes, life focused on the family and the immediate community. The radio became the central piece of the average family’s living room, and parents and children alike gathered together to listen to their favorite show or to news programming about current affairs. Board games such as Monopoly also were popular, bringing together the young and the old. Oral histories often remind us of these happier family-oriented memories while they tend to gloss over the negative effects on family life, including the increased pressures on women in relationships.

Fertility and Fertility Control

The Great Depression points to the close relationship between economics and reproduction. As jobs evaporated and wages fell, children became an economic liability that most could not afford. Couples, worried about their finances, put off having children entirely or attempted to limit the number of children. As a result, the fertility rate, or the number of live births to women between the ages of 15 and 44, dropped by nearly 20 percent from 1928 to 1935, below replacement levels. While this declining birthrate raised concerns in some circles about the future of the nation, the realities of the Depression left women desperate to find ways to avoid another mouth in the family to feed.

One option to control births was the termination of a pregnancy by abortion. Women from all social strata, both married and single, were having abortions in greater numbers than before. While abortion was illegal, some doctors were beginning to stretch the therapeutic exception to include social conditions and performed safe abortions in hospitals and in their offices as part of their practice. Most doctors did not, forcing women to seek unsafe solutions; race and class were additional determinants in whom a woman could turn to. Botched abortions led to an estimated 17,000 female deaths annually throughout the decade. One response came from law enforcement, which began to crack down on illegal abortion providers. Hospitals also created committees to oversee their doctors and patients to determine the necessity of abortions. Some Americans began to advocate for wider acceptance of contraception.

In 1930 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that insofar as birth control devices had other lawful purposes besides contraception, they could be legally advertised, distributed, and sold as noncontraceptive devices. This ruling opened the door for the so-called feminine hygiene industry that boomed as the demand for birth control increased amid the Great Depression. In rural areas, where women didn’t have access to stores that sold these products, mail marketing and door-to-door saleswomen provided the service. The clandestine nature of the birth control industry allowed manufacturers to charge high prices, while the effectiveness of their product was not controlled. Methods guaranteed as safe and dependable for feminine hygiene were not necessarily so for contraceptive purposes. Regardless, by 1937 Americans were spending over $200 million on feminine hygiene products and another $38 million on condoms.

At the same time, the American Birth Control League increased the number of its clinics from 55 in 1930 to over 500 in 1938. These clinics provided access to birth control for urban women. In rural areas, women still had to rely on alternative ways of limiting births. As the availability of contraceptives increased, so did public acceptance of birth control. In 1936, an overwhelming 64 percent of Gallup survey participants favored not just the practice of birth control but also teaching about birth control. That same year Margaret Sanger orchestrated a court battle over a shipment of Japanese diaphragms to a doctor in the United States. In its decision, the Supreme Court ruled that physicians could receive contraceptive devices and information via the mail unless prohibited by a specific local law, a major victory for birth control advocates. The following year the American Medical Association revised its longtime ban on birth control and officially recognized it as a part of legitimate medical practice.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

Though childbirth is a natural and normal event in a woman’s life, the first volume of The American Journal of Obstetrics and Gynecology (1920) instead considered childbirth a “pathologic process,” further pointing out that “only a small minority of women escape damage during labor.” This point of view, conveniently, allowed the medical profession to control women’s health care, driving midwives and less formal practitioners out of business. By the 1930s, obstetricians had managed to convince the public of the dangers of childbirth and appropriate women’s control over the process. They trained women to view physician-controlled, hospital-based childbirth as the progressive, modern, safe way to give birth. Still, childbirth was dangerous, and high percentages of women and their infants died during or soon after childbirth. In the early 1930s, the White House Conference on Child Health and Protection issued a report stating that maternal mortality had not declined between 1915 and 1930 and that the number of infant deaths from birth injuries actually increased by 40–50 percent. The report concluded there were two main reasons for this increase: women received inadequate prenatal care, and excessive, often improper, intervention in the birthing process took place. To address this statistic, organized medicine made an aggressive effort to eliminate high-risk practices. Cleanliness and infection control at delivery improved, as did the training of physicians. Prenatal care and the role of nutrition also gained recognition for their benefits. In 1935, 37 percent of births occurred in a hospital; by 1939, 50 percent of all women and 75 percent in urban areas gave birth in a hospital setting.

To prepare themselves for the birth of a child, expectant mothers gleaned information from a variety of sources, including friends and family members, midwives, physicians, public health nurses, and the pages of magazines and advice literature. The custom of using midwives to assist in childbirth remained popular, especially in urban immigrant communities. Midwives had the advantage of knowing the mother’s language, customs, and beliefs. They charged less to attend a delivery than physicians did, and they cared for the mother for several days after the birth. In the 1930s, the Maternity Center Association (MCA) in New York City also began to train nurse-midwives to assist obstetricians. They joined public health nurses in providing quality health care to patients in remote areas.

Raising a child amid the economic distress was difficult. Malnutrition, hunger, displacement, and hard work defined the experiences of many Depression-era youngsters. Families often had no choice but to put their children, boys and girls, to work to help earn money. In most cases children were pulled out of school, often at the elementary level, to help their families get by. Girls were more likely to leave school before high school than were boys, in part because many Americans believed that girls needed no more than an eighth grade education. Some women, unable to care for their children, placed them in orphanages; others had to rely on extended family assistance to raise their children. The 1935 Social Security Act, which included aid for dependent children, made it possible for many families to care for children whom they otherwise might have placed in orphanages. Also, many orphanages had shifted their mission to caring for children with mental, emotional, and physical problems. In the 1930s social workers increasingly preferred to put healthy children in foster families and have the state pay for their board.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

While the economic crisis alone did not cause violence, it exacerbated already existing strains in relationships. Recent research shows that women whose husbands experience periods of unemployment are more likely to be victims of violence than women with husbands in steady jobs. In addition, the loss of resources diminishes battered women’s ability to escape their situation. These factors certainly applied to the Depression years, when violence against women and children increased. American culture, rather than trying to understand the root causes of domestic violence, interpreted it within the paradigm of masculinity and patriarchal family values as an expression of male frustration. Women were advised to provide support to their husbands struggling with their self-esteem. Thus, an abused woman could be accused of failing to adequately support her husband. The courts de-emphasized the violence and focused instead on child neglect. Furthermore, this neglect was interpreted within an economic context with focus on issues such as malnutrition and medical neglect, issues that could also negatively reflect on the mother who was the victim of family violence.

Professionals in the criminal justice system and in social services all noted a dramatic increase in prostitution during the Depression years. The analysis of the causes shifted from condemning the women involved as immoral and argued instead for economic necessity as the root cause of the rising levels of prostitution. Increasingly, the women themselves cited the absence of a husband and the presence of hungry children and dependent family members as the reason for their new occupation. While women of all races resorted to prostitution during the Depression, statistics indicate that black women did so more often than their white counterparts. They were also more likely to go into streetwalking and thus more likely to be victims of violence and incarceration. There was a notable increase in this violence, as most women worked under organized crime syndicates that saw prostitution as a profitable industry to replace their losses after the end of prohibition.

Clothing and Fashion

The Great Depression brought to a screeching halt the fashion extravaganza of the Jazz Age. Companies started researching and implementing cheaper means of manufacturing clothing. Fashion designers also returned to more basic styles for women’s clothing. Waistlines climbed back to their natural location, skirts became longer and slimmer, and low heels and less makeup were typical. Accessories took on importance as a way to create a new look with less money. Women’s magazines displayed designs that middle-class women could actually hope to wear. Most fashion illustrations in magazines showed the clothing in sketch form rather than photographs to save money. And as ink was expensive, the illustrations often appeared in muted colors. At the same time, there was great interest in the glamorous styles of the wealthy, especially Hollywood stars.

The Jazz Age flapper introduced to the American public the idea of slenderness; self-esteem increasingly became identified with external attributes. While Depression-era fashion trends were more “natural,” they too emphasized the woman’s body as a feminine thing of beauty. It was also in style to be healthy, and sporty wear became quite popular. Corsets, or girdles, helped larger women achieve the desired look. Elasticized fabric panels and light boning smoothed out “problem areas” of the figure but did not try to compress it into a new shape. Designers also made workplace clothing for women, such as a woman’s suit with pockets or trousers fitted for the female body. For poor women, choices were limited. While they too increasingly relied on manufactured clothing rather than sewing themselves, their choices were limited to secondhand stores or to washing and mending clothes they had. Children’s clothes would be passed on from one child to the next until they were worn out.
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3. World War II (1939–1945)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

World War II was a devastating global conflict that began in Europe in 1939; the United States entered the war in 1941. The United States, the United Kingdom, and the British Commonwealth, which constituted the Allied Powers, declared victory over the Axis nations of Germany, Italy, and Japan in 1945. The war generated tremendous changes in almost all areas of American life. Central to this change was the emergence of women as a vital element in the war effort both at home and abroad. Women’s contributions during that time are honored at the National World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C. through the words of President Franklin Roosevelt inscribed there: “They have given their sons to the military services. They have stoked the furnaces and hurried the factory wheels. They have made the planes and welded the tanks, riveted the ships and rolled the shells.” But after the war, women’s services were for the most part no longer required.

World War II (1939–1945) followed within one generation of the so-called War to End All Wars (1914–1918), later more accurately known as World War I. World War II formally began with the German invasion of Poland in 1939. Germany’s allies, Italy and Japan, called themselves the Axis Powers. All three countries felt that they had been mistreated after World War I. They declared that the world would soon revolve around a Berlin/Rome (and later Tokyo) axis.

The United States entered the war after Japan attacked American military installations at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941. Thus, the United States was fighting two fronts, one in Europe and one in the South Pacific, though other theaters of war existed throughout the world. Victory in Europe was celebrated on May 8, 1945, with victory over Japan coming in August of that same year. At both of these fronts there was little distinction between the military and civilians. Untold numbers of noncombatant women and children were killed around the world, with their deaths not as well documented as military casualties.

During the war, almost every aspect of American life changed radically. One of the most sweeping changes that took place concerned the roles of women. Thousands served in new military units for women with an alphabet soup of acronyms such as WACs, WAVES, WASPs, and SPARS (respectively, Women’s Army Corps, Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service, Women Airforce Service Pilots, and, taken from the Coast Guard motto, Semper Paratus/Always Ready). Thousands more joined the Army Nurse Corps and Navy Nurse Corps. Women also served at home and overseas with volunteer units such as the United Service Organizations (USO) and the Red Cross.

Apart from the European and Pacific fronts of the war, the civilian commitment in the United States was essential to victory. America still needed food, pharmaceuticals, and government workers. Just as women responded to the call to arms, on the home front they answered the “call to farms.” There was the Women’s Land Army (nearly 1 million strong) as well as Government Girls (around the same number). They plowed fields, drove trucks, harvested crops, built planes, and rigged parachutes. They sewed aircraft upholstery and riveted bombers. They excelled in traditionally male pursuits that ran the gamut from A to Z, from aviators to zookeepers.

Some were dubbed with cute names such as “streetcar conductorettes” as well as the iconic Rosie the Riveter immortalized through the confident, determined woman on the popular posters. In reality, there was not much cute about their labor. After a long day of backbreaking toil, many women went home to feed and care for their children, who were themselves often frightened, frustrated, and unruly due to their newfound circumstances. Sometimes day care was available; mostly, it was not. Older family members became ad hoc child care providers for families and sometimes even neighborhoods.

Women were generally paid less than men for performing the same jobs. They faced discrimination and harassment, both subtle and not. Minority women—Asians, Hispanics, and especially African Americans—faced double challenges for both their gender and their race. For example, some African American women learned when they were turned down for factory work that it was because of a belief that blacks had sweaty hands. Though women were being recruited for patriotic and economic reasons, some faced the scorn of their own families and society in general for being “unfeminine.” Others found themselves far from home, away from all they knew and loved, sometimes deep in an adventure and sometimes just tired, dirty, and lonely.

Yet they prevailed. Women helped win the war and were often lauded for being as important to the Allied war effort as the men on the front lines. But when the war was over, women were cast aside. WASPs, for example, were terminated before the war was over, with planes still on runways needing to be flown elsewhere. Some women were ready to leave their jobs to settle down as housewives and mothers; many were not. Even decades later, some women considered the war years, with all their struggles, to have been the best and most meaningful years of their lives.

Hollywood movies of the 1930s and 1940s offer a barometer of the times. In the gray days of the Great Depression, the leading 1930s movies were escapist entertainment—light and fizzy as champagne, or what people on breadlines imagined champagne to be. Women starring in the top movies of that decade included Claudette Colbert in It Happened One Night, Myrna Loy in The Thin Man, and Ginger Rogers, dancing backwards in high heels, in Cheek to Cheek. They played, respectively, a runaway heiress, a tipsy socialite, and a fashion model in a feathered dress. During the war years, however, women’s roles in the top movies were complex rather than one-dimensional, even dark around the edges, played by strong women: Bette Davis in Now, Voyager (1942), Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca (1943), and, in a harbinger of things to come, a hard-boiled Barbara Stanwyck in 1944’s Double Indemnity.

The same sort of sea change can be said to have taken place with the average American woman. When their husbands, fathers, and other men left for the army or war work, overnight these “sheltered” women had to learn to survive and also safeguard their children. Since it was widely held that girls did not need an education, often not beyond the eighth grade, many American women had limited resources to draw upon. At the very least, they had to learn to run the house. Overnight, they became the family doctor, chauffeur, financial manager, disciplinarian, auto mechanic, and other personas previously closely held by males. They cooked meals with rationed food, grew gardens to raise their own food, and repaired household appliances when they gave out. Sometimes they also worked a full day in a defense plant or plowing the family farm. If they could write, almost all wrote letters at night to absent husbands, sweethearts, fathers, and sons—upbeat, optimistic, loving, sweet-natured messages reassuring the men of what they were fighting for.

One of the enemies the soldiers were fighting was Germany, which actively discouraged women from working outside the home. Adolf Hitler and the Nazis took pride in having slave labor from conquered countries to do extra war work. Germany was known as the land of the 3K’s that defined the world for its women: Kinder, Küche, Kirche (children, kitchen, church). Hitler disparaged the Allies as degenerate for letting women work outside the home. His emphasis was on rewarding those who produced—and punishing those who did not produce—babies for the Third Reich. An Aryan man could divorce his wife if she did not bear children in the first five years of marriage. Germany’s ally Japan still held to the Samurai code in which women were subservient to men. A wife could not divorce her husband no matter how badly she was mistreated, but a Japanese man could divorce his wife with no trouble at all.

Therefore, American women who fell into the hands of the enemy during World War II could not expect much in the way of chivalry or the provisions of the Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war. American women, civilians and those in uniform, went through the horrors of being prisoners of war for years under both Germany and Japan. American nurses near the front lines and those who were captured in places such as Guam were imprisoned and, by the end of the war, nearly starved to death. Under the Japanese occupation of the Philippines, Filipino American women bravely smuggled food and medical supplies to male and female prisoners of war, an act that could mean immediate execution for treason against Japan.

A simple way of condemning a female prisoner was simply to call her a spy. In point of fact, there were American women engaged in vital espionage work during World War II. Many remained undercover and their work unrecognized, such as Amy Thorpe Pack (code name “Cynthia”). Others saw their contributions noted many years after the fact, such as Julia McWilliams Child, who worked for the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), forerunner of the CIA, and who would later gain fame as “The French Chef.”

Most American women aiding the war effort during World War II received little recognition. But there was one woman during the World War II years who did inspire many women and girls almost as much as she aroused hatred among some men. Her name was Eleanor Roosevelt. Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962) was the niece of one president, Theodore Roosevelt, and the wife of another, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. She arrived in the White House after her husband’s inauguration in 1933 and was America’s longest-serving first lady, serving until 1945. Only in recent years has the extent of President Roosevelt’s physical disability generally come to light, so while he stayed in Washington and ran the country, Eleanor became his eyes and ears around the nation, and later the world, reporting back to him on what she observed.

Prior to Eleanor Roosevelt’s tenure, first ladies were rarely seen and less often heard. Roosevelt changed all that. She became the first president’s wife to hold regular press conferences (with only female journalists), write a syndicated daily newspaper column, deliver sponsored radio broadcasts, give lectures, address the Democratic National Convention, and travel across the United States and overseas to visit American troops, once journeying 25,000 miles in five weeks. She also observed the pitiful conditions of unrepresented groups in America such as migrant workers as well as the shameful condition of blacks within sight of the Capitol dome in Washington, D.C.; she then testified before congressional hearings to draw attention to their plight. She advocated desegregation in the military for both males and females. She constantly reminded her husband that while America was fighting for democracy around the world, he should not forget the people at home. This included maintaining the advances made by women during the war years.

With all that, Eleanor Roosevelt made the time for small personal kindnesses, such as driving downtown in her husband’s limousine and inviting weary “government girls” to visit with her for a moment so the girls could write home that they had sat in the president’s car. When she returned from her visits to military hospitals in the United States and overseas, Roosevelt made hundreds of phone calls to parents, wives, and sweethearts of the wounded warriors she had met. It is said that even hate mail received her polite response in the hope that she could change the writer’s mind. American women looked to Roosevelt and concluded that a woman’s world could extend outside the home, that a woman could make real contributions to our nation, and that “if Mrs. Roosevelt can do it, so can I!” Like her husband, Roosevelt suffered vitriolic criticism during her lifetime. And also like her husband, history has proven that she was the right person in the right job at the right time.

A top priority item for the first lady was equality in the armed services, making sure those rights were extended to minority women. One of the most shining success stories was known as the “Six Triple Eight.” For most of the war the armed services were segregated, especially in regard to the policy of not accepting African American women for service. With Eleanor Roosevelt’s help, a black unit of the Women’s Army Corps played an important role in the war. The 6888th Central Postal Battalion consisted entirely of African American women. They trained in the United States and braved the U-boat infested waters of the North Atlantic as they were shipped out to England, where a V-1 rocket bomb exploded nearby on their arrival. After the D-day invasion in 1944, troops were moving so quickly and erratically across Europe that their mail could not catch up with them. One army colonel said that along with a place to sleep and something to eat, the most important thing for troops’ morale was mail from home. When the women arrived, the 6888th found three airplane hangars crammed full with over a year’s backlog of mail, more than 7 million pieces. Some were addressed simply as “To Junior, U.S. Army.” It was the job of the 6888th to find the recipients. They worked around the clock seven days a week moving 65,000 pieces of mail per eight-hour shift. They were redeployed to France where they continued their exemplary work, all the while eating in segregated mess halls and sleeping in segregated barracks. Though there was no official recognition for their service when they returned home, they proved that African American women could get the job done well.

Another unsung group of women during the war years was American teachers, mostly women since their male colleagues often left for the armed services or better-paying war work. When rationing became mandatory in the United States, only limited amounts of products such as food, rubber, and gasoline could be purchased. Journalist David Brinkley recalls that rationing boards assigned public school teachers the task of distributing ration books to often angry citizens who lined up at their local school. Each day after their classroom work, the weary teachers had to patiently and repeatedly explain to their neighbors why rationing was necessary, what the different ration books meant, and how much they could get and when. Each time the ration policies changed, which they did frequently, teachers were called upon again to face the hostile crowds. The teachers did so and reported that they were proud to be doing their part.

Other women found their way to jobs in defense plants and other types of factories. American women had been barred from many professions and jobs other than low-status, low-waged work. In factory work women, often immigrants, could work a grueling 48-hour week to bring home a weekly salary of $7.20. That was a princely sum compared to the maids who worked six days a week to bring home $2 weekly. In the 1930s when so many Americans were out of work and any working wage was desperately needed, a majority of the states (26 of the 48) had laws barring the employment of married women.

Estimates place the number of women entering the workforce during the World War II years from 8 million to as high as 19 million. Yet apart from putting glamour shots of women in uniform alongside Rosie the Riveter on their covers, women’s magazines did not address the issues of the working woman. Those magazines existed on advertising revenues and saw women as consumers rather than humans with real-life problems. Many women struggled at low-waged jobs, with sporadic to nonexistent child care, sexual demands by supervisors who held the power of hiring and firing, undependable transportation, loneliness, fear, fatigue, malnourishment, ill health, and other dilemmas. However much Rosie the Riveter is celebrated today, many American women found their lives during World War II just as demanding, if not more demanding, than they had been during the Great Depression.

Sometimes women’s husbands and sons came home on leave, which was usually great cause for celebration—but not always. Some men felt threatened by their wives’ newfound independence. Some men impregnated their wives, adding to their problems particularly if he was home only temporarily. Some husbands and boyfriends brought home venereal disease acquired from liaisons with other women, often the prostitutes who flourished near army bases. American society did little to address or discuss these problems, leaving women to face them as best they could.

After the war, women veterans often had a difficult time obtaining benefits under the G.I. Bill. Women in factories lost their jobs, though a majority surveyed had wished to keep them. Contrary to myth, working women did not go home. They just found other jobs. More women worked at waged labor after the war than during the war. Some women moved to the new suburbs during the postwar baby boom, where children and cooking consumed their lives. But they knew they had done their part for victory. Perhaps some of them held out hope that their daughters and granddaughters would have the right to go to college and find meaningful work outside the home. In the words of a member of the 6888th, “We served our country proudly, and we did a good job.” Nothing could take that away.

Nancy Hendricks
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All-American Girls Professional Baseball League

The All-American Girls Professional Baseball League (AAGPBL), in existence from 1943 to 1954, was the most popular of the women’s baseball leagues of the World War II and postwar era. It existed to both further popularize baseball and fill a void left in professional sports when thousands of American men, some of them professional athletes, volunteered for military service during the war.

Due to the rising popularity of baseball, between 1890 and 1935 hundreds of “Bloomer Girl” baseball teams traveled across the country challenging minor league men’s teams. Some of these early women’s baseball teams included the New York Bloomer Girls, the Philadelphia Bobbies, the Boston Bloomer Girls, the Western Bloomer Girls, and the Chicago Bloomers. Some of these women distinguished themselves with their high level of play. For example, in 1931 Virne “Jackie” Mitchell was signed to pitch for the Chattanooga Lookouts, making her the first woman to be signed to an all-male baseball team. That same year, Mitchell struck out Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig in an exhibition game against the New York Yankees. Soon after the game, baseball commissioner Kenesaw Mountain Landis nullified Mitchell’s contract.

In 1943 Philip K. Wrigley, chewing gum mogul and owner of the Chicago Cubs professional baseball team, created the AAGPBL in an effort to maintain popular interest in baseball during World War II. All the teams that made up the AAGPBL were from the Midwest, and they included the Fort Wayne Daisies, the Rockford Peaches, the Grand Rapid Chicks, the Racine Belles, the Kenosha Comets, the Minneapolis Millerettes, the South Bend Blue Sox, the Peoria Redwings, the Kalamazoo Lassies, the Springfield Sallies, and the Chicago Colleens. The league recruited players from Cuba, Canada, and the United States. About 600 white women played in the AAGPBL during the 11 years of its existence. During this period in American history the nation was racially segregated, and the AAGPBL was no exception. Consequently, African American women who wanted to play professional baseball had to join African American female leagues.

In the first few months of the AAGPBL’s history, players used a softball-sized ball (bigger than the baseball used by men). Pitchers hurled the ball underhand, and players were not allowed to steal bases. However, after the first year, the league began using a smaller ball, pitchers tossed the ball overhand, and stealing bases was allowed. In short, these and other changes that were made by league leaders made “baseball” an accurate description of the game the women were playing.

The AAGPBL’s peak of popularity was in 1948, three years after World War II ended, when about 1 million people purchased tickets to attend games. Although Wrigley was responsible for the league’s establishment, his motivations were primarily monetary. He had no desire to support feminist causes. In fact, his regard for female baseball players could be seen in the names he used for teams in the league, such as the chicks, daisies, and peaches. Furthermore, Wrigley required all of the players to wear lipstick and short skirts. Although short skirts kept the women cool, the outfits were a terrible idea for athletes who needed to slide into bases. Off the field, Wrigley banned players from wearing pants or drinking alcohol because he deemed those activities unladylike.

Although women continued to distinguish themselves on the field, the 1950s brought about a reversal of women’s gains in baseball. In the early 1950s, Mildred “Babe” Didrikson, an all-around athlete, struck out Joe DiMaggio in an exhibition game. In 1952 Eleanor Engle, who excelled as a shortstop, signed a contract to play with the all-male Harrison Senators, a minor league team. However, George M. Trautman, the head of the league, nullified the contract two days later. Baseball commissioner Ford Frick publicly supported Trautman’s action. Furthermore, that same year baseball officials issued regulations that banned women from playing on major league teams, a ban that remained in place until 1992. For this reason, after the AAGPBL was disbanded in 1954, there was no chance of women playing on male-only teams. Television producers focused their attention on male Major League Baseball and ignored the AAGPBL. As a consequence, attendance suffered, and the league collapsed in 1954.

The feminist revival of the 1970s impacted women’s on-field participation in professional baseball to a limited degree. In 1972, the New York State Court of Appeals ruled that Bernice Gera had the right to a position as an umpire on a professional baseball team. The victory was short-lived, however, as Gera resigned after only one game after she was threatened with violence. Title IX of the Education Amendment of 1972 made it illegal to discriminate against girls in school sports, mandating that school spend as much on girls’ sports as boys’. Perhaps the greatest gain that females made in baseball in the 1970s was President Gerald Ford’s mandate that allowed girls to play Little League baseball.

Regardless of Wrigley’s views, the establishment of the AAGPBL stood as a monument of women’s willingness to participate in areas of society that they had previously been excluded from. The relative popularity of the AAGPBL also suggested that Americans, in the absence of propaganda against women’s sports, were willing to watch female athletes compete in the professional arena. The league maintained a popular following both during and after the war, as was intended, and its success encouraged other women’s baseball leagues to spring up. In 1989, the Baseball Hall of Fame opened a permanent exhibit honoring the AAGPBL, and in 1992 the motion picture A League of Their Own dramatized and celebrated the AAGPBL.

Rolando Avila
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American Red Cross

The American Red Cross (ARC), which provides disaster relief and emergency assistance, was established in 1881 by Clara Barton. Under Barton’s leadership, the ARC tended to both domestic and foreign disasters. After Barton resigned from the ARC in 1904, Mabel Thorp Boardman ran the ARC until 1919, organizing it into a huge well-coordinated network. Working under Boardman’s leadership, Jane Delano helped build a large and well-trained ARC nursing department. In a time when women’s leadership was usually unwelcomed by society, these women leaders established and developed the ARC into an organization that employed millions of women in the service of Americans and the world.

During the American Civil War (1861–1865), Barton served as a nurse and led nurses on the war front. Although her proximity to the fighting put her life in danger, she readily risked her safety because she believed that more lives could be saved if the wounded men received quality treatment quickly. Her activities at the front earned her the nickname “Angel of the Battlefield.” After the Civil War, Barton went to Europe to vacation. When the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) began, she volunteered as a nurse and served in the International Committee of the Red Cross. Barton was impressed. When she returned to the United States in 1873 she began a campaign to create an American chapter of the Red Cross. To her disappointment, many officials were opposed to the idea. Following President George Washington’s parting advice, they had continued to avoid creating entanglements (or anything resembling an alliance) with other nations. Barton persisted, and with the help of other female friends the ARC was established on May 21, 1881. Under Barton’s leadership, the ARC provided disaster relief during floods in Ohio and Mississippi (1884), a hurricane in South Carolina (1893), the Spanish-American War (1898), and flooding in Galveston, Texas (1900).

Unfortunately, in 1904 the ARC was bankrupt. Consequently, Barton was forced to resign, and Boardman immediately took over administrative and fund-raising duties. Boardman refused the title of president because she firmly believed that popular support for the ARC would be gained more readily if a man held that position. Boardman was closely associated with the William Howard Taft family, and through this friendship Secretary of State Taft (later U.S. president, 1909–1913) agreed to serve as a figurehead president of the ARC. Boardman placed the ARC on firm financial footing by running successful fund-raising campaigns and establishing an endowment fund. Furthermore, she organized the existing loosely affiliated ARC units into one nationally chartered network. She expanded the ARC’s services to include nursing, first aid, water safety, and volunteer opportunities. In fact, Boardman believed that the best way to maximize the ARC’s effectiveness was by having as many volunteers at the ready as possible. During Boardman’s tenure, in 1909 Jane Delano joined the ARC. More than anyone else, Delano was responsible for the growth of an ARC nursing component. She trained nurses and became the first chairman of the National Committee on Red Cross Nursing.

When World War I (1914–1918) began, the ARC had 8,000 registered nurses ready for duty. In fact, by the end of the war, 20,000 ARC nurse volunteers were serving on the home front and the war front. During the war, the number of local chapters increased from about 100 in 1914 to almost 4,000 in 1918. During World War II, the ARC sent more than 100,000 nurses and millions of relief packages to Europe. At the request of military leaders, the ARC began a national blood drive that supplied wounded soldiers with more than 13 million pints of blood. After World War II, the ARC continued to grow and serve in many wars and natural disasters.

Beginning in 2006, the ARC began working closely with the Federal Emergency Management Agency to provide food and shelter for people affected by disasters. From the time of its establishment to the present day, the ARC has been the product of women’s leadership and support. The ARC stands as a testament of women’s vision, determination, capabilities, and willingness to serve humanity.

Rolando Avila
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Angels of Bataan and Corregidor (1941–1945)

The Angels of Bataan and Corregidor were a group of World War II military nurses. After the Philippines fell, the nurses were captured by the Japanese and imprisoned for nearly three years. Both army and navy nurses were taken prisoner. The women continued to work as a nursing unit throughout their captivity, caring for thousands of patients in the face of primitive conditions and extreme deprivation. They were the first group of American women to serve on the front lines and the first large group of American women captured and taken prisoner. All of the nurses survived their ordeal, a survival rate that remains unmatched by any other group of prisoners of war.

In early December 1941, the nurses stationed in the army and navy bases around the Philippine capital of Manila were planning for the Christmas holidays. Most of the women were in their 20s and had joined the military for adventure and the opportunity to serve the nation as military nurses. The Philippines began as a pleasant military assignment, with a relatively light workload and servants to cater to military personnel’s every need.

On December 8, 10 hours after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the Japanese bombed the Philippines to prevent the Allies from using the islands as a staging area for the war in the Pacific. Before the Japanese could occupy Manila, 87 army nurses escaped to the Bataan Peninsula to nearby Corregidor Island. Twelve navy nurses decided to remain at their posts to care for the sick and wounded. They would later be captured and imprisoned at Santo Tomas and Los Banos.

The army nurses operated two field hospitals in the jungles of the Bataan Peninsula. In four months, the nurses treated 6,000 patients amid bombing and artillery fire in hospitals entirely outdoors. Rows of cots were arranged between the trees, with vines and shrubbery serving as curtains. The traditional white uniforms and stockings were impractical in the jungle, so the nurses wore tropical-weight coveralls in a man’s size 42. Now in military uniform, the nurses called themselves “The Battling Belles of Bataan.” As the battle continued, the hospital became overcrowded, and supplies ran low. Filipino natives built cots out of bamboo and hammered scrap metal into basins and bedpans. The nurses made sutures from hemp fibers.

Bataan surrendered on April 9, 1942, and the nurses were ordered to abandon their patients to evacuate to Corregidor Island, where the hospital was located underground in Malinta Tunnel. The nurses continued their work, this time in dank, crowded corridors amid constant shelling that shook the tunnels. When surrender appeared imminent, the commanders ordered a dozen nurses to escape to Australia on the submarine USS Spearfish. The remaining 77 stayed with their patients. On May 6 Corregidor fell, and the nurses became prisoners of war.

The Japanese sent the nurses to the Santo Tomas internment camp to run the camp hospital. The nurses each worked four-hour daily shifts, even as their rations were cut to 700 calories a day and they suffered from malnutrition and tropical diseases. Later the nurses would tell stories of sautéing weeds in cold cream and counting the worms in their food as an extra protein source. By the time the Allies liberated the camp in 1945, the average woman had lost 30 percent of her body weight. Captain Maude Davison’s weight dropped from 158 to 80 pounds. Another nurse, Lieutenant. Mildred Dalton (Manning), lost all of her teeth due to malnutrition.

The nurses returned home to a hero’s welcome, but after the initial welcome most of them returned to anonymous lives. All imprisoned nurses were promoted and awarded the Bronze Star, but after the war they were largely forgotten. Only a few nurses received long-term military benefits or health care. All of the women struggled with chronic effects of prolonged malnutrition as well as emotional issues and post-traumatic stress disorder. Many of them died young, their bodies adversely affected by their imprisonment. In 1980, Major Maude C. Davison was posthumously awarded the Distinguished Service Medal.

Lynda C. Titterington
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Army Nurse Corps

Established in 1901, the U.S. Army Nurse Corp (ANC) is the first military department to formally admit women into its ranks. Made up of registered nurses, the ANC provides health care services to the army as part of the Army Medical Department.

Since military personnel attributed the majority of American deaths during the Spanish-American War (1898) to disease, both military leaders and the surgeon general lobbied the U.S. Congress for the creation of a specialized Women’s Nursing Corps (WNC) (renamed the Army Nurse Corps in 1918) that would be embedded in the U.S. Army. In 1900, Dr. Anita Newcomb McGee, who had served in the Spanish-American War, drafted the bill that was later incorporated into the Army Reorganization Act, which established the WNC. McGee was also instrumental in the appointment of Dita Kennedy, a widowed nurse, as the WNC’s first superintendent.

The standards of admittance to the WNC, which was designated exclusively for women nurses, were high. To be considered, women were required to graduate from a hospital training school. In addition, their training had to include a minimum two-year residency in an army-approved hospital. With their applications, candidates were required to submit a certificate of health from a physician and a letter of recommendation detailing their professional qualifications and moral character from training school superintendents. In addition, women had to be willing to commit to military service for three years. Not surprisingly, the high requirements coupled with the prospect of low pay hurt recruitment efforts. In 1908 the U.S. Navy added an official women’s nursing department, the Navy Nurse Corps, though women had worked as nurses on navy ships and in navy hospitals since the early 1800s.

When the United States entered World War I (1914–1918), the WNC was made up of about 400 active and reserve nurses, but recruiting and American women’s desire to help the war effort swelled the WNC’s ranks. By late 1918, the number of women in active service in the WNC had increased to more than 21,000, with almost half of that number serving in Europe. The army raised WNC pay and assigned the Red Cross as the WNC’s reserve. WNC nurses were stationed in mobile surgical hospitals in the United States, France, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Due to the unstable nature of the war front, women sometimes worked under combat conditions. World War I nurses also faced a biological threat: approximately 100 nurses died from an influenza outbreak (1918–1919) while tending to victims of the pandemic.

In 1918 under the Army Reorganization Act, the WNC was renamed the Army Nurse Corps. After the war, women lobbied for military rank and better benefits. In 1920, the army granted women “relative rank,” which meant that ANC nurses held a rank approximate to male officers but without the same pay or benefits. In 1926 the army granted disabled ANC nurses dis­ability benefits for the first time.
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Jane Arminda Delano served as superintendent of the Army Nurse Corps from 1909 to 1912 and founding chair of the American Red Cross Nursing Service. She was a descendant of one of the earliest English settlers to America and first served in the Spanish-American War in 1898. (Library of Congress)

Approximately 47,000 ANC nurses served during World War II (1939–1945). When the United States entered the war in 1941, ANC nurses were deployed in Europe and Asia. In 1942, for example, in the Battle of Bataan and the Battle of Corregidor, the Japanese captured about 66 ANC nurses and 11 navy nurses. The women were held as prisoners of war for nearly three years. During that time, the “Angels of Bataan,” under primitive conditions and with small rations, continued to care for the sick and wounded. At age 57, ANC captain Maude Davison was the oldest nurse taken prisoner at Corregidor in 1943 and continued as head nurse in the Santo Tomas prison camp until they were liberated in February 1945.

In total, more than 200 ANC nurses lost their lives during the war. Due to the shortage of doctors, nurses shouldered many of the medical responsibilities. They learned from their experiences, and they developed field medicine innovations. When they returned home after the war, many ANC veterans were dismayed when they were offered low status and low-paying jobs.

During the Korean War (1950–1953), about 500 nurses served in Mobile Army Surgical Hospitals (MASH) that continually moved close enough to the front lines to render fast medical aid to wounded soldiers. The Vietnam War (1954–1975) lasted for more than two decades, and about 5,000 ANC nurses served during the last decade of the war, with 8 ANC personnel losing their lives in the line of duty. From 1967 to 1971, Anna Mae Hayes served as chief of the ANC. In 1970 Colonel Hayes was recognized for her service with a promotion to brigadier general, making her the first woman in U.S. Army history to achieve that high rank. Beginning in the 1990s, thousands of ANC nurses served during military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. In fact, from the time of its inception, the ANC has remained active to the present day. Army nurses also served in humanitarian efforts in Africa and Latin America.

In 1955 for the first time, the ANC allowed male nurses to join. However, women continued to have a dominant presence in the ANC. By recent estimates, women made up about three-quarters of all ANC nurses. Throughout American history, whenever the U.S. Army has needed nurses in the battlefield, American nurses have stepped up to fulfill the stringent requirements, enlisted, and served their country. They have also served in peacetime, ensuring the health care of army personnel, active and retired. Their service has in turn promoted a slow but sure advancement of women’s place in American society.

Rolando Avila
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Avenger Field

Avenger Field is located in Sweetwater, Texas, and was the home of the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) of World War II. The WASP flight school opened at Avenger Field in February 21, 1943, and was the first all-women military flight training facility. The school closed on December 7, 1944.

The War Department considered using female pilots as early as the 1930s, but despite the efforts of pioneer aviators Jacqueline Cochran (1906–1980) and Nancy Harkness Love (1914–1976) to promote the use of women pilots in an emergency role, women were not allowed to fly for the military until 1942.

In 1938, the U.S. government established the Civilian Pilot Training Program (CPTP) to train pilots in anticipation of military conflict. Twenty thousand civilian pilots were to be trained each year to provide a pool of candidates for the armed forces. The CPTP allowed women to train but limited the number of female pilot trainees to 1 woman for every 10 men.

The Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS) was established in September 1942 and placed under the leadership of Love, who by this time had logged more than 1,200 hours of flying time and had a commercial pilot’s license. Love sent out telegrams to 83 women who had more than 500 hours of flight time. From that group, she recruited 27 experienced pilots to serve in the Ferry Command in a civilian capacity. These women, along with Love, became known as “The Originals.”

The WAFS pilots ferried aircraft from the factories to airfields and were initially limited to flying light aircraft and training vehicles, although they later flew larger planes, such as the P-51 Mustang, a long-range fighter plane, and the B-25 Mitchell bomber. The WAFS contribution to the war effort released male pilots for active duty, but at only 28 pilots the organization was too small to be very effective.

In 1942, General Hap Arnold (1886–1950) authorized the establishment of a women’s pilot training program, the 319th Army Air Forces Flying Training Detachment (Women), better known as the Women’s Flying Training Detachment (WFTD). Cochran was appointed as director. Air Transport Command (ATC) created a 23-week pilot training course at Houston Municipal Airport in Houston, Texas, for the women. The first class began in November 1942 as part of the 319th Army Air Force Women’s Flying Training Detachment (AAFWFTD). Twenty-three women pilots graduated on April 24, 1943. They were instructed in basic flight training, cross-country navigation, and safety but received no combat training.

The WAFS and WFTD merged in 1943 to become the WASP. In February 1943 while the second class was in progress, the WASP relocated to Avenger Field in Sweetwater, Texas, and its flight training program was expanded to 30 weeks. Previously a municipal airport, Avenger Field was leased to the War Department and used as a training ground for Royal Air Force and American pilots. In April 1943, Avenger Field became an all-female base.

WASP classes started monthly, and a total of 18 classes graduated between 1943 and 1944. More than 25,000 women applied to the program, but only 1,074 graduated from training and became pilots. The WASP was a paramilitary organization, but the female trainees lived in barracks, wore uniforms, and engaged in military-style physical training.

These civil service female pilots were assigned to 120 air bases nationwide. Their duties ranged from serving as flight training instructors and glider tow pilots to towing targets for gunnery practice and transporting cargo. The WASP delivered more than 12,000 aircraft nationwide and flew 78 types of airplanes, including the legendary B-29 bomber the Enola Gay. Some of the better pilots were allowed to work with jet- and rocket-propelled planes and radar-controlled targets.

On September 30, 1943, the first bill was introduced in Congress that would have given the WASP full military status. The bill met with political resistance, as did further efforts to militarize the organization, and the WASP was ordered to disband by December 20, 1944. Avenger Field’s flight school trained 232 women before ceasing operations in 1944.

Karen S. Garvin
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Axton, Mildred Darlene “Micky” (1919–2010)

Aviation pioneer Mildred “Micky” Axton served as a ferry pilot and an engineering test pilot for the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) program during World War II. She was one of only three women test pilots during the war. Axton was also the first woman to fly the Boeing B-29.

Axton was born in Coffeyville, Kansas, on January 9, 1919, to Ralph Tuttle and Beatrice Fletcher Tuttle. The family’s neighbor was a member of the Inman Brothers Barnstorming Flying Circus. When Axton was 11 years old, she and her brother flew for the first time on one of the barnstormer’s airplanes, a Curtiss Jenny. Barnstorming, or traveling air shows where stunt pilots performed tricks and gave paying customers rides, was a popular form of entertainment at the time. Axton fell in love with flying because of her contact with barnstormers.

Axton graduated from Field Kinley High School in 1936. She graduated from Kansas State University with a teaching certificate in 1940 and began teaching chemistry soon after at Coffeyville Community College. While teaching, she enrolled in a Civilian Pilot Training program and obtained her pilot’s license. She was the only female in her class. In 1943, she married Wayne Axton. The couple had two children.

Meanwhile, American pilot Jacqueline Cochran convinced General Henry Harley “Hap” Arnold to allow female pilots to establish the female pilot program so that women pilots could free male pilots for combat during World War II. The WASP came into being in 1943 when the Women’s Flying Training Detachment and the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron were merged. Before they were decommissioned, WASP pilots flew every type of military aircraft over 60 million miles. Thirty-eight WASP pilots died in service to their country.

In 1943, Axton applied to the WASP. Out of nearly 25,000 women who applied to the WASP training program, 1,830 were accepted and 1,074 earned their wings, including Axton. As a WASP, she was among the first 3 women to be trained as a ferry pilot and as an engineering test pilot. She was assigned to the Pecos Army Airfield Base in Pecos, Texas. WASPs were trained by the U.S. Air Force in the same way that the men were trained, though they were not given the same benefits as male pilots. Axton learned to fly and maneuver every type of airplane used for the war. In fact, since she was trained in the exact way as male pilots, she was able to complete every type of mission during the war except for combat missions.

Axton resigned from the WASP program in 1944 to take care of her daughter after Axton’s mother became ill. She then accepted a job as a flight test engineer at the Boeing aircraft factory in Wichita, Kansas. In May 1944 while at Boeing, Axton became the first woman to fly the B-29 Superfortress, a four-engine propeller-driven heavy bomber, while the aircraft was still in the testing phase. From 1958 to 1969, Axton taught aeronautics, biology, and chemistry and coached a debate team at East High School in Wichita, Kansas. She belonged the Commemorative Air Force, Jayhawk Wing, in Wichita for 40 years. In 1998 the Jayhawk Wing restored a 1943 Fairchild PT-23, which it named Miss Micky in Axton’s honor.

Under the leadership of Colonel Bruce Arnold (son of General Hap Arnold), WASPs were finally given full military status through the G.I. Bill Improvement Act of 1977 for their service during World War II. In May 2010, surviving WASPs traveled to Washington and received the Congressional Gold Medal. Axton, who had been ill, died in February 2010 a few months before the medal was awarded. She and women like her demonstrated to Americans that women could fly aircraft just as well as men and in so doing suggested that women could do a myriad of jobs that people said women could not or should not do.

Mariana Magaña
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Cobb, Laura (1892–1981)

Laura Mae Cobb, a highly decorated member of the Navy Nurse Corps, served as a military nurse for almost 30 years. She is best known for her leadership of the nurses, immortalized as the “Angels of Bataan,” who were held captive in the Philippines by the Japanese from just after the Pearl Harbor attack until their liberation in February 1945.

Cobb was born in Atchison, Kansas, on May 11, 1892. She was a teacher in Atchison for a short while before switching to nursing. Cobb completed the nurse training program at Wesley Hospital in Wichita, Kansas, in 1917. The following year she received an appointment to the Naval Reserves. Her first assignment was the U.S. Naval Hospital in Fort Lyon, Colorado. In 1919, she was reassigned to the U.S. Navy Hospital in Canacao, Philippine Islands, a post she held until January 1921. Cobb received an honorable discharge in July of that year. After a period working in civilian hospitals in Michigan and Iowa, in 1924 she was granted reappointment to the Navy Nurse Corps. She then began over a decade of work in a Washington, D.C., naval hospital, where she earned a promotion to chief nurse in September 1938. In 1940, she was ordered to the U.S. Naval Hospital at Guam. Her efforts in response to a major typhoon earned her a Letter of Commendation, which recognized the way she “repeatedly risked life and limb in her efforts to insure the safety and comfort of the patients and to prevent undue risks to be taken by the nurses of this Command.” Her performance in Guam led to new orders and a return to the navy hospital in Canacao, Philippine Islands, in February 1941.

After the bombing of Pearl Harbor the Philippines became a war zone, with the Japanese quickly invading the islands. While history has crowned all the nurses who remained in the Philippines as “Angels of Bataan,” in fact the army nurses, like their soldier counterparts led by General Douglas MacArthur, were evacuated to Bataan, while Cobb, noting that they had no orders to leave, determined that the navy nurses under her command must remain with their patients in the hospital, which they did until taken captive by the Japanese on January 6, 1942. From that point on as prisoners of war surviving on little more than 500 grams of rice per day by the end of their ordeal, they served first in wards of St. Scholastica Girls School in Manila, then later in the Santo Tomas University hospital, and finally in a camp set up in Los Banos. Throughout her time as a prisoner of war, Cobb and other navy and army nurses tended to those needing care while subtly resisting their captors, even mislabeling bottles to prevent looting. Under Cobb’s leadership the nurses performed heroically and exemplarily, for which they were eventually recognized. Finally, on February 23, 1945, after more than three years in captivity and with almost all the nurses bordering on starvation, an American rescue team liberated them.

Cobb’s efforts were recognized upon her return to the United States. She was promoted to lieutenant commander and received many honors, including the Bronze Star Defense of the Philippines Ribbon, a Distinguished Army Citation, and the Asiatic-Pacific Theater Ribbon with two Battle Stars. Recognition could not undo the impact of the experience, however. Cobb’s first postwar assignment was in a naval hospital on Treasure Island near San Francisco. She soon realized that she no longer had the strength or stamina to do the work. Even routine administrative tasks left her exhausted. Cobb had lost 35 pounds at Los Banos, and she never fully recovered her strength. Like other imprisoned military nurses, she suffered the lingering effects of vitamin deficiency.

Initially, Cobb refused to give in to her weaknesses—she had risen to the rank of lieutenant commander and envisioned still more career advancement. However, on June 1, 1947, after 26 years of service, she officially retired. Initially settling in Los Angeles, she worked in a sanatorium there until the mid-1960s, when she moved back home to Wichita, Kansas. In her final years she entered a nursing home, where she died on September 27, 1989.

William H. Pruden III
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Cochran, Jacqueline (1906–1980)

The first woman to break the sound barrier and the director of the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP), Cochran was born near Muscogee, Florida, and orphaned as an infant. Raised in northern Florida by a poverty-stricken foster family of migrant sawmill workers, she went to work in the mills early in life. She estimated 1906 as the year of her birth and picked a last name from a phone book. At age 14 Cochran apprenticed herself to a local hairdresser. By age 20 she had left home and earned a living as a hairdresser and cosmetics saleswoman. Her original interest in flying came as a way to advance her profits as a traveling cosmetics saleswoman by expanding her territory.
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Pilot Jacqueline Cochran served as director of the Women Airforce Service Pilots in World War II. After the war she became the first woman to break the sound barrier. She is pictured here in the cockpit of a Bristol Britannia Turbo-prop plane. (AP Photo)

Cochran earned her pilot’s license in the summer of 1932, and by the end of 1933 she also earned a commercial pilot’s license and her instructor’s rating. She split her time between flying and cosmetics, establishing the Jacqueline Cochran Cosmetics Company in 1935. She designed many of the products herself and was able to finance her flying activities throughout her life from the continued profits of the company.

On May 11, 1936, Cochran married Floyd Odlum but continued to use her maiden name in business and in flying. In 1937 she won both the women’s national speed record and the women’s world speed record.

In 1938 Cochran flew in the Bendix cross-country air race, an annual Labor Day event challenging the world’s best flyers, male or female, to fly from Los Angeles to Cleveland in record time. Despite a malfunction in her plane’s gas intake system, Cochran won the race. She continued her flight to New York City, setting a new world’s record of 10 hours, 27 minutes, 55 seconds for transcontinental flight in a propeller-driven craft. She was also awarded the International League of Aviators’ Harmon Trophy as best woman pilot of the year. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, who would later support Cochran’s efforts to get women pilots involved in World War II, made the presentation.

In 1940 Cochran became president of the Ninety Nines, a group of female aviators founded with Amelia Earhart to benefit women in aviation. Cochran held the post until 1943, using the position to present her views on women pilots and their potential for the military service in light of the growing fear of war in the Pacific. On June 17, 1941, Cochran became the first woman to fly a warplane across the Atlantic by flying a Hudson V bomber from Canada to Britain. It was a stunt to publicize Britain’s desperate need for pilots and equipment for its efforts against Germany in World War II. Cochran used the stunt to highlight the fact that women could be trusted with military machinery.

The British Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) then started recruiting women to ferry military planes to airports, where they would be readied for missions. They ATA called on Cochran to find American women who would volunteer for the program as well. She found 25 women who signed up for 18 months of service.

Back in the United States, the U.S. military set up a similar program but assigned test pilot Nancy Love to head it. Cochran was given leadership of the Women’s Flying Training Detachment (WFTD), a group that recruited novice women pilots and trained them. When the two groups merged to form the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP), Cochran became its first director, a job she held for the duration of the war. During this time the WASPs flew more than 60 million miles and delivered over 12,000 planes.

The WASP was disbanded in December 1944, before the war ended. Cochran looked for work as a test pilot, dismayed to learn that only active-duty air force members were permitted to fly air force planes. Her husband, however, owned a company that provided jets to the military and arranged for her to become a company pilot. She was named Pilot of the Decade for the years 1940–1949.

In May 1953, Cochran broke the sound barrier flying an F-86 Saberjet side by side with her trainer, Chuck Yeager, the first man to break the sound barrier. For this feat Cochran became the first woman awarded the Gold Medal by the Federation Aeronautique Internationale, an international air organization that defines, verifies, and compiles all world records in aviation. She was voted its president in 1958.

In 1960 Cochran’s friendship with Dr. Randolph Lovelace of NASA brought her into the space age. Lovelace was operating a privately funded program to give women pilots the same tests the male astronaut candidates were receiving. Not only did Cochran participate in the tests herself, but she also contributed profits from her still-operating cosmetics business to cover the tests of the other 12 women who participated. Despite several women outscoring male astronaut candidates on these tests, NASA would not actively recruit women as astronauts for another 17 years.

In 1964 Cochran flew the Lockheed F-104 Starfighter at twice the speed of sound, her last major aviation accomplishment. In 1971 near the age of 65, she was grounded by a heart attack and the installation of a pacemaker. It was the same year she became the first living woman to be inducted into the Aviation Hall of Fame.

When Cochran died on August 9, 1980, she held over 250 speed, altitude, and distance records, more than any other pilot in the world, male or female. Throughout her career, Cochran was such a visible figure in aviation that she won the Harmon Trophy for best woman pilot of the year 15 times.

Rosanne Welch
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Jacqueline Cochran’s Final Report on Women Airforce Service Pilots Program (1945)

Jacqueline Cochran served as director of the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP). She was tasked with training female pilots to ferry military aircraft from manufacturing plants to military bases, thereby saving male military pilots for active war duty. Eventually, WASPs also trained male military pilots and flew safety tests on planes after repairs were made. The following are excerpts from Cochran’s manual for the women serving in her ranks.

OBJECTIVES OF WOMEN PILOT PROGRAM

The objectives in activating the women pilot program were as stated by the Commanding General of the Army Air Forces:



(1)To see if women could serve as military pilots and if so, to form the nucleus of an organization that could be rapidly expanded;

(2)To release male pilots for combat;

(3)To decrease the Air Forces’ total demands on the cream of the manpower pool.



The experimental purpose of the program ranked along with but subordinate to the purpose of releasing male pilots from routine and non-combat duties for combat service. In the fall of 1942, it seemed clear that every pilot released from home duty for front line duty was needed urgently. It was anticipated then and even before, that global war would require all of our qualified men and many of our women. But it was not known how many of our young men could qualify to pilot the tens of thousands of planes which American industry had undertaken to produce. The Navy, the Ground Forces, and the Service Forces were all drawing heavily on our highly capable young men. If a woman could effectively handle a trainer plane it was a waste of manpower to have it handled by a pilot fully trained for higher duty. If women could do the routine of towing targets; or tracking or searchlight missions, or ferrying, whether of a fighter or heavy bomber, it seemed wise to let them do so and release men who had already received combat training, or, of equal importance, release men for other branches of service who would otherwise have to be taken for flying training.

But all that was known about women as pilots was that about 3,000 had qualified for licenses, a few had done outstanding air work down through the years from the time of Harriet Quimby, Ruth Law, and other pioneer American women pilots. England had already found use for about all of their own and 25 of our American women pilots, and Russia, according to general information, was using women pilots even in combat and extensively in routine flying. How women pilots would prove out as a whole in relation to fatigue, strain, emergencies, and in connection with physiology peculiar to their sex, were largely unknown factors for determination. The women pilot program was started basically without the benefit of precedent. The two objectives had to be kept in mind, i.e., saving of manpower and determination of what could be expected of women as pilots, should any wide scale need for their services develop. Changes in requirements, in training curriculum, and in other features of the program as it developed, were a natural consequence.

When the training program was inaugurated, there were no clear cut physical standards available. There were available only ideas and opinions in the absence of exact information about the specific influence certain conditions would have on the capacity of women regularly to fly military aircraft. There were nearly 6,000,000 single women in the United States between the ages of 18 and 28, and many more would be available if married women were included or the age limit raised above 28.

It was necessary, in order to meet with success, to determine that women in large groups could be trained as pilots to take over, efficiently, effectively, and regularly, flying duties that would otherwise have to be performed by men. To do this, emphasis was placed on developing good operational pilots, rather than “hot” pilots. It was known that a few chosen pilots would be able to fly every type of plane. It was of importance to prove that a whole group of women, without special selection except for physical requirements, could be assigned to the Fortresses or the B-26’s or the B-25’s, pass through their transition training as successfully as the men pilots, and thereafter carry on regularly in operations without undue fatigue or higher than normal accident rate. Stunts or “headline” flying was consequently discouraged. The WASP were continually cautioned to leave the glamor and glory for their brother pilots who were over the front lines, and that the WASP operation was a routine group endeavor.

REQUIREMENTS

For the original ferrying group taken, for operational duties, the minimum requirements were fixed by the Air Transport Command, and included:



1.Age limit, to 35 inclusive

2.High school education

3.Commercial pilot license with 200 hp rating

4.Not less than 500 hours of logged and certified time

5.American citizenship

6.Cross Country flying experience

As stated above, 30 women were accepted under these requirements for the WAFS unit, two of whom were released before assignment to operations. At the start of the women pilot training program the requirements were set as follows for students:



1.Age 21 to 35 inclusive

2.High school education or equivalent

3.Minimum height—60 inches

4.200 hours flying time

5.Medical examination by an Army flight surgeon

6.American citizenship

7.Personal interview with an authorized recruiting officer.

It was known from the beginning that the requirement of 200 hours would not permit the then objective of 500 trained women pilots to be obtained, but the desire was to have the more experienced licensed women pilots in the earlier classes to help get the program off to a smooth start. The requirement as to needed flying hours, having the objectives in mind, was quickly and successively reduced to 100 hours, then to 75 hours, and finally to 35 hours, where it remained until the end of the program. In point of fact, some of the earlier trainees had more flying hours logged than many of the original ferrying group. They chose to take the training course first, in the belief that they would be better off in the end. Opportunity was thus also presented to follow experienced pilots who went to work without the training course, experienced pilots who took the training course, and younger, less experienced pilot material.

The 35 hour requirement was not for the purpose of getting experienced pilots. In all cases after the first two classes, training was ab initlo, i.e., as if the trainees had had no previous flying experience. This requirement was to act as a natural screening process. There were more than 25,000 young women who applied for pilot training and only a small portion of them could be accepted or even interviewed. By requiring 35 hours, all women unable or unwilling to meet this reasonable minimun would be immediately eliminated and those with 35 certified hours—having shown interest and tenacity in obtaining such training—would be more qualified for interviews and possible acceptance into the program.

During the initial stages of the program women were used to fly only the lighter types of planes. But it was contemplated at an early date that they would prove qualified on many types of planes, including heavy bombers. This consideration, plus the experience gained in the first few weeks of the program, caused a change upward in the requirements as to minimum height. The 60 inches was increased to 62 1/2 inches in April 1943 and in the summer of 1944 was raised to 64 inches.

The AAF limited its male flying cadets to the age group of 18 to 26 inclusive and experience was clearly to the effect that the best pilot material was to be found in this age group. The upper age limit for women pilots was never lowered below 35, but in selection of candidates few were taken over 26 years of age. On the other hand the lower age limit for women pilot trainees was reduced from 21 years to 18 1/2 in August 1943.

There were some outstanding pilots in the WASP program who were both in the upper age brackets and below 64 inches in height, but they were the exception to the rule. The finest material for pilot training, speaking generally, was to be found in the lower age brackets. The 1,102 WASP who were assigned to operational duties fell into the following age classifications:








	21 or under

	29%




	22 to 27 inclusive

	57%




	28 to 32 inclusive

	11%




	Over 32

	3%






Standards set up for WASP did not vary in the main from standards set up for other flying personnel of AAF. Allowances were made for height and weight and to the regular history a complete menstrual history was added. The applicants for women pilot training were given the regular “64” Army physical examination. Women were allowed as standard 4 pounds less weight for their height than men, and from this standard tolerance was allowed upward and downward according to the experience of the Air Surgeon’s office.

PAY AND LIVING COSTS

The women pilots, being on Civil Service status, could not be exactly fitted into the scale of pay of Army Air Forces military personnel. Trainees were paid $150 per month and with regulation over-time established by the AAF, received actually $172.50 per month. They had to pay their own transportation to Sweetwater and their way home in case of severance from the program prior to graduation. While at Sweetwater they paid $1.65 per day for maintenance. All things brought to a comparable basis, women pilot trainees received about the same compensation as the male flying cadet, except for insurance benefits.

After assignment to operational duties the women pilots received $250 per month which, with regulation overtime, brought the pay to $287.50 per month. While on their bases they paid $15.00 to $20.00 per month, on the average, for quarters and had the privilege of buying their meals in the Officers’ Mess. Both trainees and graduates customarily received the regulation allowance of $6.00 per day when away from base on official duty. All things brought to a comparable basis, the pay of a WASP on operational duty was slightly less than that of a 2nd Lieutenant with flight pay. There was no promotion or advancement in pay depending on length of service. The oldest WASP in point of service received the same pay as the youngest graduate.

Uniforms provided the women pilots after graduation cost the Government approximately $177.00 compared with the $250.00 uniform allowance for 2nd Lieutenants. Utility items such as flying clothing were also provided the WASP as in the case of all other flying personnel, which amounted to about $150.00 per WASP on operational duty. In general, to be uniformed properly and according to regulations, it was necessary for each WASP to put up approximately $100.00 out of her own pocket.

The trainees were provided coveralls and other functional clothing such as leather jackets, but had to provide their own uniforms, which consisted of khaki slacks and overseas cap, and white shirt.

Source: Jacqueline Cochran, WASP Final Report, June 1, 1945, Jacqueline Cochran Papers, WASP Series, Box 12, WASP Final Report; NAID #12004155, Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library. Available at https://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/research/online_documents/jacqueline_cochran/BinderN.pdf.



Conservation and Recycling

After the United States entered World War II (1939–1945) in late 1941, the nation began experiencing a critical shortage of goods. At home, officials instituted conservation programs that included rationing and recycling. As a consequence, homemakers became responsible for supporting conservation initiatives as a way of stretching available resources. Women’s role in home front conservation activities made them active participants in the war effort.

Due to shortages, the government focused on home front resources with two main goals: to increase production of resources and to conserve available resources. To increase production, officials appointed special administrators (popularly known as “czars”) to promote the production of various items such as rubber and oil. To convince Americans to conserve resources, the government’s prevailing slogan became “Use it up, wear it out, make do, or do without it.” In short, the government was asking Americans to sacrifice on luxuries and limit necessities. As part of the propaganda campaign, posters encouraged Americans to cut back on meat, sugar, coffee, fuel, shoes, and a variety of other consumer goods so that all Americans on both the home front and the war front would have what they needed. Furthermore, after Japan overran Southeast Asia (the world’s rubber source), rubber became scarce. To save on rubber, officials asked Americans to drive slower and less often. However, by mid-1942 it became clear to officials that voluntary rationing was a failure. Many products including facial tissues, hairpins, cameras, and alarm clocks disappeared from store shelves. Other products such as cigarettes became scarce.

Consequently, officials enforced a stamp-based rationing system. To many homemakers, ration stamps became extremely important because they had to understand and use the system to purchase necessities such as flour, sugar, gas, and even tires. Women also created a black market for rationing stamps and books, trading one kind for another or trading stamps for goods and services. Some women coerced grocers into letting them use one kind of stamp for some other product, such as using meat ration stamps to buy sugar.

Millions of women grew their own vegetables in victory gardens in their backyards, in empty lots, and on apartment building rooftops. Women also canned fruits, vegetables, and fish to increase the shelf life of foods. Since cooking oil and butter were rationed, women used fat and grease to cook with and reused it as many times as possible. Once women had exhausted the cooking usefulness of the fat and grease, they gave it to their butchers, who would then send it to factories to be used in the production of explosives. Even the materials used to make toothpaste tubes were recyclable. Every time women purchased a new tube of toothpaste, they returned the old one to the merchant for recycling. Since there were housing shortages near military bases and industrial plants, young women often shared living quarters in apartments and houses. Sometimes four or five women shared one bedroom, one kitchen, and one bathroom. Furthermore, women organized drives to collect paper, rubber, metals, and various other war-related materials to donate.

To save rubber, officials passed a national speed limit of 35 miles per hour and set a strict ration on gasoline. Most people were limited to a three- to five-gallon maximum purchase per week. These mandates made long-distance travel in private cars almost impossible. Since gasoline rations were so restrictive, many women carpooled (before the word existed). In truth, these and other conservation activities galvanized the home front. Most women had fathers, husbands, sons, other relatives, or friends serving in the military. Although conservation caused some inconveniences, these experiences gave participants pride in knowing that they too were doing their part. As women led many of these efforts, the conservation programs politicized women’s sphere and enhanced female power.

Although some historians have questioned the value of recycling efforts during the war, these and other conservation activities mobilized Americans and made them a part of the war effort. In other words, when patriotism fueled conservation efforts, conservation efforts in turn fueled patriotism. Moreover, a generation of American women grew up understanding that consumer goods should be purchased carefully, used fully, and recycled appropriately.

Rolando Avila

See also Victory Gardens
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Recipes to Help Women Cook during Wartime Rationing (1943)

To help women work around restrictions caused by World War II rationing of foods such as sugar and meat, the General Foods Company created a cookbook, titled Recipes for Today, containing recipes that highlighted the company’s products. Reproduced here are some recipes from that cookbook.

“Main Dishes Without Meat”

One happy way to cope with the meat shortage is to serve more meatless meals—good ones! Egg dishes, fish, cereal, cheese, and vegetable combinations the family likes. Here is a top-notch collection, all hearty and satisfying, and all equal to their job, too, when it comes to supplying good protein and many other meat values.

Main dishes without meat

CEREAL LUNCHEON PLATES

Delicious and nourishing all-in-one luncheons or suppers are easy to prepare with Post Cereals. Use 1 generous serving Post’s Corn Toasties, Grape-Nuts Flakes, Grape-Nuts, Post’s 40% Bran Flakes, or Post’s Raisin Bran. Add fruit, fruited Jell-O, or fruit and cheese mixtures as suggested below. Serve with milk or cream.

Place baked apple stuffed with raisins on Post’s Corn Toasties.

Fill 2 or 3 peach halves with cottage cheese and arrange on Grape-Nuts Flakes. Or use sliced pears and cream cheese.

Make fruited Jell-O mold with fresh or canned fruits, such as orange slices, cantaloupe balls, cherries, sliced peaches, or berries. Form nest in Post’s Corn Toasties and place mold in center.

Slice a banana lengthwise. Serve, topped with Post’s 40% Bran Flakes and cubes of red Jell-O.

Stuff 3 or 4 prunes with cream cheese and serve on Grape-Nuts.

CRISPY BAKED EGGS

1 tablespoon melted butter or bacon fat

2 cups Corn Toasties, Grape-Nuts Flakes, or Post’s 40% Bran Flakes

6 eggs

1/2 teaspoon salt

Dash of pepper

Pour butter over cereal flakes and toss lightly to distribute evenly. Arrange flakes to form a nest in each section of greased muffin pan. Break eggs carefully, slipping one into each nest. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Bake in slow oven (325° F.) 20 minutes, or until eggs are firm. To serve, loosen with knife and lift out gently onto plate. Makes 6 servings. (By using bacon fat for flavor with crisp flakes, this makes an excellent bacon-and-egg dish.)

Main Dishes Without Meat—Page 190. Bake in greased shallow baking dish. Place flakes in bottom of pan; make 6 depressions; and break an egg into each. Serve plain or with bacon or ham. Makes 6 servings.

Crispy Baked Eggs with Cheese. Mix 1/2 cup grated American cheese with flakes and butter, or sprinkle on tops of eggs before baking.

Crispy Tomato Baked Eggs. Place 1 tablespoon tomato ketchup or 2 tablespoons thick tomato soup in each nest before adding eggs.

BAKED HADDOCK WITH DRESSING

1 pound fillet of haddock

Juice of 1/2 lemon

Salt and pepper

2 cups slightly crushed Post’s Corn Toasties

1/4 cup minced onion

1/2 cup chopped celery

2 tablespoons chopped parsley

1 egg, well beaten

3 tablespoons melted butter or margarine

2 to 4 tablespoons boiling water

Arrange fish in greased shallow baking dish. Sprinkle with lemon juice, salt, and pepper. Combine Toasties with remaining ingredients, adding just enough boiling water for dressing to hold together. Spread over fish and sprinkle with paprika. Bake in moderate oven (375° F.) 35 minutes, or until done. Remove to hot platter. Garnish with lemon and parsley. Makes 6 servings.

Note. Use this dressing on cod, flounder, and other white fish too. It adds flavor and keeps the fish moist while baking.

MEXICAN SUPPER

1 cup milk

1/2 teaspoon salt

1/2 cup Grape-Nuts Wheat-Meal

3/4 cup grated American cheese

1 egg, well beaten

Spanish Sauce

Paprika

Heat milk in saucepan. Add salt; then pour in cereal very gradually, stirring constantly. Bring to a boil and cook and stir 3 minutes. Remove from heat. Add 1/4 cup cheese and egg and blend. Pour into shallow pan. Chill. Place spoonfuls or 2-inch squares in shallow baking dish and cover with Spanish Sauce. Sprinkle with remaining cheese and paprika. Bake in hot oven (400° F.) 15 minutes, or until cheese is melted. Makes 4 to 6 servings.

Spanish Sauce. Melt 1 1/2 tablespoons fat in skillet. Add 3 tablespoons each chopped onion, green pepper, and celery. Cook slowly until onion is golden brown. Add 1 1/2 cups stewed tomatoes, 1/4 teaspoon salt, and dash of pepper. Cook slowly until sauce is thickened. If desired, add a few sliced stuffed olives to sauce.

You needn’t worry about the nutritive value of these foods as substitutes for meat. Eggs, fish, cheese are excellent protein foods; the cereal combinations are rich in protein and other meat nutrients. And the vegetable dishes, offering minerals and vitamins galore, provide extra protein in milk and meat stock.

Main Dishes Without Meat

VEGETABLE RIBBON MOLD

2 packages Lemon Jell-O

4 cups hot water

3 tablespoons vinegar

1 tablespoon salt

1 1/2 cups finely chopped raw carrots

1 3/4 cups finely chopped raw cabbage

1 teaspoon finely chopped chives, scallions, or onion

1 1/2 cups finely chopped raw spinach

Dissolve Jell-O in hot water. Add vinegar and salt. Divide Jell-O into three parts and chill each part until slightly thickened. To first part, fold in carrots and turn into loaf pan, about 9x5x3 inches; chill until firm. To second part, fold in cabbage and turn over firm layer in pan; chill until firm. To third part, fold in chives and spinach and turn over firm Jell-O in loaf pan; chill until firm. Unmold. Garnish wish crisp lettuce. Cut in slices and serve topped generously with cottage cheese seasoned and thinned with sour cream. Makes 12 servings.

VEGETABLE CHOP SUEY

1 cup (1/4 pound) sliced mushrooms

1 cup sliced onions

2 tablespoons fat

2 cups chopped celery

1/2 cup chopped celery leaves

1 cup green beans, cut in 1-inch pieces

2/3 cup sliced green pepper

3 cups beef stock, or 3 cups water and 3 bouillon cubes

3/4 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

1 1/4 teaspoons salt

1/4 cup flour for thickening

Saute mushrooms and onions in fat until onions are golden brown. Add vegetables, stock, and seasonings. Cover and simmer until vegetables are tender, but still crisp. Drain; measure stock and add water to make 2 1/4 cups. Add to vegetables and bring to a boil. Thicken with flour and water paste, stirring constantly. Serve with noodles or rice. Serve with soy sauce, if desired. Serves 4 to 6.

CEREAL SOUFFLE

2 tablespoons butter or bacon fat

3 tablespoons flour

1 cup milk

1 cup Post’s 40% Bran Flakes, Corn Toasties, or Grape-Nuts Flakes

3 egg yolks, slightly beaten

3/4 teaspoon salt

Dash of pepper

3 egg whites, stiffly beaten

Melt butter in saucepan. Add flour and stir to a smooth paste. Add milk gradually, stirring constantly, and cook and stir until thickened. Cool slightly; add egg yolks, salt, and pepper; blend. Fold in egg whites, then cereal flakes. Turn into greased shallow baking dish. Place in pan of hot water and bake in moderate oven (350° F.) 40 minutes, or until firm. Serve immediately with cheese, tomato, celery, mushroom, or onion sauce. Makes 4 to 6 servings.

All Post Cereals: Grape-Nuts, Grape-Nuts Flakes, Grape-Nuts Wheat-Meal, Post’s 40% Bran Flakes, Post’s Raisin Bran, and Post’s Corn Toasties meet or surpass whole grain values recommended by the Nutrition Program. They offer full nutritive value of thiamine (B1), iron, and niacin of original grains.

Main Dishes Without Meat

CHEESE POTATO PUFFS

2 cups well-seasoned mashed potatoes

1/2 cup grated American cheese

1 teaspoon minced onion

1 1/2 cups Post’s Corn Toasties, or 1 cup Grape-Nuts Flakes or Post’s 40% Bran Flakes, slightly crushed

Combine potatoes, cheese, and onion, and mix thoroughly. Shape into balls; roll in slightly crushed cereal flakes. Bake on greased baking sheet in hot oven (400° F.) 20 minutes. Makes 6.

CREAMY CHEESE MOLD

1 package Lemon Jell-O

1 1/2 cups hot water

1 1/2 teaspoons vinegar

3/4 teaspoon salt

1/2 cup mayonnaise

1/4 teaspoon paprika

1 teaspoon minced onion

1/2 cup milk

1/2 cup cottage cheese or grated American cheese

1/2 cup chopped cucumber or celery

3 tablespoons finely chopped green pepper

Dissolve Jell-O in hot water. Add vinegar and salt. Add mayonnaise, paprika, onion, and milk, and beat with rotary egg beater to blend. Chill until slightly thickened. Place in bowl of cracked ice or ice water. Whip with rotary beater until fluffy. Fold in remaining ingredients. Turn into mold. Chill until firm. Unmold on crisp greens. Garnish with radish roses or slices. Makes 6 to 8 servings.

VEGETABLE CHOWDER

2 tablespoons fat

1 tablespoon minced onion

2 tablespoons chopped green pepper

1 cup peas

1 cup diced carrots

1 cup water

1/2 teaspoon sugar

1 3/4 teaspoons salt

1 cup cooked corn

3 1/2 cups milk

2 1/2 tablespoons flour

Melt fat in saucepan; add onion and green pepper and cook 10 minutes, stirring frequently; then add peas, carrots, and water, and cook slowly 20 to 30 minutes, or until vegetables are tender. Add sugar, salt, corn, and milk. Bring to a boil. Thicken with flour and water paste, stirring constantly. Serve, or keep hot by placing over boiling water. Makes 6 servings.

Pick Post Cereals, too, for protein. An ounce serving with 1/2 cup milk gives 10% to 13% of the day’s protein requirement. So these cereals help to pinch-hit for meat in all its important values.

Source: Wartime Recipes from Recipes for Today (New York: General Foods Corporation, 1943), 18–21. Reprinted with permission of Kraft Foods Group Brands LLC.



Curtiss-Wright Aeronautical Engineering Cadettes

The Curtis-Wright Aeronautical Engineering Cadettes was a cadre of young women who met a critical need for aeronautical engineers during World War II from 1943 to 1945. Unlike Rosie the Riveter and Wanda the Welder, the cadettes were the first university-trained female aeronautical engineers in the United States. In 10 months or less, the cadettes completed three years of graduate engineering course work. They were immediately employed in the development of the Curtiss-Wright SB2C Helldiver Bomber. In addition to bailing out an aviation company whose planes were vital to winning World War II, the cadettes’ efforts proved that women were capable of excelling in the male-dominated field of aeronautical engineering.

The Curtiss-Wright Engineering Cadette program formed when aviation giant Curtiss-Wright was struggling with the engineering revisions required to improve its SB2C Helldiver Bomber. To meet the wartime shortage of male engineers, Curtiss-Wright partnered with seven universities to prepare female college students for a career in aeronautical engineering. Participants in the 1943 cadette class had to be 18 years of age and had to have completed 1 year of college and scored in the top third of their mathematics classes. The intensive course compressed 2 to 3 years of graduate engineering course work into 44 weeks. To avoid distractions from their family and friends, the young women were required to travel to a distant university. In addition to opening the door to engineering faculty and a career in aeronautical engineering with Curtiss-Wright, the program covered all expenses related to tuition, room and board, and travel. Also, as Curtiss-Wright employees, each cadette earned $10 a week, then fairly good wages for a woman.

The cadettes’ course load included advanced mathematics, applied geometry, drafting, flight theory and aerodynamics, aircraft materials, and stress analysis. Courses moved so quickly that cadettes joked that if one dropped a pencil and bent to pick it up, she would miss an entire course in algebra. In spite of the rapid pace, the program could not keep up with the demand for engineers. By 1945 the cadette program was open to high school juniors and seniors, and the curriculum was further compressed, covering three years of content in 6 months. The cadette curriculum ran ahead by one year to prevent the girls from distracting the male students by asking for help. At final exam time, the cadettes outperformed the men. The top three scores went to female cadettes.

Of the 918 graduating cadettes, 365 were assigned to the Columbus, Ohio, plant and walked into an ongoing design nightmare. The U.S. Navy had commissioned a carrier-based large-capacity dive-bombing aircraft called the SB2C (Scout Bomber Second Series Curtiss, or Helldiver), which defied basic principles of aeronautical design. Rather than being slim and streamlined, the fuselage (body) of the plane was short and wide with a large, heavy tail. To meet the parking requirement, the Helldiver’s wings folded up to form a triangle over the body. Pilots found the massive plane hard to control, so they decided that SB2C meant “Son of a Bitch, Second Class.” Others simply called the plane the “Big-Tailed Beast.” Over four years, 889 design revisions would be required to address all of its problems. The cadettes were to translate the revised specifications into detailed, accurate production drawings; check the plans for accuracy; and inspect the planes on the production lines. Although their official title was “assistant engineer,” the cadettes rarely saw a senior engineer on the production floor. In some cases, a 17-year-old cadette would be supervising the work of adult riveters and welders.

In spite of Curtiss-Wright’s promises, the end of the war brought the end of the Curtiss-Wright Aeronautical Engineering Cadettes. On August 15, 1945, the radio pink slip arrived when newscasters in Columbus, Ohio, announced that the war was over and that Curtiss-Wright cadettes need not report to work. A few cadettes returned to Curtiss-Wright briefly to train the returning servicemen to take over their jobs. Federal legislation to support returning soldiers effectively shut women out of professional positions and the opportunity to study engineering. The majority of the cadettes started new careers as teachers and homemakers. The women who designed the planes that won the war became unsung heroines of the Greatest Generation.

Lynda C. Titterington

See also Cochran, Jacqueline; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: Association for Women in Mathematics
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Japanese Relocation/Internment

President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066 on January 19, 1942, which authorized the U.S. Army to designate areas where people could not go if they were viewed as a threat to national interests. The army was also allowed to set up detention camps to protect the country from espionage or sabotage. Approximately 112,000 Japanese Americans from Hawaii and the West Coast were relocated to the detention camps. Almost two-thirds of the incarcerated people were born in the United States.

Japan’s surprise attack on Hawaii’s Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, spurred anti-Japanese sentiment throughout the United States. Fabricated rumors quickly spread that Japan could not have destroyed so much of the Pacific Fleet without the assistance of Japanese Americans. Since much of the Japanese American population was concentrated in Hawaii and the West Coast, they were viewed as a prepositioned Japanese military force. Relying on the paranoia gripping the nation, the Defense Department requested and received permission to round up both Japanese noncitizens and Japanese Americans. The targeted individuals did not know how to react. Their options were presented as a matter of loyalty to the United States. If they were patriots, then they would willingly go to the camps. If they did not go willingly, then they were obviously enemy agents and thus were forced into detention. Some citizens, such as Mary Asaba Ventura, challenged U.S. authority to abuse the constitutional rights of the detained through the courts but to no avail. Organizations representing Japanese Americans, such as the Japanese American Citizens League, tried to lobby politicians and bureaucrats in Washington, D.C., but they too were unable to prevent the detentions.

On March 18, 1942, Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9102, which created the War Relocation Authority (WRA). It was a civilian agency that oversaw camps in the states of Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Idaho, Utah, and Wyoming. The camps were located in isolated areas, such as California’s Owens Valley and Idaho’s Jerome County. Despite the claims of the WRA, the hastily constructed camps were overcrowded and had communal bathrooms. Women led the effort to sustain the dignity of those incarcerated by hanging curtains around toilets and showers so that there would be at least a minimum level of privacy.

Regardless of the way it had treated Japanese Americans, the federal government needed them to be active in the war effort. Japanese Americans who had been part of Hawaii’s Territorial National Guard at the time of the bombing of Pearl Harbor became members of the 100th Infantry Battalion. Although part of the military, they were only allowed to train with real weapons while in the United States. Once in Europe, they fought valiantly and distinguished themselves. Their success caused the federal government to reassess the value of Japanese American soldiers. In 1943, the U.S. government began drafting Japanese American men into the army. Many were drawn from the detention camps. They were expected to fight for the same country that continued to detain their family members. Many of the men were assigned to the newly created 442nd Regimental Combat Team, where the Japanese American soldiers were led by white officers. The 442nd was thrust into some of the worst fighting in the European theater of World War II. They subsequently became one of the most decorated units in the entire U.S. Army.

With military service opened to Japanese Americans, many young women volunteered to serve. They went straight from the detention camps to the bases where they were trained for the Women’s Army Corps (WAC). Some of the WAC members were assigned to the Military Intelligence Service, where they served as translators. Others worked in medical or public service units. In total, roughly 500 women of Japanese descent were members of the WAC during World War II. Approximately 200 other Japanese American women enlisted for the U.S. Cadet Nursing Corps.

In addition to running the detention camps, the WRA was also involved in a program to resettle the Japanese Americans in locales throughout the country. Before the outbreak of World War II, 90 percent of the Japanese American population was residing in Hawaii or the West Coast in ethnic enclaves. It was believed that dispersal of their population would result in quicker assimilation into the general population. The program proved partially successful, as the concentration of Japanese Americans in the West was reduced to roughly 70 percent by the 1950s. Although many Japanese Americans moved east, they did not melt into the background but instead created new enclaves in cities such as Chicago, Minneapolis, and New York City.

With the dropping of nuclear bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan was forced to surrender on August 15, 1945, and World War II was over. By 1946, the United States had closed the last of the detention camps. The U.S. government remained convinced that what it had done to its Japanese American citizens was the correct course of action during the war, because it retained the right to do the same thing to other groups should the need arise through Title II of the 1950 Internal Security Act. Although the 1950 legislation was intended for use during the Cold War, it was modeled after the camps established during World War II. Japanese Americans did not forget what happened to them and put pressure on the U.S. Congress to ensure that the same did not happen to anyone else by calling for the repeal of Title II, which was accomplished in 1971.

The Japanese American community’s continued efforts to protect the civil liberties of future generations of Americans resulted in the U.S. Congress creating the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians in 1980 to examine the political climate that led to the issuance of Executive Order 9066 and its impact on the internees. The commission’s conclusions, which were published in the 1983 report Personal Justice Denied, led Congress to pass the Civil Liberties Act of 1988. The legislation was designed to ensure that racism was not used as the basis of denying any American his or her constitutional rights. Other facets of the legislation included the issuance of pardons for anyone who resisted being moved to camps or was charged with crimes while asserting her or his rights while in the camps. Funds were appropriated to create education programs so that future generations would be educated on the history of the detention camps. The federal government in the 1988 act finally admitted that it was wrong to incarcerate citizens because of their ethnic background by issuing a formal apology and paying each survivor $20,000.

John R. Burch Jr.

See also Women’s Army Corp
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Letters from Women Relocated to Japanese Internment Camps during World War II: Japanese American National Museum (1942–1943)

Shortly after the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese on December 7, 1941, President Franklin Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066 requiring all citizens of Japanese descent who lived on the West Coast to relocate to military-run camps for the duration of the war. These letters were written to Clara Estelle Breed, the children’s librarian at the San Diego Public Library from 1929 to 1945. Breed kept many former library patrons as pen pals during this time to keep them connected to the outside world. On the day they reported to the local railroad station for departure, she handed out her address and prestamped postcards to get the communication started. These letters from Louise Ogawa detail life in the camps.

Sept. 27, 1942

Dear Miss Breed,

I was overwhelmed with joy to hear from you. I was very glad to hear you like the little “geta”. I’m sorry to say they were not made from a knot. Yes, the knot-carvers are very skilled people. I was very interested to read about your doll collection and Fusa. I can imagine how Fusa stole the show. Miss Breed, I wish you told me about your doll collection when I was in San Diego and I would have been more than happy to add something to your collection, as I remember, you often had doll exhibits in the library—were they yours?

Thank you Miss Breed, for asking questions because it has helped me a lot—for then I know this letter has something of interest to you. Now to answer them—yes, we do have chairs and tables. Father made them out of scraps of wood which we found here and there. They may not be the best but they are substantial. We also have pillows which we brought from San Diego. But we do not have mattresses. We use some of our blankets as mattresses. In Santa Anita we were issued a spring bed and mattress, but here we were just issued a cot. Many people who are skilled are making beds. They say a wooden bed is much better for your posture. The cot sinks down in the middle while the wooden bed stays straight.

Miss Breed, it’s a good thing you didn’t see me eat my first meal with a knife. I would have been embarrassed and you probably would have grown impatient writing for me to finish that you would have told me to eat with my fingers. If Emily Post saw me then she would throw a fit.

The movies are just grand. We see one every Saturday evening. It is shown outdoors. The screen is placed right in front of the oil tank and we sit (bring our own chairs) or stand and enjoy the movie. So far we have seen the following:



1)There Goes My Heart—Frederick March & Virginia Bruce

2)The Last of the Mohicans—Randolph Scott, Bonnie Burns

3)Doomed to Die—Boris Karrloff

4)Topper Takes a Trip—Roland Young & Constance Bennett

5)Abraham Lincoln—Walter Huston & Una Merkel

The water and electricity is turned off on Sundays when the men work on the water pipe, or while making canals etc. It has not been turned off for a long time now. The first Sunday we were here it was turned off. I’m glad it is not turned off regularly because oh, how inconvenient it would be!

The police and the post office and fire dept. is run by Japanese Americans. As yet I have not seen any persons connected with the army. There are no fences around this camp has [sic] there was in Santa Anita.

School has begun yet and I do not know who the teachers are. But I shall write more fully about it after school begins. Yesterday we saw how a teacher’s room is going to be furnished. There was a nice bed was a spring and mattress, nice Spanish style bedroom set, a soft chairs, lamps and linoleum on the floor. I was almost tempted to sit on the soft chair, sit before the large dresser and lay on the bed.

You may have read about the boys leaving Poston to work in Idaho and Nebraska on the farm. About 45 San Diegans went. We expect them back in a couple of months. But while there if they find a job they can call their family and stay there. Kunio Kawamoto (twin’s brother), Sammy Shimamoto, Walter Hayashi, George Watanabe (June’s brother) were among the ones who left for Idaho. A few more boys left for Nebraska too.

Here’s something quite interesting which I read in a very recent edition of the Pacemaker—The man who lived in Santa Anita forgot and left all the money he had, $218.00 in a money belt under his mattress, and left for Heart Mt. Wyoming. One of the working men found the money while picking up beds and mattresses. Then several days later the loser wrote back for the money and requested that 10% of it be given to the man who found it. This may sound incredible but I guess when your mind is on moving you can even forget your most precious possession.

I received a letter from a friend who is now in Lamas, Colorado. During the days they were on the train, they had—fried eggs for breakfast—fried chicken, fried turkey, cookies, cakes, and canned fruits. When I read about this, my mouth watered and I certainly envied them. If I can only eat fried eggs and fried chicken just once more—maybe, as the saying goes, if I am a nice girl my wish will soon be granted.

The food here is grand. Every Sunday morning we have 2 pancakes, 1 boiled egg, cocoa. I think that’s a grand breakfast. This evening’s meal was the best we ever had here 1 piece of steak, 1/2 sweet potato, lettuce, rice, veg. salad and catup. If you are interested I shall keep the menu for one week and inform you of it.

Oh my—I should be ashamed of myself for rattling on without thanking you for the padlock and keys. Thank you!!

Thank you!!

Thank you!!

I have enclosed $1.50 in money. If that isn’t sufficient please do not hesitate to say so. I will be angry if you don’t.

All the ink I have is what’s filled in this pen so I’d better say “good luck to you and I hope you will write soon”—before it runs out. Until I heard from you again loads of happiness to you and please watch your health as it gets colder everyday.

Most sincerely,

Louise Ogawa

November 30, 1942

Dear Miss Breed,

Since I did not do any house moving in Santa Anita, I’m doing double duty here. I’ve moved again. This time I hope it will be permanent. My new address is now: Blk 328 -11- A.

Since 6 weeks of school life in camp has become similar to the life in San Diego. We now have a school paper. At the present there is a contest going on in submitting names for the school. The winning title will receive a year’s subscription to Life Magazine.

Friday, Nov. 27th, I enjoyed the movie, How Green Was My Valley. With it I saw a news reel about the sailors in training in San Diego. When I saw Balboa Park and the Naval Training Station, I became too homesick for words. All the former San Diegans began to clap and hurrah as soon as they saw a glimpse of our hometown.

I hope you had a nice Thanksgiving, even though the world is in such a turmoil. We had a wonderful Thanksgiving. The mess hall was beautifully decorated with artificial flowers. On the sides of each table was a vase of flowers and in the center was a spray of fresh fruits on fresh green leaves. We had turkey, stuffing, cranberry sauce, mince pie, peas, potatoes, fruit salad and a choice of fresh fruits. The whole block consisting of about 350 people sat before the beautifully decorated table, gave their thanks and ate together—recalling the happy moments of the past and hoping for a brighter future. It was a wonderful meal!! I never expected to have such a nice Thanksgiving dinner this year. This year there certainly was more things to be thankful for—at least for me there is.

The boys who went out to work on the sugar beets in Colorado came home just in time to enjoy the Thanksgiving dinner with their families. All the boys who went out to work—Idaho, Colorado, Nebraska, Wyoming—are all back home now in good health. But there is still a few boys out working in Oregon. They transferred from Idaho to Oregon.

A friend who returned from Colorado related the following incident to me. He said, while in town a few boys entered a restaurant to have a bite to eat. The first thing the waitress asked was “Are you Japs?” When they replied “yes” she turned her back on them and said they don’t serve Japs. So they had to go to another restaurant to eat. Here is another incident which disgusted the boys. When the boys asked a policeman where a certain store was he replied—”I don’t serve Japs.” One of the boys became angry and remarked—”Alright be that way—what do you think we came out here for? We didn’t come to be made fun of—we came to help out in this labor shortage.” Then the policeman apologized and showed them to the store. This boy said he certainly was glad to return to camp where there is no unfriendliness. Of course, he knows and we all know that there are people all over the world who hate certain races and they just can’t help it. But I am sure when this war is over there will be no racial discrimination and we won’t have to doubt for a minute the great principles of democracy.

One discouraging thing which occurred here is the building of the fence. Now there is a fence all around this camp. I hope very soon this fence will be torn down. I always seem to rattle on and on about myself. Three pages is enough for me, I think. Pretty soon I will be writing a autobiography.

I do hope you are just fine and I can just see you scurrying around the library without a moment of rest. How is everything? Please don’t over work yourself and please be careful of your health for these wintery days are so cold.

Most sincerely,

Louise Ogawa

Please do write during your leisure time.

Sept. 3, 1943

Dear Miss Breed,

Thank you ever so much for the iron which I received yesterday. Everyone was overwhelmed with joy when we saw the iron. I have been wondering all night how I can put in words my gratitude. And I always seem to end up by saying “Thank You.” I hope in the near future I will be able to show how much I appreciate everything you have done for me. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Thank you!

I ironed with it last night and it works beautifully. I wanted to write you as soon as I received the iron but I thought it best to wait until I received your letter. I hope you will include every penny you spent to purchase the iron.

Poston seems to be still the same hot, dusty place. With the heavy rainfall we had the other week, the grounds have become a little harder, and the wild grasses seem to have grown a little thicker, to my father’s disgust.

As I recall, you asked in your last letter if I applied for leave. Well, I have not as yet. But to my surprise, my Eastern Defense Clearance Papers came the other day. The thing that was so surprising was that I didn’t even apply for it. At the present time, I am trying awfully hard to convince my father that I should go out, but he feels that I should wait a little while. He believes I am too young in mind if not in age. But at the rate I am pestering him, he’ll give in sooner or later, unless his patience holds out! I talk to him so that he says he even dreams of me talking to him of going out. I can just about imagine how he finally said yes, in his dream of course, but this doesn’t satisfy me cause it was not in reality. But just you wait and see, I’ll be writing soon saying, “I’m finally going out Miss Breed!” Oh what happy days that will be. But on the other hand, the thought of leaving my father leaves me hesitant.

School is scheduled to commence September 20th. Everyone in the office is kept very busy with registration etc. The office is still being remodeled, but hope it will be finished very soon.

Tonight’s movie is going to be “Take a Letter, Darling.” I am very anxious to see it since I have heard so much about it.

One of my girl friends relocated to Cleveland, Ohio, and she wrote and said that she just couldn’t get use to the indoor theaters. In Poston the movies are shown outdoors, under the stars. She kept looking up at the ceiling thinking she would see the stars. While waiting for the movie to begin, everyone looks up at the sky trying to find the Big Dipper etc. (This is in Poston, of course). I can imagine how much she enjoyed the picture sitting in the soft-cushioned chairs.

I never thought I would have friends in Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Colorado, Arkansas, Utah, Idaho, or Wyoming, but I do now!

One of these days, I’ll be traveling all over the United States just visiting friends. I think that’ll be such fun!

September 5, 1943

Hello Miss Breed!

Well, here I am again! I thought I’d wait a few days for your letter but not a day longer, so off this letter will go.

I know you are very busy but I do hope you will write very soon and inform me of the amount (total) I owe you.

“Take a Letter Darling” certainly was an enjoyable comedy! It kept us laughing all through the picture.

Well, Miss Breed I have finally joined the Poston Indian tribe. I imagine it’ll take you centuries to join this tribe! You see, the only way you can join it is to become “black.”

Wooo Wooooooo me out of news

Most respectfully,

Louise Ogawa

My best regards to Miss McNary.

Source: “Dear Miss Breed: Letters from Camp,” Japanese American National Museum, http://www.janm.org/exhibits/breed/title.htm.



Lamarr, Hedy (1913–2000)

More than a Hollywood star, Hedy Lamarr was one of the most influential female inventors of the 20th century. She invented spread spectrum technology, the basis for worldwide wireless communication systems.

Born Hedwig Eva Maria Kiesler to upper-middle-class Jewish parents in Vienna, Lamarr was always intrigued with how things worked. Acting courses, however, led to her discovery by German theater producer/director Max Reinhardt, and she began acting professionally at age 17. As Hedy Kiesler, she appeared in several German and Czech films, including Ecstasy (1933). She became infamous as the “Ecstasy girl” for depicting the first on-screen orgasm. The film was banned in the United States, and Lamarr was labeled sexually provocative.

The same year Lamarr rocketed to international notoriety, she married wealthy armaments manufacturer Fritz Mandl. As a member of the Austrian fascist movement, Mandl entertained both Italian dictator Benito Mussolini and the new German chancellor, Adolf Hitler, at his estate. Lamarr was expected to play hostess. Mandl frequently took her to high-level German military meetings. She listened in on discussions regarding engineering challenges for a submarine torpedo guidance system.

One night in 1937, Lamarr escaped both Mandl and Nazi Germany by disguising herself as her maid and fleeing to Paris. After a meeting in London with Louis B. Mayer, head of MGM studios, Lamarr signed a film contract to work in Hollywood. To distance her from her Ecstasy girl image, Mayer changed her name to Hedy Lamarr and demanded morality clauses in her contract. Once in the United States, her divorce was finalized, and she arranged for her mother to join her in California.

In 1940, early in World War II, German submarines began torpedoing civilian ships. Remembering the flaws in the German torpedo systems, Lamarr determined to contribute to the war effort. She theorized that if a communication transmission could be bounced randomly from one radio frequency to another, it would be impossible to intercept, decode, or jam the communication. However, she was challenged by how to synchronize the randomly changing frequencies between both the sender and the receiver of the communication.

Lamarr met avant-garde composer and pianist George Antheil (1900–1959) in Hollywood. Antheil, the son of German immigrants, had composed Ballet mécanique using synchronized player pianos. With the rise of the Nazi Party, he fled Germany. The two combined Lamarr’s idea of frequency hopping with a mechanism similar to a roll on a player piano. Lamarr and Antheil filed for and received a patent for a “Secret Communications System” in August 1942.

Lamarr and Antheil offered their invention to the U.S. Navy but were rebuffed. Officials may have been biased against an idea created by two Hollywood entertainers, one of them a famous female actor. Lamarr also offered to participate on the National Inventions Council to aid the war effort but was advised that she could accomplish more using her celebrity to raise funds selling war bonds. She went on to raise $7 million for the war effort in a single evening.

Lamarr’s invention of frequency hopping, or spread spectrum technology, sat unused for decades. The patent expired in 1960. In 1962 technological advances in microprocessors made frequency hopping feasible, and the technology was used to secure American military radio transmissions during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Today, U.S. defense communication satellites, cellular phones, GPS, and other wireless communication systems all employ Lamarr’s technological invention. The technology is also used in integrated bar code scanners, handheld computers, computer data, and e-mail.

During her Hollywood film career, Lamarr appeared in over 20 movies. She felt that her beauty and early notoriety caused her to be cast as the immoral vixen. The fixation on her physical beauty over her intellect may have also sabotaged her self-image; she was married and divorced six times. She continued inventing throughout her life—a kind of traffic light, a fluorescent dog collar, modification ideas for the supersonic Concorde plane, and more.

Neither Lamarr nor Antheil received any financial benefit from their invention. In 1997 Lamarr and Antheil received the Electronic Frontier Foundation Pioneer Award, and Lamarr became the first woman to receive the BULBIE Gnass Spirit of Achievement Award (a lifetime achievement award for inventors.) Lamarr was inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame in 2014, and throughout German-speaking countries in Europe Inventor’s Day is celebrated on her birthday, November 9. Lamarr died in 2000.

Keri Dearborn
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Love, Nancy Harkness (1914–1976)

One of the first women to head a military unit of female pilots and an early commercial airline pilot, Nancy Harkness Love was born to a wealthy family in Philadelphia in 1914. She learned to fly in Houghton, Michigan, at the age of 16 while a boarding student at the Milton Academy in Massachusetts. She earned her commercial pilot’s license during her college years at Vassar. In 1933 with the Great Depression depleting her father’s wealth, Love left college without completing a degree to make her living flying.

Love’s first job was selling airplanes on commission at the East Boston Airport. In 1935 she was among the many women who worked as pilots for the Works Progress Administration. She and two others were assigned the air-marking project, requiring them to negotiate fees with towns and landowners for the right to mark city names on water towers and barns to aid pilots in navigating cross-country. Love’s territory was New York state. She then worked with the Bureau of Air Commerce as a test pilot for experimental airplane safety features.

In 1936 Love flew in the Amelia Earhart Trophy Race at the National Air Races, placing fifth with no prior racing experience. That year she also married Robert H. Love, and they founded Inter-City Airlines in Boston.

In 1937 Nancy Love left the Bureau of Air Commerce and took a job demonstrating and selling planes in Buffalo, New York. When their regular test pilot took a new job in the West, Love lobbied for his old one. Through her work, new landing gears were tested and adopted by Gwinn Aircar and many other aircraft designers. She also worked at Inter City Aviation with her husband teaching flying classes and demonstrating and selling planes.

In June 1940 Love joined other patriotic pilots in ferrying American planes to Canada that would then be shipped to France for use against the approaching German Army. Two weeks after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, Love moved to Washington, D.C., when her husband was called to World War II military duty. Love took a civilian administration job with the Air Transport Command (ATC) in Baltimore and commuted to it by plane. She met with her superiors at the ATC to discuss her ferrying experience and the concept of a corps of women ferry pilots.

On Thursday, September 10, 1942, Love’s proposal was announced in the newspapers. Women were asked to apply to what was then called the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS). While serving as director for the length of the war, Love continued to have herself checked out on many of the new planes so she would understand what she was asking of her recruits. On February 27, 1943, she became one of the first pilots to fly the P-51 Mustang. Love went so far as to station herself at a base in Long Beach, California, where most of these new planes were being designed.

In May 1943, however, the Ferry Division was relocated to Cincinnati, Ohio. In July, the Pentagon combined the WAFS with Jacqueline Cochran Women’s Flying Training Detachment (WFTD) and renamed it the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP). Cochran retained command of training, and Love commanded deployment. To support their efforts, Walt Disney created Fifinella, a female gremlin mascot, for the group.

On August 15, 1943, Love and one of her WAF commanding officers, Betty Huyler Gillies, became the first women to qualify as pilots of the B-17 “Flying Fortress.” They were training to be the first women to ferry a bomber across the Atlantic Ocean, but their mission was cut short by a top-ranking male general firmly against female pilots entering the combat arena.


[image: Lamphier]

Nancy Harkness Love, director of the U.S. Women’s Auxiliary Ferry Squadron during World War II, adjusts her helmet in the cockpit of an army plane before taking off from an eastern U.S. base. The women under her command ferried planes from factories to coastal airports, where they were flown to overseas battle fronts. (National Archives)

The WASP program was deactivated on December 20, 1944. In July 1946, Love was awarded the Air Medal for her leadership of the Ferrying Division on the same day her husband was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, making them the first couple to be decorated for military service on the same day.

In 1947, Love had her first child. She and her family moved to Martha’s Vineyard and commuted by plane from there to Boston whenever business called. Love died of cancer in October 1976.

Rosanne Welch
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Marine Corps Women’s Reserve

The U.S. Marine Corps Women’s Reserve (MCWR) was officially established as a separate force from the U.S. Marine Corps in February 1943, approximately a year after the United States entered World War II (1939–1945) in 1941. During World War I, over 300 women joined the regular U.S. Marine Corps. The MCWR joined other World War II women’s military auxiliaries, including the Women’s Army Corp (WAC), the Navy’s Women’s Reserve (WAVES), the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP), and the Coast Guard Women’s Reserve (SPARS).

The U.S. Marine Corps was officially established in 1775. As best as history can tell, Lucy Brewer became the first unofficial woman marine. She served aboard USS Constitution during the War of 1812 by disguising herself as a man named George Baker. In 1815 Brewer published her wartime exploits in The Adventures of Lucy Brewer, which was so popular that it went through 19 editions between 1815 and 1818. There is a strong possibility that the work is sensational fiction, not authentic autobiography.

Manpower shortages during World War I created space for women to serve in some branches of the military. Under the Naval Act of 1916, the Naval Coast Defense Reserve Force was open to all persons, and Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels (1862–1948) endorsed allowing women to enlist. In 1918 the Marine Corps petitioned Daniels for permission to enroll women in the Marine Corps Reserve. Soon after Opha Mae Johnson (1900–1976) became the first official female marine. By mid-September more than 30 women had enlisted, and by the end of the year 300 women had entered the Marine Corps. Women who served in the Marine Corps during World War I held mostly office jobs, such as bookkeeping and typing. Some served as recruiting officers, and others worked in public relations. On November 11, 1919, after the war had ended, the women were discharged. Female veterans were given the same benefits as men immediately after the war but had no access to long-term health care.

The MCWR was established on February 13, 1943, with Ruth Cheney Streeter (1895–1990) appointed as director. The first class of female marines began training in March. Women with at least two years of college were allowed to apply for officer training. Recruits initially trained at Hunter College in New York, while the officer candidates trained at Mount Holyoke College in Massachusetts. By July, both recruits and officers were trained at New River, North Carolina. The jobs that World War II–era women marines held were more varied than those of their predecessors and included technical positions such as radio operator and control tower operator. In September 1946, the nearly 20,000 women marines were demobilized.

In 1948 the Armed Services Integration Act allowed women to hold permanent positions in the military and entitled them to full benefits. That year, the first group of eight women enlisted as regular marines, and Katherine Amelia Towle (1898–1986) was appointed the first director of women marines on November 4, 1948. In 1949, new female marine recruits, including African American women, began their six-week basic training at Parris Island in South Carolina. The women received physical fitness training but not weapons training, as they did not engage in combat. In August 1950 women marines were mobilized, taking stateside jobs so the men could be sent to the Korean War. They also served in active-duty jobs during the Vietnam War, and by 1975 they filled all jobs except infantry, artillery, armor, and pilot positions.

In 1985 women began receiving weapons training, and in 1989 combat training was added to their regimen. All marines receive 13 weeks of basic training; the women’s training does not differ from the men’s, although they train separately. Women marines have participated in air combat since 1993. Captain Sarah Deal was the first woman to start flight training, and in 2002 Captain Vernice Armour was the first African American combat pilot.

Karen S. Garvin
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Moreno, Luisa (1907–1992)

Luisa Moreno was a groundbreaking Hispanic leader and union activist. She is best known for cofounding the Hispanic civil rights assembly El Congreso de Pueblos que Habian Espanol (The National Spanish-Speaking Congress).

Moreno was born on August 30, 1907, in Guatemala City. The daughter of Ernesto and Alicia Rodriguez, she was christened Blanca Rose Lopez Rodriguez. As an adult, in deference to family concerns about her labor activities, she changed her name to Luisa Moreno in honor of the well-known Mexican labor organizer Luis Moreno. Luisa Moreno first came to the United States in 1916 with her parents and began attending school in Oakland, California. Upon the completion of her studies she returned to Guatemala, where, working for local newspapers, she became interested in social issues. In August 1928 Moreno returned to the United States, arriving in New York City with her husband, Guatemalan artist Miguel Angel de Leon.

Struggling to support her young daughter and unemployed husband in the early days of the Great Depression, Moreno experienced firsthand the conditions in the city’s sweatshops while working in a garment factory near Spanish Harlem. In 1930, attracted by its involvement in organizing workers, Moreno joined the Communist Party. In the early 1930s, she organized black and Latino cigar and tobacco workers in Florida and sugarcane workers in Louisiana. In 1935, the American Delegation of Labor hired Moreno as a professional organizer.

In June 1937, Moreno divorced her husband. A year later she helped organize the El Congreso de Pueblos de Hablan Espanola. The following year she moved east to Colorado and organized its beet workers, many of whom were day or stoop workers. The first woman and Latino elected to the California Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) Council, she also served as an international representative of the United Cannery Agricultural Packing and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA). In 1940 she moved to San Diego, taking a job with a labor newspaper. She and ally Robert Galvan organized the Fish Cannery Workers Union, UCAPAWA Local 64, an organization that included hundreds of male and female workers.

The war years transformed San Diego, and the wartime industries led to a great influx of Mexican workers throughout southern California. This shifting population created racial tensions, and Moreno and members of El Congreso played a critical role in helping calm a populace. As the country emerged from World War II, Moreno’s life changed. After years of organizing work all over the West and Southwest, she married Gray Bemis in February 1947. She wrote a book that was both a memoir and a how-to book on organizing. She also helped teach a class at the California Labor School titled “Mexican-Americans and the Fight for Civil Rights,” and she began the process of securing American citizenship.

Moreno’s life soon fell victim to the postwar McCarthyite Red Scare. Her citizenship application was stalled, and her years as a labor organizer, her foreign birth, and her onetime Communist Party membership stamped her as a dangerous radical. After appearances before both the California Senate Factfinding Subcommittee on Un-American Activities and the U.S. House Committees on Un-American Activities (HUAC), the Justice Department issued a warrant for her arrest, and in March 1949 she was ordered to leave the United States. Officially a “voluntary departure under warrant of deportation,” her departure was hailed by HUAC figures and mourned by the area’s Hispanic community and Americans who valued constitutional rights.

Moreno and Bemis remained in Mexico for a year before relocating to Guatemala. After the Central Intelligence Agency engineered a governmental shakeup in 1954, the couple moved back to Mexico, where Bemis died on February 1, 1960. Moreno moved briefly to Cuba but returned to Mexico, where she lived until shortly before her death. After she suffered a major stroke, her brother Ernesto took her back to Guatemala, where she died on November 2, 1992. Though not well remembered, Moreno is an important figure in the Mexican American civil rights movement.

William H. Pruden III
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Navy Nurse Corps

The Navy Nurse Corps, a medical support unit, was created by an act of Congress in May 1908 with responsibility for creating a corps of naval nurses within the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery.

Women have long served as military nurses, though generally their work was informal and often unwaged. During the American Revolutionary War and the American Civil War, for example, many women followed the troops and provided health care to injured and sick soldiers. Women in the United States Sanitary Commission provided nursing aboard hospital ships during the Civil War, as did Catholic nuns. Many women, official and unofficial, faced battles and violence to nurse soldiers, a fact that reminds us that though unrecognized, women have long gone to war.

The first round of official applicants to the Navy Nurse Corps were required to be graduate nurses possessing at least two years of formal training as well as appropriate clinical experience. Esther Vorhees Hasson, a former army nurse, was appointed the first superintendent of the Navy Nurse Corps. She and 19 others, the corps’ inaugural class, were trained at the Navy Medical School in Washington, D.C. In March 1909, the first group of navy nurses, receiving their initial assignments, fanned out to naval hospitals in Washington, D.C.; Portsmouth, Virginia; Annapolis, Maryland; and Brooklyn, New York. Known as the “Sacred Twenty,” these nurses were the first women to be official naval personnel. Each navy hospital had a chief nurse, with additional responsibilities and higher pay. At the time much of the nursing work was done by navy corpsmen, a fact that explains the small number of female nurses.

Over the next few years the Navy Nurse Corps grew to over 160 nurses. Assignments were broadened to include additional hospitals stateside as well as at bases such as Pearl Harbor, Guam, and the Philippines. At the same time, the range of assignments also expanded, with 1913 seeing corps members assuming duty aboard naval vessels. With U.S. entry into World War I in 1917, the 160-member corps grew dramatically to meet the needs of the war effort. During the war many nurses were assigned to hospitals overseas to nurse injured soldiers, but the bulk of the corps remained in the United States supporting vast domestic training programs. Initially the nurses played an important role training navy corpsmen, but by the end of the war they were also deeply involved in the effort to combat the 1918–1910 worldwide influenza epidemic. At the time of the armistice on November 11, 1918, the Navy Nurses Corps numbered just under 1,400 nurses, who were serving in the war zone, the Caribbean, the Pacific, and numerous U.S. facilities. However, following the war, those numbers shrank rapidly as the corps returned to peacetime levels.

The first permanent shipboard posts were established in the 1920s, and a robust program of continuing education was introduced, with specialized training in areas such as lab techniques, dietetics, and tuberculosis treatment being introduced. The Great Depression led to additional reductions in corps personnel. However, over 800 nurses served on active and reserve duty when the United States entered World War II in late 1941. Navy nurses served in all areas of the conflict in 40 different naval hospitals at home and abroad. Probably the best-known group was the one that became known as the “Band of Angels.” A group of 11 led by Laura Cobb were held captive by the Japanese in the Philippines from January 1942 until February 1945 at Los Banos internment camp. Throughout their time in captivity, while overcoming illness and at the end barely surviving in near-starvation conditions, they faithfully and heroically cared for their patients. Other navy nurses found themselves stranded on Corregidor when General Douglas MacArthur evacuated the troops to the island in Manila’s bay and then abandoned many of them to the Japanese. Navy nurse prisoners of war emerged from the war with enhanced rank as well as medals and commendations that attested to the corps’ many contributions to the Allied victory. Many of them also suffered from ill health and general weakness for the rest of theirs lives, a by-product of the years of privation they suffered.

The United States emerged from World War II as a superpower that required a naval presence around the globe. Over the next few decades the Navy Nurse Corps played roles in the Korean War and the evacuation of French soldiers after the battle at Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam and also tended to the Hungarian Freedom Fighters in 1957 as well as America’s own soldiers during the Vietnam War. At the same time, the corps’ undertaking of these responsibilities was changing. In 1955, a nursing division was set up in the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery to help the surgeon general develop better guidelines relating to the requirements and qualification of the corps. In 1961 the naval nurses were assigned to the White House Medical Unit. Four year later the first male nurse was commissioned in the Navy Nurse Corps Reserves, and the following year Congress passed legislation allowing male nurses to receive commission in the regular navy.

The succeeding years have witnessed nurses serving aboard aircraft carriers. Other historic firsts include the first nurse admiral, the first African American nurse captain, and the first male nurse to serve as commanding officer of a naval hospital. All of these milestones came as the corps continued to advance the U.S. Navy’s mission and serve patients in places such as Zambia, Honduras, Cambodia, and Sri Lanka. Wherever navy medical personnel have been deployed, the Navy Nurse Corps has followed, continuing a tradition of service and support that is now over a century old.

William H. Pruden III
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Oral History Interview with Captain Ann Bernatitus, NC, USN (Ret.) (1994)

The Bureau of Medicine and Surgery of the U.S. Navy has compiled a collection of oral histories of women who served as nurses during World War II. The following are excerpts from an interview conducted on January 25, 1994, with Captain Ann Bernatitus about her time in the Philippines. Bernatitus was the first American recipient of the Legion of Merit (legionnaire) for her heroism during the siege of Bataan and Corregidor between December 1941 and April 1942.

When did you decide you wanted to be a nurse?

I always wanted to be a nurse. There was nothing else for girls to do in those days but be a school teacher or a nurse. My parents couldn’t afford to send me to college. My school friend, whose mother was a widow, told my mother, who was also a widow, to let me go for training. My mother then decided to let me go for training locally. That girl went to New York for her training.

Where did you go?

I trained at what was then the Wyoming Valley Homeopathic Hospital in Wilkes-Barre. While I was in training, someone from the Army came to Mercy Hospital to talk about military nursing and we had to go. That was where I got the idea of the Navy. In those days, things were pretty bad.

That was during the Depression?

Right. There were no jobs for nurses, It you were one of the old timers, maybe. They had private duty nurses in those days but only the rich could afford them. I wasn’t thinking about going in the service at that time. It wasn’t until after I graduated. I had no job. I then decided to take a postgraduate course in operating room technique and management at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate Hospital in Philadelphia at 19th and Lombard. I applied and was accepted for a 6-month course.

Even after I finished that, there were still no jobs. First of all, I think I was too young at that time to get a job as a supervisor of an operating room. I stayed on at Penn and did general duty for $45 a month and my board.

When was that?

I went in training in ’31 and I graduated in ’34 but, as I said, I stayed on. I saw an ad in one of the nursing magazines that said they would find you a job so I applied. One day I got a telegram saying there was an opening for a staff nurse, not a supervisor, but a staff nurse in the operating room at the New Rochelle hospital in New York for $80 a month and board. I grabbed it. So I went to New Rochelle and worked in the operating room there rather than being a staff nurse. I was doing what I had trained for.

After so many months, I realized I would have to get New York registration to be able to stay on there. At that time, I got a letter from my former director of nurses at Wyoming Valley saying she would give me a job as an operating room supervisor at the Nanticoke State Hospital in the area. But they would only pay me $70 a month. But I took it mainly because my mother felt better that I was close to home and not out in the big city. The superintendent who gave me the job had been an ex-Army nurse back during World War I.

I think at that time I had written for an application to join the Navy Nurse Corps. For the longest time, I didn’t hear from them. So I wrote a second time and finally got an application form from the Bureau [of Medicine and Surgery]. I had to go to Philadelphia for a physical.

Did you have to take some kind of examination?

No. This was in ’36. What was happening after World War I, like always, is like we’re doing right now, cut, cut, cut. Somewhere along the line, I had heard that there were only 325 nurses in the Nurse Corps. Some had resigned after World War I and some had been furloughed. They were slowly calling them back. And they were also accepting new applicants. It seems that I went for the physical exam on the first of September, and on the 25th, I was on my way to the Naval hospital in Chelsea, MA.

How did the Navy brand of nursing differ from what you had experienced before?

First of all, I had been working in the operating room which meant my job was different from a regular staff nurse that was out taking care of patients. in those days, when you joined the Navy, you were on 6 month’s probation. That was the stipulation. For those first 6 months, you wore the uniform and hat you graduated with and had in civilian life. They put you on a ward with an older nurse and you just learned the language and the routine.

Of course, that was the era before Navy nurses even had ranks. You were probably addressed as Miss Bernatitus.

Right. In those days we were neither fish nor fowl. We were not officers and we were not enlisted. We were in between. We did not get the pay of an officer but we got more than the enlisted. . . .

About this time, General MacArthur declared Manila an open city.

That’s when all this happened. And why did I get picked to go to Bataan? Only for one reason. When he declared Manila an open city, they were sending surgeons out to Bataan. They weren’t picking general medical men. The fact that I had been Dr. Smith’s ward nurse and I had the background in operating room, he picked me.

What about the convoy to Bataan?

It formed up at Jai Lai.

Did you see the other nurses?

No. Just Dorothy. I was waiting on the curb to get on the bus to go to Bataan.

So you never saw any of them until after the war?

Yes. That’s right. Anyway, the convoy took off for Bataan. There were 24 Army nurses, 25 Filipino nurses and me, the 1 Navy nurse. As we passed through the villages, the natives came out and cheered us giving us the ‘V’ for victory sign. Many times during the trip the bus would have to stop and we would dive into gutters along the roadside because the Japanese planes were overhead. Late that afternoon we arrived at Camp Limay, Hospital Number 1. There were 25 wooden, one-story buildings, 15 of them wards. A water pipe outside each ward provided water. The utility room for the bedpans and what have you was the back porch. The buildings were in a rectangle with the operating room building at the upper end with a generator and water towers alongside. At the further end was the building housing the nurses’ quarters and the officer’s mess hall. The remaining buildings were along each side. Behind the buildings on the left side of the beach was a warehouse in which were stored the equipment and supplies for the hospital. In the center of this area was grass and trees and foxholes dug everywhere. We were assigned two to a room. My roommate Was Arlene Ellen Francis.

The first few days I was assigned ward duty but this was changed and I was reassigned to the operating room. You know, they really left me alone. I only worked when Dr. Smith worked. He was the one who took care of me. The Army nurses didn’t bother me. I was a member or Dr. Smith’s team.

Let me go on. (continues reading from document) Everyone was involved in setting up the hospital. All the supplies and equipment were crated and stored in the warehouse on the beach. The crates were neither marked nor stored as units so the Navy crates had to be opened before you found the items for your particular unit. I recall a crate being opened and in it were surgical gowns wrapped in newspapers dated 1917.

The operating room was a long narrow building with approximately seven or eight tables set up in the center. Along the window openings were the cabinets with supplies. There were shutters with a stick to keep them open. I’m a bit vague on how we sterilized the gauze and linen but it seems to me it was done in pressure cooker operated by kerosene. The instruments were sterilized by placing them in a foot tub filled with Lysol, then rinsed in alcohol. The period of sterilization depended on how fast they were needed. As the patients were brought in they were assigned to a table by Dr. Weinstein of the Army Medical Corps. The team assigned to that table took care of the patient regardless of what type of surgery was indicated. Casualties were heavy and the operating room was an extremely busy place.

We got there on December 24th. On January 23, 1942, Camp Limay moved to Little Baguio farther down the peninsula. We had two meals a day: 9 a.m. and 4 p.m. The wards ware just concrete slabs with corrugated roofs. They were open on the sides. The operating room was on a little knoll.

On March 3, the hospital was bombed, even though the warehouse on the beach had a big red cross.

You were there when the bombs dropped.

Are you kidding? Outside the operating room was a bench. I almost killed myself trying to get under that bench.

Did you hear the planes coming?

Yes. The alarm would sound and then you could hear the bombs coming down—a whistling sound. On April 7 the Japanese apologized. It had been a mistake. That hospital was right next door to the ammunition dump.

I imagine they were killed and wounded.

Oh, yes. Every operating table would be filled. They would come in from the field all dirty. You did what you could. There were lice; I kept my hair covered all the time. He did a lot of leg amputations because we had a lot of gas gangrene out there. I remember one patient we were operating on. Dr. Smith didn’t want to sew him back up. He had died. I remember telling him that I didn’t want him to do that if anything happened to me. He said, ‘I’ll sew him up just to shut you up.’ We were washing the dirty dressings that they used during an operation. We would wash them out and refold and sterilized them and use them again.

The operating theater and everything were right out there in the open? No screens or anything?

No. It was just the wards that were open. The OR was in a building. It was at Limay where we had the long row of tables. At Little Baguio it was in a building. I can’t remember exactly how many operating tables we had. As you walked in, there was a setup for ear, nose, and throat. . . .

What did you see when you looked across at Bataan?

Fireworks. You wouldn’t believe. They had bombs and everything. The Army nurses still over there were further up the peninsula and they were being evacuated too but they didn’t get to Corregidor until the next day. I was less scared on Bataan than I was on Corregidor. When the Japanese bombed, the whole place just shook. . . .

How did you get selected to be evacuated from Corregidor?

I don’t know how I was picked. I remember the planes came in first to evacuate people. (Reading from document) Two Navy PBYs [seaplanes] took several Army nurses and 15 other passengers on April 29th.

You were being treated to this terrific bombardment every single day and then one day they come to you and say ‘By the way, we’re taking you out of here.’ Is that how it happened?

Two PBYs came in first and they took some nurses on it. How they picked them, I don’t know. We were called to the mess hall and told we were going to be leaving that night. They stressed that weight didn’t matter as much as size. All I had was a duffel bag. I always said that I didn’t want to go out of there on an airplane. I would rather go by submarine. We were dreaming that that’s exactly what was going to happen.

What happened then?

They told us we would meet after dark in front of Wainwright’s headquarters. But then the Japanese started shelling us so they canceled us. We were told to meet I think 2 or 3 hours later. Your name was called and you stepped out of the crowd because everybody was gathered around to see this.

Wainwright shook your hand and wished you Godspeed and he said, ‘Tell them how it is out here.’ And then I got in a car and they took us out of the tunnel down to the dock. Everything was pitch-black, just some trees standing with no leaves, no nothing, charred.

When we got down there we got on a boat that was even smaller than the one that took us to Corregidor. Then we shoved off. We had to go through our own mine fields to get to the submarine. We learned later that it was taking us so long to get out there that the submarine wasn’t sure Corregidor hadn’t already fallen. Finally we saw this dark shape and we came alongside of it. You could hear the slapping of the water between the two objects. Then someone said ‘Get your foot over the rail.’ And then someone just pulled me, and then the first thing I knew I was going down the hatch. I got down there awfully fast. (Reading from document) On May 3rd we were evacuated from Corregidor. There were six Army officers, six Navy officers, eleven Army nurses, and one Navy nurse. There was also one civilian woman, and two stowaways—one Navy electrician’s mate and one who was with the Army transport.

Someone gets out and someone immediately gets in.

Our luggage we brought with us was on the deck in that same room. I was one of the four picked to go to bed right away. The next morning when my 8 hours were up four others went to sleep. You just had to kill time any way you could. Most of our time was spent in the crew’s mess. Someone had a Victrola that was playing all the time. The crew would come with magazines they had stashed away someplace. We would sit and talk. And of course, the boys loved it. The crew was fed first. Anything they served was wonderful for us. We hadn’t seen food like that. They gave us one bucket for four of us when we went to bed. And that was for bathing and washing. Of course, if you went to the john you had to have an escort. Down in that submarine, the only thing you heard was the sound of the screws turning. You know, after a while the gals were cooking for the boys.

They initiated us when we went under the equator. I had just gotten up and I had to stand in a pan of water or something.

You know, while we were on that submarine we remained submerged during the day and at dusk we would surface to charge our batteries. When we came up we came up at an angle like this (gesturing). And then someone opened a hatch and we felt this gush of nice fresh air come through. We had hardly done this when whish, down we went again. Well, that was an experience. They thought they sighted something. Everything was turned off and everybody was sitting around doing nothing. You could watch the men. Those who had shirts on you could just see those shirts gradually turning from tan to brown with perspiration. We must have been submerged for several hours just barely crawling. But everything turned out okay. . . .

You were at Okinawa during the invasion. What do you remember about that?

When we stopped retiring out to sea at night all lit up, we would stay where we were anchored ready to pick up casualties. Every time the kamikazes would come we would get the alarm over the loud speaker. They would say ‘Kamaretta red, smoke boat make smoke.’ And then this boat would fill the bay with white smoke so the kamikazes couldn’t see.

Where did you go from there?

(Again reading from notes) In July we left Saipan for San Pedro Bay, Leyte, and served as a fleet base hospital in the Philippines until the end of the war. August 15th was V-J Day [the day victory over Japan was celebrated, though Japan formally surrendered on 2 Sep. 1945] and that was a day! We had just gone up on deck for a movie when it was announced. And that bay lit up that night like you’ve never seen. The sky was bright, everybody firing something or another. It was beautiful. I remember standing at the rail with somebody. The person said, ‘Well, maybe now we can go home.’ And I said, ‘No, I don’t think so. I think we have to go get the war prisoners first.’ I was still thinking about Dr. Carey Smith and Dr. Fraley. So, sure enough, that’s what we got orders for.

To pick up the POWS [Prisoners of War].

(Reading from notes) So on the 28th [August] we were enroute via Okinawa for Dairen, Manchuria to pick up the prisoners of war. We were escorted by the destroyer escort McNulty (DE-581) and the Eugene Elmore (DE-686). We picked up a Chinese man and woman. The next day the Relief was guided past 10 floating mines. One crewmember of the McNulty was injured by shrapnel and transferred to the Relief but he died. At 9:18 we docked with no help from anybody. It was not till the 11th [September] that the prisoners come aboard, 753 of them. That was really something.

First of all, music was blaring from the ship and everything was all lighted up. Well, they didn’t let them come right aboard. They had to be deloused first—fumigated and then given showers. Then they came aboard at 2050. I remember the supply officer who was in charge of food, came to me and said that the senior medical officer was going to give them sandwiches and I said, ‘Listen, if you can’t give them a steak dinner and ice cream or something, we ought to be ashamed of ourselves.’ They would stand in line waiting from one meal to the next and they ate bread. God, they ate bread! The men were up on the SOQ (Sick Officers Quarters). The galley was in the middle and my office was to the left of it. Because all the bread and butter were on my desk, they reached in to get bread and butter, then with their trays they would go through the galley to load up, and then go out to their bunks.

Source: “U.S. Navy Medical Department Oral History Program: Oral History with Capt (Ret) Ann Bernatitus, NC, USN,” Navy Medicine, http://www.med.navy.mil/bumed/nmhistory/Oral%20Histories2/BERNATITUS,%20Ann.pdf.



Nurses Selective Service Act

Since the establishment of the United States, women have served in the military in various support capacities. Historically, women’s military service was allowed only under the crisis of war and only on a temporary basis. Furthermore, drafting women had never been seriously considered until World War II (1939–1945). In fact, to date the Nurse Selective Services Act (NSSA) was the closest that the U.S. government came to drafting women.

Since at least World War I (1914–1918), the courts justified conscription (the draft) on the basis of citizenship responsibilities. However, when interpreting citizenship duties, the courts usually avoided specifically addressing women’s military responsibilities. In addition, the military establishment resisted the inclusion of women in its ranks for many years by only allowing them to serve under circumstances of dire need. For example, after women’s service in World War I, Congress passed legislation to ban women from serving in the military again. However, when World War II broke out two decades later, women were needed, and Congress passed new legislation that allowed women to once again serve their country. Even by then, when women served they were viewed as temporary help. In fact, it was not until the passage of the Women’s Armed Service Integration Act (1948) that the women’s corps was made a permanent part of the armed forces.

Although there were many parallels between women’s service in World War I and in World War II, the nature of their service opportunities were influenced by the different characteristics of the two wars. In comparison, U.S. involvement in World War II (four years) lasted for much longer than in World War I (one year). Furthermore, the scope of the wars differed. World War II was a much larger war. It was fought in more places by many more soldiers than in World War I. Consequently, more nurses were needed in World War II than in World War I. In spite of this fact, military policy still required married and pregnant women to be discharged. Consequently, this military policy contributed to some extent to nurse shortages during the war. In short, the military’s views on women’s service did not line up with the realities of World War II. In a call to action, in the State of the Union address in January 6, 1945, President Franklin D. Roosevelt explained that “one of the most urgent immediate requirements of the armed forces [was] more nurses.”

Quoting alarming statistics, the president stated that the U.S. Army and the U.S. Navy had a combined nurse shortage total of 20,000. He pointed out that 11 army hospitals had recently been sent overseas without nurses and that more than 1,000 nurses had been hospitalized due to overwork in understaffed conditions. Roosevelt lamented that “wounded men should ever want for the best possible nursing care.” Consequently, he proposed a revolutionary change. He asked the U.S. Congress to amend the Selective Service Act to require women with nursing credentials to register for the draft. With the war still raging in Europe, on February 22, 1945, the House Military Affairs Committee recommended the NSSA to the House of Representatives, and the House passed the bill. On March 28, 1945, the Senate Military Affairs Committee recommended the bill to the Senate as well, but as senators considered the bill, the war in Europe began to wind down. Consequently, the Senate decided that the law was no longer needed, and the bill died.

One month later on April 30, 1945, Adolf Hitler committed suicide, and one week after that, on May 7, 1945, Germany surrendered. With Japan’s surrender four months later, the long war was over. With the end of the crisis, the idea of drafting women was forgotten. In fact, the NSSA became so obscure that even some historians were unaware of how the U.S. government came close to drafting women. The magnitude of World War II remains unmatched, and therefore the U.S. military has not faced the same pressing need for nurses as it did in 1945.

Rolando Avila
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Office of Strategic Services

The Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was the forerunner of the Central Intelligence Agency. The OSS was established in June 1942 and employed more than 4,500 women in a variety of intelligence-related activities, including espionage, covert activities, and propaganda in its three years of service.

Before World War II, intelligence gathering was handled through the Department of State and the armed services, but the system was chaotic. In June 1941, William J. Donovan (1883–1959) reported to the White House to discuss the formation of a national civilian intelligence agency with President Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882–1945). Roosevelt appointed Donovan as head of the newly created Office of the Coordinator of Information (COI). The COI was tasked with collecting and analyzing information vital to national security. To staff the new agency, Donovan turned to friends, academics, and writers. Many employees came from the upper strata of society, and most had traveled or lived abroad and were fluent in foreign languages. The organization garnered distrust from other agencies because of its country club atmosphere.

When America entered World War II in December 1941, Roosevelt placed the COI under the control of the Joint Chiefs of Staff but split the agency’s missions into “black” and “white” operations. The white ops were given to the Office of War Information (OWI), while the black ops remained with COI, which was reformed into the OSS in June 1942.

The OSS was organized into seven branches and grew quickly. The Research and Analysis (R&A) branch gathered and analyzed data. Julia Child (1912–2004), famed American chef, worked for this branch during the war. Child volunteered for the OSS soon after the United States entered World War II. She first worked as a research assistant to Donovan at OSS headquarters and then transferred to the OSS Emergency Sea Rescue Equipment Section. Child worked in Asia during 1944–1945, and as chief of the OSS Registry she had top security clearance. Child married another OSS officer in September 1946 and began her chef training in 1948.

The Secret Intelligence (SI) branch was in charge of obtaining covert information. The Counterintelligence (X-2) branch handled information, misinformation, and code breaking. The Morale Operations (MO) branch disseminated propaganda meant to discredit the enemy. Barbara Lauwers (1914–2009) worked in the MO branch and was first stationed in Algiers and then transferred to Italy. Lauwers, who was fluent in Czech, French, German, and Slovak, ran Operation Sauerkraut, which circulated negative propaganda about Hitler in Germany. Lauwers also created the League of Lonely War Women, an imaginary organization of lonely girlfriends of German soldiers who were looking for new boyfriends not in the war. Lauwers received the Bronze Star for her efforts, which resulted in more than 600 enemy defections.

Special Operations (SO) engaged in subversive activities, while the Operational Group (OG) used soldiers who were fluent in foreign languages. These agents generally engaged in sabotage. The Maritime Unit (MU) dealt with marine operations, which included placing explosive limpets/mines on ships. Women served in all of the branches, although relatively few participated in the SO, OG, and MU branches.

OSS recruits were sent to national parks and forests near Washington for basic paramilitary training that lasted two to four weeks and included close-combat fighting. Advanced recruits learned about radios and Morse code and also learned how to disarm booby traps and make parachute jumps. Thirty-eight women received parachute training.

Several now-famous female spies were OSS agents, including Virginia Hall (1906–1982), who was born in Baltimore and lived in Paris at the outbreak of the war. She joined the Ambulance Service and evacuated to London during the occupation of France, where she joined the British Special Operations Executive. In March 1944 Hall joined the OSS and returned to occupied France, where she performed espionage duties and helped train Resistance members in guerrilla warfare tactics. Hall received the Distinguished Service Cross in 1945.

The OSS created a special music branch and recruited Hollywood stars such as Marlene Dietrich (1901–1992) to write and perform songs for its Soldatensender (Soldiers’ Radio) station, which broadcast black ops radio programs intended to create division between the Axis members and discredit Nazi propaganda. Dietrich, a native of Berlin, moved to the United States in 1939 and helped raise war bonds. She recorded several anti-Nazi albums for the MO branch and became famous for singing “Lili Marlene,” which became popular in Germany and was played at the end of every broadcast. Dietrich received the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1945.

The OSS also recruited women as agents in Germany during the war. One such recruit was Maria Gulovich (1921–2009), a native of Slovakia who was enlisted by the OSS in 1944. Gulovich was fluent in five languages and worked for the OSS as a guide and interpreter. She also gathered intelligence and did reconnaissance work. During a blizzard in November 1944, Gulovich safely guided a small group of agents through the Slovak mountains to Bucharest, Romania. She received a Bronze Star for her heroism in May 1946 and became a U.S. citizen in 1952.

On October 1, 1945, the OSS was officially disbanded by an Executive Order signed by President Harry Truman (1884–1972). At its peak in 1944, the OSS had employed more than 13,000 people; 4,500 of them were women, and 900 of them served overseas. The OSS’s functions were split between the War Department, the State Department, and the Army General Staff until the Central Intelligence Agency was created in 1947.
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Rosie the Riveter

The Rosie the Riveter icon began as a propaganda symbol that encouraged a collective effort from all American women during World War II (1939–1945). In another sense, Rosie was a symbol of the wartime sacrifices and discrimination that women endured during the war. In later years, feminists redefined the Rosie the Riveter image as a symbol of female empowerment.

[image: Lamphier]

Though this iconic poster is but one of many images that encouraged women in World War II to take on war work, it is the most famous. The “Rosie the Riveter” campaign encouraged American women to think of their waged labor as positive and patriotic. (National Archives)

During the war, there was a shortage of labor in the factories because millions of men had gone off to fight. To keep the country running and to provide the troops with needed materials, the federal War Manpower Commission and the Office of War Information (OWI) began a large propaganda effort known as the “Women in War Jobs” campaign. The campaign first targeted women already in the workforce by encouraging them to seek higher-paying wages in factories. Then, the campaign recruited young girls out of high school. Finally, when officials realized that even more workers were needed, they targeted older married women who had children and had not previously been expected to work outside the home.

Many ads appealed to patriotism. One ad stated “Do your part, free a man for service.” Other ads told women that if they joined the workforce, the war would be over sooner. Some ads attempted to generate fear and guilt by telling women that more soldiers would die without their help. Furthermore, many propaganda posters underscored the specific dire need for industrial workers, and industrial leaders advertised high wages. Not surprisingly, about half of all women in the workforce during the war were employed in defense-related industries. About 6 million women answered the call. Some worked under very dangerous conditions in munitions factories. Many did heavy factory work that had been previously reserved for men: building aircraft and warships. Women drove streetcars, operated heavy construction machinery, and unloaded freight. Women were toolmakers, machinists, lumberjacks, blacksmiths, steel mill workers, railroad workers, and riveters who built war machines.

Artists celebrated Rosie the Riveter in popular songs and paintings. Norman Rockwell painted a female riveter for the cover of the Memorial Day edition of the Saturday Evening Post, using a dental hygienist named Mary Doyle Keefe for his model. Rockwell’s figure’s pose resembled the pose of the prophet Isaiah on Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling painting. In a patriotic vein, an American flag waved behind a redheaded Rosie wearing a blue uniform with white pins on her chest. Evidence of the riveter’s work ethic could be seen by residue on her face and arms. As if to show that women’s industrial work could help defeat Adolf Hitler, a riveting gun lay on the worker’s lap, while a copy of Mein Kampf lay under one of her feet.

After Rockwell’s portrait was published, the press found and celebrated several real women they could associate with the powerful image, the most famous of these being Rose Will Monroe, who worked as a riveter on B-24 and B-29 bomber airplanes in Ypsilanti, Michigan.

After the war, the image of Rosie the Riveter was almost forgotten. It was not until a wave of feminism swept the nation in the 1980s that the concept of Rosie the Riveter was resurrected. However, due to copyright restrictions on Rockwell’s work, feminists adopted a woman’s image from an earlier painting. In 1942, the Westinghouse Power Company had commissioned J. Howard Miller to design a propaganda poster to use to increase the morale of its workers. Miller created a poster of a woman wearing a bandanna and flexing her arm muscle with a caption reading “We Can Do It.” Since the 1980s, the Miller poster had become one of the most recognized symbols of female empowerment. In this way, the Rosie the Riveter image went from being used as a recruitment propaganda tool during the war to a symbol of past injustices and a rallying call for women’s empowerment.

Women who took jobs in industrial work often faced negative attitudes from male coworkers. In extreme cases, factory managers refused to provide women with gender-separate restrooms. Although women usually earned more doing factory work than any other work, they were sometimes paid 50 percent less than their male factory coworkers. In addition, women were often denied access to certain hazardous higher-paying occupations, such as sandblasting. Promotions in pay and rank were often only given to men.

African American women, usually employed as factory janitors and sweepers, remained even lower on the job ladder than white women. After the war, both commercial and military sectors wanted women to leave the factories so that returning men could have the jobs. Consequently, the government launched a new propaganda campaign asking women to “return to normalcy.” The message was that it was not “normal” for women to work in factories. The crisis of war was over, and the aid that women had provided was no longer needed. In short, Rosie the Riveter was laid off in 1945.

Working in the factories demonstrated to women and to the world that they could do jobs that had been previously thought exclusive to men. In fact, although many women were let go from their factory jobs in 1945, an increase in postwar spending brought many women back to the factories a few years later. Even by 1947, the percentage of women in the workforce had risen to the same level it was in 1940. In the long run, women’s work experiences during the war served as a precursor to the more permanent employment opportunities that women enjoyed in the 1970s and 1980s. Today, Rosie the Riveter is a symbol of not only what was but also of what can be.
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United Service Organization, Women

The United Service Organization (USO) is a private nonprofit entity that provides entertainment and recreational services to boost the morale of American military troops overseas and their families. Its origins date back to U.S. involvement in World War I, when the War Department relied on a number of nonprofit organizations to provide services to American soldiers in France. As the nation was entering World War II, leaders of six of these organizations—the National Jewish Welfare Board, the Traveler’s Aid Association, the Salvation Army, the National Catholic Community Service, the Young Women’s Christian Association, and the Young Men’s Christian Association—met at the request of President Franklin D. Roosevelt to form the USO as an umbrella organization.

During World War II, the USO established well over 3,000 recreation clubs near American military bases around the world. Both men and women volunteered for USO service, but women’s work provided the foundation for operating these clubs. For the soldiers, their presence was a welcome change from the masculine environment of their wartime experience. For the volunteer women, the USO offered an opportunity to channel their desire to help in the war effort into functions that fit traditional notions of women’s roles in wartime. They served coffee and snacks, cleaned and cooked, and chatted and danced with the soldiers during chaperoned events.

Although not as extensive a program as the clubs and canteens, the Camp Shows became the best-known USO function. These live performances, both in the United States and overseas, often featured Hollywood celebrities such as Bing Crosby, Judy Garland, Marlene Dietrich, and the most active USO performer, Bob Hope. The Camp Shows allowed them to showcase their patriotism, an opportunity especially significant for the female entertainers to display their support for the war as professionals.

Immediately after the war, the USO focused its efforts on giving practical aid to soldiers returning home and disbanded by the end of 1947. The outbreak of the Korean War, however, prompted President Harry S. Truman to ask that it be reactivated. As in World War II, the overwhelming majority of USO volunteers were women. Female workers in the canteens and the Camp Shows provided American soldiers relief from the experience of war and reminders of home.

The USO continued to provide services on the growing number of American military bases throughout the 1950s. It also instituted some organizational changes to reflect the changing cultural climate of the nation, dropping the chaperoned dances with volunteer hostesses and focusing on providing entertainment to the troops—a focus it has maintained until the present. While the antiwar sentiment of the Vietnam War era resulted in declining contributions and numbers of volunteers, the USO maintained a presence in Southeast Asia throughout the conflict. The first USO club opened in Saigon in 1963, and eventually 23 clubs in Vietnam and Thailand served up to 1 million troops each month.

Women still constituted the majority of USO workers. They served 18-month tours, providing services that ranged from meals to helping with writing letters back home. While the USO discouraged romantic relationships, the women were expected to look attractive. These contradicting messages coupled with the changing sexual mores at home resulted in continuing gender tensions as well as casual relationships and sexual experimentation. While many celebrities were antiwar activists and refused to go to Vietnam, the Camp Shows continued to provide a connection to home. As Bob Hope later remarked, “When [the soldiers] look up on stage they see home, family. They see America” (Bompane 2009).

With the shift toward an all-volunteer force in the 1970s, the USO began focusing on the needs of families of service members. It set up family centers to provide education, day care, and social support to military wives and children. As growing numbers of women began to enlist, the USO also set up women’s resource centers to assist them. In 1979, the nonprofit organizations associated with the USO severed their ties with the organization; that same year, Congress granted the USO a federal charter, stimulating fund-raising and giving it a bigger slice of funds generated by United Way. The USO went back into high gear during the Persian Gulf War (1990–1991), with major corporate contributions to pay for celebrity entertainment. Adjustments to the Muslim culture, which required women to wear veils in public, resulted in a number of female performers being left off Bob Hope’s Christmas show there. The USO maintained clubs in the Persian Gulf region during Operations DESERT STORM and DESERT SHIELD.

In the mid-1990s, the USO made an effort to bring in black artists to reflect the changing composition of the armed forces. It also focused on efforts to ease family life for military personnel. At overseas bases, the USO sponsored language classes, cooking clubs, and local tours. Near military bases in the United States, it set up computer terminals with free Internet access to allow for communications between families at home and their family members deployed abroad. The terrorist attacks in 2001 initiated a flood of donations, resulting in expanded services to troops deployed in the conflict areas and efforts to support the troops at home. In June 2003, the USO launched its first entertainment tour in Iraq since the official end of hostilities.

Today, the USO continues to arrange entertainment for the armed forces, setting up tours at domestic military camps and at installations across the globe. It provides child care for the families of military personnel; runs deployment centers, providing snacks and rest areas for personnel in transit; operates a contingency travel fund to help military families in need; and provides donated prepaid phone cards to servicemen and women. The USO operates family and community centers domestically and abroad. Besides serving currently enlisted military personnel, the USO provides services to veterans and to the families of people in the military.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Women in the USO: Letter from Holgar J. Johnson of the USO to Sylvia Fine (1958)

This letter, dated December 29, 1958, is from Holgar J. Johnson, president of the United Service Organizations (USO), to Sylvia Fine regarding Fine’s participation in producing the USO Christmas show. Women—whether famous or not—played a large roll in volunteering for various charitable organizations during wartime, all of which were congregated under the banner of the USO.

December 29th, 1958

Miss Sylvia Fine

1103 San Ysidro Drive

Beverly Hills, California

My dear Miss Fine:

Your name will forever be inscribed in the hearts of our service men and women overseas for helping make possible the 90-minute Christmas Spectacular on film which carries to them the expressions of a grateful nation wherever they are, on land or on sea.

This is the finest tradition of public service by all elements of America’s great entertainment industry, which has always cooperated so unselfishly and effectively in the USO program of stimulating the highest morals in our armed forces in every climate of the world where aggression lurks.

On behalf of the USO Board of Governors, I want to express our gratitude to you personally for helping to brighten Christmas for the thousands of G.I.’s who must be away from their homes in defense of the nation. It is hoped that your own holiday will be a little warmer for you as a result. I am enclosing an Certificate of Appreciation which represents a memento of our Board of Governor’s gratitude for your contribution to this project.

Again, our sincere thanks for your most welcome assistance in helping USO to better serve our armed forces wherever they go.

Sincerely,

Holgar J. Johnson

President

Source: Holgar J. Johnson [USO] to Sylvia Fine, December 29, 1958, Kaye/Fine Collection, New Accession, Box 13, Library of Congress, Music Division, https://www.loc.gov/resource/ihas.200187615.0.



Victory Gardens

Victory Gardens represented one way in which Americans on the home front, particularly women, expressed their support for the nation’s war effort during World War I and World War II. In an effort to conserve and stretch resources for the war effort, women grew gardens for food production in their yards or in empty lots. Gardening was seen, in this context, as patriotic women’s work.

During World War I, as part of the war mobilization effort, the federal government fueled a movement for better stewardship of potential food resources through establishment of home gardens. Americans were asked to source their meals at home or locally, thereby limiting the “food mile” so that transportation could move the troops and conveyances could be made available to distribute war needs. The National War Garden Commission (NWGC) led the charge from 1917 to 1919, and the results of its efforts were millions of tilled areas known as Liberty Gardens, later as Victory Gardens. As one motto from the era would have it, Victory Gardens helped ensure that “food will win the war.”

By World War II, groups such as the Women’s Land Army of America and the Victory Farm Volunteers extended earlier efforts from World War I. From 1943 to 1947, millions of Americans responded to the national call for civilians to plant vegetable gardens wherever they could, from backyards to city rooftops. The central notion was to optimize food resources on hand while minimizing food waste and food dependence, particularly on goods in short supply or requiring import. Victory gardens helped feed Americans at home, but they also supported the needs of U.S. soldiers abroad. For instance, home gardens left more commercially canned goods available to feed the troops. These “soldiers of the soil,” primarily women and school-age children, helped ensure an abundant and resilient food supply for the nation and, to some extent, for the world. In addition to growing vegetables, these “farmerettes,” as female victory gardeners were dubbed, conserved and preserved homegrown foods for later use.

Through posters and other forms of propaganda, the American government portrayed victory gardening as a civic responsibility for loyal citizens but particularly pinpointed women as potential gardeners. Additional appeals made to potential victory gardeners involved physical health, cooperation, and neighborhood beautification.

Public information both motivated and guided home vegetable growers. Such promotional literature depicted women at the center of the effort, as stateside households, including youths, lent their energy to raising a variety of vegetables in their backyards or neighborhoods. Much as Rosie the Riveter became an icon of American women’s willingness to participate in war mobilization by taking jobs in industry as well as an icon of female power, the image of the American woman prepared to put her green thumb at home to work to support the war effort abroad emerged as Rosie’s work-at-home counterpart.

Because the industrial revolution had distanced the United States from its agrarian past, the wartime gardening initiative was at its core an educational project. Participants reconnected the food they consumed to its earthly source, the soil. As novice gardeners, victory growers took their cues from magazines and seed companies, discovering how to plant and grow vegetables. With slogans such as “Our Food Is Fighting,” the U.S. government urged American civilians to produce and share as much food as their home gardens, planted in any spaces available from vacant lots to window boxes, could yield. With each war’s end, the push for Victory Gardens subsided, and reliance on commercial farms resumed as consumer culture encouraged American women to buy frozen, canned, and prepared foods. Also, as an increasing number of women joined the waged workforce in the decades after the war, they had little time for home gardening.

Even during times when food scarcity did not really pose a threat to Americans, Victory Gardens came to symbolize patriotism, devotion, and self-sufficiency. The Victory Garden movement offered American women an opportunity for civic engagement and participation in the war effort. Furthermore, these wartime gardening programs provided a model for community-based and sustainable food production during subsequent eras.

Linda S. Watts
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Women Appointed for Volunteer Emergency Service

The Women Appointed for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) was created by an act of Congress on July 30, 1942. The “Appointed” was later changed to “Accepted” when the organization realized that “Appointed” was a word used only in reference to officers. WAVES fulfilled a variety of jobs in the U.S. Navy, most of them clerical in nature, as a way to free up male naval personnel for combat duty during World War II. Additionally, 2,000 women were assigned to naval aviation duties during the course of the war.

Based on the success of the U.S. Army’s Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) program, Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers proposed a similar group of militarily sanctioned female pilots in the navy in 1941. Though the navy did not develop a branch of female pilots, the idea to enlist women appealed to many people. To support her idea, Rogers offered a proposal created by Captain Joy Bright Hancock from the Bureau of Aeronautics outlining the ways women could help the navy during World War II. Professor Elizabeth Reynard of Barnard College came up with the acronym, WAVES, and described the process in this way: “I realized that there were two letters that had to be in it: W for women and V for volunteer, because the Navy wanted to make it clear that this was a voluntary service and not a drafted service. So I played with those two letters and the idea of the sea and finally came up with WAVES. I figured the word Emergency could comfort the older admirals because it implied that we were only a temporary crisis and wouldn’t be around for keeps” (Myers 2013).

A debate quickly ensued as to whether the WAVES would be an auxiliary branch of the navy, as the WASP was an auxiliary of the army, or whether members should be fairly integrated as true military personnel. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt was for true integration, and after long discussions with President Franklin Roosevelt she succeeded in winning him to her side.

The first WAVES director, Mildred McAfee, was chosen not from the ranks of female flyers but rather from academia. She had been the president of Wellesley College for women. Hancock was appointed women’s representative to the chief of the Bureau of Aeronautics, putting her in charge of all WAVES assigned to that organization. Due to McAfee’s background in academia, her recruits took their training at colleges across the country instead of at naval bases. WAVES officer candidates were first trained at Smith College in Northhampton, Massachusetts, and then at Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, Massachusetts.

Originally recruited to fill clerical voids in the navy, the WAVES were never intended to fly aircraft. However, they soon proved their usefulness in naval aviation positions involving air traffic control, engineering, celestial navigation, and both gunnery and flight instruction.

Having been integrated into the navy as true military personnel, WAVES were able to receive the equal pay and training of their male counterparts, though they took their training in single-sex classes. Officers in the WAVES trained at the Naval Reserve Midshipmen’s School of Smith College in Northhampton, Massachusetts. Enlisted women trained at Hunter College in New York City.

Minor adjustments to living quarters on the bases had to be handled before the WAVES could be sent to their assignments. Frequently women bunked in local motels, with the rent being covered by the military. On bases where there was no time to install new restroom facilities, women shared with men. A peg would be installed outside the restroom to hold the occupant’s hat. If a male’s hat hung there, only other males would enter. If a female uniform hat hung there, only females entered.

In September 1944, WAVES were allowed assignment to overseas bases but only those within the American territories, which included Alaska and Hawaii (not yet states), the West Indies, and Panama.

Though McAfee petitioned from the very beginning to include African American women in the ranks of the WAVES, black women were not admitted until 1944. The first two black women to graduate from Northhampton, Harriet Ida Pickens and Frances Wills, did so on December 22, 1944.

By July 1945 a month before the war ended, 86,000 women were enlisted in the WAVES. They had released 50,500 men for duty overseas and comprised 55 percent of the uniformed personnel in the Navy Department in Washington, D.C.

After the Japanese surrendered, the law mandated demobilization so that soldiers could return to their prewar occupations. The WAVES had been so well integrated into the navy that rather than discharge them all, the navy simply discontinued the training of new female recruits. Fifty-five hundred WAVES stayed with the navy, 2,000 of whom joined the Reserves.

McAfee returned to her job as president of Wellesley College and was succeeded by Captain Jean Palmer and then by Hancock, who oversaw the integration of WAVES into the regular navy for postwar work.

As to their ability to serve well, Hancock said of the WAVES that “Where they were given responsibility somewhat in accordance with their ability they left no stone unturned to learn the job quickly and carry it out efficiently. Never have I encountered a finer ‘can do’ attitude. And how it delighted my heart, when on my regular visits to the activities, to listen to the commanding officer relating with great pride what his WAVES were doing and how well they were doing it” (Hancock 1972, 102).

In 1948, the U.S. Navy commissioned eight women to serve the regular (not reserve) navy. In 2015 women, both enlisted and officer corps, made up approximately 18 percent of the navy’s total personnel.

Rosanne Welch
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Women Prisoners of War during World War II (1939–1945)

In spite of the fact that most people assume that only men were taken prisoner in World War II, many American women spent most or a part of the war as prisoners of either Japan or Germany. After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and war was declared against Germany and Japan, Congress authorized women to serve with the U.S. Army, the U.S. Navy, and the U.S. Coast Guard in 1942 and in the U.S. Marine Corps in 1943. More than 400,000 women served in World War II: 432 died, and 88 became prisoners of war.

Named the “Angels of Bataan and Corregidor,” army and navy nurses were captured in the Philippines when Corregidor fell in 1942. Sixty-seven army nurses and 16 navy nurses spent nearly three years (1942–1945) at the Santo Tomas Internment Camp. In May 1943, U.S. Navy Lieutenants (junior grade) Mary Chapman, Bertha Evans, Helen Gorzelanski, Mary Harrington, Margaret Nash, Goldie O’Haver, Eldene Paige, Susie Pitcher, Dorothy Still, and C. Edwina Todd, under the command of Chief Nurse Laura Cobb, were sent to the Philippines prison camp at Los Banos. They established an infirmary with virtually no medicine or supplies and continued to nurse the sick until Los Banos was liberated on February 23, 1945, after those at Santo Tomas were liberated on February 12, 1945.

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese captured Clara Gordon Main, a U.S. Merchant Marine stewardess on SS President Harrison, while the crew was rescuing U.S. marines from China. Main is credited with saving the life of Chief Steward J. L. McKay. Chief McKay was severely injured, and Main nursed him back to health.

Days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, five navy nurses were captured on Guam and interned at Zentsuji Prison on Shikoku Island in Japan. The nurses were Lieutenants (junior grade) Leona Jackson, Lorraine Christiansen, Virginia Fogerty, and Doris Yetter, under the command of Chief Nurse Marion Olds. They were held for three months and then moved to Eastern Lodge in Kobe. They were repatriated in August 1942.

Women in prisoner-of-war camps faced privation, malnutrition, starvation, vermin, and disease. They received little or no special treatment for being women. They had to nurse themselves and others through malaria, dengue fever, dysentery, and malnutrition-based diseases such as scurvy, beriberi, pellagra, and avitaminitis. Nurses valiantly and faithfully tended the sick up to the day of their liberation. All were awarded the Bronze Star for valor and other decorations and promoted one grade in rank.

The only woman prisoner of war in the European theater, ANC lieutenant Reba Whittle, was flying on an air evacuation mission in Europe in September 1944 when her C-47 medical evacuation plane was shot down near Aachen, Germany. Whittle and her crew were captured and separated. Whittle was imprisoned at Stalag IXC or 9C in Meiningen, where she was assigned to work in the hospital. In February 1945, she was sent to Portuguese South Africa and placed on the Red Cross ship Grisholm for a prisoner exchange. From there, she was repatriated and returned to the United States. Whittle was awarded the Air Medal and the Purple Heart. At the time of her capture she had flown over 40 missions.

U.S.-born Mildred Harnack-Fish was a German Resistance fighter. She used her work as an English instructor to recruit resisters to travel abroad to assist potential émigrés. Harnack-Fish was close friends with Martha Dodd, the daughter of U.S. ambassador William Dodd, and this enabled her to obtain visas to the United States. She was captured on September 7, 1942, and was sentenced to six years’ hard labor. Adolf Hitler heard this after the German defeat at Stalingrad and refused to confirm the sentence. Harnack-Fish was retried and executed in Berlin’s Plotzense Prison in 1943.

Agnes Newton Keith was in North Borneo with her husband when the city was captured. Keith was imprisoned in Japanese camps in North Borneo and Sarawak from 1941 until the end of the war in 1945. She chronicled her story in the novel Three Came Home. In 1950, the book was made into a movie.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Women’s Airforce Service Pilots

The energetic and enthusiastic work of two dedicated female pilots, Jacqueline Cochran and Nancy Harkness Love, resulted in the formation of the Women’s Airforce Service Pilots (WASP), the first group of military-sanctioned female pilots in the United States.

In September 1939, Cochran wrote a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt declaring that with the war in Europe (World War II) going badly, America should begin allowing women to fly noncombat missions to free the men for overseas duty. She received a polite and supportive response from the first lady but knew that the decision would not be up to her. In May 1940, a similar letter was sent to the U.S. Army Air Corps Plans Division by Love. Her letter also met with inaction.

In 1941 Cochran met with General H. H. “Hap” Arnold, chief of the U.S. Army Air Corps, and again put forth her idea. Something similar was already underway in England with the Air Transport Authority (ATA), which was taking volunteers from all countries. Arnold recommended that Cochran work with the ATA to help show the American military that women ferry pilots were a good idea. For the ATA, Cochran agreed to ferry a bomber plane from its manufacture site in North America to its base in England. After successfully completing the mission, the U.S. government was still not convinced that its military could benefit from such a group. Cochran put her efforts toward recruiting American female pilots for the British ATA.

On May 28, 1941, Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers proposed to Congress the legislation that would establish a Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC). It was stalled in Congress until after the bombing of Pearl Harbor and then was debated until the U.S. Air Force showed an interest in using the services of qualified women pilots. The bill was passed on May 15, 1942, nearly a year after it was proposed.

Love, who had moved to Washington, D.C., when her husband was called to military duty, met with his superiors at the Air Transport Command (ATC) to reintroduce the concept of women ferry pilots. The new commander, Brigadier General Harold L. George, asked Love to draft a proposal. On Thursday, September 10, 1942, Love’s proposal was announced in the newspapers. Women who filled the requirements were asked to apply to what was then called the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron (WAFS). Requirements for applicants included two letters of recommendation, a high school degree, and 500 hours of logged flying time. While male pilots could be between the ages of 19 and 45, female applicants had to be between the ages of 21 and 35.

When Cochran returned from her recruitment efforts for the British ATA, she was astounded to learn that an American group had been created without her. General Arnold made her the director of the Women’s Flying Training Detachment (WFTD), a group organized to train novice women pilots to fulfill WAFS requirements.

In July 1943, the Pentagon combined the WAFS and the WFTD, creating the WASP. To support its efforts, Walt Disney created Fifinella, a female gremlin mascot for the group.

After the merger, Cochran was promoted to director of women pilots. Through her efforts the WASP ferried larger aircraft and took positions towing targets for bombers. They also flew as check pilots on planes reported faulty by male pilots, leading to some of the few fatalities associated with the WASP program.

In February 1944, H.R. 4219 was presented in Congress to militarize the WASP and provide all the benefits of soldiers, from free uniforms to postwar pensions. This drew angry letter-writing campaigns from male pilots who had failed to pass military tests and physicals. They wanted the duties of the WASPs to be handed to them, even though WASPs were better-qualified pilots. These complaints were considered by the House Committee of Military Affairs in March 1944 along with testimony by only one witness, General Arnold. The vote was 169 to 188. H.R. 4219 was killed in Congress on June 21, 1944.

At this time the WASP program was also cut, allowing female pilots already in service to continue through the end of the war but denying any further training to women for the purpose of entering the WASP. A new class of trainees already en route to Avenger Field had to be sent home when they arrived. As the war in Europe seemed to be going well for the Allies, the WASP program was deactivated on December 20, 1944. There were 1,074 female pilots in the WASP program and 38 fatalities.

In 1953, the military recalled interested former WASPs to their old posts to provide support during the Korean War.

In September 1976, the U.S. Senate finally voted to make the WASPs official veterans of World War II, partly as a result of lobbying by the WASP alumni group known as the Order of Fifinella. In their deactivation letters, General Arnold wrote to the WASPs that “When we needed you, you came through and have served most commendably under very difficult circumstances.”

Perhaps the feel of being a WASP was best expressed by Cornelia Fort, who died on duty with the WASP. Before she died she wrote that “As long as our planes fly overhead the skies of America are free and that’s what all of us everywhere are fighting for. And that we, in a very small way, are being allowed to help keep that sky free is the most beautiful thing I have ever known. I, for one, am profoundly grateful that my one talent, my only knowledge, flying, happens to be of use to my country when it is needed. That’s all the luck I ever hope to have.”

Rosanne Welch
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Women’s Army Corp

The Women’s Army Corp was originally begun as a way to support women who supported American soldiers overseas. It ultimately broke traditional restrictions on American women by proving that they were capable of essential tasks necessary to the military, which led to full integration into the military with the same rights and benefits of male soldiers.

As America approached involvement in World War II, Congresswomen Edith Norse Rouse from Massachusetts introduced a bill to the House of Representatives in May 1941 to establish a women’s auxiliary to the military, which would be separate from the Army Nurse Corp. During World War I, women who had been contracted or volunteered in various roles had to obtain their own food and shelter and did not receive legal protection or benefits. Rouse and others wanted women to be part of the regular army so they could receive equal pay, pensions, disability benefits, and legal protection like their male counterparts if they were in a warfare theater. The U.S. Army wanted to conservatively integrate women without directly making them part of the army. After Pearl Harbor, Congress reached a compromise in May 1942 and passed a bill for the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corp (WAAC). Women were to work with the army and could be taught basic administrative skills such as typing, stenography, and motor pool driving so that men who held those positions could be freed to fight in the war. However, these women were not part of the regular army and could not receive overseas benefits or protection.

The first director assigned to the WAAC was Oveta Culp Hobby, a parliamentarian, socialite, and journalist from Houston, Texas, who understood Washington politics. She believed in the WAAC and stressed that enlistees would be trained in the same type of tasks that civilian women did. The basic training camps were set up in five different locations in the United States, and WAACs received similar ranks to male counterparts, but female officers could not lead male soldiers. Most women chosen to be officers were over age 25, had attended college, and worked as office administrators or teachers. The first officer class also included 40 African Americans who were placed in their own platoon due to segregation laws. Many cited wanting to help get a loved one home sooner as a reason for joining. Once officers were trained, auxiliaries (enlistees) were trained. Auxiliaries tended to be younger and have less education and work experience than officers.

[image: Lamphier]

During World War II, Women’s Army Corps (WAC) recruited women for war service on the principle that women could replace men in non-combat, military work. Over 150,000 women served in uniform. (Library of Congress)

The first field assignment for these women was in Aircraft Warning Services (AWS) units. Men could not be relied upon to volunteer for the jobs because those stationed in the units would tediously track aircraft for hours on end with rarely a sighting.

Later recruits were formed into companies and sent to three different branches of the army. The first was the Army Air Forces (AAF), which was especially eager to have and thus employed 40 percent of the WAACs in jobs such as cryptography and radio operations, and some even flew. Next, the Supply of Services or Army Service Forces (ASF) employed another 40 percent as electricians, quartermasters, and mechanics, and in the signal and medical corp. The third branch was the Army Ground Forces (AGF). Many were reluctant to work in this branch because they were made to feel unwelcome and found it hard to transfer or earn promotion.

The first overseas unit worked with General Dwight D. Eisenhower in Algiers in June 1943. It was a success, and soon WAACs were serving worldwide including North Africa, Europe, Southwest Pacific, and the Mideast. The jobs were quite coveted despite being primarily administrative in nature. Some women declined selection for officer candidate school in order to go.

About the same time, negative public opinion caused a drastic drop in the number of women willing to volunteer for service. There were many factors, including negative letters from servicemen who feared the change of the status quo back home. Many also believed that the women’s jobs were licentious in nature and forbade wives and sisters from joining. The slogan “release a man for combat” became an unfortunate public relations choice. Finally, men “released” for combat were resentful that they had to relinquish comfortable stateside jobs.

Undaunted by the perception, the army converted the WAAC into the regular army in March 1943 and called the branch the Women’s Army Corp (WAC). During the conversion most women voted to stay in the military, with only 25 percent choosing to return to civilian life. Many reasons were given. However, most were part of the AGF and left due to underutilization. Recruitment became tougher, with some resorting to underhanded methods of tricking women to join the military. However, recruitment remained at a steady rate between 1943 and 1945.

Overseas, WACs worked tirelessly. They were instrumental in planning the D-day invasion (June 6, 1944) and were in high demand in the Southwest Pacific. However, in the Pacific theater they were not issued the correct clothing, which caused chafing, infection, and heat exhaustion, and were not allowed to leave bases without a military escort. Undaunted, WACs continued the war effort.

WACs began demobilizing after V-E day. However, in 1946 the army requested from Congress that WACs remain as part of the army. By the end of the war 150,000 women had served as WACs, and over 657 WACs had received medals and citations, including the Distinguished Service Medal, the Bronze Star, and Purple Hearts.

President Harry S. Truman signed legislation in 1948 permitting women into the regular army. Women served in the Korean War (1950–1953) and in the Vietnam War from 1967 to 1972. By 1972, all military occupations except combat were opened to female recruits, and they received the same training as males. With women fully assimilated into the army, the WAC was discontinued in 1978.

Sarah Nation
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Women’s Land Army of America

The Women’s Land Army of America (WLAA) was a volunteer corps created during World War I that trained women to work on farms to replace men who had gone off to war. An estimated 15,000 to 20,000 WLAA members worked on farms between 1917 and 1919. In 1943 in the midst of World War II, Congress funded another Women’s Land Army. Over 1 million women helped the war effort by providing seasonal farm labor.

The United States entered World War I on April 6, 1917, but even before then there were concerns about food shortages. On February 20, 1917, a bread riot in the form of a protest march by 400 women took place in New York City. Other food-related protests followed in Boston and Philadelphia, and food shortages quickly became an important national concern. In August 1917, President Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) created the Food Administration and named Herbert Hoover (1874–1964) head of the department. Hoover sought to avoid food rationing by both cutting food consumption and increasing the amount of food grown by farmers and at homes.

At first farmers and farmworkers were exempted from wartime service, but Wilson later extended the draft, and this led to a shortage of men to work the fields. Volunteers were sought for farm relief, and several prominent women, including suffragist Harriot Eaton Stanton Blatch (1856–1940), head of the Food Administration’s Speaker’s Bureau, pushed for the federal creation of an American women’s land army. The WLAA was to be modeled on the British Women’s Land Army. The idea was initially rejected. Denied federal funding, several women’s nonprofit groups, including the Women’s National Farm and Garden Association the (WNFGA) and the American branch of the Women’s Farm and Garden Union (WFGU), created the WLAA in June 1917, with Blatch as director.

The volunteer corps of “farmerettes” consisted of women of all ages and social classes, although most were young white middle-class women. Trainees were required to be at least 18 years old and had to pass a physical examination. Most training programs were residential, and the women lived in camps that usually included room and board. A uniform was developed for WLAA members that included navy or khaki trousers, a farmer’s smock, a sunhat, and sturdy shoes. The WLAA sought equality for its members and created the Handbook of Standards to ensure that the trained women placed on farms would have proper housing and food, would receive adequate pay, and would not be required to do household chores in addition to their agricultural chores.

The WLAA published an official newsletter, The Farmerette, which featured articles, personal stories, poems, and letters. The publication served to support the patriotic theme of women in agriculture but also warned against the growing militancy of the suffragist movement. The WLAA placed nearly 15,000 women on farms during 1918, but funding ceased after the war, and the WLAA officially disbanded in January 1920.

In early 1943 Congress approved funding for the Emergency Farm Labor Service, which organized the Women’s Land Army (WLA) in April, placed under the direction of Florence Louise Hall (1888–1952). More than 600,000 women were placed on farms by the end of 1943, although many jobs were seasonal. Farmers faced critical labor shortages during the war because so many farmworkers were either fighting the war or working at better-paying factory jobs. WLA members were paid 25–40 cents per hour and had to pay for their own clothing, food, and lodging, making the job essentially an unwaged or volunteer enterprise.

By the time the war ended in 1945, women from all across the nation and all professions and backgrounds had volunteered for the WLA. They operated heavy farm machinery, picked crops, sheared sheep, and did any other farmwork that needed doing. Members of both the WLAA and the WLA served their country well, but until recent years the history of the women’s land armies has been largely overshadowed by women’s military auxiliary groups such as the Women’s Auxiliary Service Pilots.

Karen S. Garvin
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Wonder Woman

Harvard-trained psychologist William Moulton Marston created Wonder Woman, an Amazonian princess and female comic book superhero in December 1941, about the time the United States entered World War II. Wonder Woman first appeared in All Star Comics, issue 8. She symbolized female power and independence as well as American patriotism and is today considered a feminist icon.

The tradition of a fictive Amazon class of female warriors lies in antiquity. The legend arose in Morocco and Tunisia. Greek historians Herodotus and Plutarch both mentioned the Amazons as female warrior elites. Herodotus, for example, traced the Amazons to Libyan female archers who were the equal of any male elites. Modern historians tend to doubt the idea of the ancient Amazonian women.

Marston’s creation appeared in January 1942, just after the United States entered World War II. She was intended as a patriotic and female superhero. She dressed in red, white, and blue in imitation of the American flag. Wonder Woman believed that the United States was a model of democracy and equality for women. Indeed, scholars point out that Wonder Woman functions as a “model immigrant” who enthusiastically embraces American values such as democracy, militarism, and consumerism.

In her first appearance, Wonder Woman assumed the guise of a nurse to treat American pilot Steve Trevor after she had rescued him when he crashed in her homeland, Amazonia. As Amazonian princess Diana, Wonder Woman fell in love with Trevor and assumed her secret identity as Diana Prince to return to the United States with him. Frustratingly, while Trevor was attracted to Wonder Woman, he overlooked Diana Prince, much as Lois Lane failed to notice Clark Kent because of her obsession with Superman.

Marston, Wonder Woman’s creator, believed that women were innately more peaceful, honest, and efficient than men. He believed that the world needed these female qualities to save it from male tendencies toward violence and greed. Marston may have been influenced by his wife Elizabeth, a lawyer and academic who worked in New York City. In fact, Elizabeth Marston later asserted that Wonder Woman was her idea. Olive Byrne, William Marston’s assistant and lover, may also have been a model for Wonder Woman. William and Elizabeth Marston lived with Byrne, and the three had a polyamorous relationship, with Marston fathering both their children. The two women named daughters after each other and continued to live together after Marston’s death.

In the 1940s the emergence of comic book superheroes such as Superman, The Flash, and Captain America, in confluence with the Rosie the Riveter factor (where women’s waged work was considered patriotic), encouraged the notion of a like female superhero. So did the popularity of comic books. Between 1940 and 1944 in the United States, comic book sales rose from 10 million to 20 million per year. Not only children but also adults, both male and female, read about the exploits of Wonder Woman. Some months Wonder Woman comic books outsold all other comic books.

The 1950s saw a conservative backlash against comic books. Cultural critic Frederick Wertham’s 1954 book Seduction of the Innocent claimed that comic books led to juvenile delinquency. Wertham and other cultural conservatives took particular aim at Wonder Woman. Wertham thought that Wonder Woman, in her strength and independence, encouraged lesbianism in girls and, worse, failed to teach them their proper place in the world as subservient to men.

Nonetheless, Wonder Woman’s popularity continued through the 1960s and 1970s. Gloria Steinem put Wonder Woman on the cover of the first Ms. magazine in 1972, and from 1975 to 1979 Linda Carter played the superhero in a popular television show. School girls had Wonder Woman lunch boxes and Halloween costumes as Wonder Woman reached the peak of her popularity in the 1970s, in concert with the relative success of second-wave feminism.

[image: Lamphier]

First introduced to the comic book reading American public in 1942, Wonder Woman epitomized the World War II ideals of Rosie the Riveter. The first and still most significant female super hero, Wonder Woman personifies capable and independent womanhood. (DC Comics/Photofest)

In the late 20th and early 21st centuries Wonder Woman has undergone a number of clothing and storyline revisions, the most controversial being the abandonment of her strapless swimsuit-like outfit for a black bodysuit. The first feature-length movie featuring Wonder Woman is scheduled for June 2017.

Christopher Cumo and Peg A. Lamphier
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Wu, Chien-Shiung (1912–1997)

Distinguished Chinese American experimental physicist and the “First Lady of Physics,” Chien-Shiung Wu is best known for the Wu experiment, which proved that the law of conservation of parity does not hold for weak subatomic interactions. Dr. Wu was an expert in the subject of beta decay and played an important role in the Manhattan Project.

Chien-Shiung Wu was born to Chinese parents, Zhong-Yi Wu (father) and Funhua Fan (mother), on May 31, 1912, in Liuhe, Taicang, Jiangsu Province, China. Her father was an engineer by training and strongly believed in equality for women. He founded the Mingde Girl Vocational School in 1913, one of the first schools to admit girls in China. Wu attended her father’s school, where she showed great promise in math and science. When she was 11 years old she left home to attend the Suzhou Women’s Normal School No. 2. Wu borrowed mathematics, physics, and chemistry books from her friends who attended the regular school program and read and studied from the books at night. She graduated at the top of her class in 1929. In 1934 she received a BS degree in physics from the National Central University (NCU) in Nanjing. She taught for one year at the Zhejiang University and did two years of graduate-level study in physics as an assistant at the Academia Sinica.

In 1936, Wu took a ship to the United States with her friend Dong Ruofen. The two women arrived in San Francisco, California, and visited the University of California, Berkeley. There Wu met physicist Ernest Orlando Lawrence, inventor of the cyclotron particle accelerator. Lawrence convinced her to attend UC Berkeley. She completed her PhD in physics in 1940.

In 1942 Wu married physicist Luke Chia-Liu Yuan, grandson of the first president of the new Republic of China. She met Yuan at Berkeley, and it was he who convinced her to do her graduate studies at that university. They would have one son, Vincent Yuan, who also became a physicist. Also in 1942, Smith College offered Wu a teaching position. Smith did not have a research facility, and in 1943 Wu accepted an offer from Princeton University. She was invited to join the Manhattan District Project (Manhattan Project) at Columbia University as a senior scientist in 1944. As a Manhattan Project researcher, she developed a process that separated uranium metal into the U-235 and U-238 isotopes by gaseous diffusion. Wu’s work helped with the development of the atomic bomb.

Wu worked at the Physics Department at Columbia University until 1981, when she retired as a Michael I. Pupin Emerita Professor of Physics. In the mid-1950s, Tsung-Dao Lee and Chen-Ning Yang agreed that the law of conservation of parity had not been tested for weak nuclear force and theorized that it would not hold true for that type of subatomic interaction. For her expertise in beta decay (she published the book titled Beta Decay in 1965), they asked Wu to assist them. They proved that the law of conservation of parity did not hold true for the weak nuclear force. In 1957 Lee and Yang were awarded the Nobel Prize for Physics. The Nobel Prize committee did not recognize Wu’s work. However, in 1978 she received the first Wolf Prize in Physics for her experimental work on the law of conservation of parity. Wu’s research included the correlation of the quantum polarizations of two photons that propagate in opposite directions, the molecular changes in the deformation of hemoglobin that cause sickle-cell disease, and work on the Mossbauer effect. She won the National Medal of Science in 1975. After her retirement in 1981, Wu devoted her time and effort to educational programs to promote female scientists, in part because of her own struggles for recognition as a woman scientist. Wu died in New York in 1997 from a stroke and was buried in China. She is remembered as the “Queen of Nuclear Research” and the “First Lady of Physics” for her significant contributions to American science.
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

The radical transformation of roles for women from the Great Depression through World War II can be summed up in two iconic pictures. In 1936, Dorothea Lange’s photograph Migrant Mother seemed to capture the almost biblical plagues of the 1930s with the Great Depression, the Dust Bowl, foreclosures, hunger, illness, locusts, and displaced families. A scant six years later, artist J. Howard Miller created the famous We Can Do It! image of a strong, confident woman in 1942, heralding an entirely new era for women.

Most American women did whatever it took to provide for themselves and their children during both the Great Depression and World War II. Even if companies had been hiring, most jobs were closed to all women. However, some found work as waitresses or in other “female” occupations. Some had to turn their homes into boardinghouses or work as domestics in other people’s homes. Yet ironically, women often gained a greater sense of purpose and pride during the Great Depression, struggling against the odds and often succeeding. In 1933, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt published a book titled It’s Up to the Women, calling for females to see their families and the nation through the bad times.

World War II changed everything. Women served in female-only branches of the U.S. Army, the U.S. Navy, the U.S. Coast Guard, and the U.S. Marine Corps. They were vital to nursing corps and went overseas with the Red Cross. They entertained with the USO. They drove tractors and harvested crops that fed a nation and its troops around the world. With male athletes gone, women even became a presence in sports through such groups as the All-American Girls Baseball League. And best of all, government propaganda lauded their efforts. While some families looked askance, at least the U.S. government praised these women.

The number of African American and Hispanic women in the workforce increased dramatically, in part due to President Theodore Roosevelt’s 1941 order banning racial discrimination in the defense industry. But when Japanese Americans were interred in prison camps, their entrenched social order was thrown into disarray. As the men’s jobs were taken away, so was their role as undisputed head of the household. Previously subservient Japanese women often had to provide for families in the prison camps, ironically through jobs in the defense industry.

Probably at no other time in history did women’s social, economic, and political roles undergo such a monumental change as they did in the war years. Women went from migrant mother to Rosie the Riveter types, and though society tried to push women back into traditional gender roles after the war, it was only a partial success.

Gender Roles

In 1939 before America’s entry into the war, gender roles for males and females in the United States were much as they had been since the industrial revolution. Men were seen as breadwinners, while women were seen as the tenders of home and children, regardless of the reality that many American women had waged work. During the Great Depression, however, gender roles had sometimes been blurred due to economic necessity. Some families were plagued by male unemployment, poverty, divorce, death, or abandonment. Men often huddled aimlessly on street corners after a fruitless search for work, feeling like failures and thus as burdened by their gender roles as were women.

Before the war one new gender role appeared. Partially a product of real life and partially concocted by Hollywood, the so-called career gal was seen in movies such as His Girl Friday (note the possessive pronoun) with Rosalind Russell, filmed in 1939. Career gal roles performed a balancing act between independent waged worker and romantic ladies looking for love. These movies had little to do with women’s real waged work and roles in American culture but did create new role models for movie viewers.

During the war thousands of women served their country in the regular military and in military auxiliaries for the army, the navy, the Marine Corps, and the Coast Guard. Women also volunteered for the Red Cross, the United Service Organization, and many other organizations. To encourage women to take heavy industrial factory jobs previously closed to them, federal and state governments instituted propaganda campaigns designed to showcase female strength and power. Rosie the Riveter, while undoubtedly the most iconic image of the campaign, was only one poster image among a host of advertisements, radio shows, and movies all designed to encourage American women to step out of the domestic sphere and take an active part in the public sphere in waged work for the war effort. The campaigns were primarily aimed at white women, but women of color, who had almost always worked outside of the home for wages, absorbed the message of female strength that came with federal sanction, making it doubly powerful. Thus, World War II became a watershed moment for American women.

Education

The Home Demonstration agents who showed World War II women how to do more with less were continuing a proud tradition of women’s education. Congress and states provided for agricultural extension work by trained agents, including females. The goal was to provide home economics and agricultural education for men and women who were not highly educated. The women agents traveled long distances to lonely, isolated areas teaching homemaking skills to rural girls. Trainers usually had a background in home economics or teaching and often had to overcome initial resistance as outsiders, government representatives, and, of course, women.

During World War II, Home Demonstration (also called Home Extension) agents achieved a great degree of success. They taught conservation of resources in the home, instructed women on victory gardens, and provided other educational activities deemed vital for the home front such as how to save cooking grease to be used for making explosives. Many rural black women were part of the program as well.

The year 1940 was considered a watershed in American education because for the first time, half of the nation’s young people graduated from high school. However, for many girls, their families considered an eighth-grade education entirely adequate. In 1940, 10 percent of American high school students attended college. Not many were women, but some educators set out to change that. With male students and teachers leaving school for the armed services or war work, educators declared that if learning and culture were to be preserved in America, the responsibility would fall on women’s colleges. Some colleges provided technical courses, science, and mathematics for women. Some women’s colleges initiated new courses that would be needed in the postwar world such as nutrition and preparation for work in child care centers as well as course work available for women in meteorology and cartography. Some colleges offered advanced degrees in nursing and occupational therapy, which were sure to be needed after the war.

Many wartime educators recognized the need for America to promote education for all American women, not just white elite-class women. Between 1941 and 1945, great strides were made in the education of African American women. There was an upsurge in doctoral degrees from mainstream universities earned by black women during the war years, including a number of firsts such as those in anatomy, geology, government, and mathematics. Though many women who had served in the wartime military found obstacles to obtaining educational benefits thorough the G.I. Bill after the war, some used the bill to pay for a college education, most of whom were the first in their families to graduate from college.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

During World War II women’s work options, whether waged or unwaged, were a distinct cut above their situation in the Great Depression of the 1930s. Even if women did not work outside the home during the war years, they had new opportunities for volunteer work, such as Civilian Defense. Socialites in the nation’s capital seized on the notion of opening their homes to parties, where wartime officials who often could not get an appointment with others during the day could meet after dark in an informal, well-lubricated setting. Washington hostesses felt that in this way, they too were working to do their part.

Despite wartime shifts in labor, women continued to be almost entirely responsible for housework and child care. Many studies have been done to establish the dollar value of unwaged “women’s work” (which is “never done”), but whatever the value, the United States often relies on women’s unwaged domestic labor. Women’s required duties generally include cooking and shopping for three meals a day, housecleaning, laundry, sewing, mending, gardening, small household repairs, and child care, which would include breast-feeding, education, entertainment, discipline, and much more, meaning that they have always essentially run day care centers even if the clients were only their own children. A family with a male breadwinner capable of supporting the whole family could (and can) afford a full-time housewife. Most working-class and lower-middle-class families could not afford a stay-at-home mom, since less-educated men simply could not make enough money. Moreover, many women headed single-parent households. Divorce, death, and abandonment took their toll. Add to this the wartime reality that with men off to war, even middle-class women had to find work to support their families in their husbands’ absence.

After Pearl Harbor, defense industries needed more workers at exactly the same time as men left for the armed forces. Suddenly many different jobs previously forbidden to females were opened up to women workers. Recruitment of women workers followed a patriotic theme. Some advertising implied that a woman was unpatriotic or lazy if she did not apply for war work. Whether in factories, on farms, or in government offices, women found that an exciting world existed outside the home. Employers were thrilled that women would accept work where they were paid much less than men for doing the same job, and African American women were paid even less. But women were proud of contributing to the war effort, and even at low wages, it was still more than they had ever received for their labor.

Employers would sometimes advertise jobs in terms they thought women would understand (i.e., “If you can use a sewing machine, you can operate a punch press”). Whether or not the analogies were apt, women did the jobs well and were proud to be part of the war effort. Whether from patriotism, pride, or the sheer joy of independence, most seemed exhilarated by their newfound employment. They loved the camaraderie of a shared mission, the companionship of the workplace, or simply gaining a change of scene outside the home. And yet there was a problem.

While one portion of American society was exhorting women to work to aid the war effort, other social forces did not agree. The first women to take traditionally male jobs were accused of being prostitutes using the cover of the job to conduct their “real business.” At best, women were accused of being unfeminine, inappropriately sexual, or perhaps lesbian. Married women had some protections against these charges because marriage conveyed a mantle of respectability upon women, but married women also faced social pressures that said that they were supposed to stay home and let their husbands take care of them. Workplaces, even those that needed workers, often fired pregnant women. In 1943, Business Week magazine published a report saying that one of the most common reasons for abortion was the woman’s fear of losing her job when her pregnancy was discovered.

Children also complicated a female worker’s life. Day care options were limited, especially for women relocated far from the family support systems of their hometown. A few progressive companies had their own day care centers, but most did not; they agreed with Washington that it was a community problem, a coincidently profitable point of view for companies to take. Mostly, it was a women’s problem. In the male-dominated magazines aimed at women, there were articles such as “Can Women in War Industries be Good Mothers?” Some writers opposed day care entirely, stating authoritatively that a woman’s primary/only function is bearing and rearing children. Not until midway through the war, in 1943, did a mainstream magazine Business Week publish facts on women in the workplace.

It was hardly a perfect situation, and many women lost their jobs after the war and responded by finding new jobs that often paid less. Women of color faired worse in the labor market than did white women, and poor women of all colors remained among the nation’s most vulnerable. Nonetheless, the stage was set for the advances of later decades, when separate newspaper ads with the headings “Help Wanted—Male” and “Help Wanted—Female” and many other sexist employment practices ceased to be the standard.

Legal and Political Power

During the war years, women voters joined males in sweeping Franklin Roosevelt into office in 1940 and 1944 as they had in 1932 and 1936. After a long struggle, women had won the right to vote in 1920. Women’s suffrage was opposed at first on the grounds that females were emotionally, intellectually, mentally, and physically weak. Other “experts” felt that after winning the right to vote, women had attained equality; therefore, there was nothing more for them to want. By 1940, women had proven that they could handle the democratic responsibility of voting as well as men could. With the coming of World War II, some of women’s political and legal rights and expectations were expanded, with the notable exception being Japanese American women, who were unconstitutionally interred.

With the help of women voters, President Roosevelt attained an unprecedented four terms in office. He also defied precedent by appointing women to government posts. Many American women voted as much for his wife Eleanor Roosevelt as they did for the president. In both the number of appointments and the high level of their positions, American women saw more people in the government who were like them, including Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins and Nellie Tayloe Ross, director of the U.S. Mint.

American women in the World War II years could also see the first of their kind serving in the U.S. Senate. Senator Hattie Caraway of Arkansas, whose terms of office extended from 1932 to 1945, was derided after her death in 1950 as “Silent Hattie” for not making more speeches, but news clips in the 1930s and 1940s showed that she was an effective and admired political figure. Again after her death, there were rumors that she voted against America’s entry into World War II, but Senate records show that she voted for the declaration of war as well as Lend-Lease legislation before the war and was a sponsor of the G.I. Bill afterward. Montanan representative Jeannette Rankin, the first woman to be elected to Congress, did vote against the war declaration (as she also did in 1917 when Congress voted to enter World War I). Both Rankin and Caraway voted based on their political beliefs, proving once again that women did not all agree, nor did they need to make a cohesive voting block. After her vote against the war Montana voters did not return Rankin, who was a lifelong pacifist, to Congress. Caraway, on the other hand, gained reelection. She sponsored an Equal Rights Amendment in 1943 to push for women’s right to equal pay for equal work, but it did not pass.

Though legally women were not protected from discrimination in hiring, law cases, or any other venue, their legal rights for the most part remained in place during the war years except in the instance of divorce. Federal law as well as a sense of patriotism made it difficult to obtain a divorce from a member of the armed forces during the war. However, when the war ended, divorce rates more than doubled, from 20 percent in 1940 to 43 percent in 1946. American women used divorce law as they never had before to rid themselves of husbands, exercising freedom that men had long enjoyed.

Immigration and Migration

While America’s entry into World War II in 1941 had a profound impact on immigration, the United States was not entirely a welcoming golden door even prior to that time. For example, more than 1 million immigrants had been admitted to the United States in 1907, but 30 years later that number had dropped to about 50,000. During World War II, immigration would drop further still, to about 24,000 in 1943.

In the fear and desperation of the 1930s, demagoguery ran rampant. Isolationist and alleged Nazi sympathizer Father Charles Coughlin broadcast rabid anti-Semitic attacks on the radio that are said to have influenced U.S. immigration policy. Between 1933 and 1945, the United States admitted Jewish refugees at a rate of only 10 percent of the quota allowed by law. While millions of Jewish people were being annihilated in Europe, American anti-Semitism grew more virulent. In 1939, Congress refused to allow 20,000 Jewish children to enter the United States to escape almost certain death by the Nazis.

Congress passed the Alien Registration Act in 1940, which required nonnaturalized aliens 14 years of age and older to register with the government. One day after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, President Roosevelt suspended naturalization of immigrants from Germany, Italy, and Japan, the Axis Powers that were now America’s enemies. This largely impacted women and children who were trying to follow the male head of household from their native country to the United States. Often, the husband or father had come to America first to earn enough money to send for the family.

After Pearl Harbor, more than 1 million immigrants from Axis countries became enemy aliens. Germans and Italians were suspect at first, though the onus lessened on those who were largely assimilated and lived in entrenched homogenous communities. It also helped that they looked “American.” Japanese immigrants and U.S. citizens of Japanese descent were not so lucky. In early 1942 Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, mandating forced internment of more than 100,000 Japanese Americans, most of whom were born in the United States; none were proven to have posed a threat to their adopted country.

Under the Emergency Farm Labor Program of 1942, also known as the Bracero Program, Mexican immigrants were admitted to the United States to work as low-waged laborers. Hundreds of thousands of poor Mexicans entered the United States to work. They often sent money to their families in Mexico, relaying tales of America. While male and female workers under the Bracero Program were in the United States legally, they were not eligible for citizenship and would be a vulnerable population after the war.

Executive Order 8802 of 1941 prohibited employers from discrimination in hiring on the basis of “race, creed, color, or national origin.” It had the effect of encouraging immigration by Filipinos, whose country had been occupied by the Japanese and who had fought with the Allies. Congress lifted the ban on Chinese immigration in 1943 (China was at war with Japan), and the restriction on immigrants from India was lifted just after the war. The War Brides Act of 1945 authorized admission of foreign spouses beyond the ordinary quota system. Thousands of British, Chinese, Filipinos, and Japanese immigrated to the United States, almost exclusively women despite the popular Cary Grant movie I Was a Male War Bride.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Certainly courtship, marriage, and divorce were as commonplace in the years leading up to World War II as they had been throughout history. Even the Great Depression did not deter young people from enjoying the diversion of school dances, sporting contests, and the occasional movie. Couples during the Depression tended to extend courtship and defer marriage, lacking the finances to support a family. As with so many things, World War II changed the game of love.

For one thing, many young men were gone, whether they joined the armed services or simply left their hometowns for more lucrative work elsewhere. Some women joined the armed services, the Red Cross, or the USO. Thousands of so-called government girls excitedly left for Washington, D.C., where they did everything from secretarial work to decoding enemy correspondence. Though the work was hard, the women found themselves happily occupied and often encountered men from all over, whom they would no doubt never have met before the war.

There are many stories of how couples met during World War II. Men were sent to army camps in places often far from home. Boys from New York found themselves below the Mason-Dixon Line. Big-city women found themselves at canteen dances in the arms of Texas cowboys. Romance was everywhere, from factories to hospitals. After being shipped to prison camps around the country, young Japanese Americans met each other and fell in love, walking together in the shadow of the barbed wire.

Adding to the mix for all Americans was the sheer uncertainly of wartime. At any time, soldiers could ship out. Hasty wartime marriages became acceptable, as seen in the 1945 movie The Clock with Judy Garland, where courtship was the duration of a 24-hour pass. Couples married and then the new husbands shipped out, leaving their new wives behind. Some young wives learned to take care of themselves for the first time, whereas before the war they would have depended on their husbands. There was also the grim reality that some of the men did not come home.

Historians usually place American casualties in World War II between 400,000 and 500,000, creating a corresponding shortfall in prospective husbands. The war also saw an upsurge in divorce, creating yet another population of potentially independent women. After the war ended many new husbands and wives would reunite, only to find that they did not know each other, or care to, anymore. Some men were severely injured, physically or psychologically, and battle fatigue (now called post-traumatic stress disorder) was endemic among veterans. About 1 million men brought home war brides, women they met and married abroad. Some brought home social diseases. In the war both men and women discovered or acknowledged that they were homosexual and began to expect postwar America to accept, or at least tolerate, their sexuality, particularly after they had served their country in time of war.

Fertility and Fertility Control

Many American women opted not to have children during the war years. Children complicated an already complicated time, proving to be a problem for women with waged work. Though the rate of unwed motherhood increased during the war years, this did not mean that it was sanctioned. If a single woman became pregnant, she often had to wear a ring and claim to be a war widow to deter societal and familial disapproval. Though often ineffective and sometimes dangerous, there were ways of avoiding pregnancy during the war years. Most effective was, of course, abstinence, but human nature and a sense of wartime emotional urgency made abstinence difficult for many young women and men.

By the 1940s, the condom had become the most commonly used method of birth control. World War II military leadership held a realistic attitude toward sexual activity in the troops and actively encouraged condom use. The military promoted condoms to avoid venereal diseases, not to prevent pregnancy, but the effect was the same. Hygiene films promoting condom use were regularly shown to the troops, along with the unsubtle slogan “Put it on before you put it in.” Women did not fare quite so well in attempting to utilize condoms for their partners as a contraceptive, because for a variety of reasons they were not easy for women to purchase.

American manufacturers and advertisers were eager to market birth control products to women. The dangers or the fact that the items were not effective was secondary to sales figures. Under the euphemism of “feminine hygiene,” manufacturers implied that certain over-the-counter products had contraceptive effects. One of the most widely advertised was the cringe-worthy Lysol douche that promoted its benefits as being “safe, gentle, and effective.” In fact it was none of the above, being corrosive, virtually useless as a contraceptive, and often causing uterine or vaginal inflammation or even death. Yet it was marketed to women as a means to avoid both unwanted pregnancy and to clean the “foulness” of female body odor that would cause husbands to lose sexual interest. On the plus side, it was inexpensive and could also be used for cleaning toilets.

In the 1940s the diaphragm was the most effective form of birth control available in America, but its high cost was prohibitive, and diaphragms were difficult for single women to obtain. Married women, with the husband’s consent, could (if they could muster their courage) ask a doctor to prescribe one.

It is little wonder that the birthrate climbed during the war given that there were so few options available to women for birth control. Some women, married and unmarried, availed themselves of dangerous back-alley or do-it-yourself abortions. Somewhere between 10 percent and 20 percent of maternal deaths were caused by illegal abortions before the legalization of abortion in 1973, though because they were illegal and secret the numbers may actually be a great deal higher. In spite of the fact that women knew that illegal abortions were dangerous, they still had them, which illustrates their desperate need to avoid another pregnancy.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

For World War II–era women in general, the realities of childbirth and child rearing were those of 1,000 millennia: biology is destiny. Women became pregnant and had children with no reliable way to plan families by the prevention of pregnancy. But the women of the 1940s who had been girls during the Great Depression of the 1930s had a unique outlook. Women saw the privations that poverty created all around them and understood that families with children were especially vulnerable. Many men who had been breadwinners were unemployed, angry, and humiliated, and some men took out their frustrations on their families or abandoned them. Many women held off marriage and motherhood as long as possible. Such was the general mindset before World War II.

The war created a “live for today” mentality, with an upswing in hasty marriages. Some men wanted to get married and have children immediately to reduce their chances of being drafted. Some women wanted to marry their sweethearts before they shipped out. Some wanted to preserve a legacy for the future. Some simply had the urge to procreate in the hothouse atmosphere of wartime. The rate of unwed mothers also increased significantly in the war years.

Thus, many American women were bearing and rearing children, often on their own. Many found themselves far from home, whether for war work or following their new husbands to army bases. Often young wives often did not have the help of nearby female relatives to help them through pregnancy and child care. Additionally, childbirth in hospitals was still not often an option, as doctors and clinics were stretched thin with war wounded. Midwives and home delivery remained a frequent means of childbirth.

Often, new mothers and babies were malnourished. Some women in the last stages of pregnancy could not work to support themselves and older children, and male-dominated ration boards did not make any stipulations for pregnant or nursing women. Some of the most ill-nourished Americans in the war years were the wives and children of soldiers. Yet for all the challenges, more and more babies were born. Ladies Home Journal used the phrase “baby boom” as early as February 1943. Having children was promoted as a patriotic way of showing support for the American way of life in its inevitable victory against the Axis powers.

Raising older children also presented challenges. Children already traumatized by the Depression were further frightened by the wartime upheavals around them: fathers and brothers leaving for the service, exhausted mothers having to work outside the home, screaming headlines, graphic newsreels, grim voices on the radio, and pictures of children around the world with bombs and gunfire raining down on them. These images preyed on the minds of many youngsters.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

The same conditions that encouraged rising divorce rates, absent husbands, and husbands returning from war with a variety of physical and mental challenges and the changing roles of wives and mothers both discouraged and encouraged domestic and sexual violence during the war years. Absent husbands and boyfriends could not abuse their female partners, but the stress of war and rapid change escalated violence in some households during and after the war. Because of the enhanced economic opportunities for women during the war, they were better able to leave their abusers and support themselves.

Nonetheless, social attitudes toward domestic and sexual violence changed very little. Victims of either were often blamed for what happened to them. In spite of the Rosie the Riveter campaigns to encourage female strength, wives were still expected to be submissive to their husbands. Most states did not recognize marital rape, because coverture-based laws held that wives belonged to husbands. Husbands could both legally beat their wives and have nonconsensual sex with them.

Information on violence against women during the World War II years is perhaps more incomplete than in other era. While many men were away, there were still incidents of assault and rape. Often these were due to the mixing of men and women at work, in nightclubs, and on the street. During the war, women frequently did not report violence for what they felt were patriotic reasons as well as the sense that they were “asking for it.”

Clothing and Fashion

Though the United States did not officially enter World War II until December 1941, the war’s impact on fashion and clothing began sooner. In 1940, Nazi Germany invaded France and occupied the city of Paris, which for decades had been the center of the fashion world. Under the Germans, fashion houses closed, relocated, or were cut off from the world due to the German occupation. But the Nazis had their own fashion agenda, planning to move the couture capital of the world to Berlin or occupied Vienna.

While official rationing did not begin in the United States until after it entered the war in 1941, certain materials such as metal began to be diverted in 1940 for the military, limiting their use in items such as zippers. Work accelerated on synthetic materials to replace silk and rubber, which had been imported from countries held by the Japanese. Nylon made its debut in 1939 and became popular as a replacement for silk in women’s hosiery, entering the lexicon simply as “nylons.” However, in 1942 nylon went to war and was in short supply due to its use in parachutes and tents. Many women simply drew seams on the back of their legs with eyebrow pencil to simulate stockings.

Before the war, pants for women were considered something only poor women, farm women, or “bad” women wore. Film stars such as Marlene Dietrich and Katharine Hepburn were noted (or notorious) for wearing slacks in the 1930s, and even designer Coco Chanel displayed them, though with much controversy. When American women were needed for war work in World War II, women’s pants became accepted by society in general, though still primarily only for work. Some women and men liked women’s trousers because they were comfortable and were also practical in cold weather and made a statement of independence. Other women and men hated women’s trousers for the same reasons, because they were comfortable and practical and made a statement of independence.

For safety in factories or on farms, women’s hair was often bobbed, rolled, or simply tied in a bandanna, as seen in the famous Rosie the Riveter poster. Elaborate and time-consuming hairdos were viewed as unpatriotic. Movie star Veronica Lake popularized the peek-a-boo hairstyle for special occasions, which had a deep side part and could easily be rolled in pin curls or with fabric. Even lipstick and nail polish mirrored wartime themes with products sporting colors such as Victory Red.

One item of clothing that generally did not involve rationed materials was millinery. Many women enjoyed adding sparkle to their wardrobes with creative, colorful hats, sometimes made from scrap materials, and millinery shops were female-owned businesses. Shoe leather was rationed to be used for soldiers’ boots, so people were limited in the number of shoes they could buy each year, but designers also became more creative. Salvatore Ferragamo created footwear called the Wedge that gained popularity during the war years by using wood or cork for the soles plus fabric or hemp for the upper part of the shoe.

Due to restrictions, the style and silhouette of women’s clothing was essentially frozen during the war years, as there were heavy fines and penalties for manufacturers that broke the rules. Some of the restrictions limited waistband width or hem circumference. Women’s skirts were generally short and straight, which was highly fashionable, as they resembled a military look. Uniforms on both men and women were endemic, and a style of clothing that mimicked the military look was popular and patriotic for women and children. By adding shoulder pads made from inexpensive materials often found at home, women’s jackets and blouses could sport the square-shouldered look of the military uniform. Berets and hats styled like U.S. Army caps were popular. Photos showing First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt habitually dressed in a Red Cross uniform made that look something to emulate.

Another way women could aid the war effort was to get as much wear as possible out of existing clothes through repair and reuse. Clothing conservation and recycling, which many women had always practiced, became patriotic. Government campaigns such as “Make Do and Mend” gave advice on how to care for and reuse old clothing. Home Demonstration agents held classes to teach American women how to maintain a well-dressed appearance in the war years, which was felt to be essential for female morale.

Since male ration boards devised clothing restrictions, maternity wear was not considered. Existing clothes and undergarments had to be enlarged and altered repeatedly to adapt to the nine-month pregnancy as well as postpartum changes in proportions, breast-feeding, etc. In many cases, women traded maternity clothing with each other.

Many of the changes imposed by wartime restrictions and realities were positive. New man-made materials such as nylon gained widespread use. Rationing was also a catalyst for creativity and helped make ready-to-wear clothing acceptable for Americans. Comfortable, practical clothing, sportswear, and trousers for women became the norm in the United States even after Christian Dior’s 1947 “New Look,” with its lavish skirts, blossomed after the war.

Conclusion

For much of the planet, World War II was the pivotal event of the 20th century. It brought about millions upon millions of deaths and unimaginable suffering. It saw huge swaths of the world’s population annihilated and major cities destroyed. It brought about redrawing of national boundaries and the relocation of millions of starving refugees. Even in America, which avoided the worst, returning members of the armed forces brought home horrendous memories of what they had seen and endured.

Yet the men and women of the United States created a dynamo in the postwar years unlike any the world had ever seen. Advances in the war years laid the foundation for the world of the 21st century as massive economic, industrial, social, and cultural changes in the United States brought forth an unequaled superpower. American women were proud partners in its birth.

Nancy Hendricks
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1. Cold War America (1946–1962)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The United States emerged from World War II victorious and confident of its professed right to promote freedom and democracy around the world. When the Soviet Union challenged this confidence in what became known as the Cold War, there was broad political consensus about the need to support U.S. foreign policy initiatives while fears of communist subversion gripped Americans at home. Following the war, the United States also experienced an economic boom that brought unparalleled prosperity and raised expectations of the nation’s ability to solve economic and social problems. Americans endorsed the growing power of the federal government and accepted the fundamentals of the welfare state, outlined during the New Deal. Yet cracks in the American Dream also were becoming evident, as social critics pointed to the continuing poverty amid affluence and African Americans organized to demand their full freedoms and civil rights, often evoking a violent backlash. The postwar years were thus characterized by a combination of optimism and anxiety.

The Cold War was by far the most important political issue of the early postwar period. Growing out of a history of disagreements and mistrust between the United States and the Soviet Union, their wartime alliance soon gave way to renewed antagonism and disagreement about the shape of the world following the collapse of Germany and Japan. In this context, containment of the Soviet Union became the major foreign policy goal. Based on the argument of George Kennan, a top official at the U.S. embassy in Moscow, containment called for the United States to stop the perceived expansive tendencies of the Soviet Union. When it appeared that communists were threatening to overthrow governments in Greece and Turkey, President Harry S. Truman declared that “I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.” This was the Truman Doctrine. In response, Congress appropriated $400 million for economic and military aid to the two nations.

Containment also called for extensive economic aid to assist the recovery of war-torn Western Europe. The Marshall Plan was “directed not against any country or doctrine but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos,” forces seen as the greatest threats to democracy and allowing space for Soviet influence. Another successful demonstration of the resolve to contain the Soviet Union came in the form of the Berlin Airlift as Allied air forces flew supplies into West Berlin, blockaded by the Soviets. In 1949 the United States and 11 West European countries established the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), an alliance based on the principle of collective security.

Also in 1949, the Soviets announced the successful detonation of their first atomic bomb; that same year, the Chinese Civil War ended in favor of Mao Zedong’s communists. These two events contributed to the reevaluation of American foreign and defense policy goals. As a result, the United States intervened in the war between North and South Korea. President Dwight D. Eisenhower also increased American reliance on nuclear weapons and authorized the building of a hydrogen bomb. In an effort to keep budget expenditures under control, he proposed a policy of massive retaliation, the use of atomic weapons if the nation or its vital interests were attacked.

The Soviet threat and the arrival of nuclear weapons resulted in a peculiar peacetime preoccupation with attacks on American soil. In 1950, Congress created the Civil Defense Administration (CDA) and the Emergency Broadcast System. Civil defense classes became standard in public schools, with educational materials that taught children to “duck and cover” in the event of a nuclear attack. The CDA even produced a civil defense film for children in which Bert the Turtle demonstrates what to do in case of an atomic attack. Families were also encouraged to stockpile food and even build private fallout shelters.

Fears of Soviet influence additionally inspired a wave of anticommunism that swept the nation in the postwar years. In 1946 President Truman established the Federal Employee Loyalty Program. The following year the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) launched an investigation into possible communist influence in the film industry. When some screenwriters, the so-called Hollywood Ten, refused to testify, they were cited for contempt and sent to prison. As a result, motion picture companies refused to hire anyone with even a marginally questionable past. A series of espionage scandals such as the Ethel and Julius Rosenberg trials added to the nation’s anticommunist hysteria.

Senator Joseph McCarthy came to national attention in 1950, claiming that he had a list of 205 known communists in the State Department. Even though he later changed this number and also failed to corroborate any of his charges, he found a receptive ear in the American public. When Republicans won control of the Senate in 1952, McCarthy took the opportunity to launch his anticommunist crusade, called by some a witch-hunt. Using extensive press and television coverage, he energetically pursued supposed communists. The televised HUAC hearings in 1954 exposed McCarthy’s ruthless tactics, and public support for him began to wane. Many Americans now came to assume that the communist threat had been overblown, foreshadowing widespread distrust of the government in the 1960s.

Between the end of World War II and 1960, the United States experienced phenomenal economic growth, consolidating its place as the world’s richest country. The value of all goods and services grew from $200 billion in 1940 to $300 billion in 1950 and by 1960 jumped to $500 billion. One ingredient in this economic “miracle” was continued government spending. As the Cold War escalated, so did defense spending. Between 1950 and 1953 military spending rose from $13 billion to over $50 billion and stabilized at $47 billion, approximately 50 percent of the federal budget during the Eisenhower years. The successful Soviet launch of Sputnik into space in 1957 created fears of falling behind, and American policy makers accelerated space and weapons programs, fueling the arms race as each country worked to prepare new methods of attacking the other. The government contracted with the private sector for the development of new weapons systems, creating what President Eisenhower called the “military-industrial complex.”

Arguably more important than defense spending were other federal investments. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the G.I. Bill, funded veterans’ benefits that included low-cost mortgages, low-interest business loans, and cash payments for educational expenses. By 1956, roughly 2.2 million veterans had used the G.I. Bill’s education benefits to attend college, and an additional 6.6 million used these benefits for training programs. This investment in human capital contributed to long-term economic growth as well as the expansion of American higher education in general.

President Eisenhower also called for the modernization of American highways. In 1956 Congress responded with the Federal Highway Act, allocating more than $30 billion for the construction of some 41,000 miles of interstate highways, with the federal government carrying 90 percent of the cost—the largest public construction project in American history to that date. Highway construction began almost immediately, employing tens of thousands of workers and significantly stimulating the economy. The new highways facilitated interstate trucking, and the industry pushed aside the railroads in the domestic shipping market. Interstate highways also promoted the growth of roadside businesses such as restaurants and hotels. At the same time, more Americans owned automobiles, creating a culture that made the United States a nation of drivers. By 1960, there were nearly 343 passenger cars per 1,000 Americans, up from 267 in 1950. By the 1960s, an estimated 1 in 7 Americans was employed directly or indirectly by the automobile industry.

Consumer spending was the second major ingredient in the postwar economy. The war years had been characterized by nearly full employment and decent wages, though women and people of color continued to be underwaged and underemployed. Consumption, the purchasing of consumer products, was promoted as patriotic because it contributed to the ultimate success of America and was anticommunist. Because much of this spending focused on the family, it helped ease the traditional uneasiness about consumption as decadent and immoral.

The postwar decade also witnessed the so-called baby boom, as young couples were marrying and having children at unprecedented rates. With the help of expanded federal programs, including the G.I. Bill, many young families were able to purchase their own homes. Increasingly, Americans were also leaving inner cities for the new suburbs, where they could find affordable housing. Developers such as William J. Levitt built new suburban communities using the techniques of mass production. In 1947, Levitt set out to build the largest planned living community in the United States on farmland he had purchased on Long Island, New York. His assembly-line approach to construction made the houses extremely affordable, and other developers followed his lead. Suburban communities mushroomed up across the nation in response to an epidemic housing shortage. Americans wanted the full package—the affordable house, the new appliances, the suburban lifestyle—though this so-called American Dream was not open to many working-class and nonwhite Americans.

Historian Elaine Tyler May has argued that this new consumerism was a way to de-emphasize class differences while stressing traditional gender roles. In the context of fears of communist subversion, consumerism also became the material representation of democracy and American ideals. These ideals focused on the nuclear family, religion, and patriotism. American culture celebrated the nuclear family and focused on children; additionally, the baby boom helped increase pressures on men and women to conform with traditional gender roles. Advertising, educational films, and television shows all celebrated the stay-at-home mom who cleaned, cooked, and took care of children while the dad left home to go to waged work as the sole economic provider. Psychiatrists labeled women wishing to pursue a career as “unlovely,” “suffering from penis envy,” and “ridden with guilt complexes” or just plain “man-hating.”

Church attendance also increased significantly between 1945 and 1960. In 1957, over 95 percent of Americans associated with some religious tradition, and close to 65 percent claimed membership in a particular group. This upsurge in religious participation and commitment needs to be considered within the context of the Cold War as a way to exhibit an American identity vis-à-vis communism. Similarly, patriotic celebrations such as Independence Day and I Am an American Day became outward defenses against possible labeling as a communist. Conformity defined much of American culture during this postwar era. Those who deviated from the norm faced censure.

Television played an important role in strengthening American ideals as defense against subversion. At the end of World War II, only a few thousand wealthy Americans had television sets; by 1960, nearly 90 percent of households had a television, and TV Guide was the most popular periodical of the 1950s. Network television programming blurred regional distinctions and helped forge a national popular culture. Shows such as Leave It to Beaver, The Donna Reed Show, and Father Knows Best created an idyllic view of the perfect family that reinforced traditional gender and racial distinctions. I Love Lucy topped the ratings charts. While this situation comedy broke new ground by including a Cuban American character—Lucille Ball’s real-life husband Desi Arnaz—and dealing with Lucille Ball’s real-life pregnancy, it too relied on gendered notions of family life.

Manufacturers soon realized the value of television, and by 1950 sponsors were leaving radio for television. Perhaps the most advertised product was tobacco. Phillip Morris, for instance, sponsored I Love Lucy for years, inserting cartoon cigarette packs in the show’s opening animation. By 1954, television commercials were the leading advertising medium in America. Advertisers and agencies in the late 1950s also began to rely on techniques such as motivational research and demographic targeting to sell products. Teenagers specifically emerged as a target market. With money of their own, indulgent parents who wanted their kids to avoid every hardship they themselves had been subject to, in addition to fears that excessive obedience in youths might make them easy targets for communist “brainwashing,” a strong independent-minded youth culture developed in the 1950s. Recorded music, clothes, and personal looks became the largest concern, and advertising catered to these new needs of the baby boom generation. Beatniks rejected the values promoted in popular culture and expressed their distrust of American ideals of progress, power, and material gain in literature and poetry. They experimented with sexual freedom and drugs, paving the way for the full youth revolution of the following decade.

Television also had an impact on American politics, especially political campaigns and elections. The first presidential election with wide use of television was the 1952 race between Dwight D. Eisenhower and Adlai Stevenson. As part of the campaign, Eisenhower’s running mate Richard Nixon defended himself on television against corruption charges in the famous “Checkers” speech. Even more significant was Eisenhower’s use of short spot commercials to boost his image. These short spots appeared, just like product advertising, during commercial breaks in standard television programming, the beginning of a trend that made televised political advertising the major form of communication between candidates and voters in the American electoral system. Every presidential campaign since 1952 has relied heavily on television spots, which dominate many statewide and congressional races.

While American popular and political culture promoted the American Dream, there were serious cracks in this dream. A unified, classless society was an illusion. There was significant poverty amid the affluence of the 1950s; in 1959, nearly 23 percent of Americans still lived in poverty. Numerically white Americans made up the largest group, but racial and ethnic minorities were disproportionately represented among the poor. Much of American society also remained segregated, and especially African Americans and Native Americans faced systematic discrimination. Jim Crow laws prevailed in the American South, and African Americans lived lives almost entirely separate from their white neighbors. Housing covenants also kept people of color out of suburban communities such as Levittown. Instead, they often ended up moving into the areas in the inner cities that had been vacated by the white flight into the suburbs. Native Americans living on reservations were encouraged to move to cities while the federal government attempted to end its treaty obligations to reservation communities. These policies, known as relocation and termination, proved disastrous but also fueled resistance and eventually helped bring about an American Indian rights movement in the 1960s.

In the segregated South, arguably the most important social movement in American history emerged and captured the attention of the television nation. While its roots lay deep in history, the civil rights movement arose in the context of the U.S. Supreme Court decision in the case of Brown v. The Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. Calling for the desegregation of public schools “with all deliberate speed,” this 1954 decision clearly marked the beginning of the highly visible fight for African American civil rights, which in turn fueled fierce resistance from white southerners. In 1957, President Eisenhower sent the U.S. Army’s 101st Airborne Division to protect nine black students who enrolled at Central High in Little Rock, Arkansas. Two years earlier, Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. had risen to prominence as the male leader of the successful Montgomery bus boycott to desegregate public transportation in that Alabama town. By 1960, young college students began sit-ins at southern lunch counters, drawing an angry and increasingly violent response from white southerners.

The 1960 presidential campaign culminated in the election of John F. Kennedy, the young Democrat who charmed the nation, with a narrow popular margin. In his inaugural address, Kennedy declared that “the torch has been passed to a new generation” and called on the nation to commit itself to service and sacrifice: “And so, my fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” While inspiring especially the nation’s youths, these lines did not translate into significant domestic change during the Kennedy years, as Congress blocked even his most modest proposals. Instead, the Cold War continued to dominate the agenda. The failure to topple Cuban dictator Fidel Castro in the Bay of Pigs Invasion in April 1961 emboldened the Soviet Union. When Kennedy met the Soviet premier that summer, the latter implied another blockade of West Berlin. While it never materialized, East Germans erected a concrete and barb-wired wall between East and West Berlin; the Berlin Wall became a concrete symbol of the Cold War that endured until 1989. The true challenge came with the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, bringing the world to the brink of nuclear war. Yet the peaceful resolution of the crisis resulted in a thawing of the relations between the two nations.

While marked by anxiety about the Soviet Union and domestic subversion, the postwar years created a widespread sense of stability, contentment, and consensus in the United States. Yet the consensus was a fragile one. By the early 1960s, the civil rights movement burst to the national agenda as the violent resistance to desegregation was brought to the television screens of all Americans. The Kennedy years also defined American policies in Vietnam. And on the nation’s college campuses the baby boom generation started to challenge the postwar conformity and the authority of the federal government, bringing about the tumultuous decade of the 1960s with significant social change.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Alexander, Sadie Tanner Mossell (1898–1989)

At a time when few African Americans graduated from high school, Sadie T. M. Alexander earned her bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral, and juris doctor (law) degrees, making her one of the most well-educated African American women of her generation. With her husband, Raymond Alexander, she established an active and prominent law practice in Philadelphia. Along with her law practice, she held office in the National Urban League and the American Civil Liberties Union. She served on President Harry Truman’s Committee on Civil Rights and the Philadelphia Commission on Human Relations and chaired President Jimmy Carter’s White House Conference on Aging. Alexander’s activism was not confined to committees—she joined Martin Luther King Jr. in the historic 1965 Selma-to-Montgomery March.
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Sadie Alexander, the first African American woman appointed Assistant City Solicitor for the City of Philadelphia. (Afro American Newspapers/Gado/Getty Images)

Alexander was the youngest of Mary Tanner Mossell and Aaron Mossell’s three children. Her father was the first African American graduate of the University of Pennsylvania Law School, and his brother, Nathan, was the first black to graduate from the university’s medical school. Aaron Mossell deserted his family a year after Alexander’s birth. Mary Mossell often suffered from depression, so relatives cared for Alexander and her siblings. The Tanner and Mossell families boast distinguished and accomplished members. Alexander’s grandfather, Bishop Benjamin Tucker Tanner, founded the A.M.E. Church Review. Her uncles include Nathan Francis Mossell, physician and surgeon in Philadelphia; Henry O. Tanner, painter; and Lewis Baxter Moore, dean at Howard University. Her aunt, Dr. Hallie Tanner Johnson, founded Tuskegee Institute’s Nurses’ School and Hospital.

As a teenager, Alexander lived with her uncle, Lewis Baxter Moore, in Washington, D.C. After graduating from the prestigious M Street High (now Dunbar High School), she enrolled in the University of Pennsylvania, where she earned her BS degree in education in 1918. She continued her studies, earning MA (1919) and PhD (1921) degrees in economics. In 1924, she became the first black women enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania School of Law. After graduating in 1927, she was the first black women to gain admission to the Pennsylvania bar.

At the University of Pennsylvania, Sadie met Raymond Pace Alexander. He was the first black student to attend the Wharton School of Business at the university. After earning his law degree from Harvard, he opened his own law firm. After Raymond and Sadie married in 1923, she began law school with Raymond’s encouragement. Once admitted to the bar, she joined his firm. She specialized in domestic and probate law but was also an integral part in the firm’s other cases. The Pace firm was Philadelphia’s leading civil rights law firm. The Alexanders litigated segregation cases, defended racially biased prosecutions, and lobbied public officials. The husband-wife firm lasted until 1959, when Raymond was appointed judge in the Pennsylvania Court of Common Pleas. When the firm dissolved, Sadie Alexander opened her own law office, which she ran until 1976. She then joined Atkinson, Myers, and Archie until her retirement in 1982.

Before entering law school, Alexander served as the first national president of the black women’s sorority Delta Sigma Theta from 1919 to 1923. For African American women, sororities serve a vital role because they provide opportunities for leadership. Delta Sigma Theta members are dedicated to public service and assisting persons in need, focusing on the African American community.

From 1943 to 1947, Alexander served as secretary of the National Bar Association (NBA). Established in 1925 as the Negro Bar Association, the NBA sought to establish free legal clinics for indigent African Americans. Alexander was instrumental in setting up the legal aid bureau in Philadelphia for those who could not afford an attorney.

By Executive Order 9808 issued on December 5, 1946, Harry Truman established the President’s Committee on Civil Rights. Composed of 15 appointed members, Sadie Alexander and Channing Tobias were the only African Americans. The committee’s report, To Secure These Rights, was published in October 1947. The report recommended federal governmental action to oppose and prevent segregation, lynching, and impediments to voting. The idea that the federal government had a duty to protect civil rights when state laws infringed upon those rights was transformative and became the rallying call of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.

Alexander died at the age of 91 on November 1, 1989, at her home in Philadelphia. She is buried at West Laurel Hill Cemetery.

Wanda Little Fenimore
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Anderson, Helen Eugenie Moore (1909–1997)

In the late 1940s, a trailblazing woman named Helen Eugenie Moore Anderson began a notable track record of firsts by reaching beyond the more traditional roles of wife and mother to become the first woman to serve as a U.S. ambassador. President Harry Truman appointed her to Denmark in 1949, where she would also become the first American woman to sign a treaty. This woman from America’s heartland would later become the first American woman to represent the United States in a country allied with the Soviet Union after President John F. Kennedy appointed her ambassador to Bulgaria in 1962.

Anderson attended Missouri’s Stephens College in 1926, Iowa’s Simpson College in 1927–1928, and Minnesota’s Carleton College in 1929–1930, although she took no degree. Instead, she studied piano at the Juilliard School’s Institute of Musical Art in New York. In 1930 she married John Pierce Anderson, whom she met while at Carleton.

In 1932 after two years in New York, Anderson and her husband returned to Minnesota, settling in his hometown where they raised two children, Johanna and Hans. During a trip to Europe in 1937, Anderson was deeply shaken after witnessing uniformed five-year-old boys marching in synchronized goose step as she entered Germany. Upon her return to the United States, she vowed to speak out about the dangers of the totalitarian state and the rise of fascism she had witnessed. She began studying global and domestic issues, joining and then becoming a leader and lecturer for the Minnesota League of Women Voters in 1938.

Anderson joined Minnesota’s Democratic-Farmer-Labor (DFL) party in 1944, teaming up with a group of young exceptionally accomplished DFL leaders who would one day be described as “Cold War Liberals.” In addition to Anderson, these rising stars of the DFL included Minneapolis mayor Hubert H. Humphrey; Arthur E. Naftalin, Humphrey’s secretary who would serve four terms as Minneapolis’s mayor during the 1960s; and Orville L. Freeman, who served as Minnesota’s governor from 1955 to 1961. All were staunch anticommunists who also opposed American isolationists wary of foreign entanglements. Anderson became a Democratic national committeewoman in 1948. Later that year as a Minnesotan delegate-at-large to the Democratic National Convention, she helped President Harry Truman win reelection in 1948 by campaigning for him across the state. In doing so, Anderson gained the attention of national party leaders.

In 1944, Anderson became active in state Democratic politics and helped effect the Democratic-Farmer-Labor fusion, afterward becoming its county party chairman. She was named to the party’s state executive committee in 1946 and to its national committee in 1948. Anderson’s effective campaigning on behalf of Truman and Senator Humphrey led Truman to appoint her to her first ambassadorship, where she endeared herself to the Danish people by learning Danish and traveling the country by bicycle, as most Danes did. In 1951, Anderson helped negotiate an agreement that allowed the United States to use air bases in Greenland. She also helped draft a new Treaty of Commerce and Friendship with Denmark and then signed it—another first on behalf of American women.

After resigning her Danish post in 1953, Anderson remained active civically and politically, running for (but not winning) the 1958 DFL nomination for U.S. senator.

In 1962, President John F. Kennedy named Anderson ambassador to Bulgaria, making her the first woman chief of a U.S. diplomatic mission behind the Iron Curtain. Anderson successfully negotiated a settlement of U.S. financial claims that were outstanding from World War II. Her Bulgarian hosts were sometimes hostile to the assertive ambassador, even trying to silence her on occasion. They once tried to prevent Anderson from making a television speech by requiring that it be given in Bulgarian, but she thwarted them by mastering the language well enough to give the talk. In 1964, Anderson submitted her resignation to President Lyndon Johnson and returned home to Minnesota.

In 1965, President Johnson appointed Anderson to the United Nations Trusteeship Council, where she became the first woman to sit on the Security Council. A year later she served on the United Nations Committee for Decolonization.

Following retirement, Anderson died in 1997 at the age of 87 in Red Wing, Minnesota.
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Anticommunist Women’s Organizations

Minute Women of the U.S.A. and American Women Against Communism were both conservative anticommunist women’s organizations in the 1950s and early 1960s.

Some American women, generally conservative, suburban white women, responded to the Cold War ideology in a variety of ways. Generally they were concerned about communism, a political ideology that emerged out of the theories propounded by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the Communist Manifesto (1848). By calling for a revolutionary restructuring of society to provide equal distribution of wealth, they sought to erase all class distinctions. However, in many instances such as Stalinist Russia and contemporary China, this ideology took an oppressive turn. Not surprisingly, capitalistic countries such as America viewed communism as a huge political threat, and the mistrust between the communist Eastern bloc led by the Soviet Union and the capitalist Western bloc headed by the United States was most intense during the Cold War (1947–1991).

It is worth noting that while traditional communist philosophy advocates equality and freedom for all and highlights the oppression of working classes under capitalism, it does not address specific issues of oppression such as that emerging from racial and gender discriminations. Discourses on women’s rights have often been ignored in traditional communist doctrines, such as in communist Russia. Notably, even though Russia dreamt of equality for peasants and factory workers and wanted the representation of working women, the nation during the dictatorial leadership of Stalin dismissed all issues pertaining to gender.

Although communism was never a dominant political ideology in the United States, the growing paranoia over the perceived threat of the communist influence intensified during the Cold War. By the mid-20th century, a government-led crackdown by Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) director J. Edgar Hoover and Senator Joseph McCarthy against the Red Scare targeted and investigated individuals supposedly involved with communists. The House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) surfaced and undertook anticommunist investigations issuing blacklists with names of suspected communists or people largely from the entertainment industry. Women called before the committee included playwright Lillian Hellman, who famously refused to give names of other potential communists in Hollywood by saying that “I cannot and will not cut my conscience to fit this year’s fashions.”

During this period American women, mostly white housewives and mothers, became party to those tracking down suspected communists (such as Hellman) and contributing to postwar conservatism in America. Both the U.S. government and state governments encouraged the participation of female anticommunists, since they were mostly upper- and middle-class white citizens and therefore were both relatively culturally powerful and the upholders of the nation’s hegemonic sociocultural beliefs. The perceived communist threat in America was countered systematically as the white housewives formed study groups and clubs, tracked political developments, met at church halls to engage in discussions, and networked successfully to identify and eliminate all dissenters. Formed in 1949, the Minute Women of the U.S.A. was deeply concerned about communist subversion of what it believed to be American ideals. Women in the organization organized study groups and letter-writing campaigns and sometimes engaged in direct political activism, all in support of McCarthyism. The organization often linked communism with any liberal organization, claiming, for example, that the New Deal was a communist plot. By 1952 the organization had over 50,000 members but lost membership and influence as the nation turned its back on McCarthyism in the 1960s.

American Women Against Communism (AWAC) may be the oldest anticommunist women’s group. Founded in 1943, AWAC devoted energy to removing liberals from political office on the notion that liberals were communists or communist sympathizers. Members also worked to limit immigration and resisted U.S. entry into World War II on the principle that Adolf Hitler and the Nazis were more acceptable than Russian communists. The organization disbanded in the early 1940s.

In addition, clubs such as the American Public Relations Forum, the Los Angeles Women’s Breakfast Club, the Keep America Committee, and the Women’s Republican Study Club emerged and, in turn, demanded the banning of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), arguing that UNESCO’s textbooks propagated ideas echoing communist ideology and internationalism.
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Ball, Lucille (1911–1989)

Lucille Desiree Ball was a beloved American actress and comedienne who moved beyond her career in Hollywood B-movies to become a pioneer performer and later producer in television. Along with her first husband, Cuban bandleader Desi Arnaz, Ball created the classic series I Love Lucy, one of the first TV shows recorded on film, allowing it to live on in reruns syndicated around the world. The couple also formed Desilu Productions, one of the most successful TV production companies of its era. Ball succeeded Arnaz as president from 1962 to 1967, making her the only woman of that time to head a major Hollywood production company.
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Lucille Ball parlayed her success on the series I Love Lucy into a position as one of the few females to head a studio. As president of Desilu she approved the production of such television staples as Star Trek and The Untouchables. (Library of Congress)

Ball was born in Celeron, New York, the daughter of the former Desiree Hunt, a pianist, and Henry Ball, a telephone lineman. Ball’s father died when she was 3 years old, and she was raised by her mother and material grandparents. At the age of 15, Ball tried to enroll in drama school in Manhattan but was rejected; she also failed to get into four Broadway chorus lines.

Ball turned to modeling and won national attention in 1933 as the Chesterfield Cigarette girl. This brought her to Hollywood, but while she did work her way up from bit roles and two-reel comedies to some leading roles, they were only in low-budget movies. When Ball began doing regular stints on comedy-variety radio shows in the late 1930s, she found the proper medium for her unique comedic talents. From 1947 to 1951, she played an early incarnation of her “Lucy” persona in a comedy called My Favorite Husband.

Ball met and married Cuban bandleader Desi Arnaz in 1940 when both were working on the film Too Many Girls. In 1950, Ball and Arnaz conceived of a vehicle based on Ball’s My Favorite Husband radio persona that would allow them to work together. That vehicle was I Love Lucy, a half-hour series the pair sold to the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) TV division. When network executives argued that the public wouldn’t accept an American redhead married to a Cuban with a heavy accent, the couple formed the first independent TV production company, Desilu Productions, and produced a 30-minute film pilot that won the executives over.

I Love Lucy premiered on October 15, 1951, and within months millions of Americans were tuning in to laugh at whatever antics Lucy Ricardo and her best friend Ethel Mertz (played by Vivian Vance) were getting themselves into that week as well as to see how the duo’s husbands, Ricky (Arnaz) and Fred (William Frawley) would react. Though I Love Lucy remained popular, the real-life marriage between Ball and Arnaz was wearing down, and in 1957, after 179 episodes, they ended the series, although a form of it did continue with a series of hour-long specials called The Luci-Desi Comedy Hour.

To their fans’ dismay, Ball and Arnaz divorced in 1960. A year later she married comedian Gary Morton. Ball bought out Arnaz’s share of Desilu Productions, which she headed from 1962 to 1967, creating two successful vehicles for herself: The Lucy Show and Here’s Lucy. Both series included her two real-life children, Lucie Arnaz and Desi Arnaz Jr., and longtime friend Vivian Vance. With Ball at the helm, Desilu was also producing Star Trek, Mission: Impossible, and Mannix when Gulf & Western acquired it in 1967. Ball was also an early champion of Gene Roddenberry and helped convince NBC to order a second Star Trek pilot when the first was rejected.

Ball died on April 26, 1989, at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center of a ruptured abdominal aorta a month after her last public appearance at the 61st Academy Awards, which was met with a standing ovation. First interred at the famed Forest Lawn, in Los Angeles, California, she was reinterred in the Ball family plot in Lake View Cemetery in Jamestown, New York, in 2003. In 2001 the U.S. Postal Service commemorated the comedienne with a stamp. TV Guide voted I Love Lucy the second-best television program of all time.

When Ball died, William S. Paley, chairman of CBS, said that “Lucy’s extraordinary ability to light up the screen and brighten our lives is a legacy that will last forever.”

Deborah L. Daughetee
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Barbie

Introduced to the American consumer in 1959, the Barbie doll rapidly became a best-selling toy. Barbie was the project of Mattel cofounder Ruth Handler’s vision. The pervasiveness of the doll in society resulted in it being embedded in the social fabric of the nation. While Barbie has been criticized for being a symbol of materialism and false beauty standards, the doll continues to sell well all over the world. Throughout the years, Mattel adapted the doll’s skin tone and work-related outfits to reflect society’s changing values.

Before Barbie’s debut, manufacturers exclusively made children’s dolls that looked like babies or young children. One day in the 1950s Handler, a cofounder of Mattel, saw Barbara, her young daughter, playing with paper cutouts of adult dolls wearing adult-style clothing. Handler was intrigued by the way the child enjoyed playing by imagining an adult future through adult-looking paper dolls. In the mid-1950s while visiting Europe, Handler saw a Lillie doll that was based on a German comic strip and was marketed to men in tobacco shops as a racy gag gift. Upon her return to the United States, she convinced Mattel directors, one of whom was her husband, that an adult-type doll would be profitable if marketed correctly. Although the directors were skeptical at first, Mattel purchased the rights to the Lillie doll so they could use it as a starting point in developing a new one for American consumers. With engineer Jack Ryan’s help, Handler designed the shape and the production process for the doll. She also hired fashion designer Charlotte Buettenback Johnson to design the doll’s wardrobe. After several years in development, Mattel unveiled the Barbie (named after Handler’s daughter) at the 1959 Toy Fair in New York City.

Since 1955, Mattel had sponsored the highly popular Mickey Mouse Club television program mainly to broadcast commercials aimed directly at children. Circumventing parents and advertising to girls resulted in large Barbie sales. The demand for the doll was so great that Mattel began producing other dolls within the Barbie universe. In 1961 Mattel released Ken, Barbie’s boyfriend (named after Handler’s son). In 1963 Midge, Barbie’s best friend, was introduced, and in 1964 Skipper, Barbie’s little sister, joined the group. In 1966 Mattel introduced Francie, the first African American doll in the Barbie line. Francie was replaced by a similar Christie doll a few years later. In the 1990s, Mattel released Shani dolls in different shades of brown plastic to represent varying shades of African American skin tones. As part of an international collection, Mattel created Barbie dolls in native dress from around the world, though always in Mattel versions of native dress that were often stereotypical or incorrect. The Barbie universe also includes dream houses, automobiles, and many other accessories.

Critics of the Barbie line maintained that Barbie’s lifestyle as a glamorous fashion model encouraged girls to focus on materialism and trained girls to be professional consumers. Early critics worried that Barbie was too independent and strong to be a good role model for American girls. Later critics’ focus centered on Barbie’s appearance. Critics contended that her thin figure, small waist, huge eyes, tiny nose, and large breasts provided girls with an unrealistic ideal of beauty. Moreover, the Barbie beauty standard is a Euro-American beauty standard no matter what color the doll.

In spite of these criticisms, Barbie admirers abound. Barbie fans can attend conventions around the world, and many fans set up social networking Internet sites celebrating the doll. Mattel licensed child-sized Barbie clothes, coloring books, board games, videos, and video games, and parents purchased $1 billion of Barbie merchandise annually by 1993. Even adults who played with Barbie dolls as children became Barbie collectors. Some feminists see Barbie in a positive light because of the many professions the doll represents with her occupation-related outfits. Throughout the years Barbie has worked at many jobs, including as an airline stewardess, a pilot, a nurse, a doctor, an Olympic athlete, an astronaut, and even president.

The Barbie phenomenon has caught the attention of scholars as well. Part of scholars’ fascination with Barbie is the way in which both the doll and social attitudes about the doll mirror society at large and its ambivalence about beauty and body standards as well as feminism and the role of women in the waged workplace.
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Bates, Daisy (1914–1999)

Daisy Bates played a pivotal role in a defining moment in U.S. history with her participation in the integration of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, known as the Little Rock Crisis. President Dwight Eisenhower sent the 101st Airborne to Little Rock to protect nine African American students selected to attend the all-white high school in the wake of Brown v. Board of Education (1954). It was the first time a president used federal troops to enforce desegregation. Bates mentored the African American students known as the Little Rock Nine. Her home at 1207 West 28th Street served as headquarters for the students; as a result, it was the target of violence. She tirelessly coordinated the details of the legal suits, students’ safety, and media coverage during the crisis.

Bates was born Daisy Lee Gatson on November 11, 1914, in Huttig, Arkansas, a small town just over the Louisiana state line. Orlee and Susan Smith, family friends, raised her when her biological father fled Huttig after three white men raped and killed Bates’s mother. Bates did not learn about her biological parents until she was 8 years old. More than likely Bates completed the eighth or ninth grade, which was not unusual for African Americans in the 1920s. At age 15 she met L. C. (Lucious Christopher) Bates, a traveling insurance salesman. In 1941 the couple moved to Little Rock and married in 1942. They started a weekly African American newspaper, the Arkansas State Press. As a journalist for the paper, Daisy Bates attacked racial injustice, violence, and segregation. The newspaper became a dominant civil rights voice in Arkansas and remained in circulation until 1959. Due to the Bates’s involvement with integration at Central High School, advertisers boycotted the newspaper, and it could not survive the financial hardship.

After the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) declaring legally mandated segregation in public schools unconstitutional, the NAACP took the Little Rock school board to court to enforce desegregation in Cooper v. Aaron (1957). The school board adopted a gradual integration plan that provided for nine students to attend Central High. On September 2, 1957, Governor Orval Faubus ordered the Arkansas National Guard to Central High to prohibit the African American students from entering the school. When the nine students attempted to enter the school, the armed guardsmen turned them away. Four days later on September 8, Faubus appeared on national television, affirming his stance and defying the federal court order.

The students tried to attend Central High again on September 23 and were met by an angry mob of more than 1,000 white people. The conflict was broadcast on national television: verbally and physically abusive adult segregationists taunting and attacking African American teenagers. President Eisenhower sent the 101st Airborne to Little Rock to guard the students. With the soldiers’ protection, the students entered Central High on September 25. The federal troops remained throughout the school year to ensure the Little Rock Nine’s safety. On May 25, 1958, Ernest Green, one of the Little Rock Nine, became the first African American graduate of Central High. Throughout the chaos, Bates served as the clearinghouse for information for the parents and the media. She calmed rising tempers and boosted morale. In the midst of tremendous resistance from the state government and local segregationists, Bates remained steadfast, composed, and courageous in her support of the black students and the ideals of desegregation.

In 1960 Bates moved to New York City to write her memoir, The Long Shadow of Little Rock, which was published in 1962. In 1963 she was the only woman to speak at the March on Washington. She briefly worked for the Democratic National Committee and Lyndon B. Johnson administration’s poverty programs before returning to Little Rock in 1965 after she suffered a stroke.

When she died in 1999, Bates became the first African American to lie in state in the Arkansas Capitol. The same day, President William Clinton honored the Little Rock Nine at the White House. In 2001, the Arkansas legislature proclaimed the third Monday in February Daisy Gatson Bates Day.

Wanda Little Fenimore
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Letter of Daisy Bates to Roy Wilkins Regarding School Desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas (1957)

While the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1955) legally desegregated public schools, many schools did not willingly or immediately comply with the law. Daisy Bates, publisher of the black newspaper in Little Rock, Arkansas, and president of the local National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) chapter, wrote the following letter to Roy Wilkins, executive secretary for the NAACP in New York, about attempts at school desegregation in Little Rock in 1957.

December 17, 1957

Mr Roy Wilkins

20 West 40th Street

New York, N. Y.

Dear Mr. Wilkins:

Conditions are yet pretty rough in the school for the children. Last week, Minnie Jean’s mother, Mrs. W. B. Brown, asked me to go over to the school with her for a conference with the principal, and the two assistant principals. Subject of conference: “Firmer disciplinary measures, and the withdrawal of Minnie Jean from the glee club’s Christmas program.” The principle had informed Minnie Jean in the with-drawing her from the program that “when it is definitely decided that Negroes will go to the school with whites, and the troops are removed, then you will be able to participate in the activities.” We strongly challenged this statement, which he denied making in that fashion.

We also pointed out that the treatment of the children had been getting steadily worse for the last two weeks in the form of kicking, spitting, and general abuse. As a result of our visit, stronger measures are being taken against the white students who are guilty of committing these offenses. For instance, a boy who had been suspended for two weeks, flunked both six-weeks tests, and on his return to school, the first day he knocked Gloria Hay into her locker. As a result of our visit he was given indefinite suspension.

The superintendent of schools also requested a conference the same afternoon. Clarence and I went down and spent about two hours. Here, again we pointed out that a three-day suspension given Hugh Williams for a sneak attack perpetrated on one of the negro boys which knocked him out, and required a doctor’s attention, was not sufficient punishment. We also informed him that our investigation revealed that there were many pupils willing to help if given the opportunity, and that President Eisenhower was very much concerned about the Little Rock crisis. He has stated his willingness to come down and address the student body if invited by student leaders of the school. This information was passed on to the principals of the school, but we have not been assured that leadership would be given to children in the school who are willing to organize for Law and order. However, we have not abandoned the idea.

[Bates goes on to discuss meetings and money matters, suggesting a $1 million fund to pay for ongoing civil rights activities in Little Rock.]

Sincerely

Daisy Bates

LCB:j

cc: Mr. Current

Source: Daisy Bates to NAACP Executive Secretary Roy Wilkins on the treatment of the Little Rock Nine, December 17, 1957, Typed letter, Page 2, African American Odyssey Collection, American Memory, Library of Congress.



Black, Shirley Temple (1928–2014)

From 1935 to 1939, child actress Shirley Temple was the most profitable and beloved Hollywood luminary of her day, far outstripping even Clark Gable in the public’s esteem. She is still considered the most phenomenally popular child actress in film history. Temple is also the only high-profile child performer to have had a career of public service as an adult, acting, in succession, as a representative to the United Nations (UN), ambassador to the Republic of Ghana as chief of protocol (the first woman to do so), and ambassador to Czechoslovakia.

Shirley Jane Temple was born on April 23, 1928, in Santa Monica, California, to George Francis Temple, a businessman and banker, and his wife, born Gertrude Amelia Krieger. Temple got her start at the age of three when two film producers saw her taking dancing lessons at Meghlin’s Dance School in Hollywood and put her in a series of films called Baby Burlesks.

In 1934, Temple contracted with Twentieth Century Fox for $150 a week to star in Stand Up and Cheer, a Depression-era musical. She made eight more movies that year, working her way up to fame with Little Miss Marker, in which she played a child held as collateral by gangsters. In 1935, she starred opposite Hattie McDaniel in The Little Colonel.

Shirley Temple movies usually featured songs, most famously “On the Good Ship Lollipop” and “Animal Crackers in My Soup,” as well as tap dancing. Though her dancing partners included Jack Haley and Buddy Ebsen, her most successful dancing partnership was with the legendary African American entertainer Bill (Bojangles) Robinson (1878–1949), with whom she made four films and in which she was undoubtedly the first white actress to be featured holding hands affectionately with a black man.

As she approached adolescence Temple’s popularity began to wane, and in 1940 Fox dropped the 12-year-old’s contract. Having already decided that it was time for Temple to live a more normal life, her parents enrolled her in the Westlake School for Girls in Los Angeles, but Temple proved to be precocious there as well. In 1944 she managed to achieve her goal of becoming the first in her class to become engaged after meeting Army Air Corps sergeant John Agar (1921–2002), the brother of one of her school chums; Agar later became an actor himself. They married in 1945. After producing a daughter, the couple divorced in 1949.

While Temple did continue to appear in films during her teens, most notably with Cary Grant in The Bachelor and the Bobby-Soxer and Ronald Reagan in That Hagan Girl, her career did not flourish. Telling newspapers she that “had enough of pretend,” she retired from the movie business at the age of 22.

Although Temple did briefly return to show business from 1958 to 1961 as the host of Shirley Temple’s Storybook, a televised anthology of fairy-tale adaptations, her real “second act” began when she met Charles Alden Black (1919–2005), then an assistant to the president of the Hawaiian Pineapple Company, on a trip to Hawaii. After a 12-day courtship Black proposed and Temple accepted; their marriage lasted from 1950 until his death in 2005 and produced a daughter and a son.

In the 1960s, Black became a prominent Republican fund-raiser, attracting the notice of President Richard M. Nixon, who appointed her a delegate to the UN General Assembly in 1969. As a UN delegate, Black won widespread praise speaking about problems concerning the elderly, refugees, and the environment.

Black garnered wide respect as the U.S. ambassador to Ghana in 1974–1976 as well as President Gerald R. Ford’s chief of protocol in 1976 and 1977. She later acted as President George H. W. Bush’s ambassador to Czechoslovakia in 1989.

After being diagnosed in 1972, Temple was credited with helping make talk about breast cancer acceptable. She died of natural causes on February 10, 2014, at the age of 85 at her home in Woodside, California, surrounded by her family.

When asked how her career as a childhood star affected her role as a political appointee, she said that “Shirley Temple doesn’t hurt Shirley Temple Black. Shirley Temple helps Shirley Temple Black. She is thought of as a friend—which I am!”

Deborah L. Daughetee
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Carson, Rachel (1907–1964)

Marine biologist and conservationist Rachel Louise Carson is considered the mother of the American environmental movement. She is best known for her 1962 book Silent Spring, which brought the environmental concerns associated with the pesticide DDT to the American people. Silent Spring and her other writings are credited with advancing the national and even global environmental movement. The book led to a nationwide ban on DDT as well as other pesticides and inspired a grassroots environmental movement that led to the creation of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.

Carson was born in 1907 on a 65-acre farm near Springdale, Pennsylvania. She was an avid reader and writer from a young age. At age 11 she had her first story published. The stories that she read and wrote mainly had to do with the natural world, particularly the ocean. After high school she attended the Pennsylvania College for Women, today known as Chatham University. She began her university career as an English student but switched to biology later, though she continued to write for the school’s student newspaper and literary supplement. She graduated from the Pennsylvania College for Women in 1929 and then went on to study zoology and genetics at Johns Hopkins in the fall of 1929. She earned a master’s degree in zoology in 1932 and had intended to continue for a doctorate, but she was forced to leave Johns Hopkins in 1934 to support her family. In 1935 her father died, leaving Carson to care for her mother. In 1937 Carson’s sister Marian died. Marian’s two daughters went to live with Carson and her mother, making her financial situation even more strenuous.

Carson accepted a temporary position with the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries in 1935 to help with the finances. In 1936, she became the second woman ever to be hired for a full-time professional position for the Bureau of Fisheries as a junior aquatic biologist. Carson rose within the Fish and Wildlife Service and was the chief editor of publications by 1949.

By 1952, Carson had decided to make the transition to writing full-time. Her earlier trilogy of novels, Under the Sea Wing, The Sea around Us, and The Edge of the Sea, began her career as a best-selling author. The Sea around Us was her most critically acclaimed work before Silent Spring. The books focused on the life in the ocean and coastal ecosystems. In 1953 she met Dorothy Freeman (1898–1978) after moving with her mother to Maine’s Southport Island. Though Freeman was married, the two developed a close emotional bond that endured until Carson’s death. The same year that she met Freeman, Carson adopted Roger Christie after his mother, one of her sister’s daughters, died.

[image: Lamphier]

Rachel Carson, shown here giving testimony before Congress in 1963, was a noted biologist and ecology writer whose books played a major role in launching the modern environmental movement. Carson’s best-selling book Silent Spring, published in 1962, led to a fundamental shift in the public’s attitudes toward the use of pesticides. (Library of Congress)

Silent Spring was published in 1962. Carson had been interested in how pesticides were affecting the environment since the 1940s because of the recent decline in the bird populations and the Great Cranberry Scandal of 1957, when cranberries were found to contain high levels of the herbicide aminotriazole. She was in the middle of her work on Silent Spring when she learned that she had multiple cysts in her breasts, which necessitated a mastectomy. By December 1960, Carson discovered that the tumor was in fact malignant and the cancer had metastasized. Her illness made her work on Silent Spring all the more difficult. The book was published first in serialization in the New Yorker. This coupled with the fact that the book was selected for the Book of the Month meant that an unprecedented number of Americans were exposed to environmentalism for the first time.

The book was not without critics. Makers of pesticides, the chemical industry, backed by conservative politicians and organizations, attacked her for hampering industry and agribusiness. The attacks on Carson and her work were so vehement that they eventually backfired. The book inspired grassroots environmental activism and eventually the phase-out of DDT and other dangerous chemicals. The Environmental Protection Agency was also created because of some of the concerns that Carson brought out to the public in Silent Spring.

Weakened by cancer and radiation therapy, Carson died of a heart attack in 1964 in her home in Silver Spring, Maryland. Today Carson’s work is seen as the basis for the modern environmental movement and ecofeminism.

Moriah Saldana

See also Cori, Gerty; Goeppert-Mayer, Maria; McClintock, Barbara; Vol. 4, Sec. 3: Grandin, Temple

Further Reading

Carson, Rachel. 1962. Silent Spring. New York: Houghton Mifflin.

Sideris, Lisa H., and Kathleen Dean Moore. 2008. Rachel Carson: Legacy and Challenge. Albany: State University of New York Press.


Excerpt from Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962)

A marine biologist and conservationist, Rachel Carson was best known as a nature writer who won a U.S. National Book Award with her 1951 best seller The Sea around Us. Becoming concerned by the environmental damage caused by the increasing use of synthetic pesticides, Carson published Silent Spring in 1962. The book made the American public aware of the environmental concerns raised by the use of DDT and other chemicals. Although the chemical industry sought to refute the arguments of Silent Spring, the book led to a nationwide ban of DDT and other pesticides. Reproduced here is an excerpt from Silent Spring.

Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature—the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring after winter.

In nature nothing exists alone.

Why should we tolerate a diet of weak poisons, a home in insipid surroundings, a circle of acquaintances who are not quite our enemies, the noise of motors with just enough relief to prevent insanity? Who would want to live in a world which is just not quite fatal?

We stand now where two roads diverge. But unlike the roads in Robert Frost’s familiar poem, they are not equally fair. The road we have long been traveling is deceptively easy, a smooth superhighway on which we progress with great speed, but at its end lies disaster. The other fork of the road—the one less traveled by—offers our last, our only chance to reach a destination that assures the preservation of the earth.

Only within the moment of time represented by the present century has one species—man—acquired significant power to alter the nature of the world.

A Who’s Who of pesticides is therefore of concern to us all. If we are going to live so intimately with these chemicals eating and drinking them, taking them into the very marrow of our bones—we had better know something about their nature and their power.

Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of strength that will endure as long as life lasts. There is something infinitely healing in the repeated refrains of nature—the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring after winter.

As crude a weapon as the cave man’s club, the chemical barrage has been hurled against the fabric of life—a fabric on the one hand delicate and destructible, on the other miraculously tough and resilient, and capable of striking back in unexpected ways. These extraordinary capacities of life have been ignored by the practitioners of chemical control who have brought to their task no “high-minded orientation,” no humility before the vast forces with which they tamper.

How could intelligent beings seek to control a few unwanted species by a method that contaminated the entire environment and brought the threat of disease and death even to their own kind?

It is also an era dominated by industry, in which the right to make a dollar at whatever cost is seldom challenged.

Nature has introduced great variety into the landscape, but man has displayed a passion for simplifying it. Thus he undoes the built-in checks and balances by which nature holds the species within bounds.

Source: Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company 1962), 12-16. Copyright © 1962 by Rachel L. Carson, renewed 1990 by Roger Christie. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company and Frances Collin, Trustee. All rights reserved.



Civil Rights Movement

A reader of the histories of the civil rights movement could be pardoned for thinking that no women participated in it. Black women suffered all the pain, humiliation, and terror of Jim Crow; they too wanted to gain their freedom. Indeed, black women were the backbone of the modern-day freedom movement. The involvement of women in the fight against racism can be traced back to the late 19th century and the black women’s club movement.

During the period between the end of Reconstruction well into the 20th century, society ensured that black men could not function in their communities as did white men. Blackness was criminalized, especially for men. The constant threat of violence, especially lynching, meant that black men could not provide for and protect their families.

Black men who spoke out against racism and white supremacy risked death. This reality created generations of strong women, women who had to raise their sons and daughters surrounded by racism and violence.

As was the norm during the late 19th century, patriarchy reigned supreme. Nowhere was that more apparent than in the black church. The institution served more than just the religious needs of the black community; black people turned to the church for virtually every need. Black churches were generally the only institution independent of white influence or involvement in a community. Black ministers were often the most educated and prominent people in their communities, and the pulpit was the one place from which they could exercise leadership. Most religious denominations discouraged women from playing more than a subordinate role to men, and as the civil rights movement was launched from the black church, the sexism in churches was transferred to the civil rights movement.

Middle-class and wealthy women, black and white, were barred by both custom and law from politics and engaging in commerce and were relegated to minor roles in the churches and their communities. Many of these women had attended or graduated from college, and yet they were expected to defer to their husbands, fathers, and brothers in nearly all matters. Their only outlets were clubs or lyceums started with their friends and neighbors. At first these organizations dealt with the acceptable topics of the day: children, marriage, homemaking, fashion, and literature. Black women’s clubs recognized how opportunities for African Americans were blocked time and time again and that no help would be forthcoming from the traditional institutions of American society. Almost by default black club women found themselves working to alleviate the problems they found in the black communities, especially as hundreds of thousands of rural blacks streamed into the cities during the Great Migration of the early 1900s. Black women’s groups agitated for racial equality, a federal antilynching law, and women’s suffrage.

By the time the modern phase of the civil rights movement gained ground, black women had spent decades agitating for social change. Indeed, several of the early victories in the freedom movement were the direct result of women’s effort. In 1944 when Recy Taylor was gang-raped by six white men, she reported it to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). The NAACP sent its most intrepid reporter, Rosa Parks, to investigate the case. When teenager Emmett Till was murdered in Money, Mississippi, in 1955 for speaking to a white woman, it was his mother, Mamie Till, who had the strength and courage to insist on an open-casket funeral. The picture of Till’s mangled and mutilated body was seen around the world, making Mississippi racism no longer a private matter. The Montgomery bus boycott of 1957 was planned and executed by women who had long complained about discrimination on the city buses for years. Joanne Robinson organized the car pools that kept black women off buses, and countless black women endured a year in which they carpooled, walked, or hitched rides to work. Black and white women risked their lives on the Freedom Rides and at lunch counter sit-ins all across the South.

Yet as the movement piled up moral and legislative victories, black women were pushed further into the background. In the movement’s most prominent demonstration, the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, women were noticeably absent from the program. The most visible civil rights leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr. and Stokely Carmichael, were on record as saying that women should tend home and hearth and leave the organizing for social change to the men. Race ultimately trumped gender in the movement. Many black women split from the black civil rights movement to create their own feminist movement, founding organizations such as the National Black Feminist Organization and the National Coalition of 100 Black Women. Women who did so often faced charges of disloyalty from male leaders in the civil rights movement.

During the last few decades scholars have turned their attention to the role of women in the civil rights movement, and some of these women have written their own stories. These books are a vital part of the literature on women and the black freedom movement.

Marilyn K. Howard
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Consumer Culture

Consumerism (purchasing goods and services) has been an integral part of the U.S. capitalist economic system. However, after industrialization in the early 1800s made a variety of products more easily available, materialism became embedded in American life. By the early 1900s, corporations hired advertisers to sell products, often to women. Ad campaigns that promoted consumer culture sometimes targeted men by stereotyping women in ways that encouraged men to spend. However, many ads targeted women, because the homemakers were often the ones making budgeting and spending choices for their households. In post–World War II America, women were expected to be at the heart of consumer culture.

Consumer culture did not always exist. Before industrialization dominated the economy in America in the early 1800s, people often only purchased items that they needed. However, after industrialization, people began buying more goods as factories churned out a greater variety of products. Increasingly, materialism became a part of life. By the early 1900s, a population explosion due to immigration increased factory output even more. Consequently, corporations became concerned about the possibility of overproduction. Capitalizing on the existing materialism that had been developed over the past century, for the first time corporations used advertising to entice consumers to purchase items that they may not have needed. Instead of drawing attention to the usefulness of items, ads attempted to tap into the consumer’s desires to appear to belong to a particular group based on gender, class location, race, ethnicity, and other ideals. Ads also tried to convince consumers to buy new items before their old items had outlived their usefulness. In addition, by the 1920s many merchants extended credit to prospective buyers, allowing consumers to purchase goods they could not otherwise afford.

By 1933, about 75 percent of all homes had at least one radio. The radio brought advertising into homes, which further encouraged women to purchase or to influence their husbands to purchase goods including refrigerators, irons, washing machines, telephones, and automobiles. The automobile perhaps contributed to consumer culture more than any other product. Automobiles provided a market for many goods and services, including steel, glass, rubber, textiles, oil, gas (gas stations), road construction, hotels, and restaurants. They also quite literally provided a vehicle for the purchase of more consumer goods.

After World War II (1939–1945), the nation experienced an economic boom. By 1960, 9 out of 10 households had at least one TV, and advertisers effectively used it to reach consumers, particularly women. From 1946 to 1964, many families elected to have more children, and the increase in population (by 40 million), known as the baby boom, translated into a high demand for many goods and services, including diapers, baby food, toys, medicines, schools, teachers, books, housing, and furniture. Furthermore, middle-class teenagers spent their allowances at soda shops and malls, on fads such as the hula hoop craze, and on rock-and-roll records. Also, by 1960, 75 percent of households had at least one car. Advertisers continued to target men by employing stereotypes of women. For example, one ad aimed at increasing vacuum cleaner sales stated that “Christmas morning she’ll be happier with a Hoover.” However, most advertisers targeted women. For example, one ad promoting the sale of cleaning supplies depicted a boasting husband stating that “The harder she works, the more beautiful she looks.”

In the 1970s and 1980s, increasing numbers of American women had waged work. Consequently, women purchased items (such as lunch) away from home that they otherwise would have made themselves. In grocery stores, merchants used product placement strategies to increase sales to women, who were expected to do the grocery shopping whether they had a waged job or not. Corporations hired celebrities to endorse their products, and credit cards both facilitated and encouraged increased purchasing habits. By the 1990s, computer companies continually upgraded software to require consumers to upgrade to newer models, and consumers engaged in an endless search for new technological gadgets. Through all of this, in many cases women’s purchasing choices determined the family’s social status. Women were usually the household budgeter and spending agent. They decided what food, clothes, household items, furniture, and appliances to buy and in so doing determined a family’s class status performance.

Rolando Avila
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Cori, Gerty (1896–1957)

Pioneering biochemist and physician Gerty Theresa Cori discovered how the body uses and stores sugars. She traced the metabolic pathways of the sugars glycogen and glucose and also identified the enzymes that hasten these pathways. Cori identified these biological processes while studying childhood ailments caused by incomplete carbohydrate metabolism (sugars are a type of carbohydrate). In 1947, she won the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, the first woman to do so.

The eldest of three daughters of Otto and Martha Radnitz, Gerty Theresa Radnitz was born on August 15, 1896, in Prague, then part of Austria-Hungary. Her father was a chemist. Her parents hired a tutor for Gerty to encourage her scientific talents. At age 10 she entered a girls’ school to learn social etiquette, not the sort of education one would expect of a future scientist. An uncle who was a pediatrician, aware of Gerty’s intellect, urged her parents to seek a university education for their daughter. After independent study to gain better grounding in Latin and mathematics, she entered the German University of Prague, where she pursued an MD.

In her first year at the university, Gerty met Carl Cori in an anatomy course. They married in 1920, the year both graduated from the university. They moved to Vienna, Austria, where Carl found work at the University Pharmacological Institute, and Gerty Cori became an assistant at the Karolinen Children’s Hospital, where she studied the thyroid’s role in regulating body temperature. World War I devastated Europe, and Cori developed an eye disease caused by insufficient vitamin A as a result of malnutrition. She returned to her parents, ate better, and recovered. Because Cori had been born a Jew, her career possibilities were limited in Europe even after she converted to Catholicism in 1920. In 1922, she and her husband immigrated to the United States. Carl found work in Buffalo, New York, and Gerty became an assistant pathologist at Buffalo’s Institute for the Study of Malignant Diseases.

Because gender discrimination plagued her throughout her career, Cori conducted a variety of research on her own and with her husband. Early in her career she studied the effect of X-rays on the skin and organs. With Carl, Cori developed an interest in carbohydrate metabolism. The couple understood that a healthy person has a nearly uniform level of glucose in the blood, even when fasting or exercising, and they wondered why this was so. Cori focused on the role of the small intestine in absorbing sugars. In 1929, the couple proposed the Cori cycle of carbohydrate metabolism.

Gerty and Carl Cori also studied the effect of insulin on carbohydrate metabolism. They found that insulin raised the amount of glucose stored in muscles as glycogen but decreased the quantity of glucose stored in the liver. They also discovered that epinephrine, another hormone, counteracted the effect of insulin.

In 1928, the Coris became U.S. citizens. In 1931, the couple moved to St. Louis, Missouri, where they took jobs at the Washington University School of Medicine. Although Carl rose quickly through the ranks, Gerty Cori had to take a nontenured position. Nonetheless, she demonstrated that glycogen metabolism was much more complex than scientists had thought. In 1936, she discovered an intermediate compound produced by the metabolism of glycogen. The compound was named the Cori ester in her honor. In about 1939 the Coris synthesized glycogen in a test tube, a feat that scientists had previously thought impossible.

In 1944, Washington University belatedly appointed Gerty Cori associate professor. Three years later Carl, by then chairperson of the Biochemistry Department, elevated his wife to full professor. That year Gerty Cori collapsed while hiking in the mountains. Doctors diagnosed her with a virulent type of anemia that threatened her life. Also in 1947, the Coris shared the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, making her the first American woman to receive a Nobel Prize in this category. In 1957, Gerty Cori published her last paper. She died of anemia on October 26, 1957. Gerty had been a member of the American Society of Biological Chemists, the National Academy of Sciences, and the American Chemical Society. President Harry Truman had appointed her to the board of the National Science Foundation.

Christopher Cumo
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Daughters of Bilitis

Formed in 1955 and existing until 1970, the Daughters of Bilitis (DOB) was the first organized political and social community for lesbian women in the United States. The DOB was originally founded as a social group to provide lesbians an alternative meeting point outside the local lesbian and gay bars that were susceptible to frequent raids by the police and other government authorities. A groundbreaking organization providing social and political support to the lesbian community in a homophobic age, the DOB played a crucial role in paving the way for the later lesbian, feminist, and gay liberation movements to emerge.

The DOB was formed in San Francisco on October 19, 1955, as a secret social club for lesbian or questioning women by four lesbian couples. Led by the lesbian rights activists Del Martin, the first president of the DOB, and her partner Phyllis Lyon, the DOB took its name from a 19th-century poem on a homoerotic theme, Songs of Bilitis (1894), by the French poet Pierre Louÿs, where Bilitis is an imagined lesbian partner of the ancient Greek lyric poet Sappho of Lesbos. The name was deliberately indirect, chosen as a conscious strategy to make the group seem like a sorority or a literary club. It was important to conceal the identity of the organization and protect its members in the conservative moral climate of postwar America, with its institutionalized hostility toward lesbians and gays. The primary concern of the DOB, a predominantly white middle-class organization, was changing professional and public attitudes about lesbians.
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As the first lesbian rights organization in the United States, the Daughters of Bilitis supported women who were afraid to come out and educated them about their rights. Pictured here: founders of DOB Phyllis Lyon and Del Martin. (AF archive/Alamy Stock Photo)

The DOB saw lesbianism not simply as a sexual orientation but also as an important part of a woman’s identity. Its fight for a lesbian awareness thus also included, in a nascent form, a struggle for social, cultural, and political recognition of lesbians. Influenced by the formation of the Mattachine Society for homosexual men in Los Angeles in 1954 and by Alfred C. Kinsey’s germinal 1953 study Sexual Behavior in the Human Female that challenged the stereotypical notions of human sexuality, the DOB emerged at a time when homosexuality was both scrutinized and criminalized by conservative American society. Homosexual men and women were forced to live invisible lives and faced severe social, political, and economic ostracism, even bodily harm, if they dared to come out, or live openly.

A part of the homophile movement developing in America in the 1950s to counter this extreme conservatism, the DOB raised its voice in support of homosexual Americans. It also castigated President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Executive Order 10450, in which homosexuals, including lesbians, were excluded from federal government service, as they were seen as a subversive “Lavender Menace” and therefore a threat to the American society at large. The DOB also sought to address issues faced by lesbians in the male-dominated homophile movement.

The purpose of the organization was to integrate lesbians into mainstream society, educate for self-acceptance, end prejudices, encourage research directed toward better understanding of homosexuality, and reform antihomosexual laws. The DOB thus counseled its members to dress and behave according to the prevailing precepts of femininity to encourage wider acceptance and respectability in mainstream society.

From a small private club for lesbian and bisexual women, the DOB gradually gained the status of a national organization and opened chapters across the country during the late 1950s. Apart from the national office in San Francisco, the DOB had chapters in Chicago, Boston, Los Angeles, New York, Rhode Island, New Orleans, San Diego, Detroit, Denver, Cleveland, and Philadelphia, among others locations. The DOB was plagued by internal conflict and differences of opinion among its members from the outset. The group dismantled after its members divided on the issue of the group’s purpose—whether it should remain a social group or address specific legal and political issues. The national organization closed down in 1970, but several local and global chapters continued to operate. The Boston chapter, founded in 1969, became the longest-running chapter of the DOB, closing in the early 2000s.

One of the primary outreach programs for the DOB was its monthly magazine, The Ladder, first published in San Francisco in October 1956 and edited by Lyon, initially under the pseudonym Ann Ferguson. The magazine was one of the first national publication for lesbians in the United States, and frequent contributors included lesbian poets and writers such as Valerie Taylor (aka Velma Tate) and Edith Eyde (aka Lisa Ben, an anagram for “lesbian”), all writing under pseudonyms for fear of persecution. The Ladder gave rise to a standard lesbian discourse in American culture by publishing short fiction, poetry, book reviews, essays, news clippings of interest to female homophiles, and letters to the readers. It promoted the DOB’s avowed assimilationist aim and tried to increase awareness for legal and social provisions for the homophile community with reviews of literature and scientific research on human sexuality and gender identification. The last issue of The Ladder was published in August–September 1972, and Lesbian Tide, the local newsletter for the Los Angeles DOB chapter, soon replaced The Ladder as the second national lesbian magazine published by the DOB. The DOB’s conservative, integrationist political stance emphasizing societal conformity for lesbians was rejected by the later lesbian feminist and gay movements, which generally had agendas less focused on appeasement and more focused on significant social change. Nonetheless, the DOB was a groundbreaking organization that paved the way for the modern gay civil rights movement.

Sutapa Chaudhuri
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Evans, Dixie (1926–2013)

Dixie Evans performed as the “Marilyn Monroe of Burlesque” in the 1950s and early 1960s but became best known as the curator of the Exotic World Museum, dedicated to preserving the traditions of burlesque. The annual competition for Miss Exotic World, which she initiated in 1991, is credited with sparking the neoburlesque movement of the 1990s and early 2000s, and Evans has been dubbed “The Godmother of Burlesque.”

Born Mary Lee Evans on August 28, 1926, in Long Beach, California, she grew up in the oil fields of the United States and Australia, where her father, Roy, was an oil worker. He died in an industrial accident when Evans was seven years old, leaving her mother Annie to raise Evans and her sister Betty on her own. Evans held a variety of jobs during her teenage years, eventually dropping out of high school and answering an ad for chorus girls in Hollywood.

Evans toured in musicals until she found herself stranded in San Francisco, where she discovered that she could make four times as much money as a stripper than as an actress. She put together an act utilizing a casting couch—which is documented in the 1955 burlesque film Too Hot to Handle—and began appearing in nightclubs on the West Coast, eventually moving east.

Evans was working at a Minsky theater in New Jersey, where producer Harold Minsky saw her act and encouraged her to play up her resemblance to Marilyn Monroe. Evans studied the star’s look and mannerisms and was soon headlining shows as the “Marilyn Monroe of Burlesque.” Burlesque theater originally meant theater of parody or caricature, but by the 1950s burlesque also included variety striptease shows. Evans regularly updated her performance to parody whatever film Monroe was appearing in and counted Walter Cronkite, Frank Sinatra, and Joe DiMaggio among her fans. She performed at many of the few remaining burlesque theaters but mostly worked in nightclubs, including a six-year stint at the Place Pigalle in Miami Beach.

There Evans started a relationship with Harry Braelow, a middleweight boxer whom she married in 1963. The marriage lasted only a short time, partially because Monroe’s death in 1962 sent Evans into a deep depression that destroyed her act. In the mid-1960s she moved to Bimini in the Bahamas when a friend found her a job in a local hotel. Realizing that the hotel needed entertainment to attract patrons to what was then a sleepy fishing village, she worked to open a venue featuring live music and a floorshow. The hotel became a destination spot for tourists and locals.

Later Evans worked as a nurse’s aide, a background that prepared her to assist her old friend, tassel twirler Jennie Lee, known as the “Bazoom Girl,” when she was diagnosed with breast cancer. Lee had established the Exotic Dancers League of America in the 1950s and built a collection of burlesque memorabilia, which she had moved to a converted goat farm in the Mojave Desert community of Helendale, California.

After Lee died in 1990, her widower, Charlie Arroyo, invited Evans to take charge of the Exotic World museum. Living on the property, Evans gave tours of the collection, which included promotional photographs and costume pieces donated by striptease artists, including fans used by Sally Rand, a cape worn by Gypsy Rose Lee, and other memorabilia. As the curator and spokesperson for Exotic World, Evans became an important advocate for burlesque and striptease as a legitimate theatrical art.

In 1991, Evans established an annual competition for Miss Exotic World that drew striptease dancers from around the country. The competition featured performances by legends from burlesque’s golden years, while younger women involved in the growing neoburlesque movement competed for the title. Increasingly, Exotic World became a destination for dancers interested in striptease.

Following Arroyo’s death in 2006, Evans moved the collection to Las Vegas, changing its name to the Burlesque Hall of Fame. A small portion of the collection appeared as an exhibit at Emergency Arts on Fremont Street.

The annual Queen of Burlesque competition continues to draw neoburlesque performers from around the United States and abroad. The neoburlesque movement revives traditional burlesque entertainment and emphasizes dancing and entertainment rather than nudity and explicit sexuality. Evans remained an important advocate for burlesque until her death on August 3, 2013.
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Fannie Mae Clackum v. United States (1960)

In 1960 Fannie Mae Clackum, a former U.S. Air Force reservist, sued the United States for being wrongfully discharged from the air force in 1952. She also sued for back pay from 1952 onward. This court case made Clackum the first person, either male or female, to challenge dishonorable discharge from the armed forces in the United States on the grounds of sexuality and subsequently helped pave the way for the serving of openly homosexual service men and women in the American armed forces.

In February 1951 Clackum, serving as an airman (at the rank of corporal), was stationed at Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana. On April 18, 1951, she and several other female servicewomen were questioned regarding activities between herself and another airman, Grace Garner. The air force concluded that the women were homosexuals and offered the pair dishonorable discharges based on their sexuality under AFR 35-66 (5b)(1), which authorized dishonorable discharges for servicemen and women based on undesirable behavior, including homosexuality. The women, in turn, refused the plea deal and asked for a court-martial, though the air force denied the women the right to a trial. The air force demoted both women to the rank of private and discharged them in 1952.

Clackum and Garner continued to argue that they were not given due process in their case. Clackum contended that her discharge from the military was invalid due to the fact that she “received no predischarge hearing on charge of homosexuality, was not informed of specific charges against [her], and all evidence submitted at appeal hearing was favorable to her.” Clackum also argued that “no sworn evidence against [her] was taken or received by the OSI or by the Air Force, and prior to her discharge [she] was not confronted with the nature of the evidence against her.” Finally, Clackum asserted that the air force has repeatedly denied her appeals to the Air Force Discharge Review Board between 1952 and 1960. Clackum insisted that because she had been wrongly dishonorably discharged from service, she had been denied all of her federal and state veteran’s rights and wages and could expect to “encounter substantial prejudice in civilian life in situations where the type of service rendered in any branch of the armed forces or the character of discharge received therefrom may have a bearing.”

The Court in 1960 agreed that air force regulations provided that if the evidence in the case indicated that conviction by general court-martial was unlikely, then the secretary of the air force was authorized to “direct discharge and administratively determine whether an undesirable, general, or honorable type of discharge certificate [would] be furnished.” This meant that even if there was not enough evidence to obtain a conviction, the air force could pass judgment in spite of the evidence. The Court agreed that the air force had the right to discharge service men and women “whenever it pleased, for any reason or no reason,” as a way to “preserve the Air Force from even the slightest suspicion of harboring undesirable characters.” However, what the air force did not have the right to do was deny Clackum due process. All of the testimony in 1960 favored the plaintiff’s innocence, including hers and Garner’s testimony and the fact that the psychological evaluation ordered by the air force lasted a mere 20 or 30 minutes, which the Court found not enough to thoroughly support claims of homosexuality.

The United States Court of Claims concluded that the plaintiff, along with her lawyers, were not allowed to view the air force’s evidence until July 24, 1959, and that the hearing in front of the Air Force Discharge Review Board was “a meaningless formality, to comply with the regulations.” The Court also established that the air force did not present its evidence at the discharge hearing, thus denying Clackum due process and the ability to face both her charges and her accusers at trial. Finally, the Court ruled that because the air force failed to adhere to Clackum’s right to due process, the plaintiff’s dishonorable discharge must be overturned. Clackum’s and Garner’s discharges were invalidated, and the military was ordered to award the women their back pay for the remainder of their enlistment periods.
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Frankenthaler, Helen (1928–2011)

A renowned painter celebrated for her capacity with expressive color, Helen Frankenthaler was a singular force in the development of American modernism. Famously described by the artist Morris Louis as a “bridge between Pollock and what was possible,” Frankenthaler was daring—her art transformative. Though she is often aligned with Abstract Expressionism, she continued experimenting throughout her life well beyond the era associated with the Abstract Expression movement. Her work is characterized by its atmospheric effects and a poetic and sensitive use of color, qualities that have come to define the Color Field movement in midcentury American painting.

Frankenthaler was born on December 12, 1928, to Martha and Alfred Frankenthaler, a New York Supreme Court judge. She benefited from studying with significant teachers, including Rufino Tamayo at the Dalton School and Hans Hofmann in 1950. That same year she encountered many of the central figures who would go on to determine the course of midcentury American painting, including the critic Clement Greenberg, the sculptor David Smith, and the painters Lee Krasner, Willem de Kooning, and Jackson Pollock. Frankenthaler was dedicated to exploring the arrangement and dynamism of color and the manipulation of the physical practices of painting.

Mountains and Sea, painted in 1952, is often invoked as an early masterwork in Frankenthaler’s oeuvre. Painted when she was just 23 years old, Mountains and Sea was an early experiment with painting on dry, raw canvas on the floor. Working from above, Frankenthaler manipulated thinned pigments in rhythmic pools, allowing her colors to mix freely and softly. The unprimed canvas is visible through the thin washes of color, uniting the image with the tangible structure beneath. This mixing of the material with the act of painting illustrated Greenberg’s theory of medium specificity, which declared that in the 20th century, painting became an art form dedicated to exploring the act of painting itself.

Though her technique is often compared to that of Jackson Pollock, Frankenthaler’s approach to painting in this active manner came out of disparate ideas about the act of painting. Whereas strains of aggression characterized Pollock’s output, Frankenthaler’s exercises in painting in this fashion resulted in works that were peaceful meditations on the act of manipulating color and form.

Frankenthaler’s compositional techniques inspired generations of artists, who saw in her paintings and prints a sense of atmospheric space. Using a limited number of effects, Frankenthaler’s pictures often present depth, perspective, and illusion with a poetic and controlled economy of means.

In 1958 Frankenthaler married the Abstract Expressionist and writer Robert Motherwell. Throughout this period, she continued to experiment and develop her technique. This led to a number of serial works and experiments with stains and shapes. In the 1960s and 1970s Frankenthaler continued these experiments, eventually beginning a practice with acrylic paints. She also began creating works on a larger scale, an advancement that led her to address the edges of her canvases in new ways.

Such experiments eventually led to work in woodcuts as Frankenthaler sought to replicate her effects in printmaking. Her woodcut prints are characterized by a rare quality of color, and these works successfully bridged the inimitable effects of Color Field painting with the reproductive potential of printing. These interests in printmaking also led to explorations in other print media, including lithographs, serigraphs, and etchings.

In addition to painting and printmaking, Frankenthaler also worked in a variety of other media, including drawing, ceramics, and stage design. Her first retrospective exhibition was held at the Jewish Museum in New York City in 1960, a presentation that was followed by monographic exhibitions at the Whitney Museum of American Art and the Museum of Modern Art.

Throughout the course of her fruitful and distinguished career, Frankenthaler often resisted being categorized as a female painter, and she articulately countered many critical assertions that her works possessed particularly feminine qualities. Instead, she famously insisted that she be considered as “a painter—period.”

After a long, undisclosed illness, Frankenthaler died on December 27, 2011, at her home in Darien, Connecticut. She was 83 years old. In spite of debates about the arguable marginalization of her work due to her gender, Frankenthaler can be held up as an intelligent and sensitive artist who determined many of the major developments that characterized the latter course of 20th-century American painting.

Lauren Palmor
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Franklin, Rosalind Elsie (1920–1958)

Scientist Rosalind Elsie Franklin’s X-ray crystallography work was crucial in the discovery of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) structure. Franklin also did groundbreaking work uncovering the structures of RNA and the tobacco mosaic virus.

Franklin was born in London, England, on July 25, 1920, the second child of Ellis Arthur Franklin and Muriel Frances Waley. Rosalind Franklin attended the St. Paul’s School for Girls, where she showed an aptitude for science and mathematics. In 1938 she studied chemistry at Newnham College, a women’s college at Cambridge University. In 1941, she earned Second Class Honours on her final examinations, the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree, although at the time women were not awarded degrees. Afterward Franklin received a scholarship and a research grant.

Franklin took a job with the British Coal Utilisation Research Association in 1942 and spent the next four years studying the microscopic structure of coal and other carbon compounds. In 1945 she received her PhD from Cambridge. She went to Paris, where she worked in the Laboratoire Central des Services Chimique de l’Etat with Jacques Mering, who trained her in the techniques of X-ray diffraction analysis. Franklin’s work on the structure of carbon helped promote the development of heat-resistant materials.

In 1950, Franklin returned to England to work in John T. Randall’s biophysics laboratory at King’s College, London. Franklin was supposed to work with the assistant laboratory chief, Maurice Wilkins, on X-ray diffraction of DNA but ended up working with graduate student Raymond G. Gosling. Franklin was unhappy at King’s College. After the egalitarianism and intellectual freedom of Paris, she found the English male-dominated academic world difficult. She and Wilkins did not get along well, in great part because he believed that she should be a lab assistant. Their collaboration on the DNA work was sporadic at best. Franklin worked primarily with Gosling, and together they took X-ray diffraction photographs of DNA and discovered two distinct forms, wet and dry. By 1953 she was convinced that both forms were helical in nature. Franklin published her findings in the April 25, 1953, issue of Nature magazine in an article titled “Molecular Configuration in Sodium Thymonucleate.” Gosling was listed as the coauthor. “Photograph 51,” an X-ray diffraction image of DNA, accompanied the two-page article and provided essential clues to the structure of DNA.

In the same issue of Nature was an article on the structure of DNA, “A Structure for Deoxyribose Nucleic Acid,” written by Francis Crick and James Watson. Unknown to Franklin, Wilkins had shown her X-ray diffraction image and some of her unpublished research to Crick and Watson. Although Franklin received little attention for her work on DNA, Crick and Watson acknowledged in the article that they had been inspired by her experimental results and ideas. They did not admit that they had used her work without her knowledge or permission.

In 1953, Franklin left King’s College to work in J. D. Bernal’s crystallography laboratory at Birkbeck College in London, where she studied plant viruses. She became an expert in the structure of viruses and was able to get detailed X-ray diffraction images of the tobacco mosaic virus that allowed researchers to deduce the three-dimensional structure of the virus. In 1954 she was invited to the United States, where she presented a paper on coal chemistry and visited virus research laboratories including Woods Hole, the California Institute of Technology, and others. Franklin also networked with many other virus researchers and was able to obtain virus samples to take home to England. In 1956 she made a second trip to the United States.

That same year she became ill and after returning home in September was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. Franklin had surgery, and for a time the cancer went into remission. She succumbed to cancer on April 16, 1958. Not content to merely steal and take credit for Franklin’s work, James Watson published The Double Helix in 1968, in which he denigrated her as a scientist and a woman. The book was widely assigned in college classes for decades. While Franklin was not an American, her difficulties and treatment in the scientific community are widely taught in American secondary schools and colleges, and she has become an American icon.
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Goeppert-Mayer, Maria (1906–1972)

In 1963, Maria Goeppert-Mayer won the Nobel Prize in Physics for describing the nuclear shell model for the atomic nucleus. She was the second woman to win the award. Goeppert also developed the two-photon absorption theory and contributed to the Manhattan Project.
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German theoretical physicist Maria Goeppert-Mayer gained her PhD in Germany in 1930. She then moved to the United States with her husband where she worked on the Manhattan Project, which produced the first atomic bomb. (Photo Researchers/Alamy Stock Photo)

Goeppert-Mayer was born on June 28, 1906, in Kattowitz, Prussia (now Katowice, Poland). In 1910, her family moved to Göttingen, Germany, so her father could teach pediatric medicine at the university. Because of her father’s status, as a child Goeppert was able to enroll in some of the best schools. She passed the entry exam for Göttingen University in 1924.

Originally, Goeppert entered the university as a mathematics major, working with Amalie “Emmy” Noether, a noted mathematician. After witnessing a lecture by Max Born on the early discoveries of quantum mechanics, Goeppert became inspired to study physics. Later, Born would oversee her doctoral dissertation on the two-photon absorption. Goeppert’s thesis was far ahead of its time. Although her photon theory could not be tested until lasers were invented, Goeppert’s thesis was considered groundbreaking work.

In the late 1920s, Goeppert met Joseph Edward Mayer, an American physics student studying at Göttingen. They married in 1930. After graduating that same year, Mayer was hired at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland. Goeppert-Mayer came with him to America. The Great Depression and her gender limited her ability to work. Johns Hopkins University had strong rules against hiring spouses, but the Physics Department allowed her to use its laboratories for free. Unpaid, she worked with graduate students on their dissertations.

In 1941, Goeppert-Mayer found her first job teaching physics at Sarah Lawrence College in New York City. Through connections she had made over the years, she was offered a second job with Columbia University’s Substitute Alloy Material (SAM) Project. The SAM Project was a cover for the Manhattan Project, and Goeppert-Mayer’s assignment was to help refine uranium ore for its destructive isotopes and study its thermodynamic properties.

In 1946, Goeppert-Mayer and Mayer moved to Chicago. Goeppert-Mayer worked for the Atomic Energy Commission at the Argonne National Laboratory. She also volunteered her time at the University of Chicago, where Mayer worked as well. There Goeppert-Mayer became interested in the origin of the elements. After reading through decades of research and studies by other scientists, she noticed that several numbers kept reoccurring—2, 8, 20, 28, 50, 82, and 126. They were dubbed “magic numbers” by Eugene Wigner a few years before and were often associated with the numbers of protons, electrons, and neutrons inside an atom. Interestingly, larger atoms almost always formed isotopes made from one of these numbers.

Goeppert-Mayer worked on developing a mathematical model of why these numbers were so magical and stable. She developed the nuclear shell model to explain why some numbers were more stable than others. The nucleus, according to her, was a series of “shells” (layers) where protons and neutrons coupled up. As these particles bind to each other, they orbit clockwise within the nucleus while spinning in the counterclockwise direction. Finally, the nucleus can hold twice as many particles as long as the second set of proton/neutron couplings orbit counterclockwise while spinning clockwise. Goeppert-Mayer made the analogy that her model was a ballroom dance, with particles dancing with other particles in an intricate ballet.

When Goeppert-Mayer presented her findings to the science journal Physical Review, the editor informed her that the journal had just received a nearly identical paper on the topic. A team of German scientists had independently reached the same conclusion on the nuclear shell model. Goeppert-Mayer contacted the team leader, J. Hans D. Jensen, to discuss their ideas. The two published their book, Elementary Theory of Nuclear Shell Structure, in 1950. In 1963, Goeppert-Mayer, Jensen, and Wigner received the Nobel Prize in Physics for their work. Goeppert-Mayer was the only woman besides Marie Curie to win a Nobel Prize.

Goeppert-Mayer and Mayer moved to San Diego, California, in 1960. They worked together at the University of California, San Diego. Shortly after arriving, Goeppert-Mayer suffered a stroke. Although she continued to research and teach at the university, her health gradually declined. Goeppert-Mayer died on February 2, 1972.

Elliott Popel
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Gordon, Ruth (1896–1985)

Ruth Gordon gained fame first as a Broadway actress before she began writing plays and screenplays with her second husband, Garson Kanin. Gordon earned an Oscar for best supporting actress in 1968 at the age of 72. She then became famous as a memoirist, writing three memoirs before her death in 1985.

Born Ruth Gordon Jones on October 30, 1896, in Quincy, Massachusetts, her sea captain father allowed her to move to New York as a single 19-year-old to study acting. Cut from her class at the American Academy for the Arts for lack of talent, Gordon gained the role of Nibs in a production of Peter Pan starring Maude Adams.

Gordon married fellow actor Gregory Kelly. Her fierce determination to succeed in the theater can be seen in her decision to have an abortion when an unplanned pregnancy threatened her ability to go on the road with Kelly and also in her decision to have both her legs broken and reset to correct the fact that she was bowlegged.

When Kelly died of heart disease at the age of 36 in 1927, Gordon became involved with married Broadway producer Jed Harris. She aborted their first unplanned pregnancy but chose to carry a second one to term, though an out-of-wedlock birth was still socially unacceptable even in the theater world. Gordon originally offered to let Harris adopt the child, but when she caught Harris having an affair shortly after the birth she changed her mind and kept the child. She and Harris continued their relationship when they moved back to New York. Work was not what it had been before their year in Paris. In 1929, Gordon costarred in Philip Barry’s Hotel Universe as a character loosely based on Dorothy Parker, a fellow member of the mostly male Algonquin Round Table.

In 1942, Gordon met and married writer/director Garson Kanin, despite the fact that Gordon was 16 years older than Kanin. When Kanin was stationed in Washington, D.C., during World War II, Gordon went with him. There she came up with the idea for the play Over Twenty-One, based on their lives as artists who were now deeply involved in military matters. When it was produced on Broadway in 1944 Gordon played the main character, Peggy Wharton, a female novelist and screenwriter from California who accompanies her husband to officer training. Critics of the day felt that Wharton resembled Dorothy Parker, who had also accompanied her younger husband, Alan Campbell, to officer training.

The experience of working together taught the couple that they enjoyed sharing their personal and private lives. While Gordon continued acting, the couple also began writing for film with A Double Life. Then they wrote Adam’s Rib, the story of a married pair of lawyers working both sides of a case involving a woman who attempted to murder her philandering husband. They wrote Pat and Mike, more of a classic romantic comedy about the coming together of two distinct opposites: a female athlete similar to Babe Diedrickson Zaharias and her rough and gruff manager. Both of these films starred the couple’s real-life friends, actors Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy. By the time Gordon and Kanin wrote The Marrying Kind in 1951, they began to feel the tension that writing together put on their marriage.

While The Marrying Kind became the last project where they would share writing credit, they did continue to mentor each other’s work. When Kanin directed The Diary of Anne Frank on Broadway, Gordon coached the young actress playing Anne.

Kanin turned to directing and Gordon to acting, winning Golden Globes for Inside Daisy Clover (1965), Rosemary’s Baby (1968), and Harold and Maude (1971). The dark comedy about a teenage boy obsessed with death who falls in love with a woman old enough to be his grandmother lost money in its original release but over the years became a cult classic, introducing Gordon to a new generation of fans. This led to guest appearances on television talk shows and the awarding of the 1983 Women in Film Crystal Award for outstanding women who, through their endurance and the excellence of their work, help expand the role of women within the entertainment industry.

Gordon wrote three successive memoirs, in 1971, 1976, and 1985, published posthumously in 1986. She died from a stroke on August 28, 1985.
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Haynes, Martha Euphemia Lofton (1890–1980)

Martha Euphemia Lofton Haynes was the first African American woman in the United States to earn a PhD in mathematics. Her father, a dentist educated at Spencerian Business College (1886) and Howard University’s Dental College (1888), was a civil rights leader in the Washington, D.C., area. Her mother taught kindergarten in the D.C. public schools and raised both Euphemia and a younger brother, Joseph, after a breakup with her husband in 1897.

Haynes’s academic record speaks to her devotion to education, which continued throughout her adult life. She was the valedictorian at the M St. High School (1907) and Miner Normal School (1909) and then earned a BA in mathematics and psychology from Smith College (1914). She earned a master’s degree in education from the University of Chicago (1930); her thesis was titled “The Historical Development of Tests in Elementary and Secondary Mathematics.” She then earned a doctorate in mathematics from the Catholic University of America (1943). Her doctoral dissertation was titled “Determination of Sets of Independent Conditions Characterizing Certain Special Cases of Symmetric Correspondences.” Her adviser was Aubrey Edward Landry, who is noted in the Mathematics Genealogy Project to have supervised at least two other successful female doctoral students, one as early as 1917. Haynes compared two methods of counting correspondences of rational curves in the projective plane, combining concepts from calculus and linear algebra.

As she pursued her degrees, Haynes taught in the District of Columbia school system, including at the elementary school, high school, and college levels. As a professor at Miner’s Teacher’s College in 1930, she created the Mathematics Department and served as its head for 30 years. Miner’s Teachers College was founded in 1851 as the Miner Normal School for Colored Girls. The school, though originally a primary school, began specializing in teacher training for black women not long after its founding. While Haynes was teaching the school was part of the District of Columbia’s racially segregated public school system. By the time Haynes retired in 1959, Miner’s Teachers College collaborated with Wilson’s Teachers College to become the District of Columbia Teachers College. In 1976 that iteration of the college was absorbed into the University of the District of Columbia.

Haynes served as a member of the District of Columbia Board of Education from 1960 to 1968 and presided as the president of the Board of Education from June 1966 to July 1967. During the civil rights era of the 1960s, Haynes advocated for poor students and fought policies that tracked African American students into vocational rather than academic programs.

Haynes was also involved in many community activities. She served as first vice president of the Archdiocesan Council of Catholic Women, as chair of the Advisory Board of Fides Neighborhood House, on several committees on social welfare, on the local and national committees of the United Service Organization, and as a member of the National Conference of Christians and Jews, the Catholic Interracial Council of Washington, the Urban League, the NAACP, the League of Women Voters, and the American Association of University Women. Haynes was awarded the Papal Medal–Pro Ecclesia et Pontific from the Catholic Church in 1959.

Haynes married Harold Appo Haynes (1889–1978) in 1917. Her husband, whom she had known since grade school, earned a doctorate in education from New York University (1946) and taught at Howard University from 1912 to 1918 before teaching and administrating in the District of Columbia School System. He died in 1978 at 89 years old. Euphemia Haynes died on July 25, 1980. Her obituary appeared in the Washington Post. The couple had no children. Haynes willed $700,000 from her estate to the Education School at the Catholic University of America. Much of what we know about Haynes is contained in an archive of her personal and professional papers held at the American Catholic History Research Center and University Archives. Her achievements remain particularly notable because she became a professional mathematician at a time when not only women but also people of color were discouraged from studying math.

Rachel Levy
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Hopper, Grace (1906–1992)

Mathematician and U.S. Navy rear admiral Grace Murray Hopper was a pioneer in computer science. Hopper was one of the first programmers of the Harvard Mark I computer and developed the first compiler for computer programming language. She helped to create UNIVAC I, the first commercial electronic computer, and the naval applications for COBOL, or common business-oriented language. She is credited with popularizing the term “debugging.” Her nickname “Amazing Grace” came from the scope of her accomplishments and her naval rank.

Hopper was born Grace Brewster Murray in New York City in 1906. Her mother Mary Van Horne inspired her daughter’s passion for mathematics. When Hopper was seven years old she took apart all of the alarm clocks in the house to find out how they worked. She was accepted at Vassar College in 1924 and studied mathematics and physics, graduating in 1928 with a bachelor’s degree in these subjects. She earned her master’s degree from Yale University in 1930 and married James Foster Hopper, a professor at New York University. Grace Hopper returned to Vassar in 1931 to teach mathematics, and three years later she earned a PhD in mathematics from Yale. The marriage was less successful than Hopper’s career. James died during World War II, and the couple had no children.

In 1943 Hopper took a leave of absence from Vassar and joined the U.S. Navy Reserve. She was one of many women who volunteered to serve in the WAVES, or Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service. Hopper graduated first in her class at the naval training school and then went to the Bureau of Ordnance Computation Project at Harvard, where she worked on developing the first electronic computer.

After the war Hopper resigned from active service. In 1947 Hopper found a moth inside a Mark II Aiken relay calculator, which she and other operators saved and taped into the computer log with a notation that they had “debugged” the system. While Hopper is generally credited with coining the term, the terminology of computer bugs had been around since Thomas Edison’s time. In an interview Hopper said that she saved the moth and used the language because it fit into the existing linguistic lexicon.

Hopper remained at the Harvard Computation Lab until 1949, turning down a full professorship at Vassar to work as a research fellow at Harvard. In 1949 with the Eckert-Mauchly Computer Corporation, she worked as a senior mathematician on the team that developed UNIVAC I. In 1952 she started and accomplished her work on creating an operational compiler. This was innovational at the time because it was widely believed that computers could only be used for arithmetic. In 1959 she served as the technical consultant for the committee, which defined the new computer language COBOL. It was Hopper’s belief that programs should be written in a way that was more similar to English rather than machine code so that it could be more easily accessible.

Hopper retired from the U.S. Navy Reserve as a commander when she was 60 years old. She was recalled to active duty to become director of the Navy Programing Languages Group. She retired again in 1971 but was again asked to return to active services in 1972 and was promoted to captain in 1973. In 1983 she was promoted to commodore by a special presidential appointment and was made rear admiral two years later. When she retired from the U.S. Navy in 1986 at 79 years old, she was the oldest active-duty officer in the navy. Hopper continued to work in the computer industry until her death. She died in her sleep in 1992 and was interred with full military honors in Arlington National Cemetery. She is remembered as an innovative thinker for whom “we have always done it that way” was a poor reason to do anything. She was also a visionary who could see that computers could have much wider usage if programmers could create tools to make machines user friendly. In that view Hopper must be credited as one of the people who made the 21st century’s easy-to-use personal computing devices possible.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Housewives, Stereotypes and Reality

Throughout American history, the level of available technology determined the nature of housework. However, the job of a housewife has remained challenging and time-consuming. In the 1950s popular media promoted housewife stereotypes, but these stereotypes were far removed from reality.

Before industrialization, housework was difficult, time-consuming, and dangerous. Women made most household products, including soap, candles, medicine, and cheese. Neither indoor plumbing, natural gas lines, nor electricity existed. Therefore, household chores included hauling water, chopping wood, building fires, washing clothes by hand, tending the garden, tending to livestock, sewing, weaving, spinning, knitting, tailoring, mending, and rearing children. Cooking was the most time-consuming chore, which included slaughtering animals, plucking poultry, lighting and monitoring stoves, smoking meat, and baking bread. There was so much to do that although housework was usually regarded as women’s work, husbands and children often helped with the tasks. In fact, if the family could afford it, women sometimes hired part-time servants.

After industrialization, factories churned out finished goods, and homes were constructed with indoor plumbing and electricity. Light bulbs, vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, and a variety of other appliances changed the character of housework. Instead of producers, women became primarily consumers. At the same time, industrialization changed the division of labor. Men’s work duties shifted almost entirely to the waged workforce, and children spent longer hours in school. Therefore, housework became the private domain of women, and the full burden of managing the household fell on their shoulders. Budgeting, purchasing, cleaning, cooking, and chauffeuring were some of women’s most important tasks. Although the character of housework changed throughout the years, it remained an unwaged low-status job. In spite of this, housewife stereotypes became popular in the 1950s. The notion that modern appliances made life easier for housewives led some people to believe that all housewives were happy and devoting their lives in service to their families.

Post–World War II print advertisement for new household appliances targeted women by depicting them in the kitchen, serving dinner, and happily cleaning the house. Magazine and newspaper ads targeted at men informed them that new household appliances would make their wives even happier. These ads both reinforced gendered divisions of labor and encouraged consumer culture. In like manner, television commercials tried to convince women that new automobiles would make them look glamorous in their life of domestic service. However, by far the most powerful stereotype generators were the television shows, because they were seen across the nation, and television housewives were shown in action every week. Women on TV kept clean homes, did all the washing and ironing, did all the shopping and all the cooking, and kept themselves looking beautiful, eager to serve and spend quality time with their children and husbands. Millions of people read print ads, saw television commercials, and saw television shows every day. Consequently, the stereotypical ideas about housewives influenced the way people defined what was “normal” for real housewives. In other words, beyond the entertainment value that television shows offered, they also presented lessons in what was expected from women in society.

However, the stereotypes were far from reality. Although some women were genuinely happy being housewives, many women were not. Many more American families could not afford a stay-at-home mom, so women worked at both waged and unwaged labor. In 1963 Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, which challenged the stereotype of happy housewives. Friedan got the idea for the book in 1957 when she conducted a survey of her former Smith College classmates for an upcoming class reunion. She was surprised to find that many of her college-educated friends were unhappy being housewives. She explained in her book that many of these middle-class women were so wrapped up in being mothers and wives that they had lost their sense of self. In addition, although these women had intellectual interests, they found themselves confined in unfulfilling, unwaged work. More recently, historian Sheila Hardy also challenged the notion of the 1950s happy housewife stereotype, suggesting that Friedan’s research is still relevant. Women’s connection to housework continues into the 21st century. Though polls find that American men believe that they contribute more than ever before to the nation’s housework, in reality women still do the vast majority of the unwaged domestic labor.

Rolando Avila
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Huerta, Dolores (1930–)

Civil rights and labor activist Dolores Clara Fernandez Huerta has made a life’s work of advocacy for farmworkers, immigrants, women, and the American Hispanic (Latino/a) community. Huerta is the cofounder of three major civil rights organizations, including the Stockton, California, chapter of the Community Service Organization (1955); the Agricultural Workers Association (1960); and the National Farm Workers Association (1962) with Cesar Chavez (1927–1993), which later became the United Farm Workers (UFW) union. Her leadership and organizational skills were influential in the success of the UFW, as were her contributions in recruiting women, maintaining a nonviolent union front, and successfully gaining support for the grape boycott that led to contracts for the UFW.

Huerta was born April 10, 1930, the second of three children and the only daughter of Juan and Alicia (Chavez) Fernandez. The family was living in the small mining town of Dawson, New Mexico. Juan was a minor, a fieldworker, and a volunteer union organizer. Huerta’s parents divorced when she was a toddler, and her mother eventually moved to the farming community of Stockton, California.

As a single parent during the Great Depression, Huerta’s mother endured economic hardships to support her three children. She worked as a waitress during the day and at night as a laborer in a cannery. Huerta’s grandfather, Herculano Chavez, followed the family to Stockton and helped raise the family. Despite the tough economic conditions, Huerta’s mother was able to save enough money to establish her own restaurant. When World War II broke out, she sold the business and acquired a 70-room hotel.

According to Huerta, she believes that her mother was a feminist for her time. She made sure that Huerta and her brothers had an equal share of housework. Moreover, Huerta’s mother was one of the first Latina activists in the community because she created an affordable hotel for low-wage farmworkers and families to stay in while working at agricultural day labor. Fernandez was also one of the founders of the first Latino chambers of commerce in Stockton. In all of these activities and beliefs Fernandez demonstrated the need for equality between men and women of all ethnicities.

Huerta attended Stockton High School, which was notorious for racial and economic segregation. Teachers treated nonwhite students unfairly, and in some instances Huerta’s academic achievements were questioned, based on the assumption that Latina students could not academically succeed as Huerta did. Nonetheless, she began her life of community involvement in high school by joining a variety of student clubs. Huerta continued her education at San Joaquin Delta College, earning an associate teaching degree. She married her high school sweetheart, Ralph Head, and had two daughters, Celeste and Lori. Huerta began teaching at a grammar school but resigned to become an activist. Caught in the wave of Chicano activism, she divorced her first husband and cofounded the Stockton Chapter of the Community Service Organization (CSO). The CSO promoted civic participation in Spanish-speaking communities. Working with the CSO, Huerta would meet her second husband, Ventura Huerta, a fellow CSO member. The couple had five children but eventually divorced.

[image: Lamphier]

As cofounder and vice-president of the United Farm Workers Union, Dolores Huerta directed the UFW’s national boycott during the Delano grape strike and also lead strikes for consumer rights. (Cathy Murphy/Getty Images)

As Huerta climbed the ranks of the CSO, she deepened her political involvement. She and several colleagues formed the Agricultural Workers’ Association (AWA) in 1958, an organization designed to alleviate poverty suffered by Mexican American families. A year later the AWA dissolved as a larger group emerged known as the Agricultural Workers’ Organizing Committee (AWOC). Former AWA members joined the AWOC, and Huerta served as secretary treasurer. Huerta resigned from the organization after disagreements about the AWOC’s direction and leadership.

Prior to 1960, Huerta met CSO executive director Cesar Chavez (1927–1993). The two shared a common outrage at the exploitation of and poverty of agricultural day laborers, or farmworkers. When Huerta and Chavez proposed a campaign improving farmworkers’ conditions to the CSO, they were rejected. In 1962, Chavez resigned from the CSO and asked Huerta to join him in launching the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA). Though she gained little of the attention that Chavez would, in part because she was the female half of the founding duo, Huerta played a significant role in the founding and management of the NFWA. She worked tirelessly organizing, networking among workers, and visiting labor camps. She had to work particularly hard to command respect from male laborers. At the same time she had to raise her seven children with little income or family support.

Both Chavez and Huerta’s turning point came when the AWOC organized a strike of Filipino workers and asked the NFWA to honor its actions. The subsequent response led to the famous Delano Grape Strike and Boycotts of 1965 and the creation of the UFW Organizing Committee. Huerta’s leadership as the vice president and only elected woman of UFW was again pivotal. She helped organize the strike and the grape boycott and was involved in everything from picket lines to the collective bargaining process. In 1970 the union reached a three-year agreement with grape growers for better treatment of farmworkers. Huerta also made sure the concerns and issues faced by female farmworkers were not forgotten by insisting that the movement be about gender equality as well as general workers’ rights.

Huerta maintained a long relationship with Richard Chavez, Cesar Chavez’s brother. The couple never married but had four children together. He died in 2011.

Huerta continued to champion equality through the 20th century. Her core philosophy always remained the same: freedom of self through choice. She has advocated for the working poor, women, children, the LGBTQ community, and working immigrants. In doing so she has been arrested 22 times in nonviolent protests. She continues her work as the voluntary president of the Dolores Huerta Foundation.

Robert L. Thornton
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Labor Activist Dolores Huerta on Sexual Harassment of Farmworkers (2013)

In 2013, labor activist Dolores Huerta spoke to Frontline about an “epidemic in the fields” in which she discussed how vulnerable Latina farmworkers are to sexual harassment and rape. The following is an excerpt from that interview.

To somebody who knows nothing about the problems of sexual assault among female farmworkers, how did you become aware of it?

I became aware of it as a young woman, and my mother would never let me work in the fields. She would tell me, “You can work in the packing sheds,” and at first I didn’t know why.

And then when I actually did go out and work in the fields, then, like all of the other women, I saw the foreman coming and hovering around you. And of course that was something that made you very nervous, because you didn’t know if they were just looking at your work or if they were looking at you.

Then eventually talking to other farmworker women that were working out there, [I found out] that this was part of the job, so to speak, that you had to kind of be careful, because somebody in that field would come and try to invite you, or they would start looking at you, making these advances. And of course it was bothersome to a woman to know.

Many of the women, of course, that work out in the fields, they wear these bandanas, as you know, to keep the sun off their faces, but also it’s kind of a protection in many ways from trying to keep the foreman from looking at them.

You mean hide yourself?

It’s kind of a way of hiding yourself, right. So this has been one of those hazards of the job of being a farmworker, because the way that farmworker women are treated, they are looked at as sex objects, actually, when they are out there in the field.

We’ve interviewed people who say that in some circumstances, for a woman to work, she has to agree to perform sexual favors. Was that true, and is that true?

That is very true and shocking, and I believe that one of the reasons that sexual harassment was not talked about openly is because the women themselves feel very ashamed, because they have to do this to be able to keep a job.

The whole family can get fired if a woman complains that she’s being sexually harassed.

But it’s very common, and not just the young women. I have testimonies from women that were in their 50s and even going into their 60s who were worried that because of their age, they wouldn’t be hired anymore, so they literally had to have an appointment with the foreman or the supervisor at a hotel before the season started to be able to keep that job.

So the job security that many farmworker women have is to have sex with a foreman or maybe one of the foreman’s relatives, and to have children from somebody in that crew, somebody in management, to be able to keep their jobs.

I can hear someone thinking, listening to you, “But isn’t this just a problem of the culture, the Hispanic culture, the Mexican culture, the macho culture? Is it really the responsibility of the employers?”

Sexual harassment, as we know, is not limited to any culture. It happens in offices. I can say personally myself, working as a secretary in an office when I was young, I had to figure out every day how I was going to make an escape before the boss was going to try to sexually harass me. And it was just on my mind every single day. So it’s not limited to the Latino culture, or it’s not limited to farmworkers. It happens every day in many, many places in the United States.

I think what makes farmworker women more vulnerable is, number one, they work in isolated places; [and] that the jobs they have are sort of entry-level jobs, so to speak. It’s very hard for them to get a job anywhere else unless maybe they can promote themselves to be housekeeper or work in a restaurant or in a hotel or something of that nature.

So their job is scarce for them and they have to try to keep those jobs. That makes them very vulnerable. The fact that many of them don’t speak English—a lot of them don’t even know the laws. They don’t even know that they can report sexual harassment and that the employer can be responsible for that.

Source: “Dolores Huerta: An ‘Epidemic in the Fields,’” PBS Frontline, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/social-issues/rape-in-the-fields/dolores-huerta-an-epidemic-in-the-fields/. © 1995–2016 WGBH Educational Foundation.



James, Etta (1938–2012)

American singer Etta James had an active career from the 1950s through her death in 2012. Sometimes called the matriarch of rhythm and blues (R&B), she also sang gospel, jazz, rock and roll, and soul. Her signature song, “At Last,” soared to new popularity when it was the tune chosen for the first dance at the inaugural ball of President Barack Obama in 2009.

James, originally named Jamesetta Hawkins, was born on January 25, 1938, in Los Angeles, California. Her mother was 14 years old, and her father was never conclusively identified. As a child, Jamesetta lived with foster parents due to her biological mother’s frequent absences. At the St. Paul Baptist Church in south-central Los Angeles, Jamesetta received vocal training beginning at age 5.

When she was 12, Jamesetta went to live with her biological mother in San Francisco. After forming a girl group called the Creolettes, she met musician Johnny Otis, who mentored her and renamed her Etta James.

“Dance with Me, Henry,” a song that James cowrote for the group after they changed their name to the Peaches, was released in 1955. Its success led to a prominent spot for the group on a national tour with Little Richard. After she left the Peaches, James had solo hits with “All I Could Do Was Cry” and “My Dearest Darling” in the late 1950s and early 1960s.

James’s first solo album was released in November 1960 and titled At Last! It included the title song that became her signature number. Not only was the song a hit on R&B charts, but it also crossed over to mainstream pop radio in April 1961, where it reached the top 50 of the Billboard Hot 100. The album yielded several other hits for James and was noted for its variety of musical styles, including blues, doo-wop, jazz, and R&B. In 2012, the album At Last! was ranked 119th in Rolling Stone magazine’s “500 Greatest Albums of All Time.”

In 1978, James was the opening act for the Rolling Stones. As she struggled with alcoholism and drug addiction, her recordings and appearances became sporadic. Her career was revitalized in 1987 when she was introduced as “my girl” by Chuck Berry in the documentary Hail! Hail! Rock ‘n’ Roll. In the film, she performed the song “Rock & Roll Music” backed by an all-star band, including Berry and Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones.

In 1993, James was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. The following year, she won her first Grammy Award for best jazz vocal performance after the release of her album Mystery Lady: Songs of Billie Holiday. In 1995 her autobiography, A Rage to Survive, was published.

By the mid-1990s, James’s recordings found new popularity when they were heard in commercials, including her 1961 version of “I Just Want to Make Love to You.” In 2001, she was inducted into the Blues Hall of Fame. That same year, in recognition of her contributions to the development of both rock and roll and rockabilly music, she was inducted into the Rockabilly Hall of Fame. In 2003, she received a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award. In 2004, Rolling Stone ranked her at number 62 on its list “The 100 Greatest Artists of All Time.” She was back at the Grammys in 2005 when she won the award for best contemporary blues album.

James performed at top world music events, including the Montreux and Monterey jazz festivals. In April 2009 she made her final television appearance at age 71 when she performed “At Last” on Dancing with the Stars.

Though James continued touring and receiving awards, by 2010 she was forced to cancel concert dates due to failing health caused by dementia and leukemia. During her long career, she also encountered legal problems and stays in rehabilitation centers due to heroin addiction. Her husband Artis Mills, whom she married in 1969, served a 10-year prison sentence when he accepted responsibility after they were both arrested for heroin possession. He left prison in 1981 and was still married to James at the time of her death in Riverside, California, on January 20, 2012. James had two sons, Donto and Sametto, who often performed with her in the 1990s and 2000s.

Nancy Hendricks
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Korean War and Women (1950–1953)

When the Korean War began in the summer of 1950, there were 22,000 American women in uniform. Roughly 7,000 of these women were health care professionals; the rest served in the Women’s Army Corps (WAC); Women in the Air Force (WAF); Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES), or Navy Women’s Reserve; and the U.S. Marine Corps Women’s Reserve. Only two years before, Congress had passed the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act, opening the door for women to serve in peacetime and creating a permanent place for them in all branches of the military. At the same time, however, the military implemented policies that channeled women into so-called pink-collar jobs in clerical and administrative positions and subjected them to classes in etiquette and makeup application.

The war found American military forces scrambling to meet manpower needs, accelerating the efforts to integrate ethnic minorities and increase the number of women in uniform. To augment the numbers of WACs, whom the army used to release male soldiers for combat duty, the army initiated voluntary and involuntary recalls for reservists—the first time in history women were called to active duty without their consent.

The army also began an aggressive recruiting campaign and temporarily suspended the separation-on-marriage rule. WACs were prohibited from combat-related duties, serving primarily in personnel, administration, communications, intelligence, medical, supply, and food service jobs. Because of the shortage of male soldiers in some overseas commands, women did find opportunities in supervisory roles and some military occupational specialties traditionally reserved for men.

Within days after the arrival of the first American troops in South Korea, the Army Nurse Corps was also there to establish a hospital. Many army nurses served in Mobile Army Surgical Hospital (MASH) units on the front lines, where they faced combat situations. They worked in improvised hospitals, wearing fatigues, steel helmets, and combat boots instead of their traditional uniforms. And like the combat soldiers, they lived in tents or shattered buildings and slept in sleeping bags.

The Air Force Nurse Corps was called almost immediately to assist in air evacuations of casualties; by the end of the war, they had helped evacuate about 350,000 patients. These flight nurses shared the hardships of the regular flight crews and performed a myriad of nursing tasks while caring for their wounded patients in transit. The Navy Nurse Corps expanded its ranks by recalling reserve nurses with World War II experience and by temporarily reducing staffs at continental hospitals. The U.S. Navy also commissioned civilian nurses. More than 4,000 navy nurses served in hospitals and aboard three hospital ships.

In August 1950, the U.S. Marine Corps mobilized its women reserves; the number of women on active duty in Korea peaked at 2,787. The war also opened up new career opportunities for women marines outside of the usual clerical and administrative service. They were deemed capable of serving in 27 of 43 military occupational specialties, including personnel and administration, intelligence, logistics, mapping and surveying, fire control, instrument repair, electronics and aviation electronics, motor transport, public information, operational communications, and disbursing. Regardless of this admission of women’s capabilities, most women marines served in the traditionally female areas of work. One important change in the status of women marines brought about by the Korean War was the extension of service requirements for women on inactive reserve status. Thus, the U.S. Marine Corps Women’s Reserve changed from an inactive reserve force to a core of trained personnel with a minimum requirement of active-duty service.

The Coast Guard Reserves, including the Women’s Reserve, or SPAR (for Semper Peratus Always Ready), had been demobilized at the end of World War II. New missions and increased activities during the Cold War, including the Korea War, resulted in resurrecting the reserves to meet personnel requirements. Approximately 200 voluntarily reenlisted and served during the Korean War, primarily at Coast Guard Headquarters in Washington, D.C., and various district headquarters throughout the country. At the end of hostilities, most of them were released.

Anna Rosenberg, assistant secretary of defense for manpower and personnel, played a key role in the effort to recruit women for the war effort. Her office was responsible for coordinating all Defense Department policies on military manpower and civilian personnel. An advocate of universal military training and integration of the armed forces, she recommended the formation of the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) in August 1951, which led to a recruiting drive. DACOWITS also promoted military service for women as a high-status career and sought public acceptance of women’s significant roles in the armed services.

The Department of Defense set out to increase the number of women in uniform to 112,000 but failed to reach its goal. At the peak in late 1952 the number of recruits had reached 48,700, and the effort was abandoned. The Korean War did not elicit the level of patriotic feeling that had inspired women to volunteer during World War II, and by the time the campaign kicked off in late 1951, the war had already become unpopular. Societal expectations of “proper” female roles brought public disapproval of women’s participation in the military, fueling accusations of immorality and suspicions of the sexual orientation of women in uniform. The military also did not appeal to women as a career choice due to poor pay and substandard housing. Finally, while some opportunities for service in theaters of operation existed, the majority of servicewomen were concentrated in traditionally female administrative positions, duplicating the stereotypical civilian employment patterns of the 1950s.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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General Anna Mae Hayes Talks about Her Korean War Service (1983)

Anna Mae Hayes was the first woman to be promoted to general officer rank by the U.S. Army. As a member of the Army Nurse Corp, she served in World War II and the Korean War and retired as a brigadier general. The following is an excerpt from an oral history interview about her Korean War experience conducted in 1983 by the U.S. Army Senior Officer Oral History Program.

INTERVIEWER: The Korean Conflict broke out in July of 1950, and you were reassigned to the 4th Field Hospital. How did you get from Fort Myer to your destination in Korea?

BG HAYS: Well, first of all, I traveled again with Captain Kitty Jump. We left Fort Myer and went south to Fort Benning, Georgia, which was the staging area for the 4th Field Hospital. We went through various exercises such as testing our equipment, as one does in a staging area, and learning to know each other. I think there were 31 nurses in our Unit. There should have been that number in a Field Hospital. Then, after a period of two or three weeks, we went by train to California and then by ship to Japan. When we got to Japan, we were assigned to an area in the country which has since become the large Camp Zama. While there we received more equipment and I remember very clearly testing our field autoclaves. I remember that one of our two autoclaves didn’t have a gasket. That would have been just horrendous had we gone into combat without being able to use one of our field autoclaves. We probably stayed in Camp Zama a very short time. The Conflict was moving very rapidly. As soon as a convoy to Korea was formed in late August or early September of 1950, we joined it and sailed around the southern part of the Korean peninsula, up the western coast, and entered the Inchon harbor. We were out in the harbor between the U.S.S. Missouri and land when the ship fired over us on the North Koreans, who were around the Inchon area. At that time, the Marines entered Inchon. We landed about 15 days later using landing crafts when the tide lowered. I don’t know if you know much about Inchon but think it had a 30-foot tide. I think another medical unit was with us—probably a medical battalion. We went into the first building we saw, and someone said, “The nurses can sleep here.” And, it was filled with excreta. I remember taking my shovel, cleaning out this excreta, and putting down my canvas bedding roll. We didn’t have a soft bedding roll like you have today. And, we stayed there a night or two. By that time, the forward party had found an old school to use for our hospital and we set up the hospital wards, operating room, etc.

INTERVIEWER: What was it like as the operating room supervisor in one of the first hospitals to arrive in-country after the invasion?

BG HAYS: Yes; we were one of the first medical units to arrive in the Inchon area. As you probably have read, there was an evacuation hospital at the time in the Pusan area. You’ll recall that the North Koreans fought our soldiers in the southern part of the peninsula and surrounded them. General Douglas MacArthur then decided he would have the Army approach from the western side and later envelop the enemy. So, we were the first hospital to set up in Inchon, and then move in toward Seoul. It was really quite an experience. It’s difficult to explain. If you would ask me what are the first things you can remember about Korea, I would say its cold weather, odor, and its stark nakedness. It had nothing. And, when I compare Korea with my experiences in World War II, I think of Korea as even worse than the jungle in World War II, because of the lack of supplies, lack of warmth, etc., in the operating room.

Source: “Voices of the Past: BG Anna Mae Hays Oral History Korean War, 1983,” U.S. Army Heritage and Education Center, www.armyheritage.org/images/stories/Education_Content/BG_Hays_on_Korea.pdf.



Lacks, Henrietta (1920–1951)

Born Loretta Pleasant on August 1, 1920, in Roanoke, Virginia, Henrietta “Hennie” Lacks is known for her “immortal” HeLa (pronounced hee-la) cells that were taken from her without her permission, cultured, and used for research. Lacks died from cervical cancer in 1951, but her cells and her story live on, as does the discussion of medical ethics that surrounds her story.

Lacks came from a poor African American family and was 4 years old when her mother died. Her father, Johnny, realized that he was not able to take care of all his children on his own, so he sent them to live with relatives. Lacks ended up with her grandfather, Tommy Lacks who, lived in a log cabin, where she had to share a room with her 9-year-old cousin, David “Day” Lacks. Day attended school until third grade, and Henrietta attended until sixth grade. They worked on their grandfather’s tobacco farm along with many of their other cousins. When Henrietta was 14 years old she had a child with Day. The couple married in 1941 and had several more children. They also moved to Maryland so Day could work at a steel mill, a job that paid more than sharecropping.

After Henrietta Lacks’s last child was born, she experienced uncontrollable vaginal bleeding. She discovered a lump on her cervix and told Day about it, and they went to see the local doctor. Initially the doctor believed that the lump was from syphilis, but the test for syphilis turned out to be negative. He referred her to Johns Hopkins Hospital, the closest hospital to where the Lackses lived that treated African American patients. Lacks saw gynecologist Howard Jones, who took some tissue samples. In 1951 Lacks was diagnosed with epidermoid carcinoma of the cervix, or cervical cancer.

Jones called his boss, Richard TeLinde, who wanted to compare normal cervical tissue to two types of cancerous tissues. For this, he called the head of tissue culture research at Johns Hopkins Hospital, George Gey. Lacks was an independent woman, so she did not tell her husband that her lump was malignant; she told him that she was going to get treated and would be okay. One of Lacks’s shavings was normal, and the other was cancerous; they were placed in glass dishes and given to Gey so he could try to culture them. It turned out that Lacks’s cancerous cells were able to divide and grow in lab culture material, something no other human cells had ever done.

Scientists were tremendously excited about the research possibilities that could arise from having living cell cultures and began to propagate and sell the HeLa cell cultures to scientists around the nation and the world. Today there are so many HeLa cells that scientists say that if the cells were lined end to end, they would be able to wrap around Earth three times. Lacks’s aggressive cancer killed her just months after her diagnosis on October 4, 1951, at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland. Lacks never knew that her cervical cells had become a commodity, nor did she share in any of HeLa profits.

Lacks’s cells have played a crucial role in many scientific breakthroughs. Experimentation on HeLa cells made it possible for scientists to find cures for some cancers, develop a polio vaccine, learn what happens to cells in space, and more. Nonetheless, Lacks’s case illustrates a lapse in scientific ethics in that scientists used her cells without her knowledge or permission, gave her no credit, and allowed her no share of the profits. In the 1970s the HeLa cells came to the Lacks family’s attention when scientists asked for more information about their family genetics. Racial issues complicated the Lacks case, as critics pointed out that the science and medical fields had a record of abusing African American patients and test subjects. In the 1990s newspaper articles and a one-hour documentary brought Lacks’s case significant attention. Two books further explored the story of both Henrietta Lacks and her HeLe cells. In 1991 the California Supreme Court ruled that it was legal to commercialize a person’s “discarded” cells, but scientific ethicists continue to discuss the scientific community’s responsibility to test subjects.

Mariana Magaña
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Luce, Clare Boothe (1903–1987)

Author, editor, journalist, and playwright Clare Boothe Luce was elected to the U.S. Congress and as U.S. ambassador to Italy became the first American woman appointed to a major European diplomatic post. In the 1940s and 1950s she gained prominence as a conservative anticommunist. Along with political and philanthropic endeavors, she is well known for writing the 1936 hit play The Women, which had an all-female cast and was later turned into several popular movies.

Luce began life as Ann Clare Boothe in New York City. Her birth date is sometimes listed as April 10, 1903, but a biographer discovered her birth certificate, which lists her birth as March 10. Her parents, Anna Snyder and William Boothe, were not married and had a troubled relationship before separating in 1912. Along with an older brother, Luce spent parts of her childhood traveling with her parents to Memphis, Nashville, Chicago, and New Jersey, as well as New York City.
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Successful journalist and playwright Clare Boothe Luce served as the first American woman appointed to a major ambassadorial post abroad when she was posted to Italy by President Dwight Eisenhower in 1952. (Library of Congress)

With her mother’s backing, Luce became a child actor, working as an understudy for Mary Pickford on Broadway in producer David Belasco’s The Good Little Devil as well as in other understudy roles and bit parts in Edison films. At school on Long island, Luce was invited to a friend’s house, where she was delighted to meet such luminaries as theater producer Florenz Ziegfeld.

Luce graduated from high school at Tarrytown, New York, in 1917. With her mother, who had married a Connecticut physician, Luce went to Europe, where she met women’s suffrage leader Alva Vanderbilt Belmont, who offered her a job as a secretary. Through Belmont, Luce met millionaire George Brokaw, whom she married in 1923. Their daughter, Ann Clare Brokaw, was born in 1924. The couple divorced in 1929.

In 1930, Luce was hired as associate editor and later managing editor for Vanity Fair magazine, where she gained renown for her intelligence, hard work, and wit. In 1935 she married Henry Luce, publisher of Time and Fortune magazines. During the 1930s Clare Luce became a prolific writer. Her short story collection Stuffed Shirts was published in 1931. In 1935 she wrote the melodrama Abide with Me, followed in 1936 by a satiric play with an all-female cast called The Women, which became a huge hit. It was followed by the plays Kiss the Boys Goodbye and Margin for Error. She is credited with such humorous quotes as “No good deed goes unpunished.”

With the onset of World War II in Europe, Luce published Europe in the Spring about her travels there as a correspondent for Life. After traveling to the Philippines, her Life cover story ran the day after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. She continued to travel to dangerous locations around the world as a war correspondent. In 1942, she won a congressional seat as a Connecticut Republican. She was appointed to the prestigious House Military Affairs Committee.

In January of 1944, Luce’s daughter Ann was killed in an automobile accident while at California’s Stanford University. Overcome with grief, Luce sought spiritual guidance from popular Catholic bishop Fulton J. Sheen.

Later in 1944, Luce was reelected to Congress. During this second term, she was instrumental in creating the Atomic Energy Commission, embarked on two tours of European battlefronts, urged more support for U.S. troops in the Italian campaign, and was present at the liberation of several Nazi concentration camps.

Luce did not run for reelection to Congress in 1946. She announced her conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1946, and her writings reflected her spiritual journey. Come to the Stable, based on her story of two nuns, received an Academy Award nomination for best movie in 1949.

Luce was in demand as a speaker for Republican Party campaigns and events including Republican National Conventions. In 1953 President Dwight Eisenhower named her U.S. ambassador to Italy. Luce won enough admiration to be awarded the Order of Merit of the Italian Republic when she left in 1956. In 1959, she was confirmed as U.S. ambassador to Brazil but asked Eisenhower to withdraw her name after political opposition to her conservative anticommunist views. When Fidel Castro led a revolution in Cuba in 1959, Luce and her husband sponsored anti-Castro groups, which included funding exiles in commando raids against Cuba in the early 1960s.

Luce and her husband were considered one of the country’s original power couples even after his retirement from Time-Life in 1964, when they established a residence in Arizona. They remained married until his death in 1967. Luce was left with $30 million worth of stock in Time, Inc. She lived for a time in Honolulu, Hawaii, but moved to Washington, D.C., in 1983, where she resided at the Watergate apartment complex.

Luce was part of the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board under Presidents Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. In 1983 Reagan awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom, making her the first female congressperson to receive the prestigious award.

Clare Boothe Luce left a vast archive of personal papers to the Library of Congress. After a lengthy illness, she died of brain cancer at her Watergate apartment on October 9, 1987. She left the majority of her estate to the Henry Luce Foundation along with philanthropic bequests including a program to benefit women in science, mathematics, and engineering, the largest private source of funding for women in those fields.

While a lifelong conservative, Luce also supported the Equal Rights Amendment and funded scholarships for female students in science, math, and engineering. Feminists consider Luce an important role model for her success in a number of male-dominated spheres.

Nancy Hendricks
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Claire Boothe Luce Talks about Her Career (1986)

Claire Boothe Luce had successful careers as a writer, editor, foreign correspondent, congresswoman, and ambassador. In this 1986 oral history interview, she discussed which career challenges she enjoyed the most and why she thinks women are effective ambassadors.

The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training

Foreign Affairs Oral History Project

Women Ambassadors Series

AMBASSADOR CLARE BOOTHE LUCE

Interviewed by: Ann Miller Morin

Initial interview date: June 19, 1986

Q: My first question, Ambassador, is this: You have had a remarkable career by anybody’s standards, and you have had, really, several careers, as a writer, as an editor, as a foreign correspondent, congresswoman, ambassador, and now you’re a consultant. How would you place your experience as an ambassador in the totality of your life? Is it a high …

LUCE: Well, I wouldn’t … speaking of it as a human experience in life, it was very interesting, very rewarding, very exhausting at the time, but I wouldn’t say it was as broadening an experience as being a congressman. In other words, I think being a congressman would be very helpful to anyone who is appointed an ambassador. Now, it would not be helpful to him in learning the language of the country; you’d have to know that before you went. The State Department would certainly give you what they gave me, a quick course. But the diplomatic experience is very different. Now I’m leaving out personalities and language, but just as a process, a technique, the diplomatic experience is very different from the political experience because, in politics, to use the phrase of one of the founding fathers, the people are the king and you are getting your orders from the people. We live now in a democracy and not a republic.

The function of being representative for the people and making decisions for the people has long since passed. They make the decisions and you are supposed to follow them out. Their decisions are often very close decisions, they’re often confused, they’re often ignorant, they’re often conflicting, so that the poor congressman is driven to guess what it is that his constituents really want.

Now there are, I suppose, still constituencies in America where your constituents would be largely represented, let’s say, by the tobacco companies, or the tobacco workers as well as companies—for all the workers in the company, or by the largely agricultural, or whatever. But sometimes a Congressman will have the misfortune, misfortune or good fortune, call it what you will, of representing a district like the Fifth Connecticut District, which has a … it’s a little America where there’s a little of everything, so, as you can’t possibly please everybody, you please yourself. You do what you think is right. I mean, all the time that I happened to be in Congress, I only on one occasion made a vote that I did not in my own conscience believe in.

But that I couldn’t have done if I had represented, say, a different kind of a district. I would probably have been voted out of office if I’d followed my conviction. So, the political experience is one of trying to keep your conscience and your constituencies together.

The diplomatic experience is a good deal more agreeable because you’re taking orders from your commander-in-chief. And while you do have the right, and the duty, even, to disagree with the Department of State’s policy, and you sometimes can change their minds, nevertheless, you have the comfortable feeling of following orders for the United States and the American people as a whole. And that’s a very rewarding feeling after politics.

Q: I should imagine it would be.

LUCE: One of the reasons that Mansfield [former senator who was ambassador to Japan under Carter and Reagan, 1977 to 1988] resigned from the Senate was that he was promised Japan. And presently he cannot be unstuck with Japan. The way things are going, he’ll be there forever. So the diplomatic experience … also, the diplomat has a great deal of privacy compared to the politician.

Q: Is that so? I’m surprised. I would have thought it was a sort of goldfish-bowl-like existence, being the chief …

LUCE: Oh, it is a goldfish bowl as far as you are, so to speak, on parade, but you are not subject to the intrusion, at least in my day, of the press. You didn’t have to account for your actions to anybody but the boss man, who was the secretary of state or the president and your private life, while it had to be above board and all the rest of it, which is very important—your privacy, when it was invaded was invaded by your peers rather than anyone who met you on the street who could come up and say, “I’m your constituent. Will you take me home and give me a cup of tea?” You know?

Q: Yes, yes, unfortunately.

LUCE: And not always a cup of tea, either. So it is different in that respect. Then I think that we’re seeing more and more women ambassadors. It doesn’t distress me at all. It’s a funny thing for a woman to say, that I should even suggest I might be distressed, but I’ve always thought myself that getting the job done as well as possible was a good deal more important than whether you put in a black or a woman or an ethnic of some sort or someone who had a certain religious bent.

Q: Yes, exactly.

LUCE: Oddly enough, women are well qualified as diplomats; I think much better than these politicians. I mean, by nature.

Q: By nature?

LUCE: By nature. Not by where they went to school or anything of that sort, but by nature, women like to strive for agreement…. But I think women are better negotiators. I think they do what is diplomatic, always must do, seeming to be a breeze and getting along and seeking for an honest compromise, and women are very good at that.

Source: Ann Miller Morin, “Interview with Claire Booth Luce,” The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Women Ambassadors Series, Library of Congress, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/service/mss/mfdip/2004/2004luc01/2004luc01.pdf. Copyright Ann Miller Morin.



Lucy v. Adams (1955)

In 1956, Autherine Juanita Lucy became the first African American to integrate the University of Alabama in pursuit of a postsecondary degree. She was also the first black student in the history of desegregation to be the target of an organized mob. In 1992, 36 years after she was expelled “for her protection and for the protection of other students and staff members,” Lucy received a master’s degree in elementary education from University of Alabama 4 years after her expulsion was overturned.

The youngest of 10 children, Lucy was born on October 29, 1929, to Milton Cornelius Lucy and Minnie Maud Hosea in Shiloh, Alabama, where her father owned and farmed 110 acres. After graduating from high school in Linden, Alabama, she received a two-year teaching certificate from Selma University. Because the state had recently initiated a four-year degree requirement for full-time teaching positions, Lucy completed her last two years at Miles College in Birmingham, Alabama, and graduated with a BA in English in 1952.

That same year Lucy was contacted by Pollie Anne Myers, who suggested they apply to the University of Alabama’s graduate school, and though Lucy was initially reluctant, Myers eventually persuaded her to enroll in the masters of education program. Both women were accepted on September 13, 1952. When they showed up at the admissions office a week later, dean of admissions William F. Adams (hence the name of the case) wanted to refund their deposits, although he wouldn’t state that it was because of their race.

Presciently, the women had already retained Arthur Shores, a lawyer with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). With Thurgood Marshall and Constance Baker Motley also acting as lawyers on the case, the women began a journey through the judicial system that ended on February 3, 1955, when the NAACP finally received a court order that prevented the all-white university from discriminating against applicants based on race.

Thanks to the Brown v. Board of Education decision outlawing segregation in 1954, the NAACP had already known that Lucy’s and Myer’s case would be a testing ground of the new ruling. For their part, University of Alabama administrators also recognized the ramifications of the new ruling and hired private investigators to probe into the women’s backgrounds; in doing so, they discovered that Myers had been pregnant but not married before she applied to the college and thus were able to prevent her from attending.

This left Lucy alone to confront the forces opposing her, which she bravely did in February 1956 until, on her third day at the university, she was stormed by students and faculty members armed with bricks, eggs, and rocks screaming racial epitaphs and threatening her life until she was escorted to a nearby auditorium by police, where she remained for hours until the crowd dispersed. That night she was suspended from the university, although her attorneys unsuccessfully challenged the expulsion. During the turbulent aftermath, Thurgood Marshall was uneasy enough about her safety to bring Lucy to live with him and his wife, Cecelia, in New York.

In 1956 Lucy married her college sweetheart from Miles University, a minister named Hugh Lawrence Foster, and moved to Texas; she could not find work as a teacher for some time after her expulsion. The Fosters lived in Texas for 17 years but returned to Alabama in 1974, where Lucy worked as a substitute teacher. She maintained her interest in civil rights, speaking periodically at meetings during this period.

In the spring of 1992 at the age of 62, Lucy finally earned a master’s degree in elementary education from the University of Alabama thanks to two of the university’s professors, who urged her to reenroll. With her husband and three of their five children in attendance, she was finally recognized for her contribution to civil rights when a portrait in her honor was unveiled at her graduation. After listing her bachelor’s and master’s degrees, the inscription on the portrait reads “Her courage and initiative won the right for people of all races to attend the University of Alabama.”

Deborah L. Daughetee
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Authurine Lucy and the Desegregation of the University of Alabama: The Lucy v. Adams Decision (1955)

In 1952 Autherine Lucy, a graduate of Miles College, filed suit in U.S. district court in an effort to gain admission to graduate school at the segregated University of Alabama. The court declared that denying Lucy admittance violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, but the university appealed, and the case went to the U.S. Supreme Court. In a unanimous decision issued on October 10, 1955, the Court ordered the university to admit Lucy but said nothing to prevent the school from denying admittance to other African American students. Lucy began classes in February 1956, but angry crowds threw rocks and eggs at her, making it necessary for the police to escort her to and from class. Citing safety concerns, the university suspended and eventually expelled Lucy, leaving segregation in place at the University of Alabama until 1963. Reproduced here are excerpts from the Lucy v. Adams decision.

The injunction which the District Court issued in this case, but suspended pending appeal to the Court of Appeals, is reinstated to the extent that it enjoins and restrains the respondent and others designated from denying these petitioners, solely on account of their race or color, the right to enroll in the University of Alabama and pursue courses of study there.

134 F. Supp. 235, injunction reinstated in part.

Arthur D. Shores, Constance Baker Motley, Robert L. Carter, and Thurgood Marshall for petitioners.

Frontis H. Moore for respondent.

PER CURIAM.

Petitioners, Autherine J. Lucy and Polly Anne Myers, citizens of Alabama, have been seeking admission to the University of Alabama since September 1952. Respondent William F. Adams is Dean of Admissions of the University. After hearings, United States District Judge Grooms of the Northern District of Alabama found that petitioners had been denied admission to the University “solely on account of their race and color.” Holding this [350 U.S. 1, 2] denied petitioners equal protection of state laws, the court permanently enjoined respondent Adams, his agents, employees and others acting in concert with respondent “from denying the plaintiffs and others similarly situated the right to enroll in the University of Alabama and pursue courses of study thereat, solely on account of their race or color.” 134 F. Supp. 235. Respondent’s motion to suspend the injunction pending appeal to the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit was granted by the District Judge. A judge of that court denied a motion to vacate the suspension and reinstate the injunction. A similar motion is now before us.

The motion is granted and the injunction is reinstated to the extent that it enjoins and restrains the respondent and others designated from denying these petitioners, Autherine Lucy and Polly Anne Myers, the right to enroll in the University of Alabama and pursue courses of study there. Sipuel v. Board of Regents of the University of Oklahoma, 332 U.S. 631; Sweatt v. Painter, 339 U.S. 629; McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, 339 U.S. 637. In other respects, the motion is denied. [350 U.S. 1, 3]

Source: Lucy v. Adams, 350 U.S. 1 (1955).



McClintock, Barbara (1902–1992)

Pioneering geneticist and Nobel laureate Barbara McClintock transformed the science of genetics, altering forever the way scientists understand genes and chromosomes. She was a prodigious worker and gifted researcher who developed new laboratory techniques and improved old ones. Because her research was innovative, it took years for the scientific community to appreciate the significance of what she had accomplished.

Barbara McClintock was born on June 16, 1902, in Hartford, Connecticut. Her father was a physician, and her mother was a Mayflower descendant. In 1908 the family moved to Brooklyn, New York, where McClintock attended school. From an early age she was insatiably curious. She read everything she could, explored nature, and posed many questions to her parents and teachers. In enjoying solitude, she cultivated the habit of concentrated thought.

Graduating from Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyn, McClintock enrolled in Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, as a botany major. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, many people regarded botany as a suitable scientific field of study for women because its descriptive nature and lack of mathematics would not overtax a female brain. In other words, sexism greatly influenced science. As an undergraduate, McClintock took a genetics course that changed her life. Her professor invited her to take his graduate courses in genetics. While still officially a botanist, McClintock concentrated on genetics, receiving a BS in 1923, an MS in 1925, and a PhD in 1927 from Cornell University.

McClintock chose corn as her research subject, an important plant whose genetics George Harrison Shull (1874–1954) had partly explored in the early 1900s. McClintock’s work was consequential from the outset. She discovered that corn has 10 chromosomes and is a diploid, as are a large number of organisms (including humans), that have 10 chromosomes organized into five pairs. By comparison, humans have 23 diploids, or 46 total chromosomes. The chromosomes of corn and all other organisms with chromosomes contain genes, the unit of heredity. Austrian monk Gregor Mendel (1822–1884) believed that genes were particles arranged on chromosomes in a line. Influenced by Mendel, scientists believed that genes were fixed in their location on a chromosome, at least until McClintock took a closer look at corn.

In 1944 while at the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory in New York, McClintock demonstrated that genes can and do move to different spots on chromosomes. The revelation stunned scientists, and many initially rejected her ideas. McClintock called this phenomenon genetic transposition. She also confirmed the phenomenon of crossing over, which American geneticist Thomas Hunt Morgan (1866–1945) had theorized in the 1920s. That is, when chromosome pairs separate to create gametes, a process known as meiosis, these chromosomes, on rare occasions, may exchange some of their genes with their chromosome pairs so that some genes move from one chromosome to another.

McClintock believed not only that women could be scientists but also that they should be scientists because women brought new ways of thinking to the discipline. She insisted, for example, that corn be considered as a whole organism and not merely as a series of parts and mechanisms. She believed that her own scientific success was rooted in her ability to gain a feeling for the entire organism and that she could do that, in part, because as a woman she was a socialized to view the world differently than men.

McClintock retired from the laboratory in 1967, her work still not fully appreciated. Gradually, recognition came in the form of the National Medal in Science in 1971, a MacArthur Foundation Genius Grant in 1981, and the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1983. She was the first woman to win an unshared Nobel Prize in this category. Because recognition came slowly, McClintock was fortunate to live a long life. Had her life been truncated, as was British molecular biologist Rosalyn Franklin’s (1920–1958) life, McClintock almost surely would not have won a Nobel Prize, because they are not awarded posthumously. McClintock died on September 2, 1992.

Christopher Cumo
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Moses, Grandma/Anna Mary Robertson (1860–1961)

Anna Mary Robertson, who later in life would be far more widely known by her nickname “Grandma Moses,” was a renowned painter whose work placed her in the so-called primitive (also known as American folk art, self-taught art, and naive art) category of America’s mid-20th-century art world. At the age of 76 after her husband died, Moses took up painting pastoral images of her youth growing up on farms in rural New York and Virginia. Moses’s popularity was so immense that in 1946, 16 million Christmas cards bearing her artwork sold, and in 1953 she was featured on the cover of Time magazine. The character of Granny in the classic American sitcom The Beverly Hillbillies was reportedly based on Grandma Moses.
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Anna Mary Robertson Moses, better known as Grandma Moses, made her fame as a popular folk painter after she began painting at age 78. (Library of Congress)

In 1860, Anna Mary Robertson was born in the small farming community of Greenwich, New York, to Russell Robertson, a farmer, and his wife, Margaret. The third in a family of four sisters and five brothers, Moses was hired out to a neighboring farm at the age of 12. She would continue to hire out to farms for 15 more years. Moses was 27 when she met her future husband, Thomas Salmon Moses, who was employed on the same farm where she worked. After their marriage in 1887 they relocated to Virginia, where they continued to hire out until they could afford to purchase a farm of their own in Eagle Bridge, New York, in 1905. By this time she had already acquired the nickname “Grandma Moses.” Thomas Moses died in 1927. During the couple’s 40-year marriage Anna Moses had 10 children, 5 of whom lived to adulthood.

Moses continued to farm until arthritis reduced her ability to do her farm chores. Throughout her life, her artistic abilities manifested themselves in homely ways—her decorative painting of a house fireboard is a famous example—but she predominantly worked in embroidery. It was only when Moses’s arthritis made wielding a needle too difficult that, at the age of 76, she took up painting in earnest. She took the art world by storm shortly thereafter. Moses, whose work mainly consisted of idyllically remembered pastoral scenes from her youth, began with simple compositions in which she hoped to reveal a lost way of life to her modern and urban audiences. Taking in the Laundry, for example, shows women hastily taking clothes down from clotheslines as a storm approaches the farm. As her career gained momentum, she enlarged her focus to complicated and panoramic scenes of rural life in the late 1800s.

New York engineer and art collector Louis J. Caldor discovered Moses’s artwork in 1938 in a Hoosick Falls, New York, drugstore window when he happened to be passing by. Caldor purchased several of her paintings for prices ranging from $3 to $5 each and then drove to Moses’s house to purchase 10 more. A year later, Grandma Moses was featured in a collection of contemporary unknown painters at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. She would not remain unknown for long. In 1940, she would be the sole artist featured in a New York art show. One-woman exhibitions abroad soon followed.

In 1949, President Harry S. Truman presented Moses with a Women’s National Trophy Award, and Russell Sage College conferred her an honorary doctoral degree. In 1951, Mademoiselle magazine named Grandma Moses a “Young Woman of the Year,” and the Moore Institute of Art, Science, and Industry awarded her another honorary doctoral degree. That same year the National Press Club cited her as one of the year’s five most newsworthy women. By the 1950s Moses’s exhibitions were breaking attendance records around the world, and her artwork was reproduced on Hallmark greeting cards and used to sell a vast assortment of products. In 1950, Moses was the subject of an Academy Award–nominated documentary. Her autobiography, My Life’s History, was published in 1952. New York governor Nelson Rockefeller proclaimed her 100th birthday “Grandma Moses Day.”

Moses died at the Hoosick Falls, New York, Medical Center on December 13, 1961, after she fell in her home. She was 101 years old. Upon her death, President John F. Kennedy eulogized her as a “beloved figure of American life.”

Deborah L. Daughetee
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Nevelson, Louise (1899–1988)

Louise Nevelson, a notable sculptor, was born on September 23, 1899, near Kiev, Ukraine, to Mina Sadie and Isaac Berliawsky. The family immigrated to Rockland, Maine, and Isaac continued his lumber business. At an early age, Nevelson played with wood and wanted to become an artist. After graduating from high school in 1918, she married Charles Nevelson. Her early works were ink drawings of human figures. She joined the Art Students League in New York in 1928 and studied painting, modern dance, and sculpture for two years.

After separation from her husband in 1931, Nevelson went to the Munich School of Modern Art and learned under avant-garde artist Hans Hofmann. She also acted in Vienna and Berlin, taking small roles in films. Hofmann taught her Cubism and techniques of collage, which helped her sculptural designs later on. Nevelson was also interested in indigenous art of American Indians as well as different art forms from Africa and Latin America. Along with Diego Rivera and others, she turned her attention toward works of art drawn on walls.

The Works Progress Administration employed Nevelson in 1937 as a teacher in the Educational Alliance School of Art in Manhattan. She had her own exhibition in 1941 at the Nierendorf Gallery in New York. Nevelson continued dabbling in painting in the 1940s, which did not give her a separate identity. When she switched over to wood as a medium of her art, she exhibited her quintessence of artistic exuberance. Her trips to Mexico in 1949–1950 resulted in the incorporation of some Mayan art into her work.

Nevelson’s work began to be exhibited in various galleries. The Grand Central Moderns Gallery (GCMG) of New York showed her work in 1953 and 1955. Her solo shows included Bride of the Black Moon, First Personage, and Sky Cathedral. One of the memorable exhibits was in January 1958, when the GCMG exhibited the Moon Garden Plus One. Consisting of a large collection of wooden materials such as beams, furniture legs, banisters, crates, and wooden items, her work produced a unified space. All the components were given a black hue and stacked inside the room. The whole show gave a look of unity and was acclaimed by critics.

In 1958 the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) purchased the Sky Cathedral, and her sculptures formed a part of MOMA’s Sixteen Americans exhibition. Nevelson had become famous in the American art circle and financially she was well off thanks to steady income from artworks. From 1957 to 1959 she was director-at-large of the New York Chapter of Artists Equity. Nevelson was honored by the New York Coliseum as well as the Art Institute of Chicago. The Martha Jackson Gallery in New York exhibited her Sky Columns Presence. Nevelson’s solo shows were regular features from the 1960s not only in American cities but also in Paris (Daniel Cordier Gallery, 1961) and Venice (United States Pavilion, XXXI Biennale Internazionale d’Arte, 1962).

Nevelson became the first American to be affiliated with the Sidney Janis Gallery in Australia. In 1963 and 1964 solo exhibitions were held at Kunsthalle in Baden-Baden, Germany, and at Hanover Gallery in London. She was president of the National Artists Equity between 1962 and 1964. In 1967, she received the New York City Citizenship Achievement Award.

In the late 1960s and 1970s, Nevelson tried her hand at creating sculpture made of steel, aluminum, and plexiglass. Consequently, her works moved out of galleries and into public space. The new experiment was in tune with the feminist art movement, going for large-scale artwork. This type of gargantuan work was conceived as a privilege of male artists only. In 1969, Nevelson created the Atmosphere and Environment X Cor-Ten steel sculpture for Princeton University. The Louise Nevelson Plaza, seven Cor-Ten steel sculptures, was installed between Liberty Street and Maiden Lane in New York City in 1978. The next year the Sky Gate at the World Trade Center was created but was destroyed in the 9/11 terrorist attack. Nevelson also crafted three Cor-Ten steel sculptures, Trilogy, in 1979 at Southfield, Michigan. The incorrigible Nevelson crafted the 35-foot black sculpture at the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland. Nevelson died on April 17, 1988, in New York City.

A notable figure in the national as well as international art world, Nevelson was the recipient of many national and international awards and honors, including the 1985 Congressional National Medal of Art. Known as the “Wooden Sorceress,” Nevelson had left a lasting legacy to humankind with her sculptures.

Patit Paban Mishra
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O’Connor, Flannery (1925–1964)

Southern novelist and short story writer Flannery O’Connor imbued her fiction with questions of morality and became famous for her southern gothic style. Despite suffering from lupus, she produced an impressive body of work and won several awards, including the National Book Award, awarded posthumously in 1971.

O’Connor was born in Savannah, Georgia, on March 25, 1925. Her family was Roman Catholic, and O’Connor’s faith manifested as a profound fascination with Christian theology in her writing. She believed that a true faith was a tested faith. She criticized people who performed religious rites without considering their greater significance, insisting that “The Catholic influence has to come at a deeper level…. I was brought up in the novena-rosary tradition, too, but you have to save yourself from it someway or dry up” (O’Connor and Fitzgerald 1979, 139). O’Conner’s strategy for “saving” herself was to constantly wrestle with the mysteries of religious belief through her short stories and novels.

O’Connor’s father suffered from lupus, dying of complications from the disease when O’Connor was only 12 years old. A decade later, she herself was diagnosed with lupus. The disease caused her many years of poor health before ending her life. Some believe that O’Connor’s experience of watching her father’s suffering as well as her own experiences with illness prompted her literary focus on mortality. Many of O’Connor’s stories deal with death and dying and present the darker aspects of human existence in stark and often disturbing ways.

After graduating from high school, O’Connor attended Georgia State College and graduated in 1945. She then left Georgia to attend Iowa State University, where she completed a master’s degree in 1947. O’Connor published her first short story in 1946 while she was still a student at Iowa State University. “The Geranium” presaged her later work, containing many of the elements that appear again and again in O’Connor’s work. The story is set in the South and explores the tumultuous relationship between family members. The writing style is direct, sparse, and highly visual.

O’Connor published her first novel, Wise Blood, in 1952. The novel describes the experience of a religious fanatic who, terrified by the prospect of eternal judgment, tries to run away from God by avoiding sin. His actions instead lead him toward increasingly serious sins, culminating in brutal murders. For the reader, this deeply ironic vision of a religiously devout man driven to commit terrible actions is both bizarre and darkly amusing. This disconcerting tone runs through O’Connor’s other works, which include another novel, The Violent Bear It Away (1960), and two short story collections, A Good Man Is Hard to Find (1955) and The Complete Stories, a compilation published after her death. She consistently challenged her readers, forcing them to confront troubling questions by creating flawed characters and showing how these imperfect beings respond when confronted with evil.

Such is the case in O’Connor’s best-known short story, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” which features a stubborn grandmother who inadvertently causes the deaths of her son, her daughter-in-law, and their three young children. While the whole family is on a car trip, the grandmother talks her son into taking a dirt road to see an old plantation she had visited in her youth. She soon realizes that she is mistaken about the location of the plantation but remains silent, too proud to admit her error. They suffer a car accident and encounter a criminal named the Misfit who murders the entire family. The Misfit, a sociopath, reveals no remorse or restraint in his brutal treatment of the family. The violence forces the reader to consider the fragility of life, and the genuinely humorous undertones suggest an essential absurdity to life; the reader is left to make sense of a world in which such horrors can take place and of a writer who can so skillfully merge tragedy and comedy.

O’Connor never married but maintained a close relationship with her mother throughout her life. In 1964 at only 39 years old, O’Connor died from complications stemming from lupus. The University of Georgia Press established the Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction in 1983 in the writer’s honor.
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Excerpts from Flannery O’Connor’s “Letters to A” (1955)

In The Habit of Being: Letters of Flannery O’Connor, the author explores religion, faith, and the spirituality to be found in nature and science. The following are excerpts from letters she wrote to an anonymous woman about her thoughts on the church and the divine. “Letters to A” represent a nine-year friendship that existed only in letter writing, in part because O’Connor had lupus.

July 20, 1955

I am very pleased to have your letter. Perhaps it is even more startling to me to find someone who recognizes my work for what I try to make it than it is for you to find a God-conscious writer near at hand. The distance is 87 miles but I feel the spiritual distance is shorter.

Aug. 2, 1955

I myself am afflicted with time, as I do not work out on account of an energy-depriving ailment and my work in, being creative, can go on only a few hours a day. I live on a farm and don’t see many people. My avocation is raising peacocks, something that requires everything of the peacock and nothing of me, so time is always at hand.

I won’t ever be able entirely to understand my own work or even my own motivations. It is first of all a gift, but the direction it has taken has been because of the Church in me or the effect of the Church’s teaching, not because of a personal perception or love of God. For you to think this would be possible because of your ignorance of me; for me to think it would be sinful in a high degree. I am not a mystic and I do not lead a holy life. Not that I can claim any interesting or pleasurable sins (my sense of the devil is strong) but I know all about the garden variety, pride, gluttony, envy and sloth, and what is more to the point, my virtues are as timid as my vices. I think sin occasionally brings one closer to God, but not habitual sin and not this petty kind that blocks every small good. A working knowledge of the devil can be very well had from resisting him.

Source: Flannery O’Connor, The Habit of Being: Letters of Flannery O’Connor, edited by Sally Fitzgerald (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1979), 90–91. Reprinted with permission of Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.



O’Keeffe, Georgia (1887–1986)

Artist Georgia O’Keeffe, born near Sun Prairie, Wisconsin, was an American artist. She first came to the attention of the New York art community in 1916 when her art was featured in the 291 gallery. O’Keeffe is mainly recognized for her large-format paintings of enlarged flower blossoms, which are presented as if seen through a magnifying lenses. Her fame continued to grow through the 1950s and 1960s, as she had a number of major retrospectives in the United States. The most important one was in 1970 at the Whitney Museum of American Art, which cemented her place among the most important and influential American painters.

O’Keeffe knew by age 10 that she wanted to be an artist. She received art instruction as a child and then continued this pursuit at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago from 1905 to 1906. In 1907 she attended the Art Students League in New York City, an art school that sought innovation in art throughout its history and allowed many women artists in the early 1900s to study, work, and even take on key roles at the school.

Even though her work had already received moderate success during her time as a student, with one of her oil paintings receiving the league’s William Merritt Chase still-life prize, in 1908 she abandoned the idea of making a career as an artist. She worked as a commercial artist in Chicago and did not paint for four years. In the summer of 1912 she attended the University of Virginia Summer School. Here she was exposed to the ideas of Arthur Wesley Dow, which inspired her to paint again. Dow encouraged the use of line, color, and harmonious shading as means of artistic expression. O’Keeffe later took classes from Dow and then served as a teacher herself at various schools. During this time her work mainly consisted of charcoal abstractions.

In 1916, Anita Pollitzer took some of O’Keeffe’s charcoal drawings to Alfred Stieglitz (1864–1946) at his 291 gallery. He exhibited 10 of her drawings in 1916 and then in 1917 organized her first solo show, which included oil paintings and water colors on top of her charcoal drawings. The two continued to correspond frequently, and in 1918 O’Keeffe accepted Stielglitz’s invitation to move to New York and devote all of her time to her art. Six years later when his divorce to his previous wife was finalized, the two were married quietly and began a fruitful and well-known collaboration. Stieglitz was a photographer, and O’Keeffe was a common subject for him. During this time while they lived between Lake George, New York, and New York City, she painted some of her most recognizable work: the large canvasses of flowers and the industrial cityscapes.

During the 1920s O’Keeffe turned to working more representationally to move her critics away from Freudian interpretations of her work. Her previous abstract work, such as Black Iris III (1926), evoked to many a thinly veiled depiction of female genitalia. O’Keeffe denied these interpretations of her art. Even when feminists honored O’Keeffe in the 1970s as the originator of female iconography, she rejected their celebration. Female iconography is the use of images and symbols to represent ideas associated with women or feminism.

It was during a vacation with a friend in 1929 that O’Keeffe fell in love with the landscape of New Mexico. She would return every summer while her husband was still alive to paint and then permanently moved there after his death in 1946.

O’Keeffe’s fame continued to grow well into the 1950s and 1960s. One year after her retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art in 1970, her vision significantly deteriorated, and she withdrew from her artistic life for three years. Her illustrated autobiography was a best seller in 1976. One year after that she received the Medal of Freedom from President Gerald Ford, and then in 1985 she received the Medal of the Arts from President Ronald Reagan. O’Keeffe passed away at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Sante Fe, New Mexico, in 1985, at the age of 98.

Sarah Nation
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Naturalist and abstract artist Georgia O’Keeffe is considered by most art critics to be the “Mother of American Modernism.” Her paintings of enlarged, vulval flowers made her a feminist icon. (Tony Vaccaro/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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Parks, Rosa (1913–2005)

Civil rights activist Rosa Parks has been referred to as the “Mother of the Civil Rights Movement” because of her arrest for violating bus segregation laws in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955.

Rosa Louise McCauley was born on February 4, 1913, in Tuskegee, Alabama. James McCauley, her father, was a carpenter, and Leona Edwards McCauley, her mother, was a teacher. Parks attended the Montgomery Industrial School for Girls, and then she went to Booker T. Washington High School. After high school she attended Alabama State Teachers College, but after about a year and a half of study she dropped out in 1932 and married a barber named Raymond Parks. Shortly after getting married, the young couple moved to Montgomery, where Parks found worked as a seamstress and a housekeeper.

Segregation (the enforcement of laws that reserved separated public facilities for African Americans and whites) was the status quo in Montgomery, as it was in most of the South at that time. In 1943 Parks joined the Montgomery branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an organization dedicated to social justice, where she served as secretary until the family left Montgomery in 1956. She also joined the Montgomery Voters League, an organization devoted to increasing the number of African American registered voters.

In Montgomery, the law stated that African Americans were to sit at the back of the bus to allow whites to sit at the front and that when seats were in short supply, blacks would give up their seats to whites. Bus drivers were ordered to enforce the law. On December 1, 1955, as part of a plan to spark the boycott, Parks refused to relinquish her seat to a white passenger, and the bus driver summoned the police.

While historical myth holds that Parks was an accidental hero who refused to stand up because she was tired that day, in reality Parks’s action was part of a larger plan. Parks was chosen in good part because unlike other protesters who had earlier been arrested for not giving up their seats, as a secretary she was respectable enough to be sympathetic in court. She was also a seasoned civil rights organizer. She was an NAACP officer and had attended the Highlander Folk School and taken training in passive resistance and workers’ rights agitation. Parks was arrested, charged with disobeying Montgomery’s segregation laws, convicted, and fined $10.

When the story of the arrest of a respectable African American woman broke, many African Americans in Montgomery were outraged. The insult to Parks and other black women was not only a racial one in that in asking a black woman to give up her seat to a white man in 1950s America, the implication was that black women were not “ladies” who deserved the social niceties due white women.

Montgomery citizens, many of them women, founded the Montgomery Improvement Association as a central clearinghouse for the boycott and elected Martin Luther King Jr. as president. Joanne Robinson, a member of the city’s Women’s Political Council, organized handouts and car pool schedules so that black women could get to work and still boycott the buses. Since about 70 percent of all bus riders were African American and a majority of those were women, the aim was to keep women off the buses and cost the city money. After a few months the local boycott gained national attention, and a federal court declared the bus segregation in Montgomery illegal. Finally, after about 13 months the city relented and desegregated the buses.

Rosa Parks left Montgomery for Detroit in 1956 after getting fired due to her involvement in the boycott. In 1965 Congressman John Conyers, a civil rights activist, offered Parks a job as his special assistant, a position she held until her retirement in 1988. In 1987, she founded the Rosa and Raymond Parks Institute for Self Development, an organization devoted to developing young African American leaders. Parks received the Congressional Gold Medal in 1999. The Southern Christian Leadership Conference annually awards the Rosa Parks Freedom Award. Parks wrote her autobiography, Rosa Parks: My Story, in 1992. She suffered from dementia late in her life and died on October 24, 2005.
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Pornography

American feminists have long had conflicting opinions on pornography. Many feminists argue that pornography objectifies women and thus encourages violence against women, while others hold that pornography encourages female power by celebrating sexuality.

The definition of the term “pornography” is as subjective as its history. Derived from the Greek words porni, meaning “prostitute,” and graphein, meaning “to write,” pornography was originally defined as any work of art or literature that portrays the life of a prostitute. Many historical societies have explicit depictions of sexual behavior, often recorded in religious context. Paleolithic cave paintings and carvings of erotic depictions and Venus figurines have been dated back as far as 28,000 years ago. Erotic art also appeared during the Ramesside period of Egypt. The ancient Greeks are attributed with some of the earliest depictions of homoeroticism along with other portrayals of sexual activity painted on ceramics. In Pompeii, phalli and testicles were carved into sidewalks to assist people in finding their way to the prostitution and entertainment district. Greeks and Romans considered erotic art, often homoerotic in nature, to be in good taste and an important part of their culture. Taboo sex acts were displayed in baths for humor.

Visual erotica in Japan was highly developed and ingrained in the social mainstream. Detailed depictions of sexual intercourse providing sex education for medical professionals, courtesans, and married couples date back to at least the 17th century. The Tokugawa period (1603–1867) brought technology of woodblock printing, prompting the circulation of erotic prints referred to as shunga. New technologies in Europe such as the printing press allowed for the manufacturing of pornographic works.

The modern history of Western pornography begins with the advancement of printing technology during Enlightenment in the 18th century. A collection of English underground publishing and bookselling businesses facilitated works such as John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748–1749). Paris began producing erotic graphic art during this time, known today in the Anglophone world as “French postcards.” During this time pornography was also used for social and political protests by providing a space for new ideas that were oppressed by both church and state. Marquis de Sade, an influential French writer, combined erotic displays with long philosophical debates that focused on the evils of traditional social stratification and property.

By the time of the Victorian era in Great Britain, though sex was not considered polite conversation, the sexual taboos associated with this era did little to stifle the growing popularity of pornography in Britain and the United States. The 19th century brought the invention of photography and motion pictures, both of which could be utilized in pornography.

During World War II (1939–1945) gender roles began to shift, allowing women more freedom and authority in the workforce. However, after the war a patriarchal and conservative backlash forced many women back into traditional female occupations. By the 1950s media held that American men faced a “crisis” of masculinity promoted in part by the growing corporate economy. While numbers of women continued to work outside the home, the postwar media placed a heavy emphasis on the necessity of female domesticity. This culture of anxiety created a new type of pornography. Founded in 1953, Playboy magazine reflected the concerns of middle-class men who struggled with their masculinity in a changing world. The popularity of Freudian psychology and homophobia encouraged normative and aggressive heterosexuality. An emphasis on sexuality and female passivity in Playboy and magazines like it reinforced ideas of sex as both taboo and crucial to men’s happiness. Entwined within these gender politics, Playboy featured progressive articles suggesting a deeper political agenda. By the 1960s pornography experienced a dramatic increase in popularity.

Modern pornography has become the subject of much liberal and feminist discussion. U.S. censorship laws have been challenged by the liberal position in favor of freedom of expression and the protection of interest for the citizens. Liberals have questioned where the line can be drawn between regulation and suppression. The feminist argument against pornography is concerned with the suppression found within the industry. Feminists argue that the visual tropes of pornography, which generally emphasize the female body as an object for the male gaze and often suggest implicit or explicit violence against women, encourages gender inequality.

By the mid-1970s the critique of media-endorsed female oppression in pornography expanded to include the radical feminist ideology of heterosexuality as an institution that perpetuates male supremacy. This new perspective understood that modern pornography acted as training manuals for young men on how to assert patriarchal dominance of women. Popular media often depicted women as subordinate, childlike, and vulnerable while representing men as aggressive and controlling. These stereotypes excused rape and other acts of sexual and physical violence as normal male behavior.

By connecting these popularized media images with acts of violence against women, feminists acquired the momentum necessary for an American feminist antipornography movement, lasting from 1976 to 1986. In the 1980s feminist porn was introduced to the industry, and in 2006 the Feminist Porn Awards ceremony began, spreading awareness to broader audiences. Feminist porn seeks to present women as equal sexual partners with men rather than sexual conquests of men. Third-wave feminists embrace some pornography as empowering to women, arguing that pornography can abandon oppressive gender inequality and expand ideologies of female beauty and sexual gratification.

The introduction of the videocassette in the 1980s and digital videodiscs, or DVDs, in the 1990s encouraged the consumption of pornography by allowing for more private viewing. The pornography industry became even more popular with the emergence of the Internet in the 1990s. Today pornography in the United States grosses over $14 billion annually.
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Rand, Ayn (1905–1982)

Author Ayn Rand found success as a screenwriter, a playwright, and a novelist. Her germinal works, The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, have influenced well-known economists and thinkers for decades.

Rand was born Alisa Zinovyevna Rosenbaum on February 2, 1905, in St. Petersburg, Russia. The Russian Revolution erupted in 1917, and war transformed St. Petersburg into Petrograd, but Rand still excelled at her studies. When Rand was 12 years old the family moved to Ukraine and then to Yevpatoria, in the Crimea. Rand grew to despise communist ideals. At age 13, Rand decided that she was an atheist.

In 1921 the family returned to Petrograd, and Rand enrolled at Petrograd State University. During a government purge, she and 4,000 other students were expelled due to their vocal opposition to the government. When a group of visiting Western scientists heard about the purge and complained to their communist hosts, Rand and other third-year students were reinstated. Rand finished her course work in 1924 and enrolled at the State Technicum for Screen Arts, a film school designed to encourage and produce propaganda media. Rand’s mother arranged for her to visit cousins in Chicago, who happened to own a movie theater, under the guise of studying American cinema to come back to Russia and train others. Rand left Russia in January 1926. She would never return or see her father and mother again.

Rand arrived in New York and stayed with relatives before boarding a train to Chicago under her new name, Ayn Rand. After six months a Chicago film distributor wrote her a letter of introduction to the public relations department at Cecil B. DeMille’s production company in California. She met the famed director and became an extra on the production of King of Kings. Rand met actor Frank O’Connell on the set. They married on April 15, 1929. She became a U.S. citizen on March 3, 1931.

After King of Kings wrapped, Rand was hired by DeMille as a junior screenwriter, but soon after DeMille closed his company and merged with Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. Rand landed a job as a clerical worker in RKO’s wardrobe department. She worked there for three years.

Rand wrote a play, originally titled Penthouse Legend. She and her husband moved to New York, where the play, retitled The Night of January 16th, premiered in January 1935. Rand published We the Living in 1936. The first printing of the book sold well and was optioned as a stage play. Royalties allowed Rand to work on a new novel, The Fountainhead, that was published in 1943.

After Rand sold the movie rights of The Fountainhead, she moved back to Los Angeles to work on the screenplay. By 1945 The Fountainhead had sold 150,000 copies, and in 1949 the film premiered, starring Gary Cooper. In 1951, Rand and Frank returned to New York, and she began work on Atlas Shrugged, which took her 14 years to complete.

Rand was politically active with conservative causes, including heading the board of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals, an organization of right-wing ideologues who exposed the subtle use of totalitarian propaganda in films. She wrote the Screen Guide for Americans. In 1947 Rand was subpoenaed to testify as a friendly witness for the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Having cooperated with the nefarious HUAC, her career in Hollywood faltered. Rand’s conservative antifeminist philosophies were widely embraced by a younger generation, including Nathaniel Branden (formerly Nathan Blumenthal) and Alan Greenspan, who participated in a group they called “The Collective.” Rand and Branden began an affair that lasted 14 years.

In 1957 Atlas Shrugged was published. The book was widely criticized by religious conservatives for its atheism and by liberals for its glorification of laissez-faire capitalism and passive womanhood. The virulent opposition upset Rand, and despite the popularity of her objectivist philosophy and the sales of Atlas Shrugged, she fell into a clinical depression, which was exacerbated by her amphetamine use. Late in her life she made television appearances, spoke at universities, and compiled her essays into new volumes of work, The New Intellectual and The Virtue of Selfishness.

In 1981, Rand made her last public speaking engagement at an economics conference. She died of congestive heart failure on March 6, 1982.
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Ayn Rand on the Good of Selfishness (1964)

Objectivism is a philosophy developed by Ayn Rand that holds that sacrifice for others is not ethical because the pursuit of individual happiness is the real basis for morality. For example, Rand argues that not all selfishness is immoral; selfishness in the name of individual survival is good. The following is an excerpt from her 1964 book The Virtue of Selfishness.

Observe the indecency of what passes for moral judgments today. An industrialist who produces a fortune, and a gangster who robs a bank are regarded as equally immoral, since they both sought wealth for their own “selfish” benefit. A young man who gives up his career in order to support his parents and never rises beyond the rank of grocery clerk is regarded as morally superior to the young man who endures an excruciating struggle and achieves his personal ambition…. Yet … there is a fundamental moral difference between a man who sees his self-interest in production and a man who sees it in robbery. The evil of a robber does not lie in the fact that he pursues his own interests, but in what he regards as to his own interest; not in the fact that he pursues his values, but in what he chose to value; not in the fact that he wants to live, but in the fact that he wants to live on a subhuman level…. [T]he exact meaning and dictionary definition of the word “selfishness” is: concern with one’s own interests. This concept does not include a moral evaluation; it does not tell us whether concern with one’s own interests is good or evil; nor does it tell us what constitutes man’s actual interests. It is the task of ethics to answer such questions.

Source: Ayn Rand, “The Virtue of Selfishness: A New Concept of Egoism,” Oregon State University, http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/phl201/modules/texts/text%201/rand.html.
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Robinson, Jo Ann Gibson (1912–1992)

Jo Ann Gibson Robinson was the driving force behind the Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955–1956). While names such as Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. have become iconic in the civil rights movement, Robinson worked behind the scenes to organize African American residents in Montgomery to resist segregation on city buses. The boycott served as a model for the direct-action campaigns (sit-ins) in the 1960s. Its effectiveness derived in part from largely unknown grassroots organizers such as Robinson.

Born on April 17, 1912, in Culloden, Georgia, 25 miles from Macon, Jo Ann Gibson was the youngest of 12 children. Her parents, Owen Boston and Dollie Webb Gibson, owned a prosperous farm. After Owens’s death when Robinson was six years old, Dollie found it difficult to operate the farm, so she sold it and moved the family to Macon. Robinson graduated from high school in Macon as valedictorian of her class. She attended Fort Valley State College and earned her undergraduate degree. After graduating, she began teaching in Macon’s public schools and was briefly married to Wilbur Robinson. After teaching for five years in Macon, Robinson moved to Atlanta, where she earned her MA degree in English at Atlanta University. She taught briefly at Mary Allen College in Texas but left in 1949 when she received a better offer from Alabama State College in Montgomery.

Robinson thrived in Montgomery and at Alabama State. She became an active member of the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church and joined the Women’s Political Council (WPC), an African American professional women’s civic group. At the end of her first semester at Alabama State in 1949, Robinson boarded a near-empty public bus and took a seat in the fifth row. The driver rudely and loudly ordered her to get out of the seat. Shocked and humiliated, she left the bus. Her experience that day was a defining moment in Robinson’s life.

The next year, 1950, Robinson became president of the WPC. As WPC president, she focused on improving the treatment of African Americans on city buses. Along with other WPC members, she met several times with William A. Gayle, the mayor of Montgomery. The mayor was responsive to many of the WPC’s requests, including stopping at every corner in African American neighborhoods. However, the mayor drew the line at integrated seating or allowing blacks to enter the bus at the front (African Americans had to pay their fare at the front door of the bus and then enter through the rear door). The WPC was not asking for full integrated seating. Instead, its suggestion was that white passengers sit from the front to back and black passengers sit from back to front until all seats were taken. On May 21, 1954, Robinson, in her capacity as WPC president, sent a letter to Mayor Gayle pointing out that three-fourths of the passengers on the buses were African American; therefore, the bus system could not afford to operate without their patronage. Furthermore, some blacks had already arranged for rides with neighbors and friends to avoid riding the bus and being humiliated by the drivers. She also warned him of conversations about a citywide boycott.

On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a city bus. That evening E. D. Nixon, president of the local and state NAACP chapters, with the help of white attorney Clifford Durr, bailed Parks out of jail. Parks’s arrest galvanized African American community leaders, including Robinson, who put together a flyer promoting a citywide bus boycott scheduled for Monday, December 5. Robinson mimeographed (copied) 35,000 copies of the flyer and with two Alabama State students distributed them door-to-door on Friday, December 2. Along with the boycott, the flyer announced a public meeting to be held Monday at 7:00 p.m. at the Holt Street Baptist Church. Montgomery’s newest minister, Martin Luther King Jr., would address those attending.

On December 5 Parks was tried, found guilty, and fined $10 plus $4 in court costs. That morning, city buses that normally would be crowded with African Americans going to work were nearly empty. People with vehicles gave rides to friends, black taxis reduced their fares, and whites picked up their employees to take them to work. Others walked to work and school. The boycott was remarkably successful because so many African Americans participated, presenting a united front to city administration.

On the afternoon of December 5, local leaders met at the Mt. Zion AME Church and established the Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA). Martin Luther King Jr. was selected as spokesman of the group. Robinson served on the MIA’s board. However, she carefully avoided the public eye to protect her position at Alabama State. With Parks’s conviction and the successful one-day boycott, the MIA called for the boycott to continue until the city desegregated the buses. The Montgomery Bus Boycott lasted 381 days. It did not end until the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Browder v. Gayle declaring bus segregation unconstitutional.

In 1960, Alabama State students began participating in sit-ins. In a show of support, Robinson and other faculty resigned their positions. Robinson taught at Grambling College for a year, then moved to Los Angeles and taught in the public school system. She retired in 1976. As a retiree, Robinson led a full life and was active in many civic and social groups such as the League of Women Voters and the Black Women’s Alliance. The University of Tennessee Press published her memoir, The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It, in 1987. Robinson died on August 29, 1992.

Wanda Little Fenimore
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Rosenberg, Ethel (1915–1953)

The U.S. government executed Ethel Rosenberg and her husband Julius for treason and espionage in 1953. The execution remains controversial, both because other spies were not executed and because the evidence against the Rosenbergs was imperfect.

Ethel Rosenberg was born into a poor Jewish household as an only daughter with three brothers. After completing high school at the age of 15 she found work as a clerk for a shipping company, where she became politically and socially involved. It was here that she was exposed to communist ideals. After four years of working, she was fired for organizing a strike of 150 women workers. She worked at a theater for a time and entertained at public demonstrations supporting unions and antifascist forces in the Spanish Civil War. While getting ready to sing for a Seaman’s Union benefit, she met Julius Rosenberg. The two married in 1939.

Julius and Ethel Rosenberg lived in New York City and had two children, Michael and Robert. As did many other Jewish people at the time, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg belonged to the American Communist Party. Almost immediately after World War II ended the United States engaged in the Korean War in 1950 and the Cold War in 1947, popularizing Red Scare propaganda that held that communists had infiltrated the government and were dangerous to American democracy. That ideology has since been discounted.

In 1950, captured Soviet spy Harry Gold named David Greenglass, Ethel Rosenberg’s brother, as an accomplice in stealing atomic bomb secrets. Upon his arrest, Greenglass named Julius Rosenberg as a fellow spy but initially denied his sister’s involvement. In July 1950, Julius Rosenberg was arrested. To the dismay of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Julius neither confessed nor gave any names. In an attempt to inspire him to name others involved in espionage, the FBI arrested Ethel Rosenberg in August 1950.

Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were each charged with espionage under the Espionage Act of 1917 but steadfastly maintained their innocence. Five months after the arrest of Ethel Rosenberg, the FBI brought Greenglass in for another interview and threatened to arrest his wife. Greenglass then said that Ethel Rosenberg knew about her husband’s espionage ring and participated by writing reports for the organization.

Historians believe that the FBI threatened Greenglass so he would give them information to prosecute the Rosenbergs. In an attempt to coax the names of other communist spies from the Rosenbergs, the FBI threatened Julius with the death penalty and Ethel with 25 to 30 years in prison. The Rosenbergs neither confessed nor gave additional names. In March 1951, the couple went to trial before Judge Irving Kaufman. Greenglass served as the primary witness. For his cooperation, the judge gave Greenglass 15 years in prison, a light punishment for espionage, and gave the uncooperative Rosenbergs the death penalty, saying that they were to blame for communist aggression in Korea. The executions were to be carried out in May 1951 at Sing Sing prison by electric chair.

The couple appealed their conviction and sentence. In the midst of the Red Scare the majority of Americans thought that the Rosenbergs should be executed, but worldwide activists continued to protest. Jean-Paul Sartre called the trial a “legal lynching” meant to appease the fear whipped up by anticommunist propaganda. The press in Romania and Hungary protested the penalty, declaring it anti-Semitic. Protests demanding clemency for the couple sprang up throughout Europe. Countries as diverse as Switzerland, Guatemala, and Libya sent pleas to the president regarding the Rosenberg case. Pope Pius XII publicly condemned the execution. Influential artists such as Pablo Picasso and Louis Mittelberg created pieces in 1952 and 1953 protesting the executions. Playwright Arthur Miller wrote to President Dwight Eisenhower warning him that going through with the execution would undermine the reputation of the United States for humane justice and tarnish international perceptions of the country.

The government’s all-or-nothing mentality in the Rosenberg case was meant to strike fear through all communists while demonizing American communists (in violation of constitutional guaranteed freedoms). Allen Dulles, head of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), forwarded an anonymous memo from the CIA Psychological Warfare Department to the FBI suggesting the Rosenbergs’ sentence be reduced if they agreed to plead to all Jewish people internationally to abandon their communist ideals and support the destruction of the movement.

The U.S. Supreme Court denied a stay of execution on June 19, 1953, and the executions of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg took place that evening. Ethel Rosenberg had to be shocked three times before her heart quit beating.

In 1953 before Ethel Rosenberg’s execution, the Committee to Secure Justice for the Rosenbergs released an edited collection of the Rosenbergs’ prison correspondence to inspire sympathy and raise money for the couple’s defense and children. After the execution, the organization released a second edition of the letters to showcase the Rosenbergs’ strength and focus throughout the process. The editors noted Ethel Rosenberg’s dignity and intelligence. The collection may have helped American liberals and progressives limit, if not end, the Republican-led communist witch hunts.

Shortly before Julius Rosenberg’s execution, the FBI put together a 13-page list of questions they would ask him if he were to confess at the last minute. The ninth question on the list asked “Was your wife cognizant of your activities?”—suggesting that they were never sure of her involvement in spying and passing state secrets about atomic bombs. The case against the Rosenbergs came about at the height of Red Scare propaganda and McCarthyism. To some, the execution of Ethel Rosenberg was justice; to others, it was the result of communist hysteria and a nationwide witch hunt. Meant to serve as an example during political warfare, Ethel Rosenberg can be considered a martyr to political fanaticism and anti-Semitism in postwar America.

Adrienne Harwell

See also Vol. 2, Sec. 2: Bowser, Mary; Cushman, Pauline; Greenhow, Rose; Van Lew, Elizabeth

Further Reading

Philipson, Ilene J. 1992. Ethel Rosenberg: Beyond the Myths. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Roberts, Sam. 2014. The Brother: The Untold Story of the Rosenberg Case. New York: Simon and Schuster.


Ethel Rosenberg: Testimony from Her Treason Trial (1951)

Ethel Rosenberg, along with her husband Julius, was tried, convicted, and executed for treason and espionage (spying). Ethel was considered a spy in part because she had allegedly typed classified documents for her brother David Greenglass. Greenglass later confessed that he lied when he said that Ethel typed copies of the documents. The typist, according to Greenglass, was actually his wife. The following is some of Rosenberg’s testimony about the matter during her 1951 trial.

A. BLOCH: Did you at any time type any matters that may be called information concerning anything relating to our national defense?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: No, I did not.

COURT: Did you know anything about the charges that had been leveled against your husband by the Government in ’45?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Oh, you mean the time that the Government dismissed him?

COURT: Yes.

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Well, it was alleged that he was a member of the Communist Party.

COURT: And he was dismissed for that reason?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: I refuse to answer on the ground that this might be incriminating.

COURT: No, no, no. I say, the Government dismissed him for that reason? I am not asking you whether he was. I am asking you whether the Government gave that as a reason for his dismissal.

A. BLOCH: May I advise the witness to answer that question?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Well, they gave that as a reason, that is right.

COURT: Now, you typed the reply for him; is that right?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Yes.

COURT: And the reply which you typed denied that he was a Communist?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: I refuse to answer on the ground that this might be self-incriminating.

A. BLOCH: I advise you to answer.

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Yes.

Rosenberg testified that she never attempted to persuade Ruth Greenglass to ask her husband if he would be willing to steal secrets from Los Alamos. Judge Kaufman interrupted with questions.

COURT: Did you know that your brother was working on the atomic bomb project?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: No.

COURT: When did you find out about that for the first time?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Oh, when he came out of the Army.

COURT: You mean in 1946?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Yes.

COURT: Did you know that he was working on a secret project while he was in the Army?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Well, he told us that when he came in on furlough.

COURT: When?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: At my mother’s house.

COURT: In January 1945 or in November 1944?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: I don’t know the exact date of the furlough, but the first time.

A. BLOCH: May I ask you to keep your voice up, please?

ETHEL ROSENBERG: Yes, I am sorry….

Source: United States of America v. Julius Rosenberg, Ethel Rosenberg, Anatoli A. Yakovlev, David Greenglass, and Morton Sobell, U.S. District Court, Southern District of New York, C.134–245, March 6–April 6, 1951 (republished in 1952 in eight volumes).



Sage, Kay (1898–1963)

Kay Sage was an undeservedly obscure yet influential mid-20th-century American-born painter. Overshadowed by her fellow surrealist and husband Yves Tanguy’s more famous works, Sage’s surrealistic paintings are now judged to be standout examples of the school of surrealism in their own right as well as brilliantly expressive of a singular woman artist who ably communicated a wide array of complex emotions onto her canvas.

Katherine Lynn Sage, who in her adult life preferred “Kay,” was born on June 25, 1898, the second child of Anne and Henry Sage, a wealthy family in Albany, New York. The parents divorced when both children were very young. Henry Sage was a state senator, and while he remained in New York, Anne Sage left her older daughter with her husband and moved to Europe with Kay Sage, establishing a home in Rapallo, Italy. Sage spent her childhood shuttling between Europe and New York to be with her parents. She and her mother also traveled extensively, particularly throughout Italy and France, a factor that was undoubtedly influential in terms of her development as an artist.

Because of her peripatetic childhood, young Sage was in and out of an assortment of schools as a child, never spending more than three years in any one school; as a result, formal education held scant appeal for her. Nonetheless, Sage attended the Corcoran Art School in Washington, D.C., from 1919 to 1920, after which she moved back to Italy in June 1920 and began to study and paint seriously, becoming involved in the vibrant contemporary art scene that existed there at the time.

In 1924 or 1925 Sage married Italian prince Ranieri di San Faustino, with whom she shared a life of upper-class idleness for 10 years; she would later describe her time in that marriage as a “stagnant swamp.” Sage’s father died in 1934, and her sister, Anne, with whom she had become very close, died of tuberculosis in 1935. Perhaps these were motivating factors in the demise of Sage’s marriage. She left her husband in 1935 (she and her husband received a papal annulment from the pope several years later) and moved to Paris in 1937, where she began to immerse herself in the surrealist movement.

In Paris in 1938, Sage met and later married Yves Tanguy (1900–1955). Although Tanguy was married when they met, he and his wife were already separated. There are many anecdotal stories about Sage’s meeting with her future husband, among them that Tanguy and Surrealist leader Andre Breton saw her work at an exhibit and were so impressed that they sought her out.

Although Tanguy fell in love with Sage, Breton and the other Surrealists disliked her, perhaps with some reason. Although she was generous with her money, her fellow artists were jealous; she was also reputed to be haughty and remote. In fact, Breton disliked Sage so intensely that it put an end to his friendship with Tanguy permanently.

Despite her prickly relationships with the Surrealists, when Germany invaded Poland in 1939, Sage sailed back to the United States and arranged to help them immigrate to America and establish themselves via art exhibitions. Through her connections, Tanguy managed a month after he arrived to secure a show at the New York gallery of Pierre Matisse, Henri Matisse’s son. Sage also had a solo exhibit in the Matisse gallery in 1940, and Tanguy obtained his divorce that same year, after which he and Sage were married in Reno, Nevada. They settled in Woodbury, Connecticut, where they lived for the remainder of their lives.

As a married woman in Woodbury, Sage’s work as a Surrealist flourished despite her husband’s greater fame. Her work became famous for reflecting personal experience and taking inspiration from commonplace imagery. Singular and unique in their own right, her paintings deviated from her Surrealist contemporaries, who primarily used nonlinear abstract shapes. Sage took the opposite tack and painted with a draftsman-like architectural style.

In Sage’s works, figures of people and buildings wear drape-like coverings that suggest familiar but unidentifiable shapes, with some of these drapes giving the impression that there is a human being wrapped within their folds. These solitary figures create a sense of detachment and loneliness, which is illustrative of Sage’s own feelings of alienation. She also incorporated elements of metaphysicality in which her subjects surpass commonplace objects and enter a dimension of the surreal. An example of this is her painting titled I Saw Three Passages (1944), in which her drapery suggests a figure surrounded by a whimsical backdrop.

The generally accepted analysis of Sage’s intensely personal work is that it reflected her difficulties in being recognized as a painter in her own right. It has also been suggested that her work revealed marital turmoil, since the couple’s contemporaries reported that Tanguy frequently downplayed her talent and humiliated her. Still, Sage strove valiantly to be seen as apart and distinct from her loving but dysfunctional partnership with Tanguy. Sage’s rebellion against the so-called real surrealism, as defined by Andre Breton and other Surrealists of the time, is also apparent in her work.

In 1955 Tanguy died unexpectedly of a brain aneurism, and despite the reported conflict in their marriage, Sage was devastated. She also began to suffer from cataracts and depression, which caused her to stop painting.

In 1959, Sage attempted suicide by taking sleeping pills. In 1963, she succeeded in killing herself via a self-inflicted gunshot to the heart. Her suicide note explained that “The first painting by Yves that I saw, before I knew him, was called ‘I’m Waiting for You.’ I’ve come. Now he’s waiting for me again—I’m on my way.”

Deborah L. Daughetee
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Suburbia

Suburbia in the United States exists as both a geographical location and an imagined way of life. While representing economic success for largely middle-class white women, suburbs constricted social contacts for homemakers by isolating them in spread-out communities and single-family homes. The modern suburban community developed as a practical response to population growth and also a sociological project informed by ideologies of social class, gender, race, and community. Historically, suburbia has been defined as much by the activities, structures, and persons it excludes as by the individuals, institutions, and architecture of which it is composed.

For much of human history, agricultural and commercial patterns as well as the expensive and time-consuming nature of travel meant that the majority of people lived and worked in close proximity. In villages and cities, women and men worked side-by-side to manage the farm or family business; slaves, servants, and apprentices slept under the same roof as their masters; and the physical spaces for commerce were often adjacent to living quarters.

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, however, a number of changes in American society disrupted this pattern. Fears about contagion prompted the upper-middle classes to physically separate themselves from densely populated communities in favor of rural areas. Middle-class families with more modest incomes followed suit, though financial constraints required them to purchase land close enough to the city center that they could still conduct business. This migration of upper-middle- and middle-class families to the outer edge of the city began to reverse old associations of city-adjacent land with outsider populations, such as sex workers and itinerant laborers. The desirability of suburban land rose.

Industrialization further encouraged people who could afford it to separate their homes from the pollution, crowding, and noise associated with factory production. Technological innovation and investment in infrastructure such as railways and roads provided more efficient means to travel from home to work and back again, increasing the distance that a middle-class male worker could travel on a daily basis and pushing desirable residential real estate farther from the city center. And while men traveled into the city to work, wives and children stayed in the suburbs. By the mid-1900s a middle-class man was one who had the kind of profession that meant that he could afford a stay-at-home wife. Housewifery came to be viewed as the only respectable profession, albeit an unwaged profession, for middle-class suburban women.

In conjunction with industrialization and the separation of spaces for work and home life, the 19th century saw an increasing desire within the (white) middle class for other types of physical separation: the domestic sphere became designated feminine space and the world of commerce masculine, servants quarters separated domestic workers from their employers, and children were separated from adults. Historians have explored the ways in which the design of suburban neighborhoods and homes aided and abetted this stratification as well as formally and informally enforcing various types of exclusivity. Deed restrictions and community-wide covenants restricted who could buy property and so functioned to keep blacks and Jews out of certain neighborhoods and towns.

Suburbanization in the United States began in the mid-19th century with the subdivision of estates in urban adjacent communities with reliable modes of transit to the city center such as Brookline, Massachusetts, and Brooklyn, New York. The first deliberately planned suburb was Llewellyn Park, New Jersey, designed by Alexander Jackson Davis and Eugene Baumann in 1853. Landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted heavily influenced the creation of American suburbia, designing numerous communities during the latter half of the 19th century, from Riverside, Illinois (1868–1887), to Druid Hills, Georgia (1892–1905).

Rapid land subdivision and real estate speculation during the early 20th century, particularly in rapid-growth areas such as the San Fernando Valley outside of Los Angeles, was one of the factors that would lead to the financial collapse of 1929. The Great Depression left many people homeless and brought the construction of many middle-class suburban housing to a halt. It would take New Deal reforms, along with provisions in the G.I. Bill (1944), to pave the way for Americans in unprecedented numbers to purchase single-family homes in residential developments such as Levittown, New York (1947–1951).

Postwar marketing campaigns and Cold War narratives of heteronormative family life placed the ideal American family in suburbia. In this ideal, women stayed at home, did housework, and took care of children while men commuted to work, coming home to a clean house and a woman entirely devoted to his needs. Suburban life was never without critics. During the 1960s Betty Friedan, author of The Feminine Mystique, and others argued forcefully against the suburban ideal. Simultaneously, civil rights activists began pointing out how practices in the housing market discriminated against blacks. As white flight from the urban core hollowed out American cities, community organizers fought for housing justice, and feminist activists pushed back against postwar gender ideologies that constrained female choices. “Suburbia” became shorthand for white bourgeois conformity and gender oppression.

Into the 21st century, the suburban landscape remains a dominant and dynamic feature of American life. As metropolitan areas expand, car-dependent commuters travel greater and greater distances from home to work, sometimes from suburb to suburb rather than from suburb to city center. Many urban spaces have seen a reverse migration of the professional classes from the suburbs into city centers. This gentrification re-creates the city as a space of wealth and has turned suburbs into racialized, underresourced spaces. Coupled with concerns about environmental sustainability, this downwardly mobile trajectory of suburban economies raises new questions about the viability of suburbia in the 21st century.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook

See also Vol. 2, Sec. 1: Cult of True Womanhood; Separation of Spheres; Vol. 3, Sec. 2: New Deal; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: The Feminine Mystique; Friedan, Betty; King, Coretta Scott

Further Reading

Fishman, Robert. 1987. Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia. New York: Basic Books.

Fogelson, Robert. 2005. Bourgeois Nightmares: Suburbia, 1870–1930. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Hayden, Dolores. 2003. Building Suburbia: Green Fields and Urban Growth, 1820–2000. New York: Pantheon Books.

Taussig, Helen (1898–1986)

Dr. Helen Brooke Taussig gained international acclaim for codeveloping the first successful blue baby operation for babies whose congenital heart defects caused their skin to turn blue from lack of oxygen. A Johns Hopkins pediatrician for most of her life and a leader among women in American medicine, Taussig saved countless lives by devising a method to correct infants’ heart defects. In addition to founding the field of pediatric heart surgery, Taussig also played a major role in sounding the alarm regarding the use of thalidomide, a drug used by expectant mothers that caused birth defects in their children.

Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1898, Taussig was the youngest of four children who had the good fortune to come into a family that valued education highly. Her father, Frank W. Taussig, was an economist and professor at Harvard University who advised President Woodrow Wilson. Her mother, Edith Guild, had attended Radcliffe College. The family frequently socialized with the president and his wife, Edith Wilson.

Possibly the most influential factor in Taussig’s drive to become a doctor was her mother’s death from tuberculosis when Taussig was 11 years old. Taussig would overcome great odds to achieve her goal. Not only was she born a sickly child, but she also suffered from dyslexia; she later credited her father for helping her overcome this reading impairment. She did, however, always struggle with reading.

[image: Lamphier]

Physician Helen Taussig founded the field of pediatric cardiology. She also played an important role in outlawing thalidomide, a drug prescribed to pregnant women for morning sickness that caused severe fetal birth defects. (Library of Congress)

Taussig had an additional challenge that she later managed to parlay into a brilliant diagnostic tool; because she had lost her hearing thanks to childhood whooping cough, Taussig had to rely on lip-reading and hearing aids throughout the entire course of her career. Interestingly, her hearing impairment, rather than being a detriment, was actually considered a factor that contributed greatly to her success, thanks to her ability to differentiate between healthy and unhealthy heartbeats by touch.

Despite her many physical impediments, Taussig was an extraordinary student at her mother’s alma mater, Radcliffe, where she spent her first two years of undergraduate study. She also became an excellent tennis player before transferring to the University of California at Berkeley, from which she graduated Phi Beta Kappa with an applied baccalaureate degree in 1921. From there she went on to Harvard, whose policy at the time prevented her from entering its then all-male medical school, although she was allowed to study histology on a noncredit basis. Taussig then went to Boston University, ultimately earning her medical degree from Johns Hopkins University’s School of Medicine in 1927.

Taussig served the first year of her internship at Johns Hopkins in the cardiology department, then two years interning in pediatrics. In 1930 she was put in charge of a heart clinic, where she began her research into heart defects. She was one of the first to use a system called fluoroscopy, then a relatively new X-ray technique.

Taussig soon zeroed in on a congenital heart condition called anoxemia, or blue baby syndrome. She used fluoroscopy to demonstrate that the infants who were afflicted with the condition suffered from leaky septums (the membrane that divides the heart’s various compartments) and undersized arteries leading from the heart to the lungs. By applying the fluoroscopy method to examine sick babies’ hearts, Taussig discovered links between abnormal hearts and birth defects, making the connection that a key component of infant mortality was that the ductus arteriosus, a blood vessel, closed at an inappropriate time.

At the same time, a heart surgeon in Boston, Dr. Robert Gross, had already created a surgical method to close the offending blood vessel when it stayed open unnecessarily in other situations; he suggested to Taussig that it might be feasible to construct such a method to create the missing blood vessel for blue babies.

In 1941 Taussig, inspired by Gross’s insight, suggested the idea of the ductus operation to two coworkers at Hopkins—Alfred Blalock, a surgeon, and Vivien Thomas, a surgical technician. Taussig and Blalock experimented on dogs to perfect the operation, finally performing the operation on a one-year-old girl in 1944; the child survived for nine months after the operation. In 1945, Taussig and Blalock issued a report to the Journal of the American Medical Association, and their operation was soon being used worldwide.

Of perhaps equal importance to her contribution to the field of heart surgery was the connection that Taussig made after a 1962 tour through Europe. She found that an antinausea drug called thalidomide that was given to expectant mothers corresponded to disfiguring birth defects involving malformation of the limbs (phocomelia). Upon her return to the United States, Taussig sounded the alarm. Officials took her warnings seriously, and doctors stopped prescribing the drug.

In 1945 Taussig was awarded the Lasker Award for her blue baby operation, and in 1959 she was awarded a full professorship at Johns Hopkins—one of the very first women in Johns Hopkins’s history to earn that distinction. She was elected president of the American Heart Association in 1965. She was also a recipient of the highest award given by the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, one of the first women to receive this honor.

Taussig remained at the Johns Hopkins Hospital until her retirement in 1963, not surprisingly working in the Children’s Heart Clinic.

On May 20, 1986, Taussig was in a car accident near her home in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, and died an hour later at Chester County Hospital. She was 87 years old. In keeping with her lifelong dedication to humanity and science, she donated her body to Johns Hopkins. Taussig never married and had no children.
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Waring, Elizabeth Avery (1895–1968)

Elizabeth Avery Waring resisted, challenged, and denounced the racial status quo in the southern United States at the height of the Jim Crow era. A privileged and wealthy white woman, Waring seemed an unlikely proponent of civil rights and social equality for African Americans. Instead of working within the accepted arenas of women’s clubs or church groups, she delivered an explosive speech to the black YWCA in Charleston, South Carolina, on January 16, 1950. In response to the speech, white supremacists denounced her as a race traitor, manipulative wife, and vengeful outsider.

A direct descendant of John Alden, a Mayflower passenger, Elizabeth Avery was born on August 30, 1895, in Detroit, Michigan. Her parents were wealthy, and while growing up she attended private schools. Waring made debuts in Detroit and Chicago and married three times. She and her first husband, Wilson W. Mills, had three children: William (1917–1944), David (1918–2006), and Ann (b. 1921). After 20 years of marriage, Waring divorced Wilson to marry Henry Hoffman, a wealthy retired textile manufacturer and antiques collector. The couple stopped over in Charleston on their frequent trips to Florida. It was there that she met Judge J. Waties Waring. Judge Waring and his first wife of 30 years, Miss Annie, were frequent bridge partners with the Hoffmans. Waties and Elizabeth fell in love and divorced their respective spouses. Barely a week after their divorces were final, they married on June 30, 1945, and moved into the house where Waring had lived with Miss Annie. Charleston society nicknamed Elizabeth Waring the “Witch of Meeting Street” because they resented his marrying a twice-divorced Yankee. Elite white society ostracized the Warings.

With a nonexistent social life in Charleston, Waring often traveled with her husband when he presided over trials in other cities. One of the trials she observed was U.S. v. Lynwood Shull on November 5, 1946. Shull, the sheriff of Batesburg, South Carolina, was charged with assaulting African American veteran Isaac Woodard. The attack permanently blinded Woodard and received national media attention. The all-white jury acquitted Shull, but at the trial Waring heard firsthand testimony of racially motivated violence. Judge Waring called the Shull trial his wife’s baptism in racial prejudice. After the trial, she determined that second-class citizenship for African Americans directly contradicted American democratic principles. With her speech to the black YWCA in Charleston, she set out to galvanize the public to pressure the federal government to intervene and protect African Americans’ civil rights as U.S. citizens.

In the speech, Waring called “Whites down here” a “sick, confused, and decadent people.” She continued by saying that like all decadent people, southern whites are “full of complacency, introverted, morally weak, and low.” With the speech, she attacked the foundation of Jim Crow: moral, intellectual, physical, and cultural superiority of whites. Her denunciation of whites’ so-called superiority provoked a virulent response and attracted national media attention. Because of the publicity, Waring garnered an appearance on the nationally televised Meet the Press. She outraged whites further when she declared on the show that blacks and whites should be allowed to marry whoever they like, regardless of race. With her public declaration, she committed the worst transgression: mocking the inviolable taboo against sex between the races. Segregationists’ response to the speech and Meet the Press was emotional, sexualized, and menacing. Waring and her husband received harassing phone calls and threatening letters. The South Carolina legislature resolved to buy the couple a one-way ticket out of the state. The Ku Klux Klan burned a cross on their front lawn. A petition circulated throughout the state demanding Judge Waring’s impeachment.

Judge Waring retained his seat on the bench, and his wife kept speaking out publicly against segregation. When Judge Waring retired in 1952, the couple moved to New York City. Elizabeth Waring’s health began to deteriorate in 1959. As a result, she rarely left her Fifth Avenue apartment but continued to correspond regularly with her friends. She died on October 30, 1968, and is buried next to Judge Waring at Magnolia Cemetery in Charleston. Only nine people attended her funeral. Elizabeth Waring’s daring and brave stand on racial equality, particularly in the face of her comfortable social position, stands as a model for social justice.
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Wicca (1954–)

Wicca is the name of a religion or spiritual practice based on the premise that the natural world is possessed of magical powers that are influenced by both male and female deities. In general, followers of the Wiccan religion practice ritual observance of season and life cycles and have great reverence for their deities, whom they identify as the Earth Goddess, her consort the Horned God, and Earth itself. They also adhere to the Wiccan Rede (statement presenting Wicca’s key moral system), which forbids them to harm either themselves or other people except in self-defense. Wiccans usually practice their religion solitarily or in small gatherings—sometimes referred to as covens—often developing their own beliefs, rituals, and other practices, as opposed to gathering in larger groups to practice their faith in a more formalized fashion, as members of more centralized mainstream religions tend to do. Unlike the vast majority of mainstream religions and spiritual practices, Wicca allows women to participate equally, and perhaps as a consequence, it tends to attract many more female than male adherents.

Because of the generally held assumption that its roots are in witchcraft, or the alternate theory that it evolved in an underground fashion from a Stone Age religion, those who take an interest in the Wiccan faith are often surprised to learn that rather than being centuries old, it was actually founded in 1954 by a retired civil servant named Gerald Gardner (1884–1964), whose interest in folklore, anthropology, Freemasons, and the occult reached its apex after working in Malaysia. Upon his retirement in 1936, Gardner returned to London, England, where he had the time to pursue his interests more fully.

Gardner was initially interested in a religious tradition called Rosicrucianism, which he investigated before he became disillusioned with what he deemed its practitioners’ excessively superstitious beliefs. Rosicrucianism is a secret society founded in Germany in the late medieval period by Christian Rosenkreuz (1378–1484). Its philosophy is based on the premise that while the mysteries of the ancient past are concealed from the average person, a Rosicrucian, once initiated, will gain insight into the nature of both the surrounding physical and the spiritual realms.

Despite his rejection of Rosicrucianism, Gardner did meet some individuals within this group who inspired him to create the Wiccan practice after they took him to a large wealthy home, where he was put through an initiation ceremony in which he heard the word “Wica,” which he recognized as an old English word for “witch.” Because he was already acquainted with so-called witch-cult theory put forth by anthropologist Margaret Murray (1863–1963), which posited that rather than being Satanists, historical witches were actually pagans who had gone underground, Gardner believed as a result of his initiation experience that he had located either one of the last remaining covens of this proposed ancient pre-Christian witch-cult religion or even the very last. Later, though, mainstream scholars generally rejected the theory that such a witch cult ever existed, let alone that any survived into the 20th century. This contested and mysterious group, which Gardner referred to as the New Forest coven, probably came into being in the 1930s, although evidence that it even existed at all remains obscure.

Regardless of the practice’s contested origins and contrary to the common and erroneous assumption that Wiccans are modern-day witches who practice evil, or black magic, Wiccans draw their inspiration from the pre-Christian pagans whose beliefs pre-predated the major monotheistic (meaning “one god”) religions. In fact, the Latin root of the word “pagan” simply means “country-dweller.”

Like modern-day pagans, Wiccans draw a direct connection to the ancient Celtic traditions that were thought to be more connected to and engaged with the natural world and its forces than more modern religions. As such, perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Wicca is less a religion than a gathering of people who share a spiritual interest in nature and natural phenomena, especially since Wiccans have no written creed to adhere to or buildings in which to worship and thus practice their rituals in outdoor places known for their natural beauty.

Because Wiccans are so individualistic, it is very difficult to make an all-inclusive summation of the Wiccan faith, but in general most Wiccans perform rituals associated with the seasons, solstices, and equinoxes, and their symbols are based on the connections of human beings to nature. Wiccans celebrate a summer fertility rite known as Beltane, respect both female and male nature gods, and sometimes ask for blessings from north, south, east, and west. Their practices include singing, dancing, and chanting, and candles and incense are often used in their ceremonies, as are herbs and talismans. Wiccans often favor natural herbs as opposed to traditional medicines.

The Wiccan religion and its practitioners are often greatly distrusted and misunderstood, with those who hold the religion in suspicion wrongly conflating Wiccans with the clichéd images we hold of traditional witches. As such, it should be clarified that Wiccans do not cast evil spells, sacrifice animals, or worship the devil, and male Wiccans do not call themselves warlocks. In fact, members of either sex call themselves either Wiccas or witches.

While it would appear that no single set of practices or beliefs defines a Wiccan, there does seem to be a consensus that many believe in the aforementioned Wicca rede, reincarnation, karma (the belief that one’s actions, whether positive or negative, result in a kind of cosmic future payback), and a belief in magick—notably spelled with a “k” to distinguish it from a magician’s or witches’ magic—suggesting that each individual possesses the power to influence her or his own reality and that this so-called magick is merely part of the natural machinery of the universe.
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Wise, Brownie (1913–1992)

Brownie Wise made her mark on history by developing new methods of marketing and selling products and motivating sales teams at a time when women working for wages were practically unheard of. She was the first woman to be featured on the cover of Business Week, thanks to the innovative at-home sales model she created for Tupperware Home Parties, which many other companies, including Avon and Mary Kay Cosmetics, use today.

Brownie Mae Humphrey was born in 1913 in Buford, Georgia, and her working parents divorced when she was young. Because her mother’s job as an organizer for a hatmakers’ union required her to travel, Wise spent much of her childhood in Atlanta, Georgia, with an aunt.

Wise’s leadership abilities became evident at the age of 14 when she began giving speeches to the union members her mother had been sent to meet. She left school in eighth grade to accompany her mother on business trips. At the age of 18, Wise attended a YMCA camp for career-minded girls in hopes of becoming a writer or an illustrator.

Wise’s artistic ambitions were rewarded in Dallas, Texas, in 1936 when she won a contest to paint a mural at the Texas Centennial. While there, she met Robert W. Wise, who had been sent to oversee the Ford Motor Company’s exhibit. The couple married in 1936 and relocated to Detroit, where their only child, Jerry Wise, was born in 1938.

Though Brownie Wise was home with her child, she did manage to realize her other ambition—to write professionally—by contributing to a Detroit News column in which submitters wrote about their lives under fancifully assumed pen names. The lovingly rendered details of Wise’s literary double, “Hibiscus,” bore no resemblance to Wise’s own life; sadly, what they did reveal was a woman whose idealized depictions of a loving husband and genteel childhood spent at her grandmother’s southern mansion provided an escape from the reality of her working-class origins and unhappy marriage to a violent alcoholic.

When the Wises divorced in 1942, Brownie worked two jobs—one as a saleswoman in a clothing shop, the other as a secretary. She also began selling Stanley Home Products, one of the originators of the so-called home party demonstrations, and Wise soon became a top seller.

In the late 1940s Tupperware, which was already being sold in department stores, appeared on Wise’s radar. Thinking that its need to be “burped” made it the perfect home demonstration product, Wise left Stanley to start her own company, Tupperware Patio Parties.

In 1948 Wise phoned Earl Tupper (1907–1983), Tupperware Products’ founder, and informed him of her company’s success selling Tupperware. Tupper, who had already attempted his own unsuccessful version of a home party division, soon joined forces with Wise, and in 1950 Wise, her son, and her mother left for Florida, where Tupper appointed Wise vice president. Based on Wise’s plan, Tupperware was withdrawn from retail stores in the early 1950s, and home selling became its primary market.

Wise then began empowering women in the home. The 1950s were a time when women were struggling to find a balance between work and family. So, Wise created Tupperware Home Parties Inc. and turned homemakers into entrepreneurs. At the lowest level were the dealers, who demonstrated and sold the product at home parties. Successful dealers were able to move up to managers, where they would oversee and train their own group of dealers.

In a time when women did not receive much recognition, Wise also developed a newsletter that celebrated top dealers. She held a yearly convention called the Jubilee where housewives could escape their domestic lives and celebrate their success, learn new sales techniques, and win extravagant prizes. All of this served to build not only women’s self-confidence but also their loyalty to Tupperware.

Tupperware’s meteoric success and the resultant attention the business world lavished on Brownie Wise soon wore thin on Earl Tupper. Despite the fact that he had originally been on board with his company’s extensive promotion by Wise, she received so much publicity that Tupper became jealous, and Wise was fired without reason. She went on to start four more home party companies, but none of them were as successful. She died in Kissimmee, Florida, in 1992.
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

World War II presented great potential for radical change in the lives of American women and their participation in the labor force. Yet what is remarkable about the war is that it did not create permanent ideological change; instead, the return to peace brought back traditional notions about femininity and a woman’s place in American society. Women’s wartime experience did create simmering discontent among American women about postwar ideology and society, which found expression in the reemergence of feminism by the 1960s.

The stereotype of American women in the postwar years is one of domesticity and acquiescence; they were the mothers of the baby boom generation, forging family togetherness in their suburban homes. Government propaganda and popular culture reinforced traditional notions of femininity, instructing women to subordinate their interests to those of the returning male veterans. The context of the Cold War turned the home into a fortress against the threat of communism, giving women a central role in fashioning this buffer against internal and external threats.

While some women fit the stereotype, many did not. Not all women were white, married, middle-class, contented suburban wives; race and class status continued to play a major role in the lives of women across the United States. And not all women were domestic and acquiescent. Increasing numbers of women sought wage work, even if it was in traditionally female jobs. Women participated in social and political reform movements at both the local and national levels, often employing a revitalized notion of maternalist politics to justify their public demands. From trade union activism to the peace movement to the civil rights struggles, women brought their female issues and skills to the table, building the organizational groundwork for the national activism of the following decades. These women forged their own identities within the constraints of the conservatism of postwar America.

Gender Roles

Postwar expert opinions increasingly addressed the shifting place of American women in marriage, noting greater flexibility in gender roles than previously. Some experts, while still advocating complementary and traditional gender roles as “moral” and “natural,” condoned the blurring of the division between the sexes they observed. Others criticized the extreme specialization of complementarity in the prescribed marital and social roles as an added strain on the institution of marriage itself.

Regardless of these emerging views, traditional notions of gender dominated and permeated American popular culture. In advertising, educational films, and television shows, postwar Americans saw feminine stay-at-home moms cleaning, cooking, and taking care of children. The masculine dads worked outside the home each weekday, and on the weekends they performed their male-appropriate tasks mowing the lawn and barbequing in the backyard. A variety of experts supported female domesticity. In 1946 psychoanalyst Helen Deutsch wrote about female intuition as “God’s gift to feminine women.” The following year, Maria Farnham and Ferdinand Lundberg reaffirmed this notion, concluding that the notion of an independent woman was an “oxymoron,” as women were “naturally” dependent on men. They further equated feminism with mental illness, a neurotic response to natural male dominance.

Amid these celebrations of femininity and domesticity, women were finding it increasingly difficult to fit themselves into the prescribed roles and even more difficult to live up to them. Their individual desires had to take a backseat to the expectations of them as mothers and wives. An expression of this discontent was the alarming increase of alcoholism and use of tranquillizers among suburban women. Between 1955 and 1959, the use of tranquillizers jumped from practically none to 1.15 million pounds a year.

Marriage did not necessarily preclude women from other obligations and activities. Women’s workforce participation continued to expand in the 1950s, and many of these working women were married. Ironically, many women worked so they could enjoy the prosperous domesticity portrayed in the media. Working-class women had no choice: they worked out of necessity, while gendered expectations defined their duties as wives and mothers. The lives of women of color were additionally limited by discriminatory practices, even if they lived middle-class lives. Redlining and restrictive covenants kept them segregated from white neighborhoods not just in the South but also in many cities across the United States.

Critiques of gendered expectations were finding their way into the consciousness of American women. The French feminist Simone de Beauvoir published The Second Sex, a major work of feminist philosophy, in 1949; it appeared in the United States three years later. While the book had a limited audience here, it effectively alerted its readers to the second-class status of women. In 1953, Alfred Kinsey attacked the prevailing notions about womanhood and sexuality in Sexual Behavior in the Human Female. He portrayed women as highly sexual beings who engaged in premarital sex and a range of other sexual activities from masturbation to lesbianism—notions that in the public eye were not appropriate for “nice girls.”

Education

The war years had affirmed confidence in women’s abilities and stimulated plans for their continuing admission in institutions of higher education. Women’s colleges such as Vassar and Barnard increasingly offered classes in science, and coeducational institutions began to pay more attention to their female students. Even Harvard University opened its doors to women, admitting the first women as undergraduates in 1943. Two years later 12 women were admitted at the Harvard Medical School, and in the fall of 1950 a handful entered the Harvard Law School. Yet the return to domesticity reversed these trends. The medical field offers a striking example of this reversal. Whereas in 1940 12 percent of all medical school graduates were women, by the mid-1950s that number had dropped to only 5 percent. Similarly, there was a significant drop in female academic personnel, from 27.7 percent in 1940 to 24.5 percent in 1950 and down to 22 percent in 1960.

Women also suffered a setback in their access to higher education with the G.I. Bill, offering benefits for college attendance. A high point in the gender imbalance was reached in 1947 when male undergraduates outnumbered women 2.3 to 1. This trend soon reversed itself, although slowly at first; by 1960, there were 1.55 men for each female undergraduate. The dominance of the domestic ideal also had an impact on women’s graduation rates; while women continued to attend college, only 37 percent graduated. Unfortunately, college often became the tool for the “M.R.S. Degree”; in other words, women attended college to find a marriage partner, at which point they dropped out to pursue family life. Peer pressure and professors too often reinforced the expectation of marriage and domesticity for women undergraduates. A 1956 poll of Vassar undergraduates found that very few would consider continuing a career if it interfered with their family obligations.

Black women who attended college graduated at a higher rate than their white counterparts, even if their aggregate numbers remained small. They clearly realized that their wages were a necessary supplement to the low wages earned by their husbands. For black women, high school and college diplomas translated into a ticket out of white people’s kitchens and the fields. Also, by the end of the 1950s more black women than men earned college degrees. Of utmost significance for black school and college attendance was the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, providing a legal imperative for the integration of the nation’s schools to redress institutional racism and improve the educational outcomes of African American children and youths.

In the context of the Korean War, public conversations about women’s roles and education emphasized the notion of “womanpower” as an important element in the nation’s industry, in scientific research, in education, and in the social sciences. Especially significant in advancing this notion of womanpower was the National Manpower Council, a Columbia University study group operated by the Ford Foundation throughout the 1950s. The council’s 1957 report Womanpower surveyed the landscape for American workers and was especially notable in its serious consideration of women’s workforce participation and acknowledgment of the obstacles women faced in their dual role as mothers and workers. Another advocate of womanpower was the Commission on the Education of Women, established in 1953. While these groups legitimated especially married women’s workforce participation and encouraged their training and education, neither offered forceful proposals to combat discrimination.

The Soviet launching of Sputnik in 1957 created a new sense of urgency about educating students in science and mathematics. The following year Congress passed the National Defense Act, which encouraged the recruitment of more students in the fields of science and mathematics, including women. The act also provided funding for students who lacked the means to pursue an education in these fields. By 1962, 43.5 percent of American women were attending college. The majority of them still enrolled in programs dominated by women, such as education, English literature, and foreign languages. These concentrations can be classified as job driven rather than focusing on a career. But a growing number of women were entering fields such as science and business management.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

After World War II, the same media—now also including television—that had pushed women to work during the war stressed that a woman’s place was in the home. The end of the war brought immediate layoffs of female workers, and by the end of 1946 some 2 million American women had left the labor force. Yet by the early 1950s the number of women gainfully employed exceeded the highest wartime levels. As early as 1948, the labor force participation of married women was already at the highest levels of the war, and their employment continued to grow throughout the 1950s, regardless of prevailing notions about women’s domesticity. By 1960, 40 percent of women had full- or part-time jobs. That same year, 30 percent of married women were employed outside the home, and 40 percent of working women had school-age children.

The crucial issue then was not whether women would continue to work outside the home but rather which women would do so and on what terms. Unfortunately, women who worked for pay—whether out of their own choice or out of necessity—continued to do so in the traditionally female sectors of the economy, specifically in clerical and service jobs. These areas grew significantly amid the consumerism of the postwar years, and they also tended to pay low wages. A major reason for this failure to fully integrate women as equals in the workforce was, obviously, the return of domesticity. Additionally, labor unions continued to be sexist, manipulating the established seniority systems in favor of the returning veterans. The notion of men as family breadwinners contributed to both of these trends. Finally, management sex-typed jobs for the very same reason. So, while Rosie the Riveter had demonstrated that she could do the same job as her boyfriend Charlie, she was expected to return to her “feminine roots.”

External forces and internal needs shaped women’s workforce participation during the 1950s. In the first part of the decade, shortages in traditionally female professions—nursing, teaching, social work, stenography—led employment agencies to recruit single and married women to fill vacancies. Additionally, married women often pursued employment opportunities to help pay for their suburban lifestyle. Women with postsecondary education were also more likely to enter the workforce and could demand higher salaries than their counterparts with less education. Finally, many women worked simply because they derived personal fulfillment from it. Young single women in particular were finding that there was more to being a woman than marriage.

The Department of Labor responded to the labor shortages of the early 1950s by creating programs to train and educate women to fill professional positions; it even suggested training women for nontraditional jobs. At the same time, research by the Women’s Bureau demonstrated that women were increasingly dependent upon wages to support themselves and their families. Women’s organizations began calling for equal pay to ensure that women could survive on their wages. Legislation to that effect was brought before Congress several times in the 1950s with the support of organizations such as the League of Women Voters, the Consumer’s League, and several unions, but without success.

In the second half of the decade, 70 percent of all employed women were working in clerical positions, on factory assembly lines, or in the service industry. Fewer than 15 percent of women held employment in a professional capacity; the number of women in management was even lower, topping out at 6 percent. Part-time employment also increased from 19 percent in 1950 to 28 percent in 1960. Industries were segregated based on race, with white women dominating clerical, service, and sales positions. Among blue-collar workers, women found work in printing and industrial assembly and as delivery personnel and bus drivers. In the South, black women continued to depend on agricultural and domestic work and earned about half of a black man’s wages. Racial and gender discrimination also limited opportunities for women in urban regions, but white-collar jobs were opening up for younger women of color in sales and clerical work, although they still faced discrimination in hiring and wages. Black women’s labor force participation also exceeded that of their white counterparts, as their wages were necessary for family support.

Legal and Political Power

Domesticity did not preclude women’s engagement in the public world beyond their employment. While organized feminism remained weak, women’s participation in a variety of organizations to improve their lives and contribute to their communities laid the seeds of challenging prevailing notions of their roles in the family, in the workforce, and as active members of society and public life.

Working-class women’s struggles to maintain the gains of the war years formed a significant and visible aspect of activism. The United Packinghouse Workers of America exemplifies this female labor activism in the 1950s. The union had embraced egalitarianism toward African Americans and women in the 1930s and 1940s but failed to support them during the layoffs following the war. In the 1950s the union’s national leadership became more sympathetic, largely because of the strong female membership, about 20 percent, in the union. The union addressed racial discrimination in the industry as well as issues of particular concern to women. Similarly, women in the United Auto Workers and the United Electrical Workers advocated not just for the basic rights to organize but for family-friendly policies, including maternity leave and child care. Equal pay policies constituted a major focus for all women activists. While women’s issues were finding their way to union politics, women found it easier to rise to leadership roles in fields dominated by female workers. Mexican women were particularly active in organizing women in the canneries of California and also became grassroots organizers in their communities.

Middle-class professional women also participated in a wide range of organizations, both civic and political. Some women were drawn to mixed-sex organizations such as the American Civil Liberties Union and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People; others focused their activities in female groups such as the League of Women Voters and the American Association of University Women. Many new members in the 1950s, however, moved away from an interest in women’s issues and focused more on civic concerns. The National Council of Negro Women also found it hard to attract young women because of its reputation as an organization for black professional women.

Moreover, married women who stayed in the home participated in a variety of social and political activities. They used motherhood as the pretext to join Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs) and organizations that involved them in civic activity. These experiences could become explicitly political, as evidenced in the emergence of conservative women as the crucial energy in the rise of the Orange County Republican Party in the late 1950s and early 1960s. These mostly young mothers participated in PTAs to oppose what they considered the proliferation of liberalism in the schools their children attended, leading to engagement in more widespread efforts to promote “patriotism” and, eventually, the campaign to get the Far Right candidate Republican Barry Goldwater on the ballot in California in the 1964 presidential election. On the liberal side, Women Strike for Peace grew out of women’s concerns for the future of their families and their opposition to the Cold War arms race and nuclear testing. These women portrayed themselves as mothers anxious to protect their children.

Local volunteerism and activism as well as the vote became an aspect of the Cold War as demonstrations of patriotism vis-à-vis the communist threat. Strengthening their political commitments, wrote Senator Margaret Chase Smith, could reverse a “socialist, dictatorial trend.” Margaret Hickey, past president of the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs, urged women to “make politics your business. Voting, office holding, raising your voice for new and better laws are just as important to your home and family as the evening meal or spring cleaning.” Yet others urged women to recognize their significance as a voting bloc.

The landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education effectively overturned the “separate but equal” principle in public education. Thurgood Marshall, later the first black justice of the Supreme Court, argued the case with only one female member on his team, Constance Baker Motley. Black women were much more likely to participate in the local struggles to desegregate schools and end Jim Crow discrimination. Scores of black women of all ages challenged segregation by sitting in at lunch counters across the segregated South, participating in peaceful marches for equality, joining the 1961 Freedom Riders, and many other instances of civil disobedience. While leadership fell in the hands of men, women were at the very center of the movement. As one movement participant later recalled, “We knew, if women supported it, the men would go along.” The civil rights movement is the most remarkable social movement of our time and served as the model for the other 1960s movements, also spawning the reemergence of the women’s liberation movement.

In 1961, the newly elected president John F. Kennedy established the President’s Commission on the Status of Women. Esther Peterson, assistant secretary of labor, director of the Women’s Bureau, and the highest-ranking woman in the Kennedy administration, wanted such a commission. It also had long been on the agenda of labor movement women, and other women’s organizations had been proposing a similar idea. Kennedy may also have regarded the commission as a practical way to pay off his political debts to the women who had supported his campaign but were bitterly disappointed with his dismal record of appointments of women to his administration. Then there was Eleanor Roosevelt, arguably the most respected woman in the country, who supported the idea. Roosevelt had only reluctantly supported Kennedy’s presidential candidacy; Kennedy won her over by appointing her as the chair of the commission. More important, however, it was the symbolism of the act that proved even more important. Roosevelt’s extraordinary political life formed the bridge between the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment and the revitalization of the feminist movement in the United States in the 1960s.

Immigration and Migration

Immigration remained relatively low following the war because the numerical limitations of the national origins system remained in place. One goal of new programs was to address the situation of individuals affected by conditions in postwar Europe. The Displaced Persons Act of 1948 and the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 allowed for admission of refugees displaced by the war; the Cold War crises resulted in additional programs serving the same purpose for refugees from communist countries.

Facilitating family reunification was another goal of postwar immigration policies. The War Brides Act of 1945 and the Fiancées Act of 1946 eased admission of the spouses and families of returning American soldiers. Both acts were gender neutral, granting male and female veterans the same privilege of sending for their family members. Since significantly fewer American women than men gained veteran status, most immigrants under these acts were women. The overwhelming majority came from Europe, specifically Great Britain and Germany. Approximately 5,700 Chinese women also entered under this legislation, comprising the largest Asian contingent, with significant long-term effects in the Chinese American community. Also noteworthy to Asian communities was the recodification and combining of all previous immigration and naturalization law into the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952. It removed all racial barriers to immigration and naturalization and granted the same preference to husbands as it did to wives of American citizens.

The internal migrations of the postwar years changed the face of America in significant ways. As white middle-class families took flight into the suburbs, the inner-city neighborhoods became home to people of color and low-income families. Between 1940 and 1970 approximately 5 million African Americans left the South, settling mostly in the urban areas of the North and the West. With the urbanization of the African American population and its spread all over the country, the “Negro problem” became a national one. At the same time, black urban communities across the country became centers of political and cultural activity.

World War II also profoundly affected the lives of Native Americans. The war years witnessed the first major exodus of Indian people from reservations to the nation’s urban centers. While many returned to their reservations, they found little opportunity amid the widespread poverty and unemployment and moved back to the city. In the 1950s the federal government encouraged this urbanization under its Relocation Program. Relocatees were promised housing, counseling, and guidance in finding a job as well as community and social resources. For many the promise was not realized, while others made the adjustment to urban life. This experience of urbanization fostered community-based activism, especially within the urban Native American community centers. They became a form of organized resistance to the alienation of relocation. Native American women specifically rose to leadership and thus empowered themselves and their communities to take action on their own behalf.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

The ideal woman of the 1950s was the white suburban housewife. This emphasis on marriage resulted partly from the war experience itself and the fact that women for the first time significantly outnumbered men. From the 1940s through the early 1960s, Americans married at a higher rate and a younger age than did their European counterparts. The average age at marriage fell to 20 for women and 22 for men; by 1951, one out of three women were married by the age of 19. When in the past marriage had signaled the end of youth, now youths embraced marriage, creating shifts in the institution itself.

Equality and sharing in marriage constituted the ideal, but it was superimposed on continuing notions about the complementary distinct gender roles. In this transitional marital pattern, couples struggled over power and decision making; the shift in gender roles began in this struggle over marital power. Sociologists at the time also pointed to evidence of increasing sexual equality in these youthful marriages as well as fading sexual differences. Observations by social scientists found their way into college curricula and courses in the form of “education for marriage” that, however, viewed equality relatively. Parents too embraced early marriage, increasing the pressures that young women and men felt to wed as soon as possible.

Yet another reason for early marriage came from social conventions that frowned upon premarital sex, while young people were eager to experience sexual intimacy. Marriage removed the stigma of premarital sex and pregnancy, especially important for young women. Family experts approved of early marriage for the same reason. Adding to the complex motivations to marry young was the desire to set up a household. The Cold War context emphasized the home, and marriage opened a legitimate door away from the home of origin.

The norms of dating also underwent a change. At the center of the new dating culture was a changed concept of going steady. While in the past it had signaled a couple’s deepening intentions, by the 1950s it was something teenagers did to demonstrate their commitment to each other, a pretend marriage that mimicked actual marriage with its own set of rules and customs. For instance, there had to be some visible token—such as a class ring or jacket—given to the one with whom you were going out. Additionally, going steady implied an exclusive relationship.

Divorce rates soared following the war, reaching a peak of 24 per 1,000 married women in 1946, and then plateaued at approximately 15 per 1,000 married women in the 1950s. Historians attribute the relatively low rates of divorce to the dominance of patriarchal values, the emphasis on the heterosexual married household as the norm, and the influence of religious values in 1950s America. At the same time, marriage counseling developed into an industry to help couples “happily adjust” to their marriage. The advice could be summed up in a sentence: it was the woman’s responsibility to foster a happy marriage. And when divorce occurred it was considered a personal failure, carrying a strong stigma.

Fertility and Fertility Control

The postwar years witnessed the birth of the largest generation of Americans in history, the so-called baby boom. Between 1946 and 1964, some 77 million babies were born in the United States. In 1957, the peak year of the baby boom, 4.3 million babies were born: 11,780.8 per day, 490.87 per hour, and 8.18 per minute. The average woman had 3.77 children in 1957, reversing the long-term trend of declining family size. Births generally compressed into the teens and 20s; the average mother had her last child by age 30. This meant that more than half of her life would be spent neither having nor caring for young children.

What makes the postwar demographic explosion even more remarkable is its pervasiveness across all groups in society. Furthermore, birthrates among college-educated women were only slightly lower than the average. However, there were significant regional and ethnic differences. Women of color and immigrant women tended to have more children than white native-born women. The same applied to rural women, who also continued having children past the age of 30. Another trend among African Americans was the increase in female-headed households and out-of-wedlock births.

While family values and children defined the postwar decades, it is important to note the increasing use of birth control. Women wanted to pace their children, others wanted to work outside the home, and still others to experience their sexuality without fear of repercussions. Millions of individual women thus engaged in what one historian has called “reproductive disobedience” to claim their right as to whether to be a mother and when to do so. Although the vast majority of doctors approved of birth control, anti–birth control laws remained on the books in 30 states, prohibiting or restricting the sale and advertisement of contraceptive devices. And in some states it was a crime for a couple to use contraception. Generally, urban women and white middle-class women tended to have better access to birth control as well as to the 200 or so Planned Parenthood clinics in the nation.

Abortion remained illegal. Additionally, a new backlash against abortion developed as part of the repression of political and personal deviance that defined the postwar decades. Yet the practice of abortion expanded in response to relentless demand. And it became increasingly divided by race and class, with poor women and women of color running the greatest risks with illegal abortions. The movement to decriminalize abortion also began in the mid-1950s out of the difficulties resulting from repression, and a handful of physicians began to challenge restrictive abortion laws, joined by the emerging women’s movement.

A major breakthrough in women’s reproductive rights came in 1960 when the contraceptive pill hit the market. In 1951 birth control advocate Margaret Sanger met Dr. Gregory Pincus, who told her that hormonal prevention of pregnancy was possible; Sanger’s longtime friend, philanthropist Katharine McCormick, provided the funding for the project. Women soon embraced “the pill,” and between 1960 and 1962 the number of new prescriptions increased tenfold. By 1962, 1.2 million American women were using oral contraceptives. While white women remained the largest consumers, women of all races and social groups utilized this new technology in growing numbers. From women’s perspective, the pill offered sexual freedom and the opportunity to limit family size.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

The baby boomers were born in the hospital setting, with efficient and controlled conditions for birth and reduced danger of death in childbirth. But by the 1950s, routine maternity care had become too rigid. The fear of infection led to such practices as shaving the mother’s pubic hair, administering enemas, prohibiting fathers and other visitors from entering the maternity area, keeping babies away from their mothers, and handling babies as little as possible. Bottle-feeding was considered more sanitary and superior to breast-feeding. In addition, mothers often remained drugged for hours or days after birth, leaving them unable to care for themselves or their babies. Essentially, control of childbirth had shifted from women to mostly male physicians.

In response to these hospital policies, women began to seek other ways to give birth with the help of a growing number of concerned and enlightened professionals. In the late 1950s, Ladies’ Home Journal also ran a series of articles about childbirth, revealing what it called “cruelty” in hospital maternity wards. The bottom line was to urge hospitals and physicians to change their policies, the beginning of the natural birth movement. There were also increasing calls encouraging men’s presence during labor and delivery to comfort the birthing women, cement the family bond, and more deeply involve fathers in their children’s lives.

Dr. Benjamin Spock, in his perennial best seller Baby and Child Care (1946), suggested that fathers might “occasionally” change a diaper, give the baby a bottle, or even “make the formula on Sunday.” But mostly, Spock provided further scientific fodder to the image of the ideal mother. His simple core message was revolutionary at the time: “Don’t be afraid to trust your own common sense.” Between this and his insistence that parents should show love and affection rather than constantly discipline their children, he challenged the conventional wisdom of child rearing.

In 1950, President Harry Truman called a White House Conference on Children and Youth to explore how to cultivate healthy and broadly conceived human development for “individual happiness and responsible citizenship.” While its idealistic and wide-ranging recommendations were not realized, the conference reflected growing federal efforts to address child well-being. The National School Lunch Act of 1946 provided permanent federal support to existing scattered efforts to feed needy schoolchildren. The establishment of a cabinet-level Department of Health, Education, and Welfare in 1953 consolidated a host of federal programs affecting child and adult well-being. In 1955 Congress enacted the Polio Vaccine Assistance Act, enabling federal grants to states for large-scale vaccination programs. The condition of children of single mothers, often previously avoided because of “moral” concerns, also rose to salience. For the first time, the federal government intervened to require states to cooperate in enforcement of child support orders, and policy makers also recognized that states were denying benefits to needy children because their mothers were unmarried or otherwise did not live in a morally “suitable home.”

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

The facade of the happy family masked harsh realities of trying to keep up appearances. In the postwar world of domestic violence, shame played a major role and kept the truth from coming out. Because of the lack of reporting, we will probably never know the extent of domestic abuse and sexual violence. Even though wife beating was illegal, the courts considered it a private matter, not a serious crime; public opinion agreed. Furthermore, women subjected to physical abuse had difficulty finding support. There were no shelters; the experts did not consider domestic violence and its effects in any serious way. For instance, the leading journal of American family sociology did not carry one single article about domestic violence between 1939 and 1969. And psychiatrists in the 1950s concluded that a battered wife was a “masochist who provoked her husband into beating her.” Similarly, when women reported incidents of sexual abuse to therapists, they were frequently told that they were “fantasizing” their unconscious desires.

In the segregated South, sexual intimidation and rape took on the added dimension of white supremacy. African American women who experienced abuse found little sympathy from law enforcement; in fact, the very men who were supposed to uphold the law often were the abusers. Importantly, black women had a history of speaking out about abuse, and it became a tool for organizing the civil rights movement in the 1950s. By speaking out, black women countered the stereotypes of white supremacy to justify exploitation. Additionally, their refusal to remain silent offered the opportunity to rally around the protection of black womanhood. Women’s testimonies thus became political acts that exposed the ironies of segregation, removed the humiliation of rape, and served as an important catalyst for mobilizing a mass movement.

Clothing and Fashion

The end of wartime rationing and the new emphasis on consumerism and excess brought about a fashion explosion in the 1950s. Dresses with flowing skirts in bright, colorful fabrics quickly replaced the utilitarian look of wartime clothes. Clothing became an important part of culture, fueled by advertising and the new medium of television. Fashion showcased a woman’s position in society more than ever before and also became a way to express both conformity to social norms and individual identity.

Five different types of outfits were marketed for women, each with a definite purpose. Fashion included clothing for housework or lounging around the home, outfits for running errands or conducting business, maternity wear, party clothing for social gatherings, and, finally, work uniforms for women who “had to” work outside the home. These different styles were meant to impress and please others, not to reflect the individuality of the women wearing them.

Most marketing was geared toward women as the main decision makers about household purchases, including clothing for their families. Women were sold on an idealized beauty standard with a thin waist, defined hips, and a shapely bust. Corsets, controllers, and bustier tops became standard; latex and nylon slimmers also found a growing market. Bras and bust paddings crowned the look. At the same time, the choice and variety of clothing in larger sizes and for older women started to decline. Around 1955 fashion gradually shifted, and instead of the full-hipped skirts popular during the first half of the decade, silhouettes became slimmer. Sheath dresses became more common, topped with a bolero jacket. The hourglass figure gave way to a more columnar shape. Instead of plaid and polka dots, styles featured more monochrome fabrics.

Another significant market that developed in the 1950s was the American youth market. As the economic boom coincided with the baby boom, teenage culture and consumerism became a major part of society. Teens received disposable income from parents and part-time jobs, and shopping became a major leisure-time activity. By the mid-1950s entire departments and catalog sections were devoted to teenagers and young adults, again mainly female. Girls wore poodle skirts, bobby sox, saddle shoes, and ponytails. It was also in the 1950s that school dances and proms became an important part of the teenage experience, creating yet another market niche to sell formal clothing to young adults and socialize them into “proper” gender roles.
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2. Second-Wave Feminism (1963–1989)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The 26 years beginning in 1963 were dynamic years in the history of America. This era in history saw some of the most effective, traumatic, and impactful social and political events and changes in American culture and society. Termed paradoxically “the decade of discontent” and “the decade of peace, love, and harmony,” with political and racial firsts, assassinations, war and civil disobedience, the 1960s shaped and led the way through to the progressive 1970s. Designated the “Me” decade by Tom Wolfe, America had its first official media-driven political scandal with the Watergate Scandal, a televised war with the conflict in Vietnam, and the first run at the presidency by a woman of color. Additionally, the 1970s introduced social equalizers such as the Equal Credit Opportunity Act and the U.S. Supreme Court ruling on unmarried people’s right to contraception as well as pop culture phenomena such as Saturday Night Live and Roots, a miniseries based on the book by Alex Haley that ran for eight consecutive nights on broadcast television. After all the upheaval and change of the preceding two decades, the 1980s came into prominence as the decade of Prozac, MTV, Reaganomics, the first female Supreme Court justice, and the debut of The Oprah Winfrey Show. The 1980s served as a time in American history in which conservatism and liberalism, both public and private, were prominently at odds in relation to the law and individual rights.

The 1960s was simultaneously known as both the decade of discontent and the decade of peace, love, and harmony. The major conflicts of the decade came in many forms. The discontent of this time frame manifested itself in protests for racial and gender equality, among other issues. Early in this era many traumatic and emotionally charged public events reverberated throughout the political and social landscape. Notably, in early 1963 George Wallace was sworn in as governor of Alabama, stating in his inaugural address “segregation now; segregation tomorrow; segregation forever!” Alongside this polarizing public stance on race, elsewhere in the nation women celebrated the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), which served as an integral text in the redefining of the woman’s place in the world and the household, as well as President John F. Kennedy’s signing of the Equal Pay Act of 1963. So, in addition to divisive and segregationist politics, stabilizing and long-lasting impediments to bias were also being implemented.

The assassination of President Kennedy in November 1963 was preceded by the September bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, where four young black girls were killed. The bombing signaled a moment in the struggle for human rights that catapulted the race for civil rights into overdrive and provided the necessary public sentiment to help carry the Civils Rights Act, which was signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson in 1964. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., recognized for his nonviolent approach to protests when he received the Nobel Peace Prize (1964), was assassinated in April 1968. During this tumultuous time the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) was also formed, which would in theory and fact help more women find a place in the workforce and receive a more equal education compared to their male counterparts.

Concurrently, students all across the nation came together in mass rebellion against the status quo in matters of race, sex, and standing administrative policies. After December 1964 when a student sit-in at Berkeley disrupted classes and led to over 700 arrests, Nathan Glazer in “Student Protest in the US” noted that “The repercussions of that event were felt throughout higher education in America: … The issues formed a confused medley; civil rights in one place, faculty hiring and promotion policies in another, student political activity in another, restrictions on male and female students visiting in each other’s rooms in another” (Glazer 1967, 601). Despite and because of these major proceedings in U.S. civil history, women, students, and racial minorities began to experience freedoms and legal protections previously unknown.

In addition to the new social consciousness manifesting in student uprisings, there was also support for civil injustice related to gender. The National Organization for Women (NOW) was established in 1966, focusing specifically on issues relevant to women and their problems. Additionally, the latter part of this decade saw laws prohibiting interracial marriage declared unconstitutional. Women were also given a greater voice in reproduction as laws that limited access to contraceptives to married couples were declared unconstitutional in Griswold v. Connecticut.

With equality, sex, and marriage prominent in the social milieu of American society, veins of the peace, love, and harmony created the free love (hippie) movement. Indeed, pop culture witnessed the first of its kind music festival when the Woodstock Music and Art Fair drew more than a reported 300,000 people, expressing the burgeoning freedoms of American culture. In the concluding part of this decade minorities across America felt the stimulus of these civil and social coups. Ronald Bayor notes that “African, Native, Asian, and Latino Americans entered into arenas of political and economic competition and struggles for cultural recognition with a heretofore unknown power and confidence. Together these groups remade understanding of American racial and ethnic relations” (Bayor 2003, 194).

The accelerated social consciousness and perceived freedoms of expression available to American citizens moved onto college campuses and lasted from the 1960s into the early 1970s, highlighted in history through a tragic local government response to a nonviolent protest at Kent State University in which four students were killed. This paradox of freedom and opposition extended across the nation as federally mandated busing to enforce integration in schools incited protests and violence. As James Patterson notes,

Tensions over issues of race and gender, sharp during the 1960s, also persisted at the time. Americans in 1974—and later—fought a host of “culture wars” over the legacies of that turbulent decade, one of the most divisive periods in modern American history. Earlier in the year, the black baseball star Henry “Hank” Aaron, beset by death threats as he approached Babe Ruth’s career home run record, felt obliged to hire an armed guard. In September, court-ordered busing to advance racial balance in Boston’s public schools ignited violent white resistance. (Patterson 2005, 3)

Although not without opposition, there were many remnants of the gains in civil liberties from the preceding decade at work into the 1970s.

The early part of the 1970s saw Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, make an unsuccessful bid for the Democratic nomination for president of the United States. Additionally, there was the wide-reaching Supreme Court ruling on Roe v. Wade (1973) in which abortions were, within limits, ruled legal. Considered a landmark decision, Roe v. Wade effectively diminished male control over the female body. This triumph for gender equality was countered later in the decade by the failure of the Equal Rights Amendment, which was not ratified by enough states to make it law.

The Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA) in 1974 promoted the availability of credit to all sound applicants without limitations of gender, race, or age, creating blocks in the stairway to individual autonomy and affording entrance into a level of independence and social status previously unattainable by single women and some minority groups.

Shortly afterward, the term the “Me” decade became popular. The ideology of self-advancement garnered a Times magazine cover. The “Me” decade tag offered a cultural critique of the 1970s, noting the dissipation of egalitarianism and the increasing awareness and influence of individualism and self-focus.

Media and public exposure further molded the 1970s. Aside from publicizing the Vietnam War and the Pentagon Papers, perhaps one of the most notable events was the public airing of the Watergate Scandal and the subsequent microscopic focus on President Richard Nixon. The break-in at the Watergate Hotel led to congressional hearings and the first resignation of a sitting president. The subsequent unconditional pardon by his successor Gerald Ford further divided the nation between those who thought the pardon began the healing process and those who thought it was an underhanded deal that allowed a criminal to go free.

In addition to the fallout from these political shenanigans, the nation witnessed the worst nuclear disaster of its time as one of the two nuclear reactors at the Three Mile Island nuclear plant failed. The plant released radioactive gases into the air and created uncertainty within the populace. The disaster sparked a public discussion over the future of nuclear energy use on American soil. Indeed, public and publicized displays of the foibles of the American government and corporations, at home and abroad, shaped the “Me” decade and its ideology of self-preservation.

The 1970s also produced the Oil Embargo (1973–1974), forever changing Americans’ views on a never-ending supply of fuel at minimal cost and effectively motivating the United States to explore and develop alternative energy sources. U.S. involvement in Vietnam officially ended in 1975, leaving the U.S. population divided in its views on military actions. The Women’s Army Corp was dissolved into the regular army in 1978, eliminating some barriers for female soldiers. The Iran Hostage Crisis ran from 1979 to January 1981 and illustrated to Americans that they were not invulnerable on the world stage. The nation had conflicting sentiments regarding the war and sexual and social freedoms based on political and civil victories and defeats. Added to this were the fears and triumphs of technology, which made the United States a nation of contradiction often at war with its own ideologies as it entered the next decade.

The year 1980 brought President Jimmy Carter’s decision to boycott the Summer Olympics and the election of Republican Ronald Reagan as president of the United States. To make a statement, the Iranian rebels finally released the hostages during Reagan’s inauguration ceremony, an event that would lead to the Iran-Contra Affair later in his presidency. Reagan’s election signaled a turning point in public policy that challenged the social and civil progress of the previous two decades. He opened his campaign in Philadelphia, Mississippi, the site of the murder of three civil rights activists in 1964, with the promise to focus on states’ rights once again. With the expanding media coverage of events, public and political, Reagan, an actor turned politician, became one of the most influential and televised leaders in American political history.

Reaganomics made massive cuts in taxes possible but worked based on substantial cuts in public spending on programs begun by Lyndon Johnson for his Great Society of the 1960s and 1970s. Antipoverty programs such as Medicaid, food stamps, and Aid to Families with Dependent Children diminished, and funding for rape crisis centers and domestic abuse shelters disappeared. Funding for the Environmental Protection Agency, begun by President Nixon, and the National Endowment of Arts, begun by President Johnson, also suffered.

While in 21st-century America Reagan is widely lionized as one of the nation’s greatest presidents, feminists consider him the most antiwoman president of the 20th century. Under Reagan equal employment laws were undermined, Roe v. Wade was almost perpetually under attack, and even birth control–based family planning faced serious setbacks. Sex discrimination suits, for example, increased 25 percent during the Reagan years, but the government organization that investigated and enforced discrimination laws had its budget cut in half. The successful appointment of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court, a man challenged publicly as a sexual harasser by former employee attorney Anita Hill, signaled to the nation’s women that the administration did not believe that sexual harassment was a legitimate problem.

In 1991, Pulitzer Prize–winning author Susan Faludi published Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women, which chronicled the difficulties that American women faced in the 1980s. In the book Faludi listed a number of myths of the 1980s and how they damaged gender-based equality. Part of the backlash included the notion that women’s equality had been won and that feminists needed to stop their agitation and move on to real issues. Propaganda campaigns suggested to women that working both outside the home at waged work and keeping up with housework and child care was hard on women, causing them to be overtired, overstressed, and depressed. The backlash solution was for women to quit their jobs and take up homemaking as their single employment. This campaign ignored the reality that many women worked for wages because their families needed the money and that many more women had to support themselves and children without the help of a husband. Moreover, the push to return women to the home did not allow women to freely chose how they would live their lives.

The American populace saw a renewed paranoia as fears of personal and public safety gained momentum and form. Several noteworthy events highlighted violence and violent leanings in American society. Late in 1980 famed Beatle John Lennon was shot and killed outside the Dakota, his apartment building in New York City. In 1982, accused mass murderer Wayne Williams went on trial for abducting and killing 2 men but stood accused of murdering over 20 young black males in the Atlanta area. In this same year an unknown person or persons tampered with Tylenol bottles on store and drugstore shelves in the Chicago area by adding cyanide, resulting in seven deaths and creating a nationwide panic. This quagmire of cultural confluence marked the 1980s as a time when the general populace approved of stringent measures in law enforcement and public policy that constrained some civil liberties. Correspondingly, the shooting of four young black men by Bernhard Goetz on the New York subway sparked spates of vigilantism throughout the nation, particularly after Goetz was acquitted on all but a few insignificant gun charges. After both the murder of John Lennon and the attempted assassination of President Reagan, Congress passed the 1986 Firearm Owners Protection Act.

Crack cocaine became a major social issue. In 1986 Time magazine declared the crack problem the issue of the year, and Newsweek proclaimed it the biggest story since Vietnam and Watergate. These social problems provided further impetus for stricter laws to protect individual rights of self-defense.

Despite Reagan’s dismal track record on women’s issues, women in the 1980s became prominent in areas previously blocked by gender bias and male dominance. States enacted laws affecting women’s domestic rights throughout the decade, strengthening rape, sexual harassment, and domestic abuse laws. In 1988, Congress amended the Victims of Violent Crimes Act to allow monetary awards to victims of domestic violence.

Some of the more publicized firsts in this time also had the widest and longest-reaching effects, deconstructing stereotypes of what women could and could not do. The United States saw its first female ambassador to the United Nations in Jeane Kirkpatrick, appointed by President Reagan. Reagan also nominated and Congress approved Sandra Day O’Connor as the first female judge on the Supreme Court. The space program launched its first female astronaut, Sally Ride, into space on the space shuttle Challenger’s virgin flight, proving women’s ability to handle the physical and mental challenges of space travel. Later in the decade the space program lost two female astronauts, Judith Resnik and Christa McAuliffe, when the Challenger exploded in January 1986 shortly after takeoff. Additional firsts included the first airing of The Oprah Winfrey Show, which was the first nationally syndicated daytime talk show hosted by an African American woman.

The 1980s saw some of the major civil victories of the 1960s expanded. The Civil Liberties Act of 1988 provided reparation to Japanese Americans interned during World War II. The 1970s saw historic rulings in women’s and feminist rights. In a unanimous decision in 1984, the Supreme Court ruled against sex discrimination in social organizations, stating that the Constitution does not protect sex discrimination by all-male private clubs. In 1987 President Reagan’s famous speech challenging the Soviets to tear down the Berlin Wall signaled, some would say, an end to the Cold War.

At home and abroad, the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s in the United States of America was a tumultuous time, with a plethora of clamoring American voices. Whether the voice came from a race or group denied basic human rights due to their color, gender, or age, a dissatisfied political conservative group, or citizenry seeking personal safety, there were concessions and triumphs politically and communally across the nation. Unsurprisingly, the public felt the need to medicate itself throughout the tumult, and the antidepressant Prozac became the largest-selling feel-good pill in the world. Overall, this time period was one of the most exciting, progressive, innovative, technologically challenging, and media-driven eras of the 20th century.

Denisa Chatman-Riley
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Abzug, Bella (1920–1998)

Flamboyant feminist leader Bella Abzug, or “Battling Bella,” served three terms in Congress, first representing New York City’s 19th District and then, after redistricting, the 20th District from 1971 to 1977. Although Abzug’s political career came to an end after an unsuccessful bid for a Senate seat, her efforts on behalf of countless liberal causes made her as famous as her penchant for hats.

[image: Lamphier]

The daughter of Russian-Jewish immigrants, Bella Abzug gained election to the House of Representatives in 1970 and cofounded the National Women’s Political Caucus in 1971. She often wore exotic hats in order to remind her constituents and fellow congressmen that “It’s what’s under the hat that counts!” (Library of Congress)

Abzug was born Bella Savitzky on July 24, 1920, in the Bronx in New York City. The second daughter of Jewish Russian immigrants, Emanuel, who ran the Live and Let Live Meat Market in Manhattan, and his wife, Esther, Abzug received her early education in the New York City public schools. She attended Hunter College, where she was the student body president. Graduating in 1942, she went on to the Columbia University Law School and was an editor of the Columbia Law Review. Abzug was admitted to the New York bar in 1947, and her early legal practice specialized in representing union workers. Over time she expanded her work with liberal causes, including antiwar activism with Women Strike for Peace, the largest female antiwar organization in the nation.

Abzug became active in New York City politics after she and her husband, Martin, whom she had married in 1944, relocated from Westchester, where they had raised their two daughters, to the city, moving into a townhouse in Greenwich Village. Abzug was a founder and member of the National and State New Democratic Coalition, and she was involved in the insurgent 1968 presidential campaign of Eugene McCarthy. Then in 1970 Abzug entered the electoral arena, winning the House seat for New York’s 19th District.

Abzug was known for her boisterous style and her ever-present hats, and her high-profile style was off-putting to some people. In an age that saw few women as publicly assertive as Abzug, she became a target for antifeminists. Indeed, a Nader study in 1972 said that her sponsorship of a measure usually cost it 20–30 votes. However, while in some areas she was a lightning rod, she could also be a devastatingly effective legislator. Her legal career offered a great background for her role as chair of the Subcommittee on Government Information and Individual Rights, where she was a coauthor of three major pieces of legislation: revisions to the Freedom of Information Act, the Government in the Sunshine Act, and the Right to Privacy Act. She also conducted hearings on the covert domestic intelligence gathering activities of both the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency, shining an important spotlight on those controversial activities. Ever the practical politician, as a member of the Committee on Public Works and Transportation she helped direct billions of dollars in economic development and transit aid to New York state.

In the aftermath of the redistricting necessitated by the 1970 census and New York’s loss of seats, Abzug was left without a district for the 1972 election. To the disappointment of party liberals, she chose William Fitts Ryan’s seat. Ryan defeated Abzug in an acrimonious contest, but shortly after the primary Ryan suddenly died. The county committee chose Abzug, but Ryan’s wife Priscilla ran against her. Although Abzug won the general election, the contest created a deep personal divide in the ranks of the state’s Democrats, a division that would come back to haunt Abzug when she sought to move to the U.S. Senate. In 1974 she was among the first congresspersons to support gay rights when she introduced the Equality Act of 1974, which prohibited discrimination based on sex, marital status, or sexual orientation.

In 1976 in a closely contested battle, Abzug lost the multicandidate primary to Daniel Patrick Moynihan by less than 1 percent. In 1977 she unsuccessfully ran for New York City mayor. She attempted to regain her seat in the House of Representatives in 1978, 1986, and 1992, but all of her bids were unsuccessful.

Nonetheless, not having an elective office did not stop Abzug’s activism. President Jimmy Carter appointed her chair of the National Commission on the Observance of the International Women’s Year, and she later was appointed cochair of the National Advisory Commission for Women. From 1993 to 1995 she served as chair of New York City’s Commission on the Status of Women. She was active in the United Nation’s Decade of Women conferences in Mexico City in 1975, Copenhagen in 1980, and Nairobi in 1985.

Abzug also authored The Gender Gap, an immensely influential book that described the voting gap between men and women in the 1980 election. Abzug contended, and statistics backed her up, that American women had different political values than American men and that those values made women far more likely to vote for Democrats than Republicans. She also argued that women had a responsibility to be active in politics, because so-called women’s issues were human rights and social justice issues.

In addition to her political efforts, Abzug was an advocate of equal rights and environmental justice. She was one of the founders of the Women’s Environmental and Development Organization (WEDO). Today WEDO works internationally on issues of gender inequality, economic development, and sustainability projects, working closely with the United Nations to achieve those goals.

Toward the end of her life Abzug faced a series of personal health challenges, including breast cancer. She used her health problems to raise public awareness about breast cancer. In 1994 she was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in Seneca Falls, New York. She continued to practice law and work on behalf of the many causes, especially ones related to women’s groups, until her death in 1998.

William H. Pruden III
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Excerpt from Bella Abzug’s Speech to the United Nations Fourth World Conference (1995)

“Battling Bella” Abzug was 75 years old when she gave the plenary speech at the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China, on September 12, 1995. In the year after the conference, Abuzug wrote and presented reports to world governments appraising their successes and failures at meeting the conference goals. The following is her excerpted speech from that conference.

Delivered at the United Nations/NGO Forum on Women, Beijing, China, September 12, 1995

What will we accomplish at the week’s end when the Platform for Action is adopted by the world’s women and its 187 governments?

We are building a consensus to face life’s realities. The affirmation of women’s sexual rights is an important and bold step forward.

We are creating a better environment, attributing the cause of environmental degradation to unsustainable over-consumption and production and military conflict.

We are affirming human rights for all women and girls, acknowledging the full range of diversity that exists and detailing actions to prevent violence.

We are generating better opportunities for women who are living at the margins of life, women who are the majority of the world’s poor, hungry and illiterate. Women who would transform the lives of themselves and their families with just a 5 percent slice of the military pie—that would be a banquet for the world’s 1.3 billion poor.

We are strengthening all families by supporting their economic and social needs. We are fashioning new ways to involve women at all stages of negotiation and decision-making. From kitchen tables to peace tables women propose to turn the tables on the status quo.

We are challenging all corporations to play by the rules and all governments to ensure that the rules are fair. We are moving a political, social and economic agenda for equality and democracy. Democracy within homes, markets and the state. From Beijing, the world will never be the same….

We are bringing women into politics to change the nature of politics, to change the vision, to change the institutions. Women are not wedded to the policies of the past. We didn’t craft them. They didn’t let us.

As women, we know that we must always find ways to change the process because the present institutions want to hold on to power and keep the status quo. Just five short years ago, we developed the Women’s Caucus methodology to influence the global agenda at the UN for the Earth Summit. WEDO and countless other NGOs have carried this work forward, linking the gains made at each conference, trying to prevent collective amnesia by governments….

Some wonder how I have kept going for so long and how I manage to remain optimistic. When governments were removing the brackets from the document over the last two weeks, the French tested another nuclear weapon in the Pacific, NATO was bombing Bosnia and the Serbs were shelling Sarajevo. Refugee camps overflowed in too many places around this globe. Conditions for women on factory floors did not change. Women died in childbirth and in their homes. Hunger gnawed at the bellies of millions. The world went on, in its downward spiral we all know all too well.

In the face of so much pain, I remain an incurable optimist. I am fueled by the passion of the women I have been privileged to meet and work with, buoyed by their hope for peace, justice and democracy. I am strengthened by each of them. And to each government delegate who pushed the boundaries of progress I thank you. I thank the United Nations and my sisters in the NGO community for your good humor and hard work. I wish each of you well and sustainable optimism for the days ahead. Never underestimate the importance of what we are doing here. Never hesitate to tell the truth. And never, ever give in or give up.

Source: Bella Abzug, “Plenary Speech, Fourth World Conference on Women,” United Nations/NGO Forum On Women, Beijing, China, September 12, 1995. Reprinted with permission from the Bella Abzug Estate.



Against Our Will (1975)

Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape is a feminist classic published in the United States in 1975 by Susan Brownmiller, a well-known women’s rights activist. One of the most significant works published in the 1970s during the peak second-wave feminist movement in America, Against Our Will is a landmark text. It interrogates the accepted assumptions about society and rape within the prevailing patriarchal culture. A monumental and groundbreaking work, it is a thoroughly researched and carefully documented pioneering history of rape, and the text not only raises consciousness about the act of rape as a crime and foregrounds feminist concerns about rape but is also responsible for the formation of more stringent rape laws in late 20th-century America.

Against Our Will made a strong case for the politicization of rape as a feminist issue. Brownmiller was one of the first authors to emphasize the structural and social character of rape and other forms of sexual violence. She views rape as a crime of violence and aggression, an exercise of male power that helps keep women as a group subordinate to men as a group. Thus, rape is an expression of the inequalities of hierarchical power relations between men and women. However mundane these arguments might seem today, before Brownmiller’s work on rape many people believed that rape was about frustrated male sexual needs, secret female desires of domination, and/or a crime committed only occasionally by exceptional violent criminals. The publication of Against Our Will forced Americans to face the issues of rape as a political, organized crime against women that is perpetrated not from the aberrations of sexuality but as an expression of power and violence.

Furthermore, Brownmiller argued that society was responsible for protecting rapists and furthering the humiliation of rape victims by blaming victims and making excuses for criminals. Against Our Will thus brought about significant changes in social understandings of rape and public attitudes toward the issue as well as the legal definitions of the crime that ultimately led to perceptive transformations in legal and social codes of rape. As the 20th century drew to a close, most states recognized rape as nonconsensual sexual contact in general, though some states made exceptions for women raped by husbands (based on the ancient notion of coverture that made women the property of men).

To introduce her theory of the mass psychology working behind rape, Brownmiller claims that rape “is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in a state of fear.” Simply put, because some men rape, all women must fear rape from all men. Furthermore, the threat of rape keeps women circumscribed within traditional boundaries, and society’s failure to condemn women raped in the public sphere discourages women from acting in the public sphere.

In these arguments Brownmiller emphasized that rape is not the result of an uncontrolled desire or lust in an atypical man or a gang of deranged men but instead is a manifestation of male contempt for women as subordinate objects of male pleasure. Rape is not a natural act or a crime against a man’s property, as was conventionally believed, but rather a social and political crime against women, individually and as a group.

Against Our Will is the first most comprehensive feminist treatment of rape and as such provides a valuable resource for feminist rape studies. It charts a history of rape and its regulatory laws from prehistory to the 1970s, encompassing within its scope diverse, cross-cultural, and ahistorical rape data—bringing together the histories and detailed case studies of rape and violence in ancient Greece and Palestine, Medieval Europe, Britain, Bangladesh, Zaire, and America in the 20th century as well. Against Our Will pioneers in raising the issue of sexual abuse of children and rape as a war crime, a weapon of intimidation and control, reinforcing institutionalized male power.

Critics argue that Against Our Will’s treatment of the history of rape and violence, while accurate, tends to view women as passive receptors of male aggression and attributes this aggression as the sole cause of women’s oppression. Nonetheless, the book remains a landmark work that changed the way Americans think about and legislate rape.

Sutapa Chaudhuri

See also Vol. 1, Sec. 2: Coverture

Further Reading

Brownmiller, Susan. 1975. Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape. New York: Bantam.

Bryson, Valerie. 2003. Feminist Political Theory: An Introduction. 2nd ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Angelou, Maya (1928–2014)

Maya Angelou was an internationally acclaimed author and poet, garnering a Pulitzer Prize nomination for her first book of poetry, Just Give Me a Cool Drink of Water ‘fore I Die. She is also known for a wide-ranging career that includes her work as a dancer, actress, filmmaker, civil rights activist, and educator. Angelou documented her life story in a series of seven autobiographies that began with the publication of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969). She became the second poet in U.S. history to write an inaugural poem. Titled On the Pulse of Morning, it was read at the first inauguration of President William Jefferson Clinton in 1993. The spoken word recording won the Grammy Award. In 2011, Angelou was presented with the nation’s highest civilian honor from President Barack Obama, the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Born Marguerite Ann Johnson in St. Louis, Missouri, on April 4, 1928, Angelou received the nickname “Maya” from her older brother, Bailey Jr., who often stammered when saying “My … a sister.” When Angelou was three years old her parents, Bailey Johnson, a doorman and U.S. Navy dietitian, and Vivian (Baxter) Johnson, a nurse, divorced. Until her teen years, Angelou and her brother were shuttled between their home in St. Louis to Stamps, Arkansas, to live with their paternal grandmother, Annie Henderson.

In her seminal autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Angelou recounts the trauma, joys, and upheavals of this early period in her life and introduces the world to a singular young woman who, with the strong bonds of family and community, was able to overcome childhood sexual abuse, gain personal strength, fight social oppression, and become entranced with the power of literature. The book concludes in Angelou’s teen years when she lived in California with her mother and brother. She studied dance and drama at the California Labor School and became the first black female streetcar conductor in San Francisco during the labor shortage of World War II. Prior to her graduation from high school, Angelou gave birth to her only child, stepping into adulthood with the support of her mother.

As a young adult and mother Angelou held a number of jobs, working as a performer and singer in nightclubs in San Francisco. At one low point she was briefly involved with drugs and prostitution but quickly pulled herself out of the seamier side of nightclub life. At the age of 23, Angelou married Tosh Angelos, a Greek electrician with aspirations of becoming a musician. It was 1951, an era intolerant of interracial relationships. Angelou faced the disapproval of her mother as well but persevered.

Angelou studied and performed dance in San Francisco and New York with noted choreographers Alvin Ailey and Pearl Primus. She officially changed her birth name to the more expressive Maya Angelou, a combination of her childhood nickname and her Greek husband’s surname. The marriage lasted three years. Angelou began her next career of dancing and composing Calypso music, touring Europe in a production of Porgy and Bess and releasing her first music album, Miss Calypso, and moved with her son to New York City.

It was during her time with the Harlem Writers Guild that Angelou’s writing career began. It was the dawn of the 1960s, and her writing reflected her growing activism in the civil rights movement. After meeting Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., Angelou and novelist John Oliver Killens organized the Cabaret for Freedom to benefit the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and was named that organization’s northern coordinator.

Angelou’s activism expanded to a global scale when she became involved in antiapartheid activism. She and her son moved to Cairo with South African freedom fighter Vusumzi Make. Angelou became an associate editor of the Arab Observer. Later she and her son moved to Accra, Ghana, where Angelou became an administrator for the University of Ghana. She also wrote for the African Review, the Ghanaian Times, and Radio Ghana. Angelou became friends with Malcolm X and was poised to work with him on her return to the United States when he was assassinated in 1965. Devastated by this loss, Angelou was again planning to organize a civil rights project with Dr. King in 1968 when he was killed on April 4, Angelou’s birthday. Her close friend, James Baldwin, concerned about her devastation at the deaths of Malcolm X and Dr. King, was instrumental in convincing Angelou to write her autobiography.

After two years of work, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings was published to worldwide acclaim and a place on the New York Times best-seller list. In 1973 Angelou married a second time, to Paul de Feu. They divorced in 1981.

In 1982, Angelou received the first lifetime Reynolds Professorship of American Studies at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. Though a high school diploma was the extent of her formal education, Angelou was awarded over 50 honorary doctorate degrees in recognition of a lifetime of literary achievements.

Angelou continued to have a long and varied career of literary accomplishments across the spectrum of autobiography, poetry, children’s books, cookbooks, and multimedia. She was also a popular lecturer, inspirational speaker, and teacher throughout her career.

On May 28, 2014, Maya Angelou died at her home in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. She had recently begun work on the eighth volume of her autobiography.

V. C. Woods
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Anzaldua, Gloria (1942–2004)

Writer, poet, critic, and teacher Gloria Anzaldua spent her life contributing to the conversation about social and political issues confronting women of color, in particular Mexican American women. She produced a large body of written work that included poems, personal essays, stories, and editorials during her lifetime and was in the middle of several projects when she passed away suddenly at the age of 62. In her writing she repeatedly championed the power of a multifaceted identity, one not bound to any one culture and thus better able to adapt to our ever-changing world.

Anzaldua was born on September 26, 1942, to a Mexican American family who lived on a tenement farm in Texas. Anzaldua’s father died when she was still a child, and from that point on she worked the fields alongside her mother. Anzaldua was expected to devote free time to housework and to attend school only until the seventh or eighth grade. Instead, she spent her free time reading and drawing. She stayed in school and was the first of her siblings to graduate from high school. This made her rebellious in the eyes of her family who, she explains, “tried to mold me into what a good Chicanita should be, which for them meant good Chicanitas didn’t go to school…. Good Chicanitas cook and clean and sew” (Torres 2007, 119). “Chicanita” is a diminutive form of Chicana, which refers to American-born women of Mexican descent.

Chicanas possess a bicultural heritage, which means they are simultaneously affected by both American and Mexican culture. Anzaldua’s work emphasized the struggle of Chicanas to create an identity that reflects both cultures. In her work she explores an additional hurdle that Chicanas face: they must navigate cultural expectations about their gender that pressure them to fulfill the traditional role of wife and mother.

After graduating from high school, Anzaldua attended Pan American University and in 1969 graduated with a BA in art. She then attended the University of Texas at Austin, where she completed a master’s degree in English in 1972. Although she was admitted into the PhD program at this same university, she left before completing a degree because her literary interests, Chicana studies, were not considered a legitimate academic subject. Despite her frustration over not having her academic interests validated by the University of Texas, Anzaldua built a career as a teacher and writer, focusing on Chicana literature and on the experience of being a Chicana in the United States (Torres 2007, 122).

Anzaldua was among the first Chicanas to describe the Mexican American experience in their own voice. She would regularly code-switch, or shift from English to Spanish, when she wrote. This was revolutionary: while bilingual speakers often code-switch when speaking with other bilingual people, it was not seen in print and much less by a Chicana writer. After Anzaldua published work that contained code-switching, her fellow Chicana writers felt inspired to imitate her and also code-switch in their work. The result was writing that resonated not only for Mexican Americans and other Spanish speakers but also for multilingual people and third-wave feminists in general.

Anzaldua’s decision to code-switch was not without controversy. Some critics accused her of being exclusionary, arguing that her writing style would cause non-Spanish speakers to feel left out. Anzaldua responded to these criticisms by reminding everyone that in other parts of the world, it is normal to speak multiple languages. Such criticisms would follow Anzaldua throughout her career, but they did not change her mind. She insisted the same elements causing young Chicanas to struggle—the need to determine an identity while straddling two cultures—also granted them a unique advantage: the ability to move between worlds. Thus, multiculturalism is a gift, not a liability.

In 1981, Anzaldua left California and lived first in Cambridge, Massachusetts; then in New Haven, Connecticut; and finally in Brooklyn New York. She returned to northern California in 1985. In 2004 Anzaldua died from diabetes. In her honor her literary trust awards the Gloria Anzaldua Poetry Prize to a poet whose poems are emblematic of the complicated nexus of art, politics, and theory that typified Anzaldua’s life and her work.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Excerpt from Gloria Anzaldua’s “An Open Letter to Women Writers of Color” (1980)

Gloria Anzaldua wrote “An Open Letter to Women Writers of Color” in 1980 and published it in the feminist anthology titled This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, which Anzaldua coedited with Cherrie Moraga and published in 1981.

Dear mujeres de color, companions in writing—

I sit here naked in the sun, typewriter against my knee trying to visualize you. Black woman huddles over a desk in the fifth floor of some New York tenement. Sitting on a porch in south Texas, a Chicana fanning away mosquitos and the hot air, trying to arouse the smouldering embers of writing. Indian woman walking to school or work lamenting the lack of time to weave wrriting into your life. Asian American, lesbian, single mother, tugged in all directions by children, lover or ex-husband, and the writing.

It is not easy writing this letter. It began as a poem, a long poem. I tried to turn it into an essay but the result was wooden, cold. I have not yet unlearned the esoteric bullshit and pseudo-intellectualizing that school brainwashed into my writing.

How to begin again. How to approximate the intimacy and immediacy I want. What form? A letter, of course.

My dear hermanas, the dangers we face as women writers of color are not the same as those of white women though we have many in common. We don’t have as much to lose—we never had any privileges. I wanted to call the dangers “obstacles” but that would be a kind of lying. We can’t transcend the dangers, can’t rise above them. We must go through them and hope we won’t have to repeat the performance.

Unlikely to be friends of people in high literary places, the beginning woman of color is invisible both in the white male mainstream world and in the white women’s feminist world, though in the latter this is gradually changing. The lesbian of color is not only invisible, she doesn’t even exist. Our speech, too, is inaudible. We speak in tongues like the outcast and the insane.

Because white eyes do not want to know us, they do not bother to learn our language, the language which reflects us, our culture, our spirit. The schools we attended or didn’t attend did not give us the skills for writing nor the confidence that we were correct in using our class and ethnic languages. I, for one, became adept at, and majored in English to spite, to show up, the arrogant racist teachers who thought all Chicano children were dumb and dirty. And Spanish was not taught in grade school. And Spanish was not required in High School. And though now I write my poems in Spanish as well as English I feel the rip-off of my native tongue….

Why am I compelled to write? Because the writing saves me from this complacency I fear. Because I have no choice. Because I must keep the spirit of my revolt and myself alive. Because the world I create in the writing compensates for what the real world does not give me. By writing I put order in the world, give it a handle so I can grasp it. I write because life does not appease my appetites and hunger. I write to record what others erase when I speak, to rewrite the stories others have miswritten about me, about you. To become more intimate with myself and you. To discover myself, to preserve myself, to make myself, to achieve self-autonomy. To dispell the myths that I am a mad prophet or a poor suffering soul. To convince myself that I am worthy and that what I have to say is not a pile of shit. To show that I can and that 1 will write, never mind their admonitions to the contrary. And I will write about the unmentionables, never mind the outraged gasp of the censor and the audience. Finally I wrrite because I’m scared of writing but I’m more scared of not writing.

Why should I try to justify why I write? Do I need to justify being Chicana, being woman? You might as well ask me to try to justify why I’m alive.

The act of writing is the act of making soul, alchemy. It is the quest for the self, for the center of the self, which we women of color have come to think as “other”—the dark, the feminine. Didn’t we start writing to reconcile this other within us? We knew we were different, set apart, exiled from what is considered “normal,” white—right. And as we internalized this exile, we came to see the alien within us and too often, as a result, we split apart from ourselves and each other. Forever after we have been in search of that self, that “other” and each other. And we return, in widening spirals and never to the same childhood place where it happened, first in our families, with our mothers, with our fathers. The writing is a tool for piercing that mystery but it also shields us, gives a margin of distance, helps us survive. And those that don’t survive? The waste of ourselves: so much meat thrown at the feet of madness or fate or the state….

I think many of us have been fooled by the mass media, by society’s conditioning that our lives must be lived in great explosions, by “falling in love,” by being “swept off our feet,” and by the sorcery ot magic genies that will fulfill our every wish, our every childhood longing. Wishes, dreams, and fantasies are important parts of our creative lives. They are the steps a writer integrates into her craft—They are the spectrum of resources to reach the truth, the heart of things, the immediacy and the impact of human conflict.—Nellie Wong

Many have a way with words. They label themselves seers but they will not see. Many have the gift of tongue but nothing to say. Do not listen to them. Many who have words and tongue have no ear, they cannot listen and they will not hear.

There is no need for words to fester in our minds. They germinate in the open mouth of the barefoot child in the midst of restive crowds. They wither in ivory towers and in college classrooms.

Throw away abstraction and the academic learning, the rules, the map and compass. Feel your way without blinders. To touch more people, the personal realities and the social must be e v o k e d—n o t through rhetoric but through blood and pus and sweat.

Write with your eyes like painters, with your ears like musicians, with your feet like dancers. You are the truthsayer with quill and torch. Write with your tongues of fire. Don’t let the pen banish you from yourself. Don’t let the ink coagulate in your pens. Don’t let the censor snuff out the spark, nor the gags muffle your voice. Put your shit on the paper.

We are not reconciled to the oppressors who whet their howl on our grief. We are not reconciled.

Find the muse within you. The voice that lies buried under you, dig it up. Do not fake it, try to sell it for a handclap or your name in print.

Love, Gloria

Source: Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (Watertown, MA: Persephone, 1981), http://hommedeseptiles.tumblr.com/post/40320086965/an-open-letter-to-women-writers-of-color-by-gloria. Reprinted with permission from the Gloria Anzaldua Trust.



Arab-Jewish Women’s League for Peace

The Arab-Jewish Women’s League for Peace was an organization established in 1983 by Susan Ryder. The group was composed of Jewish and Arabic women who, despite holding different religious beliefs, created a coalition based on their shared desire for a more peaceful relationship between their historically divided peoples. The problems that the Arab-Jewish Women’s League for Peace sought to resolve in the early 1980s continue to resonate today.

The need for constructive dialogue regarding Israel arises from long-standing tensions between Jews and Palestinians. Although these intensified during the 20th century, they originated during the late 19th century; the earliest Zionist (Zionism is the belief in a Jewish homeland located in Israel) groups were founded in Russia during the 1880s in response to European anti-Semitism. Over the next 50 years Jewish migration to Palestine would increase exponentially, with the largest waves occurring after Adolf Hitler rose to power during the 1930s. The Nazi policy of systematic persecution and extermination of Jews made Europe a deadly place for the Jewish people, many of whom fled to Palestine after being denied entry to the United States by a then-isolationist U.S. government. The growing Jewish population clashed with the Arabic population in Palestine, most commonly over land disputes.

In 1947, the United Nations General Assembly voted to partition Palestine into two states, one for Arabs and the other for Jews. The resolution resulted in great unrest, with Arabs largely refusing to accept the existence of a Jewish state. A year later the British, who had taken control of Palestine at the end of World War I, relinquished control of the region. Israel declared its independence; the next day, five Arab countries (Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon) joined the Palestinian Arabs in attacking Israel in the first Arab-Israeli war (Peretz 1996, 40). Israel emerged victorious. As a result of this war, some 700,000 Palestinian Arabs were displaced. While some were able to rebuild their lives by emigrating, most remained displaced, their plight creating a source of great contention. In the United States, Jewish American and Arab American women have organized to assuage, if not solve, some the problems stemming from this situation, seeking better relationships between the two groups both at home and in the Middle East.

Groups headed by and composed of women may have unique advantages when dealing with issues as provocative as Arab-Israeli relations. Studies have been conducted to explore gender differences among Israeli and Arabic men and women while they are engaged in dialogue pertaining to the Israel-Palestine situation. These studies have repeatedly found that women are far more likely than men to try to establish a sense of connection with other women, even when divided by their religious and ethnic identities. Women make an effort to socialize, often initiating casual conversations after the formal political discussions have ended. Women also begin their contributions to discussions by sharing how the Arab-Israeli conflict has caused them suffering through loss of or injury to loved ones. The willingness to socialize and share personal grief helps foster a sense of community. Men, on the other hand, typically initiate discussions by declaring their anger over the many wrongs committed by the opposing side, expressing recriminations and accusations. Thus, rather than create a sense of shared experience, male participants provoke defensiveness from members of the opposing group.

The studies also find key differences in how Arab and Israeli men and women view security. Men tend to think in terms of their preparation for war, worrying about their access to weapons and ability to defend their country’s borders, whereas Arab and Israeli women “view security in terms of food on the table, a roof over their heads, clothing and education for their children—that is, human well-being” (Golan 2003, 19). This is essential in a dialogue that the organization encourages, requiring Israelis and Palestinians, historic enemies, to be willing to listen to each other. By demonstrating their commitment to shared experiences and placing the safety of their loved ones as paramount, women’s dialogues greatly increase the possibility that Arab-Israeli peace efforts will lead to social action and the end to the ongoing war.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Arbus, Diane (1923–1971)

Diane Nemerov Arbus, a celebrated photographer of pictures often judged unusual and nontraditional, was born to a Jewish family of New York on March 14, 1923. Her parents David Nemerov and Gertrude Russek Nemerov owned the famous Fifth Avenue department store Russek’s Fur Store. Diane Arbus’s photographs were a true reflection of her personality, somewhat unusual and bizarre. She was educated in the Fieldston School situated in the Bronx, where she focused on sketching and painting. With her friends, she explored not-too-familiar places in Brooklyn and Bronx observing people, unusual spectacles, and day-to-day happenings. Much to the chagrin of her parents, she fell in love with an employee of the arts section of her father’s store, 19-year-old Allan Arbus. Diane was only 14 years old at that time, and she and Allen were married four years afterward on April 10, 1941. It was an escape from restrictive family life. The couple had two daughters, Doon and Amy. Diane and Allan were separated in 1958 and finally divorced in 1969.

[image: Lamphier]

Photographer Diane Arbus is seen here at the New York Automat holding her preferred twin-lens reflex Rolleiflex camera. While her commercial work appeared in magazines such as Glamour and Vogue, her artistic work focused on marginalized peoples. (Roz Kelly/Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images)

Diane Arbus had fixed a darkroom in her bathroom. She was trained by photographer Berenice Abbott during the 1940s. Arbus and Allan both worked as fashion photographers and worked for Glamour magazine. Their first assignment was in May 1947 for the magazine. Although Arbus and her husband were photographers of models for Condé Nast publishing, they were more interested in photographing friends and relatives. In the mid-1950s Arbus gave up the fashion business and photographed subjects of her choice independently. Although her passion in photography was for nontraditional subjects, she was competent in technical aspects. In her commercial portraits for Esquire, Infinity, and Harper’s Bazaar in the early 1960s she developed a unique style of taking snapshots of stars, writers, and famous persons in their natural poses.

Arbus’s noncommercial photography moved toward common and also unusual themes such as a couple on a bench in a park, twins, circus artists, dwarfs, drag queens, gays and lesbians, physically challenged persons, tattooed men and women, derelicts, sick and dying people, and others. She moved around 42nd Street, Times Square, Hubert’s Freak Museum at Broadway, and other places repeatedly looking for subjects and knowing them intimately. Most of her photographs were followed by write-ups of the subjects, and her subjects carried more value than snapshots. She also visited nudist camps in New Jersey and Pennsylvania and went there as a nudist so that people would be comfortable with her taking pictures. Her photographs were drawing attention inside the country and outside also. Arbus was awarded Guggenheim fellowships in 1963 and 1966. Exhibitions at the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) in 1965 and 1967 included her famous pictures. Her career was at its top, and she was referred to as the “Wizard of Odds” and the “Peeping Tom in all of us.”

After Arbus’s divorce from Allan, a difficult period ensued in her life. She was suffering from hepatitis, leading to weakness and depression. In spite of it, she took snapshots of notable people of the period such as Coretta Scott King, F. Lee Bailey, and Jacqueline Susann. Arbus also lectured on photography in various places. She committed suicide in her New York apartment after a severe bout of depression on July 26, 1971. Her photographs were displayed at Venice Biennale in 1972. The retrospective of her snapshots were exhibited in the United States and Canada in 1975. After four years, they were displayed globally also. The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art sponsored the exhibit Diane Arbus Revelations containing 180 of her photographs.

A film titled Fur was released in 2006 in which Nicole Kidman starred as Arbus. Some of Kidman’s famous photographs include, among others, a child with a toy hand grenade (1962), with the face showing a maniacal expression; a young transvestite (1966), taken up from a close-up with a perfect lighting effect; identical twins (1967), with its marked similarity of the two girls; and a Mexican dwarf (1970), having all the lines of the body visible. Arbus’s photographs immensely contributed to the art of photography in the 20th century, with all its freshness, reality, and visual effects.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Asian American Feminism

Asian American feminism describes the various forms of feminism that have developed within Asian American communities.

The term “feminism” dates back to the 19th century and describes the belief that women should possess rights equal to men. Feminist ideologies are closely linked with political activism, forming the basis of various movements to combat sexism and oppression. Compared to the mainstream feminist movements, Asian American feminist ideology has taken a while to develop. There are several theories that may explain this phenomenon. In the United States, the larger American population often overlooks issues of inequality within the Asian community. This occurs because Asians are perceived to be the “model minority.” Many Asian Americans achieve great academic and professional success, and as a result non-Asians often wrongly assume that the Asian community does not suffer from issues of racism, class inequality, and prejudice as do other minority groups. Asian American women are thus not thought to be at high risk for abuse, and therefore issues of gender discrimination may go unacknowledged.

An additional reason for the slow development of an Asian feminist movement concerns cultural restrictions and expectations. While Asian women come from a variety of cultures, many of these cultures share a similar belief that women should be subservient to men. Traditional Asian families are structured according to a strict hierarchy, and girls are socialized to accept a restricted role. This negatively affects adult women’s ability to act beyond the family to the larger community. Even for Asian American women born in the United States, traditional socialization has had a detrimental effect on their relative equality. Although Asian families strongly encourage academic achievement for their daughters, in some cases they also instill values such as obedience and self-abnegation.

Perhaps the most serious roadblock to a strong presence of Asian feminism stems from the size of Asia. Asia is a vast continent consisting of over 44 million square miles and home to a population of over 4 billion people. Figuring in the Pacific Islands makes the region even larger. Asia proper includes 48 nation-states and multiple independent and dependent territories. The size and diversity of the continent make it difficult for Asian women to unite under one shared identity. What has been needed, then, is a strategy for uniting the various Asian female populations.

The first step toward developing a unifying strategy is to recognize that there is no one Asian feminism. There are many Asian feminisms—movements that, while sharing the belief that women’s rights must be expanded, also attempt to account for the concerns unique to each culture. One example of a feminist movement designed to work within the confines of traditional cultural expectations can be seen in Indonesian Americans. Indonesian feminists have seen the success of maternal feminism, an ideology rooted in the concept of the “good woman” that exists within traditional Muslim communities. Since this form of feminism arises from the already-accepted cultural ideal of woman as source and protector of life, it has gained acceptance more easily in Indonesian immigrant society.

Another method of bringing together Asian feminisms is seen in conferences designed to illuminate, inform, and provide a forum for the sharing of ideas and issues of inequality common to Asian Americans. Asian Sisters Participating in Reaching Excellence (ASPIRE) hosts annual leadership conferences to promote women’s businesses, raise money for scholarships, and more. Colleges and universities commonly have Asian American and Pacific Islander student associations as well that promote issues general to Asian American students and provide forums for women’s issues and leadership for young women. Centers also offer tutoring for students, many of whom are first- or second-generation immigrants for whom English is not their first language.

Ultimately, Asian feminism—or feminisms—seeks to liberate women by first educating them about their marginalized status. Asian feminism is not an answer to all social ills plaguing Asian communities around the world, but by providing an entryway into the world of political activism, Asian feminisms seek to bring about equality for all people.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Asian Immigrant Women Advocates

However much women in the United States have witnessed an improvement in their economic and social status, not all women have shared in the formal economic, social, political, and legal rights to function as fully autonomous beings. To address this issue within Asian immigrant communities, the Asian Immigrant Women Advocates (AIWA) was founded in 1983, and since then its work has been conceptualized, organized, and carried out by low-income immigrants with limited English-speaking skills. Primarily concerned with developing the collective leadership of women and youths to organize for positive changes in their living and working conditions, the AIWA has focused its programs in three major areas—education, leadership development, and collective action—and has proved to be a powerful force to be reckoned with.

The Garment Workers’ Justice Campaign (1992–1998) focused public attention on dressmaker Jessica McClintock, Inc., for failing to monitor wages of subcontractors and violations regarding excessive working hours. Demanding that the corporation accept responsibility for all such work-related matters, this campaign resulted in a monumental agreement—including the protection of whistle-blowers who might report labor violations. The campaign’s efforts would also help to raise national awareness of corporate responsibility. With the AIWA’s Community Equity Campaign that same year, it secured equal access to government-owned facilities for low-income community members to hold classes promoting literacy. And the AIWA encouraged the testimony of immigrant Chinese AIWA leaders—a move critical to passing the California Underground Economy Bill (AB 633) requiring manufacturers to ensure that subcontractors pay their employees fairly.

In the 21st century, the AIWA formed along with the San Jose policy group Services, Immigrant Rights, and Education Network (SIREN) and the nonprofit Equal Rights Advocates the three-year High Tech Collaborative (2002–2004) to address wage abuses faced by immigrant women employed in the electronics industry in Silicon Valley. The Ergonomic Improvement Campaign (2002–2006) identified unsafe garment workstations and worked to implement low-cost solutions. They won funding for the first-ever Chair Lending Library. The various campaigns have inspired industry-wide changes in more factories around the state and the nation.

The AIWA has also been active in second-language acquisition and sustained proficiency. AIWA youths launched their School Campaign (2004–2006), leading to the creation and hiring of the first-ever bilingual community assistant to serve the needs of Cantonese students and families. The Language Access Campaign (2006–2008) advocated for multilingual translation of outreach and enrollment materials for California’s Major Risk Medical Insurance Program, thereby making it easier for immigrant patients to secure coverage for preexisting conditions. And in 2008–2009, the AIWA worked in coalition on the A-G Campaign to change the requirements for high school graduation to meet minimum college entrance requirements. In addition to preparing orientation materials for English-language learner (ELL) students in six different languages, the AIWA also worked with school personnel to implement an orientation schedule for all ELL students aspiring to university admission.

From 2006 to 2009, AIWA members contributed to the debate surrounding national health care as they testified to the critical importance of language access in the delivery of health care service. From 2009 to 2011, the AIWA raised public awareness of the many contributions of immigrant youths with its Biliteracy Campaign, aimed at recognizing those students who could demonstrate proficiency in two or more languages. And to strengthen and deepen efforts at increasing an awareness of the importance of social justice, in 2011 the AIWA initiated Community Transformational Organizing Strategies to foster leadership and inclusion of its members locally, nationally, and globally.

By late July 2015, the AIWA had addressed the plight of dim sum cooks in the kitchen at the Yank Sing restaurant in downtown San Francisco and the theft of wages by their employers. In characteristic fashion, the AIWA demonstrated considerable political savvy, ultimately landing public opinion squarely with the workers. More important, the workers won a legal settlement leading to wage reparations for some 280 current and former employees well above $4 million. The AIWA represents one of the relatively few advocacy groups for Asian American women, many of whom face considerable challenges both in their immigrant communities and among the larger national population.

James A. Wren
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Association for Women in Mathematics

The Association for Women in Mathematics (AWM) is a nonprofit organization founded at the Joint Mathematics Meetings held in Atlantic City in 1971. The mission of the organization is to encourage women and girls to study and have active careers in the mathematical sciences and to promote equal opportunity and the equal treatment of women and girls in the field. By 2015 the AWM had more than 3,000 members (women and men) representing a broad spectrum of the mathematical community.

In the late 1960s female mathematicians had been informally organizing, especially in Boston at Wellesley. AWM founding president Mary Gray (1939–) is largely credited with creating the organization, after Joanne Darken, then an instructor at Temple University, suggested that the women of the Mathematics Action Group form their own caucus. Gray is said to have insisted on attending an American Mathematical Society council meeting, which until then was open only to men by “gentleman’s agreement.” A perhaps apocryphal history says that Gray’s answer paraphrased the character Eowyn in The Lord of the Rings when she responded, “I am no gentleman.” In any case, she stayed at the meeting, which eventually led to the meetings being officially open to observers. The AMS had existed since 1888, with participation by females discouraged until Charlotte Scott had joined in 1891.

Gray’s original goals for the organization included equal consideration for admission to graduate school and support while there; female faculty appointments at all levels; equal pay for equal work; equal consideration in assignment of duties and for promotion and tenure; administrative appointments at all levels in universities, industry, and government; and equal access to government grants, positions on review and advisory panels, and positions in professional organizations. While these seem like basic requests today, they were not so in the early 1970s and caused some women to avoid aligning with the group for fear that being considered radical would keep them from being hired.

From the beginning of the AWM, a regular newsletter has been an organizational and communication tool. AWM events at conferences have included scientific talks by female mathematicians and panel discussions on challenges faced by women in the field. Some events have focused on historical figures or underrepresented groups, such as the panel Black Women in Mathematics, organized by Patricia Kenschaft and Etta Falconer and held in Atlanta in January 1978. Of the 12 black women in the United States holding PhDs in mathematics at the time (more, of course, held degrees in mathematics education), 6 were on the panel.

Men comprise about 13 percent of the AWM’s membership. They become members for a variety of reasons, mostly to show support for women in mathematics. All hold the belief that society stands to benefit from developing the mathematical talents of women.

From the inception of the organization, AWM publications, workshops, conferences, and prizes have highlighted outstanding research by women in mathematics and mathematics education and have supported those seeking a career in mathematics through mentoring and network building. Over the years, AWM activities have grown to include programs for K–12 girls, networks for teachers, and student chapters for undergraduates and graduate students. The AWM has also served to advocate for fair treatment and a positive environment for women in mathematics-related fields.

By 2013, efforts by the AWM resulted in studies showing that women earned 41 percent of the PhDs in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) fields. The downside of the studies showed women were only represented in 28 percent of tenure-track faculty in those fields in universities across the country. This is a continuing issue, since women in STEM fields earn nearly 33 percent more than those in non-STEM careers, and the wage gap between men and women in STEM careers is smaller than in other fields.

Rachel Levy
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Backlash

The 1980s saw reverses in the gains made by the second-wave feminist movement. In her book Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women, Susan Faludi cataloged and described the losses experienced by the women’s rights movement in the 1980s.

Since American women gained the right to vote in 1920, the women’s rights movement has experienced decades of progress and regression. The Great Depression (1929–1939) convinced many Americans that concerns over the economy were of first importance. Although World War II (1939–1945) opened the doors of opportunity for many women on both the home front and the war front, the main agenda was to win the war. Due mostly to the threat of nuclear war, by the 1950s the Cold War era spawned a desire for conformity that disadvantaged many American women. Popular television shows and motion pictures projected an idealistic view of women’s roles as housewives and homemakers. The civil rights movement, the antiwar movement, and the counterculture of the 1960s led many women to question traditions and challenge gender norms. Consequently, the second-wave feminist movement that began in the 1960s resulted in substantial women’s rights gains in the 1970s.

In 1971, for example, Gloria Steinem founded Ms. magazine, a feminist publication that focused on issues of women’s equality. The same year a women’s health handbook, Our Bodies, Ourselves, educated women about their bodies. Various organizations that supported women’s reproductive rights were founded, including the National Abortion Rights Action League. Title IX of the Education Act of 1972 granted women access to school sports activities and granted them various others protections. In addition, women’s groups called for the enforcement of old laws and the passage of new ones to ensure women’s equal treatment when applying for loans and jobs. That same year, consistent lobbying convinced key representatives to propose an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) bill in the U.S. Congress. In 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion with limits in the Roe v. Wade decision.

In the 1980s the United States underwent a backlash against the women’s rights movement. For the first time, evangelists appeared on television in great numbers. They had many political agendas, but antifeminism drove many of them. In fact, some religious groups purchased television stations and broadcast their views across the nation. Although there were some differences in the religious tenets of certain groups, the overarching agenda was the same: they wanted a return to a male-run society. Evangelical Protestants wanted only men to work outside the home and serve as the head of their household. In contrast, they believed that women should stay home, take care of their family, and defer to men. They also viewed both contraception and abortion as sinful. Evangelicals blatantly intertwined their sexist ideologies with patriotism. Being profamily and pro-life, both of which were in reality antiwoman, was therefore defined as being pro-American.

The merger of religion and politics was so strong that some analysts were convinced that President Jimmy Carter’s support of the ERA contributed to his failed 1980 reelection attempt. In line with the backlash, some women formed antifeminist groups (including Women Who Want to Be Women and Females Opposed to Equality). Phyllis Schlafly, a high-profile antifeminist activist, became a leader of the antiwomen’s movement. According to Schlafly, women who supported the ERA were unhappy with their lives and would be better off reprioritizing their lives. She believed that women who sought equality with men were attempting to defy their God-given roles. Feminists, she contended, were selfishly antifamily and proabortion. President Ronald Reagan capitalized on the well-financed and well-organized antifeminist movement by supporting so-called family values and the rights of the unborn. In 1982 the ERA failed to secure the needed votes, and the bill was defeated. In 1989, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services limited some abortion rights by granting states power over state-supported abortion workers and facilities. The backlash continued into the 1990s as violence broke out at abortion clinics, where self-proclaimed pro-life protesters injured and killed clinic workers and clients.

Central to the 1980s backlash against feminism was a media campaign wherein the feminist movement was declared either an utter failure or so successful that it was no longer needed. The backlash posited that the nation no longer needed feminism. In the postfeminist world all women were heterosexual (and thus had husbands) and were able to afford joblessness, and they yearned to reproduce and neither wanted nor deserved any help with child care, domestic abuse, wage inequalities, or a host of other women’s issues. This argument blamed women’s unhappiness (including their victimization in crime and poverty) on feminism. This central argument of the backlash opened the door for 21st-century sexism.

The backlash was not just ideological. It had significant consequences for American women. Under Reagan, domestic abuse and rape hotlines and crisis centers were defunded. Women’s wages in comparison to men’s dropped, as did the number of women elected and appointed to public office. Sexual harassment became commonplace and accepted in the workplace, a reality starkly illustrated by the Anita Hill hearings in the Senate.

In 1991 Faludi, a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist, published Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women. The book received the 1992 National Book Critics Circle Award for its important contribution to women’s studies. Conservatives reacted to the book predictably, going so far as to suggest that feminism and writers such as Faludi constituted a danger to the nation. On the other hand, the book and the realities it described galvanized the feminist movement and led to the creation of third-wave feminism.

Rolando Avila
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Excerpt from Susan Faludi’s Backlash (1991)

Susan Faludi’s 1991 Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women described the myriad ways in which the 1980s had been bad for American women. The introduction to that book is excerpted here.

Introduction: Blame it on Feminism

To be a woman in America at the close of the 20th century—what good fortune. That’s what we keep hearing, anyway. The barricades have fallen, politicians assure us. Women have “made it,” Madison Avenue cheers. Women’s fight for equality has “largely been won,” Time magazine announces. Enroll at any university, join any law firm, apply for credit at any bank. Women have so many opportunities now, corporate leaders say, that we don’t really need equal opportunity policies. Women are so equal now, lawmakers say, that we no longer need an Equal Rights Amendment. Women have “so much,” former President Ronald Reagan says, that the White House no longer needs to appoint them to higher office. Even American Express ads are saluting a woman’s freedom to charge it. At last, women have received their full citizenship papers.

And yet …

Behind this celebration of the American woman’s victory, behind the news, cheerfully and endlessly repeated, that the struggle for women’s rights is won, another message flashes. You may be free and equal now, it says to women, but you have never been more miserable.

This bulletin of despair is posted everywhere—at the newsstand, on the TV set, at the movies, in advertisements and doctors’ offices and academic journals. Professional women are suffering “burnout” and succumbing to an “infertility epidemic.” Single women are grieving from a “man shortage.” The New York Times reports: Childless women are “depressed and confused” and their ranks are swelling. Newsweek says: Unwed women are “hysterical” and crumbling under a “profound crisis of confidence.” The health advice manuals inform: High-powered career women are stricken with unprecedented outbreaks of “stress-induced disorders,” hair loss, bad nerves, alcoholism, and even heart attacks. The psychology books advise: Independent women’s loneliness represents “a major mental health problem today.” Even founding feminist Betty Friedan has been spreading the word: she warns that women now suffer from a new identity crisis and “new ‘problems that have no name.’”

How can American women be in so much trouble at the same time that they are supposed to be so blessed? If the status of women has never been higher, why is their emotional state so low? If women got what they asked for, what could possibly be the matter now?

The prevailing wisdom of the past decade has supported one, and only one, answer to this riddle: it must be all that equality that’s causing all that pain. Women are unhappy precisely because they are free. Women are enslaved by their own liberation….

If American women are so equal, why do they represent two-thirds of all poor adults? Why are nearly 75 percent of full-time working women making less than $20,000 a year, nearly double the male rate? Why are they still far more likely than men to live in poor housing and receive no health insurance, and twice as likely to draw no pension? Why does the average working woman’s salary still lag as far behind the average man’s as it did twenty years ago? Why does the average female college graduate today earn less than a man with no more than a high school diploma just as she did in the ’50s—and why does the average female high school graduate today earn less than a male high school dropout? Why do American women, in fact, face one of the worst gender-based pay gap[s] in the developed world?

If women have “made it,” then why are nearly 80 percent of working women still stuck in traditional “female” jobs—as secretaries, administrative “support” workers and salesclerks? And, conversely, why are they less than 8 percent of all federal and state judges, less than 6 percent of all law partners, and less than one half of 1 percent of top corporate managers? Why are there only three female state governors, two female U.S. senators, and two Fortune 500 chief executives? Why are only nineteen of the four thousand corporate officers and directors women—and why do more than half the boards of Fortune companies still lack even one female member?

If women “have it all,” then why don’t they have the most basic requirements to achieve equality in the work force? Unlike virtually all other industrialized nations, the U.S. government still has no family-leave and child care programs—and more than 99 percent of American private employers don’t offer child care either. Though business leaders say they are aware of and deplore sex discrimination, corporate America has yet to make an honest effort toward eradicating it. In a 1990 national poll of chief executives at Fortune 1000 companies, more than 80 percent acknowledged that discrimination impedes female employees’ progress—yet, less than 1 percent of these same companies regarded remedying sex discrimination as a goal that their personnel departments should pursue. In fact, when the companies’ human resource officers were asked to rate their department’s priorities, women’s advancement ranked last.

If women are so “free,” why are their reproductive freedoms in greater jeopardy today than a decade earlier? Why do women who want to postpone childbearing now have fewer options than ten years ago? The availability of different forms of contraception has declined, research for new birth control has virtually halted, new laws restricting abortion—or even information about abortion—for young and poor women have been passed, and the U.S. Supreme Court has shown little ardor in defending the right it granted in 1973.

Nor is women’s struggle for equal education over; as a 1989 study found, three-fourths of all high schools still violate the federal law banning sex discrimination in education. In colleges, undergraduate women receive only 70 percent of the aid undergraduate men get in grants and work-study jobs—and women’s sports programs receive a pittance compared with men’s. A review of state equal-education laws in the late ’80s found that only thirteen states had adopted the minimum provisions required by the federal Title IX law—and only seven states had anti-discrimination regulations that covered all education levels.

Nor do women enjoy equality in their own homes, where they still shoulder 70 percent of the household duties—and the only major change in the last fifteen years is that now middle-class men think they do more around the house. (In fact, a national poll finds the ranks of women saying their husbands share equally in child care shrunk to 31 percent in 1987 from 40 percent three years earlier.) Furthermore, in thirty states, it is still generally legal for husbands to rape their wives; and only ten states have laws mandating arrest for domestic violence—even though battering was the leading cause of injury of women in the late ’80s. Women who have no other option but to flee find that isn’t much of an alternative either. Federal funding for battered women’s shelters has been withheld and one third of the 1 million battered women who seek emergency shelter each year can find none. Blows from men contributed far more to rising numbers of “bag ladies” than the ill effects of feminism. In the ’80s, almost half of all homeless women (the fastest growing segment of the homeless) were refugees of domestic violence….

Seen against this background, the much ballyhooed claim that feminism is responsible for making women miserable becomes absurd—and irrelevant. As we shall see in the chapters to follow, the afflictions ascribed to feminism are all myths. From “the man shortage” to “the infertility epidemic” to “female burnout” to “toxic day care,” these so-called female crises have had their origins not in the actual conditions of women’s lives but rather in a closed system that starts and ends in the media, popular culture, and advertising—an endless feedback loop that perpetuates and exaggerates its own false images of womanhood.

Women themselves don’t single out the women’s movement as the source of their misery. To the contrary, in national surveys 75 to 95 percent of women credit the feminist campaign with improving their lives, and a similar proportion say that the women’s movement should keep pushing for change. Less than 8 percent think the women’s movement might have actually made their lot worse.

Source: Susan Faludi, “Introduction: Blame It on Feminism,” in Backlash: The Undeclared War against Women. Copyright © 1991 by Susan Faludi. Used by permission of Crown Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.



Baez, Joan (1941–)

Artist-activist Joan Baez, while best known for her work in the 1960s, remains active well into the 21st century. She established herself as a leader in the civil rights and antiwar movements while simultaneously being recognized as one of the nation’s leading folk-rock singers. Demonstrating an unwavering commitment to peace and justice, she became an icon due to her willingness to use her voice on behalf of countless causes.

Joan Chandos Baez was born on January 9, 1941, to Albert Vinicio and Joan Bridge Baez in Staten Island, New York. The middle of three daughters, she grew up in New York. When she was 10 years old the family spent a year in Baghdad before returning to California. In 1958 following Baez’s graduation from Palo Alto High School, the family relocated to Massachusetts after her father accepted a teaching position at MIT. Baez registered for classes at Boston University but quickly became involved in the Cambridge music scene and then dropped out of college to concentrate on her music career.

In 1959, Baez became a regular performer at one of Cambridge’s most popular folk music spots, Club 47. An album recorded with local musicians for a local Boston Record Company got her noticed, leading to an invitation to perform at the annual Newport Folk Festival. Her performance at the festival cemented her reputation as a folk music artist. In 1960, she made her New York City concert debut. That same month her first Vanguard Records album, Joan Baez, was released and became both a critical and commercial success. In 1961, she recorded another album for Vanguard Records and embarked on her inaugural national concert tour. The year 1962 saw her first foray into activism when she performed a set of concerts at southern college campuses on the condition that there be a strict no discrimination policy for the audiences. The November 23, 1962, issue of Time magazine featured Baez on the cover.

With a Grammy nomination for best folk recording, an appearance singing “We Shall Overcome” at the March on Washington, and headliner status at the Newport Festival, by the end of 1963 Baez had seamlessly and fully intertwined her musical and social justice activities. Indeed, reaffirming her commitment to civil rights, she participated in the voting rights march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965. She was also increasingly active in the protests against the growing U.S. military efforts in Vietnam.

On March 26, 1968, Baez married draft resister and antiwar activist David Harris. In July 1969 Harris began serving a three-year prison sentence for draft resistance, and in December Baez gave birth to their son, Gabriel Earl Harris. David was released in 1971, but the couple divorced in 1973. Baez never remarried.

Baez was among a handful of artists who performed at both Woodstock and Live Aid, and her continuing activism ran parallel with a flourishing musical career. She never stopped recording or performing, and her success is reflected in her eight gold albums and one gold single. She has performed in virtually every venue imaginable, from campuses to Carnegie Hall, and in countries that span the globe, and she has received countless honors and awards, both musical and humanitarian. A seven-time Grammy Award nominee, in 2007 she was the recipient of a Lifetime Achievement Grammy Award.

Baez’s commitment to social justice and human rights has never flagged. For almost five decades she has been a consistent presence on the world stage, meeting with Soviet dissidents in Moscow in the late 1970s and performing in support of the emerging democratic government in the post–Cold War Czech Republic. She sang for peace in Ireland and spoke out against human rights violations by the Vietnamese government. Baez lent her voice to causes ranging from Amnesty International to famine relief in Africa, from gay and lesbian rights to combating HIV/AIDS, and she traveled throughout South America in support of greater democracy and better living and working conditions.

In 2008, Baez endorsed and campaigned for Barack Obama. Three years later she performed at an Occupy Wall Street protest. Baez’s life represents a singular intertwining of music and a devotion to furthering the cause of social justice.

William H. Pruden III
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Bill of Rights for Women (1967)

The Bill of Rights for Women (BRW) was part of the second wave of feminism that swept across the nation beginning in the 1960s. The National Organization for Women (NOW) met in Washington, D.C., in 1967 and drew up the BRW, which outlined eight new goals for the movement.

The first wave of the women’s rights movement officially began in 1848 when a group of activists met in Seneca Falls, New York, and drew up the Declaration of Rights and Sentiments. Throughout the rest of the 1800s and into the 1900s, women gained various rights, culminating in the right to vote in 1920. However, women were still marginalized in different facets of society. Following the example set by first-wave feminists and their declaration, NOW met in 1967 and wrote the BRW to establish goals for second-wave feminists. NOW leaders sent copies of the BRW to the 1968 Republican and Democratic presidential camps and to all 1968 candidates to the U.S. Congress. Like the 1848 declaration, the BRW was controversial from the start.

Even though the Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned discrimination on the basis of race and sex, a lack of enforcement of the law convinced NOW leaders to write to the BRW to establish eight goals. Goal #1 called for Congress to “immediately” pass the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), which would ensure that equal rights under the law would not be denied or abridged on the basis of sex. In like manner, although Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned employment discrimination on the basis of race and sex, the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission (EEOC) had failed to adequately enforce the law. Consequently, Goal #2 demanded that the EEOC enforce the law banning sex discrimination in employment with the same “vigor” that it enforced laws banning racial discrimination. Since employers often replaced women when they went on maternity leave, Goal #3 demanded maternity leave rights in employment as well as social security benefits. This goal called for a law that, after a “reasonable time after childbirth,” would allow women to return to their jobs without a loss of seniority or earned benefits. Also, since many women were financially unable to return to work after childbirth due to the added expenses of child rearing, Goal #4 called for a revision of tax laws to grant tax deductions for home and child care expenses for working parents.

In addition, since work outside the home required that parents secure child care, Goal #5 demanded that laws that established parks, libraries, and other public facilities also require the establishment of public child care centers for young children. Traditionally, more men went to college than women. Therefore, Goal #6 demanded that women be allowed to develop to their full potential through equal and unsegregated access to educational opportunities in colleges, graduate schools, professional schools, and fellowships. Goal #7 demanded equal job training opportunities and equal housing allowances for both men and women. In an attempt to remove the stigma associated with welfare, the goal also sought a revision of welfare practices so that women in poverty would not be denied their “dignity, privacy, and self respect.” Goal #8 demanded the right of women to control their own reproductive lives. The goal sought the removal of laws that limited women’s access to contraceptive information, contraceptive devices, and safe abortions.

During the development of the BRW, controversy within the movement arose due to a fundamental difference of opinion about what approach would best benefit women. While one side argued that women would be best served by goals that requested special female protections and special treatment, the other side believed that women would benefit the most by demanding treatment equal to that of men. In the end, the BRW adopted a stance much more aligned with equality. A wave of profeminist legislation was passed in the 1970s. Perhaps the two most notable developments associated with the goals of the BRW were the introduction and later defeat of the ERA and the Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade, which granted women reproductive rights by legalizing abortion.

Rolando Avila
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BITCH Manifesto (1968)

The BITCH Manifesto, written in 1968 by Jo Freeman (Joreen), was published in the Notes from the Second Year, edited by Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt, in 1970. It was later reprinted as a pamphlet by KNOW, Inc., and has been featured in numerous books. The manifesto is an early example of the feminist efforts to reclaim language to make it less sexist. Freeman created an empowering definition of the word “bitch,” complete with the qualifications necessary to be considered a Bitch. The manifesto presents a hypothetical organization, BITCH, whose purpose is to support sister Bitches in accepting themselves in their true Bitch form. In confronting the subtext of the derogatory use of the word “bitch,” the BITCH Manifesto confirms that being a Bitch is not only a feat to be proud of but is also an opportunity to stand up to oppressors while at the same time pointing out the sexist nature of language.

Historically, the term “bitch” has been used in a derogatory sense as a means of condemning women for acting out of the social gender normative. The derogatory term is used as a means of isolating and discrediting women who do not conform to the social structure. Furthermore, the derogatory use of the word highlights a double standard in gender roles. The BITCH Manifesto does not use the word in this way. The manifesto proclaims that Bitches are naturally independent, self-determined individuals who demand to be treated not as women but as humans. A woman should be proud to declare herself a Bitch, because Bitches are beautiful.

According to Jo Freeman, a true Bitch is defined through characteristics of her personality, physical self, and sexual orientation. Bitches are assertive, strong-minded, arrogant, threatening, loud-mouthed, and independent. A Bitch may not be liked, but she impedes on others’ psychological space and cannot be ignored. A Bitch’s physical stature is loud, brash, awkward, and not conventionally beautiful. A Bitch does not embody the subtle, mysterious, indirect demeanor of femininity, for a Bitch is not that kind of woman. A Bitch has taken on an androgynous form, possessing both masculine and feminine traits. Bitches check their orientations only through themselves and their actions. Bitches are the subjects of their own lives, not objects arranged for the benefit of men. A Bitch will follow her inclination whether it is professional or introspective; she will achieve an active, domineering role.

Freeman’s manifesto suggested that while not every woman can be considered a Bitch, a woman does not have to possess all of the qualities enumerated in the manifesto to be a Bitch but should have some of the qualities. If a woman can meet most of the Bitch characteristics, she can be considered a Bitch’s Bitch. The rarest form of Bitch is a Superbitch, who is in full possession of all Bitch characteristics. A Bitch can be sexy, qualifying her to be a Bitch Goddess, but even still she can never be considered a “true woman.”

The manifesto proclaims that men are defined as human and that women are defined as being female or “Other.” Through her desire to be simultaneously human and female, a Bitch has created her own category of being. This brash violation of traditional sex role behavior threatens the social belief that a woman’s reality is defined in relation to men’s. If taken seriously, a Bitch is a threat to the social rules that disempower women and the values used to justify female subordination. For these reasons, Freeman says, society will dismiss a Bitch as a deviant.

In addition to the BITCH Manifesto, Freeman also wrote the well-known article “The Tyranny of Structurelessness” in which she argues that there is no such thing as a structureless group, only groups that disguise power structure. Other well-known articles include “Trashing: The Dark Side of Sisterhood” and “The 52 Percent Minority Group.” She has published 11 books, covering topics from feminism to politics and policy, including the prize-winning A Room at a Time: How Women Entered Party Politics, published in 2000. Freeman’s redefinition project continues to resonate, as seen in the ongoing popularity of the play The Vagina Monologues.

Adrienne Harwell
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Excerpt from the BITCH Manifesto (1968)

Jo Freeman wrote the BITCH Manifesto under the pseudonym Joreen in 1968. Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt published it in their edited volume Notes from the Second Year in 1970. The manifesto was later reprinted and distributed as a pamphlet.

… man is defined as a human being and woman is defined as a female. Whenever she tries to behave as a human being she is accused of trying to emulate the male …

Simone de Beauvoir

BITCH is an organization which does not yet exist. The name is not an acronym. It stands for exactly what it sounds like.

BITCH is composed of Bitches. There are many definitions of a bitch. The most complimentary definition is a female dog. Those definitions of bitches who are also homo sapiens are rarely as objective. They vary from person to person and depend strongly on how much of a bitch the definer considers herself. However, everyone agrees that a bitch is always a female, dog, or otherwise.

It is also generally agreed that a Bitch is aggressive, and therefore unfeminine (ahem). She may be sexy, in which case she becomes a Bitch Goddess, a special case which will not concern us here. But she is never a “true woman.”

Bitches have some or all of the following characteristics.

1) Personality. Bitches are aggressive, assertive, domineering, overbearing, strong-minded, spiteful, hostile, direct, blunt, candid, obnoxious, thick-skinned, hard-headed, vicious, dogmatic, competent, competitive, pushy, loud-mouthed, independent, stubborn, demanding, manipulative, egoistic, driven, achieving, overwhelming, threatening, scary, ambitious, tough, brassy, masculine, boisterous, and turbulent. Among other things. A Bitch occupies a lot of psychological space. You always know she is around. A Bitch takes shit from no one. You may not like her, but you cannot ignore her.

2) Physical. Bitches are big, tall, strong, large, loud, brash, harsh, awkward, clumsy, sprawling, strident, ugly. Bitches move their bodies freely rather than restrain, refine and confine their motions in the proper feminine manner. They clomp up stairs, stride when they walk and don’t worry about where they put their legs when they sit. They have loud voices and often use them. Bitches are not pretty.

3) Orientation. Bitches seek their identity strictly thru themselves and what they do. They are subjects, not objects. They may have a relationship with a person or organization, but they never marry anyone or anything; man, mansion, or movement. Thus Bitches prefer to plan their own lives rather than live from day to day, action to action, or person to person. They are independent cusses and believe they are capable of doing anything they damn well want to. If something gets in their way; well, that’s why they become Bitches. If they are professionally inclined, they will seek careers and have no fear of competing with anyone. If not professionally inclined, they still seek self-expression and self-actualization. Whatever they do, they want an active role and are frequently perceived as domineering. Often they do dominate other people when roles are not available to them which more creatively sublimate their energies and utilize their capabilities. More often they are accused of domineering when doing what would be considered natural by a man.

A true Bitch is self-determined, but the term “bitch” is usually applied with less discrimination. It is a popular derogation to put down uppity women that was created by man and adopted by women. Like the term “nigger,” “bitch” serves the social function of isolating and discrediting a class of people who do not conform to the socially accepted patterns of behavior.

BITCH does not use this word in the negative sense. A woman should be proud to declare she is a Bitch, because Bitch is Beautiful. It should be an act of affirmation by self and not negation by others. Not everyone can qualify as a Bitch. One does not have to have all of the above three qualities, but should be well possessed of at least two of them to be considered a Bitch. If a woman qualifies in all three, at least partially, she is a Bitch’s Bitch. Only Superbitches qualify totally in all three categories and there are very few of those. Most don’t last long in this society.

… This is the root of her own oppression as a woman. Bitches are not only oppressed as women, they are oppressed for not being like women. Because she has insisted on being human before being feminine, on being true to herself before kowtowing to social pressures, a Bitch grows up an outsider. Even as girls, Bitches violated the limits of accepted sex role behavior. They did not identify with other women and few were lucky enough to have an adult Bitch serve as a role model. They had to make their own way and the pitfalls this uncharted course posed contributed to both their uncertainty and their independence.

Bitches are good examples of how women can be strong enough to survive even the rigid, punitive socialization of our society. As young girls it never quite penetrated their consciousness that women were supposed to be inferior to men in any but the mother/helpmate role. They asserted themselves as children and never really internalized the slave style of wheedling and cajolery which is called feminine. Some Bitches were oblivious to the usual social pressures and some stubbornly resisted them. Some developed a superficial feminine style and some remained tomboys long past the time when such behavior is tolerated. All Bitches refused, in mind and spirit, to conform to the idea that there were limits on what they could be and do. They placed no bounds on their aspirations or their conduct.

For this resistance they were roundly condemned. They were put down, snubbed, sneered at, talked about, laughed at, and ostracized. Our society made women into slaves and then condemned them for acting like slaves. It was all done very subtly. Few people were so direct as to say that they did not like Bitches because they did not play the sex role game….

As adults, Bitches may have learned the feminine role, at least the outward style but they are rarely comfortable in it. This is particularly true of those women who are physical Bitches. They want to free their bodies as well as their minds and deplore the effort they must waste confining their physical motions or dressing the role in order not to turn people off. Too, because they violate sex role expectations physically, they are not as free to violate them psychologically or intellectually. A few deviations from the norm can be tolerated but too many are too threatening. It’s bad enough not to think like a woman, sound like a woman, or do the kinds of things women are supposed to do. To also not look like a woman, move like a woman, or act like a woman is to go way beyond the pale. Ours is a rigid society with narrow limits placed on the extent of human diversity. Women in particular are defined by their physical characteristics. Bitches who do not violate these limits are freer to violate others. Bitches who do violate them in style or size can be somewhat envious of those who do not have to so severely restrain the expansiveness of their personalities and behavior. Often these Bitches are tortured more because their deviancy is always evident. But they do have a compensation in that large …

The bulk of this Manifesto has been about Bitches. The remainder will be about BITCH. The organization does not yet exist and perhaps it never can. Bitches are so damned independent and they have learned so well not to trust other women that it will be difficult for them to learn to even trust each other. This is what BITCH must teach them to do. Bitches have to learn to accept themselves as Bitches and to give their sisters the support they need to be creative Bitches. Bitches must learn to be proud of their strength and proud of themselves. They must move away from the isolation which has been their protection and help their younger sisters avoid its perils. They must recognize that women are often less tolerant of other women than are men because they have been taught to view all women as their enemies. And Bitches must form together in a movement to deal with their problems in a political manner. They must organize for their own liberation as all women must organize for theirs. We must be strong, we must be militant, we must be dangerous. We must realize that Bitch is Beautiful and that we have nothing to lose. Nothing whatsoever.

This manifesto was written and revised with the help of several of my sisters, to whom it is dedicated.

Source: The BITCH Manifesto, http://www.jofreeman.com/joreen/bitch.htm. Reprinted with permission from Jo Freeman.



Black Feminism

Black feminism is a branch of the feminist movement that argues that black women’s experience must be understood in the context of both gender and racial oppression. Historically black feminists have struggled for acceptance within mainstream (white and middle- or elite-class) feminism. Thus, black feminism is a product of gendered and racial oppression from society in general and also from the wider feminist movement.

Black feminism is influenced by intersectionality, a social theory that holds that some groups experience oppression and come to social justice movements having to account for multiple viewpoints. The theory holds that black women must deal with the intersection of femaleness and blackness. Socioeconomic standing complicates these intersections, because poverty disproportionately affects black women and children. Many feminists believe that the intersection of gender, race, and class culminates in the oppression of black women.

The question of who can be a black feminist differs. According to historian and black feminist Beverly Guy-Sheftall, a black feminist can be either a man or a woman of color because black men and women understand the oppressive intersection of race and gender. The now-defunct Combahee River Collective in Boston, Massachusetts, argued that only a black woman can be a black feminist because only a woman of color can really know the triple oppression of sexism, racism, and class oppression. In addition to this differentiation, during the 1970s origination of black feminist theory, a majority of black women were reluctant to identify themselves as black feminists because of conservative traditional values, including homophobia. The fear of being identified with prolesbian and lesbian women of color has kept many black women out of the movement. Alice Walker led a splinter movement from the roots of black feminism and reinterpreted it as womanism.

The concept of black feminism emerged as an African American female-centered construction during the rise of two other movements during the 1960s and 1970s. Many black women struggled in the black civil rights movement because its umbrella included predominantly male-centered groups such as the Black Panthers and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Stokely Carmichael, an SNCC leader, once infamously said that “the position of women in the movement is prone.” The predominantly white feminist women’s rights movement also tended to overlook the needs of women of color and to exclude black women from regional and national conferences unless topics included women of color or women from third-world countries. Needing a representational organization to voice their thoughts and concerns, several groups of black women decided to collaborate.

Thus, the black women’s movement was born and included organizations such as the National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO) and the Black Women Organized for Action (BWOA). Although the NBFO and the BWOA lasted for only a few years, they formed the foundation of the black woman’s feminist narrative and spawned numerous other black feminist organizations that still exist today. Black feminism came to include critical social issues that were different from the feminists’ agenda during the 1970s and 1980s second wave of the female liberation movement. Black feminists were concerned with social equality but also focused on gendered class and race issues such as employment discrimination, lack of educational opportunities, welfare, sexual orientation, rape, day care, and reproductive rights.

Today, black feminists continue to encourage conversations about injustice within the black community and among third-world women of color and feminists. Focusing on the positive attributes of self-reliance, independence, empowerment, and identity, black feminists reclaim black womanhood as positive and powerful. The National Black Women’s Health Imperative focuses on black women’s health issues and addresses the disparities of black women, who currently make up the largest group of AIDS, heart disease, and breast cancer sufferers.
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Braden, Anne McCarty (1924–2006)

Anne Braden’s social justice activism spanned nearly six decades. She tirelessly advocated for economic, social, legal, and political justice for African Americans, women, and the poor. Arrested on more than one occasion, she endured severe personal and professional consequences because of her controversial stance on matters of equality.
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Though born into a prosegregationist family, journalist Anne McCarty Braden came to despise the practice and support the Civil Rights Movement. She is seen here in court in 1954, having been brought to trial by white supremacists for sedition. (Robert W. Kelley/The LIFE Picture Collection/Getty Images)

Anne McCarty was born on July 28, 1924, in Louisville, Kentucky. Her family moved several times during her youth before settling in Anniston, Alabama, when she was seven. In high school, she was introduced to journalism via the school newspaper. In the fall of 1941 after her high school graduation, she left Anniston to attend Stratford College, a small two-year women’s college in Danville, Virginia. She flourished at Stratford, where she worked on the school newspaper, The Traveller, and became involved in acting.

It was at Stratford where Braden met Ida Fitzgerald and her older sister, Harriet. Her relationship with the Fitzgerald sisters significantly influenced Braden’s life, enlarging her worldview. They also persuaded Braden to attend Randolph-Macon Woman’s College (R-MWC), a small liberal arts women’s college in Lynchburg, Virginia. At R-MWC, Braden majored in English, worked on the newspaper The Sundial, and developed her love of literature. Braden’s graduation coincided with the end of World War II, with all the upheaval and promise that it brought. With her degree in hand, Braden returned to Anniston to briefly work on the local newspaper, The Star, before landing a job covering courthouse trials at the Louisville Times. Braden met her husband, Carl, at the newspaper, and the couple married in 1948. Carl was heavily involved in the labor movement, including unionization, in Louisville. Working alongside him, Anne Braden was exposed to the fight against inequality and discrimination. Together with her intellectual awakening at Stratford and R-MWC, the injustices she witnessed sparked her growing interest in social justice issues.

Braden’s first arrest was in 1951, when she protested the execution of Willie McGee, an African American man convicted of raping a white woman. However, in 1954 the Bradens underestimated whites’ reaction when they purchased a house in a white neighborhood for Andrew and Charlotte Wade, an African American family. Neighborhoods in Louisville were strictly, though illegally, segregated. Andrew and Charlotte Wade were consistently thwarted in their attempts to buy a home in the suburbs; banks, real estate companies, and builders had unwritten agreements that no one sell or lend money on property in white neighborhoods to African Americans. As a last resort, Andrew approached Carl, who agreed to buy the home in the Louisville suburb Shively and then transfer the title to the Wades. On the day of the sale a cross was burned across the street, and eventually the house was bombed, though no one was injured. Anne and Carl were charged with sedition. As tension and anxiety increased during the Cold War, the majority of southern whites viewed integration as a communist plot. The charge against Anne Braden was dropped, but her husband was convicted and sentenced to 15 years. He was released after serving eight months when the U.S. Supreme Court invalidated state sedition laws. The ordeal is the basis of Braden’s book The Wall Between, published in 1958.

The Bradens were essentially ostracized, both personally and professionally, in Louisville. Unable to find employment locally, they began working as field organizers for the Southern Conference Educational Fund (SCEF), an interracial civil rights organization. Anne Braden edited the organization’s newsletter, the Southern Patriot. Because of its controversial stance on race, white supremacist groups and governmental agencies harassed and investigated the SCEF and some of its members because of the prevailing belief that attempts to desegregate or enfranchise African Americans were communist plots.

After Carl’s death in 1975, Anne Braden worked with the Southern Organizing Committee for Economic and Social Justice and other national and regional organizations. Her activism extended beyond race into environmental, economic, LBGT, and women’s causes. In the 1980s, she was involved in the Rainbow Coalition and Jesse Jackson’s presidential campaigns. Along with her tireless activism, Braden taught at local universities. After her death on March 6, 2006, the University of Louisville established the Anne Braden Institute for Social Justice Research.

Wanda Little Fenimore
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Brownmiller, Susan (1935–)

Susan Brownmiller is a well-known American writer, radical feminist, and women’s rights activist of the second-wave feminist movement in America. Brownmiller is best known for her groundbreaking feminist treatise Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (1975), a history of rape that fundamentally changed the laws and attitudes toward rape in America and the world.

The only child of Samuel and Mae Warhaftig, Susan Brownmiller was born in Brooklyn, New York, on February 15, 1935. She attended Cornell University briefly and trained for a few years as an actress in New York City, adopting her stage name Brownmiller legally in 1961. Brownmiller started her career in journalism and editorial work at a confession magazine. Later she worked for Coronet magazine as an assistant to the managing editor from 1959 to 1960, for the Albany Report from 1961 to 1962 as an editor, and for Newsweek as a researcher of national affairs during 1963–1964. She was a reporter for NBC-TV in Philadelphia in 1965 and a staff writer for the Village Voice and a network newswriter for ABC-TV in New York City during 1966–1968. Her freelance writing appeared in prominent American publications such as the New York Times, Newsday, the New York Daily News, Vogue, and The Nation. An active participant in antiwar protests and the civil rights movement through sit-ins, picket lines, and Freedom Summer in Mississippi, Brownmiller cofounded the New York Radical Feminists in 1968 and organized a sit-in at the offices of the Ladies’ Home Journal in 1970 to protest the derogatory content of the magazine that the protesters felt was humiliating for women.

Brownmiller’s first book, Shirley Chisholm: A Biography, written for young readers, was published in 1970. It recounted the life story of Shirley Chisholm, the first African American woman to be elected to the U.S. Congress. Her interest in rape was accentuated after she helped organize a Speak-Out, a conference on rape with the New York Radical Feminists in 1971. Brownmiller’s interest in rape led her to research extensively on the then tabooed subject that ultimately culminated in the publication of her feminist classic, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape, in 1975 that not only earned her a place among the Time magazine’s 12 Women of the Year but also found a place for itself as among the 100 most important books of the 20th century in the New York Public Library’s Books of the Century exhibition held during 1995–1996. Brownmiller’s Against Our Will received high acclaim as a meticulously researched pioneering document, a valuable resource for feminist studies on violence on women. It was the first feminist treatise to argue comprehensively that rape was a political act, an act of violence and power, and a structured crime of male domination against women. In this Brownmiller countered centuries of belief that rape was a crime of sexual passion and that rape victims were to blame for the violence they experienced.

In 1979, Brownmiller helped found Women Against Pornography (WAP). In 1984 she published Femininity, her second feminist treatise that critiqued the historically imposed limiting stereotypes on women. Waverly Place, a fictional rendering of the famous Joel Steinberg domestic abuse case in New York, was published in 1989. In 1994, Brownmiller published Seeing Vietnam: Encounters of the Road and Heart, a travel memoir recounting her tour assignment to Vietnam for Travel & Leisure magazine.

One of the most prominent social theorists of her time, Brownmiller published a memoir of the radical feminist movement in America titled In Our Time: Memoir of a Revolution in 1999, built out of the first-person narratives of over 200 activists, including her own, she had interviewed. Among Brownmiller’s numerous prestigious fellowships and awards are an Alicia Patterson grant for journalism and a Louis M. Rabinowitz Foundation grant in 1973 that supported her writing in Against Our Will, the Mademoiselle Achievement Award in 1975, the Women In Communication Matrix Award in 1984, and the Travel Story Grand Award from the Pacific American Travel Association in 1994. She has also adjudicated the National Book Awards (1980) and the New York Foundation for the Arts (1991).
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Bryant, Anita (1940–)

Popular singer and beauty queen Anita Bryant became a successful corporate spokesperson and the face of Florida orange juice until, in the mid-1970s, she became the public face of homophobia and the leader of the opposition to the nation’s developing gay rights movement.

Born on March 25, 1940, in Barnsdall, Oklahoma, as a child Bryant performed on local radio and television in Oklahoma City, and as Miss Oklahoma she was first runner-up in the 1958 Miss America pageant. She scored a number of pop hits in 1959 and 1960, including three 1 million sellers: “Til There Was You,” “Paper Roses,” and “My Little Corner of the World.” She began recording for Columbia Records in 1962, and while she landed additional records in the top 100, she never matched her previous success. Nevertheless, she remained a popular entertainer, appearing with the Billy Graham Crusade and accompanying Bob Hope on his Vietnam Christmas tours.

In 1969 Bryant wed Bob Green, a Miami disc jockey who served as her manager. With the advent of a family that would eventually include four children, her career changed. She released several albums of Christian music. Too, beginning in 1969 and drawing upon her continuing popularity and wholesome image, Bryant became an active corporate spokesperson for products including Florida Orange Juice, Holiday Inn, Tupperware, Coca-Cola, and Kraft Foods. She appeared in TV, billboard, and magazine ad campaigns. She also served as the hostess for NBC’s annual New Year’s Day presentation of the Orange Bowl Parade. In addition, during this period she also authored books on Christian themes, offering parenting advice in a book titled Raising God’s Children while also sharing advice and guidance in works titled, Amazing Grace, Bless This Food (a cookbook), and Running the Good Race.

In 1977 Bryant’s life took a major turn. In January of that year the Miami Dade Metro Commission adopted a change to the county’s human rights ordinance to prohibit discrimination in housing employment, bank loans, and public accommodations based on “affectional or sexual preference.” Bryant, who had long publicly espoused Bible-based views on a number of issues, became an active opponent of the new law. Founding a group called Save Our Children, Inc., she led an effort to repeal the ordinance, arguing that “militant gays” would recruit children to a life of sin. The effort was ultimately successful when the ordinance was overwhelming rejected in a June 1977 referendum.

The fight had major repercussions nationwide, as repeal efforts of similar ordinances were later undertaken in St. Paul, Minnesota; Wichita, Kansas; and Eugene, Oregon, among other cities. Bryant’s high-profile opposition had an undeniable if debatable impact. Some people argued that it forced homosexuals further underground, while others maintained that it inspired more effective efforts toward tolerance. There was no denying that it raised public awareness to new levels.

For Bryant, the campaign had major repercussions. She became a political lightning rod, thrust into the middle of the nation’s developing culture wars. She shared her views around the country, joining similar campaigns in a number of different states and also speaking out against a congressional proposal to extend civil rights to homosexuals. She was named the “Most Admired Woman in America” in Good Housekeeping magazine’s annual poll in both 1978 and 1979. At the same time, her identification with homophobia sabotaged her career as a corporate spokesperson. In response to her work in Dade County, gay rights supporters had organized a nationwide boycott of Florida orange juice, and Bryant was soon dropped as the spokesperson of the Florida Citrus Commission. That move, coupled with the loss of other clients, ultimately led to her declaring personal bankruptcy in the late 1990s. On top of that, her 1980 divorce from Green served to alienate the conservative political base that saw the divorce as a betrayal of family values.

In 1990 Bryant married fellow Oklahoma native Charlie Dry, a onetime NASA test crewman. Seeking to revive her entertainment career as well as restore her finances, she has performed at an array of local venues, including Branson, Missouri, and Pigeon Forge, Tennessee. Bryant lives in Oklahoma.

William H. Pruden III
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Butcher, Susan (1954–2006)

In the 1980s, champion dogsled racer Susan Butcher dominated a sport in which women and men participated as equals. She brought the sport to a broader audience and revolutionized the training of sled dogs.

Susan Howlet Butcher was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Her parents divorced when she was 11 years old, but her father encouraged independence and self-reliance. While visiting him in Colorado, Butcher met a woman who bred sledding huskies and became interested in the sport. By age 15, Butcher was training her first husky puppy. Butcher valued the emotional honesty of animals, preferring their company to people. She pursued a veterinary career at Colorado State University, but dyslexia hindered her scholastically. She graduated with a veterinary technician degree.

The first modern Iditarod dogsled race took place in 1973. Mushers navigated sleds and dog teams across 1,000 miles of frozen wilderness from Anchorage to Nome, Alaska. During the 1898 gold rush, supplies, mail, and gold traveled by dogsled along the Iditarod Trail through Alaska’s interior. In 1925, 19 men relayed dogsleds through the Alaskan winter to deliver serum to Nome during a diphtheria epidemic. The Iditarod race commemorates this heroic effort while preserving dogsledding as a sport.

At age 20, Butcher moved to Alaska hoping to compete in the Iditarod. She lived in a remote cabin in the Wrangell Mountains, and dogsledding was her primary transportation. Her cabin had no phone, no running water, and no electricity. She was a pioneer, hunting her own food and honing her survival skills. During summers, she earned income delivering calves at a musk ox farm and working at a salmon-packing facility.

In 1978, Butcher became the third woman to enter the Iditarod and became the top female finisher: 19th place. The following year, Butcher and Joe Redington Sr., an Iditarod founder, became the first and only people to dogsled to the summit of Denali, the highest mountain in North America. By 1982, Butcher was challenging her male competition and placed 2nd in the Iditarod. Notable female athletes such as ice skater Michelle Kwan and Olympic gold medal gymnast Gabrielle Douglas bring attention to their sports, but their competition remains sexually segregated. Tennis player Billie Jean King raised the visibility of parity between male and female athletes, but Butcher competed directly against her male counterparts. She traversed the same blizzard-cloaked mountain ranges, heaved the same 200-pound supply-packed sled, and tended her dog team in subzero temperatures and did so in spite of the fact that many people said dogsledding was too rigorous for women.

Butcher won the Iditarod in 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990. She dominated a man’s sport—setting two speed records, competing internationally, and placing first or second in half of her 16 runs of the Iditarod. Butcher was honored as Outstanding Female Athlete in the World and twice earned the Women’s Sports Foundation’s Professional Sportswoman of the Year. She became a sought-after speaker, appearing in documentaries and television programs.

Butcher always credited her dogs as partners. She raised them from puppies, beginning their training and developing her bond with them at birth. She regarded dogs as individuals and trained each to its fullest athletic capability. Her famed lead dog, Granite, was a small unassuming dog, but Butcher nurtured him to become an indomitable competitor who led her team to three Iditarod victories. She put her dogs first, demonstrating that treating dogs as family, training them year-round, and using positive reinforcement could take the sport to a higher level. The bond between Butcher and her dogs was so strong that they risked their own lives to save her when she fell through thin ice on a freezing river.

In 1985 Butcher married David Monson, a lawyer and part-time musher (winner of the 1988 Yukon Quest). Between 1994 and 2001, she took a break from competition to give birth to two daughters. In December 2005, Butcher was diagnosed with myelogenous leukemia and died the following summer.

In 2008, Alaska governor Sarah Palin signed Susan Butcher Day into law. It is celebrated the first Saturday in March, the traditional start date for the Iditarod. The University of Alaska at Fairbanks established the Susan Butcher Institute to promote public service and leadership skills in young Alaskans.

Keri Dearborn
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Chicago, Judy (1939–)

Feminist artist and art educator Judy Chicago is known for large-scale collaborative art installations as well as her innovative approach to art education. Her works achieved international status early in her career with worldwide tours of pieces such as The Dinner Party.

Judy Chicago was born Judy Cohen to Arthur and May Cohen in July 1939 and grew up on the north side of Chicago. She began taking classes at the Art Institute of Chicago at a young age and was awarded a scholarship to attend the institute’s Junior School. In 1957 she moved to Los Angeles to attend UCLA, where she earned a BA in 1962 and an MA in 1964. In addition to her formal training, Chicago also learned how to work with industrial materials by taking classes in auto body repair and boat building.

[image: Lamphier]

Artist Judy Chicago founded the first feminist art program in the United States in Illinois in the early 1970s. In her work she examines the role of women in history and culture. (Cynthia Macadams/The LIFE Images Collection/Getty Images)

Chicago’s paintings and sculptures began receiving critical attention in 1964 with reviews in Artforum. Her work was featured at the Rolf Nelson Gallery in Los Angeles, with her first solo show taking place in 1965. In 1970 she was hired by Fresno State College, now California State University, Fresno, to teach art. Chicago emphasized the importance of studio space for professional artistic development and taught students the skills needed to renovate an old theater in Fresno. Performance art was also part of the curriculum, and some of these performances were filmed by Judith Dancoff and can be seen in the 2013 film Judy Chicago and the California Girls.

In October 1970 Chicago legally changed her name to Judy Chicago, honoring a complex variety of self-naming traditions to embrace her identity as a feminist artist. In 1971, Chicago and Miriam Schapiro instituted the Feminist Art Program at the California Institute of the Arts, also known as Cal Arts. A multiyear, multiartist project known as Womanhouse was one of the highlights of this program in its early years. Chicago was also one of the founding members of the Feminist Studio Workshop, which formed in 1973.

In the process of reading about the Women’s Building at the 1893 World’s Exposition in Chicago, Chicago found inspiration for a piece that would ultimately become The Dinner Party. In seeking to create a feminist artwork that would be physically and philosophically large enough to recapture and reestablish the accomplishments of women, Chicago began researching images of women, individual histories of women, and techniques such as china painting and embroidery to launch a multiyear collaborative project. Chicago’s vision of a three-sided table set with plates designed to represent 39 women, along with woven and embroidered table runners and other custom-designed tableware, became The Dinner Party. It was first shown in San Francisco at the Museum of Modern Art in March 1979 and then was exhibited around the world in venues such as the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in Scotland and the Warehouse in London.

The clear promotion of women’s history and female power combined with Chicago’s fearless incorporation of artistic representations of female sexual organs, The Dinner Party was received with a spectrum of praise and criticism. In seeking a permanent home for the massive installation, Chicago offered it to the University of the District of Columbia in Washington, D.C. The proposed gift quickly became a target for conservative politicians. Although funds from the District of Columbia had been allocated to renovate the planned space to house The Dinner Party, the ensuing media fray featured conservatives decrying the expenditure of federal funds on feminist art. Chicago withdrew her offer, and The Dinner Party is now permanently housed at the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum in New York.

Chicago has continued to design large-scale installation pieces such as The Birth Project and The Holocaust Project. She has also facilitated the Envisioning the Future program at the Pomona Arts Colony. Chicago’s explorations and struggles as an artist are chronicled in her writings, beginning with her book Through the Flower: My Struggle as a Woman Artist (1975) and Beyond the Flower: The Autobiography of a Feminist Artist (1996). Pennsylvania State University houses the Judy Chicago Art Education Collection, which provides online access to pedagogical materials for teaching about The Dinner Party. Chicago’s 75th birthday in 2014 was celebrated in a number of exhibitions across the United States. She lives and works in Belen, New Mexico.
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Chicana Feminism

Begun alongside the civil rights and feminist movements of the 1960s, Chicana feminism is a political feminist movement that recognizes the heritage and experience of indigenous descended women and promotes the consciousness of that identity and reclaims it to decolonize people’s minds and hearts. This higher consciousness challenges the patriarchal power structures to diminish poverty, sexism, and homophobia. Feministas promote the principle that true liberation and equality cannot be realized without la familia working collectively to liberate each other from all forms of discrimination and oppression.

Latina women in the 21st century are still burdened with Jim Crow and Jane Crow, or racial and gender discrimination, both institutionally and privately. Bernice Rincon explained that Chicana feminism developed out of a combination of the second-wave feminist movement and the Chicano liberation movement of the 1960s. The latter movement largely centered on farmworker rights but generally failed to recognize the issues that most impact women. Chicana feminism also developed to address the patriarchal family structure of Mexican American families.

Early feminists addressed the immediate needs of Latina women and in so doing created the language and social and political tools to begin addressing a variety of issues that remain unresolved in the twenty-first century. Concerns included inequity in health and education, reproductive rights and access to women’s medicine, marriage and education reform, lack of recognition of contributions due to housewife stereotyping, the culture of materialism, child care, equal pay for equal work, workplace discrimination, lower wages, and higher rates of unemployment and underemployment. All of these forces combined led to a higher number of female-headed households and an increase in the feminization of poverty.

Twenty-first-century activists have built on the knowledge, theories, and language of early feminists to create programs, influence policy, and create art and media that move the Chicana feminist and national liberation movement forward. Issues specific to and prioritized by Chicana feminism include living with HIV, racial profiling, cultural assimilation, child abuse, mental illness, and access to safe and legal abortion.

Feministas promote solidarity with people of all colors, genders, and sexual orientations to continue the path of decolonization. Many activists recognize that the recovery of aboriginal language, belief systems, and resources are integral to the ability of people to survive and overcome institutionalized racism and poverty. A resurgence of nativist and racist ideology continues to drive public opinion and is reflected in the vigilante and legal actions taken against immigrants and what became known as the brown panic, or fear that Latina/o people are threatening to white America.

Collectively, activists have fomented a cultural revolution, utilizing all creative media to raise consciousness and encourage popular discourse about the general criminalization, marginalization, dispossession, civil rights violations, and torture of people of color that is often sanctioned and sometimes has been imposed by states. Conscious rap music acknowledges grassroots struggles, such as environmental justice movements and indigenous and land struggles, that are rooted in the process of colonialism and globalization. Activists recognize that policies intentionally divide people by class, race, and gender to deflect attention from the causes of increased poverty, criminalization, and racialized violence that result.

Chicanas have made contributions in the fields of education, journalism, politics and labor and added depth and dimension to feminist philosophy and literature. Equipped with a structural critique of Western capitalist society, activists seek to unify people to effectively resist or end globalization, environmental destruction, and institutional discrimination and poverty.
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Child, Julia (1912–2004)

Chef, author, and television star Julia McWilliams Child is noted for bringing French cuisine to the mainstream American public through her books and television programs. Child’s home kitchen, from which she broadcast her TV shows, is housed at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C. She won numerous awards during her lifetime both for her culinary achievements and her work in television. Child was named one of TV Guide’s “50 Greatest TV Stars of All Time” and was the subject of the movie Julie & Julia.

Childs was born Julia Carolyn McWilliams in Pasadena, California, on August 15, 1912. She was the eldest of three children. Her father was John McWilliams Jr., a prominent California real estate investor, and her mother was heiress Julia Weston McWilliams. Child enjoyed a comfortable, privileged childhood. She attended exclusive private schools, including the Katherine Branson School near San Francisco. Growing to a height of six feet two inches tall, she towered over her classmates. She became known as a cheerful, adventurous, and athletic young woman.

In 1930 Child enrolled at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts. She graduated in 1934 and moved to New York City, where she worked as a copywriter in the advertising department of a home furnishings business. In 1937, she transferred to the company’s Los Angeles branch. She next wrote articles for local publications and volunteered with the Junior League of Pasadena.

With America’s entry into World War II in 1941, Child tried to enlist in the women’s armed services but was rejected on account of her height. At age 29, she joined the newly formed Office of Strategic Services (OSS), precursor to the Central Intelligence Agency, at its headquarters in Washington, D.C. Beginning as a typist, she was promoted to a top-secret post working directly for OSS director William Donovan. She was sent to Ceylon (Sri Lanka), where she worked on secret OSS operations in Asia. There, she met fellow OSS employee Paul Child. They married on September 1, 1946.

Paul Child shared his sophisticated tastes with his wife, including introducing her to fine cuisine. In 1948, Paul and Julia Child moved to Paris, France, where Paul was assigned by the State Department. Child adored postwar France and described her first real French meal in Rouen as the “opening up of the soul and spirit for me.” She enrolled at the Cordon Bleu cooking school in Paris and later studied with other master chefs. At a women’s cooking club she met Simone Beck, who was writing a French cookbook for Americans with a friend, Louisette Bertholle. The two invited Child to join them to help make the book appealing for Americans.

In Paris beginning in 1951, Beck, Bertholle, and Child taught cooking to American women in Child’s kitchen. For the next 10 years the women repeatedly tested recipes, with Child translating French into English. She also worked on making the recipes practical for American cooks. They signed a contract with an American publisher who later rejected the manuscript. When it was published in 1961 by Alfred A. Knopf, the book, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, became a best seller and received critical acclaim. The book is still in print and is considered a landmark book.

When Paul and Julia Child returned to the United States, they made their home in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Julia Child wrote a column for the Boston Globe along with magazine articles. In 1962 at age 50, she appeared on a local book review show on Boston’s PBS station, WGBH. Viewers enjoyed her on-air demonstration of how to cook an omelet, particularly her playfulness and expertise. On February 11, 1963, her television show, The French Chef, premiered on WGBH. It was an immediate hit and was syndicated nationally, making her the most widely seen TV chef. The program was broadcast until 1973 and won numerous awards, including the first Emmy for an educational program. In 1966 Child’s fame led to a cover story in Time magazine, calling her “Our Lady of the Ladle.”

Along with The French Chef, Child appeared on television programs such as Julia Child & Company, Dinner at Julia’s, In Julia’s Kitchen with Master Chefs, Baking with Julia, Julia & Jacques Cooking at Home, and Julia Child’s Kitchen Wisdom. A small sampling of her books includes Mastering the Art of French Cooking (Volumes One and Two), The French Chef Cookbook, From Julia Child’s Kitchen, Julia Child & Company, and The Way To Cook.

Paul designed Child’s home kitchen in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with high counters to accommodate her height. She was able to broadcast her TV shows from their kitchen, which was transformed into a television studio. The kitchen is now on display at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C.

One of Child’s many honors during her 40-year career came in 1993, when she was the first woman inducted into the Culinary Institute Hall of Fame. In 2000 she received France’s highest honor, the Legion d’Honneur. In 2003, she was recognized in the United States by being awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

In 2009 Child attained renewed fame with the release of the movie Julie & Julia, based in part on Child’s memoir My Life in France. On August 13, 2004, Julia Child died in her sleep from kidney failure in Montecito, California, two days before her 92nd birthday. She attributed her long life to her fondness for butter and wine. Her last meal had been French onion soup. Child is quoted as saying “We should enjoy food and have fun. It is one of the simplest and nicest pleasures in life.”
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Recipe from Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking (1961)

This onion soup recipe, considered a classic, is from Julia Child’s first and most famous book, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, which was first published in 1961.

French Onion Soup

The onions for an onion soup need a long, slow cooking in butter and oil, then a long, slow simmering in stock for them to develop the deep, rich flavor which characterizes a perfect brew. You should therefore count on 2 1/2 hours at least from start to finish. Though the preliminary cooking in butter requires some watching, the actual simmering can proceed almost unattended.

INGREDIENTS:

1 1/2 lbs. or about 5 cups of thinly sliced yellow onions

3 T butter

1 T vegetable oil

A heavy-bottomed, 4 quart covered saucepan

1 tsp. salt

1/4 tsp. sugar

3 T flour

2 quarts boiling brown stock, canned beef bouillon, or 1 quart of boiling water and 1 quart of stock or bouillon.

1/2 cup dry white wine or dry white vermouth

Salt and pepper to taste

3 T cognac

Rounds of hard-toasted French bread (see recipe following)

1 to 2 cups grated Swiss or Parmesan cheese

CROUTES—HARD-TOASTED FRENCH BREAD:

12 to 16 slices of French bread, cut 3/4 to 1 inch thick

Olive oil or beef drippings

A cut clove of garlic

PROCEDURE FOR THE SOUP:

Cook the onions slowly with the butter and oil in a covered saucepan for 15 minutes.

Uncover, raise heat to moderate and stir in the salt and sugar. Cook for 30 to 40 minutes stirring frequently, until the onions have turned an even, deep golden brown.

Sprinkle in the flour and stir for 3 minutes. Off heat, blend in the boiling liquid. Add the wine and season to taste. Simmer partially covered for 30 to 40 minutes or more, skimming occasionally. Correct seasoning. Set aside uncovered until ready to serve. Then reheat to simmer. Just before serving, stir in the cognac. Pour into a soup tureen or soup cups over the rounds of bread and pass the cheese separately.

PROCEDURE TO MAKE THE CROUTES:

Place the bread in one layer in a roasting pan and bake in a preheated 325 degree oven for about half an hour, until it is thoroughly dried out and lightly browned. Halfway through the baking, each side may be basted with a teaspoon of olive oil or beef drippings; and after baking, each piece may be rubbed with cut garlic.

Source: Simone Beck, Louisette Bertholle, and Julia Child, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Vol. 1. Copyright © 1961 by Simone Beck, Louisette Bertholle, and Julia Child. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of Knopf Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC. All rights reserved.




Interview with Julia Child Regarding Her Work with the Office of Strategic Services (1991)

Before becoming a world-renowned chef, Julia Child had worked for the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), where she met her husband, Paul. After World War II Paul took a post in France, and there Julia learned French and also learned how to cook. In this interview from 1991, Child talks about her time with the OSS.

The Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project

Foreign Service Spouse Series

JULIA CHILD

Interviewed by: Jewell Fenzi

Initial interview date: November 7, 1991

Q: This is Jewell Fenzi on Thursday, November 7, 1991. I am interviewing Julia Child at my home. Julia Child has come to Washington for a promotion of her latest book, The Way to Cook, and has kindly agreed to share an hour of her time with me this morning.

CHILD: When I was in the Foreign Service, they didn’t really pay attention to wives at all. A lot of them never learned the language, or did anything.

Q: And that was 1944?

CHILD: We [reference to Paul Child, her husband] were in World War II, we were in the OSS (Office of Strategic Services) and we met in Ceylon, or Sri Lanka, it was Ceylon then. Then we went up to China and we were there when the bomb dropped (The atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima August 6, 1945.). Then we came back to Washington and Paul’s OSS Department—they called it visual presentation, maps, diagrams, war rooms and things like that—became the US Information Agency.

So we were there in Washington. Paul had spent a lot of his young manhood in France and spoke beautiful French, really practically bi-lingual. When they were setting up the USIS (United States Information Service) in Paris he was asked to go over which was of course wonderful for us. Outside of the Far East, I had only been to Tijuana (Mexico). And I had had French all of my life, but when I got over there I could neither speak it nor understand it. So I went to Berlitz two hours every day….

But that was wonderful just to be drowned in French. And then, I had never had French food before. I loved the Chinese food, it was just delicious. And I just fell in love with French food from the first bite. We came over I think it was on the SS America with our old blue Buick, and our first French meal, or my French meal was in Rouen and I never, never turned back after that.

After we had gotten settled the Childs rented “a comfortable third-floor apartment on the Rue de l’Universitïé behind the Chambre de Dïéputïés. Paul could walk across the Pont de la Concorde to his office….” (December 23, 1974, issue of the New Yorker.) I enrolled in the Cordon Bleu (The French cooking school originally founded to give orphans a profession) and I was fortunately able to join a group of GIs on the (GI) Bill of Rights and we had a wonderful old chef (Max Bugnard) who had trained under Escoffier and was a real classicist and a wonderful man.

We would start at seven in the morning and cook until about eleven. Then I would rush home and cook Paul a fancy lunch and go back again. I think it was the Cordon Bleu that helped me a great deal also because that was all in French.

Q: And you were the only woman in the class?

CHILD: I was the only woman in that class with the men. I just became passionate, I had been looking for a career all my life. I wanted to be on The New Yorker or something like that. Well, this was it. I was passionately interested in it, the tremendous care that all the chefs and teachers took. It was art for art’s sake. It made no difference how long it took. If it came out beautifully, that was it. That was very appealing. After I had been to the Cordon Bleu, heavens, [after] about six or eight months, it began repeating. You can just do a chaud froid (fowl or game cooked as a hot dish, but served cold). Well, about the third time you feel that, you have had it.

Luckily at that time I had met my French colleague, Simone Beck. Of course that was ’48–’49 and all of the Americans [in France] could hire servants for practically nothing. And the French bourgeoisie all had their little femmes de mïénage, and I was so enthusiastic about this profession, but there wasn’t anyone to talk to of my own type. We had mutual friends who introduced me to Simca, as she was known, and Jean at a cocktail party and we literally embraced each other immediately because she felt the same way about, “Whom can I talk to!” She had a colleague, Louisette Bertholle, and the two of them were working together on a book on French cooking for Americans. They had a collaborator who died. I was delighted with that.

That was after we had started our little cooking school. We had some American friends who knew what I was doing and they said, “Well, we don’t speak any French, so why don’t you teach us?”

I felt that I didn’t know nearly enough. But Simca, who had been cooking all of her life, and had worked with Henri Pellaprat (Pre–World War II chef/teacher at Cordon Bleu.) and so forth, said, “Well, why not.” So we started our cooking school about the next day and we called it the Ecole des Trois Gourmandes, the School of the Three Hearty Eaters. That really started us seriously. Then their collaborator died, and that pleased me very much. I never knew him.

Good timing. So we started in on our book together, and that took a long gestation period. It wasn’t done until our last post in Norway which was in ’59.

Source: Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, Library of Congress, American Memory Collection, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/service/mss/mfdip/2004/2004chi01/2004chi01.pdf.



Chisholm, Shirley (1924–2005)

The first African American woman elected to Congress, Shirley Chisholm served in the House of Representatives from 1969 to 1983. Her proclamation that she was “unbought and unbossed” (the title of a memoir she published during her first term in Congress) revealed much about her. Chisholm’s significance was not limited to historic firsts or symbolic achievements. She was an effective legislator who said that she faced more discrimination because of her gender than her race.

Shirley Anita St. Hill was born on November 30, 1924, in Brooklyn, New York. Her father Charles St. Hill, a factory worker, and her mother Ruby Seale St. Hill, a seamstress and a domestic worker, were both West Indian immigrants. When her parents struggled to achieve financial stability in New York, they sent their daughters to Barbados to live with their grandmother. In 1934 after five years, her parents brought Shirley and her two other sisters back to Brooklyn. Because her mother worked outside the home, Chisholm assumed substantive responsibilities at home, but she distinguished herself as a student, earning admission to the city’s prestigious Girl’s High School and graduating from Brooklyn College in 1946. Chisholm worked as a nursery school teacher from 1946 to 1953 while also earning a master’s degree from Columbia University in 1952.

Chisholm next served as the director of the Hamilton-Madison Child Care Center in New York City from 1953 to 1959. She then became an educational consultant to the New York City Division of Day Care in the city’s Bureau of Child Welfare from 1959 until 1964. Her work with the city led her to the local political scene. In 1960 she helped form the local Unity Democratic Club, laying the groundwork for her 1964 election to the New York State Assembly. She became the second African American woman to achieve that position. After winning reelection in 1966, two years later Chisholm became the first black woman elected to the U.S. Congress—a post to which she was continuously reelected until she opted not to run for reelection in 1982.

As a member of Congress, Chisholm frequently challenged the congressional leadership, opposing what she saw as the patriarchal seniority system and protesting her appointment—as a representative from the nation’s largest city—to the Agriculture Committee, a decision that was ultimately reversed. By the end of her congressional tenure she had earned both the respect of her colleagues and a position on the powerful Rules Committee.

In 1972 while harboring no illusions about the likely success of her effort, Chisholm was a candidate for the Democratic nomination for president. Her candidacy was hampered by lack of funds and the perception that she was a symbolic candidate rather than a candidate who ought to be taken seriously. Chisholm said that she faced as much gender discrimination, particularly from black men, as she did racial discrimination. Recognizing the challenges, she nevertheless sought to use her candidacy to highlight issues such as the war in Vietnam, equal rights for women and blacks, and poverty, while reminding Americans that the talent pool for the nation’s highest office should extend beyond white males. She finished third in North Carolina’s primary and fourth in California but in the end won only 28 delegates to the Democratic National Convention. Although she was unsuccessful, she carried her effort, or “the good fight,” as she titled her subsequent campaign memoir, all the way to the convention.

Chisholm married Conrad O. Chisholm, a private investigator, in 1949, and while he was supportive of her activities, political life put a serious strain on their relationship, and they divorced in 1977. Later that year Shirley Chisholm married Arthur Hardwick, with whom she had previously served in the New York State Assembly. Hardwick was badly hurt in a car accident, and Chisholm’s desire to spend more time with him, coupled with increased frustration stemming from the changing political climate, led her to retire from public politics in 1982.

After leaving Congress, Chisholm continued to speak out on a range of issues. Her husband died in 1986, and she returned to her teaching roots as a professor at Mount Holyoke College. Chisholm was appointed ambassador to Jamaica by President Bill Clinton, but her failing health limited her tenure in that diplomatic post. After suffering a series of strokes, Chisholm died on January 1, 2005.

William H. Pruden III
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Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VII

The 1964 Civil Rights Act is unarguably the most important legislation passed by the U.S. Congress in the 20th century. Title VII of that act prohibits job discrimination on the basis of sex, race, color, nation of origin, or religion. For American women, Title VII meant the end to legal discrimination against women in the labor market.

The 1964 Civil Rights Act fundamentally changed American society. The act overturned Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), the case in which the U.S. Supreme Court gave its imprimatur to the doctrine that came to be known as separate but equal, a shorthand phrase that allowed the separation of the races in public accommodations, commonly called segregation. In reality, the doctrine of separate but equal legalized a rigid system of racial discrimination that controlled the lives of African Americans from cradle to grave.

The heart of the bill is Title II, a section that prevents private businesses from discriminating in public accommodations; it also gave the U.S. attorney general the power to initiate lawsuits on behalf of private citizens against businesses that violate the law. The law also provides other important rights such as expanded federal protection of the right to vote in federal elections and allows the U.S. government to terminate federal funding to programs that practice discrimination.

Racist southern Democrats and archconservative Republicans launched an acrimonious filibuster against the bill for more than six months. Attention soon settled on Title VII of the bill. It included protections with regard to the recruitment, hiring, and advancement of employees; compensation; segregation and classification of employees. Title VII also prohibited retaliation against employees who complained of discrimination and outlawed harassment based on race, color, religion, or national origin.

During the protracted debate over the bill, Congressman Howard W. Smith, a prosegregationist from Virginia, inquired as to why Title VII did not include sex as a protected class. Thereafter followed hours of jocular debate in Congress over the rights of women, the tenor of which was that equal rights for women was fundamentally ridiculous. Nevertheless, the term “sex” was inserted in Title VII of the bill, possibly because the men debating it thought the idea so preposterous that it would ensure the bill’s failure.

Many liberals, Democrats, Justice Department officials, and President Lyndon B. Johnson were against adding “sex” to the act. The John F. Kennedy and Johnson administrations had worked painstakingly for more than a year to build a fragile coalition of politicians, corporations, organizations, union and religious leaders, and ordinary American citizens who were in favor of civil rights for black Americans. They worried that it was merely another tactic that opponents of the bill were using to sink it, perhaps forgetting that half of all black Americans were also women. The fact that segregationists such as Smith supported the inclusion made liberals all the more suspicious.

In fact, while Smith was a racist, he had been a public advocate of white women’s rights for almost a decade and was quite supportive of the National Woman’s Party. The few women serving in Congress at that time also supported the addition of women as a protected class. Proponents of the bill in the Senate were finally able to invoke cloture and cut off debate, and protection against discrimination based on sex remained in Title VII. President Johnson signed the bill into law on July 2, 1964.

Most law and policy makers expected to hear very few complaints about sex discrimination in employment. Furthermore, the Equal Pay Act of 1963 signed by President Kennedy was considered by many to offer enough protection for women employed outside the home. Yet more than 30 percent of the complaints filed with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in the first year alleged sex discrimination. In 1969 the U.S. Supreme Court case Weeks v. Southern Bell provided the first real challenge to Title VII, with the court upholding the illegality of discriminating against women in hiring.

The effectiveness of the EEOC in dealing with sex discrimination in employment was long hampered by a lack of staff and funding and the seeming will to enforce gender-based discrimination. By 1975 the agency had a backlog of more than 100,000 complaints. When in 1991 President George H. W. Bush nominated federal appeals court judge Clarence Thomas to a vacant seat on the Supreme Court, the dismal record of the EEOC was once again highlighted. The chairman of the House Education and Labor Committee, Congressman Augustus Hawkins (D-CA), alleged that during Thomas’s term as chairman of the EEOC the agency purposefully refused to enforce Title VII. Thomas defended his work at the EEOC in addition to defending against charges by Anita Hill that he was a sexual harasser.

In 1991 when Title VII was amended to authorize jury trials and damages, affected employers were put on notice that the law was a much more serious tool in the fight against workplace discrimination. In recent years the EEOC has also increased its reach in part by broadening the definition of gender discrimination to cover gender identity.
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Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. An excerpt from the law is reproduced here.

It shall be an unlawful employment practice for an employer … to discriminate against any individual with respect to his compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of employment, because of such individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.

Source: Title VII, Civil Rights Act of 1964, U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/titlevii.cfm.



Davis, Angela Yvonne (1944–)

An activist, scholar, professor, philosopher, and author who came to prominence in the civil rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s and 1970s, Angela Davis was a leading member of the Communist Party U.S.A. and held close ties with the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. In 1970, Davis was arrested and charged with conspiracy in an armed confrontation that resulted in four deaths. She was later acquitted of all charges.

The author of eight books, Davis is a distinguished professor emerita with the History of Consciousness Department at the University of California, Santa Cruz, and a former director of the university’s Feminist Studies Department. An advocate of gender equity, the abolition of the prison-industrial complex, and LGBTQ rights, Davis left the Communist Party in 1991 and cofounded the Committees of Correspondence for Democracy and Socialism and continues as a member of its advisory board.

Born the eldest of four children to B. Frank Davis, a teacher and owner of a service station, and Sallye (Bell) Davis, an elementary school teacher and activist, Angela Davis grew up in Birmingham, Alabama. Due to frequent bombings of homes by the Ku Klux Klan, her middle-class neighborhood gained the nickname “Dynamite Hill.”

In 1959 at age 15, Davis participated in the American Friends Service Committee program designed to place southern black students in integrated schools in the North. She attended Elisabeth Irwin High School in Greenwich Village, New York, one of the first progressive schools of the time. Davis became more familiar with socialism and communism while there and joined the communist youth group Advance.

Davis then studied French literature at Brandeis University in Massachusetts and abroad at the University of Paris, first at Biarritz and then at the Sorbonne. After graduating magna cum laude in French literature in 1965, she earned her master’s degree in philosophy at Goethe University in Frankfurt, Germany.

Davis chose to return to the United States for her doctorate in philosophy at the University of California at San Diego in 1967 and study under Marxist scholar Herbert Marcuse. Davis became active with the Che-Lumumba Club of the Communist Party in the United States and partnered with members of the Black Panthers.

In 1969 Davis took a position at the University of California at Los Angeles as a philosophy professor. When Governor Ronald Reagan learned that Davis was a member of the Communist Party, he and the California Board of Regents insisted that she be removed from the faculty and barred from all California universities. The majority of professors were in support of Davis, and her classes were packed with students.

The U.S. Supreme Court decided that membership in the Communist Party was not sufficient cause to ban an individual from teaching in state universities. The controversy did cause Davis to receive so many death threats that it was necessary for her to hire bodyguards.

In 1970, Davis’s involvement with the Soledad Brothers Defense Committee catapulted her to the national forefront. Guns registered in Davis’s name were used in an attempt to free the Soledad brothers from a Marin County courthouse. A warrant was issued for Davis’s arrest on charges of conspiracy, kidnapping, and murder. When police were unable to locate Davis, the Federal Bureau of Investigation added her name to its 10 Most Wanted List.

[image: Lamphier]

Professor Angela Davis retired from UC Santa Cruz after a career in education and activism that included being tried for owning guns that were used in a courtroom murder. Her time in prison, shown above, caused her to work for the abolition of the prison-industrial complex. (AP Photo/Sal Veder)

After her arrest in New York City, Davis spent 16 months in jail until her acquittal in 1972. She became an iconic symbol of political activism during the Free Angela Davis campaign that swept through the national and international activist community.

Once released from prison, Davis continued to champion social justice around the world and founded organizations to help free political prisoners, including the National Alliance Against Racist and Political Repression.

Davis married photographer Hilton Braithwaite in 1980. They divorced several years later. In a 1997 interview with Out magazine, Davis came out as lesbian.

Davis has taught at San Francisco State University and the San Francisco Art Institute and became a tenured professor and presidential chair in African American and feminist studies at the University of California, Santa Cruz. She founded Critical Resistance, an organization working to abolish the prison-industrial complex, and is a faculty mentor for the Research Cluster for the Study of Women of Color in Collaboration and Conflict.
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Diller, Phyllis (1917–2012)

Stand-up comedienne Phyllis Diller also acted and did voice-over work. She was most widely known for her eccentricity and for being a comedian at a time when men dominated the business. Many successful female comics credit Diller for inspiring them to try their hand at stand-up.

Phyllis Ada Driver was born on July 17, 1917, in Lima, Ohio, to Frances and Perry Driver and was an only child. Diller attended the Sherwood Music Conservatory of Colombia College in Chicago to study the piano before transferring to Bluffton College. She later decided against a career in music because she believed that she lacked the talent to work professionally in music. She married twice in her life, the first time to Sherwood Anderson Diller. They were married in 1939 and had six children. At first, Diller stayed home with the children and worked as a housewife. Later, she worked as an advertising copywriter.

Diller’s career in comedy began in 1952 when she started working at the KROW radio station in Oakland, California. That same year she began a 15-minute television series titled Phyllis Dillis, the Homely Friendmaker. She worked at various radio stations and eventually was a vocalist on the show Pop Club in 1955. Her first stand-up comedy appearance was on March 7, 1955. at the Purple Onion in San Francisco. Diller performed there for 87 weeks in a row. She also appeared on a number of television shows, including The Jack Paar Show, an iteration of The Tonight Show. She moved to St. Louis in 1961 and performed at various clubs in the area. Some of her most famous appearances were in movies she made with Bob Hope in the 1960s, such as the screwball comedy Boy, Did I Get a Wrong Number.

These acts did so well that Diller accompanied Hope’s United Service Organization (USO) troupe to Vietnam in 1966, where they performed for the American soldiers stationed there during the war. Diller appeared in many movies and televisions shows, seemingly specializing as a guest star on talk shows and game shows. She also starred in The Phyllis Diller Show and the Beautiful Phyllis Diller Show, although they were both short-lived. Diller also had recurring roles in a number of dramatic television shows, such as her role as Gladys in The Bold and the Beautiful from 1999 to 2004. Late in her life Diller found a niche in voice-over work, including in A Bug’s Life in which she was the voice of the queen.

Not only did Diller have her acting and stand-up comedy careers, but she also performed in many orchestras throughout the years under the pseudonym Dame Illya Dillya as a piano soloist to significant audience acclaim. Her interpretations of Bach and Beethoven were considered first rate. Diller wrote an autobiography with the help of Richard Buskin in 2005 titled Like a Lampshade in a Whorehouse. She also wrote Phyllis Diller’s Marriage Manual, Phyllis Diller’s Housekeeping Hints, The Complete Mother, and The Joys of Aging and How to Avoid Them.

Diller married her second husband, Warde Donovan, in 1965 but filed for divorce three months later when she discovered that Donovan lied to her, hiding the fact that he was both bisexual and an alcoholic. They reconciled before the divorce was final and stayed together until their divorce in 1975. Diller lived with Robert P. Hastings from 1985 until his death in 1996. Diller also was very open about the 15 different plastic surgery procedures she had undergone, beginning at age 55. Discussion of her surgeries became such a signature to her act that she allowed a 20/20 segment to interview her and discuss her cosmetic surgeries.

Diller was inducted into the St. Louis Walk of Fame in 1993 and awarded the Women in Film Lucy Award in 2000 for her work in increasing the positive perception of women in television. She faced many medical issues when she passed the age of 80 and retired from stand-up comedy in 2002. Diller continued to appear in television shows and talk shows until 2011. She died on August 20, 2012, in her Brentwood, California, home. She was 93 years old. Diller remains one of the great American comedians and a role model for the many female comedians who came after her.
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Dove, Rita (1952–)

The first black female poet laureate consultant to the Library of Congress in 1993 and 1994, Rita Frances Dove is also an essayist, novelist, and short story writer. Among her works are nine volumes of poetry. The winner of numerous awards, including Fulbright and Guggenheim Fellowships and more than 20 honorary degrees, in 1987 Dove was the first African American woman since Gwendolyn Brooks (1917–2000) to win a Pulitzer Prize for poetry.

The daughter of Ray and Elvira Dove, Rita Dove was born on August 28, 1952, in Akron, Ohio. An avid reader since childhood, Dove enjoyed novels, poetry, and fairy tales, though she would later come to appreciate the classics. Her father was a chemist and the first African American scientist to work at Goodyear. Dove’s mother stayed home with the children and passed her love of reading to her. The parents amassed a large collection of books, which they shared with their children. When she exhausted her parents’ collection, Dove visited the local library to learn and read more. Even as a child Dove liked to write, composing stories and poems. Despite her interest in writing, the young Dove did not consider the possibility that she might earn a livelihood from poetry. Writing was a form of play, but as an adult, Dove believed, she would need to work at some more traditional job. This sober view of work dissipated as Dove grew.

Dove’s perceptions began to change when as a senior in high school her teacher took her to meet poet John Ciardi (1916–1986). Ciardi earned a living by writing, and Dove began to wonder whether she might do the same. That year she became a Presidential Scholar and visited the White House. By her junior year at Miami University of Ohio, Dove had committed herself to becoming a professional writer. Despite their qualms, Dove’s parents supported her decision. The recipient of a BA with highest honors in 1973 from Miami University, Dove went on to study European literature at the University of Tübingen in Germany. A Fulbright Fellowship made this training possible.

Returning to the United States, Dove earned a master of fine arts from the renowned Iowa Writers’ Workshop at the University of Iowa in 1977. While at the workshop she met, fell in love with, and married fellow student, German American writer Fred Viebhan. In 1983 the couple had a daughter, Aviva Chantal Tamu Dove-Viebhan. After their time in Iowa, the couple moved to Oberlin College in Ohio, the first college to accept both female and black students more than 100 years before. While Viebhan taught at Oberlin, Dove finished a collection of poetry, The Yellow House on the Corner.

Traveling and teaching widely in Europe and Western Asia, Dove came to over rely on German to the detriment of her ability to write polished English. When she returned to the United States, she accepted a post at Arizona State University teaching creative writing. There she finished a series of poems that examined the lives of her maternal grandparents. For that volume of poetry she won the Pulitzer Prize. She became a household name, insofar as an American poet may do so, and found herself giving speeches and interviews and arranging book tours. Moving again to North Carolina, Dove took an interest in preclassical music. These years were intensely creative. Moving again, Dove became a professor of English at the University of Virginia, where she now occupies an endowed chair. In 1993 and 1994 came her residence as poet laureate. Again the pace of her life quickened, with more speeches and interviews. In 1994 she wrote a play. In 1998 she collaborated with composer John Williams (1932–) in a song cycle later performed by the Boston Symphony at the Tanglewood festival. In 1999–2000 Dove wrote and read a poem to Steven Spielberg’s documentary The Unfinished Journey, accompanied by Williams’s music. Between 2000 and 2002 Dove wrote a weekly column for the Washington Post. Between 2004 and 2006 she was appointed as poet laureate of Virginia. Dove continues to engage in original work and lives with her husband in Charlottesville, Virginia.
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EMILY’S List

Founded by Ellen Malcolm (1947–) in 1985, EMILY’s List is a political action committee (PAC) whose goal is to promote the election of pro-choice Democratic women to local, state, and federal office. “EMILY” is an acronym for “Early Money Is Like Yeast,” as in “it raises dough,” which references the political belief that early donations will bring in more money to a campaign later on. Since its foundation, EMILY’s List has supported 800 successful campaigns for political office.

In 1985 there were only two women U.S. senators, Nancy Landon Kassebaum and Paula Hawkins, both Republicans. Malcolm, who had worked in politics since the 1970s, and two dozen other women, including future U.S. senator Barbara Boxer (b. 1940), decided to rectify the dearth of progressive women in government. The group decided on a system of bundling, which amalgamates small donations of as little as $100 and sends the money to Democratic women candidates who support abortion rights. In 1986 just one year after its foundation, EMILY’s List helped elect the first Democratic woman to be elected to the U.S. Senate: Barbara Mikulski (b. 1936) of Maryland. Mikulski is not only the longest-serving female senator in U.S. history but also the longest-serving female member of Congress.

EMILY’s List continued to grow. Except for 2010, EMILY’s List raised and spent more money in each election cycle than the cycle before. In 2014 it collected and spent over $40 million on pro-choice Democratic female candidates, outspending both Microsoft Corporation and JPMorgan Chase & Company. In 1995 EMILY’s List began WOMEN VOTE!, a division of the PAC that conducts research on how to effectively persuade women to not only vote but also vote for pro-choice Democratic women. EMILY’s List created the Political Opportunity Program in 2001 to find and help elect pro-choice female candidates specifically to state and local offices.

With EMILY’s List’s example of how to effectively raise and spend money on candidates came praise and derision. Marjorie Dannenfelser, the leader of the Susan B. Anthony List, credited EMILY’s List with creating the archetype of an effective PAC, though the Anthony List opposes EMILY’s List by attempting to elect antiabortion female candidates. EMILY’s List is also credited with inspiring other Democratic PACs such as Emerge America, which also helps elect Democratic women without insisting that the candidate be pro-choice.

Conversely, the insistence of EMILY’s List on helping elect Democratic women solely because they support abortion has conflicted with other Democratic PACs’ agendas as being too narrow-minded and thus counterproductive. At times EMILY’s List has campaigned against progressive male candidates, even when those candidates have a proven record of supporting women’s and abortion rights, such as Senator Brian Schatz of Hawaii. In a congressional race in Hawaii in 2014, EMILY’s List supported a candidate who voted against legalizing same-sex marriage and raising the minimum wage, both antithetical to the progressive stance, simply because she was pro-choice.

EMILY’s List is partly responsible for getting many notable women elected to office. EMILY’s List helped elect outspoken feminist Ann Richards to the governorship of Texas in 1990. In 1992, known as the “Year of the Woman” because female membership in Congress jumped from approximately 6 percent to 10 percent, EMILY’s List helped elect 4 women to the Senate and 20 women to the U.S. House of Representatves. EMILY’s List backed Dianne Feinstein (b. 1933), a liberal champion in the Senate, and also helped elect Tammy Baldwin, the first openly gay congresswoman, in 1998. EMILY’s List supported Nancy Pelosi (b. 1940), who became the first female Speaker of the House when the Democrats took control of that legislative body in 2007.

When EMILY’s List was founded in 1985, less than 5 percent of U.S. congresspersons were female. Because of groups such as EMILY’s List, though, the percentage of female candidates in office has increased fourfold to approximately 19 percent of Congress. However, women make up 52 percent of all voters, suggesting that progressive groups such as EMILY’s List still have considerable work to do.
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Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974

During the 1970s, legislators passed several laws intended to grant women equal treatment in various areas of society. In this respect, in 1974 President Gerald Ford signed the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA) into law to grant women equal treatment from financial institutions. More specifically, the ECOA banned lenders from discriminating on the basis of sex or marital status (later amended to ban discrimination on the basis of race, religion, national origin, and age). The law went a long way in granting many women financial independence from men and paved the way for other changes that promoted women’s business interests.

Before the passage of the ECOA, women faced widespread discrimination from financial institutions. Even if women held steady jobs and economically contributed to or supported a household, many lenders still denied them credit in their own name. Instead, creditors often required women to have male cosigners for loans and credit cards. In other words, women were dependent on men for credit in the same way that minors were dependent on parents. Single, separated, and divorced women faced even greater challenges because it was often difficult for them to secure male cosigners. Furthermore, lenders often refused to take nontraditional sources of income, such as alimony and child support benefits, into account when considering a woman’s creditworthiness. In short, the tradition of requiring women to be dependent on men for credit was a long-standing societal inequality.

The ban on discrimination imposed by the ECOA extended to banks, credit card companies, home mortgage lenders, financial companies, and retail stores. The ECOA therefore granted women great personal financial independence, including the right to secure loans, get credit cards, and buy cars and houses. Although the ECOA gave women more personal financial independence than ever before, the law did not guarantee credit or loan approval. However, under the law, women had the right to be informed by the lender (30 days after they submitted the completed credit application) why their applications had been denied. If women believed that they had been victims of discrimination, they had the right to sue the creditor in federal district court and/or report the suspected violation to the Federal Trade Commission, a consumer protection agency in charge of enforcing the ECOA. Under the law, financial institutions found guilty of discrimination could be liable for punitive damages as high as $10,000 in individual lawsuits and as much as $500,000 (or 1 percent of the creditor’s net worth) in class action suits.

In spite of laws protecting against financial discrimination, another barrier to women’s personal financial independence was associated with the nature of the credit evaluation process and tradition. Even though the credit evaluation process was not gender specific after the passage of the ECOA, when determining credit approval, evaluators often examined an applicant’s credit history, which was determined by the applicant’s record of bill payments. Unfortunately, due in part to tradition, many women did not have their names attached to family bills and loans. In many cases, sometimes by creditor demand, credit-building accounts were placed solely in the husband’s name. Consequently, many women failed to secure credit histories in their name after they married. Compounding the problem, many women lost their premarriage credit histories when they married and changed their last names.

Although the ECOA did not grant all women financial independence, it was a significant first step in quelling many financial inequalities. Nonetheless, the ECOA did not apply to commercial and business loans. More than a decade after the passage of the ECOA, in 1988 President Ronald Reagan specifically addressed these business-related gender-based financial inequalities by signing the Women’s Business Ownership Act into law. As a result of this critical second step, the number of businesses owned by women increased dramatically between 1997 and 2002 in the United States. Women-owned businesses employed millions of people and contributed trillions of dollars to the U.S. economy. In the long run, the changes introduced by the ECOA, which granted women personal financial independence, led to other changes that enabled women to become entrepreneurs. Ultimately, granting women greater financial freedoms resulted in greater financial benefits for the entire nation.
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Excerpts from Bella Abzug’s “Do You Know Me?” Speech (1983) and from the Equal Credit Opportunity Act (1974)

In her “Do You Know Me?” speech at the 1983 Center for American Women and Politics Conference, Bella Abzug spoke of how she came to believe in the need for an Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA), which, among many things, made it illegal to bar women from credit services based on their marital status and to require women to have a husband as signatory. Although the ECOA is many pages long, included here is the first section of the law, which defines the basis for illegal discrimination in credit applications of any kind.

Do You Know Me?

Do you know me? Well, American Express did not know me. Because when I was in the Congress of the United States and I applied for an American Express card, they said I couldn’t get one unless my husband signed for it.

So I called up Martin, my husband, and I said, “What do you believe? You love me because American Express doesn’t and they want you to sign for my card.”

He said, “I love you, Bella. I wouldn’t trade you even for Joe Namath. But American Express is gonna have to give you their own card and I’m gonna fight with you until we do.”

And so, in the Congress of the United States we passed the Credit Law in which we were able to get women to get their own credit. And so, I didn’t know whether I should really get an American Express card, but I decided I would so I could tell this story.

So now I have an American Express card so I can tell the story that women fought for their own credit so American Express had to give in. So carry an American Express card as a symbol of women’s rights to credit.

Source: Bella Abzug, “Do You Know Me?” Speech, Center for American Women and Politics, December 1983. Reprinted with permission from the Bella Abzug Estate. Available at Iowa State University, Archives of Women’s Political Communication, http://www.womenspeecharchive.org/women/profile/index.cfm?ProfileID=149.

Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA)

15 U.S. Code 1691—Scope of Prohibition

(a) Activities constituting discrimination

It shall be unlawful for any creditor to discriminate against any applicant, with respect to any aspect of a credit transaction—

(1) on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, sex or marital status, or age (provided the applicant has the capacity to contract);

(2) because all or part of the applicant’s income derives from any public assistance program; or

(3) because the applicant has in good faith exercised any right under this chapter.

Source: Equal Credit Opportunity Act (ECOA), 15 U.S.C. § 1691 et seq.



Equal Pay Act of 1963

The Equal Pay Act (EPA) of 1963 declared pay discrimination practices illegal. It was the first federal law to ban discrimination on the basis of sex.

Throughout American history, women have been paid less than men for comparable work. At first, employers justified pay disparities by placing jobs into two main categories: higher-paying jobs that were reserved for men (including industrial work) and lower-paying jobs that were reserved for women (including teaching, nursing, and secretarial work). However, the crises of World War I and World War II and the manner in which women met labor shortages challenged the notions of men’s versus women’s work. Also, regardless of the realities of the home structure, many employers held to the conviction that women did not deserve to be paid as much as men because they were not the heads of their households. By the 1960s, however, the number of women functioning as heads of households had increased for various reasons. Many women were single, separated, divorced, widowed, or married to men who could not or would not economically contribute to their families.

During World War I (1914–1918) many women seized the opportunity to work nontraditional higher-paying jobs. However, even though many women proved that they could do the work that had been previously reserved for men, they were still paid less than their male coworkers. As part of the wave of legislation passed during the Great Depression (1929–1939), President Franklin D. Roosevelt pushed a controversial bill, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 (FLSA), through the U.S. Congress to address various issues that industrial workers were facing, including child labor abuses, long working hours, and low wages. The FLSA affected mostly men because industrial jobs (which made up about 20 percent of all jobs in the nation in 1938) were mostly held by men. However, the FLSA was a critical first step in improving working conditions in the factories. When women once again flooded industrial jobs during World War II (1939–1945), many of them commanded higher wages than they had ever done before in “traditional” jobs, but they were still paid less than their male coworkers.

In the early 1960s the Women’s Bureau, led by Esther Peterson, pushed for equal pay for women. About half of the states in the union passed equal pay laws before the federal government also took action. In 1963 President John F. Kennedy signed the EPA into law. Taking effect in 1964, the EPA amended the FLSA. The new law stated that men and women were to be paid the same wage if they did the same factory job in the same place and under the same conditions. However, the law did not apply to women employed in professional or administrative positions. Furthermore, unequal pay between men and women was legal in factories in cases of seniority, merit, quality of work, and quantity of work differences. The law did not apply to businesses with fewer than 25 employees. As part of the FLSA, the EPA was amended in 1972 to cover all firms regardless of size and to include the protection of some professional employees, including teachers and government employees. The EPA was originally overseen by the Department of Labor, but in 1978 the law was placed under the domain of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC).

Past trends have shown that in general, professions dominated by women (such as nursing and teaching) were and continue to be low waged. However, historically wages have risen after men entered those professions. The trend implied that the greatest determinant of wage levels had less to do with quality and quantity of work than with sex discrimination.

In 1968, all working women earned about 58 cents out of every dollar that men earned for comparable work. In 2005, more than four decades after the EPA was passed, a 23 percent wage gap between men and women still existed. In 2009, the federal government attempted to strengthen the EPA by giving it greater applicability, but pay discrimination on the basis of sex continues to vex the American workplace and disadvantages waged women.
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Equal Pay Act of 1963

The Equal Pay Act of 1963 amended the Fair Labor Standards Act by making it illegal to discriminate against women by paying them less than men for the same work.

ADDITIONAL PROVISIONS OF EQUAL PAY ACT OF 1963

An Act To prohibit discrimination on account of sex in the payment of wages by employers engaged in commerce or in the production of goods for commerce.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled, That this Act may be cited as the “Equal Pay Act of 1963.”

* * *

DECLARATION OF PURPOSE

Not Reprinted in U.S. Code [Section 2]

(a) The Congress hereby finds that the existence in industries engaged in commerce or in the production of goods for commerce of wage differentials based on sex—

(1) depresses wages and living standards for employees necessary for their health and efficiency;

(2) prevents the maximum utilization of the available labor resources;

(3) tends to cause labor disputes, thereby burdening, affecting, and obstructing commerce;

(4) burdens commerce and the free flow of goods in commerce; and

(5) constitutes an unfair method of competition.

(b) It is hereby declared to be the policy of this Act, through exercise by Congress of its power to regulate commerce among the several States and with foreign nations, to correct the conditions above referred to in such industries.

[Section 3 of the Equal Pay Act of 1963 amends section 6 of the Fair Labor Standards Act by adding a new subsection (d). The amendment is incorporated in the revised text of the Fair Labor Standards Act.]

Source: Equal Pay Act of 1963, Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/epa.cfm.



Equal Rights Amendment

The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) is a proposed constitutional amendment that would guarantee women equal rights before the law. It was first introduced in December 1923 in the Sixty-Eighth Congress and was introduced into each subsequent Congress until it was finally passed by the required two-thirds vote of both the House and the Senate in 1972. At the time of its passage it had a seven-year deadline by which it had to be ratified. Ultimately, despite the addition of a three-year extension, ratification efforts fell short. It has been reintroduced in subsequent sessions of Congress but has not attained the necessary support of the House and Senate.

Originally known as the Mott Amendment in honor of Lucretia Mott, a prominent 19th-century abolitionist, feminist, and social reformer, the amendment sought to guarantee men and women equality before the law. First introduced in 1923, 75 years after the Seneca Falls Convention and in the aftermath of the implementation of the Nineteenth Amendment granting women the vote, women’s rights advocates saw it as a logical next step. The original amendment, as drafted by feminist leader Alice Paul, stated simply that “Men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction” in addition to standard enforcement provision that “Congress shall have the power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation.” However, over the course of the ensuing 50 years as the amendment was continuously reintroduced into session after session of Congress and just as consistently ignored by the nation’s top lawmakers, the language was altered slightly so that when it finally passed in 1972, the core provision of the proposed amendment stated simply that “Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex.”

Riding the wave of the women’s rights movement of the 1960s and powered by the well-organized efforts of the National Organization for Women (NOW), the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL), and newly organized National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC), the ratification effort got off to a fast start, with 22 states voting for ratification by the end of the first year. But while another 8 states affirmed their support in 1973, only 3 more joined in 1974, and only 1 each was added in 1975 and 1977. The bicentennial of the founding of the nation where “all men are created equal” saw no additions to the cause of women’s equality.

Indeed, after the quick start, a well-organized and well-funded opposition developed, and each remaining state became a battle ground for a fight over not only the rights of women but also the shape of American culture. Opponents led by Phyllis Schlafly, a onetime congressional candidate and longtime conservative activist, formed an organization called STOP ERA and began to offer an alternative vision of what the United States would look like in the aftermath of ratification. With a campaign that encouraged fears about an end to protective legislation, coed bathrooms, and women in combat and subject to the draft as well as the end of child support for divorced mothers (none of which was true), strong resistance to the amendment developed among those claiming to be advocates of a traditional American way of life. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, the chaos of the Watergate Scandal, and an oil crisis, all of which combined to shake the nation’s confidence, Schlafly and her supporters found a receptive audience among a populace hungry to return to the calm predictability they had known before the 1960s and feminists had changed the nation. To conservative Americans, equal rights for women foretold frightening societal upheaval. In the midst of a stagnant economy, women were portrayed as a threat to the traditional male breadwinners.

Meanwhile, some advocates of equal rights argued that an amendment was unnecessary and that the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of equal protection as enforced by the Supreme Court was an adequate defense of women’s rights. At the same time, others called on the states to pass additions to their own constitutions, an approach that suffered a serious setback in 1975 when voters in both New York and New Jersey defeated proposed state equal rights amendments.

All of these questions were in danger of being rendered moot as the ratification deadline approached. Seeking to salvage the situation, supports of the ERA began efforts to extend the deadline. Opponents were adamant in their opposition, asserting that there was no legal authority for such an action, while the pro-ERA forces argued that the time limit was a congressionally created part of the process, and thus Congress could change it. President Jimmy Carter announced his support, and in a controversial vote in 1978, Congress passed an extension, giving ratification forces until 1982 to secure the needed 38 states. At the same time, however, a new question arose, leaving the ratification forces unsure of exactly what they needed for victory. The confusion stemmed from efforts by STOP ERA to prevent ratification by having states rescind their initial votes. While constitutional scholars debated the legitimacy of such efforts, by the end of 1979 five states had voted to rescind initial ratification votes, leaving all parties uncertain about what was truly needed.

Ultimately all of these issues were rendered moot, as the extra time yielded no additional support, and the shifting political landscape, signified by the election in 1980 of Ronald Reagan as president, offered no hope for a change. In October 1982 in a decision aimed at sorting out the mass of conflicting lower court rulings related to the ratification deadline, the U.S. Supreme Court declared the amendment, as passed in 1972, dead.

William H. Pruden III
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Equal Rights Amendment (1972)

Alice Paul wrote the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in 1923. It was introduced into every session of Congress from 1923 to 1972, when it passed the House and Senate, but it failed to be ratified by the requisite 38 states.

Section 1. Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.

Section 2. The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation, the provisions of this article.

Section 3. This amendment shall take effect two years after the date of ratification.

Source: Equal Rights Amendment, http://www.equalrightsamendment.org/overview.htm.



The Feminine Mystique (1963)

Betty Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique in 1963. The book is recognized as a critical factor in the rise of the modern feminist movement. It has been translated into many languages, has sold millions of copies, and has been reissued in a number of anniversary editions. A national best seller just weeks after its initial release, The Feminist Mystique struck a chord with American women in the early 1960s and is widely credited with encouraging the second wave of feminism.

The roots of the book lie in an alumna questionnaire that the 1942 Smith College graduate Friedan sent to her classmates, the results of which inspired extensive additional research. Friedan sought to understand the state of women in mid-20th-century America. Friedan, herself a suburban wife of an advertising executive and the mother of three children, had been working successfully as a freelance writer for about a decade when the book appeared. She argued that women were victims of “the problem that has no name”—a problem to which she affixed the label “the Feminine Mystique.” As she defined it, the mystique was women’s culturally encouraged belief that their self-worth came not from anything they did but instead from how they furthered the interests of their spouses or children—that ultimately their value and importance emanated from their identification with their husbands and their children. In giving voice to this frustration, Friedan awakened an awareness in middle-class women across the country, helping them to understand that this underlying sense of unease and frustration was a shared feeling. The book was the inspiration for a cultural awakening, and as a result The Feminine Mystique is often credited with being the spark for the women’s movement of the 1960s.

The book was released in February 1963 in the middle of an almost four-month New York City newspaper strike, a fact that limited advertising in the nation’s media and publishing capital. However, both McCall’s and Ladies Home Journal, women’s magazines whose combined readership was then 36 million, ran excerpts, and believing that the book had great sales potential, the publisher, W. W. Norton, organized an author book tour for Friedan, something that at the time was an unusual promotional tool. These efforts, coupled with a receptive audience, resulted in a best seller, with the book occupying a spot on the New York Times prestigious list for six weeks. The first paperback printing sold 1.4 million copies.

Despite The Feminine Mystique’s early sales success, it was not immediately recognized as groundbreaking work. The New York Times gave it a short, almost dismissive review, and many did not know how to treat it. In identifying the “problem that has no name,” the book resonated with a generation of women who were its unknowing victims. The newly recognized awareness led to a new activism, and Friedan herself was thrust into prominence, becoming a founding member of both the National Organization for Women and the National Women’s Political Caucus.

The book is not without its critics, both then and later. Critics noted the limited societal and cultural focus and audience that Friedan used. They argued that in shining her spotlight on her fellow white suburban women and making it appear that their experience was a universal one, she ignored the experiences of a whole class of working women and women of color, often working for the suburban housewives whose travails Friedan was documenting. Critics noted that for waged working women, issues of fulfillment and self-worth were a luxury. At the same time, her book predated the legislative efforts of the civil rights movement that opened up new opportunities for them as well and may well have encouraged greater opportunities. In the end, such criticism only served to expand further discussions about the broad state of women in American society, one of Friedan’s goals. Now more than five decades after publication of The Feminine Mystique, read as much as a piece of history as the sociological study it originally was, the book remains a powerful testament to the onetime role of women in American society as well as a historical touchstone helping illuminate how much society has changed.
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Chapter 1 from Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963)

Published in 1963, Betty Friedan’s landmark feminist analysis of post–World War II gender roles and their effects on women, The Feminine Mystique, identified in its first chapter, “The Problem That Has No Name,” the endemic unhappiness among American housewives.

Chapter One: “The Problem That Has No Name”

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women. It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in the middle of the twentieth century in the United States. Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slip cover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question—”Is this all?”

For over fifteen years there was no word of this yearning in the millions of words written about women, for women, in all the columns, books and articles by experts telling women their role was to seek fulfillment as wives and mothers. Over and over women heard in voices of tradition and of Freudian sophistication that they could desire no greater destiny than to glory in their own femininity. Experts told them how to catch a man and keep him, how to breastfeed children and handle their toilet training, how to cope with sibling rivalry and adolescent rebellion; how to buy a dishwasher, bake bread, cook gourmet snails, and build a swimming pool with their own hands; how to dress, look, and act more feminine and make marriage more exciting; how to keep their husbands from dying young and their sons from growing into delinquents. They were taught to pity the neurotic, unfeminine, unhappy women who wanted to be poets or physicists or presidents. They earned that truly feminine women do not want careers, higher education, political rights—the independence and the opportunities that the old-fashioned feminists fought for. Some women, in their forties and fifties, still remembered painfully giving up those dreams, but most of the younger women no longer even thought about them. A thousand expert voices applauded their femininity, their adjustment, their new maturity. All they had to do was devote their lives from earliest girlhood to finding a husband and bearing children….

The suburban housewife—she was the dream image of the young American women and the envy, it was said, of women all over the world. The American housewife—freed by science and labor-saving appliances from the drudgery, the dangers of childbirth and the illnesses of her grandmother. She was healthy, beautiful, educated, concerned only about her husband, her children, her home. She had found true feminine fulfillment. As a housewife and mother, she was respected as a full and equal partner to man in his world. She was free to choose automobiles, clothes, appliances, supermarkets; she had everything that women ever dreamed of.

In the fifteen years after World War II, this mystique of feminine fulfillment became the cherished and self-perpetuating core of contemporary American culture. Millions of women lived their lives in the image of those pretty pictures of the American suburban housewife, kissing their husbands goodbye in front of the picture window, depositing their station wagonsful of children at school, and smiling as they ran the new electric waxer over the spotless kitchen floor. They baked their own bread, sewed their own and their children’s clothes, kept their new washing machines and dryers running all day. They changed the sheets on the beds twice a week instead of once, took the rug-hooking class in adult education, and pitied their poor frustrated mothers, who had dreamed of having a career. Their only dream was to be perfect wives and mothers; their highest ambition to have five children and a beautiful house, their only fight to get and keep their husbands. They had no thought for the unfeminine problems of the world outside the home; they wanted the men to make the major decisions. They gloried in their role as women, and wrote proudly on the census blank: “Occupation: housewife.”

If a woman had a problem in the 1950’s and 1960’s, she knew that something must be wrong with her marriage, or with herself. Other women were satisfied with their lives, she thought. What kind of a woman was she if she did not feel this mysterious fulfillment waxing the kitchen floor? She was so ashamed to admit her dissatisfaction that she never knew how many other women shared it. If she tried to tell her husband, he didn’t understand what she was talking about. She did not really understand it herself.

Gradually I came to realize that the problem that has no name was shared by countless women in America.

Just what was this problem that has no name? What were the words women used when they tried to express it? Sometimes a woman would say “I feel empty somehow … incomplete.” Or she would say, “I feel as if I don’t exist.”

Sometimes a woman would tell me that the feeling gets so strong she runs out of the house and walks through the streets. Or she stays inside her house and cries. Or her children tell her a joke, and she doesn’t laugh because she doesn’t hear it. I talked to women who had spent years on the analyst’s couch, working out their “adjustment to the feminine role,” their blocks to “fulfillment as a wife and mother.” But the desperate tone in these women’s voices, and the look in their eyes, was the same as the tone and the look of other women, who were sure they had no problem, even though they did have a strange feeling of desperation.

A mother of four who left college at nineteen to get married told me:

I’ve tried everything women are supposed to do—hobbies, gardening, pickling, canning, being very social with my neighbors, joining committees, running PTA teas. I can do it all, and I like it, but it doesn’t leave you anything to think about—any feeling of who you are. I never had any career ambitions. All I wanted was to get married and have four children. I love the kids and Bob and my home. There’s no problem you can even put a name to. But I’m desperate. I begin to feel I have no personality. I’m a server of food and putter-on of pants and a bed maker, somebody who can be called on when you want something. But who am I? … It’s as if ever since you were a little girl, there’s always been somebody or something that will take care of your life: your parents, or college, or falling in love, or having a child, or moving to a new house. Then you wake up one morning and there’s nothing to look forward to.

A young wife in a Long Island development said:

I seem to sleep so much. I don’t know why I should be so tired. This house isn’t nearly so hard to clean as the cold-water flat we had when I was working. The children are at school all day. It’s not the work. I just don’t feel alive….

I began to see in a strange new light the American return to early marriage and the large families that are causing the population explosion; the recent movement to natural childbirth and breast feeding; suburban conformity, and the new neuroses, character pathologies and sexual problems being reported by the doctors. I began to see new dimensions to old problems that have long been taken for granted among women: menstrual difficulties, sexual frigidity, pregnancy fears, childbirth depression, the high incidence of emotional breakdown and suicide among women in their twenties and thirties, the menopause crises, the so-called passivity and immaturity of American men, the discrepancy between women’s tested intellectual abilities in childhood and their adult achievement, the changing incidence of adult sexual orgasm in American women, and persistent problems in psychotherapy and in women’s education.

If I am right, the problem that has no name stirring in the minds of so many American women today is not a matter of loss of femininity or too much education, or the demands of domesticity. It is far more important than anyone recognizes. It is the key to these other new and old problems which have been torturing women and their husbands and children, and puzzling their doctors and educators for years. It may well be the key to our future as a nation and a culture. We can no longer ignore that voice within women that says: “I want something more than my husband and my children and my home.”

Source: Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique. Copyright © 1983, 1974, 1973, 1963 by Betty Friedan. Used by permission of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.



Feminism, Cultural

Arguing that women and men are equal and therefore deserve equality in all opportunities, treatment, respect, and social rights, feminism in broad terms posits that in most cultures throughout history men have received more opportunities than women, acknowledges social inequality based on gender, and strives to prevent further perpetuation. Following an increased awareness of the intricate relationship between gender and equality, radical feminism observed that the only remedy to sexism, so deeply embedded in the fabric of society, is the complete elimination of any distinction of gender. Over time, radical feminism gave rise to the concept of cultural feminism.

The 19th-century journalist, critic, and women’s rights activist and Transcendentalist Margaret Fuller (1810–1850) contributed much to our understanding of cultural feminism with her essay “Woman in the Nineteenth Century” (1845) and her recognition of a “female nature” or “female essence” that, in effect, revalidates undervalued female attributes insofar as it recognizes and values the difference of women from men. Put differently, her cultural approach emphasized the positive aspects of female character or feminine personality. Early theorists such as Jane Addams (1860–1935) and American feminist, sociologist, and writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860–1935) argued that feminine virtues such as cooperation, empathy, and nonviolence might lend themselves to larger matters, such as the governing of the state. It was on this premise that they supported women’s right to vote, believing that women would vote for more humane laws because they were “naturally” more compassionate than men.

The phrase “essential differences” acknowledges, then, that feminine attributes stand apart and above as distinctive and superior virtues. In this perspective, what women share provides a basis for unity, solidarity, and shared identity, even as it promotes an equal valuing of “female” occupations: respecting child care in the home, for instance, and paying so that it is economically viable; respecting “female” values of care; and working to balance a culture that overvalues “male” values. In this sense, the term “essential differences” privileges traditional feminine behavior over the normative masculine values of aggression and competition. Early cultural feminists argued that to encourage male-oriented behaviors and ideologies is simultaneously to embrace the negative. Theorists also argued that it logically followed that oppression and the suppression of feelings, for example, necessarily contribute to criminal actions, prowar thinking, and social ills such as rape and domestic violence.

Precisely because the approach depends on an essentialist view of differences between women and men and therefore advocates independence over institution building, cultural feminism has been dismissed by critics for its focus on the individual, particularly as moderate feminists gained ascendance in the 1970s. Moderate feminists focus on inclusion and system adjustments, seeking more access for women to established social, economic, and political institutions. Radical feminists, on the other hand, were as likely as cultural feminists to reject patriarchal institutions as too flawed to fix. For example, the Redstockings, one of the women’s liberation groups of the 1960s, found at fault traditional patriarchal society and the desire of moderate feminists to participate in that society. Their very act of self-naming identified themselves as the union of two previous traditions, the so-called bluestockings, or feminists of earlier centuries, and “red,” more commonly associated with revolutionary fervor. They championed a vital theory of women’s liberation with slogans and actions that have become household terms, among them the notion of a heightened consciousness, the political essence of the personal, and the embrace of an empowering sense of sisterhood. They made considerable strides to enlighten those of their decade about the larger social politics of housework, the misplaced values behind the Miss America pageant, and the dangers of silence when confronting women’s reproductive rights and abortion. Radical feminists, though, took issue with cultural feminists’ embrace of normative feminine values. Hardly surprising, by 1975 Redstockings member Brooke Williams had dismissed cultural feminism as little more than the depoliticization of radical feminism. Williams illustrated a larger truism that there is no single definition of the term “feminist,” even among participants in the women’s movement.
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Feminism, Moderate

Moderate feminism, a branch of feminism akin to liberal feminism, argues for equal rights and equal opportunities. Moderate feminists demand legal, economic, and political equality for women, arguing that women, like men, are entitled to full human rights, equal treatment before the law, and equal access to education and jobs. As such, moderate feminists seek to work within existing political and legal systems, modifying them to be more inclusive of women.

As a movement, moderate feminism began as a set of progressively widening objectives. It has its beginnings in the 18th and 19th centuries in the thoughts and writings of Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797), John Stuart Mill (1806–1873), and Harriet Taylor Mill (1807–1858) and in the 19th-century women’s suffrage movement as well. The primary aim of moderate feminism equated economic independence with the personal independence of women. Early moderate feminism thus aimed at opening the professions for women and establishing married women’s rights over their own property. A major objective related to these two primary concerns was the improvement of education to inculcate notions of independence and self-sufficiency in women. This emphasis on education for women was first raised by Mary Wollstonecraft in her A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), in which she argues that women and men both need education so as to develop their moral and rational capacities and achieve their full potential as human beings by becoming autonomous and self-sufficient.

By the mid-19th century, moderate feminism demanded more rights for women in the economic, educational, and legal spheres. The most important of the new objectives of moderate feminism in the 19th century was moral reform that aimed for a formal legal equality. The 1848 Declaration of Sentiments from the Seneca Falls Convention enumerated just such demands. John Stuart Mill, in his pathbreaking treatise The Subjection of Women (1869), saw emancipation of women as a vital aspect of social progress along with growth of self-restraint and social responsibility in both women and men. For Mill, self-respect, self-help, and self-control were the essential conditions for individual prosperity and for attaining social virtue, yet these were denied women because of stringent legal restrictions.

The characteristics and unique features that defined moderate feminism in 19th-century America included an early commitment to female suffrage—influenced by the Declaration of Independence and its democratic principles. American moderate feminists generally saw suffrage as the basis for women’s political legitimacy and power. The second and more distinctive feature is the lack of any formal organizational structure in the early moderate feminist movement.

The social and political base of moderate feminism gradually started expanding after the American Civil War (1861–1865). Women’s colleges were opened, and men’s colleges and other institutions of higher education, including the medical profession, in America began accepting women. The admittance of women to the medical profession was one of the major aims of moderate feminism. Other professions such as those in law, religion, and the sciences also gradually opened up for women due to the advent of moderate feminists. All the while, feminists continued to work on getting women the vote on both the state and federal level.

The political dimension of moderate feminism was and continues to be equal opportunity, the movement to gain women’s entry into the public arena as equal to men. Moderate feminism focused more on women in public life and as such often failed to critique the condition of women in personal or family life or pose any challenge to the subordination of these spheres to the public. The moderate feminists projected role models of so-called great women for women to emulate and thus advance in life.

In the second half of the 20th century, moderate feminists battled for equal rights, reproductive choice, and affirmative action. Books such as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) argued that feminist dreams of education and independence for women could not be achieved in the face of gender discrimination and the pervasive belief that women’s fulfillment lay only in domesticity and family life—leading to a vacuity and loss of direction in women’s lives. The fight against gender discrimination led to the formation of women’s rights groups such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), founded in 1966 with Friedan as the president. NOW would become the world’s largest feminist organization. Moderate feminists formed the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) and the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL), both of which primarily aimed at changing and enforcing laws to increase women’s equality. In 1963 Congress passed the Equal Pay Act, and in 1964 the Civil Rights Act was amended to include a clause that prohibited discrimination by sex. These activities were responsible for providing a boost to the objectives of the moderate feminist movement that consistently argued for equality and individual rights to not only ameliorate the existing condition of women but also achieve women’s full participation, with all privileges and responsibilities, into mainstream American society. Second-wave moderate feminism has been criticized for primarily upholding a white middle-class and heterosexual point of view that failed to include women of color, poor women, and lesbians.

Moderate feminism has been an important force in bringing about radical changes in attitudes toward women in the fields of education and employment that made it possible for women of later generations to enjoy countless civil, educational, occupational, and reproductive rights that were denied to women in previous eras. Moderate feminism today continues to focus on gender justice as well as the elimination of women’s subordination in every field of life and work.

Sutapa Chaudhuri
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Feminism, Radical

The most basic definition of feminism is that it is the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of the sexes. This definition is radicalized through the actions of the aggressive activists for the destruction of patriarchy—the radical feminists. Radical feminism is a philosophy emphasizing the patriarchal roots of inequality between men and women or, more specifically, societal dominance by men of women. Radical feminism views patriarchy as apportioning rights, privileges, and power by gender and subsequently repressing women and favoring men throughout all areas of American society.

At its most basic, moderates (of any movement) seek to work within existing systems, adjusting them to better meet constituent needs, while radicals seek to replace existing systems with new social, political, and/or legal structures. Radical feminism as an ideology emerged within second-wave feminism in the late 1960s to abolish patriarchy by deconstructing existing social norms and institutions, including traditional gender roles. Radical feminism is in direct conflict with a patriarchal male-dominated society. Radical feminists pioneered feminist consciousness-raising: using the sharing of personal experience as the first step toward political consciousness. During consciousness-raising group discussions, women found that they existed in a repressive system regardless of their political affiliation or social class.

Many of the proponents of radical feminism were active participants in the civil rights movement and other feminist movements, where they saw the positive effects of defensive posturing through protest. Additionally, quite a few of the early supporters of radical feminism began as members of activist groups, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW) and the New Left, which they saw as failing to achieve equality for women. Radical feminism had its largest growth surge throughout the United States from 1968 to 1972 among young women, women of color, and lesbians.

By 1970, there were at least 500 women’s liberation groups throughout the United States, with the majority in major cities such as New York, Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco. Women’s groups established the first feminist bookstores, battered women’s shelters, rape crisis centers, and abortion counseling centers. Radical feminism was influential in engendering widespread support for issues affecting women across all social boundaries, such as rape, domestic violence, and sexual harassment. Because of the universality of their fight during this period, radical feminism saw greater numbers of black and lesbian feminists and other minority women participating in their call to action than did moderate feminists, who were largely middle-class white women.

There were of course fundamental differences among radicals. They differed over the depth and importance of institutions such as capitalism and patriarchy. Because of these differences and others and because radical feminists were by and large young women, radical feminist groups split into many factions, including among others the Feminists, founded by Ti-Grace Atkinson; the Redstockings, founded by Ellen Willis and Shulamith Firestone; the New York Radical Feminists; and the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (WITCH). These splits and reshapings of the radical feminist movement and its exponents illustrate the deep-reaching complexity of the issues confronted by this undertaking as well as the multiplicity of approaches taken to address the oppression of women.

Key moments in radical feminist activism include the 1968 protest of the Miss America pageant. The protest included publicly disposing of bras, girdles, high heels, women’s magazines, hair curlers, and anything else that could be seen as assisting in maintaining the status quo of women conforming themselves to the desired male gaze. This display of body politics highlighted the idea that “the personal is the political.” They further illustrated their disdain for the objectification of women in the pageant by crowning a sheep as Miss America. Additionally, on August 26, 1970, in celebration of the 50th anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, feminists demonstrated their growing strength by mounting a massive march called Strike for Equality. Members of basically all feminist groups radically joined together in a display of unity and strength, with over 50,000 women marching nationwide.

Lesbians created their own radical organizations within both moderate and radical groups. The Lavender Menace, for example, began as a kind of practical joke on NOW and then somewhat radicalized moderate feminists into considering issues of sexuality. Organizations such as WITCH used street theater to critique capitalism and introduce class issues into feminism.

The denotation “radical” serves to mislabel and devalue valid expressions of concern by women for their own most basic civil rights. Some branches of radical feminism, viewing the seemingly insurmountable range of patriarchy, have advocated female separatism as an alternative. Unfortunately, this stance has helped support the pervasive antifeminist view that all feminists are man haters. Consequently, mass media and social representations of radical feminism often label its followers as man haters and/or dykes (nonfeminine women).

Radical feminism lasted less than a decade, but its influence left an indelible mark on American society socially, politically, and privately. With the publications of Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex (1970), Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch (1970), and Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics (1970), radical feminism has engendered seminal texts for women’s studies courses for generations to come. The BITCH Manifesto, the S.C.U.M. Manifesto, and essays such as “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” added to the radical feminist library. The enduring legacy of radical feminism as a movement places and keeps the patriarchal subjugation of women under the public microscope. As important, radical feminists pushed the moderate wing of the movement to more fully consider the issues of lesbians, women of color, and poor women.

Denisa Chatman-Riley

See also BITCH Manifesto; Feminism, Moderate; Feminism, Socialist; Lavender Menace; Miss America Protest; National Organization for Women; Redstockings; Society for Cutting Up Men Manifesto; Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell

Further Reading

Crow, Barbara A., Ed. Radical Feminism: A Documentary Reader. 2000. New York: New York University Press.

Firestone, Shulamith. 1970. The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution. New York: Morrow.

Rhodes, Jacqueline. 2005. Radical Feminism, Writing, and Critical Agency: From Manifesto to Modem. Albany: State University of New York Press.


Excerpt from Anne Koedt’s Essay “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” (1970)

Radical feminists were less worried about changing the law than they were about exploding a system of male privilege that oppressed women. Anne Koedt’s essay “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” seeks to reclaim female sexuality and sexual pleasure. The essay was first published as a pamphlet and then in Notes from the Second Year, an anthology edited by Koedt and Shulamith Firestone. The following is an excerpt from that essay.

The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm, by Anne Koedt

Whenever female orgasm and frigidity are discussed, a false distinction is made between the vaginal and the clitoral orgasm. Frigidity has generally been defined by men as the failure of women to have vaginal orgasms. Actually the vagina is not a highly sensitive area and is not constructed to achieve orgasm. It is the clitoris which is the center of sexual sensitivity and which is the female equivalent of the penis.

I think this explains a great many things: First of all, the fact that the so-called frigidity rate among women is phenomenally high. Rather than tracing female frigidity to the false assumptions about female anatomy, our “experts” have declared frigidity a psychological problem of women. Those women who complained about it were recommended psychiatrists, so that they might discover their “problem”—diagnosed generally as a failure to adjust to their role as women.

The facts of female anatomy and sexual response tell a different story. Although there are many areas for sexual arousal, there is only one area for sexual climax; that area is the clitoris. All orgasms are extensions of sensation from this area. Since the clitoris is not necessarily stimulated sufficiently in the conventional sexual positions, we are left “frigid.”

Aside from physical stimulation, which is the common cause of orgasm for most people, there is also stimulation through primarily mental processes. Some women, for example, may achieve orgasm through sexual fantasies, or through fetishes. However, while the stimulation may be psychological, the orgasm manifests itself physically. Thus, while the cause is psychological, the effect is still physical, and the orgasm necessarily takes place in the sexual organ equipped for sexual climax, the clitoris. The orgasm experience may also differ in degree of intensity—some more localized, and some more diffuse and sensitive. But they are all clitoral orgasms.

All this leads to some interesting questions about conventional sex and our role in it. Men have orgasms essentially by friction with the vagina, not the clitoral area, which is external and not able to cause friction the way penetration does. Women have thus been defined sexually in terms of what pleases men; our own biology has not been properly analyzed. Instead, we are fed the myth of the liberated woman and her vaginal orgasm—an orgasm which in fact does not exist.

What we must do is redefine our sexuality. We must discard the “normal” concepts of sex and create new guidelines, which take into account mutual sexual enjoyment. While the idea of mutual enjoyment is liberally applauded in marriage manuals, it is not followed to its logical conclusion. We must begin to demand that if certain sexual positions now defined as “standard” are not mutually conducive to orgasm, they no longer be defined as standard. New techniques must be used or devised which transform this particular aspect of our current sexual exploitation….

Why Men Maintain the Myth

1. Sexual Penetration Is Preferred—The best physical stimulant for the penis is the woman’s vagina. It supplies the necessary friction and lubrication. From a strictly technical point of view this position offers the best physical conditions, even though the man may try other positions for variation.

2. The Invisible Woman—One of the elements of male chauvinism is the refusal or inability to see women as total, separate human beings. Rather, men have chosen to define women only in terms of how they benefited men’s lives. Sexually, a woman was not seen as an individual wanting to share equally in the sexual act, any more than she was seen as a person with independent desires when she did anything else in society. Thus, it was easy to make up what was convenient about women; for on top of that, society has been a function of male interests, and women were not organized to form even a vocal opposition to the male experts.

3. The Penis as Epitome of Masculinity—Men define their lives primarily in terms of masculinity. It is a universal form of ego-boosting. That is, in every society, however homogeneous (i.e., with the absence of racial, ethnic, or major economic differences) there is always a group, women, to oppress.

The essence of male chauvinism is in the psychological superiority men exercise over women. This kind of superior-inferior definition of self, rather than positive definition based upon one’s own achievements and development, has of course chained victim and oppressor both. But by far the most brutalized of the two is the victim.

Source: Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt, eds., Notes from the Second Year: Women’s Liberation: Major Writings of the Radical Feminists (New York: Radical Feminism, 1970), 46–48. Reprinted with permission from Anne Koedt.



Feminism, Socialist

Socialist feminism is one of the main theories of Western feminism that aims to help liberate women by trying to understand the root causes that are responsible for women’s oppression and subordination in a coherent and systematic way. A mixed approach that is both theoretical and practical, social feminism integrates perspectives of both class and gender with other aspects of cultural identity including race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation as central within its analyses of the political economy and exploitation of women. Socialist feminism argues that the condition of oppression that most women all over the world face is a product of both the class-segregated capitalist economic system as well as the system of gender segregation or patriarchy.

Socialist feminism flowered theoretically and politically as an important branch of feminist thought with the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s and 1970s as a response to what some feminists perceived as the inadequacies of Marxism, liberalism, and radical feminism that stressed the importance of only one system of oppression—either economic class, individual equality, or patriarchy—to the exclusion of all others as the root cause of women’s subordinate condition, ignoring generally the impact of all or most of these factors put together. For the socialist feminists opting for a synthesis of the raging feminist debates in the 1970s, however, class, race, and gender were inseparably connected. Socialist feminists firmly believe that the cause of women’s oppression rests not in one system alone but instead can be traced to a complex combination of multiple systems related to race, social and economic class, gender, sexuality, and nation. Thus, to overcome the full range of oppression and achieve the aim of women’s liberation, all of these interwoven factors need to be dealt with simultaneously. Socialist feminism encompasses within its purview a variety of feminist theories and standpoints that basically follow either a two-system explanation of women’s oppression, which tends to identify either class or sex as the primary source of women’s oppression, or an interactive-system explanation of women’s oppression, which views capitalism and patriarchy as two equal partners colluding in a variety of ways to oppress women, according to Rosemarie Tong. While two-system thinkers such as Juliet Mitchell and Alison Jaggar see both capitalism and gender segregation as two separate systems that allied to oppress women, interactive-system thinkers, such as Iris Marion Young, Heidi Hartmann, and Sylvia Walby, stress the interdependency of capitalism and patriarchy in the oppression of women.

Socialist feminists tend to view women as a collectivity, as do Marxist feminists, but one of their significant contributions lies in the fact that they believe that the nature of women’s oppression in different societies differs because of the differences in economic and social realities faced by women of different classes, races, and sexual orientation. In its critique of capitalism and patriarchy, contemporary socialist feminism thus engages with analyses of history, social change, and the economic realities of globalization, such as displacement and migration. Moreover, dissatisfied with the Marxist, liberal, and radical analyses of women’s condition in the public arena, socialist feminists critique the family as a source of women’s oppression and exploitation. They try to give attention to intrapersonal and interpersonal relations within the family as well as raise consciousness about the issues of sexual orientation and sexuality. Issues of mothering, parenting, and child rearing also come under the purview of socialist feminism, as it tries to probe into the complex relationships at play within the patriarchal family system. Contemporary socialist feminists highlight issues such as the gender pay gap and the unpaid, underpaid, and devalued—and thus oppressive—nature of women’s dual work as child bearers and workers in or outside of the home.

Socialist feminists believe that the roots of women’s oppression lie in the total economic system of capitalism, and therefore discriminatory social experiences, economic systems, and ownership of the means of production all need to be transformed to bring about a change in women’s condition of subordination. Focusing on both the public and private spheres of a woman’s life, socialist feminism thus argues for an inclusive way that works to end both the economic and cultural sources of women’s oppression so as to bring about women’s liberation from a subordinate status.

Sutapa Chaudhuri
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Ferraro, Geraldine Anne (1935–2011)

Geraldine Anne Ferraro was the first female nominated for national office by a major American political party. She ran for vice president with Democratic presidential nominee Walter Mondale in 1984. She was an attorney and served as a member of the U.S. House of Representatives.

Born on August 26, 1935, to Italian American immigrants Dominick and Antonetta Ferraro in the Hudson River Valley of New York, Geraldine Ferraro was named for a brother who died in a car accident before her birth. Her father died of a heart attack when Ferraro was 8 years old, and her single mother raised her and her surviving brother in the South Bronx. Antonetta worked as a seamstress and sold family property in Italy to send her children to boarding schools. Ferraro earned a scholarship to Marymount College in New York and graduated in 1956. She taught elementary school in Queens, where she lived with her mother. Working as a teacher, Ferraro earned her law degree at night from Fordham University; she graduated in 1960 as 1 of 2 women in a class of 179 students. One week after passing the bar exam, Ferraro—who kept her name professionally to honor her mother—married John Zaccaro, a New York real estate broker. For the next 13 years Ferraro focused on raising her family—two daughters and one son—while doing pro bono work. When a cousin won election as district attorney in Queens in 1973, Ferraro applied for a job as assistant district attorney and was assigned to the special victims bureau investigating cases of rape, sexual assault, domestic violence, and child abuse.

In 1978, Ferraro ran for the U.S. House of Representatives representing the Queens neighborhoods of New York’s 9th Congressional District. She won a three-way primary and then the general election, heavily touting her law-and-order background. She served three terms in the House, where she earned high ratings from both liberals and labor groups when she proved adept at balancing her feminist leanings with the conservatism of her blue-collar constituents. In 1983 she earned an appointment to the Budget Committee and election as chairperson of the Democratic Platform Committee.

As the Democratic Convention neared in 1983, the National Organization for Women threatened a floor fight if the party did not nominate a female for vice president. A delegation of Democratic women then visited Walter Mondale at home in Minnesota to press their case for a female nominee. Days later, Mondale called to invite Ferraro to become his running mate. The Democratic leadership hoped that Ferraro would attract women, Catholics, and northeastern voters to the ticket. A Newsweek poll taken the week after Ferraro was nominated showed that while men favored the Reagan-Bush ticket by 58 to 36 percent, women favored the Mondale-Ferraro ticket 49 to 41 percent.

Ferraro faced criticism that she was inexperienced. Rumors began to spread about her husband’s financial dealings, and when the Ferraros released their tax returns, the American public learned that the candidate was worth nearly $4 million and had a husband with suspected ties to organized crime. Even after Ferraro showed remarkable professionalism during a two-hour press conference concerning her family finances, she continued to be dogged by questions of improprieties. In November 1983, Mondale and Ferraro lost the election in a Republican landslide. As Ferraro later reflected to the New York Times, “Throwing Ronald Reagan out of office at the height of his popularity, with inflation and interest rates down, the economy moving and the country at peace, would have required God on the ticket … and She was not available!” Ferraro may also have been the target of particular hostility for being a female candidate.

Ferraro unsuccessfully ran for Congress in 1984 and 1998. She served under President Bill Clinton as ambassador to the United Nations Human Rights Commission. Ferraro cohosted a show on CNN for a few years and authored several books and articles. In 1998 she was diagnosed with multiple myeloma, a cancer of the bone marrow, which she battled for the next 12 years. Ferraro died on March 26, 2011, at a Boston hospital from complications of the cancer.

Kathleen Gronnerud
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Ford, Betty (1918–2011)

First lady from 1974 to 1977, Elizabeth “Betty” Bloomer Ford was the wife of Gerald Ford, the 38h president of the United States. Betty Ford was noted for her openness and honesty about controversial subjects. Because of her public support for issues such as the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), she drew opposition. However, she held high approval ratings throughout her tenure as first lady. She was also noted for raising awareness about breast cancer following her mastectomy as well as for alcoholism and prescription drug addiction by going public with her own struggles.

Ford was born Elizabeth Ann Bloomer was born on April 8, 1918, in Chicago, Illinois. Before she was two years old, the family moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan. There, she attended public schools, including Grand Rapids Central High School from which she graduated in 1936. In 1940, she was accepted as a student of dance pioneer Martha Graham in New York. As a member of Graham’s auxiliary troupe, Ford performed at New York’s Carnegie Hall.

Ford returned to Grand Rapids at her widowed mother’s request before making a final decision on a career choice. In 1942 Ford married childhood friend William Warren, an alcoholic who went into a coma just after she decided to file for divorce. She nursed him for two years. After he recovered, they were divorced in 1947.

In August 1947, friends introduced Ford to attorney Gerald Ford, also of Grand Rapids. They married on October 15, 1948, shortly before he was elected a U.S. congressman, the first of what would be 12 consecutive terms. The couple had four children, Michael, Jack, Steven, and Susan. The family lived in the Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C., as Gerald rose to become a high-ranking Republican in the House of Representatives.

One day while raising a window, Betty Ford suffered a pinched nerve in her neck. The injury ultimately required hospitalization for several weeks. Physicians prescribed various pain medications on which she developed a dependency along with alcohol, which was considered part of the normal cocktail party circuit expected of congressional couples.

Ford asked her husband to consider retiring from politics. He agreed to do so after the 1974 congressional election, which he pledged would be his last campaign. In 1973, incumbent Republican vice president Spiro Agnew resigned due to a bribery scandal. President Richard Nixon chose Congressman Gerald Ford to fill the vice presidential spot. When Nixon resigned the presidency in the wake of the Watergate Scandal in 1974, Gerald Ford became president of the United States.

At his swearing-in Gerald Ford said, “I am indebted to no man and only one woman, my dear wife, Betty, as I begin this very difficult job.” It was to be more difficult than expected when Betty Ford was diagnosed with malignant breast cancer a month later. In keeping with the Ford administration’s pledge to avoid the secrecy that marked the previous presidency, she publicly revealed her condition. Experts state that by encouraging checkups, Betty Ford’s actions saved countless lives.

Two weeks after becoming first lady and facing a health crisis, Ford gave a press conference for 150 reporters and voiced her support of the ERA, which had been introduced in 1972.

In 1976, Gerald Ford won the Republican nomination for a full term as president. Betty Ford made numerous appearances across the country. The arduous campaign took its toll on her health as well as her husband’s. When Democrat Jimmy Carter won the election, Betty Ford delivered her husband’s concession speech because he had lost his voice, becoming the first and to date only candidate’s spouse to do so.

After leaving the White House in 1977, Ford and her husband resided at Rancho Mirage, California. Ford was a popular speaker who was often invited to speak about women’s issues such as equal pay for equal work, breast cancer awareness, and the ERA.

In 1978 Ford went into treatment for substance abuse involving alcoholism and addiction to painkillers. She publicly disclosed her addictions and successful treatment. With a friend, Leonard Firestone, she cofounded a nonprofit substance abuse treatment facility in 1982 in Rancho Mirage. Ford brought great visibility to addiction issues and became a major fund-raiser, serving as board chair until 2005. Betty Ford died of natural causes in Rancho Mirage on July 8, 2011, at age 93.

Nancy Hendricks
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Fossey, Dian (1932–1985)

Dian Fossey was one of the first American primatologists to study gorillas. She was one of the trio of women called the Trimates (the other two are Jane Goodall and Biruté Galdikas). Fossey lived with and studied gorillas in their natural habitats. Later, her goals shifted from research to conservation because gorilla populations were rapidly declining due to poaching. Her efforts became controversial after she allegedly tortured poachers. In 1985, she was found murdered at her research station.

Fossey was born on January 16, 1932, in San Francisco, California. Her parents divorced when she was six, and her mother was remarried to Richard Price. The Prices hardly ever acknowledged Fossey and oftentimes made her eat dinner alone. She took equestrian lessons and dreamed of becoming a veterinarian, applying for the veterinary program at the University of California, Davis. After failing chemistry and physics courses, Fossey enrolled in the occupational therapy program at San Jose State. Once she graduated in 1954, she moved to Louisville, Kentucky, and worked with polio-stricken children and tuberculosis patients.

In 1963 Fossey took a loan to travel to Africa, where she toured Tanzania and encountered Louis Leakey, the famous anthropologist who studied human origins. Together, they discussed the importance of studying nonhuman primates. She then traveled to Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo) and met Joan and Alan Root, who were filming a wildlife documentary about mountain gorillas. The Roots invited her to join them. After seeing gorillas for the first time, Fossey was in awe of and felt connected to gorillas.

When she returned home, Fossey wrote about her adventures and published photos in the local paper. In 1966, she met with Leakey again in Louisville. Leakey wanted a protégé to help him research gorillas. Fossey volunteered to study the gorillas, but Leakey told her that she needed to have her appendix removed first. Six weeks later he wrote to say that he was testing her determination and did not actually require an appendectomy. Fossey had already had the procedure done. She left for Africa soon after.
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Author of the book Gorillas in the Mist, anthropologist Dian Fossey spent 18 years living with and studying the primates in the mountain forests of Rwanda. (Liam White/Alamy Stock Photo)

Fossey built her first research station in the Virunga Mountains of Zaire. Six months later a civil war broke out, and rebels forced her out of the country. This was a blow, as the gorillas had become familiar to human researchers and photographers. When she relocated to the other side of the mountains in Rwanda, the gorillas she studied had only met humans as poachers. Her new research station, called Karisoke, became her home for the next two decades.

Fossey earned the gorillas’ trust by watching them where they could clearly see her. Over time, she would approach them while eating wild celery and imitating their calls and hoots. The younger gorillas would play with her notebooks and pencils while the adults kept guard around her. Fossey recorded everything she saw. She published her research notes in several science journals. With her research and writing, Fossey educated the world about gorillas and how they were gentle giants with complex social behaviors and hierarchies. This culminated in her book Gorillas in the Mist, which was later made into a movie.

Over time, Fossey’s focus shifted from research to conservation. In the first four months in Rwanda, her research team found 900 hunting traps. Poachers target gorillas for the hands and heads of adults, which could be made into souvenirs and trophies, and also target live babies, who were sent to zoos and individuals around the world. In 1978, one of Fossey’s gorilla families was massacred. She buried their bodies next to her research station, and her conservation goals took a dark turn.

Fossey began using extreme techniques to stop poachers. While her writings kept some tourists from buying souvenirs made from gorillas, Fossey terrorized the poachers to keep them out of the mountains. The Rwandans claimed that she taught the gorillas to fear dark-skinned people over whites, kidnapped the child of a poacher who captured a baby gorilla, and whipped poachers she arrested with stinging nettles.

Fossey’s opposition to poachers and tourists eventually led to her murder. On December 27, 1985, she was found dead in her ransacked cabin. The investigation was poorly handled and remains unsolved. Fossey was laid to rest in Karisoke’s graveyard, right next to her gorillas. In 1981 the Rwanda gorilla population was under 250 individuals. Today, there are almost 500 gorillas in the Virunga Mountains. Without her research and constant protection, they would most certainly be extinct.

Elliott Popel
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Franklin, Aretha (1942–)

Singer, songwriter, and the first woman inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, Aretha Louise Franklin was born on March 25, 1942, in Memphis, Tennessee, to Clarence (C. L.) and Barbara (Siggers) Franklin. The fourth of five children, Aretha Franklin was raised in Detroit, Michigan, where her father was the head of the congregation of the New Bethel Baptist Church. Often in the presence of popular singers, both gospel and secular, she was influenced by performers such as Sam Cooke, Jackie Wilson, and Dinah Washington. Gospel great Mahalia Jackson was also a visitor to the Franklin household. Franklin was first recorded as a gospel artist at age 14. The next year she gave birth to her first son, naming him after her father, Clarence. She dropped out of high school to raise her son. In 1959 Franklin gave birth to a second son, Edward. The life of an unwed teen mother notwithstanding, at the age of 18 she sent demos to Columbia Records and earned a contract.

As an artist on the Columbia label, the relationship was civil but not extremely profitable. Franklin performed jazz and covers of popular music of the time in various venues. During her tenure with Columbia she married her first husband, Ted White, in 1961, making him her manager and giving birth to a third son, Ted White Jr., in 1963. Franklin parted ways with Columbia in 1966 to work with Atlantic Records and producer Jerry Wexler, who built the stairway for her ascension into music royalty. Crowned “Lady Soul” during these pivotal years, Franklin hit the Billboard charts for the first time in 1967 with her confessional “I Never Loved a Man (the Way I Love You).”

Solidification of her position as the Queen of Soul began as she followed this triumph with the first of her 21 Grammy awards. In 1967 the relationship anthem “Respect” was released. That year also saw Franklin named Billboard magazine’s Vocalist of the Year. Throughout her tenure with Atlantic Records, in addition to other accolades, Franklin won 9 Grammy awards, including Best Female R&B Vocal Performance 8 consecutive times. At the behest of Coretta Scott King, Franklin sang at the funeral of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Later in 1968, she sang at the Democratic National Convention.

In 1969 Franklin and White divorced amid rumors of domestic violence, and Franklin began an ongoing relationship with Ken Cunningham with whom she had her fourth son, Kecalf, in 1970. Throughout the 1970s, despite setbacks in her personal life, Franklin penned several Grammy-winning hits such as “Rock Steady” and “Daydreaming.” She won awards for both secular and gospel music, but her popularity notably cooled as disco music took the world by storm. Despite continuously recording, she did not achieve the commercial success of the previous decade. She met actor Glynn Turman in Los Angeles, and they married in 1978. She also relocated her home base to Detroit from Los Angeles after her father was shot in his home and entered a coma, from which he did not recover.

In 1979 after 12 years with Atlantic Records and a noticeable cooling off in its promotion of her as an artist, Franklin dissolved the relationship and signed with Arista Records, an association that continued for over 20 years. Franklin regained prominence in 1982 with the success of her album Jump To It, produced by Luther Vandross. Two years later she and Turman divorced.

With her 1987 induction, Franklin became the first woman inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and received the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 1992. In 1994 she became the youngest recipient of the Kennedy Center Honors. She penned her memoirs in 1999 with celebrated biographer David Ritz, released So Damn Happy in 2003, and received the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President George W. Bush in 2005. Franklin continued into the 21st century with a new era of independence and control of her career. In 2009 she sang “America” at the inauguration of President Barack Obama. Franklin released an album on her label Franklin Records titled A Woman Falling Out of Love in an exclusive distribution deal with a major commercial outlet in 2011. She continued to perform, with concert dates in the United States throughout 2016.

Denisa Chatman-Riley
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Friedan, Betty (1921–2006)

The author of The Feminine Mystique and founder of the National Organization for Women, Friedan was born Bettye Naomi Goldstein on February 4, 1921, in Peoria, Illinois. Her father Harry Goldstein was a Russian immigrant who built a successful jewelry store; her mother Miriam Goldstein had edited the women’s section of a newspaper before abandoning her career for marriage and children. Friedan sensed that her mother was bitter about having to choose between career and family.

In 1942, Friedan graduated summa cum laude from Smith College with a degree in psychology and dropped the “e” at the end of Bettye. She pursued graduate studies at the University of California at Berkeley, but her success bothered her insecure boyfriend, who pressured her to reject a fellowship. She did, ending her ambition to be a psychologist. She also dumped her boyfriend. Instead she married Carl Friedan, a theater director and advertising executive, and settled for the routine of marriage and children, though she made a name for herself as a writer for women’s magazines. She had three children before divorcing in 1969. After the marriage, Betty Friedan announced that her husband had physically abused her, leaving her with black eyes and bruises. Accordingly, she had to wear heavy makeup for her television appearances. Carl repeatedly denied these charges, implying that Friedan hated all men.

Friedan focused much of her life’s work on the plight of suburban housewives in the post–World War II era. This effort came from within, because Friedan felt unfulfilled as a wife and mother and had thoughts of suicide, which troubled her. Was she not living the life to which women aspired? She wondered whether other women felt as she did. Using history, psychology, sociology, and economics, she hacked away at the fairy tale of domestic bliss. Friedan also interviewed scores of women, beginning with her classmates at a 1957 reunion at Smith College. She found in them the same restlessness, the same chafing at their domestic confinement. Interviews with the graduates of Radcliffe College yielded the same yearning for fulfillment, though domesticity chained them to chores. One woman with a PhD in anthropology had subsumed her ambitions to those of her husband. She found herself in the nadir of child rearing, laundry, and other domestic burdens and concluded that although very busy, she longed to accomplish something important, something beyond the confines of home and grocer.

As a result of this research, Friedan made clear to her readers that many women were stuck in a rut. They cared for the family while their own aspirations died. She debunked the myth that all women were happy raising children and caring for everyone but themselves. She wrote about women’s dependence on their husbands and bleak career prospects. Her groundbreaking work, The Feminine Mystique (1963), is considered one of the most influential books of the 20th century. By 2000 it had sold more than 3 million copies and had been translated and read worldwide.

Feeding off her success, in 1966 Friedan helped found the National Organization for Women and was its first president, a position she held until 1970. Supporting a woman’s right to choose whether to carry a fetus to term, Friedan in 1969 helped create the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws. In 1971 Friedan joined Gloria Steinem and Bella Abzug in founding the National Women’s Political Caucus. Friedan’s renown led to numerous appearances on television and behind the lectern. Despite a brisk schedule, she found time to write several other books and a number of articles. In 1981 she published The Second Stage, which defined second-wave feminism from her perspective.

Despite her many successes, Friedan had critics. Some did not think her prose sufficiently literary. Others wondered why Friedan had not acknowledged her debt to French feminist and existentialist Simone de Beauvoir, whose The Second Sex (1949) raised many of the issues that Friedan would later discuss. Still others thought her focus myopic. America was more than a land of suburban white women. Why had Friedan omitted the experiences of women of color, lesbians, and other underrepresented groups?

Friedan died of heart failure in her home on February 4, 2006, her 85th birthday.

Christopher Cumo
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Gospel Singers

From its inception, gospel music has been rooted in supplication. Whether of social conditions, faith, or the mistreatment of people, gospel music has chronicled the human experience and shared it from a spiritual platform. Women have played an important role in the foundation and popularity of gospel music. From former slave Ella Sheppard Moore (1851–1914), an original member of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, to the multiple Grammy Award–winning CeCe Winans, women, particularly black women, have had a prominent position in the creating, singing, and promotion of gospel music. Serving as emissaries and illustrating the belief that women were to serve as missionaries of the Gospel, women were able to spread their voices from the choir into the pulpit and outside the church.

The structure and heart of gospel was formed from the call-and-response tradition of the plantation fields. The spirituals transcended the obliteration of slavery and became a part of the mainstream Negro experience. An early soldier in the use of this sacred music to create civic and social change was former slave Ella Sheppard Moore, who along with Maggie Porter and other members of the original Jubilee Singers of Fisk University sang throughout the United States and Europe to raise money to keep the school financially solvent.

Continuing the inroads of social change, singers such as “Sister Rosetta” Tharpe (1915–1973) emerged from the confining Church of God in Christ to become a leading figures in the music industry and the church, overcoming both racial and gender-based barriers. Tharpe performed at the famous Cotton Club in Harlem, gaining a wider audience and influence in the 1930s and 1940s.

Gospel music served as a conduit to allow women to play an active role in the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Mahalia Jackson (1911–1972), a conspicuous voice in the fight for civil rights, started singing gospel music at age four. She later worked with such artists as Duke Ellington and Thomas A. Dorsey. Jackson sang at the inauguration of President John F. Kennedy and at the 1963 March on Washington at the request of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Immediately preceding his “I Have a Dream” speech, her rendition of “I Been ‘Buked and I Been Scorned” was said to have been so powerful that she drowned out the noise of a plane that flew overhead. Many other notable female gospel singers can be counted as resolute leaders in the fight alongside Dr. King, including Dorothy Love Coates (1928–2002), a member of the Gospel Harmonettes who was arrested more than once for her activism. Mavis Staples (1939–) of the famous Staple Singers also featured prominently in the civil rights movement, using her voice and her popularity to combine political messages with music. Staples’s rendition of songs such as “Down in Mississippi” and “When Will We Be Paid?” remain musical classics.

While having its roots in the African American experience, gospel is not sung by only women of color. Singers such as Molly O’Day (1923–1987), born Lois Williamson into a coal mining Appalachian family, left a successful secular career as a recording artist for Columbia to perform gospel music and evangelize. Empowerment through gospel music, regardless of color, continues with artists the like Vicki Yohe, a young white gospel singer featured on the Trinity Broadcast Network whose missionary work includes supporting an orphanage in Uganda.

Contemporary women in the forefront of gospel music now work seamlessly both onstage and in the pulpit. Priscilla “CeCe” Winans Love (1964–) has won numerous awards, including 10 Grammy Awards, and has sold over 12 million records worldwide but is also copastor of Nashville Life in Nashville, Tennessee. These women, coming out of the congregation to not only lead the worship service but also to become mastheads for civil rights and social change, validate female gospel singers as essential to the progression of not just American society but also a global spiritual community.

Denisa Chatman-Riley

See also King, Coretta Scott; Vol. 3, Sec. 1: Harlem Renaissance; Vol. 3, Sec. 2: Holiday, Billie; Smith, Bessie; Vol. 4, Sec. 1: James, Etta

Further Reading

Darden, Bob. 2004. People Get Ready! A New History of Black Gospel Music. New York: Continuum.

Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks. 1993. Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880–1920. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Jackson, Jerma A. 2004. Singing in My Soul: Black Gospel Music in a Secular Age. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Kramer, Barbara. 2003. Mahalia Jackson: The Voice of Gospel and Civil Rights. Berkeley Heights, NJ: Enslow.

hooks, bell (1952–)

Cultural critic, poet, and outspoken social commentator bell hooks is a significant voice for feminism and social justice.

Born Gloria Jean Watkins on September 25, 1952, in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, hooks grew up in a working-class family as one of seven children, with five sisters and one brother. Her father, Veodis Watkins, was a janitor at the post office, and her mother, Rosa Bell Watkins, was a homemaker and a maid in private homes. hooks graduated from Hopkinsville High School in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, and earned a BA in English from Stanford University in 1973 and an MA in English from the University of Wisconsin–Madison in 1976. In 1983, she completed her doctorate from the University of California, Santa Cruz, with a dissertation on author Toni Morrison.

hooks’s teaching career began as an English professor and then senior lecturer in ethnic studies at the University of Southern California. During her time there, she released a collection of poems, And There We Wept (1978), for the first time under her pen name, bell hooks. Her first prominent work, Ain’t I a Woman? Black Women and Feminism, written when she was a teenage undergrad, was published in 1981. Met with critical acclaim and broadly embraced by academia, this work has since become a staple in both women’s studies and African American studies courses. Since the publication of Ain’t I a Woman? hooks has become renowned as a feminist, postmodern activist, and social critic—one of a very few notably influential black intellectuals.

Her pen name is deliberately illustrated in lowercase to accentuate the importance of the content of the work she produces rather than who she is as a person as well as an exhibition of lineage through matriarchal ancestry, with “Bell” being the name of her maternal great-grandmother. Authoring over 36 books, ranging from cultural studies and feminist theory to children’s literature and poetry as well as a multitude of cultural commentary, hooks’s work focuses on feminist causes, social class, and race.
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bell hooks is the pen name of second-wave feminist writer Gloria Jean Watkins. Her work focuses on the intersectionality of race, capitalism, and gender, and their ability to perpetuate systems of oppression. (Margaret Thomas/The Washington Post/Getty Images)

Primarily through a postmodern lens, hooks addresses disparity and instances of marginalization and oppression in manifold areas including mass media, education, and art. She has had notable public dialogues with major players in social reform such as feminist Gloria Steinem and philosopher Cornel West. An eclectic range of influences, from abolitionist and feminist Sojourner Truth to Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King Jr., are enumerated as shaping her dialogues. An inclusionist, hooks notes in her works on feminist theory note that in the actuation of female equality, men are important to make the necessary changes.

hooks’s stance as a woman of color native to the Appalachian Mountains shapes and informs her ground-shaking perspectives throughout decades of inspirational critique. She notes in her introduction to Appalachian Elegy: Poetry and Place that “Early on in my life I learned from those Kentucky backwoods elders, the folks whom we might now label ‘Appalachian,’ a set of values rooted in the belief that above all else one must be self-determining. It is the foundation that is the root of my radical critical consciousness” (hooks 2012, 2).

As unique and accessible as her work is, hooks is not without critics. She has attracted criticism from both conservative and liberal arenas. While some disapproval has been based on her politics, criticism of her lack of traditional referencing through footnotes has been made. Nonetheless, the values of her unique perspective are profoundly evident, as her work has been translated into multiple languages, including French, Spanish, and German.

hooks received numerous accolades, including an ABA/Before Columbus Foundation Award (1991) for Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, the Writer’s Award from the Lila Wallace–Reader’s Digest Fund (1994), an NAACP Image Award nomination (2001) for Happy to Be Nappy, and the Bank Street College Children’s Book of the Year (2002) award for Homemade Love.

hooks has held positions at Yale University, Oberlin College, and City College of New York. Her work has become a staple in women’s studies courses across America and abroad. hooks continues to mentor women of color in academia while writing prolifically. She makes her home in the Appalachian Mountains.
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Johnson, Claudia “Lady Bird” (1912–2007)

Claudia “Lady Bird” Taylor Johnson was first lady of the United States from 1963 until 1969. She was known for her support of programs in beautification, conservation, and the environment.

Johnson was born Claudia Alta Taylor on December 22, 1912, near Karnack, Texas. She was the child of Minnie Pattillo Taylor, who died when Claudia was five years old, and wealthy planter Thomas Jefferson Taylor. According to the LBJ Presidential Library, as an infant, her nurse said that Johnson was “as purty as a lady bird,” and thereafter she became known to her family and friends as “Lady Bird.” She attended local public schools and in 1933 earned a bachelor’s degree in history from the University of Texas at Austin, graduating with honors, and a bachelor’s degree in journalism in 1934, again with honors.

In 1934, a friend introduced Johnson to congressional aide Lyndon Baines Johnson. The next day on their first date, he proposed. Three months later they were married. Lady Bird Johnson gave birth to two daughters, Lynda Bird Johnson in 1944 and Lucy (later spelled “Luci”) Baines Johnson in 1947.

In 1937 when Lyndon ran for the U.S. House of Representatives, his campaign was funded by $10,000 of his wife’s inheritance. When Lyndon served in the U.S. Navy during World War II, Lady Bird Johnson ran his congressional office. In 1949, Lyndon was elected to the U.S. Senate.

In 1960 when the Democratic National Convention chose John Kennedy to be the Democratic presidential candidate, Johnson accepted the vice presidential spot on the ticket. Kennedy personally asked Lady Bird to make public appearances, and after the Kennedy/Johnson ticket won the close election, campaign manager Robert Kennedy was reported in Time magazine as saying that Lady Bird Johnson “carried Texas for us.” Many political observers stated that she was instrumental in helping the Democratic ticket carry the South.

In a run-up to the 1964 election, a campaign swing through Texas in November 1963 was to culminate in a barbeque at the LBJ Ranch on November 23. In Dallas, the Johnsons were riding in the motorcade behind President and Mrs. Kennedy when an assassin shot Kennedy. On Air Force One, Lyndon Johnson was sworn in as president, and at age 50 Lady Bird Johnson became first lady in the most tragic of circumstances.

Lady Bird Johnson continued Jacqueline Kennedy’s efforts to restore the White House and created the Jacqueline Kennedy Garden and the Children’s Garden at the executive mansion. Johnson became known for her support of civil rights, scheduling appearances without her husband. She traveled through the South during the 1964 presidential campaign, where she spoke from the back of a train in spite of threats against her life. Lyndon won the 1964 race in a landslide. Many credited Lady Bird Johnson’s visibility and courage as a major factor.

Johnson embarked on a mission to beautify Washington, D.C., feeling that it was important not just for the pride of the country but also for spiritual uplift in rundown sections of the city. She also worked with trade groups to plant wildflowers along the roadways and to limit eyesores that she considered demoralizing. She supported her husband’s Great Society programs, especially when their programs could work together, such as encouraging the Job Corps to teach landscaping.

After Lyndon declined to run for reelection in 1968, the Johnsons returned to the LBJ Ranch in Stonewall, Texas. In 1970, Lady Bird Johnson published the best seller A White House Diary. She helped plan the LBJ Library and Museum at the University of Texas at Austin, dedicated in 1971. In 1973, Lyndon Johnson died of a sudden heart attack.

In 1982, Lady Bird Johnson cofounded the National Wildflower Research Center on the outskirts of Austin. In 1988 she was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal, becoming the first wife of a president to receive the honor. In rankings of first ladies, she often is listed just below Eleanor Roosevelt and Abigail Adams as one of the most influential first ladies.

Lady Bird Johnson died on July 11, 2007, at age 94 at her home in Austin. She was buried next to her husband at the LBJ Ranch in Stonewall, Texas.
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Joplin, Janis (1943–1970)

American cultural icon of the 1960s and inventor of the “rock mama” paradigm, Janis Joplin is remembered as the greatest white urban blues and soul singer of her generation.

Born on January 19, 1943, in Port Arthur, Texas, to Dorothy Bonita East and Seth Joplin, Janis Joplin sang in choir while in high school, where she was introduced to the blues. Her major musical influences came from blues and jazz legends such as Bessie Smith, Billie Holiday, and Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton. Joplin briefly attended the University of Texas in Austin but dropped out of college to pursue a career in music. In 1963 she moved to San Francisco at the suggestion of her friend, Chet Helms, and lived in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood for three years.

Joplin returned to Texas briefly in 1966, where she enrolled in sociology classes at Lamar University. However, she soon after decided to move back to California. Once back in San Francisco, she joined Chet Helms’s band, Big Brother and the Holding Company, as its female lead singer. The psychedelic acid rock band had some success, and Joplin became known both for her vocal power and her hippie chic, characterized by granny glasses, frizzy hair, and extravagant attire. Big Brother and the Holding Company played its first show at the Avalon, a ballroom in San Francisco, and released its self-titled debut album one year later in 1967 after signing with Columbia Records. The band began to play major music festivals, such as the Monterey International Pop Festival in 1967, which launched Joplin’s stardom. In 1968 the band released its second album, Cheap Thrills. The album contained the song “Piece of My Heart,” which peaked at number 12 on the Top 40 charts that same year. Joplin began appearing on major magazine covers, such as Time and Vogue, and made an appearance on The Dick Cavett Show.

That same year, Joplin left Big Brother and the Holding Company to form her own band to have more creative control over her music. She formed the Kozmic Blues Band, which played at Woodstock in 1969. The band also released the album I Got Dem Ol’ Kozmic Blues Again Mama! The album went gold, but the band dissolved shortly afterward.

By 1969, Joplin had become an American cultural icon for her personal style and “rock mama” attitudes. She didn’t wear makeup and often chose bright colors, patterns, fringe, beading, and feathers for her outfits. Her car, a Porsche, was decorated with psychedelic butterflies, and her home in San Francisco was done in the Rococo bordello style. During shows she was known for screaming and wailing in a harsh, rasping voice, making her the queen of psychedelic soul. Joplin not only sang but also played a variety of instruments, wrote some of her own music, and danced. She was also open about her bisexuality and love of drinking, often drinking from a bottle of Southern Comfort during her performances.

In 1970 Joplin formed Full-Tilt Boogie Band, which toured with the Grateful Dead, the Band, and other artists on the Festival Express tour through Canada. On October 1, 1970, she recorded the song “Mercedes Benz,” which would be her final recording. Three days later, Joplin’s manager found her dead in her hotel room, a victim of a heroin overdose. She was 27 years old.

Joplin’s final recordings were released on January 11, 1971, on the album Pearl, Joplin’s nickname. It featured nine finished tracks and one instrumental, “Buried Alive in the Blues.” The album held the number one spot on music charts for nine weeks and ranked number 122 on Rolling Stone’s “500 Greatest Albums of All Time” listing in 2003.

Joplin’s work in rock and roll, a music genre not particularly welcoming to female artists, influenced other notable women of rock, including Grace Slick, Melissa Etheridge, and Chrissie Hynde. In 1988, a memorial to Joplin was unveiled in her hometown of Port Arthur. The 1989 movie The Rose, starring Bette Midler, is loosely based on Joplin’s life. Joplin was posthumously inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1995 and honored with the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 2005.
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Jordan, Barbara (1936–1996)

A lawyer and politician from Texas, Barbara Jordan was the first African American woman elected from the South to the House of Representatives, where she served from 1973 to 1979. Jordan burst onto the national scene with her performance during the Judiciary Committee hearings on the impeachment of President Richard Nixon. With her celebrated oratory and her many historic firsts, Jordan was known as a hard-nosed political leader who, like her mentor Lyndon Johnson, mastered the legislative process, helping to further the civil rights movement out of which her career had emerged.

Jordan was born on February 21, 1936, in Houston, Texas, the youngest of three daughters born to Arlyne Patten Jordan and Benjamin Meredith Jordan, a Baptist preacher and warehouse clerk. Barbara Jordan received her early education in the Houston public schools. She then went on to Texas Southern University where she earned a bachelor’s degree, graduating magna cum laude with a major in political science. Jordan earned a law degree from Boston University in 1959. Passing both the Texas and Massachusetts bar exams, she began her legal practice working out of her parents’ home. Jordan first became active in politics through registering voters in advance of the 1960 presidential election, and she twice ran unsuccessfully for the Texas Senate before finally winning a seat in 1966.

The state’s first female black senator, Jordan quickly established herself as a force. Colleagues named her the outstanding freshman member, and at the end of her first term one news service named her among the 10 most influential women in Texas. When the 1970 census resulted in an additional congressional seat in Houston, Jordan won the hard-fought Democratic primary and then coasted to victory in November 1972, becoming the first African American woman elected to the House from the South.

The Judiciary Committee’s televised hearings on the impeachment of President Richard Nixon in the late spring of 1974 introduced Jordan to the nation through her eloquent and passionate defense of the U.S. Constitution. She also quickly proved to be a legislator who accomplished much. One of her signature achievements was the Voting Rights Act of 1975. An extension of the original 1965 Voting Rights Act, with Jordan leading the way, the 1975 legislation offered additional protection for Mexican American voters. Among her other legislative accomplishments was a consumer protection law that curbed price fixing on manufactured goods. She actively supported the effort to reign in the excesses of the nation’s intelligence agencies that had come to light in the mid-1970s. Jordan was an advocate for equal protection and as a result spoke widely on behalf of the Equal Rights Amendment that had passed Congress in 1972 and was awaiting ratification by the states.

Jordan’s political career was cut short by the onset of multiple sclerosis. First diagnosed in 1973, initially she did not let it impact her work; however, as the disease progressed, she declined to run for reelection in 1978, retiring from public office at the age of 42. But her commitment to service and change never wavered, and she began a second career as a professor of government and ethics at the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin. At the same time, she did not shrink from the public arena. In 1976 while still in Congress, she had given the keynote address at the Democratic National Convention, and she did a repeat performance in 1992. Meanwhile, she was also an active member of numerous boards, both corporate entities such as Northrop-Grumman and nonprofit and governmental ones such as People for the American Way and the Immigration Reform Commission, which she chaired. She was the recipient of numerous accolades and honors, most prominently the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1994.

Although beset with the continuing impact of multiple sclerosis and other health problems, including regular bouts of pneumonia, Jordan remained active, priding herself on never having canceled a class. However, after being diagnosed with leukemia in 1994, Jordan’s health deteriorated at an accelerated pace, and she died in Austin, Texas, on January 16, 1996.
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Kennedy Onassis, Jacqueline (1929–1994)

First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy was a noted author, editor, and pop culture icon in the mid-20th century.

Kennedy was born Jacqueline Lee Bouvier on July 28, 1929, in Southhampton, New York, the first of two daughters to John “Jack” Venou Bouvier, a stockbroker, and Janet Norton Lee, a champion horsewoman.

Kennedy became an accomplished horsewoman, winning several national championships by the age of 11. She read extensively, took ballet lessons at the Metropolitan Opera House, and became fluent in French, Spanish, and Italian. She began college in 1947 at Vassar College in New York, where she studied history, literature, art, and French. During the school year of 1949–1950, Kennedy studied abroad at the University of Grenoble and the Sorbonne in Paris. She finished college at George Washington University, graduating in 1950 with a bachelor of arts degree in French literature.

Kennedy published several essays and poems in local newspapers. In 1951 she won Vogue magazine’s Prix de Paris contest, but her mother forced her to decline the prize, which included spending a year working in New York City and Paris as a junior editor. Instead, Kennedy became an inquiring camera girl for the Washington Times-Herald. She earned $42.50 per week photographing and interviewing local citizens with one question each day. Through this work, she met Congressman John F. Kennedy (1917–1963). They married at St. Mary’s Church in Newport, Rhode Island, on September 12, 1953.

Jacqueline Kennedy spent the next seven years assisting her husband with his congressional duties and campaigns. She responded to his constituent mail, translated articles, drafted endorsement statements, and acted as coordinating editor for his book, Profiles in Courage. Kennedy gave birth to three children, Caroline Bouvier Kennedy (b. 1957), John F. Kennedy Jr. (1960–1999), and Patrick Bouvier Kennedy (who died two days after birth in 1963).

In 1960, John F. Kennedy became president of the United States, making Kennedy a first lady. She was pregnant during his presidential campaign and supported her husband through the column “Campaign Wife,” granting interviews, recording commercials in foreign languages, and writing his speeches. President Kennedy was sworn in on January 20, 1961.

As first lady, Kennedy prioritized her family’s privacy, dedicated herself to the historic restoration of the White House, and became a patron of the arts. She created committees led by experts on painting, furniture, and books to ensure historical accuracy in her restoration and preservation work. She scoured warehouses across the nation in search of displaced furnishings and solicited the nation to donate historic items to the White House. She was instrumental in the passage of Public Law 87286, which made donated items the inalienable property of the White House. She also reversed a federal plan to destroy Lafayette Square and helped to negotiate the restoration of buildings there. Kennedy’s historic restoration and preservation projects were privately funded, primarily through book sales of The White House: An Historic Guide, and led to the creation of the White House Historical Association and the position of White House curator.

As a patron of the arts, Kennedy hosted opera, ballet, Shakespearean plays, and jazz recitals at the White House. She also secured a loan of the Mona Lisa in 1961. She was instrumental in establishing the John F. Kennedy National Cultural Center, and her work led to the creation of the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Arts.
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Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis served as First Lady from 1960–1963, designed the eternal flame for her husband’s grave, and then oversaw the design of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. In her later years she served as a book editor in New York’s publishing district. (Library of Congress)

Kennedy also remained active in politics. Following the Cuban Missile Crisis she was awarded the same silver calendar presented to the president’s military advisers. She also supported black civil rights and created the first racially integrated kindergarten in the White House, which her children attended. She made more trips as first lady than any of her predecessors, both with the president and on her own, forging personal and political relationships with world leaders.

Kennedy issued more White House photographs to the press than ever before and created the role of official in-house photographer for the White House. She also hosted several television programs, including A Tour of the White House with Mrs. John F. Kennedy in February 1962, and was the initial first lady to have her own press secretary.

Kennedy’s role as first lady was short-lived, ending when President Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963. Jacqueline Kennedy became internationally praised for her courage and actions following the assassination. She refused to change her bloodstained clothes while Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson took the oath of office, and she took an active role in planning the president’s funeral. A week later she bestowed the epitaph “Camelot” on her husband’s presidency, symbolizing the mythical qualities that many Americans associated with his leadership. She remained in Washington for several months to finish historic preservation projects and legislation and then moved to New York City.

Kennedy spent the remainder of her life traveling abroad, working for historic preservation and the arts, and also working as a book editor. She created the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, was involved with the formation of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, and traveled on many international relations missions. In 1968 she married Aristotle Socrates Onassis, an international shipping magnate, and lived in his homes in Greece and Paris. Onassis died in 1975, at which point Kennedy resumed her writing career as an editor at Viking Press and Doubleday. She also returned to the United States to live at Martha’s Vineyard. Kennedy edited 10 to 12 books per year. She led campaigns to save Grand Central Station and revitalize various areas of New York City. Kennedy died on May 19, 1994, in her New York City apartment from a form of lymphatic cancer. She is buried in Arlington National Cemetery.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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King, Billie Jean Moffitt (1943–)

Professional tennis legend Billie Jean King won 39 Grand Slam titles during her career. She is also a noted advocate for women’s equality, particularly famed for defeating Bobby Riggs in the 1973 “Battle of the Sexes.”

King was born in Long Beach, California, to strict Methodist parents Betty and Willis Moffitt. King enjoyed sports from an early age and at 11 bought her first tennis racquet. She learned to play tennis on the free public courts in her hometown of Long Beach, California.

In 1961, several organizations in her hometown raised $2,000 so she could compete at Wimbledon. Partnered with Karen Hantze Susman and unseeded, they won the Women’s Doubles title. From 1961 through 1964, King won several important titles on the amateur circuit and decided to play tennis full-time in 1964. She won six tournaments in 1965 and was ranked number one by the United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA). That same year she married Lawrence King.

From 1966 through 1975 King won 32 of her 39 Grand Slam titles in singles, women’s doubles, and mixed doubles. In 1967 she was named Female Athlete of the Year by the Associated Press, and in 1973 she was the first female athlete to be named sportswoman of the year by Sports Illustrated magazine. King was an early and outspoken opponent of the lack of equity between men’s and women’s tennis. When the open era of tennis began in 1968, King fought to ensure that the prize money for men and women was equal. She also joined with Gladys Heldman, the founder of World Tennis magazine, and eight other players to support the first professional women’s tennis tour. King later became the first president of the Women’s Tennis Association, the women players’ union.

A number of players on the men’s tennis tour derided women’s tennis, including former top player Bobby Riggs, who challenged King to a winner-take-all battle of the sexes. She declined. Instead, Margaret Court, a former number one player, agreed to play Riggs, but lost 6-1, 6-3. King changed her mind about playing Riggs and in September 1973 dismantled him in straight sets, 6-4, 6-3, and 6-3. Billed as the Battle of the Sexes, King’s decisive victory over her male opponent made her a hero to countless girls and women. Critics dismissed her victory because Riggs was not a top male player. Others pointed out that Riggs and many others had contended that even the best female tennis player could not defeat any male professional, regardless of his standing. Her victory proved the naysayers wrong.

In 1981 King made gossip headlines when Marilyn Barnett, her former hairdresser and personal assistant, claimed that they had been in a lesbian relationship for seven years and that King had promised lifetime support but reneged. Barnett filed suit for palimony. At first, King vehemently denied the relationship. A few days later she admitted to the affair. Barnett lost her lawsuit, but the damage was done. Within hours of the suit being filed, King lost all her endorsements, the value of which she estimated was $2 million. She and Larry divorced in 1987.

By the 1990s King had become publicly lesbian. She said that she grew up homophobic in a homophobic household and was terrified to come out of the closet. King became an outspoken advocate for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered people and worked tirelessly to end homophobia in amateur and professional sports.

King was the first woman athlete to be awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. The National Tennis Center, home to the U.S. Open, was named the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center and is a member of the President’s Council on Fitness, Sports and Nutrition. King received the Arthur Ashe Courage Award in 1999 and was later inducted into the California Hall of Fame. She was one of three openly gay athletes chosen by President Barack Obama for the U.S. delegation to the 2014 Sochi Olympics in Russia. King remains a feminist icon for both her athletic prowess and her activism.
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Billie Jean King on the 1973 “Battle of the Sexes” Tennis Match (2013)

As a professional tennis player, Billie Jean King won 39 Grand Slam titles. But she is perhaps best remembered for her participation in the 1973 “Battle of the Sexes,” where she defeated a male tennis player, Bobby Riggs. Many people thought so little of women’s tennis that they believed that no woman, even the best, could beat a male tennis player. In 2013, National Public Radio interviewed King; an excerpt from that interview is provided here.

On the challenges of being a female player in the ’60s and ’70s

First we had the challenge of [there being no] professional tennis [league for women] and then we had this [pay] disparity. But more importantly, the men who owned the tournaments, who ran the tournaments, started to drop the women’s events entirely. Most of the places, when they did have us play [and] included us, they gave us about a 12- or 11-to-1 ratio of prize money.

On finally deciding to play against Bobby Riggs, and winning

I declined [to play Bobby Riggs] for a couple of years because we had just started [the Women’s Tennis Association] and I was getting no sleep, working so hard. You have to visualize: You’re going to start a tour, there’s no infrastructure. Who is going to own tournaments? Who are we going to get to take the financial risk of owning a tournament? So all of my time was spent trying to get people to do a tournament in different cities…. I was learning marketing, entrepreneurship … and [the media were] nonstop.

Remember Title IX had just passed … which was very important to me that that passed. It ended up being one of the most important pieces of legislation of the 20th century, particularly for women at the time…. I really didn’t want [Title IX] to be weakened. I thought with Margaret [Court] losing [against Bobby Riggs in the first ‘Battle of the Sexes’], it would be a good chance for some of the people to start jumping on the bandwagon to weaken Title IX, hurt our tour, to hurt women’s sports, the women’s movement…. As soon as I found out [Margaret had lost] … I knew I definitely was going to play Bobby Riggs. I did not have a choice. [Riggs] was 55. He was as old as my father [at the time]. For me to beat him meant absolutely nothing athletically. Nothing. But it’s what it represented. When Margaret lost, I didn’t know if I was going to beat him. I thought she would kill him as far as winning, and she didn’t…. You never underestimate your opponent.

On being remembered for “The Battle of the Sexes” instead of her Wimbledon titles

I knew that was going to happen, actually, at the time. Because you could tell it was the most exposure I was ever going to get in my life. Every day I leave the apartment in New York City, where I live, I know someone is probably going to bring up that match. And every day, if I’m out in public, since that match in 1973, I always get one or more people coming up to talk to me about it. Most people, if they’re old enough to have seen it, remember exactly where they were that day, and they tell me their story.

On being outed as gay by her assistant

I was paralyzed and I was trying to figure things out. I was starting to get worried about—I had this affair with Marilyn Barnett. I was starting to worry about it. She was my assistant. It was a difficult time for me and I didn’t know what to do, really. I was lost.

It was really different back in the ’70s than it is now. It was different when I was outed in ’81. It just wasn’t the same as it is now.

I [had] started to have long-term sponsorship deals for the first time, like lifetime deals, and in sports that’s huge…. We didn’t make the big bucks. I was finally going to be able to cash in, just for me, to finally make some really good money…. I lost them all overnight and I had to start over, basically.

On women’s tennis today

I wish I could hit like they do, that’s for sure. I think it’s fantastic what’s available to the women and to the men. The men still have more opportunities, but the majors are equal prize money, which I think is wonderful. This is actually the 40th year of equal prize money at the U.S. Open and they were the first. It took us 34 more years, until 2007, to have all four majors [have] equal prize money.

But the tennis today, I’m a big believer in every generation gets better. I think Serena Williams will be, if she continues on the road she’s on now, the greatest player ever to have lived in women’s tennis. Her serve is absolutely beautiful.

Source: “Pioneer Billie Jean King Moved the Baseline for Women’s Tennis,” National Public Radio, January 31, 2014, http://www.npr.org/2014/01/31/269423125/pioneer-billie-jean-king-moved-the-baseline-for-womens-tennis. Reprinted with permission from WHYY, Inc.



King, Coretta Scott (1927–2006)

Civil rights leader Coretta Scott King is notable not only for being Martin Luther King Jr.’s wife but also as an activist in her own right. She was an accomplished vocalist and often incorporated music into her social activism. Coretta King played a prominent role in the civil rights movement after her husband’s assassination, founding the King Center and leading the effort to make his birthday a national holiday. Upon her death, her funeral was attended by more than 10,000 people as well as 4 U.S. presidents. She has been referred to as the “First Lady of the Civil Rights Movement.”

King was born on April 27, 1927, in Marion, Alabama. Her great-grandmother, formerly an enslaved person, acted as midwife. Her mother worked at several jobs, as did her father, who owned a lumber mill. The mill was burned down by white neighbors after he refused to sell it to a white logger.

King’s parents insisted on a college education for all four of their children. After attending a one-room schoolhouse and a segregated high school, she attended Ohio’s Antioch College, which recruited nonwhite students to diversify the traditionally all-white campus. At college, she studied music and became politically active.

King then earned a scholarship to the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. There, she studied singing and met aspiring minister Martin Luther King Jr. through a mutual friend. The couple married on June 18, 1953, at her mother’s house, with Martin Luther King Sr. performing the marriage ceremony. Coretta King deleted the word “obey” from the ceremony and after the wedding completed her degree in voice and piano. The couple had four children, Yolanda, Martin Luther King III, Dexter, and Bernice.

In 1954 the Kings moved to Montgomery, Alabama, where Martin became the pastor at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church. Coretta King gave up her dream of becoming a classical singer to raise her family, though she sang in the church choir. When the Montgomery bus boycott began in 1955, her husband helped to lead the protest movement. After a year, the boycott ended.

As Martin increased his work toward civil rights, King supported him, including his recovery after a stabbing. On January 30, 1956, a bomb exploded at their house, filling it with smoke and shattered glass but not resulting in injury. After one in a series of arrests, Martin was sentenced to four months of hard labor. King believed that her husband would be killed in prison. She contacted a friend who connected her with presidential candidate John F. Kennedy, who telephoned her and, with his brother Robert, arranged for Martin’s release. Reporters learned of the phone call with King, which was seen to spotlight John Kennedy’s support for civil rights and was said to earn him votes in the election.

After the 1963 Kennedy assassination, King worked for the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and for nonviolent protest. Though she would later say that her husband preferred her to be a housewife, she joined more than 5,000 women in the Women Strike for Peace protest in Washington, D.C., during January 1968.

Later that year on April 4, 1968, Martin was shot and killed in Memphis, Tennessee. On April 8, King and her children headed the sanitation workers’ march that her husband had planned before his death. After Martin’s funeral in Atlanta on April 9, King led mourners from the church to her late husband’s alma mater, Morehouse College.

Two months later on June 8, 1968, King attended the funeral of the assassinated Robert Kennedy on the same day that the Justice Department announced that James Earl Ray was charged in the murder of Martin Luther King Jr.

Soon, Coretta Scott King began speaking in her husband’s place, often using notes he had written before his death. After approaching others to take his place as leader of the civil rights movement, she assumed that role herself. She soon expanded its reach to include women’s rights, antipoverty issues, world peace, and lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender/queer (LGBTQ) rights, for which she was criticized by many civil rights activists.

In 1969, King founded the Martin Luther King Jr. Center for Nonviolent Social Change in Atlanta, serving as the center’s president until its leadership passed to her son Dexter. She then focused on caring for her parents as well as on writing and public speaking. From 1968 until 1972, Coretta Scott King was under illegal surveillance by the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

King attended annual commemorative services at Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist Church to mark her husband’s birthday each January 15 and began fighting to make it a national holiday. President Ronald Reagan signed the bill in 1983, with the first federal holiday to honor Martin observed on January 20, 1986.

In April 2005, King was hospitalized a month after speaking in Selma, Alabama, at the 40th anniversary of the Selma march for voting rights. She was diagnosed with a heart condition and later suffered several strokes. On January 14, 2006, she made her last public appearance at a dinner in Atlanta honoring her husband.

Coretta Scott King died on January 30, 2006, at a holistic therapy center in Mexico. It was revealed that she also suffered from ovarian cancer. An eight-hour funeral was held for King at the New Birth Missionary Baptist Church in Lithonia, Georgia, on February 7, 2006. George H. W. Bush, George W. Bush, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton attended her funeral, as did senator and future president Barack Obama.
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Kirkpatrick, Jeane J. (1926–2006)

Leader of the Democratic Party’s neoconservative foreign policy establishment, Jeane J. Kirkpatrick was an outspoken anticommunist. Ronald Reagan appointed Kirkpatrick ambassador to the United Nations (UN) in 1981. The first woman to serve in that post, Kirkpatrick, who was known for her acerbic and quick wit, represented the United States at the UN from January 1981 until April 1985.

Jeane Duane Jordan was born on November 19, 1926, in Duncan, Oklahoma, to Welcher F. and Leona Jordan. Her father worked in the oil fields. She attended Stephens College in Missouri for two years before transferring to Barnard College in New York City. Receiving her bachelor’s degree in 1948, she continued her studies at Columbia and earned her master’s degree in 1950 and her doctorate in political science in 1968.

Kirkpatrick’s studies were interrupted by her work as a research analyst at the Intelligence and Research Bureau of the State Department. There she met her future husband, Evron Kirkpatrick, a political scientist who had played an important role in the rise of Hubert Humphrey (1911–1978) and Minnesota’s Democratic Farm Labor Party. They married in 1955. Jeane Kirkpatrick had three sons over the next four years. She stayed active professionally by working on a number of part-time writing projects, including her dissertation, and then began working in academia. Kirkpatrick was appointed to Georgetown University’s endowed Leavey Chair in 1978.

As her academic career advanced, Kirkpatrick became more involved in the world of politics. While she had done some volunteer work in Humphrey’s 1960 campaign and written a few speeches in 1964 when he ran for vice president, in 1968 she played a more active and substantive role in his campaign. She also watched with great distress the split in the party that contributed to his defeat.

As the Democrats split over the continuing war in Vietnam as well as the country’s approach to the ongoing Cold War, Kirkpatrick became an increasingly vocal and influential neoconservative in the Republican Party, though she continued to claim that she was a Democrat. Her 1979 commentary article “Dictatorships and the Double Standards” won her considerable attention, including that of presidential aspirant Ronald Reagan (1911–2004).

Following his election in 1980, Reagan named Kirkpatrick U.S. ambassador to the UN. The first woman to serve in that post, she was an effective spokesperson for the administration’s tough anticommunist policies as well as an important member of the president’s national security team. In an administration determined to emerge the victor from the ongoing Cold War, Kirkpatrick was happy to counter the perceived Soviet threat in the world’s leading international forum. She was also a strong voice in support of Israel and the American commitment to worldwide democracy. She wielded no small amount of influence within the UN. At one point she was a candidate for the position of adviser for national security affairs, but that prospect did not materialize when she was caught in the Iran-Contra Affair, a scheme to skim funds off of illegal arms sales to Iran in support of Nicaraguan rebels. When the Nicaraguan Contras used some of the American money to fund massacres and a variety of other human rights violations, the Reagan administration distanced itself from the Contras and from Kirkpatrick.

While conservatives applauded Kirkpatrick’s stance against communism, critics point out that she did much in support of American corporate interests in Central America, at the expense of existing democracy in Nicaragua and burgeoning democracies in El Salvador and Guatemala. Liberals pointed out the logical inconsistencies in the policy of Kirkpatrick and other conservatives of fighting repressive communist regimes, while at the same time supporting brutal military and fascist regimes in Latin America.

Upon leaving governmental service Kirkpatrick returned to Georgetown, again serving as the Leavey Chair, a post she held until 2002. She remained a much sought-after speaker, enthusiastically assuming the role of public intellectual through her work as a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute and in her syndicated columns for the Los Angeles Times. That influence was furthered by the publication of a wide array of books and articles on issues of national security and national defense. In addition, she served on a number of governmental and public policy boards. In failing health beginning in 2003, Kirkpatrick died on December 7, 2006.
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Kreps, Juanita M. (1921–2010)

The first female secretary of commerce, Juanita M. Kreps was an economist, professor, and writer. From 1977 until 1979 she served as President Jimmy Carter’s secretary of commerce, and she was also the fourth American woman to be a member of a president’s cabinet as well as the first economist to work as commerce secretary.

Kreps was born in Lynch, Kentucky, on January 11, 1921. She was the daughter of Elmer M. Morris, a struggling mine operator, and his wife Larcenia. Her parents divorced when she was four. She attended Berea College, a Kentucky school known for providing education in exchange for work. She graduated in 1942, a member of Phi Beta Kappa and with high honors in economics. She earned her master’s degree in economics from Duke University in 1944 and a PhD in 1948.

During 1943 and 1944, Kreps worked as a junior economist for the National War Labor Board. In 1944 she married fellow economist Clifton H. Kreps. Juanita Kreps returned to Duke as an instructor and became the James B. Duke Professor of Economics, the first woman ever to hold an endowed chair at Duke. Between 1969 and 1972, Kreps served as associate provost and dean of the Woman’s College at Duke. She was named vice president of the university in 1973.

Kreps specialized in the labor demographics of women and older workers. During her tenure at Duke she wrote a number of books on this subject, including Sex in the Marketplace: American Women at Work (1971), Lifetime Allocation of Work and Income: Essays in the Economy of Aging (1971), and Women and the American Economy: A Look to the 1980s (1976). In 1975 she collaborated with Robert Clark on Sex, Age, and Work: The Changing Composition of the Labor Force. That same year she organized a conference titled “Women and the American Economy.” Kreps also served on the boards of Western Electric, R. J. Reynolds, Eastman Kodak, J. C. Penney, Chrysler, and AT&T. In 1972, she was the first woman to be named a director of the New York Stock Exchange.

In 1976 Kreps became an adviser to Jimmy Carter’s presidential campaign, and after his election he made her secretary of commerce. She became a worldwide advocate for American business, leading trade missions to the Soviet Union, Japan, India, and North Africa. She negotiated the landmark trade agreement with communist China in 1979. In the United States, she was an advocate for women, older workers, and minority-owned businesses. She increased the Commerce Department’s involvement in developing depressed urban areas and supported consumer privacy and protection laws. As she told the New York Times in 1977, her ambition was to create “a new era, in which corporations would boast of how much they had spent on socially desirable activities and corporate executives would be esteemed by shareholders and their peers for the same reason.” Although a respected economist, she was somewhat marginalized in the Carter administration; she along with fellow economist and Secretary of Labor Ray Marshall were excluded from the weekly economic breakfasts organized by Secretary of the Treasury W. Michael Blumenthal, meetings that Kreps referred to as “the boys at breakfast.” She once famously remarked that “I’d like to get to the point where I can be just as mediocre as a man.”

In June 1979, Kreps’s husband attempted suicide. A few months later, Kreps resigned her post in Washington and returned to Duke, where she was named vice president emerita. She remained in Durham, where her husband died in 2000. Kreps received many honors during her long career. Along with numerous honorary degrees, in 1976 she received the North Carolina Public Service Award, and in 1981 she was honored by the American Association of University Women. In 1985 Duke University established the Juanita and Clifton Kreps Chair in Economics. She also received Duke’s highest honor, the Duke University Medal for Distinguished Meritorious Service. Other organizations that honored her were the Kentucky Advocates of Higher Education (1987), the National Association of Bank Women (1987), and the Employee Benefits Research Institute (1995). She was elected a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1988, and in 2000 she was named to the Distinguished Women of North Carolina. Juanita Kreps died in Durham, North Carolina, on July 5, 2010.
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Lavender Menace

Betty Friedan (1921–2006), the leader of the National Organization for Women (NOW), originally coined the label “Lavender Menace” in 1969 to refer to the “radical” lesbian feminists who sought to include lesbian issues in the overall feminist movement. Friedan believed that lesbian feminists would derail the feminist movement because of the public’s dislike of lesbians. Ironically, lesbian feminists appropriated the label “Lavender Menace” and used it to refer to their desire to meld feminist and lesbian issues at the Second Congress to Unite Women.

The second wave of feminism of the 1960s largely excluded lesbianism and issues important to feminist lesbians largely due to homophobia and the belief that lesbianism was not a feminist issue but rather a sexuality issue. The latter idea was at odds with lesbian feminists, who conflated sexuality with feminism because they believed that men repressed women through sexuality. Regardless, Friedan thought that the conflation of lesbianism and feminism would discourage the public from taking the overall feminism movement seriously.

The rift between NOW and lesbian feminists came to a head in 1969, when Friedan sought to distance NOW from lesbian feminists by excluding the Daughters of Bilitis from the list of sponsors of the First Congress to Unite Women in November 1969. This incensed Rita Mae Brown (b. 1944), a lesbian feminist, who in February 1970 resigned her position with NOW. Brown then created the Radicalesbians, a small group of lesbian feminists associated with the Gay Liberation Front who wanted to bring lesbian issues to the foreground of the feminist movement.

The Radicalesbians asserted that lesbianism and feminism were not only linked but also were inescapably intertwined. In their 1970 treatise “The Woman-Identified Woman,” the Radicalesbians asserted that “lesbian” was a pejorative used to bring down independent and freethinking women. “Lesbian” was an insult in a society where men were the dominant sex. Men maintained that domination through the subjugation of women’s sexuality by treating them as objects and not equal persons. Thus, “lesbian” was not necessarily a label for sexual orientation but rather an insult to all women who strove against male oppression.

The Radicalesbians’ ultimate goal was to ensure that the issues important to lesbian feminists were melded with those of the feminist activists in general. The Second Congress to Unite Women was held in May 1970, at which time the Radicalesbians intended to perform a “zap,” which was a peaceful demonstration often used by gay rights activists in the 1960s and 1970s to embarrass targeted public figures, both politicians and celebrities, to call attention to LGBTQ rights. Zaps came in many forms, including sit-ins, picketing, disruption of political events, and confrontations with police. However, since the goal was to simply obtain media coverage of LGBTQ issues, the demonstrations were most often peaceful.

The zap that the Radicalesbians planned was meant to not only make their concerns known to the major feminist activists but also to be amusing as an amiable way to bring attention to their concerns. Thus, they adopted the Lavender Menace label and silkscreened the words on purple T-shirts, which they wore to the Second Congress to Unite Women. Led by Rita Mae Brown, former administrator of NOW, and Karla Jay (1947–), a principal planner of the zap, about 20 women filed into the conference room after a Lavender Menace activist turned off the lights. When the lights were back on, Karla Jay yelled “Yes, yes, sisters! I’m tired of being in the closet because of the women’s movement.” To the surprise and consternation of the crowd, Jay then unbuttoned her shirt, only to reveal that she too had on a purple Lavender Menace shirt. The Lavender Menace activists then rushed the stage while passing out copies of “The Woman-Identified Woman” and expounded on their frustration of being excluded from the greater feminist movement.

The Lavender Menace demonstration was a turning point not only in the lesbian feminist movement but also in the second wave of feminism in the United States as a whole. By the end of the Second Congress to Unite Women, prolesbian pacts were agreed upon by NOW and the Lavender Menace, cementing together lesbian feminism and the general feminist movement.
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See also Feminism, Radical; Friedan, Betty; National Organization for Women; Vol. 4, Sec. 3: Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network

Further Reading

Johnson, David. K. 2006. The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal Government. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lin, Maya (1959–)

An architect of worldwide fame, Maya Lin made her career when she entered the running to design the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and won the commission while still an undergraduate student at Yale University. She later designed the Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery, Alabama, and the Confluence Project along the Columbia and Snake Rivers in Washington and Oregon.

Lin was born to Chinese immigrant parents in Athens, Ohio, on October 5, 1959. Always connected to the arts, the family’s history dated back to the Qing dynasty. In the United States both parents worked at Ohio University, her father as dean of the College of Fine Arts and her mother as a professor of poetry and literature. Lin, however, entered Yale University, eventually earning a master’s degree in architecture in 1986.

In 1981, Congress announced a design competition for a memorial to the veterans of the Vietnam War. Lin’s design was among the 1,421 designs submitted. The designs were displayed at an airport hangar at Andrews Air Force Base, with each entry identified only by number. Lin had designed the now iconic granite wall covered in the names of those lost in battle that would disappear into a wound in the earth, symbolizing the great loss of life. Originally some veterans disliked the idea, expecting more noble statuary, while others felt that it was an insult to offer the design to a person of Asian descent. Some opponents called the idea a “black gash of shame.”

[image: Lamphier]

Public landscape artist and architect Maya Lin is most famous for her work on the Vietnam Memorial. Though controversial when first proposed, the long, black wall covered with the names of the dead is now considered one of the finest war memorials in the world. (AP Photo/Jackie Johnston)

A compromise was reached that involved adding a bronze statue of a group of soldiers and an American flag at one end of the wall. Lin’s vision was vindicated when other monuments adopted the inclusive idea of naming victims. For instance, the Survivors’ Wall at the Oklahoma City National Memorial includes several panels of granite inscribed with the names of survivors from the building that had been bombed in 1995. Despite early controversy, Lin’s concept of naming all the names created a ritual whereby visitors place a piece of paper over a name on the wall and rub wax crayon or graphite pencil over it as a memento of their loved ones.

After the Veterans Memorial was completed in 1982, Lin opened her own architectural studio in New York City. In 1989 she designed the Civil Rights Memorial in Montgomery, Alabama. Here too she incorporated granite and names, this time chronicling the history of the movement and the names of the martyrs in a granite slab that water flows over and across. On the granite wall behind the slab she engraved the biblical quote paraphrased in speeches by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.: “We will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.”

Other famous designs include the plaza at the Claire Trevor School of the Arts at the University of California, Irvine, in 2005 and the updated New York Museum of Chinese in America in 2009. When Lin turned her attention to sculpture, she exhibited works at the Indianapolis Museum of Art in Indiana, the M. H. de Young Memorial Museum in San Francisco, and the Storm King Art Center in New York. For the MGM Mirage’s CityCenter in Las Vegas, Lin created Silver River, an 84-foot (26-meter) cast of the Colorado River made entirely of reclaimed silver.

Lin began writing about her architectural philosophies in Boundaries (2006) and continued through a series of books including Maya Lin: Systematic Landscapes (2006) and Maya Lin: Rivers and Mountains (2015). Maya Lin: Here and There (2013) documented her exhibit at the Pace Museum in New York City and explored her interest in environmental issues, including rising currents and climate change, and her focus on natural and geographic forms.

Awards and honors include being asked to serve on the selection jury of the World Trade Center Site Memorial Competition in 2003 and election to the American Academy of Arts and Letters as well as the National Women’s Hall of Fame in Seneca Falls, New York, in 2005. In 2009 President Barack Obama presented Lin with the National Medal of Arts, and in 2014 she received the Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize of $300,000, given annually to “a man or woman who has made an outstanding contribution to the beauty of the world and to mankind’s enjoyment and understanding of life.”

Rosanne Welch
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Loving v. Virginia (1967)

The U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Loving v. Virginia struck down the part of legalized segregation that prevented interracial marriage. In July 1958 five weeks after their wedding, Mildred and Richard Loving were awakened at 2:00 a.m. by deputies who had entered their bedroom. They were arrested, taken to jail, and housed in separate cells. Richard was held for one night and released, although he was not allowed to pay Mildred’s bond, so she was held for five nights before release. They were tried and convicted of violating Virginia’s antimiscegenation laws, which prohibited people of different races from marrying. They were sentenced to leave the state of Virginia for 25 years or face 1 year in prison. After the Lovings experienced a subsequent rearrest and a 9-year struggle through the court system, the Supreme Court finally struck down such laws in a unanimous decision on June 12, 1967.

Antimiscegenation laws first came into effect in 1662. Most states adopted these laws at some point; however, in the 1940s states had begun allowing interracial marriage. At the time of the Loving ruling, 16 states still enforced a ban on interracial marriage. Oftentimes those who supported such legislation stressed the importance of keeping races “pure.” In 1883, the Supreme Court upheld Alabama’s antimiscegenation laws in Pace v. Alabama. In 1921, the Arizona Supreme Court granted a man a legal annulment after learning that his wife was actually of mixed-race descent. He argued that the marriage should be annulled because it violated antimiscegenation laws. In 1939, the Superior Court of San Diego County famously invalidated the marriage of Marie Antoinette and Allan Monks because she was determined to have “one-eighth negro blood.” In that decision, the court invalidated the will of her late husband and instead deferred to an older will that he had written before their marriage. On appeal, the California Supreme Court informed Antoinette that because she was of mixed race and not clearly defined as any one particular race, she was legally banned from marrying anyone.

Mildred and Richard Loving were childhood sweethearts. Richard was several years older than his bride-to-be, but when Mildred turned 18, the couple drove to Washington, D.C., where interracial unions were legal. They married and settled near family in Central Point, Virginia, where they were eventually arrested. The judge stated that he believed that God did not intend for the races to mix because they had been separated by continents. In lieu of spending one year in prison, the couple decided to move to Washington, D.C. The following Easter, the Lovings were arrested again in Virginia when they came to visit family.

Mildred became increasingly frustrated with being forced to live so far away from family. She wrote to Attorney General Bobby Kennedy and asked for assistance. Kennedy replied and instructed her to contact the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which she did. With the assistance of the ACLU, the Lovings were able to contact attorneys Bernie Cohen and Phil Hirschkop, who argued their case before the Supreme Court.

The Lovings guarded their privacy through the entire proceeding. In fact, the couple declined to be present when Cohen and Hirschkopf argued their case to the Supreme Court. Richard only told his attorneys to tell the courts that he loved his wife, which they did. In 1967 nine years after the initial arrest, the Supreme Court, with Chief Justice Earl Warren presiding, struck down all antimiscegenation laws in the nation with its unanimous decision in favor of the Lovings.

The Lovings returned to Central Point, Virginia, where Richard built a cinder block house for them and their three children. Eight years later, Richard was killed by a drunk driver. The wreck also injured Mildred, but she survived. She continued to live quietly, rarely providing public statements or interviews, until the time of her death in 2008.

As of 2016 there are over 2 million mixed-race marriages in the United States, all made legal by the ruling in Loving v. Virginia. Loving Day celebrations are held in New York City and other metropolitan areas on June 12 each year. These large gatherings celebrate the Loving decision and interracial unions. Although never enforced, the State of Alabama held antimiscegenation laws on the books until 2000.

Charles N. Giberti
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Loving v. Virginia (1967)

In 1967, the U.S. Supreme Court decided, in a unanimous decision, that laws prohibiting marriage between white persons and persons of other races were unconstitutional. The following is an excerpt from the majority opinion written by Chief Justice Earl Warren.

There can be no question but that Virginia’s miscegenation statutes rest solely upon distinctions drawn according to race. The statutes proscribe generally accepted conduct if engaged in by members of different races. Over the years, this Court has consistently repudiated “distinctions between citizens solely because of their ancestry” as being “odious to a free people whose institutions are founded upon the doctrine of equality.” At the very least, the Equal Protection Clause demands that racial classifications, especially suspect in criminal statutes, be subjected to the “most rigid scrutiny,” Korematsu v. United States (1944), and, if they are ever to be upheld, they must be shown to be necessary to the accomplishment of some permissible state objective, independent of the racial discrimination which it was the object of the Fourteenth Amendment to eliminate. Indeed, two members of this Court have already stated that they “cannot conceive of a valid legislative purpose … which makes the color of a person’s skin the test of whether his conduct is a criminal offense.”

There is patently no legitimate overriding purpose independent of invidious racial discrimination which justifies this classification. The fact that Virginia prohibits only interracial marriages involving white persons demonstrates that the racial classifications must stand on their own justification, as measures designed to maintain White Supremacy. We have consistently denied the constitutionality of measures which restrict the rights of citizens on account of race. There can be no doubt that restricting the freedom to marry solely because of racial classifications violates the central meaning of the Equal Protection Clause.

II.

These statutes also deprive the Lovings of liberty without due process of law in violation of the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The freedom to marry has long been recognized as one of the vital personal rights essential to the orderly pursuit of happiness by free men.

Marriage is one of the “basic civil rights of man,” fundamental to our very existence and survival. To deny this fundamental freedom on so unsupportable a basis as the racial classifications embodied in these statutes, classifications so directly subversive of the principle of equality at the heart of the Fourteenth Amendment, is surely to deprive all the State’s citizens of liberty without due process of law. The Fourteenth Amendment requires that the freedom of choice to marry not be restricted by invidious racial discriminations. Under our Constitution, the freedom to marry, or not marry, a person of another race resides with the individual and cannot be infringed by the State.

These convictions must be reversed.

Source: Loving v. Virginia, 388 U.S. 1 (1967).



MacKinnon, Catharine A. (1946–)

A notable feminist, political activist, antipornography crusader, author, attorney, legal theorist, and academician, Catherine Alice MacKinnon was born on October 7, 1946, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, to Elizabeth Valentine Davis and congressman and judge George E. MacKinnon. Her feminist activity blossomed while studying at Smith College, where she graduated in 1969 with a degree in government. Catharine MacKinnon opposed American involvement in the Vietnam War, supported the Black Panther Party, and became involved in the women’s liberation movement. She received a law degree in 1977 from Yale Law School and was admitted to the Connecticut bar in 1978 and the bar of the U.S. Supreme Court eight years later. In the 1980s, MacKinnon was busy with teaching assignments. She earned her doctorate in political science from Yale University in 1987, becoming a tenured professor of law at the University of Michigan Law School in 1990.

MacKinnon rose to fame not only in the United States but also internationally. She was the lead counsel for Bosnian and Croatian women against Serbs accused of genocide from 1992 onward. She also assisted in legal matters in Canada, Israel, India, Japan, and Mexico. MacKinnon has worked with the international nongovernmental organization Lawyers Alliance for Women, the Coalition against Trafficking in Women, and Equality Now. As a special gender adviser to the prosecutors of the International Criminal Court (The Hague) from 2008 to 2012, she deliberated on gender crimes. MacKinnon has also served as a visiting professor at Harvard, Yale, Stanford, the University of Chicago, Columbia University, Osgoode Hall (Toronto), the Hebrew University (Jerusalem), and the University of Basel (Switzerland).

MacKinnon pioneered the legal claim for sexual harassment, and her agenda was adopted by both the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the U.S. Supreme Court. In her seminal work, Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case of Sex Discrimination (1979), she put forth the argument that sexual harassment in the workplace was a type of discrimination based on sex, violating the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In 1980, the commission fixed guidelines as per MacKinnon’s framework by banning quid pro quo harassment as well as hostile work environment harassment. In 1986, MacKinnon helped the Supreme Court vindicate her argument that discrimination based on sex creates a hostile and abusive environment when she served as cocounsel for respondent Mechelle Vinson. Vinson sued the bank after years of being forced into sex with the vice president in the case of Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson. The Supreme Court found for the respondent.

MacKinnon’s work to combat pornography made her a controversial figure in legal, media, and academic arenas. She has not taken the traditional view of pornography based on ethics, decency, modesty, and morality. To her, pornography is another type of sexual discrimination legitimizing the abuse of women. She argued that existing obscenity laws are insufficient and that pornography should be tackled under civil rights law. Her pathbreaking books, such as Feminism Unmodified (1987), Pornography and Civil Rights (1988), coauthored with her colleague Andrea Dworkin, Only Words (1993), and In Harm’s Way: The Pornography of Civil Rights Hearings (1998) deal elaborately with the various ramifications of pornography. She cites the impact of the movie Deep Throat (1972), where the husband Marchiano beats and threatens at gunpoint Linda Marchiano (Linda Lovelace) while shooting the film. MacKinnon became Lovelace’s attorney when the latter become an antiporn campaigner and activist. Along with Dworkin, MacKinnon assisted in creating the antipornography ordinance for the city governments of Minneapolis and Indianapolis. The ordinances were ruled unconstitutional by a federal appeals court, which claimed that they were a violation of free speech. Supporters of freedom of speech and legal scholars argued that ordinances are state censorship. However, MacKinnon continues to support the civil rights approach regarding pornography in her books, articles, speeches, and interviews.

MacKinnon’s detractors accuse her of sensationalism, exaggeration, and twisting facts. Even often quoted pronouncements such as “all heterosexual sex is rape,” “all men are rapists,” and “all sex is sexual harassment” have been wrongly attributed to her. She has changed the traditional viewpoints with her radically different approach concerning sexual harassment and pornography. MacKinnon continues her crusade against the suppression of woman through her writings, interviews, and lecture programs.

Patit Paban Mishra
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Madonna (1958–)

Singer, actress, entertainment icon, and author Madonna has earned the title “The Queen of Pop” over her 40-year career. The Recording Industry Association of America crowned her the best-selling female rock artist of the 20th century and the second best-selling female artist in the United States. Madonna holds the record for most number one hits on the music chart and ranks number two on Billboard’s Hot 100 of All-Time Top Artists, behind only the Beatles. She is one of the first artists to pioneer the music video medium.

Madonna Louise Ciccone was born on August 16, 1958, in Bay City, Michigan, to Silvio (Tony) Ciccone and Madonna Fortin. In 1963 when Madonna was five, her mother died of breast cancer. Her father’s remarriage fueled her determination to become independent. She studied Hollywood legends Marilyn Monroe and Marlene Dietrich and mimicked their mannerisms and dress. Madonna received a scholarship to the dance program at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor in 1976 but left after a year and a half to pursue dance in New York.

Madonna fronted a few bands until signing her first singles record deal with Sire Records when she was 23. Her debut singles “Everybody” and “Burning Up” reached number three on Billboard’s Hot Dance Club Songs chart. In 1984 her second album, Like a Prayer, reached number one on the Billboard 200. The song “Like a Virgin” caused controversy with values groups who felt that it encouraged premarital sex.

Madonna became a lightning rod for controversy. She coupled religious symbolism with sexual or revealing garments while weaving the stigmata and burning crosses with simulated sexual acts into her tour performances. Her volatile marriage and divorce (1985–1989) from actor Sean Penn and her affair with Dick Tracy director and costar Warren Beatty fueled her notoriety. Her 1991 documentary Truth or Dare and her book Sex, which contained graphic images, caused further controversy.

In 1994 Madonna formed Maverick Entertainment, housing her record label, film production, book, television, and merchandising. She is one of the first female artists to have a record label and one of the few women to run her own entertainment company. Madonna holds the cowriting and publishing rights on many of her songs through Webo Girl Publishing.

Following a series of film flops and successes, Madonna lobbied director Alan Parkman to audition for the role of Eva Perón in his 1996 film Evita. She received critical acclaim for her performance, winning the Golden Globe for Best Actress. That same year Madonna gave birth to a daughter (Lourdes) with boyfriend Carlos Leon.

In 1998, Madonna earned four Grammy Awards for her seventh studio album, Ray of Light. She met director Guy Ritchie, and the two maintained a private affair until Madonna relocated to London in 2000. Madonna and Ritchie had a son (Rocco), and the couple married four months later. In 2001 Madonna embarked on her first tour in eight years. In 2003 she wrote The English Roses, a children’s book teaching lessons about Kabbala, a religion based on Jewish mysticism. The book debuted at number one and spent 18 weeks on best-seller lists.

While on her 2005 Re-Invention Tour, Madonna participated in the Raising Malawi initiative, traveling to the country and partially funding an orphanage, from which she adopted an infant boy named David Banda. Madonna again created controversy because Malawian law required would-be parents to reside in Malawi for one year before adopting, which Madonna had not done. A public debate ensued, and after two years of court proceedings the adoption was finalized in 2008. Madonna was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2007, her first year of eligibility.

Ritchie and Madonna divorced in 2008. In 2009 Madonna adopted a Malawian girl, Mercy James. In 2012, her Raising Malawi organization built 10 schools around the country to educate 4,871 children. She continues to engage in humanitarian aid in Africa and elsewhere while maintaining a busy recording and performing schedule. While she is considered primarily a pop music icon, Madonna remains an important model of female independence and rebellion. Her insistence on maintaining control of her own music and video productions stands in great contrast to earlier female recording artists.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Mankiller, Wilma (1945–2010)

The first female principal chief of the Cherokee Nation and a women’s rights activist and community advocate, Wilma Mankiller made significant contributions toward improving the lives of her Cherokee people and raising awareness of Native American issues nationwide. Her life story also illustrates the American Indian experience in the late 20th century in the United States.

Mankiller was born in Tahlequah, Oklahoma, the 6th of 11 children. Her parents Charley Mankiller, a full-blooded Cherokee, and Clara Irene Sitton, of Dutch Irish descent, raised their family at the original 160-acre allotment of her paternal grandfather in a house with no modern amenities. Wilma Mankiller recalled in her autobiography that the family home had plenty of books. She also emphasized the significance of the family name—an English translation of asgaya-dihi, Cherokee for a high military rank—to her identity.

The family moved to San Francisco in 1956 as part of the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs relocation program, designed to urbanize Native Americans. Mankiller encountered prejudice and struggled with adjustment to the unfamiliar big city, so her parents sent her to live with her maternal grandmother; a year later she returned to her family at Hunter’s Point, a poor community of primarily black families. The Indian Center now became a sanctuary for her, “an oasis where I could share my feelings and frustrations with kids from similar backgrounds” (Mankiller and Wallis, 1993, 111).
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As the first female chief of the Cherokee Nation, Wilma Mankiller dedicated her life to Native American rights in both mainstream American and tribal politics. (AP Photo)

In 1963 Mankiller married Hugo Olaya and within three years became the mother of two daughters, Gina and Felicia. Mankiller raised her small children amid the turmoil of the late 1960s and also decided to attend college. In 1969 a group of young Native Americans, representing more than 20 tribes, seized Alcatraz to attract attention to the government’s mistreatment of Indians. This began the modern Native American rights movement. During the 19-month occupation, Mankiller visited the island frequently and raised money for the cause.

Mankiller moved to Oakland to run the Native American Youth Center for several years. During this time she also met Ross Swimmer, a conservative banker and attorney, who was campaigning to become principal chief of the Cherokee Nation. Although political opposites, he convinced Mankiller to come work for him. As Mankiller asserted her independence, her activism created conflict in her marriage. The couple divorced in 1977, and Mankiller moved back to Oklahoma to live on her grandfather’s land with her two daughters. In 1986 she married Charlie Soap.

In Oklahoma, Mankiller became involved with the government of the Cherokee Nation, leading campaigns for new health and school programs. She also worked as economic stimulus coordinator, emphasizing community self-help. While working, she earned a bachelor’s degree in social sciences and took graduate courses in community planning. In 1981 she founded the community development department of the Cherokee Nation and, as its director, helped develop rural water systems and rehabilitate housing. In 1983 Principal Chief Ross Swimmer chose Mankiller to serve as deputy chief. When Swimmer left midterm to serve as assistant secretary of Indian affairs in Washington, D.C., Mankiller took over as principal chief, becoming the first woman to hold the position. She subsequently won the principal chief election in 1987 and was reelected for a second term in 1991 by a landslide, serving until 1995.

During her tenure as principal chief, Mankiller served both as the guardian of Cherokee tradition and customs and as chief executive of a tribe with a budget that reached $150 million by the mid-1990s. In addition to federal money, the tribe received income from several factories, gaming operations, and associated businesses as well as a ranch and a lumber company. One of Mankiller’s priorities was to channel much of this income into health care, job training, and educational programs. Her active leadership drew national attention, and President Bill Clinton appointed her adviser to the federal government on tribal affairs. In 1988, Clinton granted her the Presidential Medal of Freedom. She was also the recipient of numerous other service awards, including American Indian Woman of the Year and Ms. magazine’s Woman of the Year.

Like her Cherokee people, Wilma Mankiller experienced her share of tragedy and physical hardship. In 1979 she was involved in a car accident that killed her best friend. Mankiller underwent 17 operations and a year in rehabilitation. A year later, she was diagnosed with a chronic neuromuscular disease. She also underwent a kidney transplant and survived more than one cancer diagnosis. Mankiller finally succumbed to pancreatic cancer on April 6, 2010.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Mead, Margaret (1901–1978)

Among the world’s most renowned cultural anthropologists, Margaret Mead was a perceptive commentator on a wide range of world cultures, including the United States. Like her mentor American anthropologist Ruth Benedict (1887–1948), Mead wrote for the layperson as well as for scholars. In this sense she was a public intellectual. She was to cultural anthropology what British anthropologist Louis S. B. Leakey (1903–1972) was to physical anthropology, an accomplished scholar of worldwide fame. Throughout her career Mead addressed myriad topics: nuclear energy, abortion, breast-feeding, civil disobedience, euthanasia, and premarital sex. In her eagerness to address the layperson, Mead wrote a monthly column for Redbook from 1965 until her death in 1978. She also addressed the public through radio, television, and cinema. She could be controversial, such as when she advocated for the legalization of marijuana. Her popularity and her gender seem to have caused some anthropologists to resent her.

The oldest of five children, Margaret Mead was born on December 16, 1901, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to Edward Sherwood and Emily Fogg Mead, both distinguished academics. Though her parents were agnostics, Mead at age 11 sought baptism in the Episcopal Church and seems to have remained devout throughout her life. She attended DePauw University for one year before transferring to elite Barnard College in New York City. There she became engaged to theology student Luther Cressman. Declaring a major in psychology, Mead took an anthropology course in her senior year and met American anthropologists Franz Boas (1858–1942) and Ruth Benedict. Under Benedict’s influence, Mead decided to pursue a career in anthropology. She graduated from Barnard College and married Cressman in 1923 and next pursued a master’s degree in psychology at Columbia University. Boas encouraged Mead, as he did Benedict, to study Native American cultures, but Mead chose Samoa, a Polynesian island, where she began fieldwork on female adolescents in 1925. Mead’s research led to the publication of Coming of Age in Samoa, in which she cataloged Samoan women’s frank promiscuity and lack of guilt about sex. From her research Mead believed that culture determined people’s ideas about women and, by extension, about men. Later investigators found that Samoans had hoaxed Mead by lying to her about sexual practices.

Returning to New York City, Mead became assistant curator of ethnology at the American Museum of Natural History. In 1929 she earned her PhD in anthropology from Columbia University. Despite her duties, Mead took occasional leaves of absence to teach at Yale University, Vassar College, New York University, Emory University, and Columbia University. She sought to promote interdisciplinary studies in education, social work, psychology, sociology, psychiatry, and pediatrics. In the 1930s Mead broadened her research to New Guinea, where she focused on children, and to Native American cultures, where she studied gender issues, again arguing that culture, not biology, shaped gender roles. Hard-line hereditarians disagreed with Mead, seeing biology as the determinant of sex roles. During these years Mead had several lovers. Because she was bisexual, some of these liaisons were with women. With her third husband Mead had a daughter, her only child.

During World War II Mead arranged a leave of absence from the museum to become executive secretary of the National Research Council Committee on Food Habits. The fact that the United States might have to ration food during the war gave Mead’s assignment special urgency.

As she aged Mead spent less time in the field, but her work continued to influence American culture. Mead’s examinations of the sexual habits of a number of cultures informed many Americans’ ideas about sex during the counterculture of the 1960s. Second-wave feminists disagreed about Mead. Some women saw in Mead a powerful role model, while others, notably Betty Friedan (1921–2006), argued that the inaccuracy of Mead’s early work did women a great disservice.

Mead’s awards included 28 honorary degrees from universities worldwide, the Viking Medal in anthropology, and the Presidential Medal of Honor. During her lifetime she presided over the American Anthropological Association, the American Academy for the Advancement of Science, the World Federation of Mental Health, and the Society for Applied Anthropology. She published 44 books, 18 of them coauthored, and more than 1,000 articles and reviews. In 1978 the World Almanac named her among the world’s 25 most influential women. The Library of Congress holds her papers. Margaret Mead died on November 15, 1978.
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Mexican American Women’s National Association

The Mexican American Women’s National Association was founded in 1974 to promote issues related to American Latinas. The organization focuses on leadership development, community service, and advocacy for causes that affect the Latino/a community. The organization was renamed the Mexican American National Association (MANA) in 1994. In 2000, MANA became the largest organization of its type in the United States.

MANA is a product of both the late 20th-century civil rights movement and second-wave feminism. The Mexican American or Chicano civil rights movement of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s sought to empower Americans of Mexican decent, most of whom lived in the American Southwest. The movement worked to correct racist stereotypes and create opportunity for Mexican Americans. The anti-Mexican immigrant bias among the Los Angeles Police Department, so evident during the Zoot Suit Riots of 1942, helped create solidarity among Mexican Los Angeles residents that spread through place and time. By the 1960s Mexican Americans had participated in student walk-outs, antiwar protests, and produce boycotts in support of farmworkers. Chicano studies programs at major universities appeared in the 1970s, aimed at both teaching and student support.

But like the African American civil rights movement, the Mexican American civil rights movement was overwhelmingly male-focused. Mexican American women were generally allowed only support positions in movement organizations, and organizations spent little time addressing the particular problems of gender inequality within and outside of the Mexican American community. Activists founded the Mexican American Women’s National Organization to address this weakness in the movement and also address women’s issues.

Much as the Mexican American civil rights movement left out women, so too did second-wave feminism, which largely neglected women of color, including Mexican American women and Latinas. Rather, feminist organizations of the 1960s and 1970s, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), tended to focus on issues that affected white middle-class women. Women of color of all types created their own organizations in the 1970s to address this weakness in the movement.

MANA was founded with four goals in mind: to increase Latina community leadership, to improve Hispanic communities, to advocate for equality-based public policy, and to grow the organization. By 2015 the organization had 18 chapters in cities across the United States. The San Diego chapter is the largest, with over 2,000 members. Each year that chapter raises more than $30,000 for scholarships to Latina students.

While MANA did originally focus on Mexican American issues, more recently it has also included Latinas from the Caribbean and Central and South American. Contrary to cultural stereotypes about Mexican American women, 80 percent of MANA members have a college degree, and one in five hold advanced degrees. Like other minority women’s organizations (for example, the Organization of Chinese American Women), MANA not only promotes leadership but also sponsors health fairs and job skill workshops.

The organization also sponsors the Hermanitas Youth Leadership programs to mentor middle school and high school girls. Hermanitas provides mentoring opportunities for young women who want to be role models, who then encourage girls to graduate from high school and even aspire to higher education.

One of the reasons for MANA’s success stems from a tradition of strong Mexican American women. While stereotypes portray Latinas as either maternal and passive or overly and inappropriately sexual, in reality the United States has many notably strong and powerful Latinas. Dolores Huerta worked as a labor organizer in the United Farm Workers (UFW), winning uncounted awards for her commitment to social justice and community service. Latina scholars have changed the ways historians, sociologists, and a variety of other academic disciplines approach their topics while founding Chicana/o studies departments at dozens of American colleges and universities. More recently, in 2009 President Barack Obama appointed Sonia Sotomayor to the U.S. Supreme Court, making her the first Hispanic justice and the third woman to serve on the Court. MANA’s success lies in large part within this tradition.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Michael M. v. Sonoma County Superior Court (1981)

Michael M. v. Sonoma County Superior Ct. (450 U.S. 464 [1981]) remains the only case involving statutory rape law decided by the U.S. Supreme Court. Before the Court was the question of whether gender-specific statutory rape laws were unconstitutional under the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The court ruled in a 5 to 4 decision that such laws were constitutional because the state has a legitimate interest in preventing adolescent pregnancy outside of marriage.

As of 2000 all statutory rape laws in the United States were gender-neutral, meaning that adults (regardless of gender) who engage in sex acts with a person under the legal age of consent (regardless of gender) to whom they are not married are legally engaging in rape. Unlike in other sexual assault cases, the degree of coercion involved is irrelevant: underage individuals are legally incapable of consenting to sexual intimacy with an overage partner. In some states, the adult must be a certain number of years older than the underage individual; in others no such differential is necessary.

Until the 1970s, however, statutory rape law defined a crime based on gender and marital status. Statutory rape was perpetrated by a man (regardless of age) against an underage woman not his wife. These laws were a legacy of English common law protecting women as their fathers’ property and later of Progressive Era reforms designed to protect young (white) women from sexual exploitation.

As part of an overall campaign to revise the legal approach to sexualized violence against women in the 1970s and 1980s, feminist activists pushed for revisions to existing rape laws. Those who argued for gender neutrality saw the existing framework as denying teenage girls’ sexual agency, ignoring female perpetrators, and excluding male victims of sexual violence. Those supporting gender-specific language sought to maintain specific protections for young women, whom they saw as uniquely vulnerable within a patriarchal system. While multiple state courts weighed in on the issue, the only statutory rape case decided by the Supreme Court was Michael M.

In 1978, 17-year-old Michael physically forced 16-year-old Sharon to engage in sexual intercourse. When Sharon’s family pressed charges, Michael was tried under California’s statutory rape law, which made it a crime to engage in “an act of sexual intercourse accomplished with a female not the wife of the perpetrator, where the female is under the age of 18 years.” When the California state courts all rejected the defendant’s argument that California law discriminated unlawfully on the basis of gender, the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to consider whether the gender-specific statute violated the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.

Michael M. was argued on November 4, 1980, and the decision was issued on March 23, 1981. Writing for the plurality, Justice William Rehnquist argued that the gender-specific statute did not violate the Fourteenth Amendment because the state had a legitimate interest in preventing pregnancy among unmarried teenagers. Because women and men are differently situated with regard to the risk of pregnancy, the Court argued, gender-specific statutes acted as an appropriate deterrent against men of any age engaging in sex with underage women.

The decision was widely criticized for creating a rationale (pregnancy prevention) for the statutory rape laws for which the Court had no evidence of efficacy. Critics warned that the ruling carved out broad leeway for gender-specific laws on the basis of perceived gender differences, no matter how false or sexist. Moreover, the dismissive attitude of some justices regarding the assault itself also alarmed many feminist legal scholars and activists, causing them to reconsider the positive role that statutory rape law could play in protecting young victims of sexual assault.

Michael M. had little effect on the trajectory of reform. By 1981, 39 states had already revised their statutes in favor of gender neutrality; the remaining did so by 2000. State legislatures were compelled by a variety of local concerns as well as increasing concern about male victims of abuse. At the dawn of the 21st century, cultural attitudes and social policy around female and youth sexuality highlighted in Michael M. remained contested in both politics and law.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Mink, Patsy Matsu Takemoto (1927–2002)

A distinguished, dedicated, and innovative legislator, Patsy Takemoto Mink served as a member of the territorial House of Representatives of Hawaii, as a state senator of Hawaii, and for over two decades as the representative of the 2nd Congressional District. She was a legislative trailblazer who overcame racial and gender discrimination to become one of the most influential public servants in the postwar era. Mink was also the first woman of color and the first Asian American woman—a sansei, or third-generation Japanese American—to be elected to Congress. She was also the first woman elected to Congress from the state of Hawaii and in 1972 was the first Asian American to seek the presidential nomination of the Democratic Party, when she stood in the Oregon primary as an antiwar candidate.

Her father, Suematsu Takemoto, was a civil engineer who in 1922 had distinguished himself as the first Japanese American to graduate from the University of Hawaii; her mother, Mitama Tateyama, was a homemaker. Mink attended Maui High School, where in her junior year she won her first election as student body president—against all odds and in spite of the fact that the month before the election, Pearl Harbor had been attacked. Mink orchestrated a coalition-building strategy among the various groups of students and defeated her male counterparts.
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As a member of the U.S. House of Represenatives Patsy Takemoto Mink coauthored the Title IX Amendment of the Higher Education Act that guaranteed girls and women equal opportunity in education, including admission into programs, spending on sports, and freedom from sexual violence. (U.S. House of Representatives)

In 1944 Mink relocated to Honolulu, where she attended the University of Hawaii at Mānoa. After two years, she ventured to the mainland and spent the fall semester of 1946 at Wilson College in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania. In January of the following year, she transferred to the University of Nebraska. There she faced the very same overt discrimination that her parents and grandparents had come to accept: a long-standing policy of racial segregation at Nebraska meant in no uncertain terms that all students of color reside in dormitories apart from the white students. Annoyed and unwilling to abide by the status quo, Mink once more resorted to a strategy of building coalitions, this time by organizing not only her fellow students and parents but also alumni, administrators and supporting staff, local businesses, and corporations. As a group working in solidarity, together they successfully put an end to the university policies of segregation.

Mink earned her doctorate in jurisprudence from the University of Chicago Law School in 1951. While still a student at Chicago, she met hydrologist John Mink (1924–2005), who would over time become her husband. Together they settled in Honolulu, and Patsy Mink began practicing law. In 1952 she gave birth to her daughter Gwendolyn.

In 1956 as the territory versus statehood debate raged in Hawaii, Mink began her political career by serving in the Territorial Senate. When in 1959 Hawaii became the 50th state of the Union, she was reelected, this time to the newly recognized Hawaii State Senate, where she served until 1964. At the 1960 Democratic National Convention, she managed to persuade two-thirds of her party to maintain and bolster their progressive stance on civil rights issues. Her work would become a cornerstone of John F. Kennedy’s platform.

In 1964 Mink one again made history as the first woman of color and the first Asian elected to the U.S. House of Representatives. Using her position to eradicate the very sorts of discrimination she had herself experienced, over the next four decades and six consecutive terms she remained unwavering in her commitment of the rights of all minorities, be they immigrants, women, or children. During that time, Congresswoman Mink becomes the first Asian American to seek the presidential nomination, running in the 1972 presidential race, beginning in the Oregon primary as an anti–Vietnam War candidate.

Mink built coalitions in Congress and coauthored the Title IX Amendment of the Higher Education Act, prohibiting gender discrimination by federally funded institutions. Known for her integrity, determination, and tenacity coupled with her redoubtable sense of honesty, she soon became the major force behind Title IX, pressing for legislative guarantees of academic equality as well as athletic equity in educational institutions across the country. Mink also introduced the first comprehensive Early Childhood Education Act and authored the Women’s Educational Equity Act. All of the legislation written by Mink stood the test of time, and insofar as such laws advanced equal rights in America beyond what could be imagined at the time, they were declared landmark laws by Congress.

In 1990 Mink won back a seat in Congress, this time serving alongside Neil Abercrombie, who represented the 1st Congressional District of Hawaii. Mink remained there 12 more years. On August 30, 2002, however, Mink was hospitalized in Honolulu at the Straub Clinic and Hospital with complications from chickenpox. On September 28, 2002, she died of viral pneumonia at age 74.

James A. Wren
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Miss America Pageant

The Miss America Pageant, first held in 1921, is a beauty pageant for unmarried women ages 17 to 24 held annually in Atlantic City, New Jersey. While the pageant has had many iterations, currently it involves contestants being judged in several categories that include lifestyle and fitness, demonstrated by walking the runway in a swimsuit; evening wear, demonstrated by walking the runway in an evening gown; talent; and a private interview culminating in the impromptu answer given to an onstage question.

While popular in its early years, airing on national broadcast television since 1954, the pageant has been subject to severe criticism for objectifying women. Its defenders, however, claim that the event has empowered women and equipped them for social and financial success over the years. The pageant has also been criticized for being racist. In response to the fact that nonwhite women were not allowed to participate, the Miss Black American Pageant was founded in 1968. Two years later the original pageant allowed women of color to participate, though the Miss Black American Pageant continues in the present day.

Pageantry for American women was not always associated with physical beauty. In fact, before the 1920s women suffragists organized pageants that were mostly theatrical events for showcasing historical women’s contributions to society and advocating issues pertaining to women’s rights. The commercialization of such contests began in September 1921 when the Hotelmen’s Association in Atlantic City decided to increase its profits via tourism by staging the Miss America Pageant, in which contestants were judged for their physical appearance. Essentially a bathing beauty contest, over 300 women took part in the inaugural event. The winner of the first contest was 16-year-old Margaret Gorman.

Scholars of early beauty contests suggest that they began in the 1920s as a backlash against women’s independence as it manifested in the attainment of voting rights and the birth of the flapper. The popularity of the pageant grew during the 1920s, as did women’s participation. There were, however, a number of contentious debates surrounding the event when married women and contestants with fake identities began to enter the pageant. Also, disputes involving the morality of the contestants came to light when Henrietta Leaver, the winner of the 1935 title, posed for nude photographs.

The pageant closed down from 1929 to 1933 due to the financial downturn in tourism during the Great Depression. The pageant was revived in 1933, and in 1935 Leonora Slaughter became the pageant director. Slaughter spent the next 35 years making the pageant respectable. She added a talent component to the contest and changed awards from cash to scholarships, emphasizing the educational goals of beauty contestants. In 1950 Rule 7, which said that contestants had to be white, was abolished. Nonetheless, no black contestants appeared in the pageant until 1970. In 1945 Jewish Bess Myerson won the pageant, but when she faced anti-Semitism she left the Miss America tour and joined the Anti-Defamation League to advocate against discrimination of all types.

By the 1950s, televised live shows of the contest increased the pageant’s popularity until it became one of the most watched shows in America. Nonetheless, the pageant faced tremendous opposition from conservative factions such as the Catholic Church. Conservatives were joined by feminists, who protested the pageant as oppressive, sexist, prowar, and racist. In 1968 a Miss America protest, organized by the New York Radical Women, featured 400 women who paraded on the boardwalk with signs and threw articles of beauty into a “Freedom Trash Can.”

During the 1980s the pageant once again faced criticism for racism. In 1983 African American Vanessa Williams won the contest. The runner-up was also a black woman. Some activists contended that because Williams conformed to white beauty standards, her victory was not a victory for black women in general but instead reinforced negative images of black women. Moreover, Williams was forced to resign when Penthouse published nude photos of her taken two years previously.

In 2004 due to lackluster ratings, the pageant moved from broadcast television to cable. In 2011 the ABC network resumed broadcasting the pageant. The move might be considered a product of a revived interest in beauty pageants steeped in another backlash against women.

Nilanjana Ghosal
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Miss America Protest (1968)

The burgeoning women’s liberation movement staged its first public protest on September 7, 1968, at the Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City. In the protest, fashioned after civil rights and antiwar demonstrations, women picketed on the Boardwalk, sang songs, and brandished a Miss America puppet resplendent in a stars and stripes swimsuit. The organizers announced a boycott of the pageant’s sponsors and refused to talk with men. The demonstration signaled a turning point in the women’s rights movement. Participants sought national media attention about an issue that was not discussed publicly: full equality for women. The protest brought women’s rights into the nation’s consciousness.

Organized by the New York Radical Women, the event was intended to mock and disrupt the image of Miss America and the values associated with beauty pageants. The demonstrators perceived the Miss America ideal as oppressive to women because it valued physical looks over intelligence, submissiveness over assertiveness, and conformity over resistance. They also objected to the pageant as racist, both because contestants were white and because the pageant valorized white beauty standards, an ideal that negatively affected women of color. However, demonstrators were not only concerned about how the pageant romanticized and glorified unrealistic white beauty standards—they also challenged the belief system upon which the pageant was built. According to the flyer No More Miss America!, the points of contention included the mindless-boob-girlie symbol, racism with roses, Miss America as military death mascot, the consumer con game, competition rigged and unrigged, the woman as pop culture obsolescent theme, the unbeatable Madonna-whore combination, and the irrelevant crown on the throne of masculinity. Demonstrators were protesting against the Vietnam War, consumerism, mass media, male oppression, competition, and traditional gender roles—sensitive issues within the 1960s counterculture. Thus, the demonstration protested sexism, racism, consumerism, and militarism.

Robin Morgan, who wrote “No More Miss America!,” said that “It has always been a lily-white racist contest. The winner tours Vietnam entertaining the troops as a murder mascot. The whole gimmick is one commercial shell game to sell the sponsors’ products. Where else could one find such a perfect combination of America values? Racism, militarism, and capitalism—all packaged in one ‘ideal’ symbol: a woman” (Bradley 2004, 62). Morgan referred to pageant organizers’ dependence on sponsors to fund the event. As a result, it was structured to showcase their products. In 1968, no black contestant had participated in the pageant since its founding in 1921. The reigning Miss America toured Vietnam to raise the troops’ morale. Miss America contestants were expected to be virgins, perpetuating the sexual double standard whereby men were encouraged and praised for multiple sexual encounters while women were supposed to be sexy but not sexual. The other value inherent in the pageant that protesters abhorred was competition because it sustained the myth that to be worthy, American women had to conform to one narrow standard.

The New York Times reported that the protesters were middle-aged careerists and unhappy housewives, but film footage of the protest shows numerous college-age women. More than 100 women gathered in Atlantic City and threw instruments of female torture—girdles, bras, hair curlers, high heels, false eyelashes—into a “Freedom Trash Can.” Initially, the demonstration organizers wanted to burn the items similar to draft-card burning, but they were not able to obtain a fire permit. However, the myth of the burning bra persists with the all-too-familiar pejorative “bra-burning feminist.” Along with the Freedom Trash Can, picketers crowned a sheep with the trappings of Miss America to illustrate that contestants were like sheep, blindly participating in a male institution, perpetuating unrealistic standards of beauty for women, and cooperating in their own oppression. With the picketers outside, a few women were seated in the balcony of Convention Hall, unfurling a huge “Women’s Liberation” banner and releasing stink bombs, which were actually Toni Home Permanents for hair.

The 1968 Miss America pageant proceeded as planned despite the demonstrations inside Convention Hall and outside on the Boardwalk. However, the protest galvanized women across the United States. They began organizing themselves by forming groups, writing newsletters, planning conferences, and publicly speaking about sexual, political, economic, and social discrimination against women. Historians consider the Miss America protest an important event of the second-wave feminist movement.
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Mississippi University for Women v. Hogan (1982)

Mississippi University for Women v. Hogan (458 U.S. 718 [1982]) was a U.S. Supreme Court decision that determined by a vote of 5 to 4 vote that state-supported single-sex schools were a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The ruling did not require the university to become coeducational but did order it to accept qualified males into its programs.

The Mississippi University for Women (MUW) was founded in 1884 and by 1982 was the oldest state-supported all-female college in the United States. It included a school of nursing that offered a two-year associate’s degree as well as a four-year bachelor’s degree and a graduate program. The School of Nursing, while part of the university, maintained its own separate faculty, administration, and admissions criteria. In 1979 Joe Hogan, a registered nurse serving as a nursing supervisor in a medical center in Columbus, Mississippi, the home of MUW, but lacking a bachelor’s degree in nursing, applied to the school. Hogan was denied admission because of his gender.

Filing suit in the U.S. District Court for the Northern District of Mississippi, Hogan argued that MUW’s admission policy was a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. After a hearing, the district court ruled against Hogan, maintaining that the single-sex school was a “rational” way for the state to achieve its legitimate goal of providing the best educational opportunities for the state’s women.

On appeal, the Fifth Circuit Court overturned the lower court’s ruling, stating that the gender-based nature of the discrimination rendered the district court’s use of the rational basis test inadequate. The appeals court sent the case back to the district court to determine further action. After another hearing before the district court raised new issues concerning the application of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 to traditional practices of single-sex educational institutions, the case was appealed to the Supreme Court. The Court granted certiorari, hearing arguments on March 22, 1982.

Representing the university, Hunter M. Gholson argued that the policy, while predating formal government programs of the kind, was a type of affirmative action intended to provide opportunities for the state’s women. In contrast, arguing in support of Joe Hogan, Wilbur Colom asserted that in the field of nursing women did not need affirmative action and that such distinctions only served to reinforce role- and gender-based stereotypes detrimental to women.

In an opinion joined by Justices William Brennan, Thurgood Marshall, Byron White, and John Paul Stevens, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor asserted that the operation by the state of an educational program limited to one gender to the exclusion of the other was not sanctioned by the Constitution. She noted that excluding males from the field of nursing only served to reinforce stereotypes rather than afford new opportunities. In Hogan, the Court majority adopted the appeals court’s intermediate test, asking whether the state’s policy bore a direct or substantial relationship to the objective, and then found that Mississippi’s single-sex nursing school option did not. O’Connor added that since the state offered no other comparable single-sex institutions, the Court did not need to address the broader question of whether state-supported single-sex institutions were, in and of themselves, constitutional. In separate dissents, Chief Justice Warren Burger and Justices Lewis Powell and Harry Blackmun expressed the view that Hogan had other coed options and that single-sex education was a legitimate practice, one that served the state and its citizens well.

Announced on July 1, 1982, ironically the day after the ratification period for the Equal Rights Amendment expired, the decision was hailed by women’s right groups including the National Organization for Women, which had contributed to an amicus curiae brief in support of Hogan’s position. While the ruling was limited to the nursing school, it would prove to be a foundation for subsequent rulings on the legitimacy of state-supported single-sex education. In 2015 approximately 15 percent of MUW’s students were male.

William H. Pruden III
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Morgan, Robin (1941–)

Social justice activist, poet, and journalist Robin Morgan played a prominent role in the radical branch of the second-wave feminist movement. In the 21st century she has become a key player in global feminism.

Faith Berkeley Morgan gave birth to Robin Morgan in 1941. Her birth father Mates Morgenstern was a medical doctor who never acknowledged or took any economic responsibility for his daughter, though he certainly could afford to do so. He rejected every overture Morgan made to him, though once he did invite her to his house for dinner but only after asking her to pretend to be the daughter of a friend. Morgan’s mother and aunt Sally Morgan raised her and encouraged her work as a child actor. She had her own radio show, Little Robin Morgan, and in 1949 began playing Dagmar in the television show Mama. She worked on Mama until she was 14 while also making guest appearances on a variety of other television shows.

Morgan was privately tutored when other children her age were in high school and began publishing poems when she was 17 years old. She attended Columbia University but did not graduate. She married Kenneth Pitchford in 1962. They had a son in 1969 and eventually divorced. Pitchford cofounded Effeminist, a male feminist group, and came out as gay.

In the 1960s Morgan involved herself in a variety of New Left movement causes, including the antiwar movement, the youth movement, and black civil rights activism. Successive encounters with sexism in these movements caused Morgan to shift her energies to the emerging second-wave feminist movement. In 1967 she cofounded the short-lived but immensely influential New York Radical Women, which led her to co-organize the 1968 Miss America Pageant protest in Atlantic City. That same year she also participated in WITCH street theater protests that, in their outrageousness, called considerable attention to women’s rights.

In her 1970 book Sisterhood Is Powerful, Morgan coined the terme “herstory” to point out the patriarchal and phallocentric nature of world and American history. The book became the first publication from the radical feminist movement and as such became a germinal feminist work. Radical feminists differed from moderate feminists, not so much in their fervor or belief in women’s rights as in their youth and commitment, or lack thereof, to existing economic, political, and cultural institutions. Sisterhood Is Powerful contains the S.C.U.M. and Redstocking Manifestos, writings from WITCH and the National Organization for Women, an essay from the Black Women’s Liberation Group, and essays by leading radical feminists such as Kate Millett, Marge Piercy, and Jo Freeman.

By the 1980s Morgan had expanded her interest in women’s liberation to include women in the Middle East, South Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and Latin America. She has traveled to numerous countries, where she studies the women’s conditions and writes and speaks. In 1990 the Feminist Majority Foundation made Morgan its Woman of the Year, and in 2002 Equality Now gave her a lifetime achievement award.

In 2012 Morgan, along with Gloria Steinem and Jane Fonda, made headlines with their open letter to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), asking the FCC to investigate Rush Limbaugh for promoting hate speech against women and minorities. In 2012, a number of leading Republican politicians suggested that contraception should not only not be covered by insurance but also that perhaps women should not have access to it at all. Limbaugh took particular aim at Sandra Fluke, who was to testify before a House of Representatives committee on the importance of insuring contraception. Republican members of the House refused to hear her testimony, and Limbaugh called her a “slut” and a “prostitute” on the premise that having birth control covered by insurance was tantamount to being paid for sex. Morgan, Steinem, and Fonda wanted Limbaugh held accountable, and though he was never sanctioned for hate speech the controversy highlighted the sexist divide in American politics.

In 2010 Morgan discovered that she had Parkinson’s disease, though she did not make her diagnosis public until 2013. Morgan’s career as a writer had continued throughout the decades. She has written numerous books, volumes of poetry, and essays. She has won several grants for her writing and social activism, including a National Endowment of the Humanities grant and three Ford Foundation grants.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Moynihan Report (1965)

The Moynihan Report, or The Negro Family: A Case for National Action, written by Assistant Secretary of Labor Daniel Moynihan, controversially concluded that the roots of black poverty lie in a lack of nuclear families and in female-headed households. Feminists, black and white, objected to the report for demonizing women.

Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927–2003) was a sociology professor and public intellectual who served successively as an adviser to Presidents John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard M. Nixon, and Gerald R. Ford. In the aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson took great pains in identifying himself with Kennedy’s unfinished agenda but made the so-called War on Poverty his own. After numerous successes in Congress, including a tax cut and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Johnson turned his attention to the War on Poverty, a program he sensed would help him establish a legacy unbeholden to the glamorous martyred Kennedy. Moynihan and his staff dove into the research on poverty and race in expectation of a national conference on poverty to be hosted by the Johnson administration.

During his literature review, Moynihan read Slavery: A Problem in Institutional and Intellectual Life written by Stanley Elkins, a history professor at Smith College, and published in 1959. In the 1950s, the study of slavery was still firmly in the hands of white academics, many of them southern. Elkins posited that the experience of slavery made black people passive and dependent—unable to resist their masters and the institution of slavery—and that the legacy of slavery could still be seen in the inability of black Americans to advance in the manner in which other racial or ethnic groups had done. While Elkins’s book has since been discredited, it was influential when it was published.

Moynihan’s report, formally titled The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, was a study of what appeared to be the intransigence of poverty in the black community. His statistics showed that there was a distinct correlation between black unemployment and the rise in welfare cases; that is, when black male unemployment went up, the number of welfare cases did also. But by the mid-1960s this was no longer the case. Black male unemployment was low and getting lower, yet the number of new welfare cases in the black community was on a continuous upswing. Moreover, the number of out-of-wedlock births in the black community had skyrocketed, with more families headed by single women, which Moynihan said trapped black families in “a tangle of pathologies” that included crime, low educational achievement, high rates of divorce, and other social ills that were destructive to the black family and American society. Finally, Moynihan made a strong case that merely ensuring the civil rights of African Americans was not enough; the U.S. government needed to heavily invest in education, health, training, and job development programs in the black community.

The report had not even been released when leaks about its content hit the newspapers. The response from a majority of black intellectuals and leaders was swift and like a blast furnace; they denounced the report as polarizing, racially and culturally biased, and an attempt to blame black people for their lack of success in the wake of centuries of slavery, virulent prejudice, and discrimination. Liberals and feminists were vociferous in their condemnation of Moynihan’s work. Coming as it did in the aftermath of the race riot in Watts and the escalation of the Vietnam War, the Johnson administration hastily backed away from the report and cancelled its planned national conference on poverty.

Nearly 50 years after the publication of the Moynihan Report, it continues to generate tremendous controversy. One critique of the report invented the phrase “blaming the victim” to discuss the report. Social critics point out that the report ignores hierarchical and racist employment and economic systems. Feminists point out that the report’s assumption that families not led by men are problematic is fundamentally sexist. Moreover, single-parent households at the poverty level are not poor because of mothers but because mothers are underemployed and underwaged.
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Ms. Magazine

Ms. was designed as a magazine that would present issues relevant to women and connect those social issues with feminist and cultural concerns from a woman’s perspective. Spearheaded by journalist and women’s rights activist Gloria Steinem, former McCall’s magazine editor Pat Carbine, and other members of the feminist movement, a condensed 40-page version of Ms. appeared as an insert in New York magazine on December 20, 1971. The title was representative of women in the early 1970s and, historically, seeking a place of identity beyond and between being a father’s daughter and a husband’s wife. “Miss” and “Mrs.” were not titles that all women had or wanted, so the title “Ms.” came into vogue as a formal title supported by a growing egalitarian gender movement and promoted by the groundbreaking magazine publicizing this ideology.

Ms. was based in New York, so the initial pool of writers and researchers it drew from was decidedly a large, if not the largest, diverse and educated group of professional women/avid feminists in America at the time. The workplace where the magazine was put together was also groundbreaking from all accounts, structured to most effectively enhance, embody, and promote feminism and feminist thinking. Early staff included Patricia Carbine, Suzanne Levine, Harriet Lyons, Letty Cottin-Pogrebin, Margaret Sloan-Hunter, Gloria Steinem, Ruth Sullivan, and Mary Thom.

Fearful that the publication might not do well, the editors dated the preview issue “Spring” so it would not appear outdated if it sat on shelves. However, the magazine’s first printing of 300,000 copies sold out nationally in eight days. A subscription card accompanied this insert, and the idea that it was time for a periodical of this type came to fruition, as more than 80,000 subscriptions (some prepaid) were returned. Following this success, a relatively new group, Warner Communications, provided $1 million in funding for the feminist endeavor. The first full-size issue of the new monthly publication hit the stands in July 1972 to success as the first magazine entirely created, written, and owned by women.

The 1972 controversial article “We Have Had Abortions” featured a petition signed by more than 50 well-known women in America at that time, including Billy Jean King, Steinem, Nora Ephron, and Anais Nin, among others. The article included a card that could be mailed back to the magazine, which allowed women to have their names added to the petition. This act cemented the promise that Ms. was “an open forum for all women” and showed support for the legalization of abortion. For over 17 years much of the feminist ideology that drove the founding of the magazine remained intact, with a steady and faithful readership as issue after issue presented ideas by women of varied means and backgrounds and articles both timely and controversial.

Several watershed moments include the sale of the magazine to the Australian media corporation Fairfax in 1987, which saw its focus shift from open feminism to a more commercial appearance, a connection that lasted until 1989. Issues with advertisers’ rejection of the political activism of the magazine’s feminist ideology as well as having less inflammatory venues to market to women caused a disruption in the magazine’s publication. Ms. ceased publication for eight months; however, early in 1990 publication resumed under the leadership of Robin Morgan as editor. Morgan situated the magazine without ads and published bimonthly. There was also a per issue price hike, necessary to keep the periodical afloat without the outside ads. Under Morgan’s direction subscribership increased, and the overt feminist influence resumed.

Throughout much of the 1990s Ms. maintained its passionately feminist agenda. Morgan turned over the reins of editor to Marcia Gillespie (1993–2001), the first black woman to run the magazine and president of Liberty Media for Women, a venture group that included Gloria Steinem and Abigail Disney, among others. Since December 31, 2001, the Feminist Majority of the United States took ownership. With the same commentary, such as reissuing the “We Have Had Abortions” article and petition in 2006, this time with thousands of names. Warning, guiding, and molding women of today and tomorrow and available both in print form and digitally at www.msmagazine.com, Ms. continues into the 21st century, evincing the credo “More Than a Magazine—A Movement.”

Denisa Chatman-Riley
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Muldowney, Shirley (1940–)

Drag racing icon Shirley Muldowney has a long list of firsts. She was the first female driver to drive a Top Fuel dragster and the first person, male or female, to win two and then three Top Fuel championships, in 1977, 1980, and 1982. Setting new speed and win records, Muldowney drove over gender barriers in professional motor sports at a time when women were expected to adorn cars, not drive them. She fought an uphill battle with fans, drivers, sponsors, and race organizers to win respect as a legitimate driver after she won many races and championships.

Muldowney was born Shirley Roque on June 19, 1940, in Burlington, Vermont, to a father who drove a cab for a living and a mother who worked in a laundry. Muldowney began street racing as a teenager in Schenectady, New York. At age 16 she married Jack Muldowney, who built the cars she raced. In 1965, Muldowney obtained her National Hot Rod Association (NHRA) professional license but not without resistance. When she made her trial run for the license at Connecticut Dragway, she broke the NHRA and NASCAR miles per hour record. The owner of the track did not oppose the license, but the NHRA sent Muldowney a letter a week later stating that there had been a mistake. In spite of her speed records, the NHRA suspended Muldowney’s license.

Although the NHRA reinstated Muldowney in 1965, it restricted her to local races. Muldowney was vocal and determined in appealing the NHRA’s limitations on her license. The organization finally relented and lifted the restriction. Her first attempt to qualify for a national event was in 1968 at Englishtown, but she missed the field. She tried again at the U.S. Nationals in Indianapolis in 1970 but once again missed the field by .02 seconds. In 1971, she won the International Hot Rod Association (IHRA) Southern Nationals in Rockingham, North Carolina, driving in the Funny Car class. Though eventually she became a fan favorite, in these early years Muldowney had to overcome negative attitudes about women in auto racing, sports, and society. When she began racing professionally, fans would throw full soda cans at her; one male competitor hung a water-filled prophylactic on the back of her trailer. The NHRA gradually came to support Muldowney, particularly after it figured out how many fans were coming to races to see her.

For years, Muldowney was called “Cha Cha.” Her account is that at a race, someone wrote it on the side of her car with white shoe polish, probably the person who also put the numbers on the cars. She kept it on the car until the rain washed it off, then she had it painted on permanently. She eventually gave up the nickname. Throughout her racing career, Muldowney’s cars and parachutes sported her signature hot pink, earning her the sobriquet “The Lady in Pink.”

In 1973 Muldowney switched from Funny Cars to Top Fuel, the top class in drag racing. She was the first woman ever licensed in the category. She was also the first woman to win an NHRA Pro event on June 13, 1976. In 1977, Muldowney won three consecutive NHRA events. That year, she clinched the season championship, the Winston World Championship, the first woman to win the title. Muldowney repeated the feat in 1980, making her the first driver, male or female, to win two NHRA Top Fuel World Championships. And in 1982, Muldowney became the first professional Top Fuel driver to earn three NHRA World Championships.

On June 29, 1984, during qualifying at an NHRA event at Sanair International Drag Strip in Montreal, Muldowney was involved in a horrific crash. The front tire on her dragster failed, resulting in a crash at over 250 miles per hour. Her injuries included three fractures of the right leg, torn cartilage in the left knee, extensive fractures of both ankles, a broken right thumb, and a cracked pelvis. After multiple surgeries and 18 months of therapy, Muldowney was back in a dragster and was named 1986 “Comeback Driver of the Year.”

Muldowney continued racing throughout the 1980s and 1990s, mostly in IHRA events and match-racing (exhibitions for a guaranteed fee). She retired in 2003 with the Last Pass Tour that ended in Pomona, California, at the World Finals.

Wanda Little Fenimore
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Murray, Anna Pauline “Pauli” (1910–1985)

African American lawyer, teacher, poet, feminist, and Episcopalian priest Anna Pauline “Pauli” Murray worked as a civil rights activist and became the first female African American Episcopalian priest in the United States. She also cofounded the National Organization for Women (NOW).

Anna Pauline Murray was born in Baltimore, Maryland, in 1910 to Will Murray, a teacher, and Agnes Murray, a nurse. In 1914 when Pauli Murray was three years old, her mother died of a cerebral hemorrhage, leaving six young children behind. Murray’s father was unable to care for the children and separated them among relatives, sending Murray to live with her maternal aunt, Pauline Fitzgerald, in North Carolina. In 1917 her father was committed to Crownsville State Hospital and died in 1923, after which her aunt legally adopted Murray.

Raised in North Carolina, Murray was greatly affected by segregation, in particular because she had white relatives. In 1928 Murray enrolled at Hunter College in New York City and became involved with racial activism. She also began her writing career. Murray graduated from Hunter College in 1933 but faced unemployment due to the Great Depression. After a brief period selling subscriptions to Opportunity Magazine, she began working under the Federal Emergency Relief Association and in 1936 joined the Works Progress Administration working with labor organizers. This experience was significant to Murray’s understanding that oppression was not race specific.

In 1938 there were no graduate schools for African Americans in North Carolina, but Murray applied to the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill hoping that the university would consider her application. Although she was unsuccessful in gaining admittance to the university, her campaign caught the attention of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt, and the two became friends. Murray subsequently enrolled in law school at Howard University in 1941.

Murray’s decision to become a civil rights lawyer was influenced by her dedication to fighting discrimination. In 1940, she was jailed for refusing to sit in the back of a bus in Virginia. While a law student, Murray also began publishing essays and poems on race relations. After graduating from Howard University in 1944, she applied for graduate admission to Harvard University. This time, she was denied based on gender. Disappointed but determined, Murray attended the University of California Boalt School of Law, where she earned a master’s degree.

Throughout the 1950s Murray opposed McCarthyism and fought for civil rights. In 1956 her book Proud Shoes: The Story of an American Family, a biography of her grandparents and their mixed Caucasian and African American heritages, was published. Murray provided readers with insightful commentary on what it means to be American.

In 1960 Murray accepted a position as a senior lecturer at the Ghana School of Law in Ghana, Africa. Combined with her observations of the scars left in the United States by the practice of African slavery, Murray wrote that her time in Africa deepened her respect for African people and for her African ancestry.

In 1965 Murray earned her doctoral of judicial science from Yale University, the first African American to do so. That same year she published “Jane Crow and the Law: Sex Discrimination and Title VII.” In the article Murray and her coauthor Mary Eastwood compared sex discrimination in the law to the discrimination that black Americans faced in legalized segregation. The next year Murray cofounded NOW with Betty Friedan and Shirley Chisholm. The founders meant to use the organization to push for the enforcement of Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which prohibited employers from discriminating against women.

In 1967 Murray became the vice president of Benedict College and then the next year a professor at Brandeis University. Her feminist activism led to a personal crisis in faith. Murray had been raised in the Episcopal Church but was aware that in that denomination women were not considered equals. In 1977 she became the first African American woman to become an Episcopal priest. For the rest of her life she worked in a parish ministering to the sick. In 1985 Murray died of cancer. Her autobiography, Song in a Weary Throat: An American Pilgrimage, was published posthumously.

Laura J. Ping
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National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws and National Abortion Rights Action League

The National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws (NARAL) was founded at the First National Conference on Abortion Laws held in February 1969 in Chicago, Illinois. The organization’s founders sought to coordinate the many local- and state-level activist groups agitating for reform or repeal of laws restricting abortion access. From the beginning, NARAL’s emphasis on repeal, rather than reform, of abortion laws signaled its commitment to the agency of pregnant individuals in determining whether to carry a pregnancy to term.

In 1969 abortion services were tightly regulated, difficult to access safely, and expensive to procure. During the mid-19th century, the increased visibility of family planning in the middle classes and changes within the medical profession precipitated a wave of antiabortion activism. This campaign resulted in laws criminalizing almost all abortion services. While individuals continued to seek out and secure abortions, between the 1860s and 1960s their success and safety were highly dependent on medical authorities. White women with social and financial resources were usually able to obtain medically sanctioned abortions; women of color, poor women, and others whose fathers, male partners, or doctors obstructed their access often turned to illegal dangerous alternatives.

Between the 1930s and 1960s, the ability of even privileged women to obtain abortion services became constrained. High-profile clinic raids and criminal trials as well as new forms of hospital administration had a chilling effect for patients and their doctors. The medical community became increasingly alarmed by the number of individuals dangerously ill, injured, or dying as a result of illegally obtained abortions; activists also pointed out the class and racial disparities that characterized access to reproductive health services. By the mid-1950s physicians were speaking out in favor of reform; feminist activists soon joined the campaign as well. It was within this context that movement leaders began to consider the need for a national organization.

Twenty-one organizations and over 350 individuals convened for the First National Conference on Abortion Laws: Modification or Repeal?, held in February 1969 in Chicago, Illinois. It was at this meeting that the initial planning session for NARAL was held. The three leading organizers were Chicago-based Dr. Caroline (“Lonny”) Myers, an anesthesiologist who in 1970 helped found the Midwest Population Center; writer and abortion rights activist Lawrence Lader from New York; and ecologist Garrett Hardin of California. On March 3, 1969, NARAL hired Lee Gidding as its first executive director and opened a New York City office.

“Safe abortions performed by physicians should be readily available to all women on a voluntary basis regardless of economic status and without legal encumbrance,” NARAL boldly proclaimed in its first statement of policy. “As a medical procedure abortion should be subject only to the general laws regulating medical licensure and practice.” As the organization matured, the emphasis on an individual’s ability to choose to terminate a pregnancy and access to abortion services as part of standard medical care would continue to be at the forefront of NARAL’s legal and social agenda.

The practical program in support of these twin goals of access and medicalization included supporting state-level organizations, acting as a national clearinghouse for political activism around abortion rights, providing literature for distribution, training activists, and engaging in fundraising. Between March 1969 and January 1973, NARAL’s tiny staff worked to provide information and encouragement to a variety of local organizations. They circulated literature to the membership, engaged in fundraising, lobbied politicians, pursued legal action, sponsored workshops and symposia, and provided experts to speak in media, legal, political, and educational settings.

When the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Roe v. Wade (January 22, 1973) fundamentally altered the legal landscape for abortion rights, the group changed its name to the National Abortion Rights Action League and turned its attention to facilitating practical implementation of the court-established right to abortion access. As the opposition to abortion rights intensified during the late 1970s, NARAL sought to counter misinformation and lobbied against antiabortion legislation. For the next half century under a succession of official names, NARAL served as the only national advocacy group dedicated primarily to establishing meaningful access to safe, legal abortion services in the United States. As NARAL Pro-Choice America celebrated its 45th anniversary in 2014, it remained committed to advocating for the legal right and practical access to abortion services throughout America.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook

See also Roe v. Wade

Further Reading

National Abortion Rights Action League Records, 1968–1976. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.

Reagan, Leslie J. 1997. When Abortion Was a Crime: Women, Medicine, and Law in the United States, 1867–1973. Berkeley: University of California Press.

National Black Feminist Organization/Combahee River Collective

Founded in 1973, the National Black Feminist Organization (NBFO) works to address issues particular to black American women. The NBFO is modeled on the National Organization for Women (NOW), in whose offices the organization began.

African American women have always juggled roles—working, tending to their families, and engaging in uplift activities—yet many felt that they had little in common with the feminist movement as it presented itself in the 1970s. While white women certainly were economically, socially, and politically oppressed, they did not have the added barrier of race. In 1973 prominent feminists Florynce Kennedy, Faith Ringgold, Eleanor Holmes Norton, Doris Wright, Margaret Sloan-Hunter, and Michele Wallace founded the NBFO to address the twin problems of gender and race. These women felt that a national organization could help raise the special concerns of women of color.

On November 30, 1973, hundreds of women met at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine to hammer out a consensus on the purpose, goals, and values of the new organization. Many of the women who attended the conference had previously worked in the civil rights, black power, and antiwar movements and were dismayed by the patriarchal nature of the organizations involved in those struggles. Black women also felt that the feminist movement catered to white middle-class women and had absorbed the attitudes of white privilege and racial discrimination. The founders also struggled with the subject of lesbianism in the black community.

During the conference the women were able to agree on the agenda, tackling the racism, sexism, and class issues that plagued black women. Margaret Sloan-Hunter, an early supporter of women’s liberation and Ms. magazine, was elected as the first chairwoman. Founding members of the NBFO also worked to start chapters in some of America’s largest cities. The NBFO continued to grow and added chapters across the country.

In 1974 the Boston chapter broke away from the main organization and formed the Combahee River Collective (CRC), taking the name of the Combahee River Raid of June 1863 during which hundreds of slaves were freed by the abolitionist Harriet Tubman. The CRC focused on the connection of multiple oppressions—race, class, gender, and sex—that kept women of all colors marginalized in American society.

The CRC’s first goal was raising the consciousness of black women regarding feminism. Its statement of purpose specifically promoted struggle alongside black men in fighting societal evils while fighting against the sexism that had riven the social movements of the 1960s. The CRC Statement has become a germinal document of the feminist movement. CRC wrote the statement at a series of meetings held between 1977 and 1979. The statement has four main parts. The first part explores the basis for black feminism in the combined oppressions of race, gender, and class. The second part is a statement of belief, and the third part discusses the problems in organizing black feminists. This section took the same stance as other radical feminist groups: that the problems of oppression could be addressed not by adjusting the existing system but instead by the destruction of capitalism, imperialism, and patriarchy. The last section of the CRC Statement addressed the CRC’s constituency, arguing that black feminists should work for all women of color and working-class women of all races.

The lack of disagreement regarding purpose and tactics, in addition to class distinctions and personality, led to the demise of the NBFO in 1976, a mere three years after its creation. Individual chapters, including the CRC, continued to meet, organize, and advocate into 1980. Perhaps the greatest legacy of the NBFO was that it recognized, highlighted, and protested against the multiple ways that women of color were overlooked or dismissed by mainstream advocacy groups.

Marilyn K. Howard
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Excerpt from the Combahee River Collective’s Statement for Black Feminism (1977–1979)

First a chapter of the National Black Feminist Organization and then an independent organization, the Combahee River Collective developed a statement for black feminism between 1977 and 1979. The following is an excerpt from that statement.

Combahee River Collective Statement

We are a collective of Black feminists who have been meeting together since 1974. During that time we have been involved in the process of defining and clarifying our politics, while at the same time doing political work within our own group and in coalition with other progressive organizations and movements. The most general statement of our politics at the present time would be that we are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppressions that all women of color face.

We will discuss four major topics in the paper that follows: (1) the genesis of contemporary Black feminism; (2) what we believe, i.e., the specific province of our politics; (3) the problems in organizing Black feminists, including a brief herstory of our collective; and (4) Black feminist issues and practice.

2. What We Believe

Above all else, Our politics initially sprang from the shared belief that Black women are inherently valuable, that our liberation is a necessity not as an adjunct to somebody else’s may because of our need as human persons for autonomy. This may seem so obvious as to sound simplistic, but it is apparent that no other ostensibly progressive movement has ever consIdered our specific oppression as a priority or worked seriously for the ending of that oppression. Merely naming the pejorative stereotypes attributed to Black women (e.g. mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, bulldagger), let alone cataloguing the cruel, often murderous, treatment we receive, indicates how little value has been placed upon our lives during four centuries of bondage in the Western hemisphere. We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our liberation are us. Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our sisters and our community which allows us to continue our struggle and work.

3. Problems in Organizing Black Feminists

During our years together as a Black feminist collective we have experienced success and defeat, joy and pain, victory and failure. We have found that it is very difficult to organize around Black feminist issues, difficult even to announce in certain contexts that we are Black feminists. We have tried to think about the reasons for our difficulties, particularly since the white women’s movement continues to be strong and to grow in many directions. In this section we will discuss some of the general reasons for the organizing problems we face and also talk specifically about the stages in organizing our own collective.

The major source of difficulty in our political work is that we are not just trying to fight oppression on one front or even two, but instead to address a whole range of oppressions. We do not have racial, sexual, heterosexual, or class privilege to rely upon, nor do we have even the minimal access to resources and power that groups who possess any one of these types of privilege have.

4. Black Feminist Issues and Projects

During our time together we have identified and worked on many issues of particular relevance to Black women. The inclusiveness of our politics makes us concerned with any situation that impinges upon the lives of women, Third World, and working people. We are of course particularly committed to working on those struggles in which race, sex, and class are simultaneous factors in oppression. We might, for example, become involved in workplace organizing at a factory that employs Third World women or picket a hospital that is cutting back on already inadequate health care to a Third World community, or set up a rape crisis center in a Black neighborhood. Organizing around welfare and daycare concerns might also be a focus. The work to be done and the countless issues that this work represents merely reflect the pervasiveness of our oppression.

Issues and projects that collective members have actually worked on are sterilization abuse, abortion rights, battered women, rape, and health care. We have also done many workshops and educationals on Black feminism on college campuses, at women’s conferences, and most recently for high school women.

Source: The Combahee River Collective, “The Combahee River Collective Statement.” Copyright © 1978 by Zillah Eisenstein. Reprinted with permission.



National Coalition of 100 Black Women

Founded by Edna Beach, a New York City civil rights activist with a keen interest in politics and uplift, the National Coalition of 100 Black Women (NCBW) is a nonprofit volunteer organization dedicated to promoting gender and racial equality.

During the early 1960s, Beach met a group of young black activists who had participated in the sit-in movement and had been sent north for some much-needed rest. Beach was invited to meet the students and was in part stunned by the appearance of the young women. All had very short natural hair—what came to be known as an afro—which was not widely seen at the time. The young women told Beach that in southern jails, police officers and sheriffs sometimes grabbed women protesters by the hair and dragged them to various places. The young women decided to cut their hair so that the tactic would be of no use to law enforcement.

Impressed with the students, especially the young women, Beach contacted a number of her friends to discuss the plight of African Americans in New York City. In spite of the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, northern blacks had gained little from the civil rights movement. By every socioeconomic indicator, the majority of blacks in large urban areas lived on the margins of society. After a series of meetings two dozen women formed the Coalition of 100 Black Women, inspired by the organization 100 Black Men. The formation of a professional organization gave the women more political authority to address some of the most common issues in the black community. While the founding members of the coalition were primarily middle-class women, the group embraces volunteers from across the socioeconomic spectrum. Be the end of the NCBW’s first year there were more than 36 chapters in 20 states. By 1981 the organization had more than 500 members across the United States. Realizing the importance of nationalizing their efforts, they changed the name of the organization to the National Coalition of 100 Black Women.

The organization’s founding resolution describes an organization oriented toward protecting and expanding the gains made by African Americans in the last half of the 20th century. The NCBW focuses particularly on women, helping them to develop leadership skills so they can be more effective in their respective chapters and communities. In this the NCBW is similar to the Organization of Chinese American Women (OCAW) and the Mexican American Women’s Association (MANA). While understandably the early incarnation of the NCBW targeted black women and girls, by the end of the 1990s it had expanded to include all women of color. Today the NCBW boasts more than 50 chapters across the United States serving women of all types.

The NCBW’s core values are deeply rooted in the 19th-century black women’s club movement and include gender equity, respect, integrity, and accountability as well as racial and social justice. Like its predecessors, the NCBW recognized that little could be accomplished for society in general and African Americans in particular without persistent efforts to gain gender equity for all women and girls. Currently the NCBW’s mission is to advocate for women and girls to promote gender equity and leadership opportunities. It is especially concerned with problems in the areas of health, education, and economic empowerment. The NCBW also recognizes that to be a frontline advocate for the African American community, it must build strong working relationships with government at all levels, other volunteer agencies, the corporate world, and faith-based initiatives. Finally, as Beach envisioned, the NCBW is especially active in politics and civic engagement by promoting female candidates to public office, lobbying public officials, offering voter education and mobilization, and developing and disseminating policy alerts to the appropriate stakeholders. Each year the NCBW honors minority women of achievement who volunteer within their own communities by mirroring the core values and mission of the NCBW.

Marilyn K. Howard
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National Organization for Women

The National Organization for Women (NOW) is the foremost organization working on behalf of women’s rights in the United States. Begun in the 1960s, NOW has grown into a major force in the nation’s political, social, and cultural worlds.

The genesis of NOW was an informal meeting in author Betty Friedan’s hotel room. That gathering, an offshoot of the June 1966 session of the Third Annual Conference of Commissions on the Status of Women held in Washington, D.C., served as a launching pad for NOW. Many of the conference participants were frustrated by a recent Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) ruling that determined that separate male and female job advertising was not sex discrimination. A small group, determined to take action, decided to organize on their own. Friedan offered her hotel room as a venue, and in the course of the meeting attended by 15 to 20 prospective members, she wrote the acronym “NOW” on a napkin. In addition to Friedan, the founding session included Catherine Conroy, Kay Clarenbach, and Pauli Murray. At the final luncheon of the conference, the group held another hurried meeting, and according to legend, Conroy pulled out a $5 bill and challenged her colleagues to put their money down and sign their names as founding members of the fledgling group, one that they envisioned as comparable to the black civil rights groups that had made such an impact over the previous decade. With 28 initial members, they created a temporary organization, one that would be formalized at the October founding meeting, where Friedan was elected president and Clarenbach was selected to chair the board. The first formal conference in October 1966 also saw the adoption of the group’s “Statement of Purpose,” which is embedded on its website and says that “The purpose of NOW is to take action to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of American society now, exercising all the privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with men.”

With its foundational and organizational structures in place, NOW sought to influence policy on the full range of issues impacting women’s lives. At the inaugural October conference the group set up seven task forces: Equal Opportunity for Employment, Legal and Political Rights, Education, Women in Poverty, The Family, Image of Women, and Women and Religion. True to its roots, NOW immediately petitioned the EEOC, pressuring it on the ruling that had originally galvanized their efforts.

In 1967, NOW held its second annual conference. There the delegates adopted the “Bill of Rights for Women,” a document whose central tenets included passage of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), repeal of all antiabortion laws, and publicly funded child care. The declaration stamped NOW as the first national organization to publicly endorse a woman’s right to abortion. That same year also saw NOW further refining its organizational structure by establishing procedures for the creation of state chapters.

Drawing upon the historical example of the suffragists, and with a membership that included many prominent figures in the emerging feminist movement, NOW quickly established a significant public profile. The organization established a regular presence in the news media, with NOW representatives always available to comment on issues of interest and importance to women. NOW also maintained a presence in the halls of Congress and in state legislatures across the country, advocating for women’s issues.

Much as the first-wave women’s movement had done, NOW made organized marches and mass action a central part of its advocacy arsenal. In 1970 to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, NOW leaders organized the Women’s Strike for Equality, an effort to highlight the continuing problem of unequal pay. That effort saw activity in 90 towns and cities in 42 states, including a march of 50,000 in New York City, efforts that not only exceeded all expectations but also garnered widespread media coverage.

NOW was in the forefront of the organizing efforts that culminated in the passage by Congress in 1972 of the ERA as well as the subsequent campaign for ratification by the individual states. When that effort stalled, NOW was critical to the securing of an extension of the ratification period. As part of this effort, beginning in 1977 the group conducted five annual ERA walk-a-thons to raise consciousness and money to support the ratification effort. These efforts ended only when the once extended period for ratification arrived, and the amendment failed to be ratified.

Over the years NOW has been an unrelenting advocate for women on a range of issues. In 1972 NOW endorsed Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm’s bid for the presidency. Also, in the early 1970s the organization was a strong advocate of the legislation that would become Title IX, a statute that opened up a wealth of new educational and athletic opportunities for women and was passed by Congress in 1972.

In 1977 in the aftermath of the Watergate Scandal and the resultant changes in campaign finance laws, NOW formed a political action committee to more directly influence the election of feminists to political office. In 1983, NOW had a leadership role in the 20th-anniversary March on Washington, and it was also actively involved in each of the subsequent anniversary marches in 1988 and 1993 and the 2003 40th-anniversary effort. Its efforts have ranged from lobbying for the reinstatement of the TV show Cagney and Lacey, a program lauded for its realistic portrayal of female police officers as well as strong role models, to hosting the first Lesbian Rights Conference in 1984. In 1986 NOW established the independent NOW Foundation as a tax-deductible litigation, education, and advocacy arm of the organization.

As part of NOW’s 25th-anniversary celebration, it sponsored a Global Feminist Conference in 1992 that drew participants from all over the world. In 1995 NOW organized a 250,000-person Washington, D.C., rally protesting violence against women. Also, a series of marches in Washington in 1979, 1987, and 1993 and in New York in 1994 drew crowds ranging from hundreds of thousands to over 1 million in support of gay and lesbian rights, with the Millennium March in 2000 the largest. In 1996, reflecting the organization’s increasing activism in support of gay and lesbian rights, NOW announced its support for same-sex marriage rights, a fight culminating in the 2015 U.S. Supreme Court decision Obergefell et al. v. Hodges.

As abortion rights continued to be a source of national division, NOW has been a consistent and unyielding force defending the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade decision and women’s abortion rights. NOW has offered funds and expertise for the legal challenges that have characterized the ongoing efforts to protect the rights established in Roe. Also, NOW has engaged in a decades-long battle with the antiabortion group Operation Rescue and has consistently and actively opposed nominees to the Supreme Court whom it felt might endanger Roe and the abortion rights it had established. In addition, NOW has organized numerous demonstrations in support of abortion rights. In April 1989 with cases pending before the Supreme Court, NOW organized the March for Women’s Lives that drew 600,000 to Washington. Then in November it followed up with the Mobilize for Women’s Lives effort that brought 350,000 to the Lincoln Memorial, and in April of 1992, with Casey v. Planned Parenthood awaiting decision, NOW turned out 750,000 people in support of abortion rights.

In 1997 NOW was actively involved in organizing the Million Women March in Philadelphia, an effort that sought to highlight the need for justice and equality for African American women. Meanwhile, the 2004 March for Women’s Lives trumped earlier efforts, as it drew over 1 million participants to Washington in April. That effort, in which NOW was part of a coalition of groups—NOW, the Black Women’s Health Imperative, the Feminist Majority, the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws, Planned Parenthood, the National Latina Institute for Reproductive Health, and later in the process the American Civil Liberties Union—offered further evidence of the organization’s broad political reach.

NOW’s efforts remain wide-ranging, touching on the full breadth of issues relevant to women’s role in American life. Indeed, its current agenda includes the encouragement of greater female participation in math and science, where girls have historically been excluded. Throughout its history NOW has been dedicated to ensuring that women are able to fully participate in all aspects of American society, and in the 21st century it continues to fulfill that mission.

William H. Pruden III
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National Organization for Women Statement (1966)

The following is an excerpt from the National Organization for Women’s original Statement of Purpose, written by Betty Friedan and adopted at a national conference in Washington, D.C., in 1966.

We, men and women who hereby constitute ourselves as the National Organization for Women, believe that the time has come for a new movement toward true equality for all women in America, and toward a fully equal partnership of the sexes, as part of the world-wide revolution of human rights now taking place within and beyond our national borders.

The purpose of NOW is to take action to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of American society now, exercising all the privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with men.

We believe the time has come to move beyond the abstract argument, discussion and symposia over the status and special nature of women which has raged in America in recent years; the time has come to confront, with concrete action, the conditions that now prevent women from enjoying the equality of opportunity and freedom of choice which is their right, as individual Americans, and as human beings.

NOW is dedicated to the proposition that women, first and foremost, are human beings, who, like all other people in our society, must have the chance to develop their fullest human potential. We believe that women can achieve such equality only by accepting to the full the challenges and responsibilities they share with all other people in our society, as part of the decision-making mainstream of American political, economic and social life.

We organize to initiate or support action, nationally, or in any part of this nation, by individuals or organizations, to break through the silken curtain of prejudice and discrimination against women in government, industry, the professions, the churches, the political parties, the judiciary, the labor unions, in education, science, medicine, law, religion and every other field of importance in American society.

Enormous changes taking place in our society make it both possible and urgently necessary to advance the unfinished revolution of women toward true equality, now. With a life span lengthened to nearly 75 years it is no longer either necessary or possible for women to devote the greater part of their lives to child-rearing; yet childbearing and rearing which continues to be a most important part of most women’s lives—still is used to justify barring women from equal professional and economic participation and advance.

Today’s technology has reduced most of the productive chores which women once performed in the home and in mass-production industries based upon routine unskilled labor. This same technology has virtually eliminated the quality of muscular strength as a criterion for filling most jobs, while intensifying American industry’s need for creative intelligence. In view of this new industrial revolution created by automation in the mid-twentieth century, women can and must participate in old and new fields of society in full equality—or become permanent outsiders.

Despite all the talk about the status of American women in recent years, the actual position of women in the United States has declined, and is declining, to an alarming degree throughout the 1950’s and 60’s. Although 46.4% of all American women between the ages of 18 and 65 now work outside the home, the overwhelming majority—75%—are in routine clerical, sales, or factory jobs, or they are household workers, cleaning women, hospital attendants. About two-thirds of Negro women workers are in the lowest paid service occupations. Working women are becoming increasingly—not less—concentrated on the bottom of the job ladder. As a consequence full-time women workers today earn on the average only 60% of what men earn, and that wage gap has been increasing over the past twenty-five years in every major industry group. In 1964, of all women with a yearly income, 89% earned under $5,000 a year; half of all full-time year round women workers earned less than $3,690; only 1.4% of full-time year round women workers had an annual income of $10,000 or more.

Further, with higher education increasingly essential in today’s society, too few women are entering and finishing college or going on to graduate or professional school. Today, women earn only one in three of the B.A.’s and M.A.’s granted, and one in ten of the Ph.D.’s.

In all the professions considered of importance to society, and in the executive ranks of industry and government, women are losing ground. Where they are present it is only a token handful. Women comprise less than 1% of federal judges; less than 4% of all lawyers; 7% of doctors. Yet women represent 51% of the U.S. population. And, increasingly, men are replacing women in the top positions in secondary and elementary schools, in social work, and in libraries—once thought to be women’s fields.

Official pronouncements of the advance in the status of women hide not only the reality of this dangerous decline, but the fact that nothing is being done to stop it. The excellent reports of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women and of the State Commissions have not been fully implemented. Such Commissions have power only to advise. They have no power to enforce their recommendation; nor have they the freedom to organize American women and men to press for action on them. The reports of these commissions have, however, created a basis upon which it is now possible to build. Discrimination in employment on the basis of sex is now prohibited by federal law, in Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. But although nearly one-third of the cases brought before the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission during the first year dealt with sex discrimination and the proportion is increasing dramatically, the Commission has not made clear its intention to enforce the law with the same seriousness on behalf of women as of other victims of discrimination. Many of these cases were Negro women, who are the victims of double discrimination of race and sex. Until now, too few women’s organizations and official spokesmen have been willing to speak out against these dangers facing women. Too many women have been restrained by the fear of being called “feminist.” There is no civil rights movement to speak for women, as there has been for Negroes and other victims of discrimination. The National Organization for Women must therefore begin to speak.

WE BELIEVE that the power of American law, and the protection guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution to the civil rights of all individuals, must be effectively applied and enforced to isolate and remove patterns of sex discrimination, to ensure equality of opportunity in employment and education, and equality of civil and political rights and responsibilities on behalf of women, as well as for Negroes and other deprived groups.

We realize that women’s problems are linked to many broader questions of social justice; their solution will require concerted action by many groups. Therefore, convinced that human rights for all are indivisible, we expect to give active support to the common cause of equal rights for all those who suffer discrimination and deprivation, and we call upon other organizations committed to such goals to support our efforts toward equality for women.

WE DO NOT ACCEPT the token appointment of a few women to high-level positions in government and industry as a substitute for serious continuing effort to recruit and advance women according to their individual abilities. To this end, we urge American government and industry to mobilize the same resources of ingenuity and command with which they have solved problems of far greater difficulty than those now impeding the progress of women.

WE BELIEVE that this nation has a capacity at least as great as other nations, to innovate new social institutions which will enable women to enjoy the true equality of opportunity and responsibility in society, without conflict with their responsibilities as mothers and homemakers. In such innovations, America does not lead the Western world, but lags by decades behind many European countries. We do not accept the traditional assumption that a woman has to choose between marriage and motherhood, on the one hand, and serious participation in industry or the professions on the other. We question the present expectation that all normal women will retire from job or profession for 10 or 15 years, to devote their full time to raising children, only to reenter the job market at a relatively minor level. This, in itself, is a deterrent to the aspirations of women, to their acceptance into management or professional training courses, and to the very possibility of equality of opportunity or real choice, for all but a few women. Above all, we reject the assumption that these problems are the unique responsibility of each individual woman, rather than a basic social dilemma which society must solve. True equality of opportunity and freedom of choice for women requires such practical, and possible innovations as a nationwide network of child-care centers, which will make it unnecessary for women to retire completely from society until their children are grown, and national programs to provide retraining for women who have chosen to care for their children full-time.

WE BELIEVE that it is as essential for every girl to be educated to her full potential of human ability as it is for every boy—with the knowledge that such education is the key to effective participation in today’s economy and that, for a girl as for a boy, education can only be serious where there is expectation that it will be used in society. We believe that American educators are capable of devising means of imparting such expectations to girl students. Moreover, we consider the decline in the proportion of women receiving higher and professional education to be evidence of discrimination. This discrimination may take the form of quotas against the admission of women to colleges, and professional schools; lack of encouragement by parents, counselors and educators; denial of loans or fellowships; or the traditional or arbitrary procedures in graduate and professional training geared in terms of men, which inadvertently discriminate against women. We believe that the same serious attention must be given to high school dropouts who are girls as to boys.

WE REJECT the current assumptions that a man must carry the sole burden of supporting himself, his wife, and family, and that a woman is automatically entitled to lifelong support by a man upon her marriage, or that marriage, home and family are primarily woman’s world and responsibility—hers, to dominate—his to support. We believe that a true partnership between the sexes demands a different concept of marriage, an equitable sharing of the responsibilities of home and children and of the economic burdens of their support. We believe that proper recognition should be given to the economic and social value of homemaking and child-care. To these ends, we will seek to open a reexamination of laws and mores governing marriage and divorce, for we believe that the current state of “half-equity” between the sexes discriminates against both men and women, and is the cause of much unnecessary hostility between the sexes.

WE BELIEVE that women must now exercise their political rights and responsibilities as American citizens. They must refuse to be segregated on the basis of sex into separate-and-not-equal ladies’ auxiliaries in the political parties, and they must demand representation according to their numbers in the regularly constituted party committees—at local, state, and national levels—and in the informal power structure, participating fully in the selection of candidates and political decision-making, and running for office themselves.

IN THE INTERESTS OF THE HUMAN DIGNITY OF WOMEN, we will protest, and endeavor to change, the false image of women now prevalent in the mass media, and in the texts, ceremonies, laws, and practices of our major social institutions. Such images perpetuate contempt for women by society and by women for themselves. We are similarly opposed to all policies and practices—in church, state, college, factory, or office—which, in the guise of protectiveness, not only deny opportunities but also foster in women self-denigration, dependence, and evasion of responsibility, undermine their confidence in their own abilities and foster contempt for women.

NOW WILL HOLD ITSELF INDEPENDENT OF ANY POLITICAL PARTY in order to mobilize the political power of all women and men intent on our goals. We will strive to ensure that no party, candidate, president, senator, governor, congressman, or any public official who betrays or ignores the principle of full equality between the sexes is elected or appointed to office. If it is necessary to mobilize the votes of men and women who believe in our cause, in order to win for women the final right to be fully free and equal human beings, we so commit ourselves.

WE BELIEVE THAT women will do most to create a new image of women by acting now, and by speaking out in behalf of their own equality, freedom, and human dignity—not in pleas for special privilege, nor in enmity toward men, who are also victims of the current, half-equality between the sexes—but in an active, self-respecting partnership with men. By so doing, women will develop confidence in their own ability to determine actively, in partnership with men, the conditions of their life, their choices, their future and their society.

Source: “Statement of Purpose,” National Organization for Women, http://now.org/about/history/statement-of-purpose/.



National Women’s Political Caucus

Founded in 1971 the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) aims to increase women’s participation in the nation’s political and public life. Born in the wake of the women’s movement of the 1960s, the NWPC has spurred a tremendous increase in the number of female officeholders in American government, transforming the nation’s political landscape.

Motivated in part by the 1970 failure of Congress to pass the Equal Rights Amendment, a group whose founders included Gloria Steinem, Shirley Chisholm, Bella Abzug, Ann Lewis, Jill Ruckelshaus, LaDonna Harris, Liz Carpenter, and Eleanor Holmes Norton set out to create an organization that would make women a force in the political world.

The NWPC officially began at a July 10–11, 1971, conference. With 320 women from 26 states responding to the call, the group immediately undertook a national organizing campaign. They established 30 state affiliates by the end of year, with additional efforts under way in remaining states. In late 1971 the caucus leaders met with the major Democratic presidential candidates seeking their support for greater women’s representation at the party’s nominating convention. Those efforts ultimately bore fruit, as both party conventions saw significant increases in the number of women delegates. The number of female delegates at the Republican gathering almost doubled, increasing to 30 percent, while the 40 percent at the Democratic gathering represented a tripling of female delegates.

In addition to their involvement in presidential politics, 1972 also saw the NWPC take an active part in the Equal Rights Amendment ratification effort. After almost five decades of failure, on March 22, 1972, the proposed 27th Amendment to the Constitution was finally passed by both houses of Congress and sent to the states to be ratified. The NWPC organized a massive grassroots campaign to secure ratification, and its efforts played an important role in the quick succession of early proratification votes. That momentum waned, and the Equal Rights Amendment was never ratified. It remains an unfulfilled goal of the NWPC.

Continuing its effort to develop national influence, in 1973 the NWPC held its first national conference. The NWPC pursued a two-pronged approach. The first sought more female appointees to cabinet, subcabinet, and judicial positions as well as regulatory boards and commissions that carry out policy across the nation. The second prong focused on advocating for policies that were of particular interest to women, such as abortion rights and affordable child care. The NWPC and its members testified before congressional and state legislative committees, lobbied lawmakers, and actively campaigned for and against candidates who supported or opposed their agenda.

The NWPC has accrued immense influence in America politics over the years and has been on the forefront of the advances that women have made in American political life. The NWPC is certainly a major reason for the explosive growth of female officeholders over the past four decades. Whereas in 1971 there were 13 female members of the House of Representatives and 1 female member in the Senate, in 2014 the House had 79 female representatives, including former Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi, while Senate membership was up to 20. Similar advances have taken place in the presidential cabinet. While the nation could count only 2 female cabinet members in all of American history before 1971, by 2014, 3 women had held the post of secretary of state, and a total of 47 women have held 53 cabinet or cabinet-rank positions. The number of female state governors and state legislators has similarly multiplied, and of course the 1981 appointment of Sandra Day O’Connor to the U.S. Supreme Court was a milestone for the judiciary. In 2015, 3 women sit on the U.S. Supreme Court.

However great the advances made by women in American politics, the NWPC recognizes that much work remains to be done. Women remain underrepresented in both elected and appointed posts, with women of color even less well represented than white women. More important, many of the issues important to women, such as reproductive rights, remain controversial and almost constantly under attack. Other issues, such as accessible child care, remain yet to be won. The NWPC continues to lead the effort to make the majority of the population that women represent an ever greater and more active part of the American political process.

William H. Pruden III
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New York Radical Women

New York Radical Women was a feminist organization that existed during the second phase of American feminism (the second wave). Active between 1967 and 1969, it is sometimes confused with the New York Radical Feminists, also located in New York City. Radical feminists differed from moderate feminists in that moderates sought to modify the existing social and political systems, while radicals believed that existing systems needed to be remade entirely.

New York Radical Women was started by a group of young friends, including founders Pam Allen and Shulamith Firestone along with Ros Baxandall, Carol Hanisch, Patricia Mainardi, Robin Morgan, Irene Peslikis, Kathie Sarachild, and Ellen Willis. The organization marginally had its beginnings in the ideology of the New Left movement. New Leftists were liberal radical Marxists who opposed the Establishment, or the traditional authority structures in American society. The founders and members of New York Radical Women found sexist attitudes in the male-dominated antiwar and civil rights movements, whose participants were not sensitive to women’s rights issues.

New York Radical Women was founded in the fall of 1967, and some of its actions were attached to existing and theatrical protests of the type that drew the attention of the media:

•Jeannette Rankin Brigade Protest, Washington, D.C., January 15, 1968. New York Radical Women participated in an alternative protest in Arlington National Cemetery, a symbolic burial of traditional womanhood.

•Miss America Pageant Protest, Atlantic City, New Jersey, September 7, 1968. Initiated by the New York Radical Women, they took part in the first organized women’s liberation protest where they crowned a sheep Miss America, disrupted the official Miss America pageant, picketed, and filled a Freedom Trash Can with “instruments of torture” to women including mops, makeup, Playboy and Cosmopolitan magazines, bras, girdles, and other items identified with the traditional female role.

•Counterinauguration, Washington, D.C., January 1969. In protest of the election of Richard Nixon, this protest specifically focused on women and the antiwar movement.

The group also produced a publication titled Notes from the First Year. The periodical included articles such as “The Women’s Rights Movement in the U.S.: A New View,” “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm,” and “Funeral Oration for the Burial of Traditional Womanhood.”

There were problems within the group from its beginning. The membership tended to fall on one of two sides—radical feminist or socialist feminist. Those with a radical feminist focus saw male oppression as the main issue, whereas socialists identified capitalism as their main issue. Socialist feminists often accused radical feminists of being man haters and ignoring the triple threat of racism, capitalism, and imperialism. They believed that if the three could be overcome, the end of gender oppression would follow.

The radical feminists in New York Radical Women did not promote a man-hating agenda. While their central position was that men or patriarchy oppressed women and that women should withdraw from men politically, they did not see a need for women to reject men in their personal lives. Instead, they promoted a personal struggle against male chauvinism either individually or together as a truth squad.

Serious decline of the organization began after the Miss America action when group members disagreed over the treatment of the women who participated in the pageant. One faction saw the beautiful women as “sisters who suffer with us,” while the other opinion viewed them as women who, in cooperating in their own oppression, made life harder for women working for equality.

The Atlantic City protest also brought with it a steep rise in new membership that made it difficult for the organization to act as it intended at its founding. For example, the group required that all women be allowed to speak, which increasingly made meetings unwieldy. By February 1969 the organization was all but dissolved. Interest in continuing its activism did not disappear, and many of the women participated in other feminist organizations such as WITCH (Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell) and the Redstockings.

L. E. Colmenero-Chilberg
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Miss America Protest (1968)

On September 7, 1968, the activist group New York Radical Women led a protest on the Atlantic City Boardwalk against the Miss America Pageant. The following is a transcription of the group’s press release and open letter to women that invited them to attend the demonstration.

On September 7th in Atlantic City, the Annual Miss America Pageant will again crown “your ideal.” But this year, reality will liberate the contest auction-block in the guise of “genyooine” de-plasticized, breathing women. Women’s Liberation Groups, women’s welfare and social-work groups, women’s job-equality groups, pro–birth control and pro-abortion groups—women of every political persuasion—all are invited to join us in a day-long boardwalk-theater event, starting at 1 p. m. on the Boardwalk in front of Atlantic City’s Convention Hall. We will protest the image of Miss America, an image that oppresses women in every way in which it purports to represent us. There will be: Picket Lines; Guerrilla Theater; Leafletting; Lobbying visits to contestants urging our sisters to reject the Pageant Farce and join us; a huge Freedom Trash Can (into which we will throw bras, girdles, curlers, false eyelashes, wigs, and representative issues of Cosmopolitan, Ladies Home Journal, Family Circle, etc.—bring any such woman garbage you have around the house); we will also announce a Boycott of all those commercial products related to the Pageant, and the day will end with a Women’s Liberation rally at midnight when Miss America is crowned on live television. Lots of other surprises are being planned (come and add your own!) but we do not plan heavy disruptive tactics and so do not expect a bad police scene. It should be a groovy day on the Boardwalk in the sun with our sisters.

Male chauvinists-reactionaries on this issue had best stay away, nor are male liberals welcome in the demonstrations. But sympathetic men can donate money as well as cars and drivers. We need cars to transport people to New Jersey and back.

Male reporters will be refused interviews. We reject patronizing reportage. Only newswomen will be recognized.

Anyone interested in further information, and anyone willing to help with ideas, transportation, money, or anything can write us at: PO Box 531, Peter Stuyvesant Station, New York, NY 10009, or telephone (212) 475-8775 between 7:30 and 10:00 p.m. weeknights. Get a group of women together, come to the Miss America Pageant on Saturday, September 7, and raise your voice for Women’s Liberation. We will reclaim ourselves for ourselves. On to Atlantic City!

THE TEN POINTS

We Protest:

1)The degrading Mindless-Boob-Girlie Symbol. The Pageant contestants epitomize the roles we are all forced to play as women. The parade down the runway blares the metaphor of the 4-H Club county fair, where the nervous animals are judged for teeth, fleece, etc., and where the best “Specimen” gets the blue ribbon. So are women in our society forced daily to compete for male approval, enslaved by ludicrous “beauty” standards we ourselves are conditioned to take seriously.

2)Racism with Roses. Since its inception in 1921, the Pageant has not had one Black finalist, and this has not been for a lack of test-case contestants. There has never been a Puerto Rican, Alaskan, Hawaiian, or Mexican-American winner. Nor has there ever been a true Miss America—an American Indian.

3)Miss America as Military Death Mascot. The highlight of her reign each year is a cheerleader-tour of American troops abroad—last year she went to Vietnam to pep-talk our husbands, fathers, sons and boyfriends into dying and killing with a better spirit. She personifies the “unstained patriotic American womanhood our boys are fighting for.” The Living Bra and the Dead Soldier. We refuse to be used as Mascots for Murder.

4)The Consumer Con-Game. Miss America is a walking commercial for the Pageant’s sponsors. Wind her up and she plugs your product on promotion tours and TV—all in an “honest, objective” endorsement. What a shill.

5)Competition Rigged and Unrigged. We deplore the encouragement of an American myth that oppresses men as well as women: the win-or-you’re-worthless competitive disease. The “beauty contest” creates only one winner to be “used” and forty-nine losers who are “useless.”

6)The Woman as Pop Culture Obsolescent Theme. Spindle, mutilate, and then discard tomorrow. What is so ignored as last year’s Miss America? This only reflects the gospel of our Society, according to Saint Male: women must be young, juicy, malleable—hence age discrimination and the cult of youth. And we women are brainwashed into believing this ourselves!

7)The Unbeatable Madonna-Whore Combination. Miss America and Playboy’s centerfold are sisters over the skin. To win approval, we must be both sexy and wholesome, delicate but able to cope, demure yet titillatingly bitchy. Deviation of any sort brings, we are told, disaster: “You won’t get a man!!”

8)The Irrelevant Crown on the Throne of Mediocrity. Miss America represents what women are supposed to be: inoffensive, bland, apolitical. If you are tall, short, over or under what weight The Man prescribes you should be, forget it. Personality, articulateness, intelligence, and commitment—unwise. Conformity is the key to the crown—and, by extension, to success in our Society.

9)Miss America as Dream Equivalent To—? In this reputedly democratic society, where every little boy supposedly can grow up to be President, what can every little girl hope to grow up to be? Miss America. That’s where it’s at. Real power to control our own lives is restricted to men, while women get patronizing pseudo-power, an ermine clock and a bunch of flowers; men are judged by their actions, women by appearance.

10)Miss America as Big Sister Watching You. The pageant exercises Thought Control, attempts to sear the Image onto our minds, to further make women oppressed and men oppressors; to enslave us all the more in high-heeled, low-status roles; to inculcate false values in young girls; women as beasts of buying; to seduce us to our selves before our own oppression.

NO MORE MISS AMERICA

Source: Miss America Protest (1968), Copyright © 1970 Robin Morgan. Excerpted with permission from Sisterhood Is Powerful, compiled and edited by Robin Morgan (Random House and Vintage Books, 1970). All Rights Reserved. Available at http://cdm15957.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15957coll6/id/23.



NOW v. Scheidler (1994)

NOW v. Scheidler was a U.S. Supreme Court case that secured public rights to protests and demonstrations, especially in relation to abortion clinics, until it was overturned in 2005. The decision at first allowed antiabortion groups to engage in massive and sometimes violent protest demonstrations, which effectively shut down abortion clinics, so long as the groups did not take possession of clinic property.

NOW v. Scheidler began when the National Organization for Women (NOW) and abortion clinics brought action against a coalition of antiabortion groups, alleging that the groups were members of a nationwide conspiracy to shut down abortion clinics through racketeering activity. This racketeering was in violation of the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO). RICO focuses on patterns of activity as opposed to criminal acts, often making it easier for the courts to find a syndicate guilty.

The syndicate in NOW v. Scheidler was a coalition of antiabortion groups that formed in 1984 named Pro-Life Action Network (PLAN). Joe Scheidler and Andrew Scholberg, who aimed to stop abortion by any means necessary, led PLAN. On March 26, 1986, members of PLAN invaded an abortion clinic in Pensacola, Florida. During the attack, a clinic administrator was thrown down a set of stairs, the NOW chapter president was injured, and the clinic’s medical equipment was destroyed, putting the clinic out of business for several days. PLAN went on to stage several similar actions, including protests, invasions, violent blockades, arson, chemical attacks and bombings, assaults on patients, death threats, and shootings at various abortion clinics and women’s health care clinics. Its actions resulted in the death of eight abortion providers.

In June 1986, NOW (representing women who sought abortions), the Delaware Women’s Health Organization, and the Pensacola Ladies Center filed suit in federal district court against Joe Scheidler, PLAN, and other such activists. The suit was brought under federal antitrust laws and charged the defendants with a nationwide criminal conspiracy to close women’s health care clinics. The plaintiffs also claimed that PLAN’s actions extorted property, interfered with women’s rights to have an abortion and keep their scheduled appointments, and also interfered with the right of the clinics to engage in business.

In August 1988 the suit was expanded to include Randall Terry and Operation Rescue, which blockaded abortion clinics. In 1989, NOW added charges of extortion and violation of federal racketeering laws under RICO. A trial judge dismissed the case on the grounds that RICO law required defendants to have an economic motive for their crimes. The Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the dismissal in 1992, and NOW appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. In November 1992, the Justice Department filed a brief supporting the use of RICO to stop violence, regardless of whether such violence was motivated by financial gain. Attorney Fay Clayton, who represented NOW, argued that Congress did not require an economic motive for RICO crimes when the law was written. On January 24, 1994, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of NOW, and the case proceeded to trial.

In 1994, NOW gained additional support with the passage of the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act (FACE), which prohibited the use of force or intimidation to block access to reproductive health care facilities. NOW expanded its suit to link the defendants to recent shootings and arson attacks, thereby utilizing FACE. NOW was granted permission to take depositions and subsequently convinced the federal court to designate NOW v. Scheidler as a class-action lawsuit.

This new designation certified NOW as the class representative of all NOW members and all women, “whose rights to the services of women’s health center in the United States at which abortions are performed have been or will be interfered with by defendants’ unlawful activities” (NOW). A few months later, Judge David Coar rejected the defendants’ argument of “moral imperative” that attempted to dismiss the case.

The case went to trial in March 1998 and closed one month later. NOW won, with a unanimous verdict that the defendants had engaged in a nationwide conspiracy to deny women access to medical facilities. The verdict also stated that Operation Rescue, Joe Scheidler, PLAN, and the codefendants were racketeers under RICO and held them liable for triple damages. Overall, 21 violations of the Hobbs Act, 25 violations of state extortion laws, 25 instances of attempting or conspiring to commit either federal or state extortion, 23 violations of the Travel Act, and 23 instances of attempting to violate the Travel Act were cited as PLAN’s pattern of racketeering activity. NOW was awarded over $85,000 in damages.

Additionally, on July 16, 1999, Judge Coar issued the first-ever nationwide injunction against perpetrators of antiabortion violence, which forbid defendants from interfering with the right of women to obtain reproductive health services at clinics and the right of clinics to provide those services. The defendants appealed the injunction to the Seventh Circuit Court of Appeals, which upheld the injunction.

However, in 2002 the Supreme Court agreed to review NOW v. Scheidler on the basis of two technical issues raised by the defendants. On February 26, 2003, the Supreme Court ruled 8 to 1 that the lower court injunction issued in 1999 could not be supported under laws against extortion.

In January 2005 the defendants again appealed to the Supreme Court, demanding that the injunction be lifted without further proceedings in any other court. The case now became Scheidler v. National Organization for Women, Inc. The Supreme Court heard the case and in February 2006 unanimously ruled in favor of Scheidler and PLAN. In May 2007, Judge Coar reversed the 1999 judgment and vacated the nationwide injunction in the case’s final order.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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O’Connor, Sandra Day (1930–)

Sandra Day O’Connor’s place in history was secured when President Ronald Reagan appointed her as the first female to serve on the U.S. Supreme Court. However, her role as the swing vote on an increasingly divided Court guaranteed that she will be remembered as far more than a pathbreaking symbol.

Sandra Day was born on March 26, 1930, in El Paso, Texas, to Harry and Ada May Day and was raised on the family ranch in southeastern Arizona. It was a rugged and isolated existence and even more so considering that she was already eight years old when her brother was born. O’Connor attended Radford School, a private school for girls, from kindergarten through high school and graduated when she was 16.
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Sandra Day O’Connor was the first woman to serve as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. Though feminists supported her nomination she generally voted with the court’s conservatives. She retired in 2006. (Supreme Court)

O’Connor continued her education at Stanford University in California. Majoring in economics, she planned to return to Arizona to run the family ranch or one of her own. However, a legal dispute over the ranch inspired an interest in the law, and after graduating magna cum laude she entered the Stanford Law School, one of only five women in the class. O’Connor graduated from the law school in 1952 and married John O’Connor that year. They eventually had three sons.

Despite her stellar academic record, Sandra Day O’Connor was unable to secure a position with a private law firm. Undaunted, she took a position as a deputy county attorney in San Mateo, California. After a year with the county attorney, O’Connor accompanied her husband to Germany, where he was assigned to the Judge Advocate General Corps. Meanwhile, O’Connor worked as a civilian attorney in the Quartermaster’s Corps. Returning to the United States in 1957, the couple settled in Phoenix, Arizona. Again unable to secure a position with a law firm, she and a partner established what would become a wide-ranging law practice.

O’Connor also became involved in the community, volunteering with numerous organizations ranging from the Salvation Army to the Arizona State Hospital while also being involved with the Arizona Republican Party. Returning to work in 1965 as an assistant state attorney general, four years later O’Connor was appointed to a seat in the Arizona Senate. She successfully ran for reelection on multiple occasions and eventually achieved the position of majority leader, the first woman in the country to hold that post. In 1974 she won election to the Marciopa County Superior Court. After rebuffing party overtures to run for governor in 1978, O’Connor was appointed to the Arizona Court of Appeals by Democratic governor Bruce Babbitt in 1979.

In 1981 with the retirement of Justice Potter Stewart, Ronald Reagan fulfilled his campaign pledge to appoint a woman to the Supreme Court, selecting O’Connor to serve on what had been for almost two centuries an all-male preserve. While critics questioned her limited judicial background, the Senate vote was unanimously in favor of O’Connor’s confirmation.

While the pathbreaking nature of her 1981 appointment will never be forgotten, O’Connor’s performance in almost 25 years on the Court allowed her to transcend her symbolic status while establishing her as a central figure in the development of American law. Indeed, by the time she left the bench in 2006, she had so often been the swing vote—the moderate center on a closely divided Court—that many commentators referred to it as the “O’Connor Court.” She left a substantial legacy, playing a critical role in the development of law relating to numerous issues, including affirmative action in higher education, a woman’s right to an abortion, campaign finance reform, gun control, and gay rights.

After almost a quarter century of service, O’Connor stepped down from the Court in January 2006 in order to spend time with her husband, who was suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. He died in 2009. In retirement, O’Connor’s accomplishments have been recognized with countless awards and honors, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom. The grandmother of six, she has been most active as a tireless advocate for civic education, crisscrossing the country and sharing her fervent belief that citizens must be engaged and informed if the American democratic system is to continue to offer opportunities such as those she experienced.

William H. Pruden III
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Older Women’s League

The Older Women’s League (OWL) was founded by Tish Sommers and Laurie Shields in 1980 after the White House Mini-Conference on Aging in Des Moines, Iowa. It is the only national membership organization that advocates solely from the perspective of women over age 40—a group that is able to wield substantive political influence by virtue of being consistently among the very strongest voting blocs.

Sommers, who is credited with coining the phrase “displaced homemaker,” was a longtime advocate for elderly women. A member of the national board of the National Organization for Women prior to serving as the coordinator of the organization’s task force on older women, she was appointed to the California Commission on Aging in 1977. She also served on the National Council on Aging. In the mid-1970s Sommers teamed up with Shields, who after becoming a widow at the age of 50 found herself unable to find a job, a victim of age discrimination. Together they cowrote a book about caregivers titled Women Take Care, and they founded the Alliance for Displaced Homemakers, an organization dedicated to getting state legislatures to enact displaced homemaker laws. In 1980 after Sommers helped organize the White House Mini-Conference in Des Moines, she and Shields organized OWL.

The organization sought to highlight older women’s distinctive needs. From the beginning the organization’s national agenda focused on economic security and access to health care. The organization also provides support for members while also serving as a bridge between women’s groups and those organizations that represent the aging and elderly population. The group developed and distributed “Grey Papers” that offered guidelines for how to advocate within the political process. In the beginning it also published the OWL Observer, a national paper aimed at getting its message out to the general public as well as to prospective members.

Such efforts were typical of the outreach and advocacy that have become OWL’s hallmarks, and they have proven to be active and successful, raising awareness and having a substantive impact on governmental policy. One of OWL’s earliest efforts included advocacy on behalf of COBRA, and with its representatives regularly testifying before Congress on issues relating to older women, it has become a well-respected organization in the halls of Congress. OWL was a powerful and important advocate for the Retirement Equity Act, and the organization’s representatives testified in support of the Older Women’s Benefit Protection Act (1990). In the 1990s, aided by a grant from the Administration on Aging, OWL set up a pension counseling center in St. Louis. Indeed, given the actuarial reality of women living longer than men, OWL has devoted significant attention to women’s retirement years and late-in-life finances. Its Social Security Matters campaign has been in the forefront of continuing efforts to strengthen social security. That decade also saw OWL serving on the Congressional Study Group on Women’s Retirement Income as well as organizing the Campaign for Women’s Health, an effort joined by 40 national women’s organization and unions.

OWL’s model Health Insurance Rights Act was adopted by Louisiana, Maryland, and Kansas in the 1980s. OWL has also drafted model legislation to combat violence and financial abuse against women. Not surprisingly, OWL was a tireless advocate on behalf of the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009. OWL was also a vocal supporter of both the Elder Justice Act and the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.

Seeking to educate the broader population about issues of interest to older women, OWL issues an annual Mother’s Day Report. The focus of these reports has ranged from caregiving to health to women’s treatment in the workforce, with one, “The Daughter Track,” leading Newsweek to publish a cover story on the subject and identifying OWL as the only national organization with a regular focus on issues related to caregivers and their concerns. Responding to the distinctive needs of its members, OWL has organized numerous task forces that have included unions, health care providers, women, and various research groups all focused on looking at the health care workforce. In addition, OWL has developed a national directory of caregiving programs and best practices. Its ongoing efforts coupled with constituents’ political power makes OWL a formidable advocate for its members’ interests.

William H. Pruden III
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Organization of Chinese American Women

Founded in 1977 by Pauline Tsui, Julia Chang Bloch, and Jeanie Jew, the Organization of Chinese American Women (OCAW) functions as a nonprofit clearinghouse for Asian and Pacific Islander American women. The OCAW lobbies federal authorities on a variety of issues, including increasing Asian American leadership role models, improving immigration laws for undocumented immigrants, and sponsoring congressional bills.

Chinese Americans are an undersupported and underrepresented American minority group. Though the first Chinese immigrants came to the United States during the 1850s, there are fewer than 3.5 million Chinese Americans in the United States today. Most of them live in either California (in the Los Angeles and San Francisco metropolitan areas) or New York, with smaller populations in other coastal cities. Even states with the highest numbers of Chinese Americans have relatively small percentages compared to total population. In 2010 California had 1.25 million people of Chinese decent, or 3.4 percent of the state’s total population. Given those relatively small numbers, Asian American women often find themselves left out of women’s rights organizations. More significant, because of their small numbers, Asian American women are underrepresented in American political and legal spheres. The OCAW seeks to address these problems.

The OCAW was first founded as a women’s auxiliary to the Organization of Chinese Americans (OCA). The OCA was founded in 1973 to promote social, legal, and political rights for Chinese Americans. Modeling the OCA on the National Association for the Advancement for Colored People (NAACP), OCA founders hoped to create a national organization by inviting Chinese American leaders from across the nation to a conference designed to write a constitution and bylaws for the new organization. OCA women broke from the organization and created the OCAW to “advance and to advocate for the needs and concerns of Chinese and other Asian Pacific American women by helping to improve their educational, economic, social, and political opportunities, and by recognizing their excellence, leadership, and contributions to the quality of life.”

The OCAW engages in a wide variety of activities to encourage Asian American female success. It has programs to encourage networking among Asian American women and others to make successful Chinese American women more visible as role models for young women. The OCAW also works with the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) in encouraging illegal Asian immigrants to apply for permanent resident status. The organization also sponsors “get out the vote” events to increase Asian American voter participation.

In 1991 the Li Foundation began working with the OCAW to provide grants to artists, particularly those working in classical music and opera. The OCAW also cooperates with the Tiger Woods Foundation to provide educational scholarships to poor girls in rural China. The program sends between 80 and 100 girls to school each year, many of whom come from illiterate families.

OCAW local chapters focus much of their efforts on community services. They sponsor classes for nonprofessional women to help them develop skills that will enhance their ability to support themselves, including English-language classes, and have developed a variety of training programs to funnel new immigrants and underemployed women into more stable and lucrative jobs. This service is of particular importance because modern sweatshops, many of which can be found in proximity to Asian America populations, employ large numbers of Asian immigrant women. Sweatshop factories that operate in violation of two or more labor laws, engaging in unfair wage practices (including below minimum wage pay and unreasonable work hours), unsafe working conditions, and child labor, all with no worker benefits. The OCAW also funds women’s shelters for abused women, food banks, health fairs, and bilingual health manuals.

While the OCAW is among the most powerful and best known of organizations run by and for Asian American women, other such organizations exist. The Asian American Women’s Alliance, founded in 1996, focuses on mentoring and leadership development. A number of communities have Asian women’s resource centers and shelters, which serve women and children with unmet needs or in crisis. Nonetheless, while hundreds of organizations exist to meet the needs of a variety of Asian American immigrants, very few focus on women, making the OCAW’s work all the more important.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Our Bodies, Ourselves (1971)

Our Bodies, Ourselves was a book published by the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective in 1971. It provided information about women’s issues including health, sexuality, and reproduction. Our Bodies, Ourselves was the first book that contained a frank—and controversial—discussion of sexual topics. The development of the book was a product of the women’s rights movement that gained strength in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The authors viewed their work as social justice because it provided women with control over their bodies, which the authors viewed as a basic human right. The book’s popularity led to the publication of many language versions, updates, and special editions. Perhaps the book’s greatest legacy is in the way it empowered women with a better understanding of and control over their own bodies.

In the 1960s, women’s groups expressed dissatisfaction with the male-dominated medical establishment. To learn more about women’s health issues, in 1969 a group of women attended a women’s health workshop at the Boston Woman’s Conference at Emmanuel College, and they realized how little they knew about their bodies. Consequently, after the conference a few women agreed to conduct research and meet to discuss their findings. Eventually, the women combined information they found in medical books and medical journals with their own experiences to write papers that explained women’s health issues in accessible language. They used a mimeograph to print copies of their work. However, mimeographing efforts fell short of meeting demand for the material, and in 1970 the women incorporated as a nonprofit organization and paid New England Free Press to publish their papers as a bound book titled Women and Their Bodies.

In 1971, the authors changed the book’s title to Our Bodies, Ourselves. The book was so popular that the New England Free Press could not keep up with demand. Consequently, in 1973 the authors signed with Simon and Schuster, a much larger New York publisher, and Our Bodies, Ourselves became a national best seller, with the English version of the book selling more than 4 million copies. In 1977 the authors issued Nuestras Cuerpos, Nuestras Vidas, a Spanish version of the book. By 2007, 20 foreign-language editions of the book, sensitive to divergent cultural norms, were available around the world. The authors also established the Women’s Health Information Center to distribute free material related to the book to the public in the United States and in other nations. Our Bodies, Ourselves went through several updates. For example, in 1984 and 1992 the authors expanded on existing topics and added chapter-length treatments of new topics, including the effects of drug use, alcohol, and smoking on women’s health. Later updated editions incorporated other issues such as AIDS, violence against women, and diverse sexual orientations. Our Bodies, Ourselves also gave birth to spinoff books that expanded on certain issues including parenting (Ourselves and Our Children, 1978), teenage sex education (Changing Bodies, Changing Lives, 1981), and health issues of middle-aged and older women (Ourselves, Growing Older, 1987). Just like Our Bodies, Ourselves, the spinoff books were later revised and updated.

In 2005, the authors set up a website with a blog and relevant links to supplement the book. The pervasiveness of Our Bodies, Ourselves and its contribution to women’s health issues gained it many awards and praises. However, the book was not free from controversy. Some critics opposed the book’s candid discussion of sexual topics, especially abortion, and its clear illustrations of female anatomy. In some cases, librarians were ordered to remove the book from the shelves of high school and public libraries. In its most recent 2001 edition, Our Bodies, Ourselves remained an important resource for women. Although the book’s contents evolved and expanded over the years since its first edition to include new technological developments and other current topics, the core focus of the book remained unchanged. In like manner, the mission and philosophy of Our Bodies, Ourselves remained intact. Because of the book, doctors were no longer the sole source of women’s health information. Although the medical establishment remained in the hands of a male majority, due to Our Bodies, Ourselves, a book written by women for women, women were empowered to make informed decisions about their own bodies.

Rolando Avila
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Paglia, Camille Anna (1947–)

Provocateur and critic of American feminism and poststructuralism Camille Paglia is a culture critic or, more accurately, a commentator on multiple aspects of public culture. She is as much at home with visual art, music, and film history as with Madonna and reality television. Some feminist critics have characterized Paglia as an antifeminist feminist.

Paglia was born on April 2, 1947, in Endicott, New York, the elder daughter of Pasquale and Lydia Anne Colapietro Paglia. Both of her parents immigrated to the United States from Italy after World War II. Camilla Paglia attended Edward Smith Elementary School in rural Oxford, New York, where her father, a veteran, taught. He eventually became a professor of Romance languages at Le Moyne College. Paglia attended T. Aaron Levy Junior High and William Nottingham High School, then graduated from Harpur College at Binghamton University as class valedictorian in 1968. She attended Yale as a graduate student from 1968 to 1972, mentored by conservative literary critic Harold Bloom. Paglia read voraciously from Susan Sontag’s works and aspired to emulate both Sontag’s celebrity and her positioning in the media world at the border of the high arts and popular culture.

In the fall of 1972, Paglia began teaching at Bennington College. It was at this time that she laid out her understanding of matriarchy, androgyny, homosexuality, and sadomasochism in her doctoral dissertation, which was the basis of her first book. Paglia finished her revisions of her dissertation in what would become Sexual Personae: Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily Dickinson in the early 1980s, but she could not get it published until 1990. In her work, she would argue that human nature has an inherently dangerous Dionysian aspect, especially in regard to sexuality. Her neoconservative cultural message was rejected by mainstream feminists but was well received among a general readership.

After supporting herself with visiting and part-time teaching jobs at Yale, Wesleyan, and other Connecticut colleges, in 1984 Paglia joined the faculty of the Philadelphia College of Performing Arts (which become the University of the Arts within five years). Her latter works would by and large include the compilation of her many essays. Sex, Art, and American Culture: Essays (1992) covers such subjects as Madonna, Elizabeth Taylor, rock music, Robert Mapplethorpe, Clarence Thomas’s Supreme Court nomination, rape, Marlon Brando, drag, Milton Kessler, and academia. Perhaps best known for her self-promotion in the public sphere, in 2005 Paglia was named as one of the top 100 public intellectuals by the journals Foreign Policy and Prospect. She refers to herself as a libertarian and Clinton Democrat—in spite of her steadfast refusal to support Hillary Clinton’s bid for election in 2008. Paglia opposes laws against prostitution, pornography, drugs, and abortion.

Feminists have engaged in a number of critiques of Paglia’s work. Gloria Steinem contends that Paglia is not a feminist at all, while others have pointed out that Paglia has received considerable recognition and economic benefits from aligning herself with antifeminist forces who blame feminism, instead of sexism, for women’s inequality. One of Paglia’s most controversial positions is her contention that rape is about sex and sexuality. Taking issue with Susan Brownmiller’s thesis that rape is a crime of power and violence, Paglia insists that men rape because evolutionary genetics compels them to do so. Paglia once called a high school date rape gang “beautiful.” More recently, Paglia contends that 21st-century concerns about on-campus rape is the result of overly innocent young women’s careless behavior. She argues that young women should be held more accountable for their behavior and more cognizant of the dangers of life outside their safe family homes. In these arguments and more, Paglia’s commentary can be firmly fixed within the conservative backlash against feminism that characterized the 1980s and 1990s. Paglia defines herself more as a libertarian feminist, one who objects to all forms of governmental interference in women’s lives.

For some 14 years, Paglia was the partner of artist Alison Maddex. Paglia legally adopted Maddex’s son (born in 2002). In 2007, the couple separated.

James A. Wren

See also Backlash; Brownmiller, Susan; Feminism, Cultural; Steinem, Gloria; Vol. 4, Sec. 3: Riot Grrrl Movement; The Vagina Monologues

Further Reading

Cusset, Francois. 2008. French Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze & Co. Transformed the Intellectual Life of the United States. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Paglia, Camille. 2012. Glittering Images: A Journey through Art from Egypt to Star Wars. New York: Pantheon.

Showalter, Elaine. 2012. Inventing Herself: Claiming a Feminist Intellectual Heritage. London: Picador.

The Pill

The birth control pill, known as “the pill,” was the first female-controlled reliable birth control method in human history. Birth control pills are designed to prevent pregnancy, generally with a combination of estrogen and progestin hormones. Its introduction in 1961 changed the way women approached sex and fertility.

Under normal circumstances, a woman can become pregnant when an egg released from her ovary is fertilized by a man’s sperm. The fertilized egg attaches to the inside of the uterus, where it receives nourishment until birth. Hormones in the woman’s body control the release of the egg from the ovaries—called ovulation—and prepare the body to accept the fertilized egg. With the advent of the pill, for the first time in history women were no longer dependent upon a man’s use of contraception. Now, they were given the opportunity to control their own destiny, to decide where, when, or whether a pregnancy might occur.

The progestin and estrogen in birth control pills contain man-made forms of hormones that are normally made in a woman’s ovaries. Progestins help prevent sperm from entering the uterus by making the mucus around a woman’s cervix thick and sticky, while a small amount of man-made estrogen and progestin hormones is intended to inhibit the body’s natural cyclical hormones. Over the last 50 years, a number of different pills have been introduced into the market. Birth control pills are also called oral contraceptives or just “the pill.” A health care provider must prescribe birth control pills, though by 2015 most health care insurance plans cover birth control pills, recognizing that birth control is cheaper than the obstetric care associated with pregnancy.

The history of birth control pills goes back to the 1930s, when scientists began quantifying female reproductive hormones and linking them to pregnancy. With this information came the realization that if hormone levels could be controlled, pregnancy could be prevented. In 1939 chemist Russell Marker first synthesized progesterone from plant material. Sadly, pharmaceutical companies had little interest in developing a chemical birth control pill, so research stalled. In 1952 reproductive rights activist Margaret Sanger, the founder of Planned Parenthood, took an interest in the research and promoted it with friends and other scientists. In 1956 trials for Enovid, the first chemical pregnancy prevention pill, began in Puerto Rico. In 1957 the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved Enovid for menstrual irregularities, including heavy bleeding. Many women sought access to birth control by telling doctors they suffered from the disorder, though in reality they simply wanted reliable birth control. Doctors undoubtedly understood what was going on, but many doctors, though not all, turned a blind eye to the deception. The FDA approved the use of Enovid as a birth control pill in 1961.

While many doctors cautioned women against using the pill, believing it was dangerous, women continued to seek prescriptions for it. Social conservatives and antiwoman politicians spoke out against the pill, claiming that its use would create a generation of hypersexual out-of-control women. Feminists pointed out that the belief that women who engaged in sex were bad was sexist and that the freedom to chose when she became pregnant increased a woman’s control over her body and her life choices.

Historians suggest that the pill encouraged women to make larger investments in their education and careers because they knew they would not be short-circuited by pregnancy. Indeed, after 1961 women’s college and graduate school graduation rates soared, as did women’s contribution to the country’s economy.

Conservatives continue to express considerable anxiety about premarital sex, arguing that contraceptives encourage young women to be promiscuous. In reality, few if any studies support these claims. Statistically, young man and women engage in sexual activity at the same rate, whether they have access to birth control or not. The overwhelming failure of high school abstinence programs testifies to these realities. In the 21st century, chemical birth control medications are widely prescribed and used by women, young and old, single and married. Studies indicate that in 2015, 67 percent of adult women used chemical birth control in a variety of forms.

James A. Wren
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Plath, Sylvia (1932–1963)

American poet, short story writer, and novelist Sylvia Plath was largely associated with the confessional movement in poetry.

Plath was born in Boston, Massachusetts, on October 27, 1932, to Otto Plath, a German immigrant and college professor, and Aurelia Schober, a master’s student at Boston University and a student in Otto’s class. Otto, who was relatively strict and authoritarian in his disposition, died in 1940 when Plath was just 8 years old—an event that influenced several of her most noted poetic works, including “Daddy,” a poem charting her once unspoken feelings of betrayal, imprisonment, and silencing. From her early experiences emerged a poet whose deeply emotional and unfiltered poetry revealed not only the unresolved troubles of her past but also the underlying troubles commonplace in the postwar United States. She began publishing at the age of 11, achieving her first national publication with the Christian Science Monitor in 1950. She began attending Smith College later that same year.

Plath’s emotionally charged poetry reflects the difficult life she faced in the 1950s and 1960s—a time marked by severe depression and a failed suicide attempt in August 1953. Plath survived the attempt and eventually graduated summa cum laude from Smith College in 1955. In 1956 she married poet Ted Hughes. The marriage was unhappy, and Plath moved to Cambridge, England, on a Fulbright scholarship. Returning temporarily to Massachusetts in 1957, she studied under Robert Lowell, completing her first collection of poetry, Colossus, which was published in England in 1960. Plath returned to England, where she gave birth to two children: Frieda in 1960 and Nicholas in 1962—the same year that Hughes ended their marriage, leaving Plath for an affair with Assia Gutmann Wevill, who became pregnant. The affair caused Plath to plunge into another severe depression. Again, writing served as an outlet for many of those internal emotions. Amid her state of deep depression, Plath wrote many of the poems later collected in Ariel, published posthumously in 1966.

Plath’s college suicide attempt influenced her best-known work and only published novel, The Bell Jar. The novel follows the story of 19-year-old Esther Greenwood, whose emotional breakdown and subsequent suicide attempt suggest that the work is at least semiautobiographical. Published in 1963, The Bell Jar predates Plath’s suicide on February 11 of the same year. She died from inhaling the fumes from a gas oven. Feminists believed that Hughes had played a significant part in Plath’s suicide by abusing and battering her, particularly after Wevill killed herself and their child six years later. Robin Morgan wrote the poem “Arraignment” accusing Hughes of essentially murdering Plath.
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Poet and novelist Sylvia Plath made her mark on American literary arts with her brand of confessional poetry and her memoir, The Bell Jar. She won a postumous Pulitzer Prize in 1982. (Bettmann/Getty)

Plath’s literary blossoming and recognition largely occurred only after death. The It-Doesn’t-Matter Suit, for instance, was discovered among her papers and published along with three other volumes of her poetic work. This includes the 1981 collection The Collected Poems, which earned Plath the 1982 Pulitzer Prize—an award never previously awarded posthumously to a poet. Her works sought to make sense of the complex issues that complicate human life, particularly the hardships that Plath’s works suggest are far more common within American society. Influenced by a wide range of authors from Virginia Woolf to Anne Sexton and Emily Dickinson, Plath cemented her place, in time, among the leading female poets of the 20th century.

Letters Home, edited by Plath’s mother in 1975, offered readers another glimpse into the personal life of Sylvia Plath. With the publication of The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath, 1950–1962, however, readers have since been able to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the poet, from her strained family relationships to the intensely intellectual poetic talent underappreciated during her lifetime. Depression was not the only theme explored within her work. The search for personal identity, even at the expense of outdated female roles, is at the core of The Bell Jar and other texts, placing Plath among a number of female poets and novelists whose works began challenging traditional and restrictive gender roles. These works have redefined Plath as perhaps one of the most prolific authors of her time, using her poetry not for confession but instead for increased awareness of the issues too often unspoken of in American society.

Christopher Allen Varlack
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Pregnancy Discrimination Act (1978)

The Pregnancy Discrimination Act is a law passed in 1978 as an amendment to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. It is intended to prevent discrimination against pregnant women. Under the law, employers cannot refuse to hire a woman because she is pregnant as long as she can perform the major functions of her job. In addition, a pregnant employee must be allowed to keep her job for as long as she is able to perform the major functions of the job.

The congressional passage of the act in 1978 was a response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1976 ruling in General Electric v. Gilbert. The case had originated when female employees had challenged the company’s policy relating to medical disabilities. They asserted that the policy, one that made no provision for pregnancy-related issues, represented a case of sex discrimination under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. The Supreme Court found for General Electric, ruling that the company’s disability plan, one that offered absences due to sickness and accident but not those related to pregnancy, was not discriminatory. The Court determined that since the benefit packages for males and females were the same, there was no discrimination. The Court held that the plan was not discriminatory because pregnancy was not a disease but instead was a condition, and as such it was an acceptable exemption under the company’s insurance plan. In the all-male Court’s view, the fact that only women could become pregnant did not constitute discrimination because not all women got pregnant. In fact, the Court said that the coverage distinction was not between men and women but between women who became pregnant and those who did not.

In the aftermath of the 6 to 3 ruling, the nation’s women’s rights groups mobilized. At the time women made up 45 percent of the workforce, but only 25 percent of the nation’s insurance plans provided sick leave for pregnancy-related illnesses. Activists started the Campaign to End Discrimination Against Pregnant Workers, urging Congress to pass legislation to override the Gilbert decision, and on March 15, 1977, a bill was introduced by New Jersey senator Harrison Williams. Offered as an amendment to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the proposal quickly gained bipartisan cosponsors, and after passage by both the House and the Senate it was signed into law by President Jimmy Carter on October 31, 1978.

The Pregnancy Discrimination Act requires employers who provide health insurance and temporary disability plans to include coverage for birth-related conditions. Employers are not required to offer pregnancy leave unless they already offer temporary disability for other reasons. Under the law, any woman temporarily unable to work due to pregnancy must be treated the same as any other worker who is temporarily disabled. Indeed, the act does not provide any special benefits for pregnant individuals; however, further protections along those lines were included in the Family and Medical Leave Act, which was passed in 1993.

While the Pregnancy Discrimination Act is over three and a half decades old, it has recently been the subject of renewed attention, for despite the law pregnancy discrimination remains a big issue especially as more women join the workforce. In fact, a recent Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) report noted that complaints of pregnancy-related discrimination increased by 71 percent from 1992 to 2011. In response, in the summer of 2014 the EEOC issued new guidelines relating to pregnancy discrimination. Central to these guidelines was an emphasis on employers offering pregnant employees reasonable accommodations if they are temporarily unable to perform their jobs. In issuing the clarifying guidelines, the agency was responding to what women’s rights advocates saw as narrow interpretations of the law. With women often being forced by companies to take unpaid leave or being fired for taking time from work to breast-feed, the law’s intent—to accommodate the temporary disability that pregnancy represented—was not, they argued, being met.

Meanwhile, in March 2015 in Young v. UPS, the U.S. Supreme Court in a 6 to 3 vote reaffirmed a previous lower court ruling declaring that companies cannot refuse to provide pregnant workers the same accommodations that nonpregnant workers receive. It was a definitive declaration that fully endorsed both the goals of the law’s original sponsors and the EEOC’s recent guidelines.

William H. Pruden III
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Queler, Eve Rabin (1936–)

A conductor and founder of the Opera Orchestra of New York, Eve Rabin Queler was born in New York City on January 1, 1936. She studied music from her early childhood, beginning piano lessons at the age of five. While enrolled at the High School of Music and Art in New York City, she began complementing her keyboard background with applied study of the horn, which provided her first introduction to the symphonic repertoire of the European canon. Queler graduated in 1954 and subsequently entered the Mannes College of Music in New York City to study conducting with Carl Bamberger. It was during her tutelage at the Mannes College that she first became attracted to choral and vocal music, an influence that would be substantial in her conducting and entrepreneurial career. Additional conducting studies with Joseph Rosenstock at the Metropolitan Opera were funded through the Martha Baird Rockefeller Fund grant. Later, Queler trained with Leonard Slatkin during his tenure with the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra.

After completing her formal and independent studies, Queler attempted a professional conducting career. Opportunities for women were limited in the discipline during the 1960s, which led her to serve as an accompanist for the New York City Opera in 1958. Over the course of her employment her duties included serving as a pianist for rehearsals and auditions and eventually as assistant conductor. In 1966, Queler made her conducting debut in Fairlawn, New Jersey, with a shortened version of Pietro Mascagni’s Cavalleria Rusticana.

In 1968 Queler founded the Opera Orchestra of New York (OONY). As music director of this ensemble, Queler presented three operas per year in concert format focusing on lesser-known 19th-century repertoire such as Hector Berlioz’s Lelio (a sequel to his much more well-known Symphonie Fantastique). In OONY’s earliest productions, concerts were staged in the gym of an elementary school, but since 1971 the ensemble performs regularly at Carnegie Hall. Today, OONY retains an annual budget of over $1 million and maintains a permanent staff and an opera guild. In addition, the ensemble hosts the Young Artists Program.

Throughout her extensive career, Queler has established a niche for herself in conducting rare operas and working with prominent vocalists such as Placido Domingo and Renée Fleming. Queler is known for seeking out young singers; through OONY, such international singers as José Carreras and Deborah Voigt performed their Carnegie Hall debuts.

Queler has garnered numerous awards for her pioneering work, such as the Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres from the French minister of culture and the 2010 U.S. National Endowment for the Arts Lifetime Achievement in Opera. She was also the recipient of two honorary doctorates, one from Russell Sage College and the other from Colby College.

Although her life’s work has primarily been dedicated to opera, Queler has also conducted significant orchestral ensembles, including the Philadelphia Orchestra, the San Antonio (Texas) Symphony, the Hartford Symphony, and the Montreal Symphony. She was the first woman to conduct each of those ensembles. Other guest conducting venues include the New York City Opera, the Prague National Theatre, and the Kirov Mariinsky Opera.

As part of her conducting preparation, Queler completes exhaustive research that has resulted in articles published in Musical America Magazine. With OONY, she has recorded several operas including Massenet’s Le Cid, Donizetti’s Gemma di Vergy, Puccini’s Edgar, Janacek’s Jenůfa and Richard Strauss’s Guntram, among others.

In 2011, Queler stepped down from her post as musical director of the ensemble she founded but maintains an active role as conductor laureate. Her replacement was the Italian conductor Alberto Veronesi.

Queler has two children with husband Stanley Queler, who passed away in 2013 from Alzheimer’s disease. Daughter Liz Queler is an active folk musician with her husband and son, most noted for their Edna project that sets Liz Queler’s original music to the poetry of Edna St. Vincent Millay.

Critical reviews of Queler’s conducting have been mixed overall, but her contribution remains undoubtable in bringing to light rarely performed works by 19th-century European composers. Queler’s achievements cannot be overstated; her contributions to the field of conducting have broken down centuries of gender barriers and paved the way for the next generation of women in the field such as Marin Alsop.
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Redstockings

Redstockings (sometimes known by its fuller name, Redstockings of the Women’s Liberation Movement) is a radical feminist group founded in 1969 by Ellen Willis and Shulamith Firestone. The name combines two concepts, the pejorative term “bluestockings,” which was often applied to female intellectuals, and the association of the color red with revolutionary movements. Redstockings members have worked for over 40 years on such issues as the oppression of women, abortion rights, and, more recently, women and national health care.

Redstockings originally formed from the New York Radical Women and were part of the radical feminist movement. Unlike second-wave moderate feminists who wanted to work within existing political, social, and economic structures to better accommodate women, radical feminists wanted to change social, political, and economic structures so as to eliminate the oppression of women.

The original Redstockings Manifesto was issued on July 7, 1969. It declared that women were oppressed by men, a fact that affected every facet of their lives. The manifesto emphasized that this was a class relationship, not a matter of the interplay between individual men and women. Nor were institutions the oppressors; they were merely the tools of the real oppressors, who were men. Conflicts between women and men were thus “political conflicts that can only be solved collectively.” The manifesto boldly declared that “All men receive economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supremacy” and insisted that men needed to modify their thoughts and behavior, not women.

Redstocking members declared that they were unable to rely on existing ideologies, because all such ideologies were the product of a culture in which men were in charge. They would accept no ideology that was not confirmed by their own experience. Their chief goal was to encourage female class consciousness by sharing experiences and exposing the sexist foundations of current institutions. Redstockings became known for their street theater and “Zap actions,” or relatively unplanned and unrehearsed speaking events. At their first speak-out on abortion, held in 1969, women spoke publicly about their then-illegal abortions.

Redstockings members were often critical of less radical groups including the National Organization for Women, which they saw as overly cooperative with a sexist system. They were also opposed to lesbian separatism and political lesbianism, which held that only when women removed themselves from men could women really be free. Redstockings argued that relationships with men were an important part of the feminist struggle.

The group split in 1970 but was refounded three years later by Kathie Sarachild, Carol Hanisch, Patricia Mainardi, and Barbara Leon. The reorganized group published a magazine, Feminist Revolution, that was later anthologized in a book of the same title edited by Kathie Sarachild and published by Random House in 1978. In “The Politics of Housework,” Pat Mainardi suggested that men and women ought to share housework. The Redstockings are also said to have coined the much-used slogan “Sisterhood is Powerful.”

In recent years, Redstockings has become more like a think tank, devoting itself to new theories on women’s oppression. Members continue to speak, hold consciousness-raising workshops, and participate in rallies. In 1987 they participated in their first action on national health care when they held a consciousness-raising workshop at a conference about developing a national health care system for the United States. In 1989 they began to organize an archive of early feminist papers through the Women’s Liberation Archives for Action. In 2001 they expressed the feminist case for national health insurance in an organizing packet titled Confronting the Myth of America: Women’s Liberation and National Healthcare. They organized a rally at the United Nations demanding rights for U.S. women during International Women’s Day celebrations in 2007. In 2011 some members joined the Occupy Wall Street movement. On March 13, Kathie Sarachild was one of the speakers at Arizona State University with a speech titled “Radical Provocations, Feminist Futures, and Feminist Pasts.” And in October of that year, Redstockings held the first Shulamith Firestone Women’s Liberation Memorial Conference.

While often dismissed, radical feminist groups offered a powerful and important counterpoint to moderate feminists. Groups such as the Redstockings, WITCH, and others not only created powerful feminist critiques of patriarchal society but also made moderate feminists more acceptable to mainstream Americans.
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Redstockings Manifesto (1969)

After the collapse of the New York Radical Women, Shulamith Firestone and others formed the Redstockings of the Women’s Liberation Movement. Their manifesto, written in January 1969, is reproduced here.

I. After centuries of individual and preliminary political struggle, women are uniting to achieve their final liberation from male supremacy. Redstockings is dedicated to building this unity and winning our freedom.

II. Women are an oppressed class. Our oppression is total, affecting every facet of our lives. We are exploited as sex objects, breeders, domestic servants, and cheap labor. We are considered inferior beings, whose only purpose is to enhance men’s lives. Our humanity is denied. Our prescribed behavior is enforced by the threat of physical violence.

Because we have lived so intimately with our oppressors, in isolation from each other, we have been kept from seeing our personal suffering as a political condition. This creates the illusion that a woman’s relationship with her man is a matter of interplay between two unique personalities, and can be worked out individually. In reality, every such relationship is a class relationship, and the conflicts between individual men and women are political conflicts that can only be solved collectively.

III. We identify the agents of our oppression as men. Male supremacy is the oldest, most basic form of domination. All other forms of exploitation and oppression (racism, capitalism, imperialism, etc.) are extensions of male supremacy: men dominate women, a few men dominate the rest. All power structures throughout history have been male-dominated and male-oriented. Men have controlled all political, economic and cultural institutions and backed up this control with physical force. They have used their power to keep women in an inferior position. All men receive economic, sexual, and psychological benefits from male supremacy. All men have oppressed women.

IV. Attempts have been made to shift the burden of responsibility from men to institutions or to women themselves. We condemn these arguments as evasions. Institutions alone do not oppress; they are merely tools of the oppressor. To blame institutions implies that men and women are equally victimized, obscures the fact that men benefit from the subordination of women, and gives men the excuse that they are forced to be oppressors. On the contrary, any man is free to renounce his superior position, provided that he is willing to be treated like a woman by other men.

We also reject the idea that women consent to or are to blame for their own oppression. Women’s submission is not the result of brain-washing, stupidity or mental illness but of continual, daily pressure from men. We do not need to change ourselves, but to change men.

The most slanderous evasion of all is that women can oppress men. The basis for this illusion is the isolation of individual relationships from their political context and the tendency of men to see any legitimate challenge to their privileges as persecution.

V. We regard our personal experience, and our feelings about that experience, as the basis for an analysis of our common situation. We cannot rely on existing ideologies as they are all products of male supremacist culture. We question every generalization and accept none that are not confirmed by our experience.

Our chief task at present is to develop female class consciousness through sharing experience and publicly exposing the sexist foundation of all our institutions. Consciousness-raising is not “therapy,” which implies the existence of individual solutions and falsely assumes that the male-female relationship is purely personal, but the only method by which we can ensure that our program for liberation is based on the concrete realities of our lives.

The first requirement for raising class consciousness is honesty, in private and in public, with ourselves and other women.

VI. We identify with all women. We define our best interest as that of the poorest, most brutally exploited woman.

We repudiate all economic, racial, educational or status privileges that divide us from other women. We are determined to recognize and eliminate any prejudices we may hold against other women.

We are committed to achieving internal democracy. We will do whatever is necessary to ensure that every woman in our movement has an equal chance to participate, assume responsibility, and develop her political potential.

VII. We call on all our sisters to unite with us in struggle.

We call on all men to give up their male privilege and support women’s liberation in the interest of our humanity and their own.

In fighting for our liberation we will always take the side of women against their oppressors. We will not ask what is “revolutionary” or “reformist,” only what is good for women.

The time for individual skirmishes has passed. This time we are going all the way.

July 7, 1969

Source: “Redstockings Manifesto,” Redstockings, http://redstockings.org/index.php/rs-manifesto.



Reed v. Reed (1971)

Reed v. Reed (404 U.S. 71 [1971]) is a U.S. Supreme Court decision that represented a major victory for women’s rights advocates. For the first time, the Court found a state law unconstitutional because it discriminated on the basis of gender. The Court ruled against an Idaho statute that automatically gave the father preference over the mother as the administrator of a dead minor child’s estate.

The law at issue had been enacted in 1864 and stated that when both parents of a deceased individual sought to be the estate’s administrator, the male was to be given preference. Based on that statute, when Richard Lynn Reed died on March 29, 1967, without a will and both of his divorced parents filed to serve as the administrator for the estate, the probate court awarded the responsibility to the father, Cecil. Given the fact that she had been awarded initial custody at the time of the divorce—although Cecil was granted partial custody when Richard became a teen—and because she harbored doubts about the death itself, the mother, Sally, sought appointment as the administrator of the small estate. Cecil filed his own claim and, based on preference required by the Idaho statute, was named the administrator. Sally immediately sought to appeal the probate court’s decision, but her attorney refused, declaring that there was no chance she could win. Determined to pursue the case, she was turned down by over a dozen other attorneys before Allen Derr agreed to take the case, expressing little optimism at the prospect of victory but acknowledging that the case raised a legitimate constitutional issue.

Originally, the probate court, adhering strictly to the language of the century-old statute, ruled in favor of Cecil. Sally appealed to the District Court of the Fourth Judicial District of Idaho, which ruled that the statute was a violation of the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and referred the case back to the probate court for consideration based on the merits of the competing individual claims. However, before that could take place, Cecil appealed to the Idaho Supreme Court, which reaffirmed the probate court’s original ruling. Unanimously rebuffing Sally’s assertion that the state’s preference for the male over the female was “arbitrary and capricious,” Idaho’s highest court asserted that the legislature’s determination that as a general rule men were “better qualified” to serve as estate administrators was reasonable as well as a legitimate effort to limit litigation concerning such appointments. Undeterred, Sally appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which agreed to hear her case. On appeal, she was joined by the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) whose attorney, Rutgers University law professor Ruth Bader Ginsburg, was the principal author of the brief that went to the Supreme Court.

On November 22, 1971, barely a month after hearing arguments in the case, the Court, in a brief but unanimous decision authored by Chief Justice Warren Burger, struck down the Idaho statute. The Court asserted that the statute’s preference for men over women was “arbitrary and capricious,” declaring that “To give a mandatory preference to members of either sex over the other merely to accomplish the elimination of hearing on the merits is to make the very kind of arbitrary legislative choice forbidden by the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.”

The Supreme Court’s decision represented the first time since 1868 that the Court had invalidated a state law on the grounds that the discrimination against women was a violation of the amendment’s equal protection guarantee. At the same time, the Court failed to address a broader issue; the justices ignored the request by Ginsburg that it designate gender as a suspect classification. Such a classification would have required the Court to apply the higher standard of strict scrutiny to all subsequent gender-based challenges. This standard would likely have furthered the women’s rights cause. Consequently, as Ginsburg and her colleagues reflected on that triumph they recognized that the battle was not yet fully won and that a crucial next step remained—as it still does—for another day.
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Reno, Janet (1938–2016)

The first female attorney general of the United States, Janet Reno faced no small number of challenges. At the end of her record-long tenure, her accomplishments transcended her pioneering status as the first woman in the previously all-male club that was the nation’s fourth-oldest cabinet position.

Reno was born on July 21, 1938, in Florida. Her father, Henry Reno, was a Danish immigrant whose original name was Rasmussen. He spent most of his professional life as a reporter for the Miami News, while her mother, Jane Wood Reno, was a homemaker who later worked as a reporter for the Miami Herald. The oldest of four children, Janet Reno earned her bachelor’s degree in chemistry from Cornell University in 1960 before attending Harvard Law School. She was among only 16 women in the class of 1963. After earning her law degree, Reno worked as an associate with the firm Brigham & Brigham, leaving it in 1967 to become a partner at Lewis & Reno.

In 1971, Reno accepted a position as staff director of the Judicial Committee of the Florida House of Representatives and then as a consultant for the Florida Senate’s Criminal Justice Committee for Revision of Florida’s Criminal Code. In 1978 she was appointed the state attorney for Dade County, the first woman to serve as the area’s top prosecutor. The voters consistently returned Reno to office.

In 1993, President Bill Clinton tapped Reno to serve as U.S. attorney general, making her the first woman to hold the post. Upon her confirmation, she was confronted with the first of a series of controversies that marked her tenure as the nation’s top legal officer. The siege of the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, was already under way when Reno took office. The controversy that surrounded the fire and deadly shootout was exacerbated when Timothy McVeigh and his coconspirators said that Waco was motivation for the Oklahoma City bombings two years later. These events were followed by the controversial custody case of Elian Gonzalez and then the Atlanta Olympics bombing. In February 1993, five men conspired to bomb the North Tower of the World Trade Center, and the Unabomber continued his national mail bombing campaign. Reno headed the Justice Department for all of these crises.

Although Reno was roundly criticized, particularly by conservatives, for her refusal to appoint a special counsel to investigate allegations of campaign finance wrongdoing in 1996 and her refusal to hand over documents to the House committee overseeing Bill Clinton’s impeachment, she won praise in many circles for not caving in to political pressure. For all the controversy, the Justice Department under Reno’s leadership had its share of triumphs, including the discovery, arrest, and conviction of the Unabomber and the capture and conviction of those responsible for the 1993 World Trade center bombing. The Reno-led Justice Department also initiated the antitrust suit against Microsoft and the lawsuit against tobacco companies for withholding information about dangers relating to cigarettes.

Beyond the challenges she faced as attorney general, in 1995 Reno was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. She continued to perform her duties, and despite periodic calls for her resignation from both sides of the political spectrum, she served as attorney general until the end of Clinton’s second term, a tenure that stamped her as the second longest-serving attorney general in the nation’s history.

Speculation about Reno’s private life has at times been hostile and accusatory. Both conservatives and gay rights activists condemn her for being a closeted lesbian, but Reno contends that she is heterosexual and unmarried by choice. Questions about Reno’s sexuality suggest the distaste with which some Americans view successful, unmarried, and childless women.

After leaving Washington, D.C., Reno returned to Florida, where she ran for governor, losing by a narrow margin in the 2002 Democratic primary. She also enjoyed comedy cult status as a character in a Will Ferrell Saturday Night Live recurring sketch: Jane Reno’s Dance Party. After her retirement from public life, she has worked on behalf of individual candidates and causes while also speaking at legal conferences. As the years have passed, Reno’s work at the Justice Department was recognized through numerous honors, including the Justice Award from the American Judicature Society in 2009. Reno died on November 7, 2016 from Parkinson’s Disease.
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Right of Privacy and Griswold v. Connecticut

Griswold v. Connecticut (381 U.S. 479 [1965]) is a U.S. Supreme Court case that determined that there is a constitutionally protected right to privacy for married couples. That assertion would prove to be a central tenet in the Court’s later ruling in Roe v. Wade (1973), which said that a woman had a right, with limits, to have an abortion.

The case arose from the arrest of both Estelle Griswold, executive director of the Planned Parenthood League of Connecticut, and Dr. Lee Buxton, a doctor and professor at the Yale Medical School, for violating an 1879 Connecticut statute that made it illegal to use any drug, article, or instrument to prevent conception. Twice previously the law had been challenged. The first time, in 1943 in Tilletson v. Ullman, the Court decided that the plaintiff did not have standing to pursue the challenge. In 1961 in Poe v. Ullman, the Court ruled that the case was not ripe for judicial consideration because the defendant had not, in fact, been prosecuted. However, when Griswold came before the Court in 1965, the justices decided that the time was right. Griswold and Buxton had been convicted in the local trial court of violating the 1879 statute, and they were each fined $100. Their convictions were then upheld by the Supreme Court of Errors of Connecticut, and so the case made its way to the highest court in the country.

The U.S. Supreme Court heard arguments in the case in March 1965. Urging the Court to overturn the Connecticut statute, Yale law professor Thomas I. Emerson argued that while not explicitly stated, citizens nevertheless had a constitutional guarantee to the right of privacy. The right of privacy is inferred in the First, Third, Fourth, and Fifth Amendments. Speaking on behalf of Connecticut, Joseph B. Clark, the assistant prosecuting attorney, 6th Circuit Court, refuted the idea that there was a constitutionally protected right and argued that the state had every right to regulate citizens’ behavior where health and morality were concerned.

Acting comparatively fast, the Court rendered its opinion in the case on June 5. In a 7 to 2 decision, with Justice William O. Douglas writing the majority opinion, the justices found that the Connecticut law violated the marital right to privacy and could not be enforced against married couples. Douglas contended that there was no declared right of privacy in the Constitution but asserted that the specific protections of the Bill of Rights (the first 10 amendments) created a “penumbra” wherein lay a protected individual right of privacy. He further asserted that the citizen’s right to privacy was a “fundamental” right, one that could only be abridged for a “compelling” and “absolutely necessary” reason. Birth control was not one of those reasons.

While concurring in the judgment, Justice Arthur Goldberg offered a separate concurrence, penning an opinion joined by Chief Justice Earl Warren and Justice William Brennan, that sought to blaze a new path in judicial interpretation. Although recognizing the value of Douglas’s penumbra-based right to privacy, Goldberg argued that the Ninth Amendment offered an avenue for finding additional historic and traditional, if unenumerated, rights—such as privacy—that were deserving of constitutional protection. Justices John Marshall Harlan II and Byron White concurred, but Harlan said that the state should not regulate marriage, and White believed that the right of privacy was in the Fourteenth Amendment.

Justices Hugo Black and Potter Stewart dissented. While they shared their brethren’s philosophical opposition to the statute itself, they did not see it violating a fundamental or constitutionally protected right. Indeed, Black made clear his belief that the majority had exceeded its authority in developing such a guarantee.

The technical and immediate impact of the Griswold decision was to legalize the use of contraception in the state of Connecticut. The decision was not very controversial at the time. However, when the privacy protections established in Griswold came into play for Roe v. Wade, the former case gained notoriety. Indeed, the establishment of a constitutionally based Court-protected right of privacy was a critical step in the advancement of a woman’s right to control her own body and thus an advance in individual liberty. In disputes ranging from abortion to gay rights, the foundation laid by Griswold has been central to the decisions that the Court and society have made regarding these contentious issues.
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Roe v. Wade (1973)

Roe v. Wade (410 U.S. 113 [1973]) is a U.S. Supreme Court decision that established the constitutionally guaranteed right of a woman to choose to have an abortion, with some limitations. The 7 to 2 decision overturned a patchwork quilt of individual state laws regulating abortion practices. The controversial ruling set off a political firestorm, becoming a minefield for future political candidates and prospective judicial appointees alike.

The specific case involved a challenge to a highly restrictive Texas statute and was argued in conjunction with Doe v. Bolton, a challenge to a less restrictive Georgia law. To protect the privacy of the plaintiff as well as prevent the specifics of the pregnancy from influencing the Court’s ruling, the complaints were filed under pseudonyms, Jane Roe and Mary Doe, respectively. Roe came to the Supreme Court from the District Court in Texas that had ruled the Texas statute unconstitutional. On December 13, 1971, attorneys for both sides argued their cases before a seven-member panel reduced by the recent retirements of Justices Hugo Black and John Marshall Harlan II.

As presented by the attorneys, the central argument involved the clash between the rights of the mother and the rights of the fetus. Arguing on behalf of Jane Roe, Sarah Weddington asserted that the Texas law was an infringement on a woman’s freedom to choose, a right based in the right to privacy established in the Court’s 1965 Griswold decision. Conversely, Jay Floyd of the Texas Attorney General’s Office argued that there was no right to privacy involved and that the state had the right to regulate abortion as part of its responsibility to protect the interests of the fetus.

The case was assigned to Justice Harry Blackmun, who had once served as counsel to Minnesota’s Mayo Clinic. However, his initial efforts, ruling both statutes unconstitutional for vagueness, were deemed unpersuasive by his colleagues, and that fact, coupled with both internal Court concerns about whether the assignment to Blackmun had been appropriate as well as the addition of new members, led the Court to order a reargument. That event occurred on October 11, 1972. The second argument offered little in the way of new ideas or arguments, but Weddington and Robert C. Flowers, who had replaced Floyd from the Texas Attorney General’s Office, found themselves arguing before a Court that now included Justices Lewis Powell and William Rehnquist, whose appointments by President Richard Nixon were still awaiting confirmation at the time of the 1971 arguments.

The opinion was again assigned to Blackmun, whose second attempt achieved a 7 to 2 majority. In deciding the case, the Court first had to dispatch the question of mootness, since Jane Roe had, in fact, given birth to a baby who was put up for adoption. This issue had long been an obstacle to the Court’s deciding abortion cases, but while acknowledging that this particular case was moot, the justices noted that the nature of the procedure made it an ongoing societal concern and one that was appropriate for the Court to address. With that resolved, the Court turned to the merits of the case. The district court had based its decision on a Ninth Amendment–based right to privacy, but Blackmun’s majority opinion was premised on the right to privacy enshrined in the Court’s 1965 ruling in Griswold v. Connecticut. In addition, he relied on the due process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Blackmun’s opinion recognized that states could have a legitimate interest in regulating abortion, but he asserted that the state’s interest had to be measured against the privacy right recognized in Griswold. In analyzing the issue, the opinion broke a woman’s pregnancy into three periods, or trimesters. The Court determined that during the first trimester a woman had an essentially unlimited right to choose an abortion. However, with the second trimester raising different health issues, state regulation in the interest of protecting a woman’s health might be appropriate. The Court said that in the third trimester the focus of the rights changed and that the state had the authority to limit abortions to protect the potential life of the fetus. Still, even at that stage an abortion to save the life of the mother would be permissible.

Blackmun’s opinion was joined by Chief Justice Burger as well as Justices Brennan, William Douglas, Potter Stewart, Thurgood Marshall, and Lewis Powell, although Burger, Douglas, and Stewart all wrote separate concurring opinions. Meanwhile, Justices Byron White and William Rehnquist both wrote dissenting opinions, with White declaring that there was no constitutional basis for the ruling. The decision was announced on January 22, 1973, just days after Richard Nixon’s second inauguration.

Women’s rights advocates were exultant at the Court’s decision. Ironically, given the role it would come to play in American politics, the decision itself was not even the lead story in the next day’s papers, as former President Lyndon Johnson had died only hours after Blackmun’s decision was announced. However, it would not be long before Roe v. Wade became a focal point in debates about not just politics and law but also the very nature of American society.

Roe appears to have inflamed the decades-long culture wars that gripped the United States in the aftermath of the Vietnam War and the Watergate Scandal. No nomination to the Supreme Court would be made without consideration of the possible impact on Roe v. Wade. It became an issue in presidential and legislative elections across the country and over the course of over four decades remains at the heart of the nation’s political discourse.

Subsequent cases, such as Webster v. Reproductive Health Services (1989), Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992), Stenberg v. Carhart (2000), and Gonzales v. Carhart (2007), have seen the Court limit some of the ancillary freedoms first granted in Roe, but the essential privacy-based right of women to have control over their fertility as established in Roe remains the law.
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Roe v. Wade (1973)

While the majority decision by the U.S. Supreme Court in Roe v. Wade is very long and difficult to understand, the syllabus of the case, provided here, clarifies the Court’s thinking when it legalized abortion within certain limits.

Syllabus

A pregnant single woman (Roe) brought a class action challenging the constitutionality of the Texas criminal abortion laws, which proscribe procuring or attempting an abortion except on medical advice for the purpose of saving the mother’s life. A licensed physician (Hallford), who had two state abortion prosecutions pending against him, was permitted to intervene. A childless married couple (the Does), the wife not being pregnant, separately attacked the laws, basing alleged injury on the future possibilities of contraceptive failure, pregnancy, unpreparedness for parenthood, and impairment of the wife’s health. A three-judge District Court, which consolidated the actions, held that Roe and Hallford, and members of their classes, had standing to sue and presented justiciable controversies. Ruling that declaratory, though not injunctive, relief was warranted, the court declared the abortion statutes void as vague and overbroadly infringing those plaintiffs’ Ninth and Fourteenth Amendment rights. The court ruled the Does’ complaint not justiciable. Appellants directly appealed to this Court on the injunctive rulings, and appellee cross-appealed from the District Court’s grant of declaratory relief to Roe and Hallford.

Held:

1. While 28 U.S.C. § 1253 authorizes no direct appeal to this Court from the grant or denial of declaratory relief alone, review is not foreclosed when the case is properly before the Court on appeal from specific denial of injunctive relief and the arguments as to both injunctive and declaratory relief are necessarily identical.

2. Roe has standing to sue; the Does and Hallford do not.

(a) Contrary to appellee’s contention, the natural termination of Roe’s pregnancy did not moot her suit. Litigation involving pregnancy, which is “capable of repetition, yet evading review,” is an exception to the usual federal rule that an actual controversy must exist at review stages, and not simply when the action is initiated.

(b) The District Court correctly refused injunctive, but erred in granting declaratory, relief to Hallford, who alleged no federally protected right not assertable as a defense against the good faith state prosecutions pending against him. Samuels v. Mackell, 401 U.S. 66. Pp. 125–127.

(c) The Does’ complaint, based as it is on contingencies, any one or more of which may not occur, is too speculative to present an actual case or controversy.

3. State criminal abortion laws, like those involved here, that except from criminality only a life-saving procedure on the mother’s behalf without regard to the stage of her pregnancy and other interests involved violate the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, which protects against state action the right to privacy, including a woman’s qualified right to terminate her pregnancy. Though the State cannot override that right, it has legitimate interests in protecting both the pregnant woman’s health and the potentiality of human life, each of which interests grows and reaches a “compelling” point at various stages of the woman’s approach to term.

(a) For the stage prior to approximately the end of the first trimester, the abortion decision and its effectuation must be left to the medical judgment of the pregnant woman’s attending physician.

(b) For the stage subsequent to approximately the end of the first trimester, the State, in promoting its interest in the health of the mother, may, if it chooses, regulate the abortion procedure in ways that are reasonably related to maternal health.

(c) For the stage subsequent to viability the State, in promoting its interest in the potentiality of human life, may, if it chooses, regulate, and even proscribe, abortion except where necessary, in appropriate medical judgment, for the preservation of the life or health of the mother.

4. The State may define the term “physician” to mean only a physician currently licensed by the State, and may proscribe any abortion by a person who is not a physician as so defined.

5. It is unnecessary to decide the injunctive relief issue, since the Texas authorities will doubtless fully recognize the Court’s ruling that the Texas criminal abortion statutes are unconstitutional.

BLACKMUN, J., delivered the opinion of the Court, in which BURGER, C.J., and DOUGLAS, BRENNAN, STEWART, MARSHALL, and POWELL, JJ., joined. BURGER, C.J., post, p. 207, DOUGLAS, J., post, p. 209, and STEWART, J., post, p. 167, filed concurring opinions. WHITE, J., filed a dissenting opinion, in which REHNQUIST, J., joined, post, p. 221. REHNQUIST, J., filed a dissenting opinion, post, p. 171.

Source: Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973).



Rudolph, Wilma (1940–1994)

As the winner of three Olympic gold medals in track and field in 1960, Wilma Rudolph became known as the world’s fastest woman.

Born on June 23, 1940, the sixth of eight children born to Blanche and Ed Rudolph, Wilma Rudolph grew up during the era of racial segregation in St. Bethlehem, Tennessee. Her mother worked as a domestic, and her father was employed as a railroad porter.

[image: Lamphier]

Wilma Rudolph was considered the “fastest woman on earth” during the 1956 and 1969 Olympics. She ran the 100 and 200 meter dashes. A life-long civil rights activist, she is considered one of America’s greatest athletes. (AP Photo)

During her childhood, Rudolph experienced several health issues. In addition to suffering a number of serious childhood illnesses such as whooping cough and measles, she was diagnosed with polio and walked with a metal brace on one leg for several years. Due to this, Rudolph’s early education consisted chiefly of home tutoring. By age seven, she was well enough to attend Clarksville’s Cobb Elementary School.

Rudolph freed herself from the leg brace by age 12. It was at this point that she became involved in playing basketball. As a student at Burt High School, she played on the girls’ basketball team during seventh through ninth grades. When she found that she spent most of her time during those seasons sitting on the team bench, she decided to try out for girls’ track, a sport at which she soon excelled.

Eventually the women’s track coach from Tennessee State University, Ed Temple, took note of Rudolph’s abilities and invited her to participate in summer camps for promising high school athletes. In 1956, Rudolph sought and secured a place on the U.S. Olympic team, competing with her colleagues from the Tennessee State Tigerbelles at the games in Melbourne, Australia. While there, she won a bronze medal. Upon returning to Tennessee, Rudolph set several Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) records before she became a high school senior.

In 1958, Rudolph became pregnant with her first child. Nonetheless, she graduated from high school in May 1958. A few months later she delivered a daughter, Yolanda. Rudolph’s mother and sister took turns looking after the infant, thereby allowing the young athlete to fulfill her plans to attend college and compete in athletics at Tennessee State.

While a college student, Rudolph achieved distinction in track, winning races, earning titles, and setting records. She qualified to compete at the 1960 Olympics in Rome. There she broke three world records and became the first U.S. woman to win three Olympic gold medals in track, winning in the 100m, 200m, and 4X100m relays.

At this point Rudolph commanded the attention of a wider public, including the press. When the European press began referring to Rudolph as “The Black Gazelle,” she took this opportunity to deliver an important message about equality. After returning from the Olympic Games, Rudolph insisted that public events and tributes she attended be racially integrated, a situation not considered normal or legal in many southern states, as this was the middle of the civil rights movement.

In the autumn of 1961 Rudolph married William Ward, a fellow student at Tennessee State. Their union was short-lived, ending in divorce the following year. Rudolph continued to compete in track and field until May 1963, at which time she graduated from Tennessee State with a degree in elementary education. In July 1963 she married her first child’s father, Robert Eldridge. Before they divorced in 1980, the couple had three more children: Djuaa, Robert Jr., and Xurry.

Following her time as an athlete, Rudolph worked in several different locations and capacities including teaching, coaching, and consulting. She made personal appearances and released an autobiography in 1977 that also became a television film.

During her career Rudolph received many accolades, including the 1960 Helms World Trophy for North America, the 1960 United Press Athlete of the Year award, and the 1960 Associated Press Female Athlete of the Year award. Posthumous honors for Rudolph include a U.S. Postal Service stamp bearing her likeness and a bronze statue erected in Clarksville. Rudolph died of a brain tumor on November 12, 1994.

By any standard, Wilma Rudolph was an exceptional female athlete and public figure. The fact that she achieved such distinction despite such formidable obstacles as polio, sexism, and racial discrimination underscores the strength of her resolve and the magnitude of her talent.

Linda S. Watts
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Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez (1978)

Santa Clara Pueblo v. Martinez (1978) is a U.S. Supreme Court case that strengthened the idea that the federal government played no role in enforcing tribal laws in regard to disputes between Native Americans. The lawsuit failed to reject the idea that Native American women had to marry men of the same tribal group for their children to be tribal members and in so doing failed to rule on gender discrimination.

Petitioner Julia Martinez, a member of the Santa Clara Pueblo, had married a Navajo man in 1941, and they had two children. Two years before their marriage, her tribe passed an ordinance that denied membership to children born to women who married outside the tribe. Despite being born on the reservation and residing there as adults, without tribal membership Martinez’s children could not vote in tribal elections or hold office. Moreover, tribal law held that if the mother died, the children would be unable to continue living with the tribe or inheriting her house. In effect, because their father was from a different tribal group, Martinez’s children were disenfranchised and disadvantaged by the tribal group to which their mother belonged and the group with which they identified.

Martinez found this discrimination actionable because children born to male tribal members in the Santa Clara Pueblo were granted membership regardless of the mother’s tribe of origin. Martinez and her lawyers argued against the obvious double standard, saying that the standards for male and female tribal members ought to be the same. Martinez pleaded that the discrimination against her children was solely based on gender, which violated the Indian Civil Rights Act (ICRA) of 1968. This case proved important not only in determining the right of the U.S. federal government to intervene in tribal law but also for case law against gender discrimination.

Initially, Martinez filed suit in the United States District Court of New Mexico, citing Title I of the ICRA that “no Indian tribe shall deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of its laws.” The tribe argued that U.S. courts lacked jurisdiction to decide intertribal disputes and moved for dismissal of the case. The court upheld the membership ordinance, finding that it reflected the traditional values of patriarchy, which played an important role in tribal life and served as a part of cultural survival.

The case then went to the Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit. The court upheld the decision of the district court regarding jurisdiction but found that if the membership ordinance discriminated on the basis of sex, there must be good reason to justify the differential treatment. It stated that there was not enough evidence to justify the discrimination. The case then proceeded to the Supreme Court.

The Supreme Court ruled that tribal sovereignty prevented a suit against the tribe, a decision that strengthened Native American self-determination but troubled many people, both on and off the reservation, by upholding and furthering the initial issue of gender discrimination of Native American women. On May 15, 1978, the Supreme court reversed, stating that Congress did not intend to waive the sovereign immunity of tribes through the ICRA and that the act did not grant subject matter jurisdiction over claimed violations. Although Congress had imposed certain constitutional limitations on tribes, the federal policy in favor of Native American sovereignty required that disputes must be decided in tribal courts. The case is one of the most heavily cited Indian law cases of the modern era in favor of self-determination and preservation of tribal culture. However, many Indian woman have been affected by its discrimination and still continue to face differential treatment at the hands of a number of tribal groups. A 2009 study by Ann Tweedy shows that 26 of 566 tribal groups have laws against gender discrimination.

Tabatha Toney
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Schlafly, Phyllis (1924–)

Writer and conservative political organizer Phyllis Schlafly rose to national prominence with A Choice Not an Echo (1964), written in support of Barry Goldwater’s presidential bid. She is known for her campaign to defeat the Equal Rights Amendment (1972–1983) and her political advocacy through the Eagle Forum, of which she is founder and president.

Schlafly was born on August 15, 1924, to Dadie Dodge and John Bruce Stewart of St. Louis, Missouri. Dadie Stewart was a librarian, and Bruce Stewart worked as a salesman for Westinghouse. In 1930, the same year Phyllis’s sister Odile was born, Bruce Stewart lost his job. While he was out of work, Dadie supported her family through a series of low-wage positions until she became librarian for the St. Louis Art Museum in 1937. Committed Catholics, the Stewarts sent their daughters to the Academy of the Sacred Heart, where Dadie worked in the school library in lieu of paying tuition.

Phyllis Stewart excelled academically, winning a four-year scholarship to Maryville College. After one year at Maryville, she transferred to Washington University, working night shifts at the St. Louis Ordnance Plant to fund her education. She graduated in 1944 with a bachelor’s degree in political science and won a fellowship to study at Radcliffe College (Harvard University), where she earned a master’s degree in government in 1945. Over 30 years later she would return to the Washington University Law School, earning her JD in 1978.

Upon graduation from Harvard, Stewart moved to Washington, D.C., where she worked for the fledgling American Enterprise Institute (founded in 1943). There, she honed her ability to present the work of conservative intellectuals for a popular audience. When she returned to St. Louis in 1946, she served as campaign manager for local congressional candidate R. Claude Bakewell. She followed this success with a position as corporate librarian for the First National Bank of St. Louis, where she eventually expanded to speech writing and educational programming.

During this time, Stewart met John Fred Schlafly Jr. (1909–1993), an attorney from Alton, Illinois. Stewart and Schlafly shared religious traditions and political values as well as a mutual commitment to civic involvement. Married on October 20, 1949, the couple eventually had six children. Throughout her career, Phyllis Schlafly foregrounded her roles as wife and mother as key aspects of her identity.

The breadth and energy of Schlafly’s political engagement can be seen in her writings. Beginning with A Reading List for Americans (1957), a popular bibliography of anticommunist literature, and her monthly newsletter the Phyllis Schlafly Report (1967–present), Schlafly found her home in the genre of political rhetoric. Notable book-length works include A Choice Not an Echo (1964), The Gravediggers (1964), The Power of the Positive Woman (1977), and The Supremacists (2004). Schlafly both informed and reflected the concerns of populist conservatives during the latter half of the 20th century: communism, national security, taxation, secularization, citizenship, patriotism, education, abortion, child welfare, gender, and sexuality all came under her scrutiny.

Schlafly ran unsuccessfully for congressional office in 1952 and again in 1970; both times she lost to incumbent Democrats after a strong campaign. Though she never held elective office, Schlafly was active in the leadership of numerous volunteer organizations, including the Junior League, the Illinois Federation of Republican Women, the National Federation of Republican Women, Daughters of the American Revolution, and her own Eagle Forum.

In 1972 the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the U.S. Constitution, designed to end sex discrimination, was passed by both houses of Congress and went to the states for ratification. Between 1972 and 1977, 35 of the required 38 states had ratified the amendment. Simultaneously, Schlafly developed an interest in antifeminism, penning the essay “What’s Wrong with ‘Equal Rights’ for Women” (1972). The essay led to STOP ERA, Schlafly’s successful campaign to scuttle the amendment. Her framing of feminism as a threat to American society is credited with organizing conservative women in opposition to the women’s liberation movement. Ironically, one of Schlafly’s most frequent anti-ERA arguments was that women’s place was in the home caring for husbands and children, an argument she made while engaged in a vigorous pubic campaign to defeat the amendment.

As Schlafly approached her 90th birthday in 2014, she remained a revered and reviled public figure, continuing to speak out regularly on matters of social and family policy.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook
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Sexual Politics (1970)

In 1970 Kate Millett published Sexual Politics, her most famous book and the first work of feminist literary criticism of the modern women’s movement. The book defined sex as political and questioned male authority and society’s creation and maintenance of patriarchy. Millett analyzed the works of male writers and psychologists to buttress her arguments. Ultimately, she called for a revolutionary change in the way society defined sexual roles. Millett’s germinal work was an important addition to the intellectual grounding of second-wave feminism.

Sexual Politics was based on Millett’s doctoral dissertation. Millett employed a socialist framework for her ideas and analysis, and within this context she defined patriarchy (male-dominated society) as synonymous with institutional and ideological subjugation. In her opinion, women were in subjection to men all over the world, and that subjugation was by design. She rejected many explanations for the status quo, including religious theories that claimed that sexual roles were ordained by a creator, philosophical theories that reasoned logical differences between the sexes, psychological theories that assessed behavioral differences, and biological (scientific) theories that stressed evolutionary differences. In fact, she believed that women were not born feminine. Instead, she said that society created culturally conditioned preconceived feminine-gendered identities that both men and women accepted, to men’s benefit.

Millett began Sexual Politics by discussing the concept of patriarchy. Then she used writing samples from literary figures (D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, Norman Mailer, and Jean Genet) to gauge the level at which they portrayed women characters as subservient and dependent. Next, Millett documented women’s history beginning with women being regarded as men’s property within marriage. She then showed how some women in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia attempted to free themselves from their marriage bonds. She also explored the way that leading psychologists, such as Sigmund Freud, influenced cultural norms about sex roles. Freud, for example, theorized that females suffered jealousy brought on by “penis envy.” Millett pointed out that only a male-centric society would create a psychological theory that posited penises as normative and enviable.

At the end of her book Millett once again analyzed writing samples from the same literary figures, and she concluded that Jean Genet was the only one who did not dehumanize women characters. According to Millett, rather than portraying women as mere sex objects, Genet treated female characters as people. In her conclusion Millett called for a revolutionary change in society. She stated that male-dominated preconceptions were outdated and should be eradicated. Her ideas furnished the women’s movement with a new academic theoretical framework that called for revolutionary change. In great part due to Millett’s ideas, colleges all across the nation established women’s studies courses. In later years Millett wrote several other books, but none of them resonated with readers as much as Sexual Politics, which became a best seller with over 80,000 copies sold in the first year alone. The book provoked a reevaluation of society’s ingrained assumptions about sex roles.

Criticism of Sexual Politics was immediate. Some critics decried the book’s socialist framework and the idea of a socialist sexual revolution. Conservative critics also objected to Millett because she was a lesbian, arguing that no lesbian could create ideas of any real social value. In a related argument, critics claimed that Millett was antifeminine because she was a lesbian. Critics also tried to discredit her work and her role as a feminist by pointing out that the majority of heterosexual women were content with their societal roles in traditional family structures. Others suggested that women might be justified in wanting more rights but that there was no need for a radical feminist revolution in gender roles. Merely because she disliked her role in society did not mean that society had to change to suit her view of a perfect world. In fact, some reviewers who regarded her book favorably criticized Millett’s conclusion that Genet’s homosexual works were a blueprint for appropriate societal sex roles.

In spite of virulent antifeminist criticism, the book’s influence was felt for several decades after its publication, as many scholars adopted her “sexual political” paradigm in their studies, and these new studies further legitimized Millett’s work.

Rolando Avila

See also Brownmiller, Susan; Feminism, Radical; Lavender Menace

Further Reading

Clough, Patricia Ticineto, and Kate Millett. 1994. “The Hybrid Criticism of Patriarchy: Rereading Kate Millett’s ‘Sexual Politics.’” Sociological Quarterly 35: 473–486.

Millett, Kate. 1970. Sexual Politics. New York: Doubleday.

Mitchell, Juliet. 1971. Woman’s Estate. New York: Pantheon.

Shabazz, Betty Dean Sanders (1934–1997)

A civil rights activist in her own right, Betty Shabazz was married to Malcom X before he was murdered in 1965.

Although her high school and college transcripts showed that Betty Shabazz was born Betty Dean Sanders in Pinehurst, Georgia, she claimed Detroit, Michigan, as her birthplace. It was the city she and her mother moved to when her father became abusive. When Shabazz was about 11 years old, Helen and Lorenzo Malloy, prominent figures in civil rights causes, informally adopted her.

After graduating from high school, Shabazz went to Tuskegee Institute, the historically black college founded by Booker T. Washington, to become a teacher. Virulent southern racism was a shock to her. Shabazz decided to change her major to nursing and moved to New York to attend the Tuskegee-affiliated nursing program at Brooklyn State College.

An employee at the college invited Shabazz to events given by the Nation of Islam, where she eventually saw noted minister Malcolm X. Upon being introduced they had a long conversation about her life, racism, and the situation of black people in America. Malcom X had been made the minister of Temple Number Seven in Harlem, and Shabazz began attending his lectures. After some pressure she converted to the Nation of Islam, changing her name to Betty X, and in 1958 they married.

However much Malcolm X worked for black civil rights, like other black male activists, he was no supporter of equal rights for women. He expected a traditional Nation of Islam wife. Shabazz worked hard cooking, cleaning house, and bearing him four daughters during the first six years of their marriage. Adjusting to his authoritarianism and innate distrust of all women was not an easy task, and on several occasions she left him for short periods of time. As his profile rose, he came to trust and rely on Shabazz, and their marriage became somewhat more egalitarian.

Shabazz also had the unenviable task of protecting her husband and children from the backlash that his activism caused. Malcolm X was branded as a hater of whites and faced harassment from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Nation of Islam, and local police. When the couple severed their relationship with the Nation of Islam in 1964, its members stepped up their campaign against them, and he received death threats.

In the same year Malcolm X made a transformational pilgrimage to Mecca, where he saw Muslims of all colors worship and work together. He embraced traditional Muslim beliefs, renounced separatism and violence, and changed his name to El-Haji Malik El-Shabazz. His focus changed from civil rights for blacks to human rights and global unity among the people affected by the historical African diaspora.

On February 14, 1965, their house was bombed. Pregnant with twins, Shabazz moved in with friends to ensure their safety. On February 21 her husband was assassinated while speaking to a rally at the Audubon Ballroom. As shots rang out, Shabazz shielded her four daughters on the floor. When the shooting stopped she tried to give him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. His murder left her homeless, destitute, and the single parent of six daughters.

Shabazz supported her children by giving speeches about him. Later she returned to school, earning a bachelor of arts in public health education, a master of arts in health administration, and a doctorate in education administration. She became a professor and then a longtime administrator at Medgar Evers College, part of the City University of New York. Shabazz and two other civil rights movement widows, Myrlie Evers and Coretta Scott King, formed a bond and supported each other as they reared and protected their families and safeguarded the legacies of their husbands.

As her children became older Shabazz became an activist, joining local causes and traveling internationally promoting human rights, women’s rights, and racial tolerance. She took part in delegations with three presidents, played a role in the Women’s International Conference in Beijing, and was relentless in her efforts to ensure that her husband’s work was published and disseminated in a manner that ensured his membership in the pantheon of great leaders in the United States.

As expected, Shabazz and her family did not escape the gruesome and public murder of Malcolm X unscathed. Shabazz endured nightmares after the assassination. In 1994 Qubilah, her second daughter, was charged with plotting to hire someone to kill Louis Farrakhan, the then leader of the Nation of Islam, whom she believed had a hand in Malcolm’s assassination. Farrakhan stood by Qubilah and helped raise money for her defense. The charges against Qubilah were later dropped, and she entered counseling and drug treatment, while her 10-year-old son, Malcolm, moved in with Shabazz. As troubled as his mother, the boy set fire to his grandmother’s home in 1997. Shabazz suffered horrific burns over virtually her entire body and endured a number of excruciatingly painful skin grafts but succumbed to her injuries three weeks later. Her grandson was sentenced to a juvenile facility for manslaughter and arson.

A number of programs and memorials exist honoring Shabazz’s name and work, including the Dr. Betty Shabazz Health Center in Brooklyn, New York, and the Betty Shabazz International Charter School in Chicago, Illinois. The Malcolm X and Dr. Betty Shabazz Memorial and Educational Center was founded in 2005 by Columbia University, located in the same room where her husband was assassinated. Medgar Evers College and the legislature in New York endowed the Dr. Betty Shabazz Social Justice Chair and yearly convene the Shabazz Conversations to continue her legacy.

Marilyn K. Howard
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Shriver, Eunice Kennedy (1921–2009)

Born into a prominent Catholic family that stressed duty to others, Eunice Kennedy Shriver spent her life working to improve the lives of those less fortunate than herself. She developed a summer camp for children with special needs that became the Special Olympics.

Eunice Mary Kennedy was born in 1921 in Brookline, Massachusetts. She was the fifth child of Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. (1888–1969) and Rose Elizabeth Fitzgerald (1890–1995) and the younger sister of President John F. Kennedy, sister-in-law of Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy, and older sister of Senators Robert F. Kennedy and Ted Kennedy.

Shriver was educated at boarding schools and attended Stanford University, graduating in 1943 with a BS in sociology. She worked for the U.S. State Department’s Special War Problems Division before taking a job with a Justice Department project that dealt with juvenile delinquency. This led to a staff social worker position at the federal penitentiary for women in West Virginia.

Shriver moved to Chicago, Illinois, in 1951 and worked with the Chicago Juvenile Courts and the House of the Good Shepherd women’s shelter. In 1953 she married Robert Sargent Shriver Jr. (1915–2011). They had five children: Robert Sargent III, Maria Owings Schwarzenegger, Timothy Perry, Mark Kennedy, and Anthony Paul Kennedy.

In 1957 Shriver became a director at the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation. Her father founded the nonprofit organization in 1946 after the death of her oldest brother, Joseph Jr., to help individuals with developmental and intellectual disabilities and their families as well as fund research to find the causes of these disabilities.

In the early 1960s Shriver was asked for the name of a summer camp for children who were intellectually disabled. After doing some research she found that there were none in the United States, so she developed a program to fill this void in 1962. Shriver offered a monthlong summer camp at her 30-acre estate, Timberlawn, near Bethesda, Maryland, which became Camp Shriver. She contacted local schools and hospitals to find children who were disabled. These children were invited to come to the estate to learn to use its tennis courts, Olympic-size swimming pool, and horse stables.

Camp Shriver’s counselors that year were a variety of volunteers from local high schools, college students, Catholic schoolteachers, and British embassy diplomats who volunteered to give riding lessons. After a few years, Peace Corps volunteers helped out as well because her brother had founded the organization and her husband served as its first director.

A physical education teacher approached the Kennedy Foundation with an idea for a one-day event. This idea and the success of Camp Shriver evolved into the Special Olympics. The first official Special Olympics summer games took place in 1968 at Soldier Field in Chicago. The two-day event gave 1,000 intellectually disabled individuals from the United States and Canada the opportunity to participate in sporting events in the tradition of the Olympics. Later that year Shriver established the Special Olympics. The first International Special Olympics winter games took place in Steamboat Springs, Colorado, for a week in February 1977, with over 500 athletes participating.

For her lifetime of humanitarian work, Kennedy earned the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1984, the highest civilian honor in the United States. The International Olympic Committee officially recognized and endorsed the Special Olympics in 1988. The first games held outside North America were in 1993 in Austria, and today the organization serves over 4 million individuals from more than 170 countries.

After Sargent Shriver was awarded a Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1994, the Shrivers became the first married couple to be awarded the medal for work in separate fields.

The U.S. Mint issued a commemorative coin for the Special Olympics in 1995 with Eunice Shriver’s image. She received honorary degrees from Yale University, Princeton University, the College of the Holy Cross, Regis College, Manhattanville College, Newton College, Central Michigan University, and the University of Vermont.

Shriver served as a member of the Special Olympics board of directors until her death in 2009.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Smeal, Eleanor (1939–)

For the last 40 years, Eleanor Smeal has been one of the leading feminists in the United States. In her two terms as president of the National Organization for Women (NOW) and her present role as head of the Feminist Majority Foundation, she has been central to defining the conversation and developing strategies for the modern women’s movement.

The daughter of Italian immigrants Peter Anthony and Josephine Agresti Curti, Eleanor Marie Curti was born in Ashtabula, Ohio, on July 30, 1939. Her father, who worked as an insurance agent, eventually moved the family to Erie, Pennsylvania, where Eleanor grew up. She graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Duke University in 1961 and received a master’s degree from the University of Florida in 1963. Work toward her doctorate was interrupted by a back ailment, which kept her confined to her bed for a year. In April 1963 she married Charles R. Smeal, and they eventually moved to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. They had two children, Tod and Lori.

Eleanor Smeal’s interest in feminism began when she was confronted by a lack of adequate day care facilities for her children and the fact that there was no disability insurance available for wives and mothers. In 1968, she joined the board of the local League of Women Voters. In 1970 both she and her husband joined NOW.

In 1971 Smeal helped to organize the South Hills chapter of NOW and served as its president until 1973. From 1972 to 1975 she was president of the Pennsylvania NOW organization. In 1977 Smeal became president of NOW, which had 55,000 members. By 1978 she had erased NOW’s large debt, and by 1979 she had doubled the organization’s membership. Under Smeal’s leadership, NOW made the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) a priority. The amendment, which passed Congress in 1972, had been ratified by 35 of the 38 states needed. On July 9, 1979, NOW organized a march in Washington supporting the ERA, which drew 100,000 demonstrators to the capital. The deadline was eventually extended, but in the end the ERA was not ratified.

NOW’s rules prevented Smeal from running for the presidency again in 1982. She wrote Why and How Women Will Elect the Next President in 1984. It was in this work that she introduced the now familiar phrase “the gender gap.” Smeal and NOW lobbied for Walter Mondale’s selection of Representative Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate. In 1985 Smeal was once again elected as NOW’s president, and she began to advocate for increased activism in the fight for abortion rights and economic justice for women. In 1986 NOW organized yet another march on Washington, this one for abortion rights, and again drew more than 100,000 participants.


[image: Lamphier]

Noted second-wave feminist Eleanor Smeal has been on the cutting edge of women’s rights issues for decades. Smeal served as president of the National Organization for Women and in 1987 cofounded the Feminist Majority Foundation, which promotes reproductive and educational equality for women around the world. (AP Photo)

In 1987, Smeal cofounded the Feminist Majority Foundation (FMF) and became its president. Through the years she has been at the forefront of the fight for important legislation such as the Pregnancy Discrimination Act, the Equal Credit Act, the Civil Rights Restoration Act, the Violence Against Women Act, the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act, and the Civil Rights Act of 1991. She advocated economic equality for women and campaigned for more equitable Social Security pensions and pay equity. When the nation’s women’s health care clinics were threatened by violence, Smeal organized the FMF’s National Clinic Access Program, which trained clinic defenders in nonviolent methods to protect clinics. She was instrumental in the FMF’s 1994 Supreme Court case Madsen v. Women’s Health Center, which upheld buffer zones to protect clinics.

Establishing the Feminist Majority Foundation Online in 1995, Smeal was a pioneer in using the Internet as an organizing and research tool for women. That same year, she and Lawrence Lader coauthored A Private Matter: RU 486 and the Abortion Crisis. She further focused on the abortion debate by coauthoring and coproducing two documentaries, Abortion for Survival and Abortion Denied: Shattering Women’s Lives.

Turning to the international arena, in 1997 Smeal organized the International Campaign to Stop Gender Apartheid in Afghanistan, targeting the Taliban’s abuse of women. In December 2001 she and Gloria Steinem joined forces, and the FMF became the publisher of Ms. magazine, which Smeal envisioned as the voice of the feminist movement. Eleanor Smeal continues to be at the forefront of the fight for women’s equality.

Nancy Snell Griffith
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Society for Cutting Up Men Manifesto (1967)

Radical feminist playwright Valerie Solanas wrote the S.C.U.M. Manifesto in 1967, calling for the end of male control and advocating for the creation of a superior all-female anticapitalist society. She sought to provoke her audience into action against society’s unfair restrictions on women and concepts of gender. She mimeographed copies of the manifesto and sold them herself on the streets in Greenwich Village. Although the radical manifesto was often dismissed as the writings of an insane person, others lauded Solanas’s work as a key contribution to second-wave feminism in the 1970s.

The S.C.U.M. Manifesto was written concurrently with articles such as “How to Be a Good Housewife” and television shows such as Leave It to Beaver that encouraged women to stay home and nurture their families. Solanas utilizes obscenity, aggressive calls to action, and facts to shock men and women out of complacency with society’s sexism.

Solanas questions traditional gender views by presenting factual claims. Utilizing her background in psychology, she reverses Sigmund Freud’s theory, arguing that men actually envy women. This portion of the work served as especially radical because at the time Freud was widely viewed as an iconic figure. The manifesto is then divided into sections that show various ways men control society, are responsible for all evils, and disempower women.

The S.C.U.M. Manifesto also features several calls to action for women to overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute complete automation, and destroy the male sex. Solanas illustrates that men are wholly dependent and that if women, who constitute more than half of the population, stopped serving them they could overthrow the entire gender-oppressive society. She argues that the Society for Cutting Up Men (SCUM) would not be satisfied with merely being included in society but would operate on a criminal rather than a civil disobedience basis to completely overthrow the system. This aspect of the work differentiates SCUM from other civil rights or antiwar movements of the era.

In August 1968 Olympia Press published the S.C.U.M. Manifesto with essays by Maurice Girodias and Paul Krassner, gathering further attention. Aside from providing a feminist perspective of a different society, Solanas also embodied “unfeminine” emotions such as anger and outspokenness. She became a figure who represented women’s repressed rage at their role in society and as such a figure who engendered considerable cultural anxiety.

Solanas’s manifesto fits neatly into late 1960s and 1970s radical feminism in that it rejects moderate feminist attempts to fix the system and instead suggests the dismantling of the existing system. The BITCH manifesto, the Redstocking Manifesto, and the essay “If Men Could Menstruate” all function much as the S.C.U.M. Manifesto in skewering mainstream patriarchal practices and ideologies.

On June 3, 1968, Solanas attempted to assassinate Andy Warhol in his Manhattan studio after he lost her play and she believed that he would steal her work and ruin her career. She was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia and pleaded guilty to “reckless assault with intent to harm,” serving a three-year prison sentence that included time in a psychiatric hospital. These events caused further critique of her work as the tirade of an insane woman. Solanas’s contemporaries pointed out that mass culture often institutionalized angry women. Marge Piercy’s early novels often revolved around just this social problem. This is not to say that Solanas was or was not mentally ill but rather that feminists have long been discredited by claims of mental instability.

Very little research or writing has been conducted on Valerie Solanas, the S.C.U.M. Manifesto, or her role in the feminist movement. Feminist scholars have noted that critics have in great part entirely missed the satire and comedic intent in the S.C.U.M. Manifesto. In exaggerating her aims in the manifesto, Solanas partook of a long tradition of satirical critical writing. The literal and hysterical manner in which many people reacted to the manifesto suggest just how threatening feminism was to many Americans in the late 1960s. On the other hand, the exaggerated nature of the work ensured its notoriety, encouraging an ongoing conversation about feminism and men’s complicity in patriarchy.

In 1996, Valerie Solanas’s assassination attempt and a brief summary of her life were featured in the film I Shot Andy Warhol.

Tabatha Toney
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S.C.U.M. Manifesto (1967)

Antifeminists have used Valerie Solanas’s S.C.U.M. Manfesto to prove the danger that feminists pose to American society. Feminists point out that the manifesto, written in 1967 at the beginning of the second-wave feminist movement, is tongue-in-cheek and purposefully provocative to suggest the depth of the problems created by patriarchy. Here is an excerpt.

Life in this society being, at best, an utter bore and no aspect of society being at all relevant to women, there remains to civic-minded, responsible, thrill-seeking females only to overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute complete automation and destroy the male sex.

It is now technically feasible to reproduce without the aid of males (or, for that matter, females) and to produce only females. We must begin immediately to do so. Retaining the male has not even the dubious purpose of reproduction. The male is a biological accident: the Y (male) gene is an incomplete X (female) gene, that is, it has an incomplete set of chromosomes. In other words, the male is an incomplete female, a walking abortion, aborted at the gene stage. To be male is to be deficient, emotionally limited; maleness is a deficiency disease and males are emotional cripples.

The male is completely egocentric, trapped inside himself, incapable of empathizing or identifying with others, or love, friendship, affection or tenderness. He is a completely isolated unit, incapable of rapport with anyone. His responses are entirely visceral, not cerebral; his intelligence is a mere tool in the services of his drives and needs; he is incapable of mental passion, mental interaction; he can’t relate to anything other than his own physical sensations. He is a half-dead, unresponsive lump, incapable of giving or receiving pleasure or happiness; consequently, he is at best an utter bore, an inoffensive blob, since only those capable of absorption in others can be charming. He is trapped in a twilight zone halfway between humans and apes, and is far worse off than the apes because, unlike the apes, he is capable of a large array of negative feelings—hate, jealousy, contempt, disgust, guilt, shame, doubt—and moreover, he is aware of what he is and what he isn’t.

Although completely physical, the male is unfit even for stud service. Even assuming mechanical proficiency, which few men have, he is, first of all, incapable of zestfully, lustfully, tearing off a piece, but instead is eaten up with guilt, shame, fear and insecurity, feelings rooted in male nature, which the most enlightened training can only minimize; second, the physical feeling he attains is next to nothing; and third, he is not empathizing with his partner, but is obsessed with how he’s doing, turning in an A performance, doing a good plumbing job. To call a man an animal is to flatter him; he’s a machine, a walking dildo. It’s often said that men use women. Use them for what? Surely not pleasure….

Women, in other words, don’t have penis envy; men have pussy envy. When the male accepts his passivity, defines himself as a woman (males as well as females think men are women and women are men), and becomes a transvestite he loses his desire to screw (or to do anything else, for that matter; he fulfills himself as a drag queen) and gets his dick chopped off. He then achieves a continuous diffuse sexual feeling from ‘being a woman’. Screwing is, for a man, a defense against his desire to be female. He is responsible for:

War: The male’s normal compensation for not being female, namely, getting his Big Gun off, is grossly inadequate, as he can get it off only a very limited number of times; so he gets it off on a really massive scale, and proves to the entire world that he’s a ‘Man’. Since he has no compassion or ability to empathize or identify, proving his manhood is worth an endless amount of mutilation and suffering and an endless number of lives, including his own—his own life being worthless, he would rather go out in a blaze of glory than to plod grimly on for fifty more years.

Prior to the institution of automation, to the replacement of males by machines, the male should be of use to the female, wait on her, cater to her slightest whim, obey her every command, be totally subservient to her, exist in perfect obedience to her will, as opposed to the completely warped, degenerate situation we have now of men, not only not existing at all, cluttering up the world with their ignominious presence, but being pandered to and groveled before by the mass of females, millions of women piously worshiping the Golden Calf, the dog leading the master on a leash, when in fact the male, short of being a drag queen, is least miserable when his dogginess is recognized—no unrealistic emotional demands are made of him and the completely together female is calling the shots. Rational men want to be squashed, stepped on, crushed and crunched, treated as the curs, the filth that they are, have their repulsiveness confirmed.

The sick, irrational men, those who attempt to defend themselves against their disgustingness, when they see SCUM barrelling down on them, will cling in terror to Big Mama with her Big Bouncy Boobies, but Boobies won’t protect them against SCUM; Big Mama will be clinging to Big Daddy, who will be in the corner shitting in his forceful, dynamic pants. Men who are rational, however, won’t kick or struggle or raise a distressing fuss, but will just sit back, relax, enjoy the show and ride the waves to their demise.

Source: Valerie Solanas, “S.C.U.M. Manifesto,” Womynkind, http://www.womynkind.org/scum.htm.



Steinem, Gloria (1934–)

Gloria Steinem is a writer, lecturer, and feminist advocate hailed as one of the leaders of the women’s liberation movement during the 1960s and 1970s. Steinem was born on March 25, 1934, in Toledo, Ohio. Her father was a traveling antiques dealer, and she spent much of her childhood traveling the United States. When Steinem was three years old her mother had a nervous breakdown that left her an invalid. Her father left the family in 1944, and Steinem remained with her mother in Ohio. Her experiences stemming from her mother’s breakdown and parents’ separation convinced Steinem that women lacked political and social equality, fostering an early desire to work toward women’s equality.

Steinem graduated from Smith College in 1956 with Phi Bette Kappa honors. She spent the next two years in India on a Chester Bowles Fellowship, where she wrote for Indian publications and was influenced by Gandhian activism. Returning to the United States, she served as director of the Central Intelligence Agency–backed Independent Research Service, which sought to send noncommunist American students to the 1959 World Youth Festival, and began doctoral studies at Simmons College, graduating with the college’s first doctorate in human justice.

Steinem then became a freelance writer, publishing articles in Esquire, the New York Times Magazine, and various women’s magazines. Her 1962 article about how women were forced to choose between career and marriage contained arguments that were later published in The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan (1921–2006), which sparked the beginning of second-wave feminism. The next year, Steinem became famous working undercover as a Playboy Bunny for her article “A Bunny’s Tale” in Show magazine, detailing the controversial treatment of women in the clubs. The article kept Steinem from regular work as a reporter for the next five years until she landed a job at New York magazine in 1968. In 1969 her fame escalated, and she became a leader of second-wave feminism with the publication of her article “After Black Power, Women’s Liberation.”

During the 1970s, Steinem used her fame to give testimonies on women’s rights at a variety of forums and to work for women’s political rights at the national level. In May 1970 she testified at the Senate hearings on the Equal Rights Amendment. She also helped to found the National Women’s Political Caucus (NWPC) in 1971, delivering the “Address to Women of America” in which she equated feminism to humanism: “Sex and race because they are easy and visible differences have been the primary ways of organizing human beings into superior and inferior groups and into the cheap labor on which this system still depends. We are talking about a society in which there will be no roles other than those chosen or those earned. We are really talking about humanism” (“Address to the Women of America” 2009). In 1972 she cofounded Ms. magazine, where she served as editor for 15 years and remains a consulting editor.

Steinem has remained heavily involved in human rights and journalism since the 1970s. In 1984, she was arrested for disorderly conduct outside the South African embassy while protesting the apartheid system. Steinem has also written several books and continues to write a variety of books and articles on self-esteem, Marilyn Monroe (1926–1962), and her personal experiences. Steinem has also publicly spoken about her battles with breast cancer and trigeminal neuralgia. She has produced or narrated several documentaries, including Multiple Personalities: The Search for Deadly Memories and a film about the death penalty. She founded multiple organizations, including the Women’s Action Alliance, Voters for Choice, Choice USA, the Women’s Media Center, and the Take Our Daughters to Work Day (the first national day devoted to girls).

Steinem has received multiple honors, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2013, induction into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 1993, a National Gay Rights Advocates Award, the Ceres Medal and Society of Writers Award from the United Nations, and a number of honorary degrees. Steinem lives in New York City.

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Stewart, Martha (1941–)

Writer and television personality Martha Helen Kostyra Stewart gained fame for building a business empire from her engagement in cooking, decorating, and crafting, all pursuits previously discounted as feminine and therefore valueless. Her company, Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, was created to encompass broadcasting, publishing, and merchandising.

Born in Jersey City, New Jersey, on August 3, 1941, Stewart was the second of six children born to a middle-class family of Polish heritage. At age 15, she began her television career by appearing in a commercial for Unilever. In college she supplemented her income by modeling. Throughout her early life, she learned cooking, sewing, and gardening tips from her mother and other family members. She attended Barnard College in New York, where she met and married Andrew Stewart, who earned a degree from Yale Law School. After their 1961 wedding, Martha Stewart returned to Barnard to graduate with a double major in history and architectural history. Their daughter Alexis was born in 1965.

The Stewarts moved to an 1805-era farmhouse in Westport, Connecticut. Martha found that she had a passion for restoration and decor. In 1976, she began a catering business in her basement with a friend. Stewart ultimately bought the business. She was also hired to manage a local gourmet food store before opening her own shop.

Stewart’s first book, Entertaining, was released in 1982. She published several more books on cooking and entertaining in quick succession as well as magazine articles and newspaper columns about homemaking and gracious living. She also appeared on television shows hosted by Oprah Winfrey and Larry King.

Martha and Andrew Stewart divorced in 1990, the year she contracted to develop and serve as editor in chief for a new magazine, Martha Stewart Living. She hosted a daily television program based on her magazine, appeared as a contributor to The Early Show on CBS, and was the star of holiday TV specials, each focusing on decorating, crafting, or cooking.

In 1997 with the assistance of investors, Stewart launched Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia to encompass broadcasting, print, and merchandising ventures. Martha by Mail was launched the same month as a catalog business. In 1999, Stewart became the first self-made female billionaire in the United States when Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia went public on the New York Stock Exchange.

In June 2003, Stewart was indicted on charges of securities fraud and obstruction of justice related to insider trading concerning a stock called ImClone. In March 2004 after a six-week jury trial, she was found guilty, fined, and sentenced to a five-month term in a federal correctional facility. She worked at a prison job and was well liked among inmates. Around midnight on March 4, 2005, she was released with a two-year period of supervised release via electronic monitoring. Many pundits and “Martha-haters” predicted that the jail term would be the end of her empire.

After release from prison, Stewart gained many new admirers for her dignity throughout the ordeal, and ultimately her company regained its success with Stewart at the helm. She diligently staged a comeback, becoming involved again at Martha Stewart Living, expanding her Martha Stewart Everyday line at Kmart, returning to daytime television with The Martha Stewart Show, and publishing new books, including The Martha Rules: 10 Essentials for Achieving Success as You Start, Build, or Manage a Business. In 2006, her talk show was nominated for six Daytime Emmy Awards, including Best Host and Best Show.

Subsequent endeavors included a home construction venture with prices for houses ranging from the $200,000s to the $400,000s. She introduced an upscale line of housewares exclusively for Macy’s department stores. A partnership with E & J Gallo Winery produced wines under the Martha Stewart Vintage label. She contracted with Costco stores for the Kirkland Signature line of fresh and frozen foods, and she introduced a line of products at Wal-Mart stores.

Stewart has hosted television programs on PBS and the Hallmark Channel, has appeared on NBC’s Law & Order: Special Victims Unit, and has the Internet websites Martha Up Close and Personal and marthastewart.com. Stewart’s remarkable success should be attributed to both her business acumen and her ability to take seriously fields of endeavor previously dismissed as “female” and thus unworthy of entrepreneurial attention.

Nancy Hendricks
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Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day

Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day is a nonprofit educational program that promotes adults taking children to work one day a year. Its goal is to show children between the ages of 8 and 18 the opportunities available in the work world. The event began in 1992 as Take our Daughters to Work Day to encourage girls and young women to think of themselves as part of the world of waged work.

The Ms. Foundation for Women and its president, Marie Wilson, and the foundation’s founder, Gloria Steinem, originally conceived the idea in 1992. After reading research published by psychologist Carol Gilligan on girls’ loss of self-esteem in adolescence, they felt that a program was needed to help boost confidence in young women. Intended to launch in New York City only, Parade magazine published an article about the event and its goals, helping to launch it nationally. The first Take Our Daughters to Work Day took place on Thursday, April 22, 1993. Participation grew rapidly, and by 1996 over 5 million parents and girls in 14 countries participated in that year’s event. The event responds to cultural realities about girls and how they often begin to lag in academic achievement as they enter adolescence. Also, the event aimed to suggest to girls that they might aspire to more than traditional pink-collar jobs.

The founders intended to have a program for boys called Take Our Boys Home Day, or Sons Day, to educate boys on the work traditionally done in the home by women, but it never materialized. Instead, many men called for boys to be included in the workplace program, and corporate and governmental sponsors also insisted on it before offering their financial support. Therefore, in 2003 the program officially began to include boys and was renamed Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day. Supporters noted that taking both boys and girls to a variety of workplaces would enhance flexibility with regard to traditional gender roles. In July 2007 the Ms. Foundation decided to transition the program to the newly created Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Foundation so that the Ms. Foundation could turn its attention to other ways of encouraging girls’ voices and leadership.

The event is sponsored by the Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Foundation, which operates the event in the United States, Canada, and Australia, though children in other countries can participate as well. In the United States, Take Our Daughters and Sons to Work Day occurs on the fourth Thursday in April, which is traditionally a school day. This scheduling is done purposefully so that children can make connections between what they learn in school and how it applies to work. The foundation also offers lesson plans and a tool kit to teachers to help facilitate discussion in the classroom the day after the event. Currently, an estimated 3.5 million U.S. employers and 39 million children and adults participate.

Marie Wilson, former president of the Ms. Foundation, has said the following about the success of the program:

The event taught me an important lesson about change: Far too often we tell or hear people saying something needs changing, but we don’t give them the tools, not even one tiny step, they can take to make that change. That was the ultimate beauty [of] Take Our Daughters; we gave people a specific action to take, and believe me, many of the hosts were as affected as the girls they hosted. It’s why this event has worked through the years. (Wilson 2013)

The foundation creates a theme for each year and acts as a coordination center for participating schools, parents, and workplaces. It also encourages all adults, not just parents, to bring a child into their workplace for a day. In 2015, the White House expanded its program based on this idea. A month prior to the event, President Barack Obama released a video in which he announced that the White House, in collaboration with the Boys and Girls Club of Greater Washington and the D.C. Child and Family Services Agency, would open the event beyond the children of White House employees and include children in need from the community. He challenged other workplaces to do the same.
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Taylor v. Louisiana (1975)

Taylor v. Louisiana (419 U.S. 522 [1975]) was a decision by the U.S. Supreme Court that addressed the constitutionality of a Louisiana law that effectively excluded women from the jury pool. In an 8 to 1 ruling, the Court, in a decision authored by Justice Byron R. White, invalidated the Louisiana statute. The decision broadened the jury pool in Louisiana to fully include women, thus removing any constraints on their jury participation nationwide.

The case came to the Supreme Court after the Louisiana Supreme Court upheld the statute. The facts of the case were straightforward, and the case represented a direct challenge to the statutory policy of Louisiana concerning jury service. The appellant, Billy Taylor, was charged with aggravated kidnapping. He was indicted by a grand jury, and before his trial, scheduled to begin in April 1972, got under way, his lawyers asked the trial court to quash the indictment, arguing that the pool for the jury systematically excluded women, thus depriving him, as his request put it, of a “fair trial by jury of a representative segment of the community.” The motion was denied, and Taylor was tried, convicted, and sentenced to death.

At the time of the original trial in 1972, women were only included in the pool of jurors if they had previously filed with the clerk of court in the parish in which they lived a notice of their desire to serve on a jury. This provision had the practical effect of eliminating women from the pool of jurors, despite the fact that based on the state’s population they represented a majority of the potential jurors. In fact, there were only 12 women among the 1,800 persons who had been in the jury pool from December 8, 1971, to November 3, 1972, in the parish in which Taylor was tried in April 1972. Taylor’s lawyers appealed to the Louisiana Supreme Court, arguing that the effective exclusion of women from the jury was a violation of the constitutionally guaranteed right to a trial by a jury of his peers. The court rejected the appeal. Taylor’s attorneys sought review by the U.S. Supreme Court, arguing that his right to a jury of his peers as guaranteed by the Sixth Amendment as applied to the states by the Fourteenth Amendment had been infringed.

The Court agreed to hear the case, and with William M. King representing Taylor and Kendall L. Vick making the case for the State of Louisiana, it was argued before the Supreme Court on October 16, 1974. On January 21, 1975, the Court announced its decision. The ruling was 8 to 1, with Justice White writing the majority opinion for the Court. Chief Justice Warren Burger concurred in the result but wrote a separate opinion, and Justice William Rehnquist dissented.

White’s opinion represented a change from the Court’s previous approach as well as a response to the changing social landscape, and it made clear that this decision represented an overruling of the Court’s previous decision in Hoyt v. Florida (368 U.S. 57 [1961]). The court rejected the argument that male defendants could be fairly tried by an all-male jury as well as the argument that women occupied a special role in society that would be disrupted by serving on juries. The Court determined that “the selection of a … jury from a representative cross section of the community is an essential component of the Sixth Amendment right to a jury trial.” White noted that a representative jury increased confidence in the system, and with a solid majority of the eligible jurors being women, the Court could find no reason why they should not be fully included. While acknowledging that certain exceptions could be made, the justices found the wholesale omission of such a majority a direct contradiction of the guarantee of the Sixth Amendment. In contrast, in his dissent Rehnquist argued that notwithstanding the lack of women on the jury, Taylor had received a fair trial, and consequently Hoyt v. Florida should not be overturned. In the end, Taylor v. Louisiana removed the final obstacle to female participation on American juries, opening up the responsibility of jury service to all Americans without regard to gender.

William H. Pruden III
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Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972

Often associated exclusively with sports participation, Title IX, a law that formed part of the 1972 Education Amendments Act, banned sex discrimination at all levels of formal education. Since its passage, Title IX has overcome several challenges including strong opposition from the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA). The government set up guidelines for schools to follow to prove compliance, and statistics revealed that the law created remarkable opportunities for females in both athletic and scholarly pursuits. In spite of the gains that Title IX helped produce, however, the law fell short of bringing about equality.

Senator Birch Bayh and Congresswoman Edith Green cosponsored the bill in the U.S. Congress. Green asked leaders of women’s organizations not to testify before Congress or hold rallies in support of the legislation, because she believed that these publicity-generating activities would result in public and congressional resistance to the bill. Her low-profile strategy worked. The bill passed with little opposition. However, soon after its passage, Title IX was challenged. The NCAA argued that even if the institution accepted federal funds, the law should only apply to specific programs within the institution that were directly funded with federal funds. Colleges and other educational institutions were generally trying to protect the amount of money they spent on men’s football, basketball, and other sports. Since most high school and college sports programs were rarely funded with federal funds, acceptance of the NCAA’s argument would have exempted most sports programs from the Title IX mandate. The NCAA’s challenge ultimately led to Grove City College v. Bell (1984), a U.S. Supreme Court case that, based on the Court’s interpretation of the wording of the law, upheld the NCAA’s interpretation.

However, the NCAA’s victory was short-lived, because it was nullified by new congressional legislation four years later. In 1988 Congress passed the Civil Rights Restoration Act, which clarified the original intent of Title IX and stated that the law applied to all programs in institutions that accepted federal funds. Federally funded schools that did not abide by Title IX faced lawsuits and the loss of federal funds. Since 1979, the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare had established a three-pronged test that required schools to demonstrate compliance in at least one of the prongs. One option for schools was to show that male and female sports participation was proportional to the student body. A second option was for schools to show that they were in the process of program expansion that would include more female participation. The third option was for schools to show that enough sports programs existed to meet female interest levels.

Statistics revealed that female participation in sports greatly increased after the passage of Title IX. In 1971, fewer than 8 percent of females participated in high school sports. However, by 1997, female high school athletes accounted for more than 40 percent of the student population. In colleges, the percentage rose from 15 percent before Title IX to 41 percent after Title IX. Women also made great gains in academics. Since the 1970s, the gender gap in academic disciplines in public schools began to narrow. Title IX also promoted gender-neutral access to colleges and professional programs. By 1979, seven years after the passage of Title IX, for the first time in American history women in colleges outnumbered men. In general, critics of Title IX complained that the law was unfair to men, because giving women opportunities resulted in fewer opportunities for men.

In 1992, the Supreme Court expanded the coverage of Title IX when it ruled that sexual harassment created situations that deprived students of education. Therefore, the ruling made schools responsible for taking reasonable measures to prevent sexual harassment. Furthermore, other possible impediments to education that schools had to contend with included pregnancy, parental status, and marital status. Although Title IX evolved to provide women with greater equality, inequalities remained. For example, female sports participation increased, but female sports programs were given smaller budgets than male sports programs. Also, the educational gap has narrowed, but women’s participation in math and science fields still lags behind men. Women tremendously benefited from Title IX, but greater opportunities did not translate to equality.

Rolando Avila
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Billie Jean King’s Speech on Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 (2000)

Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 protects people from discrimination based on sex in education programs or activities that receive federal financial assistance. In 2000, Billie Jean King gave the commencement address at the University of Massachusetts wherein she discussed the importance of Title IX to women’s sports.

Thank you, thank you. To those of you who are going on to graduate school, good luck. And to those of you who are not, bad luck. For now, reality sets in. The last three weeks I’ve asked people to remember who spoke at their graduation, and what do they remember? 99 percent cannot remember the name of the speaker or what they said. Not one thing that they said. So you’d better not let me down today. My name is Billie Jean King!

June 23, 1972. Title IX. It was the first time a woman ever got an athletic scholarship to college. In 1972. Men had been getting them for over 100 years. You can be proud to be at the University of Massachusetts here at Amherst because you are among a handful of institutions that are fully compliant with Title IX. And the University achieves this in women’s sports while not reducing any sports from the men’s program. That is awesome, because only a handful of universities throughout this country are in compliance. So I thank you very much for that.

Without Title IX, our women would have never won the gold medals in the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta. We won softball. We won women’s gymnastics. We won basketball. And we won soccer. And last year we won the World Cup in soccer for the women because of Title IX.

I’ll fast forward. Now we’re in 1973. We were just in 1972. Title IX, remember?

Now we’re in 1973. Let me set the stage. We’re at the height of the women’s movement. We were not burning bras, but wanting equal opportunity for women and men. Vietnam was finally calming down, we just passed Roe v. Wade, Watergate was heating up, we had no microwaves, we had no faxes, we had no cable TV, and personal computers? Forget it! Hadn’t been thought of. Women were making 59 cents on the dollar in 1973, and the reason I played Bobby Riggs is because Margaret Court, the number-one player in the world that year, from Australia, had lost to him, on Mother’s Day. It was called the Mother’s Day Massacre. She lost so badly that I finally had to play the hustler Bobby Riggs, the former number-one tennis player in the world. And that match was not about tennis; it was about social change. It was about changing the hearts and minds of people to believe that women could chew gum and walk at the same time. That we deserved an opportunity to compete, an opportunity to play. We deserved it. Now we’re up to 75 cents on the dollar. Such a deal. We deserve a 25-cent discount every time we go shopping.

And the young men who experienced that match back in 1973, I call you the first generation of men of the women’s movement. You are the first generation of men who insist that their daughters have equal opportunities with their sons. And the most important words that have helped me in life when things have gone right or when things have gone wrong are “accept responsibility.”

“Accept responsibility.”

And I’ll give you an idea. Like in tennis, every ball that comes to me is a decision. Every ball that comes to me is a decision. Do I slice it, do I hit cross-court, do I hit topspin, do I hit sidespin, do I lob? What do I do? But I have to accept responsibility for that. And that’s where sports teaches us to put it on the line, so to speak, and live it. And here remember one thing. It’s everyone’s responsibility to lead, to honor, and to fight, for everyone’s basic rights, for equality. Regardless of our gender, our age, our race, our religion, our appearance, sexual orientation or our abilities.

Source: Billie Jean King, UMASS Amherst Commencement Address, May 21, 2000. Courtesy of Billie Jean King Enterprises, Inc.



United Nations Commission on the Status of Women

The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women (UNCSW) is a branch of the United Nations (UN), based in New York City. The UN is an international organization founded in 1945 to foster international peace.

Along with peacekeeping missions and disaster relief, the UN works to promote human rights. This includes gender equality and the advancement of women. The UN Commission on the Status of Women is a branch of the UN Economic and Social Council. In addition to holding World Conferences on the Status of Women in 1975, 1980, 1985, and 1995, CSW delegates meet annually to evaluate progress on gender equality.

The UNCSW was organized to promote the civil, economic, educational, political, and social rights of women, including equal pay for equal work. It first met in 1947. Throughout its history, the group has differed from other UN branches by preserving a majority of women delegates. During its first session, the UNCSW declared that its guiding principles would be (1) to raise the status of women, irrespective of nationality, race, language or religion, to equality with men in all fields of human enterprise; and (2) to eliminate all discrimination against women whether in legal statutes or in the interpretation of the law.

The 15 original delegates of the UNCSW represented Australia, the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic, the People’s Republic of China, Costa Rica, Denmark, France, Guatemala, India, Mexico, Syria, Turkey, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the United Kingdom, the United States, and Venezuela.

The American delegate, Dorothy Kenyon (1888–1972), had previously served on the League of Nations Committee for the Study of the Status of Women. She was named to represent the United States on the UNCSW from its inception in 1947. In 1950 she was attacked by U.S. senator Joseph McCarthy (R-WI) as a “radical” as part of the conservative House Un-American Committee. After calling McCarthy a “lowdown worm,” she was defended by the press and public figures such as Eleanor Roosevelt. However, the ordeal tarnished Kenyon’s reputation, and she did not receive another appointment.

From 1947 to 1962, the UNCSW focused on setting standards and presenting international conferences to raise global awareness of women’s issues. The UNCSW contributed to drafting the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, arguing successfully against using the word “men” as a synonym for all humanity, as in “the rights of men.” The UNCSW succeeded in making UN language more inclusive.

To support its work with data, the UNCSW launched a worldwide assessment of the status of women covering the political and legal standing of women worldwide. The UNCSW also sponsored international conferences such as the Convention on the Political Rights of Women in 1953. This gathering initiated the first international law recognizing political rights of women. It was also responsible for putting forward the first international study of women’s rights in marriage.

In 1963, the UN General Assembly asked the UNCSW to draft a declaration, “Elimination of Discrimination against Women,” that the assembly adopted in 1967 to consolidate standards on women’s rights. This was followed by “Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,” also drafted by the UNCSW, in 1979.

As part of its 25th anniversary celebration in 1972, the UNCSW recommended designating an International Women’s Year. The proposal was endorsed by the UN General Assembly to draw attention to women’s contributions to peace as well as their progress toward equality with men. In 1975, the First World Conference on Women was held in Mexico City. This was followed by the designation of 1976–1985 as the “UN Decade for Women: Equality, Development, and Peace.”

The Second World Conference on Women was held in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1980; the Third World Conference was in Nairobi, Kenya, in 1985; and the Fourth was in Beijing, China, in 1995. The Beijing Conference received worldwide recognition when a speech by former U.S. first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton included the rallying call “Human rights are women’s rights and women’s rights are human rights.”

The UNCSW continues to implement policies promoting the worldwide advancement of women, gender equality, and the prevention of violence against women and girls.

Nancy Hendricks
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Vietnam War, Women (1955–1975)

Relatively little official data exists about women veterans of the Vietnam War, reflective of societal assumptions about war as an exclusively male affair and the overwhelmingly male military establishment. The Vietnam Women’s Memorial Foundation estimates that about 11,000 American women served over the course of the war, while the Department of Defense puts the number at 7,465. In addition to these military women, an indefinite number of civilian women served in Vietnam on behalf of the Red Cross, the United Service Organizations (USO), and other humanitarian organizations or as correspondents for various news organizations. Finally, the war touched the lives of American women at home: wives, girlfriends, and mothers of military personnel and those active in the antiwar movement.

The overwhelming majority of American military women served as military nurses. Unlike male doctors, many of whom were drafted, the nurses were volunteers, ranging from recent college graduates to seasoned career women. Most were white, middle or working class, Christian, and daughters of men who had served in World War II, and most were in their 20s. Members of the Army Nurse Corps arrived in Vietnam as early as 1956 to help train the South Vietnamese in nursing skills. As American involvement increased, so did the need for nurses, and in 1965 the U.S. Army began an active recruiting campaign. The nurses had to be at least 21 years of age, and they served 1-year tours in Vietnam as commissioned officers. Before their assignment, army nurses attended basic training for eight weeks. Navy nurses were required to serve 2 years in the nurse corps, and air force nurses received two months of flight training.

Though technically noncombatants, nurses often operated in the thick of combat. Army nurses were stationed in hospitals throughout South Vietnam, where they cared not just for American military personnel but also for North Vietnamese prisoners of war and Vietnamese civilians. Navy nurses served on hospital ships off the coast, while air force nurses cared for patients on evacuation flights and at casualty staging facilities. All medical personnel worked long, grueling shifts, often in dangerous conditions. Nurses frequently dealt with men just minutes after they had been hit, making triage decisions about who should receive medical attention first, who could wait, and who was beyond saving. Nurses also undertook routine surgical procedures and closings, jobs they could not have done at home.

In interviews and memoirs, women veterans recall the total experience of the war as the worst and the best of times. They mention the stress and exhaustion but also the strong bonds that developed among the medical teams. Off duty, they socialized, shared stories of home, and helped each other forget the horrors of war. Many women confess that they soon began to question the validity of war in the face of so much death. Women also experienced pressure from the men they encountered, who expected them to be available for dating and sex. Nurse veterans also reported incidents of rape. All of these pressures led some to turn to alcohol and drugs, and although not reflected in the official records, some veterans committed suicide. And like their male counterparts, many women veterans experienced symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder after their return home.

The Women’s Army Corps (WAC) arrived in Vietnam in 1964 to help the South Vietnamese organize their own women’s army corps; they were later assigned to clerical and administrative positions in the American command centers. Enlisted women generally worked as stenographers and typists, while officers held jobs in areas such as personnel, logistics, and public information. A total of 700 WACs served in the war. Similarly, the more than 500 Women in the Air Force (WAFs) provided administrative and technical support to the Seventh Air Force in Vietnam. Resistance to women’s presence, however, persisted, and the Seventh Air Force maintained a ceiling on the number of WAFs until 1970. Finally, 9 Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES)—all officers—served in the war, and another 36 Women Marines (WMs) provided administrative support, starting in 1967.

These experiences in Vietnam set in motion forces that transformed the role of women in the military. Furthermore, the abolition of the draft in 1973, partly a result of the powerful antiwar movement, resulted in the need to fully utilize the skills of female volunteers. The influence of the feminist movement and federal court rulings barring sexual discrimination in the military further augmented these dynamics, resulting in increased opportunities for female soldiers in training and education and in the field. The proportional numbers of women in the military increased from less than 2 percent in 1972 to over 8 percent in 1980.

After the war the Veterans Administration (VA) did not extend support services for women and rarely informed women veterans of benefits available to them. Women also were ignored in studies about the impact of Agent Orange even though the health hazards resulting from exposure, such as cancer and birth defects, are greater for women. In response, nurse veterans organized to bring attention to the gender-specific issues of women veterans. The Vietnam Veterans Association Women’s Project, launched in 1979, helped focus attention on women veterans of the war, sparking congressional hearings in 1983 to investigate the VA for its failure to reach out to women. The Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project was incorporated in 1984 to promote the healing of women veterans. Its efforts resulted in adding the names of eight women veterans who died in the Vietnam War to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. A separate bronze Vietnam Women’s Memorial was dedicated to them in November 1993, depicting three women tending to a wounded soldier.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Vietnam War: Captain Rhona Marie Knox Prescott’s Letter to Her Deceased Comrade (1991)

In 1991, Captain Rhona Marie Knox Prescott, who served in the Army Nurse Corp in Vietnam, wrote the following letter to Eleanor Grace Alexander, an army nurse who was killed in a plane crash in Vietcong territory in 1967.

July 7, 1991

Dear Eleanor,

This letter was begun in December, 1968, meant for your Mother, but never completed. She died about two years ago. I wrote your brother over Christmas, 1989, but it is you to whom I must speak.

We met in Qui Nhon, June 29, 1967. You outranked me by a few months, you, “supernurse”, the backbone of the O.R. there. Our supervisor, the Major, seemed to have some problems, the main one being her absence during the “pushes”. So you and I informally worked it out that we would alternately function as supervisor. I thought you were top notch; you never got rattled, never made mistakes, even managed to look well groomed. I, on the other hand, struggled daily with the tattered lives before me, with my anger and with my frustration and with my frizzy hair. How did you keep it together? You know, the guys really leaned on you. You and I triaged, organized, drove the men and prayed. I screamed at people but you didn’t. I really admired your strength and envied it.

You told me many times though, that you wished you had the chance to do what I did before Qui Nhon—work under tents, get the casualties right off the choppers; be in the middle of the heat. When they assigned me to the emergency surgical team, you wanted my spot. We were to be available 24 hours a day, while on that team. When they called but couldn’t find me, you grabbed my gear and jacket, and went in my place to Pleiku, near the intense fighting and lots of casualties. When I found out I was secretly glad for you.

Six weeks later, after the mission was over, your plane went down while coming back to Qui Nhon. It was so windy that day. Ironically, I was in a plane on the same flight pattern behind you. You crashed into a mountain deep in v.c. territory. There were bullet holes in the fuselage. Days later, after the monsoon rain let up and the area was secured, your body was recovered. At least you weren’t taken prisoner. Did you die instantly? Were you in pain? What did you think?

I couldn’t keep it together to go to the memorial service. My way of coping was to get tranquilizers. After I took all the pills I slept and slept. Why did I survive and you die? Eleanor, I cry when I go to the Wall. I cry about your death. I think about it a lot, twenty-three years later. Was it God’s Will or did I screw up your destiny and along with it mine? I don’t know if I should feel sorry, guilty or what. Did I deprive you of life? Or did I recklessly allow you to live the experience of doing the ultimate in nursing, as part of that team? I wish I knew; maybe I don’t wish to know. You are a hero back in New Jersey. I think they even dedicated a little park to you.

I remember your bringing your “reel to reel” tape deck over to surgery for everyone to enjoy. I remember the song you played over and over … Roger Whittaker singing the lyrics, “That’s O.K., Rose would say. Don’t you worry none”. I think you felt those words. I didn’t think it was “O.K.” at all. Later, the Major couldn’t remember where the tape deck came from. No one would tell her. I lost composure … I screamed, silently, “how could she not know”.

As I marveled at your organization and inner peace, you envied my experience in that Clearing Company, doing surgery, I.V.’s, debridement, everything. You told me you wished you had the chance to do something like I did—really significant. I always thought that you did your job at the 85th better than I did at the 616th. Well, however it really was, Eleanor, you got your chance before you died. It was because of me … both of these things, you getting your chance and you dying, not really, I tell myself, but yet, really.

I am struggling, still trying to make an impact, imperfectly as ever. I must succeed in helping other survivors like me, and I must do it for you.

Your Friend,

Rhona

Source: Rhona Prescott to Elanor Grace Alexander, Veteran’s History Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, https://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp-stories/loc.natlib.afc2001001.01146/letter?ID=tx000.



Wages for Housework Campaign

Wages for Housework is a global campaign to bring attention to the unwaged labor of women, particularly with regard to housework and child care. The movement began in Italy in 1972 and came to the attention of American feminists by 1973.

Hailed as the first organized movement demanding recognition for domestic labor by women, the Wages for Housework Campaign began in Italy in the early 1970s. Women’s rights campaigner Selma James spearheaded it with her Padua-based Marxist feminist allies, who called themselves Lotta Femminista, meaning “Feminist Struggle.” The chief tenets of this movement were delineated in the book The Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community, which James coauthored with her fellow activist, Mariarosa Dalla Costa, in 1972. The Lotta Femminista activists, by employing Marxist theories, claimed that a capitalist society is established largely through the unwaged labor of women and that women are elemental to the production of labor power. Bolstering their claims with the help of statistics from the International Labor Organization, James and Dalla Costa asserted that while women perform two-thirds of the world’s work, they earn only 2 percent of the income generated from their labor. They also contended that housework remained woefully unpaid and unrecognized in contrast with industrial labor. According to James, patriarchy and capitalism collude to designate women as unwaged servants and that gender ideologies that define their work as selfless acts of nurturing take advantage of women. Through the Wages for Housework Campaign the Italian feminists demanded the recognition of female domestic labor so as to create economic compensation. Additionally, the campaigners sought to include women’s unwaged labor into the gross domestic product by urging the government to officially recognize housework as a profession.

It is no mere accident that the Wages for Housework Campaign emerged in the 1970s. In fact, the movement may be justifiably connected to the counterculture groups of the 1960s and 1970s in both Europe and America. Notably, owing to the radicalism of the times, the movement gained momentum and acceptance in the United States during the 1970s as an integral part of second-wave feminism. Both influenced by and influencing American feminism, this campaign joined the voices of feminists such as Betty Friedan, Kate Millett, and Shulamith Firestone, who challenged the confinement of women to domesticity and demanded educational and professional rights for women. Firestone in particular took the wages for housework idea seriously. She was a leading radical feminist, or a feminist who believed that current patriarchal systems needed replacing, not just modification. In 1967 she cofounded the New York Radical Feminists with Anne Koedt, author of the famed essay “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm.” Firestone objected to the notion that men were paid more because their wages represented a “family wage” to support their families, including stay-at-home wives and mothers. Unpaid family work, she argued, made women dependent and subordinate both socially and economically.

In 1973 Silvia Federici, inspired by James and the Italian campaign, initiated the wages for housework group in the United States, called the Wages for Housework Committee, headquartered in Brooklyn, New York. Like its Italian counterpart, this campaign demanded wages for domestic work, healthy work conditions, and reproductive rights for women. While the demand for wages for housework did not achieve direct success, this movement has had a powerful impact on feminist discourses in both Europe and America.

Inspired by James’s endeavors, a number of autonomous groups emerged during the 1970s, including Black Women for Wages for Housework and Wages Due Lesbians. In the 21st century fewer and fewer American women are full-time housewives and homemakers, because women have more opportunity in education and the workplace and fewer families can afford a full-time unwaged domestic worker. Nonetheless, the 2010 U.S. census found 5.2 million stay-at-home mothers, compared to 210,000 men. Interest in the fundamental worth of housework remains. Recent studies suggest that if paid for all her work, depending upon her skill level, the average housewife would earn between $50,000 and $120,000.

Swathi Krishna S
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Walker, Alice (1944–)

Novelist, poet, and nonfiction writer Alice Walker won both a National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for her novel The Color Purple. Walker is also a social justice and antiwar activist.

Walker was born in Georgia in 1944. Her mother Minnie Lou Tallulah Grant worked as a maid, and her father Willie Lee Walker was a sharecropper. Alice Walker was the last of eight children and grew up in relative poverty. White society in postwar Georgia was racially segregated and deeply racist. An accident with a gun wielded by her brother left Walker blind in one eye when she was eight years old. She later said that the injury helped her ability to really see people. Walker entered Spelman College in 1961 and then transferred to Sarah Lawrence College and graduated in 1965. At Spelman Walker met historian Howard Zinn, who encouraged her lifelong interest in social justice and civil rights. Walker also met Martin Luther King Jr. while she was at Spelman, which led her to the 1963 March on Washington. While at Sarah Lawrence, Walker wrote her first book of poetry.
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Though Alice Walker is most famous for writing The Color Purple, she has written numerous novels and poetry collections. She is also an important social justice activist. Walker’s deft touch with the issues facing women, particularly black women, makes her one of modern America’s great writers. (AP Photo)

After graduation Walker joined black civil rights activists in Mississippi, registering black voters and working for welfare and children’s rights programs. She next took an editing job with Ms. magazine, where her article on Zora Neale Hurston rescued the writer’s work from obscurity. American literary critics point to the revival of Hurston’s work as the moment that opened doors for a number of contemporary black female writers, including Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, and Walker herself.

In 1967 Walker married Melvyn Leventhal, a civil rights attorney. The couple moved from New York to Mississippi, becoming the first legal interracial couple in that state. The Ku Klux Klan, an extremist and racist hate and terrorist group, objected to Walker’s presence in the state, as did other racists, who harassed and threatened Walker and Leventhal. The couple divorced in 1976.

In 1971 Walker published her first novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland. Her protagonist, Grange Copeland, was a sharecropper like Walker’s father. Other well-reviewed novels followed, but Walker attained fame with the 1982 publication of The Color Purple. A Pulitzer Prize for Fiction followed the next year, as did a National Book Award. Steven Spielberg’s adaptation of the book, which starred Whoopie Goldberg and Oprah Winfrey, consolidated Walker’s status as a cultural icon. Set in 1930s Georgia, the novel explores the life and troubles of a young black woman named Celie, oppressed by both sexism and racism. The book also explores the dynamics of internalized oppression while also challenging normative gender conventions. In The Color Purple, as in other Walker novels, black female protagonists challenge accepted ideas about gender by resisting male dominance and authoring their own lives. Reacting to the reality that mainstream feminism did a poor job of including black women and wanting to encourage black women to think of themselves as liberated, Walker coined the term “womanism” as a means for the inclusion of all women in the contemporary women’s rights movement.

In 1984 Walker cofounded Wild Tree Press, a publication house that publishes books by and about all types of women, focusing on works that take a feminist point of view. Walker also created a website that functions as a clearinghouse for her multiple social justice activities. Walker uses her fame to promote social justice for a wide variety of oppressed peoples. In 2003 Walker, Maxine Hong, and other women were arrested at an International Women’s Day march to protest the Iraq War. Walker and other feminist protesters took the radical position that women in Iraq had as much right to life as did women in America.

In the 1990s, Walker had a romantic relationship with songwriter and performer Traci Chapman. In 2013, Prathiba Parmar released a documentary film of Walker’s life called Beauty in Truth. Over the course of her life, Walker has published 13 novels and short story collections as well as 9 poetry collections and 11 works of nonfiction.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Weeks v. Southern Bell Telephone & Telegraph Company (1969)

The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals decision Weeks v. Southern Bell Telephone & Telegraph Company (408 F. 2d 228 [1969]) shaped the interpretation of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The court established the primacy of the federal statute as it related to state laws, guaranteeing maximum protection for the equal employment rights of women.

The facts of the case were clear. Barbara Weeks had been an employee of Southern Bell for 19 years. Having often worked a second job to support her extended family as well as provide for her children’s education, on March 17, 1966, she submitted an application for the posted position of switchman, a job that offered a substantive increase in pay. However, on April 17 her application was returned, accompanied by a letter informing her that the company had decided not to assign women to the switchman’s job. The expressed reason for this decision was the fact that while the job primarily consisted of turning on and off electrical switches, which required no special physical abilities, it did occasionally require a switchman to lift items heavier than 30 pounds. Georgia was one of the states with a law prohibiting women from holding jobs that required the lifting of items heavier than 30 pounds. Thus, Southern Bell felt justified in its refusal to consider Weeks for the switchman job. The state took further refuge in the federal law that allowed states to provide for such exceptions if they were based on “bona fide occupational qualifications.”

On June 2, 1966, Weeks filed a written but unsworn charge with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). A representative of the EEOC secured a sworn charge from Weeks, and after an investigation of the facts and the job responsibilities involved, the EEOC determined that there was reasonable cause to believe that Southern Bell had violated the Civil Rights Act. On April 19, 1967, Weeks was advised that conciliation efforts with Southern Bell had failed and that she had 30 days in which to file suit. As provided by the statute, the district court relieved Weeks of the payment of costs and appointed an attorney to represent her. A suit was filed on May 18, 1967. When the company sought a dismissal of the case, the district court upheld the EEOC’s procedural actions, and Southern Bell appealed that ruling to the court of appeals. However, on the merits the district court found for Southern Bell, and so Weeks appealed that ruling.

The Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals took up the central issue of whether the job and its requirements fell under the bona fide exception provision. The company maintained that the state-sponsored lifting requirement legitimized its action, but the court said that the burden was on the state to show that the requirement upon which the company was relying was legitimately related to the work, thus justifying its exemption from the provisions of Title VII. While the court acknowledged that reasonable state protective legislation may constitute a bona fide occupational qualification, it also observed that EEOC guidelines specifically cited limits that were unreasonably low—and thus apt to limit opportunities for women—as examples of state efforts that were not acceptable. In this instance, the EEOC had in fact determined that they were too low, with Weeks offering evidence that not only was she able to perform the stated duties of the job but also that her clerical duties often required her to lift and transport her 34-pound typewriter.

The district court had found that the job of switchman was strenuous, but the court of appeals, finding that ruling to be vague, determined that state laws limiting women to jobs that required lifting under 25 or 30 pounds were not legitimate. Since the litigation had begun, Georgia had replaced the specific 25- to 30-pound limit with a broader definition that referred to “strains or undue fatigue.”

The Court of Appeals noted that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act was intended to put women on an equal footing, and Congress did not intend to go back on that promise. The district court’s ruling was reversed. A final effort by Southern Bell to have the case reheard was denied on March 28, 1969.

William H. Pruden III
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Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld (1975)

Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld is a U.S. Supreme Court case argued in 1975 in which the gender-based distinction of widower benefits was challenged. Prior to 1975, the provisions of Social Security Act 42 U.S.C. § 402(g) granted survivors’ benefits based on the earnings of a deceased husband/father both to his widow and to the couple’s minor children but granted benefits based on the earnings of a deceased wife/mother only to the minor children and not to the widower. Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld argued that the Social Security Act violated the right to equal protection secured by the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment, since it discriminated against female wage earners by giving them less protection for their survivors than was provided for male wage earners.

Stephen Wiesenfeld and Paula Polatschek were married on November 15, 1970. Paula taught mathematics at Edison High School in New Jersey, while Stephen worked in computer consulting. Paula’s earnings were the couple’s main source of support, as she made significantly more than her husband. For every year she worked, maximum social security contributions were deducted from her salary.

Two years after they married, Paula gave birth to their son, Jason Paul, on June 5, 1972. Tragically, Paula died in childbirth, leaving Stephen with sole responsibility for their son. Since he could not support Jason on his current earnings, Stephen took a higher-paying job with a computer firm and tried to arrange child care, which proved to be challenging. Soon afterward, Stephen applied at the Social Security Office in New Brunswick, New Jersey, for survivors’ benefits for himself and his son. He was able to obtain a death benefit and benefits for his son under 42 U.S.C. § 402(d). He also applied for an additional benefit, 42 U.S.C. § 402(g), often referred to as the “mother’s insurance benefit,” that is given to a parent whose spouse has died. However, he was told that he was not eligible for that benefit because it was only available to women.

After reading an article about the difficulties of widowers raising children, Stephen wrote a letter to the editor about his own situation. This caught the attention of Phyllis Zatlin Boring, founder of the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL). Boring connected Stephen to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) and its Women’s Rights Project, which at the time included a young lawyer named Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

With Ginsburg’s legal advice, Stephen filed suit in district court in New Jersey in February 1973, claiming jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. § 1331 on behalf of himself and all other widowers in similar situations. He wanted § 402(g) declared unconstitutional because it treated men and women differently as well as an injunction restraining the government from denying benefits under § 402(g) solely on the basis of sex. The three-judge district court ruled in favor of Weisenfeld. The federal government then appealed the decision and took the case to the Supreme Court.

At the Supreme Court, Ginsburg argued that Wiesenfeld’s experience showed “the reality that most laws which purport to give special help to women in fact strike against women like Paula Wiesenfeld who choose to be wives and mothers and, at the same time, to participate as equal individuals in the workforce.” Ultimately, the justices agreed with the district court that equal protection prohibits the state from regulating marriage in ways that reflect traditional ideas about gender roles. As a result, a unanimous eight-member Supreme Court overturned the provision of the Social Security Act that awarded survivor’s benefits to widows but not to widowers.

In its opinion, the Supreme Court stated that “given the purpose of enabling the surviving parent to remain at home to care for a child, the gender-based distinction of § 402(g) is entirely irrational…. It is no less important for a child to be cared for by its sole surviving parent when that parent is male rather than female.”

Deena Benjamin
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Welty, Eudora (1909–2001)

The winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Literature in 1973, author Eudora Welty wrote short stories and novels about the American South in which she was born and lived most of her life except for short sojourns to New York City and Europe. Welty was born in Jackson, Mississippi, on April 13, 1909. Her parents valued education for women, giving Welty support at home in the arts and the new technologies of the day, particularly photography.

After high school Welty attended the Mississippi State College for Women in Columbus and the University of Wisconsin, where she received her bachelor’s degree in English literature. Welty then moved to New York City to study advertising and business at the Columbia University School of Business. After she graduated in 1930 no work materialized, perhaps due to the Great Depression, so Welty returned to Jackson and lived and worked there for the rest of her life.

In Jackson, Welty found work writing for local radio stations and newspapers and eventually joined the Works Progress Administration as a junior publicity agent. Her work required her to record the history of Mississippi in interviews and photographs. In 1936 and 1937 those photographs were exhibited in New York. Also in 1936 Welty published her first short story, “Death of a Traveling Salesman,” in a literary magazine. Soon her short stories were appearing in the New Yorker alongside those of Dorothy Parker and James Thurber.

Welty collected a series of short stories into her first book, A Curtain of Green (1941), and parlayed that success into a position as a book reviewer for the New York Times. In 1949 she earned a Guggenheim Fellowship, annually awarded to advanced professionals in midcareer who have demonstrated exceptional capacity for productive scholarship or exceptional creative ability in the arts. Welty used the financial award to travel to France, England, Ireland, and Germany. She served as a resident lecturer at Oxford and at Cambridge and published The Ponder Heart while there. Jerome Chodorov and Joseph Fields adapted the novel into a Broadway play in 1956.

Welty returned home to Jackson to care for her elderly mother and two brothers in 1959. All three died within the next few years, and it was nearly a decade before she began writing and publishing again. The violence of racism affected Welty deeply, and in 1963 when civil rights leader Medgar Evers was assassinated in Welty’s hometown of Jackson, she wrote “Where Is the Voice Coming From?” The short story came from the perspective of the then unknown murderer, a voice unlike most of Welty’s other work.

In 1971 Welty published One Time, One Place, a collection of her photographs depicting the Great Depression. She continued publishing both short stories and novels and began amassing literary awards, including the Gold Medal for Fiction from the National Institute of Arts and Letters in 1972 and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for her novel The Optimist’s Daughter. Welty was also chosen as the first living writer to be published in the Library of America series.

In 1974 Welty returned to Italy and France but was back in the United States for the run of the play The Robber Bridegroom, a dramatization of her novel, on Broadway. In the early 1980s she lectured at Harvard University and eventually adapted her talks as a three-part memoir, One Writer’s Beginnings (1984).

Welty died on July 23, 2001, in her family home in Mississippi.

Rosanne Welch
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Women Against Pornography

Women Against Pornography (WAP) was an organization founded in 1979 to fight the spread of pornography. It is one of many antiporn groups organized by women. Other groups include Feminists Fighting Pornography, Women Against Violence Against Women (WAVAW), and Women Against Violence in Pornography and Media. Seeing the exploitation of women as a central tenet of pornography, many feminists believe that at its core pornography encourages violence against women. The efforts to suppress pornography have led to conflict with free speech advocates and the profitable pornography industry.

The WAP had its beginnings in the July 1977 decision by a group of prominent eastern feminists, influenced by the efforts of the WAVAW, to form its own antipornography group, the Women’s Anti-Defamation League. It differed from the WAVAW in focusing on combating pornography specifically, as opposed to WAVAV’s focus on sexual violence in the media.

In June 1979 the WAP opened its first office, a storefront on the edge of New York’s Times Square. Its early fundraising efforts were mixed, as the group found itself criticized and opposed by those who thought that its campaign encouraged censorship issues and made women seem overly victimized. However, a July 1979 appearance on The Phil Donahue Show, a popular afternoon talk show, of a small group led by Susan Brownmiller, did much to heighten the group’s visibility and establish its credibility. Brownmiller’s essay “Let’s Put Pornography Back in the Closet” established the movement’s core ideology: that freedom of speech and expression is central to American liberty, but a truly democratic society should not tolerate a culture of violence against and objectification of women. Further adding to its influence was the fact that the group’s leadership featured some of the major feminists, including Gloria Steinem, Robin Morgan, Adrienne Rich, and Shere Hite.

In the fall of 1979, the WAP organized an antipornography conference, a March on Times Square. Debates about the distinction between erotica and pornography that were at the center of the conference revealed both the challenges the group faced and the divisions within the feminist movement. In its effort to transform pornography into a feminist issue, the WAP ran twice-weekly tours through the Times Square peep show and dirty bookstore section hoping to raise consciousness and money while demonstrating the ways in which women were diminished by pornography. From 1979 to 1987 the WAP also published a semiannual newsletter, the WAP NewsReport.

In the early 1980s the WAP began to focus on lobbying and legislative efforts. One highly publicized aspect of the campaign was the effort of feminist leaders Andrea Dworkin and Catherine MacKinnon to address the issue through antipornography city ordinances. An initial proposal in Minneapolis was defeated in late 1983. However, in 1984 Indianapolis adopted the ordinance. The Feminist Anti-Censorship Taskforce (FACT) opposed the ordinances, and when the law was challenged in court FACT submitted a supportive brief signed by many prominent feminists, including Betty Friedan.

In 1986 Andrea Dworkin testified before Attorney General Edwin Meese’s Commission on Pornography that between 60 and 75 percent of female pornography workers are victims of family or sexual violence. Other feminists testified that women and girls are coerced into the pornography business by poverty and abuse. Moreover, by the 1980s pornography had become increasingly violent in its portrayal and treatment of women. Because the Meese Commission was supported by conservative groups, antipornography feminists found themselves in the politically awkward position of aligning themselves with people and policies not generally considered prowoman. Some feminists declared that in aligning with nonfeminists, antipornography feminists forfeited their right to call themselves feminists. The pornography debate within the movement led to what some pundits call the “Feminist Sex Wars” of the 1980s, when feminists divided over issues such as pornography, erotica, prostitution, and lesbianism.

In 1986 a federal district court ruled the Indianapolis ordinance unconstitutional, a ruling upheld by a court of appeals. These decisions proved to be the public death knell for the WAP while also putting a spotlight on the internal divisions in the feminist movement. The WAP officially survived until 1989, but as feminists turned their attention to other issues, such as abortion rights and job equality, which more directly impacted their lives, the spotlight on pornography as a feminist issue dimmed.

William H. Pruden III
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Women Involved in Farm Economics

Women Involved in Farm Economics (WIFE) treads a fine line between the feminist rhetoric and the patriarchal realities of American farming. The organization has not attempted radical reforms but has worked to improve prospects for the survival of the family farm. Politically active, WIFE seeks to engage local, state, and federal officials to enact farm policies that benefit the family farm.

On December 13, 1976, more than 70 women from three states met in Sidney, Nebraska, to found WIFE. These women were concerned about the crises of the 1970s: overproduction of food, low commodity prices, foreign competition, and the increasing shift from family farming to corporate agribusiness. As their first action, the women wrote a collective letter to President-elect Jimmy Carter, alerting him to their problems. They hoped that Carter, as someone from an agrarian background, would understand their issues.

WIFE countered traditional farm organizations by placing women in leadership positions. WIFE intended to give farm women an independent voice in politics and policy. The women who joined WIFE were generally already politically active. In the larger context, WIFE can be placed within the emerging women’s movement. WIFE believed that it could be more effective than traditional male organizations. Above all else, WIFE wanted to protect the family farm from the clutches of agribusiness, which it believed was ruining American agriculture. WIFE launched a campaign to lobby, educate, and promote awareness of its goals. From the outset WIFE was steeped in Jeffersonian and Jacksonian rhetoric that farmers were the chosen people of God and the family farm was the core of American democracy.

By the end of 1977 WIFE had chapters in eight states. Its members had testified before Congress, hosted radio and television programs, and worked with local, county, and state organizations in pursuit of their aims. In one sense WIFE could trace its activism back to the Grange, the Greenback Party, the Farmers’ Alliance, the People’s Party, the Farm Bureau Federations, and the Farmers’ Union.

The farm crises of the 1970s deepened in the 1980s as large farms bought foreclosed small farms and the number of American farms decreased. Farm supplies such as fertilizers and pesticides only increased the cost of farming, making it increasingly difficult for small family farms to compete against agribusiness. Compounding farmers’ problems, the Soviet Union flooded the United States with cheap grain. WIFE blamed policy makers for these crises.

In some respects WIFE found itself under siege. The American public did not want to pay more for food, preferring cheap, less nutritious, and sometimes even toxic monoculture-based processed foods sold to them by big business. In its attempt to win converts, WIFE members wrote letters to public officials and published articles in farm magazines. WIFE worried, quite accurately it turns out, that farm families could not pass down their farms to the next generation.

Critics have unfairly faulted WIFE for failing to reach out to traditional farm organizations. In return, some WIFE members have criticized male-led organizations for failing to improve the lot of family farms. WIFE promotes civil rights, environmentalism, welfare, and moderate feminism, though it has not pursued an alliance with other women’s groups. WIFE members acknowledge the interdependence of men and women who work family farms. WIFE celebrates the role of women in child care, cooking, gardening, sewing, and raising poultry. An inclusive movement, WIFE is eager to attract women of all ethnicities and classes to preserve the close-knit agrarian community. WIFE continues to be viable even though it has never collected dues. The organization has maintained ties with the land-grant universities and the agricultural extension services in the West and Midwest. The organization also avoids partisan politics by allying itself solely with neither the Democrat Party or the Republican Party, seeking support from both. WIFE believes that the erosion of the family farm will only encourage politicians to ignore them as their voting bloc becomes smaller and smaller. In recent decades the rise in popularity of organic food and ethically raised animals has provided family farms with a niche economy in an increasingly monoculture-focused industrial agribusiness-dominated food-production system.
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Women of All Red Nations

Women of All Red Nations (WARN) was founded by women from 300 different tribal groups in 1974 to provide an organizational clearinghouse for Native American women’s issues. Today there are WARN chapters all over the United States.

The 1960s and 1970s were a time of social and political awakenings, and within national civil rights movements women of color were making their voices heard. Large numbers of Native American women participated in the protests organized by the American Indian Movement (AIM), including Alcatraz in 1969 and Wounded Knee in 1973. They took on traditional tasks such as cooking and taking care of children as well as activist roles to reclaim the cultural and political autonomy of Native Americans in the United States. In these roles and to a degree influenced by the emergence of feminism nationally, Native American women developed an awareness of their distinctly gendered experiences as members of Indian nations. Out of these concerns emerged WARN’s first national meeting in Rapid City, South Dakota, in 1974.

WARN established a forum for politically active Native American women to speak with a collective voice about issues directly affecting women, their families, and their communities. They argued that the paternalistic colonialism of the federal Indian policies had different results for Indian men and women, evident in both reservation and urban Indian communities. Inadequate nutrition and health care had dire consequences for Native American women and children, impacting the long-term viability of Indian communities. Women also experienced higher levels of domestic violence and assault than the general population (as high as 39 percent in some groups), with violence generally resulting from poverty, unemployment, and substance abuse.

WARN, together with other Indian women’s organizations, also focused national attention on the widespread sterilization of Native American women in Indian Health Service hospitals without their informed consent. While exact numbers are not known, a federal study found that 4 of the 12 Indian Health Service regions sterilized women without their permission. Thirty-six girls under age 11 were sterilized after a court-ordered moratorium forbid the practice. By 1979, thousands—possibly tens of thousands—of American Indian women had been sterilized by the time the practice was brought to an end in 1979. In fact, a 1974 study found that women who were full-blooded tribal members were targeted for sterilization more than mixed-blood women.

From its beginning, WARN participated in international forums concerning colonialism, land struggles, energy resource protection, and the recognition of indigenous peoples’ rights worldwide. Its main priorities include the improvement of educational opportunities, health and medical care, resistance to violence against women, an end to stereotyping, support for Indian treaty rights, and protection of the environment. WARN played an instrumental role in stopping the uranium mining planned for the sacred Black Hills of South Dakota by building coalitions with non-Indians. WARN also conducted a health study of the water on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota; since then, federal funds have been allocated for the construction of a safe drinking water system. Issues relating to human health that are on the agenda include the epidemic of type II diabetes and the high incidence of fetal alcohol syndrome and fetal alcohol effects in Indian country. WARN member Winona LaDuke is an environmental activist of international reputation. She ran as a vice presidential candidate with Ralph Nader on the Green Party ticket in 1996 and 2000.

Today WARN continues its advocacy, predominantly through the efforts of women’s circles in local communities both on and off reservations. In many ways, it thus represents the continuation of traditional women’s societies. In a 1985 statement, WARN emphasized the responsibility of women to protect and ensure the rights of all Native American peoples, reflective of the tenuous connections between Indian women and feminism: “We are American Indian women, in that order. We are oppressed, first and foremost, as American Indians, as peoples colonized by the United States of America, not as women” (Mann and Patterson 2015, 289). In this, WARN joins many other groups of minority feminists who must balance their ideas and reforms in the face of multiple oppressions. Nonetheless, WARN works with mainstream feminist organizations such as the National Organization for Women and other minority women’s groups to improve opportunities not just for Native American women but for all American women.

Päivi H. Hoikkala
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Women of All Red Nations: Narratives of Two Indian Women Who Suffered Enforced Sterilization (1970s)

One of the base issues around which Women of All Red Nations (WARN) organized was the Indian Health Services policy of sterilizing native women without their permission. One federal study showed that from 1973 to 1976, a total of 3,406 Indian women were sterilized. In 1971, the attention that WARN and other advocacy groups brought to the issue caused the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to issue stricter regulations for hysterectomies. The following are excerpts of two women’s stories.

I had been sterilized at the age of eleven, at the IHS [Indian Health Service] hospital here in the early 1950s. I got married in the 1960s and I went to the doctor and he told me that I had a partial hysterectomy. [When I was a child] they were giving us vaccinations and mine got infected and a nurse came and gave me some kind of shot so I wouldn’t hurt. When I woke up my stomach was hurting and I was bleeding (Woman speaking on radio show, “Native America Calling,” 2002).

I was pregnant myself and I went to a public health service to deliver my baby. For one reason or another, I was not able to deliver it in a normal way. They delivered my child by caeserian [sic], that is all I remember. When I woke up the next day after the operation I was told that my child was born dead…. Besides this, they told me that I could not have any more children because they have had to sterilize me…. I was sterilized without my knowledge or without my agreement (Podarski, 1979: 11).

Source: Myla Vicente Carpio, “The Lost Generation: American Indian Women and Sterilization Abuse,” Social Justice Journal, http://www.socialjusticejournal.org/archive/98_31_4/98_05Carpio.pdf. Reprinted with permission.



Women’s Equity Action League

The Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL) was a national organization dedicated to improving the lives of women. Founded in 1968 in Cleveland, Ohio, by a group of women who felt that the National Organization for Women (NOW) was pursuing too radical an agenda, they focused on advancing educational and economic opportunities for women, using litigation to combat discrimination while working to get legislation enacted that would expand economic and educational opportunities for women.

The founders of WEAL were particularly put off by NOW’s support of abortion as well as the group’s use of picketing in pursuit of their goals. In contrast, when Elizabeth “Betty” Boyer of Cleveland, one of the group’s organizing members, was named its first president, the group quickly focused on the economic issues that were at the heart of its mission. Indeed, at its founding WEAL offered a clear statement of its goals and mission: full enforcement of existing antidiscrimination laws, correction of cases where de facto discrimination existed, and new legislation to prevent continued gender-based discrimination. WEAL also sought to promote opportunities, especially in schools that would better prepare females for advanced careers. In a strategy similar to that adopted a generation before by the NAACP, WEAL also intended to use all available lawful methods to impact the laws and the political process that limited women’s pay, promotions, and advancement among public or private employers.

WEAL representatives regularly appeared before congressional committees offering testimony on legislation dealing with issues relating to discrimination among federal contractors as well as gender discrimination in higher education. WEAL also began to expand, with members from 22 states by the end of 1969 and active chapters in 16 states by the end of 1971. That year also saw the creation of a legal arm of the organization, the WEAL Legal Defense and Education Fund, that pursued litigation on behalf of the group’s goals. In 1972 WEAL took its operations to another level, opening a national office in Washington, D.C., and contributing substantively to the lobbying effort that resulted in congressional passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. In the aftermath of the congressional passage, WEAL became actively involved in the ratification effort, mobilizing its growing network of state chapters in support of ratification. Following up on this effort and befitting the group’s focus on educational opportunity, they were also very active in securing the enactment of Title IX of the 1972 amendments to the Higher Education Act of 1965. They also helped extend the life of both the Equal Pay Act and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act.

As part of their effort to use litigation to fight discrimination against women, a companion organization, the WEAL Educational and Legal Defense Fund was incorporated in 1972 “to help secure legal rights for women and to carry on educational and research projects on sex discrimination.” The two wings of WEAL merged in 1981 following changes in the U.S. tax code relating to nonprofit organizations.

By the end of 1974, WEAL achieved a presence in all 50 states. The following year, reflective of the group’s increased presence and influence on Capitol Hill, the WEAL Washington Report (WWR), a summary of federal legislation relevant to women’s interests, began publication. In 1977 WEAL hired its first paid lobbyist, followed two years later by the hiring of its first full-time executive director.

In the aftermath of helping achieve the passage of new laws such as Title IX, statutes that changed the landscape of the sports world by offering a whole new set of opportunities for female student athletes, WEAL played a heightened role in ensuring that the laws were fully and properly implemented and enforced. From 1975 to 1983 the organization maintained the Sports Project Referral and Information Network, which fought discrimination and monitored the enforcement of Title IX.

Throughout its existence, WEAL’s active legal operation brought numerous lawsuits to ensure equal, nondiscriminatory implementation of laws and policies, ensuring countless new opportunities for women across the country. However, with the changing political winds of the 1980s the group was unable to sustain its funding, and it was formally dissolved in 1989.

William H. Pruden III

See also Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VII; Equal Rights Amendment; National Organization for Women; Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972

Further Reading

“Women’s Equity Action League Begins Two-Day Celebration.” 2012. The BG News, September 24, http://www.bgnews.com/campus/women-s-equity-action-league-begins-two-day-celebration/article_2bec8228-06b7-11e2-adaf-0019bb2963f4.html.

“Women’s Equity Action League Records, 1966–1979: A Finding Aid.” 2004. Harvard University Library, http://oasis.lib.harvard.edu/oasis/deliver/~sch00323.

Women’s Health Equity Act (1990)

First introduced to Congress in 1990, the Women’s Health Equity Act is intended to fill a void in the attention and treatment given to medical issues of particular relevance to women. The proposal, a collection of 20 individual bills when it was first introduced, has been reintroduced in revised forms in subsequent sessions of Congress, with the revisions reflecting both changing priorities and the items that have been addressed or enacted in other legislation.

The motivation for the introduction of the initial Women’s Health Equity Act of 1990 was a desire to ensure that women’s health was given the same attention that had historically been devoted to men’s health care. As Maryland senator Barbara Mikulski, one of the driving forces behind the original proposal, said in introducing the 1996 version, “There has been a pattern of neglect and a history of indifference to women’s health needs. It’s astonishing that between 1979 and 1986 the death rate from breast cancer was up 24 percent. No one knew why. Yet there was no research being done.” The bill’s sponsors and advocates sought to respond to the gendered imbalance in health care and medical research.

Officially sponsored by Senator Mikulski and Representative Patricia (Pat) Schroeder of Colorado, the bill was a product of the efforts of the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues. The 1990 version of the bill focused on three areas: research policy and funding levels, access to health services, and prevention, especially of breast and cervical cancer. Specifically, the sponsors wanted more money spent on research related to women’s health concerns such as breast and uterine cancer. They also sought to fund more education about services available to women as well as broader access to services, including expansion of Medicare and Medicaid coverage. Finally, they wanted to see greater preventive efforts, especially early detection of cancer, osteoporosis, and sexually transmitted diseases.

The original proposal introduced in July 1990 and crafted by the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues called for $50 million to fund research on health issues of particular concern to women such as contraception, infertility, and breast and ovarian cancer. It also mandated that the National Institutes of Health (NIH) establish an office of women’s health and called for pap smear screening and mammography tests to be covered by Medicaid.

While the comprehensive package has never approached complete passage, individual components have been adopted through the legislative process and through agencies responding affirmatively to some of the directives while seeking to avoid a legislative mandate. For instance, the introduction of the act in 1990 served to raise awareness about women’s health issues. Additionally, the NIH undertook a massive new research project, the Women’s Health Initiative, under the leadership of cardiologist Dr. Bernadine Healy, the first female director of the NIH. Healy echoed the act’s call for the creation of an Office for Women’s Health Research. In 1991 the office was established in the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

In a telling example of the legislative process, the 1990 act was resubmitted in various forms in a number of subsequent sessions of Congress. The Women’s Health Equity Act of 1993 was introduced by Pat Schroeder, mirroring her sponsorship of the original 1990 effort, while the version that was introduced in 1996 included a long list of cosponsors, including Senators Olympia Snowe, Barbara Boxer, Dianne Feinstein, Patricia Murray, and Carol Moseley Braun, all of whom had been elected since the introduction of the initial bill in 1990. Reflective of changing needs, the 1996 proposal contained 37 separate bills.

The Women’s Health Equity Act has been central to the effort to achieve adequate health care for women. Its impact has been as much symbolic as substantive, laying the groundwork for recognition of inadequate health care for women. The act shined a spotlight on the issue, beginning a process of investigation and consciousness raising that has proven central to achieving progress. Many of the advances that the bill sought have been achieved in other pieces of legislation, with the 1998 passage of the Women’s Health Research and Prevention Amendments achieving many of the initial act’s goals. Meanwhile, a growing female presence in Congress ensured that the issues first encapsulated in the Health Equity Act of 1990 continue to be pursued.

William H. Pruden III
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Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (1968–1969)

Founded by the New York Radical Women, the Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell (WITCH) critiqued sexism in social, legal, and political institutions. The guerrilla theater and action group WITCH made its initial appearance on Halloween in 1968 when 13 women in New York demonstrated by gathering on Wall Street to hex the stock market. WITCH became a series of independent feminist groups formed during 1968 and 1969, sometimes interpreting “WITCH” as “Women Interested in Toppling Consumer Holidays” and “Women Inspired to Tell Their Collective Histories.” This movement served as part of the development of both radical and socialist feminism. WITCH was considered a more militant phase in American women’s struggle for awareness and equal rights.

In the late 1960s younger women who began participating in the women’s liberation movement operated as a loose confederation of sister chapters with informal ties. Women set up local city centers to coordinate activities and reach the larger public. With no national structure there were no membership lists, and it is impossible to know how many women actually participated. Organizations such as WITCH utilized theatrics and street theater to shock people into awareness, and most of their actions tended to be symbolic, such as the Miss America protest and the S.C.U.M. Manifesto. According to an early manifesto, “We are WITCH. We are Liberation. We are WE … WITCH means breaking the bond of woman as a biologically and sexually defined creature. It implies the destruction of passivity, consumerism, and commodity fetishism” (Flannery 2010, 162).

WITCH was formed in October 1968 when women from the New York Radical Women dressed as witches in hats and makeup and performed a piece of street theater in which they hexed Wall Street. The Dow Jones industrial average dropped five points the next day, and the organization expanded its activities. WITCH also targeted the House Un-American Activities Committee for targeting only male leaders of the antiwar movement. The women of WITCH also staged a mock Bridal Faire, where they wore black veils and held an unwedding.

Because WITCH actions could be done with a small group, they quickly spread all over the nation. In New York, 400 women filed suit charging that state abortion laws unconstitutionally deprived women of the right to control their own bodies. Students at Grinnell College in Iowa held a nude-in to protest the use of women’s bodies as a commodity when a Playboy representative came to speak on the magazine’s philosophy. Berkeley women held an editor of the Dock of the Bay newspaper until he agreed to stop publication of a “Sextra” issue to raise money. Women gathered from several cities and traveled to Washington, D.C., in January 1969 to disrupt an inaugural tea given by First Lady Pat Nixon.

In 1969 members of the New York Radical Women held the first Miss America protest. WITCH members attended the second annual protest of the Miss America contest held in Atlantic City. Pageant organizers heard of the intended protest and tried to make it illegal. A court injunction empowered police to segregate protesters on a small corner, and the activists’ “plant” among the contestants in the beauty pageant was discovered prematurely. In February 1970 WITCH protested a Senate hearing on birth and population control by throwing pills at the senators. In addition to these specific protests, women were organizing local services for their communities. They held karate classes, agitated for day care facilities, held classes designed for women, held numerous regional conferences on women’s liberation, and published several journals and newspapers.

WITCH chapters essentially invented the Zap, or Zap action, a type of direct action characterized by loud and theatrical protests used to great effect by other movements, most notably the gay rights movement. The acronym has also utilized in different ways on varying occasions: “Women Inspired to Tell Their Collective History,” “Women Interested in Topping Consumer Holidays,” and “Women Incensed at Telephone Company Harassment” during a demonstration against Bell Telephone.

Tabatha Toney
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Women’s Strike for Equality (1970)

Women’s Strike for Equality was a protest effort undertaken in 1970 with the goal of shining a national spotlight on the issue of unequal pay for women. The strike and public protest, scheduled for August 26 to coincide with the 50th anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, was intended to raise awareness of the economic challenges that women faced five decades after they won the right to vote, urge repeal of antiabortion laws, and promote the establishment of affordable child care centers.

The strike originated at the 1970 annual conference of the National Organization for Women (NOW). President Betty Friedan called on women across the country to stop work for a day in an effort to focus the nation’s attention on the problem of unequal pay. With NOW officially endorsing the effort, Friedan herself took on the leadership of the march, and sponsored by the National Women’s Strike Coalition, the Women’s Strike for Equality was centered in New York City.

After months of organizing, the strike took on many forms. New York was the site of the largest demonstrations, with thousands of women gathering on Fifth Avenue to listen to speeches before starting a parade that organizers claimed included 50,000 women and men. Marching down Fifth Avenue, with many carrying banners sporting slogans including “Don’t Iron While the Strike Is Hot” and “Housewives Are Unpaid Slave Laborers,” they represented the largest of the three-pronged New York demonstrations. Another group of supporters made their case at the Statue of Liberty, unfurling a banner that proclaimed “Women of the World Unite!” A third set of demonstrators, in keeping with the effort’s focus on unequal pay, went to the city’s financial district, reportedly stopping the stock ticker on Wall Street. In Los Angeles a smaller group conducted a vigil for women’s rights, while the nation’s capital witnessed a march down Connecticut Avenue led by women carrying a banner reading “We Demand Equality.” The Washington protestors also spent time on Capitol Hill, lobbying for the Equal Rights Amendment.

Meanwhile, women who worked for the Detroit Free Press kicked their male colleagues out of one of their restrooms to protest the fact that women had only one restroom, while the men had two. And in New Orleans, women on the local newspaper published the pictures of the grooms instead of the traditional brides in the paper’s engagement announcements. In honor of the 1968 Miss America protest, Freedom Trash Cans were set up in locations running from Syracuse to the Pentagon, and protesters filled them with objects of oppression such as aprons and hair curlers. Miami saw demonstrators smashing coffee cups as they made clear that they were ready to trade making coffee for making policy. Other major cities such as Boston, Indianapolis, Chicago, and San Francisco were all witness to public efforts in support of the cause, and the spirit even trickled down to include demonstrations in small localities such as Paramus, New Jersey, and Missoula, Montana. Reports indicated that there were marches and events in 90 cities and 42 states. In addition, the effort crossed the Atlantic. French women marched in Paris, and in Amsterdam a group of Dutch women descended upon the U.S. embassy.

Not surprisingly, there were some counterdemonstrations. Businesses reported minimal absenteeism, while reports indicated that the best-attended events were those scheduled for lunchtime. Indeed, the wide variety of protests coupled with the large national turnout in support of the cause helped make the Women’s Strike for Equality a public relations extravaganza.

The strike gave NOW added credibility in the political arena, and in the aftermath of the effort, Congress passed a resolution that established August 26 as Women’s Equality Day, a designation intended to both celebrate their hard-fought suffrage rights and shine a spotlight on continuing efforts to achieve full gender-based equality. The Women’s Strike for Equality was later immortalized when it was made the subject of a 2011 documentary by director Al Sutton, Equality, I Am a Woman. Historians have since credited the Women’s Strike for Equality as a significant moment in the early second-wave feminist movement both for the energy women across the nation brought to the protest and for the attention it garnered for the movement.

William H. Pruden III
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Yalow, Rosalyn Sussman (1921–2011)

Nobel Prize–winning scientist Rosalyn Sussman Yalow developed the radioimmunoassay, a medical research tool that detects hormones and other proteins by using radioactive markers. The process allows scientists to study the human endocrine system and treat diabetes, cancer, and thyroid disease.

Yalow was born on July 19, 1921, in New York City. Her parents were first-generation immigrants from Eastern Europe. From a young age, Yalow was a prodigy in math and chemistry. In high school, her chemistry teacher encouraged her to enter the women’s Hunter College, now City University of New York, as a chemistry major.

In 1939 Yalow attended a seminar presented by the famous nuclear physicist Enrico Fermi. Yalow found his discussion of the newly discovered nuclear fission process fascinating. Marie Curie further inspired Yalow, who switched her major to physics so she could study radiation and fission. She next applied to many graduate schools but was refused because she was a Jewish woman. Finally, she made a deal with Columbia University. She was able to take graduate-level classes if she agreed to take the stenography class and work as a secretary for one of the physics professors. By January 1941 she was ready to quit. Fortunately, in February the University of Illinois accepted her application, and she started there that fall.

On Yalow’s first day at the University of Illinois she met a man, Aaron Yalow, who would eventually become her husband. Aaron was a nuclear physics graduate student who also had an interest in medicine. Rosalyn Yalow was the only female student among the 400 male engineering students and the first one since 1917 to be accepted into the university. She finished her PhD in 1945 and moved back to New York to teach physics at Hunter College.

Aaron moved to New York a few months later and started to work at Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx. It was through his work connections that Rosalyn Yalow was invited to start the first radioisotope service at the nearby Veterans Administration (VA) Hospital. Though this service was started in a room the size of a janitorial closet, it produced many groundbreaking publications on the medical application of physics and was replicated in many hospitals across the country. Yalow initially started as a part-time consultant and joined full-time in 1950.

With Dr. Solomon A. Berson, Yalow published hundreds of scientific papers on radioimmunoassay. Berson died after they worked together for 22 years. The Nobel Prize committee could not recognize his contribution because it did not make posthumous awards. Yalow memorialized the laboratory they shared by renaming it the Solomon A. Berson Research Laboratory.

The radioimmunoassay, while winning the Nobel Prize for its incredible contribution to medical science, works on a relatively simple concept. It starts with a radioactive particle of iodine being attached to an antigen, which is a small and unique block of molecules found on most things in the bloodstream. Antigens are “marked” by the body with an antibody, a larger and Y-shaped protein that is specially made for each type of antigen. If the antigen is harmful to the body it will signal the immune system to attack and destroy anything marked by the antibody.

Yalow and Berson’s discovery was to take a known amount of radioactive antigen and an unknown amount of a patient’s antigen and mix them in a solution of a known amount of an antibody. The antibody did not distinguish between the radioactive and nonradioactive antigens and would bind both of them proportionally. In other words, if there are two radioactive antigens for every nonradioactive antigen, the bounded antibodies will reflect this ratio.

Yalow was driven to find a treatment for her husband, who was a diabetic. One of the first hormones they investigated was insulin. Yalow and Berson could have made a fortune from the commercial applications, but they did not apply for a patent. Instead, they preferred that other researchers would use their discovery to make progress in treating diseases—and it is for this reason that Yalow was awarded the Nobel Prize in Medicine. She retired from the VA in 1991 and passed away on May 30, 2011.

Elliott Popel
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

From its inception the United States has set forth scientific, social, and political dogmas, delineating a woman’s role in society as well as determining her value based on her biological designation. Gaining the vote in 1920 did not end the quest for equality but instead shifted the movement to include fair pay, political power, and biological control. The second wave of feminism, covering the period 1963–1989 in American women’s history, includes some of the most groundbreaking changes in political, cultural, and social patterns along with legislation at the state and federal levels to support these changes.

Second-wave feminism, which some say was synonymous with the women’s liberation movement, was a reaction to the emphasis on domesticity for American women after World War II. The publication and popular attention garnered by the book The Feminine Mystique (1963) by Betty Friedan, the creation and social enforcement of the nuclear family and suburbia, and, conversely, the increase of women in the workforce and institutions of higher learning pushed the feminist movement into high gear. The second wave of feminism built upon the gains and goals of the first wave (1848–1920), which saw women win the right to vote and gains in legal, economic, and social empowerment.

Gender Roles

The second-wave feminist movement united around creating policies to protect women from institutionalized marginalization and to increase their access to nontraditional gender roles and jobs. Along with the continued push for ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), women increasingly moved into public realms previously closed to them by gender bias and male dominance. In 1963 Maria Goeppert-Mayer became the first American woman to win the prestigious Nobel Prize for Physics, a field in which woman continue to be particularly underrepresented. In fact, when her husband had been employed as a professor by Johns Hopkins University, the school would only offer Goeppert-Mayer a position as a lab assistant in the Physics Department, despite her previous experience on the Manhattan Project. It was not until she won the Nobel Prize, for cocreating a mathematical model for the structure of nuclear cells, that a university hired her as a full-time professor.

Without using her full name, in 1967 Kathrine Switzer became the first woman to run in and finish the Boston Marathon, although she had to run incognito and with male protection. A race official tried to tear the number off her back after realizing that she was not a male runner. In 1973 professional tennis player Billie Jean King challenged tennis professional Bobby Riggs to a match after he commented on the inferiority of female athletes. In the match dubbed “The Battle of the Sexes,” King easily defeated Riggs in three straight sets. Among other firsts for women, this period saw Janet Guthrie became the first woman to drive in the Indianapolis 500. She qualified and drove in the race in 1977, without completing due to mechanical problems. Guthrie returned to the track and finished 9th in 1979. She also drove a stock car in the Daytona 500 in 1977, finishing 12th. Female physical and mental stability proved more compatible to that of men’s as the Women’s Army Corp fully dissolved into the regular army in 1978, eliminating some barriers and providing additional benefits to female soldiers. These prominent and seminal performances by women across America helped to build upon the foundation of feminist activism and clarify the need for equal access to all venues and career paths for women. Moreover, women such as King provided role models for girls and young women, allowing them to think that perhaps they too could some day do something that people said women could not do.

Education

Coeducation has been a part of the American academic model since the early 19th century. Historically the primary focus on education for women was to assist them in their upbringing of smart intellectual young men. Throughout the 20th century the desire of women to progress their own knowledge and become equal members of society and the workforce provided momentum for change. With the force of the civil rights movement behind them, feminists began to push for a more equitable curriculum and learning environment. During this second wave of feminist progression it became abundantly clear that the education that women received and the areas that they were guided to focus on did not reflect or engender an equal setting.

As the push for civil and equal rights became prominent in mainstream America, changes also were seen at the university level. From 1966 through 1968 at least 53 same-sex colleges became coeducational. Columbia University was the last Ivy League school to go coed, making classes coeducational in fall 1983. The first women’s studies course was held at Cornell University in 1969, and the National Women’s Studies Association formed in 1977. An educational windfall was opened to women through the Education Amendments of 1972, which included the pivotal clause regarding Title IX prohibiting sex discrimination in essentially any educational institution that received federal funds, although military institutions and some religious organizations and training establishments appealed and earned exemptions.

Many more women had access to and took advantage of the university system. Between 1976 and 1987, as many women as men enrolled in college right after high school. In good news for feminists, by 1974 there were at least 80 full programs in women’s studies at universities across America, and by the late 1980s there were structured studies for women of varied ethnicities (Chicana studies, African American women studies, etc.). Even with these achievements, this was not necessarily the clear pathway to equality that feminists envisioned. Many women were still relegated to traditional roles even within academia. More evidence of the unlevel ground in academics is noted in 1970, when only 1 of 411 tenured professors at the Harvard Graduate School of Arts and Sciences was female. Throughout this period women were less likely than men to take courses in the physical sciences, mathematics, computer science, and engineering and more likely to take courses in the social and behavioral sciences. Assisted with pushes from groups such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), women branched out into other academic areas of study. However, while more women were achieving degrees, undergraduate and graduate, they were still less likely than men to major in fields such as engineering, mathematics, and science.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

Women made significant strides in both the public and private arenas that proved them more than ready to stand side by side, or toe to toe, if necessary, with their male counterparts in the workplace. Women were working outside of the home more than ever, although there were numerous and prominent issues regarding equal work for equal pay both for minorities and women in general. As early as 1943 these issues were brought before the federal government, yet it was not until President John F. Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act of 1963 that federal mandates could be put into place in support of fair wages for undervalued female workers. One consequence of America’s commitment to the male-breadwinner family ideal had always been higher rates of female poverty, caused mainly by the fact that female workers earned considerably less than male workers even in comparable work. In the 1960s proceedings began to help rectify this situation and to clarify the gender requirements, if any, of numerous jobs as well as the hiring and firing conditions for those jobs. Female flight attendants, for example, were required to quit if they married, became pregnant, or reached the ages of 32–35, though these conditions were not required for male employees of the airlines. In 1980 women continued to make about 72 cents for every dollar a man earned.

During this period of career expansion for women, the U.S. space program launched its first female astronaut, Sally Ride, into space on the space shuttle Challenger’s first flight, proving women’s ability to handle this physically and mentally challenging occupation. The door to this career field darkened when later in this period the space program lost two female astronauts, Judith Resnik and Christa McAuliffe, when the Challenger exploded on January 28, 1986, shortly after takeoff. Additional firsts to round out this period include the premiere of The Oprah Winfrey Show, the first nationally syndicated daytime talk show hosted by an African American woman.

Popular culture did not reflect women’s role in the workplace. In 1983, only 8 percent of all TV and feature film roles were filled by women over age 40. Women on television continued to play wives and girlfriends. Disappointingly, a report by the National Commission on Working Women noted that only 7 of 43 leading roles in the fall 1987 lineup of television shows were held by women and that at least one-fifth of the fall lineup had no female characters at all. Women did not fare much better behind the cameras, as noted in several reports by the Women’s Committee of the Directors Guild. However, on a commercial note, General Mills made over its iconic emblem Betty Crocker, altering her look from a traditional homemaker to a contemporary career woman.

While women’s role in the job market shifted, the role at home stagnated. Working outside the home, as a married woman or as a single mother, placed extra strain on the average woman, who found herself working “the double shift.” On average, employed woman with children did 30 hours of housework in addition to their waged job, and statistics show that however much men talked more about doing housework, they actually did no more than they had decades before.

Legal and Political Power

President Kennedy established the President’s Committee on the Status of Women, headed by former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt. In 1963 the committee found that sexual discrimination was widespread and that women needed additional elucidation of their rights and status as individual American citizens. Thus, the need to “liberate” women was recognized at a federal level. Propitiously, feminists claimed a victory with Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which barred sex discrimination in employment. Likewise, the creation of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in 1965 helped even more women find a place in the workforce and work toward more equitable pay.

In support of the changing role of women in America, one group would grab the spotlight and continuously force it onto women’s issues for periods to come: NOW. Formed in Washington, D.C., in 1966, NOW became the single most important, powerful, and effective lobbyist for female rights in the 20th century. The importance and impact of the feminist movement was illustrated in the 1970s when President Gerald Ford met with the leadership of NOW and other women’s groups to hear their concerns. The feminist voice and agenda had an additional forum, as the ERA was even debated on the popular Phil Donahue show in 1979.

What was termed “radical feminism” came more fully into prominence at this time. In 1968 women led by the New York Radical Women disrupted the Miss America Pageant in New Jersey. Over 200 women activists picketed the Boardwalk and stuffed female identifiers such as high heels, bras, and girdles in a “Freedom Trash Can.” From this incident the term “bra-burner” emerged, though nothing in the can was set afire due to safety codes. Likewise, feminist groups around the country, led by NOW, picketed and demonstrated against institutions and groups that publicly banned or discriminated against women. Furthering the expressions of women’s needs in American society on a public and cogent level, the first National Women’s Liberation Conference was held in Chicago in 1968.

In the 1970s Shirley Chisholm, the first black woman elected to the U.S. House of Representatives, made an unsuccessful but important bid for the Democratic nomination for president of the United States. Feminists were further empowered by the expansion of the Civil Rights Bill of 1968, which ensured that minorities could not be discriminated against when seeking housing. The bill was amended to include prosecution for discrimination based on gender.

The most important focus of public policy for the second wave of feminism was the creation, passage, and ratification of the ERA. Though passed in Congress, only 35 of the 38 required states ratified the amendment, despite intense lobbying and pressure from feminist groups. While primarily the more rural southern states failed to ratify this equality act, the western states of Nevada and Arizona were counted among those to pass an amendment that would have made discrimination based on gender illegal. Despite this, advocates for the passage of the ERA asked the federal government for a seven-year extension to get additional states to ratify the ERA. The supporters were able to get a three-year extension but never received sufficient votes for ratification. Anti–women’s rights groups ran extremely effective campaigns that threatened the end to separate public bathrooms and the unfair elevation of women to positions of power should the bill pass.

On a more positive note, the United States gained its first female ambassador to the United Nations when President Ronald Reagan appointed Jeane Kirkpatrick to the post. Reagan also nominated Sandra Day O’Connor as the first woman to sit on the U.S. Supreme Court. Despite being the first president to nominate a women to the Supreme Court, Reagan also selected two adamantly antiabortion justices, William Rehnquist as chief justice and Antonin Scalia as associate justice, and gutted funding for a variety of prowoman programs. Because of overt conflict with feminist causes, women and feminist organizations around the country demonstrated at Republican Party offices in protest of Reagan’s antiabortion leadership, even picketing the White House. As a response to the antifeminist views of the Reagan White House and with support from NOW, in 1984 Walter Mondale chose Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate on the Democratic ticket, making her the first woman to run on a national party ticket.

Immigration and Migration

Traditionally, female migrants moved to accommodate the desires of their husbands. Immigrants came mostly from the Americas, including Mexico and Puerto Rico, as well as Cuba, Mexico, and Central America. A wave of Vietnamese and Cambodian immigrants came to the United States after the end of the Vietnam War in 1973. As always, immigrant women figured among the most vulnerable populations in the nation. Many Latinas worked as farm laborers and at times were cruelly exploited while harvesting crops and working almost as slave labor or domestic help, while urban sweatshops took advantage of Asian women’s desperation by employing them in horrible conditions for extremely low wages.

Women of Mexican or Hispanic origin organized around issues as migrant farmworkers, often against religious and cultural beliefs, with their efforts all but disregarded by mainstream feminists and opposed by many in their own communities. During this time the Chicana feminist movement came to prominence in tandem with the Chicano nationalist movement. As with African American women before them, who had worked alongside men in the civil rights movement, women’s voices and concerns were either not heard or not taken seriously. Indeed, women of virtually every ethnicity fought against oppression but found themselves disillusioned with the sexism they found in reform movements. Chicanas were particularly effective in organizing their own organizations to fight for issues affecting their equality. Dolores Huerta led farmworkers, along with Cesar Chavez, though Chavez garnered much greater notice than did Huerta. Despite their best efforts, Chicana feminists felt that they did not find their voices welcome or heard within the Chicano national movement or the larger national white women’s feminist movement. It is also noteworthy that concurrently, the Asian women’s movement in America also began during this period and, like the Chicana movement, was concentrated primarily on the West Coast.

Women of color formed feminist groups despite being in a social and a political climate that all but demanded that they choose between fighting either racism or sexism but not both. For these women, equality as an individual on these two levels could not be separated; they were “Other” by virtue of both their race and their gender. Minority women faced particularly difficult struggles as advocates for change.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Feminism and the women’s liberation movement had a huge impact on dating (as it was now called, rather than courtship) during this period. The empowerment of women throughout America changed not just their dating rituals but also their motivations when it came to dating. Women had more agency over their bodies as well as more educational and financial freedoms than ever before. This relative freedom created new ideologies about marriage. Many young women moved away from traditional, institutionalized, and formulaic models of husband, instead looking for partners with whom they could live equally either inside or outside of marriage. Though tongue in cheek, Gloria Steinem’s famous quote “A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle” gained a solid footing (and sold a lot of T-shirts). This is not to say that all young American women participated in new relationship pattern building. The feminist movement was slow to arrive in rural areas and among ethnic groups that clung to more traditional behaviors.

As the feminist philosophy of activism permeated the culture, young women grasped freedom in matters of relationships that were previously unknown. The idea that there was a direct progression from the first date to marriage was no longer the primary focus for many young women. The general American ethos and women themselves were beginning to think of women as more than daughters, wives, and mothers. They searched more for individual fulfillment and personal growth. “I Am Woman, Hear Me Roar,” a song by Helen Reddy, became a feminist rallying cry in the early 1970s and influenced American women, young and old.

During this period the attitudes of American culture toward premarital sex grew more liberal. The introduction of the birth control pill (the pill) in 1962 created a before-and-after moment in world history. For the first time ever, women could, if they chose and had access, control their fertility and have sex with little fear of pregnancy. Single women used the pill to engage in recreational sex. Married couples did much the same and at the same time carefully regulated the number of children they would have. The decline in women marrying at young ages was in direct proportion to the statistics on women being pregnant when they married. Studies showed that in the 1960s, more than half of all women were pregnant when they married, whereas by the 1980s only a little more than one-fourth of women were pregnant when they married. Reliable birth control meant that many more people could marry when they wanted to, not when they had to. With the passing of Roe v. Wade in 1973, even more freedom from traditional roles was promised. By 1980 about 80 percent of males and 65 percent of females admitted to having premarital sex, though American culture remained divided about whether it was a positive thing or not. By the end of this period the ages at which people married was also on the rise, and there was a concurrent lowering in the total number of marriages and a rise in the number of couples living together without marriage (although marriage often eventually resulted from these nontraditional living situations).

More women than in times past were attending college and therefore experiencing more of the world as well as having access to new job skills. As a result of being more educated and having marketable skills, more women were contributors to the household income rather than dependent on their husbands, allowing for more autonomy within the marriage. In seemingly direct response to female financial stability, the rate of divorce steadily rose. While only about 15 out of 1,000 women were divorcing in the 1950s, by the late 1970s that rate had more than doubled, to nearly 40 out of 1,000. More and more, women were not forced by tradition or financial need to stay in marriages where they were abused, neglected, or unhappy. In 1969 the California legislature passed the nation’s first no-fault divorce bill. This meant that people no longer had to prove adultery, abuse, or abandonment to get a divorce. They just had to want a divorce. The new law helped to relieve the legal bindings of marriage. Over the next 15 years the majority of other states followed suit, and a form of no-fault divorce became law in virtually every state.

Fertility and Fertility Control

As in previous periods, the issue of a woman’s right over her own body became a hot-button issue, culminating in the wide-reaching Supreme Court ruling in Roe v. Wade (1973) in which abortions were ruled as legal, effectively diminishing historical male control over the female body. Roe v. Wade came about as a result of a number of landmark law cases. In 1965 women were given a greater voice in reproduction when courts declared laws that limited access to contraceptives only to married couples unconstitutional in Griswold v. Connecticut. In so doing, Griswold granted women the right of privacy, without governmental intrusion, in the matter of birth control, setting the stage for the right of privacy to be used to change abortion laws. NOW was the first national organization to publicly endorse the legalization of abortion. There were also smaller factions such as Jane in Chicago that were more hands-on in the fight for women’s reproductive rights. Jane was the code name for a feminist underground service that performed over 11,000 illegal abortions between 1969 and 1973. Feminists disagreed about the importance of reproductive rights, and in 1968 the feminists who wanted to avoid the abortion issue founded the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL). Nonetheless, the 1973 landmark case marked the first time in modern history that American women could, within limits, decide if they wanted to continue or end a pregnancy.

Despite the pressure for traditional conformity and attempts to hamper the feminist agenda, popular culture witnessed the birth of symbols that would become iconic in this second wave of feminism. In 1972 Ms. magazine made its first appearance on newsstands and included a groundbreaking article on abortion, which created quite a conversation and drew readers into an interactive experience with the signing of a petition by prominent women who had had abortions. In contrast to the role of women on television shows of the 1950s and 1960s, in 1972 the ensemble sitcom Maude actually aired a nationally screened two-part episode where the title character chose abortion when finding herself pregnant over the age of 45. Played by Bea Arthur, Maude was the only character to choose an abortion on broadcast television until Dr. Cristina Yang in 2011.

Fertility issues were further confused with the introduction and success of in vitro fertilization as an additional means of conception, particularly for couples who could not conceive. In 1979, America’s first test tube baby, Elizabeth Carr, was born. Concerns about parental rights, morality, and science further inflamed the already hotly argued issues surrounding female fertility and fertility control. Within this maelstrom of opinions the Catholic Church established the National Right to Life Committee as a force to oppose legal abortion. Violence against abortion and family planning clinics became a matter of course in American society, as right-to-life advocates injured and killed clinic workers and doctors. Despite the freedoms assured with Roe v. Wade, and the support for in vitro fertilization, the federal government under President Reagan sought to disassemble much of that victory. In 1981 a nationwide campaign organized to halt a proposed “Human Life Amendment” that would prohibit all abortions and ban the use of many contraceptive pills and IUDs. Feminists won a landmark case against Operation Rescue, led by Randall Terry, when his group was prosecuted for clinic violence. His group, and sympathizers of its causes such as the Army of God, claimed responsibility for the bombing of family planning clinics from Washington, D.C., to San Diego, California, throughout this period. Operation Rescue, which was both sexist and racist, particularly objected to abortion clinics that served white women, worried that abortion would lead to “race suicide.” Even the author of the Roe v. Wade decision, Supreme Court justice William Brennan, received a death threat from the right-to-life movement. Such was the state of the ongoing controversies in fertility control for women in America though the 1980s.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

There were many innovations in childbirth and child rearing during this period that enhanced the experiences for American women. There were also those women who chose to support the status quo as well as women who were forced through circumstance and tradition to follow the path to housewife. Surveys taken during the mid-1960s often found that many women, even with college degrees, planned on staying home for multiple years after having children. Some women planned on not going back to work as long as they had children in the home. In a survey conducted by the American Association of University Women in 1970 of some of the most highly educated men and women in the nation at the time, over three-fifths of the men and almost half of the women believed that a woman’s major role should be as a wife and mother.

Innovation in the birthing process included the introduction of a shared childbirth experience. In the 1970s fathers were regularly allowed in the delivery room as the Lamaze method and the Bradley method encouraged a more cooperative birthing process with male participation during labor and delivery. And though most women still gave birth in the hospital in a sterile and uncomfortable environment, an increasing number of women chose to have home births, generally assisted by a female midwife. This birthing choice would become increasingly popular as statistics proved that midwife-assisted home birthing was as safe as or safer than hospital births.

The ideology of child rearing also was reformed during this period. Head Start, the federally funded preschool funded by the Equal Opportunities Act of 1964, opened preschools around the country. Throughout the late 1960s feminists and labor and civil rights activists worked with Congress to pass and put into law a universal child care policy. President Richard Nixon vetoed the Comprehensive Child Development Act of 1971 in spite of congressional approval and despite the fact that more women had become heads of households, whether through being divorced, widowed, or as single parents, and were therefore in severe need of child care assistance. Therefore, the job of child rearing often took a backseat to being the head of household, while the number of one-parent families headed by divorced women doubled from the 1960s into the early part of the 1980s. Affordable day care centers remained rare during this period (and still are today). In the same period, one-parent families headed by women grew. As a result of this reality, shared child rearing through day care centers became more popular and accepted by the 1980s.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

Domestic violence among married and partnered couples has historically been a part of American history. Such abuse in many instances has even been viewed as a typical or customary part of the male/female relationship, based in 17th-century notions of coverture that ensured a husband’s legal control over his wife and children. These ideas persisted in the 1960s as the ideology. It was not until the 1970s that domestic violence and violence against women became viewed as criminal in most states. Even through the 1980s about 20 states refused to recognize marital rape, instead insisting that it was a husband’s right to have sex with his wife anytime he pleased, even without her consent.

Second-wave feminists took a strong oppositional stance to violence against women, and consequently there was a noticeable increase in reported instances of domestic violence during and after this time. Women felt that they had a right to live without violence, and legislators agreed. The 1970s and 1980s saw a wave of laws enacted to criminalize violence against women. Towns, cities, and states funded rape crisis hotlines and domestic abuse shelters to encourage enforcement of the law and to support the survivors of violence.

Still, things were not perfect. It was not until the late 1970s that a woman could even have a restraining order against an abusive spouse without being willing to also file for a divorce at the same time. Moreover, even with these laws in place to criminalize domestic abuse and rape, enforcement of restraining orders and punishment of male criminals was weak at best. Many rape crisis centers instructed their volunteers to not call the police if the rape victim had been drinking or knew her rapist, knowing full well that many local police departments would blame the victim. Minority women had even more problems with law enforcement, because racism meant that authorities did not always take crimes against women of color seriously and also because age-old stereotypes about nonwhite women’s sexual availability allowed authorities to believe that they could not be raped. Nonetheless, nearly 500 battered women’s shelters existed in the United States in 1981. By the end of the 1980s there were more than 1,200 battered women shelters servicing more than a quarter of a million American women and children. As with many other gains for women, gains for support against domestic violence were deconstructed during the Reagan era, including the dismantling of the federal Office on Domestic Violence.

Clothing and Fashion

From household roles to clothing, women in America were changing. Women more frequently began wearing trousers and forgoing the traditional dress or skirt in public settings. Jeans became acceptable to wear for women for the first time. In 1969, a woman Republican, Charlotte Reid of Illinois, wore trousers on the floor of the U.S. Congress, the first time a woman had done so. Jeans and bell-bottoms of the 1960s hippie movement gave way to flared wide-legged pants often worn with platform shoes. On the opposite side of this, popularized by models such as Twiggy as well as feminists such as Gloria Steinem, the miniskirt became a necessary wardrobe piece among women of all cultures during the 1960s and into the 1970s. And while most women continued to wear bras, going braless became an emblem for female liberation.

Another of the most notable and long-lasting shifts in clothing emerged as more women joined the workforce in nontraditional workplaces. With women becoming more than secretaries and domestics, the clothes they wore to reflect a search for an equal and level playing field changed to reflect this feminist program. John T. Molloy wrote about the effect of clothing on a person’s success in business and personal life in 1977 with the Women’s Dress for Success book, popularizing the concept of power dressing. His work helped to raise to prominence business suits for women. Women wore tailored suits in the workplace as a means of repressing their sexuality and therefore being more effective in the workplace still dominated by males. Women’s business suits, which consisted of trousers and blazers (with shoulder pads), became the iconic look for any career woman who wanted to appear successful in this period.

Conclusion

From the early 1960s to the late 1980s, women organized and sustained a second key national female rights movement, working to pressure policy makers and social institutions to end the unequal treatment of women in various arenas throughout American culture and society. Second-wave feminism took hold in the early part of the 1960s along with the civil rights movement in America, reached its zenith in the 1970s, and, depending on who you ask, either faded away or became part of the systemic problem throughout the 1980s. Before, during, and after the second wave, women’s roles as mothers, workers, and activists were transformed. As in the suffrage era, the second wave gave birth to a lively debate about whether those transformations and the policy victories that accompanied them would have lasting effects on women’s voices and influence in public policy.

The second wave of feminism in America, which lasted roughly over 26 years, collectively affected a significant part of the American population during this time. After the defeat of the ERA, women’s public issues became more strategically diverse, and less unified causes were spoken about in a lighter voice. One of the questions that was created and will continue to create debate/discussion for active feminists is whether women want to be powerful as women or want to be powerful by copying men. This debate continues at the forefront of the search for equality for women in America into the next wave.

Denisa Chatman-Riley
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3. Third-Wave Feminism (1990–Present)

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

In 1989 the fall of the Berlin Wall, the ensuing collapse of communist regimes in Eastern Europe, and the dismantling of the Soviet Union signaled a profound change in the role of the United States in the world. Nonetheless, those who envisioned a new era of peace, stability, and international consensus could not have predicted the terrorist attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001, or the entry of the nation into two wars in the Middle East. Neither could they have foreseen the dramatic effects of economic globalization, which promotes the circulation of information, people, and money with greater ease. Women have been at the center of these changes in foreign policy and the global economy. They served overseas in the military in greater numbers than ever before and increased their participation in a restructured American labor market. Immigrants, many of them women, continued to come to the United States seeking new opportunities and in the process changed the racial and ethnic composition of the nation. Women’s enhanced prospects in employment have led to redefinitions of their roles as mothers, wives, and family members.

The conservative New Right rose to political power during the 1980s and remained a political force in the 1990s. Voters who had swept Republican Ronald Reagan into the presidency in 1980 and elected his vice president, George H. W. Bush, to succeed him in 1988 remained a powerful bloc in electoral politics in the decades after. Democrat William Jefferson “Bill” Clinton was elected to the nation’s highest office in 1992. Clinton’s election reflected not a resurgence of progressivism but rather his party’s move to the Right and the continued conservative mood of the nation. Clinton followed a political strategy of triangulation in which he advocated policies that were designed to balance progressive and conservative interests. Even as he worked to bolster the American public’s faith that the federal government could engage effectively in social policy making, he also declared that the “era of big government” was “over.”

For women, the domestic policies of the 1990s were decidedly mixed. Many women who earned a paycheck benefited from the passage in 1993 of the Family and Medical Leave Act, which provides for 12 weeks of unpaid leave for employees to care for a new child or a sick family member without fear of losing their jobs or health insurance. While the FMLA covers only roughly half of all workers (because it does not apply to part-time workers or those who work for businesses with fewer than 50 employees), it enabled many women to better balance paid employment with the demands of family life. Clinton also promoted the ideal of gender equality by appointing women to powerful roles in his cabinet and the judiciary. Under his administration, Janet Reno became the first female attorney general, Madeleine Albright became the first female secretary of state, and Ruth Bader Ginsburg became the second female U.S. Supreme Court justice.

Still, many policies of the 1990s also promoted an agenda of traditional “family values” that disadvantaged many women, men, and children. Impoverished mothers, who had long relied on the federal program Aid for Dependent Families with Children (AFDC) to provide economic support, saw their benefits significantly reduced. During the 1990s, public sentiment became increasingly critical of “welfare mothers” who relied on federal aid, and some argued that the program perpetuated a cycle of dependency among the poor. In 1996 President Clinton signed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act, which ended AFDC. It required poor single mothers to take any job available to them and capped how long they could receive aid at five years, ignoring the reality that women in low-waged jobs did not make enough money to pay for child care. The 1990s also saw the rise of an anti–gay rights movement emerging from the Christian Right. Homophobia became a hallmark of the conservative political agenda. After initially promising to lift the ban on homosexuals in the military, Clinton bowed to conservative pressure and supported the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy established in 1993. This congressional compromise stipulated that the military would no longer ask service members or new recruits about their sexual orientation but could dismiss military personnel who disclosed that they were homosexual or had engaged in homosexual acts. For lesbians, the policy meant the looming threat of dismissal while they remained within the military as well as the denial of benefits to their partners. “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was repealed in 2010. Likewise, the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was the result of a successful conservative campaign among voters to limit the federal definition of marriage to a man and a woman. Under DOMA, lesbians who were legally joined in a state that recognized same-sex marriage were denied the federal benefits granted heterosexual married couples, and their union was not recognized by other states. In 2012, the Supreme Court struck down part of DOMA’s provision and in 2015 in Obergefell et al. v. Hodges definitively overturned DOMA by concluding that the denial of marriage rights to same-sex couples was unconstitutional.

While the conservative political climate of the 1980s weakened the feminist movement, the 1990s witnessed a resurgence of feminist organization and activism by a younger generation of women who asserted that they were members of the movement’s “third wave.” In the area of reproductive rights, the Supreme Court’s decisions in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services (1989) and Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992) upheld new restrictions placed on abortions. Webster limited the use of public funds in performing the procedure. Casey established the new standard that fetal viability was the point at which the state’s interests in preventing an abortion to protect the life of the fetus could outweigh a woman’s right to reproductive freedom that was established by Roe v. Wade (1973). In the wake of these decisions, young women joined women’s right and abortion rights organizations.

At the same time, third-wave feminism emerged in reaction to the internal fractures that had divided the feminist movement in the 1980s. Within second-wave feminism, conflict had emerged around identity politics. Women of color and poor women, for example, charged that the mainstream white women’s movement frequently marginalized their perspectives, and they asserted that a radical politics of gender equality could not be separated from racial and economic justice. Second-wave feminists had also split over the issue of pornography. Some feminists, such as Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon, argued that commercialized sex portrayed and promoted violence against and objectification of women. Others feminists viewed women who sold their sexuality (whether on film, in strip clubs, or as prostitutes) as sex workers, not victims. In the wake of these debates, third-wave feminism emerged as a movement that was explicitly rooted in multicultural identity politics, and it embraced the ideal of sexual self-assertion and fulfillment for women. Third-wave feminism also welcomed contradiction and ambiguity in the recognition that a movement for gender equality could not be organized around a unitary ideal of “woman.”

The third wave also deepened the movement’s engagement with global feminism. In 1995 about 7,000 American women attended the Fourth International Women’s Conference in Beijing, China, which centered its platform on the link between women’s rights and human rights. The conference declared women’s right to be free from domestic violence and sexual assault and to have bodily self-determination as a basic human right. The conference also asserted that women must be leaders within rights-based movements to end famine, war, and poverty and promote literacy and environmental sustainability. Third-wave feminists recognized the interconnectedness of these issues of sex equality across the globe, even as they acknowledged the need for women of different nationalities in specific locales to spearhead the formation of their own grassroots movements and solutions.

This sense of interconnectedness was not limited to women in the global feminist movement. As the world economy underwent a period of profound transformation beginning in the 1990s, people, markets, and nations previously far-flung were linked in new relationships of interdependence. This process of globalization was spurred by the invention of new technologies such as the Internet, which has facilitated the movement of information and currency, as well as the integration of corporations across national boundaries. Globalization was promoted in the United States by the adoption of new policies, such as the 1993 North American Free Trade Agreement and the creation of the World Trade Organization in 1994, both of which were intended to lower tariffs and trade barriers in an effort to stimulate global commerce. These policies were mirrored abroad by creation of the European Union (EU) in 1993. One important purpose of the EU was to eliminate trade barriers among member nations (currently numbering 28), and many of them have adopted the euro as their common currency.

Observers have debated the effects of globalization on the American economy and women’s position within the labor force. The tremendous economic growth of the 1990s was in part fueled by U.S. dominance in the world’s marketplace. Globalization has also shifted the American economy away from manufacturing and toward the service sector, as companies have moved production overseas or into free trade zones to lower costs. In some respects both of these changes have benefited women. The overall growth of the economy and the demand for more workers led to a significant rise in women’s labor force participation since 1990. Today, the majority of adult women earn a paycheck—whether they are single or married and whether they have children or are childless—and women comprise close to half of the labor force. Because employment also remains highly sex-segregated, the growth of the service economy has created more opportunities for women, as jobs in that sector are disproportionately sex-typed female. At the same time, the entry of women into sex-segregated occupations has contributed to the long-standing wage gap between men and women because jobs that predominantly employ women pay less. (It is worth noting, however, that the gendered pay gap has improved notably over the last 35 years.) Critics charge that globalization has produced rising income inequality in the United States because the tremendous wealth generated by the nation’s economic growth has gone largely to the richest Americans. Even as globalization has lowered the cost of consumer goods, it has left most men’s wages relatively stagnant over the last three decades. The rising numbers of employed married women with children can therefore be attributed as much to economic need, as families struggle to maintain their standard of living, as to female economic empowerment. Women have also faced greater pressure to support their families since the Great Recession that began in late 2007, which was the worst financial crisis the nation has seen since the Great Depression. The recession was linked to a global economic crisis fueled by the questionable investments of large financial institutions here and abroad. It triggered high rates of unemployment and the devaluation of home prices, placing new economic stress on many American families.

As globalization has stimulated the demand for low-waged workers in the United States and abroad, particularly in developing nations, it has spurred a surge in immigration to the United States and migration worldwide, as greater numbers of people have moved outside their country of origin to seek economic opportunity. Significantly, in the last 30 years women have comprised the majority of immigrants to the United States. Researchers debate whether the impact for women has been positive or negative. Some immigrant women who are highly skilled, such as nurses, have been able to secure well-paying jobs. The vast majority of foreign-born women, however, have found employment in the lowest-paying sectors of the economy, taking jobs as nannies, domestic workers, hotel cleaners, home health aides, and garment workers. Often such work is highly exploitative, particularly if the women are undocumented and thus at risk of deportation if they complain about unregulated hours, absent benefits, below-subsistence wages, or dangerous working conditions. At the same time, other researchers have noted that some immigrant women are able to gain greater status and power within their families because of their paycheck—either because they contribute directly to their family’s income or because they send money to family members who still reside in their country of origin.

The growth of women’s participation in the labor force has led to significant changes in family formation since the 1990s. In the 21st century marriage rates have declined, the age of first marriage has risen, and divorce has become commonplace. Women are less likely to have children and more likely to be unmarried if they do and have fewer children overall. These trends have been rooted in women’s growing economic independence. As more women earn their own paycheck, they no longer view marriage as a necessary economic arrangement. Economic self-sufficiency has allowed more women to be able to bear and support children out of wedlock or after a divorce. Moreover, the definition of “family” has broadened as society has become increasingly accepting of same-sex couples, single parents, cohabitating couples, and multigenerational families.

Yet other familial arrangements have remained more resistant to change. Even as there are more mothers in the workforce than ever before, the jobs they occupy are often structured around the presumption that they are unencumbered by family responsibilities. Despite the increase in women’s employment over the last 35 years, however, women still perform the lion’s share of unpaid household labor and child care. Policy makers have not adequately addressed the conflict between balancing the demands of employment with family responsibilities. For instance, the United States remains the only major industrialized democracy in the world that does not provide any paid maternity leave.

The transformation of the American economy under globalization and the restructuring of family formation has been accompanied by dramatic shifts in U.S. foreign policy since 2000. With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, President George H. W. Bush declared that the United States faced a “new world order.” Bush envisioned the nation, as the sole remaining superpower, maintaining global power and influence through strategies of international coalition building. This vision was shattered on September 11, 2001, when extremists from the terrorist organization Al Qaeda attacked the World Trade Center towers in New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., with hijacked commercial jetliners (a fourth plane was also hijacked, but it crashed in a field in western Pennsylvania before it could reach its target). Al Qaeda, like other Islamic extremist groups, opposes the cultural influence and military presence of the United States in the Middle East and seeks fundamentalist Muslim control over the region. In response to the September 11 attacks, President George W. Bush led a coalition of nations in October 2001 to invade Afghanistan, where the radical Islamic government of the Taliban was providing safe haven to Al Qaeda. Eighteen months later, with considerably less international support, the United States invaded Iraq under the incorrect rationale that it had weapons of mass destruction and ties to radical Islamic terrorist organizations. In the case of both invasions, the Bush administration used the oppressive treatment of women in these nations as a secondary justification for toppling their regimes. The outcome of U.S. military invasions for women in these countries has been uneven. In Afghanistan, where the Taliban required women to be fully covered and accompanied by a male chaperone when they went into public, the current government affords them greater rights and political representation. In Iraq, women lost power when a democratically elected government with a more fundamentalist Islamic outlook replaced the secular dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. Iraqi women’s formal political rights in the new government are often overshadowed by new laws that require women to assume a more “traditional” place in society. Although combat troops were officially withdrawn from Iraq in 2011, the U.S. military presence in the region has continued into 2016.

U.S. foreign policy since 2000 has had profound implications for American women as well. The entry of the nation into two wars has drawn greater numbers of women into the military and shifted the nature of roles. When women first served in uniform in World War II, Congress mandated that their numbers be capped at 2 percent. Today that number has risen to 15 percent, and women’s participation in the armed forces has been critical to maintaining U.S. policy goals abroad. In January 2013 the ban on women in combat roles was lifted, thus enabling female service members to serve in virtually every role within the armed forces. This new policy has engendered some controversy. Critics charge that permitting women to occupy positions as combat ground forces will lower standards and undermine unit cohesion, but supporters argue that women have been effectively serving on the front lines in Afghanistan and Iraq. Much the same arguments were made against military desegregation, though it turned out that white and black men could serve together in cohesive units. Feminists point out that the new policy promotes respect and equality for female service members and qualifies them for a wider range of leadership roles and commensurate jumps in command structure and wages. More pressing than the challenge of implementing the new combat policy is the growing problem of sexual assault and harassment within the military itself. As rising numbers of female soldiers are coming forward to report assaults by fellow servicemen, policy makers are considering how to make changes to the training of soldiers and the prosecution of these cases in order to make the armed services safe for all who serve.

Kimberley Reilly
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Aghdashloo, Shohreh (1952–)

Iranian American actress Shohreh Aghdashloo, born Shohreh Vaziri-Tabar, is known for the various roles she has played in movies, television, and plays. She was especially well known for the movie House of Sand and Fog, for which she was nominated for and won many awards as a supporting actress.
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Born in Iran, actress Shohreh Aghdashloo later moved to England and the United States. She earned a 2003 Academy Award nomination for House of Sand and Fog and won the Emmy for Best Supporting Actress for House of Saddam in 2008. (John Salangsang/Invision/AP Photo)

Aghdashloo was born on May 11, 1952, to a wealthy Muslim family in Tehran, Iran, and grew up in a very affluent area of town. She was the oldest of four children and the only daughter. She has said that her family was loving and supportive, although they wanted a different path for her than acting. Her father wanted her to become a doctor and was about to send her to Germany. However, at age 18 she made her acting debut in Iran on the stage. She married her first husband, Aydin Aghdashloo, at age 20 in 1972. He was 12 years her senior and an artist. He had studied abroad and returned to Iran. Aghdashloo has said that she told him he could not hold her back from her dreams to become an actress. Her first film role was in Gozaresh, followed by Shatranje Bad, and both films were banned in Iran. The film that established her as a leading actress in Iran was Sooteh Delan.

Shohreh Aghdashloo left Iran at the age of 26 for England shortly thereafter due to the 1979 Iranian Revolution. Not only did she leave Iran, but she also left her first husband. She has said that she needed to leave and that he was not willing to leave the artistic inspirations that he received by being in Iran. Aghdashloo could not live in a country that restricted her or women in general. She moved to England so she could earn a bachelor’s degree in international relations. Then, Aghdashloo moved to Los Angeles in 1986 and married her second husband, Houshang Touzie, in 1987. They had a daughter together in 1989. She has said that she continues her use of Aghdashloo as her surname due to her continued great relationship with her first husband and the fact that she began acting under that name.

Aghdashloo had no plans to go back into acting; she wanted to become a journalist for politics. She was convinced by a friend to act in a play and met her second husband that way. She proceeded to act in more films and plays throughout the years. Guests of Hotel Astoria was her first American-produced film, followed by many films produced internationally. She also acted in many television shows, such as Matlock, 24, ER, Grey’s Anatomy, House, Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, NCIS, and Bones. She did not exceed more than 12 episodes for any of her acting in television series.

Aghdashloo’s most famous role to date is her role of Nadereh “Nadi” Behrani in The House of Sand and Fog. She came across the book through Oprah Winfrey’s Book Club and identified greatly with Nadi’s role as a wife and mother. Aghdashloo was heavily awarded for this film, with awards across the board for best supporting actress, and she also received a nomination for an Academy Award.

Aghdashloo has also written a book about her journey from Iran to California titled The Alley of Love and Yellow Jasmines. It was released on June 4, 2013, and touches on many key points in her life. She has also written a one-woman play about her life and has said that is one of her prize works because it shows the children of today what it was like in Iran when Aghdashloo was growing up. Throughout her life, she has had many problems with the Iranian government and jihadists. Many of her films were banned in her home country. Aghdashloo has worked hard to get to a point where she understands her rights and is not restricted, as she would have been in Iran. She has even been threatened by jihadists, but she has not let that restrict her. Aghdashloo has said that she wants to educate and inform through arts rather than fight with a group.

Aghdashloo resides in Calabasas, California, and has said that she, along with many of her fellow Iranian Americans, love California for its similarities in weather and reminders of home.

Meghana Muppidi
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Albright, Madeleine (1937–)

Madeleine Albright served as U.S. ambassador to the United Nations (UN) under President William “Bill” Jefferson Clinton and was the first woman appointed U.S. secretary of state.

Born Maria Jana Körbel in Prague, Czechoslovakia, “Madeleine” was derived from her childhood nickname Madlenka. The oldest child of Czechoslovakian diplomat Josef Korbel (1909–1977), she was an infant when her parents escaped the Nazi invasion of Poland for England. After the war, her father served as the Czechoslovakian ambassador to Yugoslavia and a UN envoy. When the fledgling Czech democracy collapsed under a communist takeover, Korbel took his family to the United States. Arriving in the United States at age 11, Albright became a naturalized citizen at age 20. From childhood, she spoke Czech, Serbo-Croatian, French, and English and later learned Russian and Polish.

Albright graduated from Wellesley College in 1959 and married Joseph Medill Patterson Albright, a journalist from an eminent publishing family. While Albright raised three daughters, she also studied Russian policy and earned a PhD in international relations. While she was living in Washington, D.C., her success managing school fundraisers led to political fund-raising. When she was 39 years old, Democratic senator Edmund Muskie hired her as chief legislative assistant. Zbigniew Brzezinski, her former professor, then hired her as a National Security Council staffer, where she provided summaries of international events to President James “Jimmy” Earl Carter (1924–).

Following Carter’s term, Albright and her husband divorced. She eventually accepted a professorship at the Georgetown University School of Foreign Service and established the Donner women’s program to encourage female participation in international relations. Albright next returned to Czechoslovakia as an adviser. The peaceful Velvet Revolution ended communist rule and reestablished a democratically elected government (the first since her parents had fled). Albright counseled the new prime minister, Václav Havel, on governmental structure.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Albright advised Democratic candidates on foreign policy, including presidential candidates and Geraldine Ferraro (1935–2011) during Ferraro’s vice presidential campaign. Modeling her parents, Albright opened her home to Democrats, out of power from 1981 to 1993, to meet, debate, and coalesce positions on international issues. She met Governor Bill Clinton at her home in 1988. Albright strongly advocated Clinton’s ideal of the United States as a nation indispensable to international peace and stability.

In early 1993 just after his inauguration, Clinton appointed Albright as U.S. ambassador to the UN. She negotiated Jean-Bertrand Aristide’s return as Haiti’s democratically elected president. She regretted the delayed U.S. response to the 1994 genocide in Rwanda and resolved to stop the ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslav Republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina. She consolidated the UN Security Counsel behind military intervention, enabling NATO and the United States to take action and save thousands of lives. As ambassador, she built consensus while resolutely representing the United States. She also opened the door for female successors.

In 1997, Clinton nominated Albright for secretary of state. She received unanimous confirmation from the U.S. Congress and became the first woman to fill the post. Within days of swearing in, a news story revealed that Albright’s grandparents and numerous relatives had been Jewish victims of Adolf Hitler’s concentration camps. Albright had been raised Catholic and converted to Episcopalian when she married. Critics questioned how she could be unaware of her Jewish heritage, but her experience paralleled many World War II refugees. Her parents were not practicing Jews and protected their children by emphasizing the future and minimizing their Jewish past. The revelation strengthened Albright’s resolve to work for peaceful conflict resolution.

Albright believed in international cooperation to discipline rogue nations. She supported UN investigators as they confiscated and destroyed Iraq’s stockpile of chemical and biological weapons. She promoted NATO expansion and the inclusion of former Soviet satellite states, which were moving toward democracy. Despite her efforts, however, peace negotiations between Israel and Palestine failed. North Korean military posturing and Russian oppression in Chechnya were held in check but became ongoing issues. In 1998, Al Qaeda agents bombed the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania.

Albright believed that her major accomplishment was the modernization of the State Department and the reestablishment of funding for embassies and security upgrades. Many historians, however, regard her clear explanations of complex issues as a major achievement that reengaged the American public in foreign relations and avoided isolationism. In 2012, President Barack H. Obama (1961–) awarded Albright the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

Keri Dearborn
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Antistalking Legislation

Antistalking legislation is a set of state and federal laws providing greater protection against the dangers of intimidation and harassment of innocent victims, often women, usually by people they know. The laws provide added protections in situations where the only previous recourse had been for the victim to seek injunctions or restraining orders. The onset of targeted antistalking laws added a considerably stronger layer of legal protection.

The first state law was enacted in California in 1990, and in 1992 Congress passed legislation that required the attorney general to conduct research on the issue of stalking and to develop and then distribute to the states a “constitutional and enforceable” model antistalking code. With this encouragement and support the states quickly followed suit, and by September 1993 all 50 states and Washington, D.C., had some form of an antistalking law. In the fall of 1994 Congress passed the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act. A part of that legislation, the Violence Against Women Act, included a provision that made it a federal offense to cross state lines “with the intent to injure, harass, or intimidate” a spouse or intimate partner. That provision was strengthened in 1996 with the passage of a federal stalking law, an act that prohibited interstate stalking as well as stalking on federal property and/or places within federal jurisdiction. The 1996 legislation also expanded the protection beyond spouses and intimate partners to include all victims.

Most of the antistalking laws prohibit people from engaging in a pattern of behavior that harasses or threatens others, and the laws that have been enacted have generally had two purposes—to eliminate the behavior that is disrupting the normal life of the victim and to prevent such behavior from escalating into violence. These legislative prohibitions represented a major step forward from the previous approach where the remedy lay almost exclusively in court-ordered restraining orders that are difficult to enforce.

The basic model offered by the federal government makes stalking a felony with penalties that reflect and are commensurate with the seriousness of the crime. The Department of Justice urged states to enact laws that provided law enforcement officials with the legal authority to arrest, prosecute, and sentence stalkers. In the course of enacting legislation, the states adopted basic definitions modeled on the federal law, but stalking’s treatment as a criminal offense varies widely, with state laws having generally fallen into three categories: those that make stalking a misdemeanor, those that make the first offense a misdemeanor but subsequent offenses felonies, and those that make stalking a felony.

In surveying the national landscape, it becomes clear that the states have taken a number of different approaches. Most states treat first convictions as misdemeanors, although over half treat a second offense as a felony. Beyond this, additional factors such as possession of a weapon, violation of a court order, underage victims, and repeat victims can all impact the actual charge a stalker may face. There are, in fact, significant variations in state antistalking laws. For instance, Iowa treats conviction in others states as previous convictions. The laws in Michigan, Hawaii, and Illinois allow courts to require counseling for those convicted of stalking. Illinois law allows for the denial of bail in instances where the alleged stalker is deemed to pose a “real and present” threat to the victim, while Florida allows officials to conduct warrantless arrests if a peace officer believes that stalking has occurred.

The nature of the crime has made it difficult for law enforcement officials to gauge the impact of the new statutes. In addition, their efforts have been complicated by the emergence of cyberstalking. Essentially the same as regular stalking but with the added element of using the Internet, e-mail, or other electronic communications to carry out the stalking, cyberstalking is less physically intrusive but can be more intimidating for victims. While President Bill Clinton signed the Interstate Stalking Act in 1996, it has proven wholly ineffective in fighting cyberstalking because it requires the stalker to physically cross state laws.

Despite these challenges, as legal authorities continued to implement the new laws and apply them to the changing social landscape, there was a general consensus that antistalking laws offer greater protection for victims of the practice.

William H. Pruden III
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Automobile Workers v. Johnson Controls (1991)

In 1991 in Automobile Workers v. Johnson Controls, the U.S. Supreme Court found that female workers enjoy the same right to seek and maintain employment as male workers when serving in a given capacity in the same workplace, even if that employment subjects workers to reproductive health risks. The case continues to shape debates regarding both biological gender difference and its implication in the workplace.

The 20th-century women’s movement helped create conditions in which an increasing number of American women sought paid employment across professions and industries. The presence of women in a wider variety of workplaces raised questions regarding the nature of gender equity in employment.

The workplace concern involved in this case was the hazard of lead exposure in the manufacture of vehicle batteries. As early as 1977, Johnson Controls notified prospective female laborers of the dangers of such work in hopes that women might voluntarily exclude themselves. When this approach failed to prevent female employees from taking these jobs, then becoming pregnant and seeking to take the pregnancies to term, Johnson Controls implemented a policy in 1982 that excluded fertile females from any job that might transfer or be promoted into this role. The company maintained that the risks involved in employing women in this setting were distinctive due to their role in childbearing.

The United Automobile Workers filed suit on behalf of its membership on the grounds of sex discrimination in employment and contended that neither fetal protectionism nor concern for the reproductive health of workers had prompted Johnson’s ban on employing women in this context. The union maintained that Johnson Controls’ imposition of this restriction was instead an attempt to avoid legal liability for health hazards permitted on its premises. Further, the suit claimed that lead exposure subjected all workers to increased incidence of a variety of health problems not limited to reproductive risks and promoted the concept that reproductive risks exist for both genders.

The resulting litigation addressed the specific circumstances of seven workers at a location in Milwaukee. For instance, one employee (Mary Craig) underwent sterilization to furnish the medical proof of infertility required for her to continue working in her position with Johnson Controls. Another worker (Elsie Nason) risked dismissal from her job because at age 50 she remained premenopausal. The only male worker featured in the suit sought and was denied a job transfer during the time he was trying to conceive a child. Taken together, the experiences of these individuals helped establish that their employer was engaged in inconsistent and unequal treatment of workers on the basis of gender.

In March 1991, the U.S. Supreme Court issued a unanimous decision that Johnson Controls’ policy constituted sex discrimination. The company had failed to establish gender as a bona fide occupational qualification for the positions in question. Several laws proved relevant to the Supreme Court’s finding in this case with regard to women’s employment rights, including the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1978 Pregnancy Discrimination Act.

Although the case proved pivotal in terms of sex discrimination, the decision did not resolve a number of related issues for labor law: Do employers have the right to subject workers to such health risks? Might biological gender difference play any legitimate role in workplace policy? Is it possible that the interests of a pregnant worker and her fetus might conflict? Should workers be required to curtail or compromise their reproductive lives to keep their jobs? Finally, does identical treatment of workers regardless of gender of itself achieve equal treatment?

Automobile Workers v. Johnson Controls afforded women an equal right as their male counterparts to seek and maintain employment in a toxic workplace. The litigation influenced the way Americans regard issues such as sex discrimination, equality in the workplace, reproductive rights, and fetal protection. The case offers a precedent for subsequent cases involving differential treatment of men and women in a given job description and workplace.

Linda S. Watts
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Bechdel, Alison (1960–)

Through her comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For, Alison Bechdel created what became known as the Bechdel-Wallace Test for gender bias in films. In 2014 she won a MacArthur “Genius” Award, and in 2015 the musical made from her graphic novel memoir, Fun Home, won the Tony for Best Musical. Bechdel defined her work as about creating fully human three-dimensional female protagonists.

Bechdel was born in Lock Haven, Pennsylvania, on September 10, 1960. Her parents were teachers who inherited and then ran a family mortuary business. Bechdel graduated from Oberlin College in 1981, where she majored in art. After college she did office work for a series of publishing companies and volunteered for the feminist newspaper Womanness. Her comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For began as a joke among friends who did not see images of lesbians in the mainstream comic press. Within two years Bechdel began to syndicate the strip to other newspapers. In 1986 Firebrand Books published Bechdel’s first collection of comic strips, gaining her a wider following.

In 1985 Bechdel ran a strip titled The Rule in which two female characters discuss three rules for the kinds of movies they are willing to pay to see in the theater. They included the fact that a movie has to have at least two women in it who talk to each other rather than only to the men in the film about something besides a man. Bechdel attributed the idea from her friend Liz Wallace, who mentioned the standard to her as Bechdel was looking for ideas for her comic. The idea reminded Bechdel of the writings of Virginia Woolf (1882–1941), who had made similar complaints about the literature of her day. What began as a simple panel of humor went viral, becoming the subject of film studies and women studies courses across the world. By 2014 FAMU, the Film and TV School of the Academy of Performing Arts in Prague, used the test to grade student screenplays.
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Cartoonist Alison Bechdel is best known for creating the Bechdel Test of gender bias in film in her cartoon Dykes to Watch Out For. In 2014 she was awarded a MacArthur “Genius” Award and in 2015 Fun Home, adapted from her memoir, won the Tony Award for Best New Musical. (Walter McBride/Getty Images)

In 2006 Bechdel wrote a memoir in graphic novel style. Fun Home dealt with her childhood at the mortuary and her father’s suicide when she was 20, an event she defines as “the end of his life coincided with the beginning of my truth.” She had written her parents a letter from college about realizing that she was a lesbian four months before his death and later learned, through police reports and conversations with her mother, that her father had been a closeted homosexual. In the memoir Bechdel also traced her early adoration of newspaper comics to the Addams Family comics drawn by Charles Addams for the New Yorker from 1938 to 1988. The novel received widespread critical success, including being named Book of the Year by Time magazine, which brought Bechdel’s work to yet a larger audience.

Bechdel published her second graphic novel, Are You My Mother?, in 2008. Focusing on the relationship with her own mother and her therapist, the novel also uses flashbacks and a parallel structure to look into the relationship between Virginia Woolf and her psychoanalyst.

Bechdel received the Bill Whitehead Award for Lifetime Achievement from Publishing Triangle in 2012 and sold the rights to Fun Home as a musical, which began as an off-Broadway production of the Public Theater in 2013. The next year Bechdel was awarded a $625,000 MacArthur Genius Fellowship, a five-year grant to individuals “who show exceptional creativity in their work and the prospect for still more in the future.” In March 2015, with a score by Jeanine Tesori and book and lyrics by Lisa Kron, the musical version of Fun Home debuted on Broadway, winning five Tony Awards, including for best musical and best score. Kron and Tesori became the first all-woman team to win a Tony Award for best score.

Later that year Bechdel took to social media to ask fans that the test be renamed to share the credit. As she noted in an interview in The Atlantic, the Bechdel test came from two women talking about something other than men, but the name did not pass the test. Bechdel asked that it be renamed the Bechdel-Wallace Test.

Rosanne Welch
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Chase, Cheryl/Bo Laurent (1956–)

Cheryl Chase/Bo Laurent refers to the American intersex activist and founder of the Intersex Society of North America (ISNA).

Chase was born in New Jersey on August 14, 1956, with ambiguous genitalia, a “true hermaphrodite.” Labeled as a boy and named Brian Sullivan, when she was 8 years old doctors discovered that she had ovaries and a uterus. Surgeons performed a clitoridectomy to remove her phallus, which they thought to be a large clitoris. They advised her parents to move elsewhere and raise her as a girl, which they did, renaming her Bonnie. When she was 10 she learned about the clitoridectomy. At age 19 she tried to obtain access to her medical records but was unsuccessful until age 22. Chase graduated from MIT with a mathematics degree, went on to Harvard to study Japanese, and then moved to Japan and founded a successful technology company. In her mid-30s, however, Chase had a nervous breakdown and considered suicide. Soon after, she confronted her mother with questions about her childhood and researched to find out more about intersexuality.

In 1993 Sullivan wrote to the editor of The Sciences announcing the creation of the Intersex Society of North America, signing the letter with her new name, Cheryl Chase (later she also used the name Bo Laurent). The ISNA, now defunct, was “a movement to protect the human rights of people born with intersex conditions in the United States.” (The term “intersex” is used for a variety of conditions in which a person is born with a sexual anatomy that does not fit typical definitions of female or male. Approximately 1 in 2,000 children is born intersex.) Chase and ISNA were active in bringing the problems of intersex people into the public eye in the 1990s. ISNA’s mission was to raise awareness about intersexuality and educate the medical field to provide better care for intersex individuals from birth. In 1995, Chase created Hermaphrodites Speak!, the first documentary to include intersex people discussing their conditions, medical treatment, and the parenting they received. Chase wrote an amicus brief in 1998 for the Colombian constitutional court, which was considering a case involving surgery for a six-year-old boy born with a micropenis. In 1999, the Colombian Supreme Court handed down a historic decision instituting human rights protections for intersex people, based largely on Chase’s brief. In 2000, ISNA received the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Commission’s Felipa de Souza Human Rights Award.

Chase’s activism played a role in the urology and endocrinology disciplines’ rethinking of intersex conditions. Her presentation of “Sexual Ambiguity: The Patient-Centered Approach” at the Lawson Wilkins Pediatric Endocrine Society meeting in 2000 is considered an unprecedented patient-led breakthrough in medical reform. In 2004, Chase and ISNA convinced the San Francisco Human Rights Commission to hold hearings on medical procedures for intersex infants. In 2006, the journal Pediatrics published “Consensus Statement on the Management of Intersex Disorders,” signed by 50 international experts including Chase and based on discussions held during the 2005 Intersex Consensus Conference. The consensus statement supports the idea that each child should be assigned a gender soon after birth, based on an examination of the baby’s genes, hormones, genitalia, internal organs, and other physical traits. The doctors should then make their best determination as to whether the child will want to live his/her adult life as a man or a woman. The consensus statement tells doctors to discourage families from rushing into surgery. Chase believes that children must feel loved by their parents despite differences in appearance and that operations should only be chosen, if necessary, by an individual old enough to make his/her own decision. Chase has also urged doctors to stop using the word “hermaphrodite,” preferring the less-monstrous term “disorders of sex development.”

Chase left ISNA to become a member of the Advisory Committee of Accord Alliance, established in 2008 “to promote comprehensive and integrated approaches to care that enhance the health and well-being of people affected by disorders of sex development.” For years, Chase has tirelessly fought to increase the visibility of intersexuality, to oppose medically unnecessary interventions like genital surgery, and to eventually replace surgery and silence through peer and mental health support.

Deena Benjamin
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Clinton, Hillary (1947–)

First lady of the United States, U.S. senator, and secretary of state, Hillary Diane Rodham Clinton has also been a leading presidential candidate. She was born in Chicago on October 26, 1947, the oldest of three children. Her father, Hugh Rodham, had a drapery supply business, and her mother, Dorothy Howell Rodham, was a homemaker.

Clinton attended suburban Park Ridge public schools, where she was active on the student council, the school newspaper, and the National Honor Society. Due to redistricting during her senior year, she started over at a new high school, where she was a National Merit Finalist, graduated in the top 5 percent of her class, and was voted most likely to succeed.

After high school graduation in 1965 Clinton enrolled at Wellesley College in Massachusetts, majoring in political science. Her support of civil rights and opposition to the Vietnam War led her to seek change within the political system. Following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, Clinton worked to recruit more black students and faculty to Wellesley. She was elected president of the Wellesley College Government Association. On May 31, 1969, she was the first Wellesley student to give the commencement address, a speech that received a seven-minute standing ovation and was featured in Life magazine.

In the fall of 1969, Clinton entered Yale Law School in New Haven, Connecticut, where she was among 27 women in a class of 235. In 1971, she was in the Yale Law Library when she met fellow student Bill Clinton of Arkansas.

After they graduated from law school in 1973, Bill Clinton returned to Arkansas, while Hillary moved to Washington, D.C. She worked for the Children’s Defense Fund and then for the House Judiciary Committee’s impeachment proceedings on President Richard Nixon’s involvement in the Watergate Scandal.

Shortly after, Hillary joined Bill Clinton in the town of Fayetteville, where he was teaching at the University of Arkansas School of Law. She also joined the faculty in addition to running a legal services clinic while Bill embarked on a career in Democratic Party politics. On October 11, 1975, they married.

In 1976, Bill was elected Arkansas attorney general. Hillary taught law in Little Rock and directed the school’s legal aid clinic. She was hired by Little Rock’s prestigious Rose Law Firm and would become the first woman named full partner there. In 1978, she worked on Bill’s successful gubernatorial campaign in which, at age 32, he became the nation’s youngest governor. She continued to work as an attorney at the Rose Law Firm, twice being named to the list of “The 100 Most Influential Lawyers in America” by the National Law Journal.

The Clintons’ daughter Chelsea was born in 1980. That year Bill lost the governor’s race, though he regained it in 1982 after Hillary took the Clinton name. From 1982 to 1992, she continued working as a lawyer and helped Bill win four reelections for governor.

When Bill announced his candidacy for the presidential election of 1992, women came forward with stories of romantic liaisons. Addressing the subject on television’s 60 Minutes in January 1992, Hillary Clinton said, “You know, I’m not sitting here—some little woman standin’ by my man like Tammy Wynette,” causing a furor over her supposed insult to housewives.

In 1992 Bill was elected president of the United States. At age 45, Hillary Rodham Clinton became first lady. Early in his presidency, he named her to lead the President’s Task Force on Health Care Reform, the first American first lady to direct such a project. Opponents condemned an unelected first lady being in that position, and the effort failed. As first lady, she testified before a federal grand jury in 1996 regarding the Whitewater land development deal, becoming America’s only first lady ever to be subpoenaed. No wrongdoing was found.

In 1998, what Hillary Clinton called “the most devastating, shocking and hurtful experience of my life” took place when her husband publicly revealed his improper relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky. After Clinton’s decision to stand by him, even during impeachment hearings, her approval ratings increased to about 70 percent, the highest they had ever been.

In 1996 Clinton’s book It Takes a Village—And Other Lessons Children Teach Us was a best seller. Also while she was first lady she wrote An Invitation to the White House: At Home with History in 2000. She traveled to 79 countries, becoming America’s most traveled first lady.

Leaving the White House following Bill’s second term, the Clintons moved to the suburb of Chappaqua, New York, north of New York City. On November 7, 2000, Hillary Clinton was elected U.S. senator from New York, the first woman to do so from that state. In the Senate, Clinton kept a low profile and built bipartisan relationships.

In 2003 Clinton’s memoir, Living History, was published. It became one of the top five best-selling nonfiction books of that year as well as a best-selling paperback in 2004.

In 2007 Clinton announced her candidacy as Democratic nominee for president of the United States in the 2008 election. To that time, no woman had ever been nominated by a major party for the presidency of the United States. She ultimately lost the nomination to fellow senator Barack Obama.

In 2009, President Obama appointed Clinton as secretary of state. In her four years in that position, she visited more than 100 countries and traveled almost 1 million air miles. She stepped down as secretary of state in early 2013. The following year, she published her memoirs of heading the State Department in the book Hard Choices, which also sold well. Summing up her career to date, she has said that “I have never been as good or as bad as my most fervid supporters and opponents claimed.” On April 12, 2015, Hillary Rodham Clinton announced that she would be a candidate for the presidency of the United States in a bid to be the 2016 Democratic nominee. In July 2016 she became the first woman ever nominated for the presidency by one of the the major political parties.

Nancy Hendricks
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Defense of Marriage Act (1996)

The Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was passed in 1996 and established a federal definition of marriage and an end to gay marriage. Consisting of two provisions, it asserted that a marriage was a legal union only between a man and a woman, with a spouse being a person of the opposite sex. With over 1,000 federal laws pertaining to marriage, the law had wide application. In addition, the law declared that no state, territory, or possession of the United States or Native American tribes could be required to legally recognize marriage between persons of the same sex or recognize any rights that might arise from marriage.

DOMA became a central element in the developing debates over gay marriage and would ultimately become the object of a legal challenge initiated by Edith Windsor in November 2010. In that 2013 case, United States v. Windsor, the Supreme Court ruled the provision that defined marriage as only between a man and a woman unconstitutional, terming it a form of discrimination that violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. The ruling opened the way to expanding gay marriage nationwide.

The bill was first introduced in the House of Representatives on May 7, 1996, by Representative Bob Barr of Georgia. The legislation swept through a Republican-controlled Congress, which correctly identified the issue as popular with American conservatives. While the House Judiciary Committee declared that the law was not homophobic or hate-based, North Carolina senator Jesse Helms and other conservatives claimed that homosexuality would ruin the nation. The legislation was enthusiastically supported by newly elected Republican congresspersons, who were committed to implementing a series of social conservative measures they called the “Contract with America.”

In July, DOMA was passed by a House vote of 342 to 67, while the Senate followed suit in September by a vote of 85 to 14. While President Bill Clinton had expressed no support for the legislation, he had previously expressed opposition to gay marriage. Consequently, with the Justice Department seeing no constitutional impediments and with a tough reelection fight looming, Clinton bowed to public opinion. Signing the bill on September 21, 1966, less than 10 weeks after its introduction, he accompanied the legislation with a written statement affirming his support for civil rights and his belief that the law did not excuse discrimination against homosexual citizens.

As the United States moved into the 21st century, public attitudes about gay rights began to shift, and in November 2003 the Supreme Court of Massachusetts issued a ruling, making it the first state to legalize gay marriage. In November 2010, Edith Windsor, legally married since 2007 to Thea Spyer, sued the government for a refund of the estate taxes she had to pay when Spyer died, since the government had determined that under DOMA Windsor was not entitled to the legal protections, including the estate tax refund, that marriage provided.

The case wound its way through the courts until on March 27, 2013, it came before the U.S. Supreme Court. In the weeks leading up to the argument, former president Clinton wrote a Washington Post op-ed piece where he called DOMA “incompatible with our Constitution” and urged the Court to overrule it. It represented a clear shift for Clinton and served as a bookend to former congressman Barr’s 2009 call for the repeal of DOMA.

On June 26, 2013, the Supreme Court, in a vote of 5 to 4, invalidated the section of the law that refused federal benefits to legally married same-sex couples. Writing for the majority, Justice Anthony Kennedy declared that the law discriminated against gays and lesbians in a way that was unconstitutional. More directly, Kennedy’s majority opinion declared that the law’s basic purpose was “to demean those persons who are in a lawful same-sex marriage.” While the decision made available countless federal benefits to same-sex couples who had been married in states where the practice was legal, the legal wrangling did not end. Indeed, while efforts to repeal DOMA were ongoing, a new set of legal challenges also ensued, and in the spring of 2015 the Supreme Court heard arguments in the case Obergefell v. Hodges, whose resolution might establish a national policy in the matter. The decision was handed down in June 2015 in favor of legalizing gay marriage.

William H. Pruden III
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Dietrich, Dorothy (1969–)

An accomplished magician and escapologist, Dorothy Dietrich is renowned for her work as the “female Houdini.” She is the only woman to have performed the bullet catch with her mouth and set a world record for performing a straitjacket escape while suspended hundreds of feet from a burning rope. Dietrich has duplicated several of Harry Houdini’s original escapes. She is considered a world-class magician and has paved the way for women in the male-dominated fields of magic and escapology.

Dietrich was born on Halloween in 1969 in Erie, Pennsylvania. Her brothers often had her play the tied-up damsel in distress during childhood games, but she learned to escape her bonds. As a girl she began reading books on Houdini, who became her idol. Dietrich learned her tricks and escapes mostly from books. When she was 13 years old she ran away to New York City to escape her abusive father. Her first break came while working in a variety show at a working-class venue in Times Square. Concurrently she worked for the Parent Assembly of the Society of American Magicians with well-known magicians such as Russell Swann and Walter B. Gibson, who mentored the development of her skills. She also studied with Al Flosso, a onetime regular on The Ed Sullivan Show, as well as Jack London and Lou Lancaster. By the late 1980s and early 1990s Dietrich had become a favorite act with New York booking agents.

Dietrich performed in nightclubs, resort hotels, trade shows, and college auditoriums. She created a routine with several types of animals, including doves, rabbits, and poodles. She became noted for her expertise as a dove worker. Dietrich also developed acts that few women attempted, including sawing men in half, escaping from a straitjacket, and levitating people chosen from the audience. Along with Dick Brooks, Dietrich was a founder of New York’s Magic Towne House, a popular attraction in New York City that became the longest-running magic show in the city’s history. The Magic Towne House also became an important performance venue for many aspiring magicians.

Dietrich is best known for her death-defying escape from a straitjacket while suspended 15 stories high from a burning rope and without a net, which she performed for an HBO special. She is one of five people in the world to attempt the feat and the only woman to accomplish it. In addition, she successfully performed the bullet catch. She caught at .22-caliber bullet in a metal cup in her mouth at the International Brotherhood of Magicians Convention. The stunt had killed 12 men, and Houdini considered it too dangerous to attempt. In 1988 Dietrich performed the bullet catch at Donald Trump’s Resorts International’s 10th anniversary in Atlantic City. The act was televised worldwide on a special titled Just for the Record, the Best of Everything. She performed it again in Canada on Autobus du Canada for the highest fee ever paid to a magician on Canadian television. To quiet skeptics, Dietrich advertised a $10,000 reward to anyone who could prove that her bullet catch was faked.

In addition to repeating several of Houdini’s famous escapes, Dietrich also replicated his efforts to expose false mediums. Houdini would attend séances and expose the tricks the hosts used to make their guests believe they were speaking with the deceased. She challenged self-proclaimed psychics on televisions shows, perhaps most notably Canadian television medium Kim Dennis, who claimed to be in contact with Houdini. Ironically, for many years Dietrich has held séances at the Harry Houdini house in Scranton, Pennsylvania, on Halloween in attempts to contact the iconic figure. Begun by his wife Bess Houdini, these séances have been held for decades as a tribute to Houdini.

In addition to her live shows, Dietrich also appeared on several television shows, including a Bill Cosby special while still in her teen years. Dietrich has also served as a consultant for the Criss Angel show Mindfreak and still appears on national television. Dietrich, the “First Lady of Magic” is currently the director of the Houdini Museum, where she performs on a regular basis.

Tabatha Toney
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Displaced Homemaker Self-Sufficiency Assistance Act (1990)

The Displaced Homemaker Self-Sufficiency Assistance Act is a federal law passed in 1990 that was intended to aid displaced homemakers and their efforts to return to the workforce. The act authorizes the federal government to partner with states to develop programs that will foster the return to the job market of millions of displaced homemakers who are unemployed and also help upgrade the skills of those who are underemployed.

The legislation was initially introduced by Representative Matthew Martinez, a California Democrat, on August 1, 1989. After review by the House Committee on Education and the Workforce, the bill passed the House on October 15, 1990. After minor changes, the Senate followed suit on October 20. With the House agreeing only days later to the Senate changes, the bill was sent to President George H. W. Bush, who signed it on November 15.

As defined in the legislation, a homemaker is a person who works for her family at home but does not get a paycheck. At the time of its passage, there were 15.6 million displaced homemakers in the United States. To qualify under the law and to be eligible for the program’s offerings, a displaced homemaker had to be unemployed or underemployed. Under the provisions of the statute, the secretary of labor is to make one grant to each state, with the grant going to an eligible agency or statewide nonprofit organization based on a competitive process.

Specifically, to be eligible for assistance a woman seeking employment must be having trouble either finding a job or upgrading to a new job. In addition, women must have lost or be about to lose income assistance, which can take the form of either public assistance or income of another family member.

A compelling example of federalism, under the law the federal government provided states with assistance so they could provide referral and coordination services to displaced homemakers. The federal government also provided states with technical assistance to aid displaced homemakers. Under the program, the governor of each state was to designate a state administrative body to make services available through appropriate service providers. The designated state administrative body was also expected to develop an annual plan for using the program funds and also establish the criteria for approving and monitoring eligible providers.

The law addressed a major social problem. By the 1990s women made up two-thirds of new entrants to the workforce. Women often needed assistance in the development of job skills, skills they had not developed or not kept up on because they had been in the home raising children and/or taking care of husbands and households. The Displaced Homemakers Network emerged in the early 1980s, pushing both the government and the private sector to respond to these realities.

However, from the beginning the Displaced Homemaker Self-Sufficiency Act seemed to be playing catch-up, as it suffered from a limited reach and insufficient funding. The provision for one grant per state proved woefully inadequate, especially at a time when the economy had forced innumerable unskilled or low-skilled women back into a workplace.

Representative Martinez sought greater and more appropriate funding but to no avail. The National Displaced Homemakers Network continued its efforts on behalf of the cause, as did the Older Women’s League (one of whose founders, Tish Sommers, is credited with coining the term “displaced homemaker”). However, the pleas for additional funding and programmatic expansion met with little success. At the same time, the Perkins Educational Act of 1990, a law that offered federally funded training for people seeking to adjust to the changing workforce, seemed better funded. The Perkins Act seemed to be a case of too little, too late. Continued monitoring by the government and feminist groups led to a recognition that by the mid-1990s fewer women left the workplace to have children and instead shifted to part-time and/or low-waged jobs. As a result, the demographics for unemployed females were considerably different, and displaced homemakers were not the factor they had been.

However, as the United States moved into the 2010s, there appeared to be a new upsurge of displaced homemakers seeking to return to the job market. Consequently, feminists and politicians continue to consider appropriate revisions.

William H. Pruden III
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Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) is the colloquial name for the official congressional policy of the U.S. military regarding the service of nonheterosexually identified people from 1994 to 2011. Under Department of Defense (DOD) Directive 1304.26, military applicants would not be asked to reveal their sexual orientation; however, “homosexual conduct” remained grounds to bar individuals from service to the military. As a result, lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals were able to serve in the military so long as they remained closeted. This policy continued until the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Repeal Act of 2010 was put into effect in 2011 under President Barack Obama.

Prior to the signing of the DADT, homosexual conduct was outright banned by the armed forces. Military regulations in the 1940s codified the terms in which nonheterosexual military personnel would be discharged from their services. The 1982 DOD Directive 1332.14 stated that homosexuals were unfit for service. Despite the regulations during these periods, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals continued to serve in the military—some closeted and some out. In 1993, the DADT was drafted as a means to address the role of LGBTQ persons in the military.

According to the section “Provisions Related to Homosexual Conduct” (E1.2.8) of the DADT directive, sexual orientation should be considered a private matter and thus should not fall under question at any stage during the application process. Although nonheterosexual people served in the military prior to 1993, this policy marked the first time that they were granted legal permission to be in the military as nonheterosexuals. Thus, the DADT was seen at the time as a step toward greater equality. However, the DOD directive also strictly prohibited homosexual conduct, which it defined as sexually physical acts, statements of propensity for or intent to engage in homosexual acts, or marriage to a person of the same biological sex. Any evidence of homosexual conduct could be grounds for barring someone from the military, with some exceptions.

The colloquial name for the directive was coined by President Bill Clinton when the policy was signed in 1993. Clinton said, “Don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t harass, and don’t pursue.” Some viewed the change in policy as a step forward in human rights for the LGBTQ community. Others, however, questioned not only the extent to which the directive actually protected LGBTQ members of the armed forces but also the constitutionality of the bill itself.

Statistics prove that the DADT did negatively impact military personnel who might identify as homosexual or bisexual. A significant number of applicants who were turned away from the armed forces under the DADT were women and ethnic/racial minorities. Women of color were disproportionately discharged under the 1994 directive. Not long after the directive was enacted, lesbian and gay members of the armed forces sought legal action against the DADT. Through Lieutenant Colonel Jane Able v. the United States of America, Brenda Vosbein (under the pseudonym “Jane Able”) challenged the constitutionality of the DADT based on the First and Fifth Amendments. This case made it to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit in 1996 and 1998 but was ultimately struck down, leaving the act in place.

Witt v. Department of the Air Force saw Major Margaret Witt sue for relief against the U.S. Air Force for investigating her under the DADT without due process. It was not until 2011, after the DADT had been repealed, that Witt reached a settlement with the air force to have her discharge removed from military records. Another lawsuit challenging the constitutionality of the DADT surfaced with Log Cabin Republicans v. United States of America. Judge Virginia A. Phillips ruled in favor of the plaintiffs. After the DADT was repealed later in 2010, the case was suspended.

In 2010, Congress addressed the DADT in the National Defense Authorization Act for 2011. The act faced several amendments in the attempt to repeal the DADT. The final version of the repeal prevented applicants and inductees from being discharged on the grounds of their sexual orientation but did not explicitly protect them from discrimination in the armed forces based on their sexuality.

Additionally, despite successful overturn of the DADT and the 2014 laws permitting women to serve on active duty, the U.S. armed forces continues to exclude transgender, transsexual, or nonbinarily gendered individuals on the basis of being psychiatrically unfit for the armed forces.

Cynthia M. Zavala
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Interview of Steve Estes on Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (2007)

In 2007, activist and author Steve Estes gave an interview about his oral history–based book on the effects of the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy on gay and lesbian soldiers. The following is a part of that interview.

Q: Can you briefly outline the major changes that have occurred in homosexual policy from World War II to the war in Iraq?

A: On one hand, the most obvious policy change occurred in 1993 when the passage of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” allowed gays to serve as long as they were not open about their sexuality. On the other hand, that directive simply formally acknowledged what had long been the policy of the U.S. military. It allowed most gays and lesbians to serve quietly and honorably in times of need and discharged them in larger numbers when manpower needs decline during peacetime.

Q: How does the United State’s [sic] current military policy regarding homosexual enlistment differ from other countries?

A: The U.S. stands nearly alone among developed nations in banning the service of openly gay troops. Among the original members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, only the U.S. and Portugal ban gay and lesbian service personnel. Nine of the countries with troops fighting along side American forces in Iraq and twelve of our allies fighting in Afghanistan allow gays to serve. Countries that have lifted the ban since the 1970s include Australia, Britain, Canada, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain.

Q: How did your involvement in other projects involving gays in the military influence ASK AND TELL?

A: I began interviewing GLBT vets after I saw a call for such interviews by the Human Rights Campaign, which is a gay rights group, in 2002. Originally I got into this as an activist, wanting to use my skills as a historian and interviewer to support what I saw as a civil rights issue. When I contacted HRC, they told me about the Veterans History Project run by the Library of Congress. They also put me in touch with American Veterans for Equal Rights, as well as a predominantly gay American Legion Post in San Francisco. I started interviewing folks from San Francisco for the Library of Congress project and found that the vets were really excited to tell their stories. These original interviewees put me in touch with their friends from around the country, and the oral history project grew from there. I really couldn’t have done this project without help from HRC, AVER, Servicemembers Legal Defense Network, Military Equality Alliance, the GLBT Historical Society, and the Michael Palm Center.

Q: What was it like to interview these men and women who bravely served their country while dealing with the fear that their sexuality might be discovered?

A: More than half of my interviewees came of age before the modern gay rights movement, so they had learned to deal with a homophobia in society at large that was really not that much different from the military. They would have faced similar pressure in any career, but they felt the call of duty to serve their country. For many of the veterans who served after the 1970s, there was a disconnect between their lives in uniform and out, but all of these vets said that their first allegiance was to the military. Sexuality had very little to do with their job performance or their experiences in combat, other than the fact that the military thought it did.

Q: Were there noticeable differences in the experiences of gays and lesbians in the military, based on their gender?

A: Lesbians make up a disproportionate number of discharges as a result of homosexuality. This is just one indication that women face the brunt of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” The other side of this story is that the ban on gay service personnel puts all military women in a catch-22. Whether they are gay or not, military women need to prove that they are straight, leaving them more vulnerable to sexual harassment.

Q: Was there an interrogation process given to service members who were suspected to be homosexual?

A: Though the regulations and laws have changed, the interrogation techniques have remained largely the same. I interviewed veterans interrogated in every decade since the 1940s. They were brought into a room with members of the criminal investigation division of their respective services and told that the military had proof that they were gay. They were asked to reveal the names of other gay or lesbian personnel. Several of my interviewees survived such witch-hunts and served the rest of their careers honorably. Others—good soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines—were given dishonorable discharges and sent home in disgrace. Homosexuality per se is no longer grounds for a dishonorable discharge, but “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” has certainly not stopped the interrogation and separation of good men and women.

Q: What was the “Lavender Scare,” and how did it affect the lives of gays in the military?

A: The “Lavender Scare” is a term coined by historian David Johnson for the fear and persecution of homosexuals that accompanied the fear of communists during the Red Scare of the 1950s. Though the Korean War took place at the height of the Lavender Scare, most Korean War veterans I spoke with said that there was more tolerance of homosexuality over in the Asian theater of war, while purges of gays from the military and federal government were much worse on the home front and following the armistice.

Q: How did gays in the military react to President Clinton’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” directive?

A: When Clinton initially promised to lift the ban during the 1992 presidential campaign, there was a sense of hope among GLBT vets and active duty folks. But such hope quickly turned to frustration and despair as the campaign promise was compromised in “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.” Most gays in the military saw this as simply a new paint job on an old closet door.

Q: What types of punishment have men and women faced who openly reveal their sexuality while serving? Do those who reveal their sexuality after serving face any penalties or persecution?

A: The military has dealt with homosexuality in three ways since the start of World War II. If soldiers were caught in the act of homosexual intercourse, they could be subject to court martial and jail time. If they admitted that they were gay before 1981, they could be given a dishonorable discharge, meaning that they would lose all benefits. After 1981 and increasingly following the passage of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” service personnel who have admitted that they were gay have received an honorable discharge from the service. Although that has been the letter of the law, enforcement has varied widely from post to post and over time depending on the manpower needs of the military.

Source: “A Conversation with Steve Estes, author of Ask and Tell: Gay and Lesbian Veterans Speak Out, on the Role of Firearms in Women’s Lives, from Fashion on the History, Valor, and Continuing Struggles of Gays in the U.S. Military,” Fall 2007, The University of North Carolina Press, http://uncpress.unc.edu/browse/page/491.



Ecofeminism

Ecofeminism combines environmental philosophies with feminist ideology, creating a movement that argues that women and nature are both oppressed by patriarchal value systems. The movement saw its beginnings in the 19th century, though the term “ecofeminism” was not broadly used until the 1970s.

Today’s ecofeminism originated in the conservation movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The Conservation Movement developed in response to two geographically different sets of problems. The first included the highly visible problems associated with urbanization such as pollution, disease, and overpopulation. The second was in response to the closing of the frontier. The great expanses of the American continent were being plundered, polluted, and destroyed by timber, mining, and railroad businesses. Primarily a white middle-class movement, conservation fell under the umbrella of the Progressive movement.

At a time when middle-class women were expected to be housewives, environmental concerns were made legitimate by a connection to the municipal housekeeping movement founded by Ellen Swallow Richards, who is often seen as the mother of ecofeminism. The municipal housekeeping movement focused on children’s health, food safety, pollution, sanitation issues, and industrial health and safety.

These early movements focused almost entirely on the needs and wishes of white middle-class and wealthy Americans, despite the fact that African Americans and immigrants bore the brunt of urban environmental problems, though there were exceptions. The “Garbage Lady” Mary McDowell worked to clean up a highly polluted branch of the Chicago River. Black women’s clubs, such as Ida B. Wells’s Negro Fellowship League, a settlement house for African Americans, and Lugenia Hope’s Atlanta Neighborhood Union also worked on disease and pollution in city neighborhoods.

Many women worked on environmental issues through the women’s clubs founded in almost every part of the country. Women also participated in more locally focused issues, making sure to tie their work into their homes, neighborhoods, and communities and nature in general. Women’s clubs fought to save the California redwoods, and organizations such as the Daughters of the American Revolution and the Pennsylvania Forestry Association were instrumental in preserving both the Appalachian watersheds and Niagara Falls. In the early 20th century Mary Austin made some of the very first ties between feminism and environmentalism, connecting the oppression of women with the oppression of nature. A committed defender of indigenous people’s rights, she saw the intersections of gender, class, and race as critical for any true analysis of modernization and its environmental damage.

While Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) is seen as the beginning of the contemporary environmental movement, other pivotal texts in ecofeminism include Susan Griffin’s Woman and Nature (1978) and Carolyn Merchant’s The Death of Nature (1980). Growing out of the social change movements of the 1960s and 1970s, “ecofeminism” became a recognized term in the 1970s. The ecofeminism perspective became a coherent and organized theoretical approach by the 1980s. Rather than seeing nature and culture as separate and in opposition to each other, ecofeminists sought to bridge that gap, seeing all forms of domination and hierarchy as related. Ecofeminists theorized that men subjugate women in the same way that they subjugate nature. Ecofeminists also saw misogyny as a form of nature hating. Creating organizations such as the Women’s Pentagon Actions and the Woman-Earth Feminist Peace Institute led to local and national activism. The work of Lois Gibbs to clean up Love Canal falls into this category of activism, as does the recognition of ties between environmental issues and breast cancer in the pink ribbon movement still active today. Ecofeminists also worked on issues of toxic waste, environmental racism, nuclear testing, and militarism.

In the 1990s academic and public opinion turned against the ecofeminist movement. As ecofeminism turned toward goddess spirituality and the ethical treatment of animals, critics argued that ecofeminism made an essentialist argument that tied women and nature together in an anti-intellectual manner. While many of the accusations were broad generalizations without any support, the notion of ecofeminism as being without merit spread.

Research and writing into the topic did not disappear. Instead the term was replaced by such terms as “feminist environmentalism,” “critical feminist ecosocialist analysis,” “ecological feminism,” and “social and environmental justice.” While the term “ecofeminism” may no longer be as mainstream as it was in the 1980s, the work to implement ecofeminist principles and values continues.

L. E. Colmenero-Chilberg
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Edelman, Marian Wright (1939–)

Marian Wright Edelman, a lawyer, civil rights advocate, and lifelong advocate for children, is best known for founding the Children’s Defense Fund, which is a powerful voice for children and families.

Born in Bennettsville, South Carolina, on June 6, 1939, Edelman was the youngest of the five children of Arthur J. and Maggie Bowen Wright. Her father was a Baptist preacher and community leader who, seeing that there was no public playground for black children and no lunch counter where African Americans could eat, opened a playground and canteen behind his church. After he died in 1954, her mother brought 12 foster children into their home. Both of her parents imbued Edelman with a passion for public service that she later called “the rent we pay for living.”

Edelman attended the segregated Marlboro Training High School in Bennettsville and then Spelman College in Atlanta, where she was elected president of the student body and participated in sit-ins during the early days of the civil rights movement. During her junior year she received a Merrill Scholarship, which enabled her to study in Paris and Geneva, and she participated in a student exchange to East Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union. In 1960 Wright enrolled in Yale Law School and graduated in 1963.
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The first African American woman admitted to the Mississippi Bar, Marian Wright Edelman founded the Children’s Defense Fund in 1973. The mission of the CDF is to persuade Congress to protect children who are disabled, homeless, abused, or neglected. (Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP Photo)

Edelman became an attorney for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s (NAACP) Legal Defense and Educational Fund. Sent to Jackson, Mississippi, during the height of the civil rights struggle, she was the first African American woman admitted to the Mississippi bar. She established the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund in Jackson and took Senator Robert Kennedy on a personal tour of the Mississippi Delta to show him the starving children there.

In 1968 Edelman moved to Washington, D.C., where she became counsel to the Poor People’s Campaign organized by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. She founded the Washington Research Project (a precursor to the Children’s Defense Fund) and with the help of Yale Law School interns such as Hillary Rodham (later Clinton), Edelman and the Children’s Defense Fund lobbied Congress for child and family nutrition programs and the expansion of Head Start. In July 1968 she married Peter Edelman, a legislative assistant to Senator Robert Kennedy who later became a law professor at Georgetown University. They were to have three sons: Joshua, Jonah, and Ezra.

From 1971 until 1973, Edelman served as the director of the Center for Law and Education at Harvard. She then returned to Washington, where she founded the Children’s Defense Fund. In her book The Measure of Our Success, she described her realization that she could have limited impact on the needs of children and families unless the United States developed a national policy on these issues.

Since that time, Edelman and the Children’s Defense Fund have served as powerful proponents of a wide range of child and family issues, including reducing teenage pregnancy; increasing Medicaid coverage for poor children; funding child care and early development programs; improving foster care; protecting children who are homeless, abused, and neglected; improving prenatal care; and urging parents to take more responsibility for teaching their children values.

During her years with the Children’s Defense Fund, Edelman has been a prolific speaker and writer. She was the first African American woman to serve on the board of directors at Yale University. She is a board member of the Robin Hood Foundation, which is aimed at eliminating poverty, and the Association to Benefit Children. She is a member of the Council on Foreign Relations, the American Philosophical Society, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences.

In addition to numerous honorary degrees, Edelman is a recipient of the MacArthur Foundation Prize Fellowship (1985), the Albert Schweitzer Prize for Humanitarianism (1988), the Heinz Award in the Human Condition (1996), the Robert F. Kennedy Achievement Award (2000), and the Presidential Medal of Freedom (2000). She is also a member of the National Women’s Hall of Fame. In 2003, the new multimillion-dollar library in her hometown of Bennettsville was named in her honor.
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Marian Wright Edelman’s Testimony before the House of Representatives Budget Committee (2014)

In her position as president and founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, Marian Wright Edelman gave testimony on the success of efforts to fight poverty among children to the House of Representatives Budget Committee, chaired by Representative Paul Ryan (R-WI), on April 30, 2014.

Chairman Ryan, Ranking Member Van Hollen, and Members of the Committee:

Thank you for inviting me to testify today. I am honored to have the privilege to present to members of the House Budget Committee, especially on the important topic of the War on Poverty and the great progress it has enabled for children.

The Children’s Defense Fund (CDF) has been working for over 40 years to ensure every child in America a Healthy Start, a Head Start, a Fair Start, a Safe Start and a Moral Start in life and successful passage to adulthood with the help of caring families and communities.

I am gratified that the focus of this hearing is on lessons from the frontlines because I have been there and the Children’s Defense Fund remains there through our offices in states that together cover 40 percent of the country’s poor children. In 1964, shortly after President Johnson declared a War on Poverty in his State of the Union Address, I moved to Mississippi to open a law office for the NAACP Legal Defense Fund in anticipation of an onslaught of arrests that were bound to occur during the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project, whose 50th anniversary we celebrate this year. I stayed in Mississippi for the next three years and many of the lessons I learned then guide me to this day.

I worked with church and civil rights groups to start the Child Development Group of Mississippi (CDGM), which created 3,000 new jobs for poor residents outside the plantation and Jim Crow government structure, and enrolled 11,000 children in what was at the time the largest Head Start program in the country. Head Start gave great hope to those poor parents that their children would have a better life through education. I watched both generations get excited about learning. It was so successful that the powerful Mississippi Congressional delegation tried to shut it down immediately.

Those poor parents ran the program without one penny of federal funding for four months while we fought to reinstate federal funding.

The situation was dire for many families. Tens of thousands of people didn’t have jobs and many lacked any income at all. None. So they couldn’t even afford the two dollars the state started requiring for food stamps as the program changed over from free commodities. The poverty I witnessed was shocking, widespread, and unconscionable in a rich country like the United States, or in any decent country. Families had nothing to eat, their cupboards were entirely bare. People were hungry and some were starving. Children were chronically undernourished and some literally starved to death. Thanks to the efforts of tireless advocates, we roused the conscience of the nation to this tragedy and helped set in motion major expansions of the federal food and other safety net programs that over time eradicated the severe malnutrition I witnessed in Mississippi and had lifelong impacts on those who benefitted.

I can tell you with confidence and gratitude that we have made great progress against poverty and hunger since then, although we still have a long way to go. The War on Poverty has lifted millions of children and families out of poverty and I am very concerned that 50 years later some people think the best way forward is backwards—trying to unravel the very investments that have had such impact and given millions of children a new lease on life and hope for the future.

I think for example about Michael Tubbs, one of the thousands of young people CDF has trained through our Young Advocate Leadership Training program at the former Alex Haley Farm in Clinton, Tennessee. Michael grew up poor in Stockton, California, the son of a teenage mother and an incarcerated father. For his first five years, his mother was on welfare. At a summit in June 2013, Michael said: “a lot of these government entitlement programs under fire are the things that made me who I am.” He says it was Head Start that the government paid for that put him on the path to reading at an early age. It was quality magnet programs in public schools that really pushed him to achieve academically, and then it was Pell grants that helped him go to college. Michael attributes his successful trajectory to these programs and a strong, supportive mother, grandmother and aunt who valued education. Today Michael Tubbs has earned his bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Stanford University, where he was a Truman Scholar, a Google and White House intern, and awarded the Dinkelspiel Award, the highest award given to a Stanford undergraduate student. A few months after graduation, he became at age 22 the youngest city council member in the history of his hometown of Stockton. Today, in addition to serving on the city council he is an adjunct professor at Stockton’s Langston Hughes Academy where he teaches and serves as a role model for boys growing up in circumstances similar to his so they can go on to college and not to prison, the graveyard, or a life on the margins.

Michael is just one of the millions of children and youths who have been helped by the policies put in place as part of President Johnson’s War on Poverty. A December 2013 study from Columbia University shows that after taking into account government benefits the United States has reduced child poverty by over a third since 1967, and extreme child poverty, or the percent of children living below half the poverty line, by nearly 40 percent. This is despite the fact that unemployment has more than doubled since then. This means that millions of children have been lifted out of poverty and have seen their lives improved over the past 50 years by Food Stamps (now the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program [SNAP]), Medicaid, the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), Aid for Families with Dependent Children, Social Security, Head Start, Early Head Start, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and the Child Tax Credit (CTC) among other programs.

These programs continue to have a crucial impact today. In 2012, the latest year of data, a total of 9 million children—that’s 1 in 8 children in America—were kept out of poverty by government safety net programs. For example, 3.3 million children were kept out of poverty by the EITC and 2.2 million by SNAP. Without them, child poverty would have been nearly 60 percent higher and extreme child poverty 240 percent higher.

These are not programs that serve a static underclass of persistently poor individuals. Nearly 70 percent of Americans between the ages of 14 and 22 in 1979 received income from SNAP, AFDC/TANF, Supplement Security Income or Unemployment Insurance at some point in the 32 years between 1978 and 2010. About half of taxpayers with children used the EITC at some point between 1989 and 2006. And nearly half of all households received support from either refundable tax credits, SNAP, Unemployment Insurance, Supplemental Security Income, housing assistance, school lunch, TANF, WIC, Medicaid or Disability Insurance in 2012.

These investments have real impacts for children. As a result of the efforts begun with the War on Poverty, we’ve greatly reduced child hunger and more or less eliminated the kind of severe malnutrition that shocked me and the nation back in the 1960s. We’ve also improved access to health care over the decades. One indicator of these improvements is that infant mortality, the share of babies who die before their first birthday, has decreased by 75 percent since 1964, although of course more work remains to be done on that front since babies in the U.S. still die at one of the highest rates among industrialized nations.

Source: “A Progress Report on the War on Poverty: Lessons from the Frontlines”: Hearing before the Committee on the Budget, U.S. House of Representatives; Testimony of Marian Wright Edelman President, Children’s Defense Fund, April 30, 2014, U.S. House of Representatives Committee on the Budget, http://budget.house.gov/uploadedfiles/04-30-14_marian_wright_edelman_budget_committee_testimony_war_on_poverty.pdf.



Family and Medical Leave Act (1993)

The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 legally requires employers to provide expectant and new parents with leave time, protects women from discriminatory employment practices, and encourages an ongoing balance between familial responsibility and gainful employment.

With women’s increasing 20th-century involvement in the American workplace, however, pregnancy and parenthood were often met with job inequities and job loss. Thus, in addition to advocating for increased control over childbearing, second-wave feminism steadily pushed issues surrounding workplace protection and equitable treatment into mainstream consciousness. During the 1960s and 1970s piecemeal reforms were enacted under the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Equal Employment Opportunity Act of 1972. In 1978 the Pregnancy Discrimination Act (PDA) further strengthened women’s position in the workplace.

During the 1980s attitudes toward women’s employment continued to evolve, but progressive views often ran up against powerful political groups opposed to further workplace protection. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the National Federation of Independent Business used coordinated lobbying to suggest that more workplace protections for women in the workplace threatened productivity for business owners. In fact, though an early version of the Family and Medical Leave Act came before Congress in 1985, it failed to gain the necessary support. Subsequently, similar legislation passed both chambers in 1990 and 1992 but was killed by a presidential veto each time.

Undeterred, feminists and activists continued to advocate for additional legislation protecting the rights of new parents and women in the workplace. When legislation once again passed both the House and the Senate in 1993, Bill Clinton, who had expressed his support for the issue during his campaign for president, signed the Family and Medical Leave Act into law.

The Family and Medical Leave Act frankly acknowledged that “due to the nature of the roles of men and women in our society, the primary responsibility for family caretaking often falls on women, and such responsibility affects the working lives of women more than it affects the working lives of men.” As a result, the legislation required employers to provide up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave in the event of a new child or serious illness. Both biological pregnancy and adoption were covered as well as illnesses befalling either the employee or other family members. Major provisions of the legislation only applied to companies that had more than 50 full-time employees, and to qualify for leave an employee needed to have been with the company for a minimum of 12 months or 1,250 hours. Exemptions were granted to specific industries, and companies were able to refuse to hold positions open if the requesting employee was one of the highest paid or if the employee’s absence would cause “serious or grievous injury” to normal business functions.

Reaction to the Family and Medical Leave Act was mixed. On one hand, by strengthening previous legislative efforts, the bill provided women with the freedom to feel secure in their employment while they attended to child-rearing and familial obligations. On the other hand, critics argued that protections did not go far enough in recognizing the uneven expectations placed on women who sought an ongoing balance between professional achievement, motherhood, and other familial responsibilities. For example, wage discrepancies and unequal opportunities persist, and the challenges of child rearing do not end after 12 weeks. Further, the fact that men could also take advantage of child leave opportunities proved controversial. Rather than encourage male parental responsibility and support equitable child rearing, critics argued that this represented an unnecessary benefit and reinforced male privilege.

A growing recognition of women’s participation in the workforce helped push the Family and Medical Leave Act into law. The bill built upon earlier legislative achievements and addressed the challenges faced by working parents, providing particular security for new mothers and women in the workplace. Rather than a successful realization of workplace equality, however, the bill represents an important step in an ongoing struggle.

Dustin Gann
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Faust, Drew Gilpin (1947–)

American Civil War historian Drew Gilpin Faust became the 28th president of Harvard University in 2007, becoming the first female to lead the nation’s oldest college.

Faust was born Catharine Drew Gilpin on September 18, 1947, in Clarke County, Virginia, in the Shenandoah Valley. Called Drew from her earliest days, the only daughter in a family of four children was told by her mother that it was a man’s world and that the sooner she learn that, the better. However, the self-proclaimed “rebellious daughter” pursued an educational path that would give the lie to that advice and ultimately land Faust in a position of power among the nation’s leaders—male and female.

The road to Harvard initially led through some of the nation’s leading all-female educational institutions. She attended Concord Academy in Massachusetts, then an all-girls prep school, and earned her bachelor’s degree from Bryn Mawr College in 1968, graduating magna cum laude in history. Faust then earned her master’s degree in 1971 and her PhD in 1975 in American civilization from the University of Pennsylvania.

Remaining in Philadelphia, Faust joined the Penn faculty, where she served until 2001, leaving to become the founding dean of the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study (RIAS). At Penn, where she was appointed the Annenberg Professor of History, she became a prolific and award-winning scholar, with her book Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the American Civil War winning the Francis Parkman Prize in 1997.

Meanwhile, Faust emerged among the front ranks of contributors to the university. Within the historical community, she has served as president of the Southern Historical Association, vice president of the American Historical Association, and as an executive board member of the Organization of American Historians. At Penn, Faust served a five-year stint as the chairwoman of the Department of American Civilization as well as four years as director of the university’s women’s studies program.

Some observers saw Faust’s selection as president as reflecting a turn back toward a more scholarly model of a university president. That impression was reinforced when her book, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War, which she had completed during a sabbatical just prior to assuming the presidency, won the Bancroft Prize in 2009 and was a finalist for both a National Book Award and a Pulitzer Prize. Since assuming the presidency, Faust has been an active institutional leader. Early in her presidency she was forced to respond to the impact of the economic downturn, undergoing a crash course in the economics of the modern university. Since then she has spearheaded a number of ambitious initiatives, including the launch of the Allston development, a long-planned venture that essentially creates another campus for the university, as well as the creation of Harvard’s online edX platform, a joint project with MIT. In addition, in 2013 Harvard announced the start of a $6.5 billion capital campaign, the largest in the history of higher education. Under Faust’s leadership, the university signed on to the United Nations–supported Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI). In so doing it became the first American university endowment to join.

In addition, Faust has used the bully pulpit afforded her by the Harvard presidency to speak out on issues such as access, diversity, online education, and the role of higher education in America that leaders in higher education are facing today. Her impact and influence beyond Harvard also include service on a number of outside boards. She currently serves on the educational advisory board of the Guggenheim Foundation, and she has previously served on the board of trustees of Bryn Mawr College, the Andrew Mellon Foundation, and the National Humanities Center.

Faust’s 1968 marriage to Dr. Stephen Faust ended in divorce in 1976, and soon afterward she married Charles Rosenberg, a leading historian of medicine and science who formerly served as chair of the Penn history department and is now on the Harvard faculty. Together Faust and Rosenberg have a daughter, and the family also has a daughter from his first marriage.

William H. Pruden III
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Female Genital Cutting

Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a collective term that represents any and all forms of traditional and ritual practices involving the total or partial removal of external female genitalia and reproductive organs for nonmedical reasons. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that between 100 million and 140 million girls and women have been victims of FGM. Accounts of FGM have been documented in Mali, Somalia, Egypt, Senegal, and 25 other African countries along with various Kurdish communities and countries in the Middle East, Asia, and Central and South America.

FGM practices predate Christianity and Islam, appearing in ancient cultures such as the Phoenicians, Hittites, and ancient Egyptians. Up until the 1940s and early 1950s, such practices were used throughout the United States and England to “treat” hysteria, lesbianism, masturbation, and other alleged female afflictions. FGM is currently practiced in European and other Western countries in diaspora populations from regions where the practice is common.

FGM is a cultural practice, not a religious practice. While it is often associated with Islam, there is no demand for such scarification in either the Qur’an or the Hadith, the collection of Prophet Mohammed’s teachings. Some Muslim African communities and some Catholic missionaries condone FGM as a means of preserving the sexual purity of women. Coptic Christians and Ethiopian Falasha Jews also continue to perform FGM, again as a cultural, not religious, practice. In regions where FGM is practiced, both men and women accept and promote the tradition. Culturally considered a coming-of-age ritual, FGM is practiced on a range of ages as early as infancy to as late as 14 to 16 years, when a girl is considered of marriageable age.

While there are numerous types of FGM, the majority of such practices can be described by two categorical operations. Clitoridectomies refer to female genital reduction operations in which one or more parts of the external genitals are removed. During such operations, the most sexually stimulating part of the clitoris is removed, if not the entirety of the organ and often the inner vaginal lips. Clitoridectomies account for approximately 85 percent of all girls and women subjected to female genital mutilation. The remaining estimated 15 percent of operations are infibulations, which narrow the vaginal orifice. Such operations involve the full removal of the clitoris and the removal of some or all of the labia minora.

Once married a woman must be de-fibulated, the process of opening or unfastening the previously stitched labia majora. Sometimes a professional circumciser carries this out, or the husband performs this procedure in the bedroom either with specific knives and razors or by shear force of penetrative sexual intercourse. This process causes the woman incredible pain. Giving birth often proves to be an issue due to the abundance of scar tissue built up in the pelvic region as a result of the mutilation. In labor, the vaginal opening often requires additional cutting to allow enough room for the baby to come out. Upon giving birth some women go through reinfibulation, the process of cutting and restitching the vagina to make it tight for their husbands. This process results in a severe buildup of additional scar tissue.

FGM is often referred to as “female circumcision.” The analogy between FGM and the nonmutilating procedure of male circumcision during which the foreskin is removed from the tip of the penis, leaving the organ itself unscathed, is a poor one. A more accurate comparison of a male’s genital procedure to a clitoridectomy would involve an amputation of the majority of the penis.

Immediate effects of FGM include severe bleeding, trouble urinating, infection, injury to nearby tissue, and immobilization. A young girl’s legs are typically bound together for 10 to 14 days to enable the healing process. FGM also kills women by means of infection, excess bleeding leading to hemorrhagic shock, and neurogenic shock due to the severe physical trauma. Women who have undergone FGM may face a lifetime of physical and psychological repercussions such as chronic pelvic pain and infection, development of cysts, genital ulcers, excess scar tissue formation, decreased sexual enjoyment, long-term urinary and menstrual problems, infertility, and post-traumatic stress disorder.

One explanation for FGM is that it is a patriarchal practice of female control and oppression. Many cultures consider female virginity a necessity for marriage. Female virginity is also used as a measure of family honor. Cultures that disempower women and value female chastity often encourage FGM as a method to reduce a woman’s sexual desires. Some cultures believe that if women’s genitalia, especially the clitoris, remain intact, the female sex drive would become insatiable and compromise men’s pleasure.

A secondary but just as common explanation given for FGM is hygiene. Those who engage in cultural FGM consider mutilated female sexual organs to be cleaner and more aesthetically pleasing. Clitoridectomies or infibulation procedures remove or control what some people believe are unsightly and dirty female body parts.

The third explanation for FGM is that it is a rite of passage for young girls, and consequently young girls who do not undergo the procedure are ostracized. Women will often force their daughters to undergo the procedure because of the perceived social benefit. An elderly member of society usually performs this procedure, often a woman of high community status who perpetuates the notion that women are at best second-class human beings.

Various governments and organizations have been fighting to end FGM in various countries but with poor or mixed success, in part because the anxiety that comes with abandoning cultural tradition discourages women from breaking the multigenerational pattern of FGM.

Adrienne Harwell
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Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act (1993)

The Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances (FACE) Act is a federal law passed in 1993. Designed to protect a women’s right to pursue and receive treatment and information related to reproductive services, FACE came as a response to growing amounts of violence aimed at abortion providers.

The statute makes illegal the use of force, the threat of force, or any obstruction aimed at preventing an individual from getting or providing reproductive health care. While the focus of the legislation was generally reported as being on abortion services, in fact the “reproductive health services” that are covered at such facilities include medical, surgical, counseling, and referral services related to pregnancy or the termination of a pregnancy provided in a hospital, clinic, physician’s offices, or other facility that provides reproductive health services. The law had its roots in the increasing antiabortion violence that reached a climax with the murder of Dr. David Gunn, a doctor who performed abortions and was killed in Florida in March 1993. That year there were also numerous cases of arson as well as bombings and blockades against 50 abortion clinics across the nation by so-called right-to-life groups. In response to the increasing violence, legislation was introduced in both the House and the Senate. By the spring of 1994 the House and Senate passed separate versions of the act. Both houses passed the bill in May 1994. President Bill Clinton signed it into law later that month.

The act also provides protection to churches, other places of worship, and their congregants. Thus, the law punishes both those who intentionally damage or destroy a facility because it provides reproductive health services and anyone who “intentionally damages or destroys the property of a place of religious worship.”

The FACE Act includes a parental exemption such that parents cannot be prohibited from interfering or obstructing their child’s effort to obtain an abortion, obtain counseling, or worship where one wishes; however, the exemption does not apply to action directed at persons with whom the minor might be consulting.

The punishment for any violation of the act varies based on the actual crime and its severity as well as the perpetrator’s record. The maximum penalty for bodily injury is 10 years for a first offense, with life imprisonment being possible for actions resulting in the death of an individual. The act also provides that citizens injured in FACE Act violations have recourse to civil actions as well as injunctive relief.

A number of states have also adopted FACE laws of their own, allowing for state prosecution and offer additional legal options for victims. In addition, a number of states have passed legislation establishing buffer zones, while others have used existing assault, trespass, and arson laws as well as existing prohibitions against loitering to protect health care facilities.

On the federal level, the FACE Act, in concert with the U.S. Supreme Court’s decisions in National Organization for Women v. Scheidler (1994) and Madsen v. Women’s Health Center (1994), has served to guarantee the establishment of buffer zones around clinics across the nation.

Opponents claimed that the law raised First Amendment issues, but federal appeals courts have upheld the act’s constitutionality, and the Supreme Court’s refusal to entertain any appeals from those rulings has left them as the legal standard.

There is substantial evidence indicating that in the aftermath of the enactment of the FACE Act, there was a significant decline in violence aimed at clinics and similar facilities. In general the law appeared to have a positive impact, as reports of harassment and violence seemed to fall, and in the decade after its passage the Department of Justice obtained over 70 convictions in almost 50 prosecutions for FACE Act violations. The Justice Department also initiated 17 civil suits that led to damages or injunctive relief. Meanwhile, the 1998 murder of Dr. Barnett Slepian led to creation of the Justice Department’s National Task Force on Violence Against Health Care Providers, an effort to better coordinate investigative and law enforcement efforts relating to crimes aimed at abortion providers. This too appears to have helped further the efforts to protect the workers, the facilities, and those seeking assistance related to reproductive services.

William H. Pruden III
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Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act (1994)

Signed into law by President Bill Clinton in May 1994, the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act prohibits the use of physical force, threat, or obstruction to interfere with anyone obtaining or providing reproductive health services or anyone seeking to enter a place of worship. It also prohibits damaging or destroying any reproductive health care facility or a place of worship.

Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances & Places of Religious Worship

Statute 18 U.S.C. § 248

§ 248. Freedom of access to clinic entrances

(sa) Prohibited activities.—Whoever—(1) by force or threat of force or by physical obstruction, intentionally injures, intimidates or interferes with or attempts to injure, intimidate or interfere with any person because that person is or has been, or in order to intimidate such person or any other person or any class of persons from, obtaining or providing reproductive health services;

(2) by force or threat of force or by physical obstruction, intentionally injures, intimidates or interferes with or attempts to injure, intimidate or interfere with any person lawfully exercising or seeking to exercise the First Amendment right of religious freedom at a place of religious worship; or

(3) intentionally damages or destroys the property of a facility, or attempts to do so, because such facility provides reproductive health services, or intentionally damages or destroys the property of a place of religious worship, shall be subject to the penalties provided in subsection (b) and the civil remedies provided in subsection (c), except that a parent or legal guardian of a minor shall not be subject to any penalties or civil remedies under this section for such activities insofar as they are directed exclusively at that minor.

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Statute 18 U.S.C. § 248, http://www.justice.gov/crt/about/spl/facestat.php.



Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network

The Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) is an organization made up of K–12 teachers and administrators to facilitate a safe learning environment for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) primary and secondary school students. Originally founded in 1990 in Massachusetts, the network has expanded its purview and now has networks across the country and is working with international educational institutions. In addition to LGBTQ research and antibullying education within school systems, the GLSEN also creates legislative initiatives through LGBTQ-friendly governmental policies.

Kevin Jennings, an openly gay man who was bullied as a teenager, founded the GLSEN. Jennings felt that the education system encouraged interpersonal and institutional homophobia. He survived a suicide attempt and went on to graduate from Harvard and become a high school teacher. With other gay and lesbian teachers and students, he formed the first gay-straight alliance (GSA) in 1988 and created the GLSEN in 1990. The GLSEN became a national organization in 1994 and continued to expand GLSEN chapters and GSA affiliates. In 2009, Jennings was chosen by President Barack Obama to lead the Education Department’s Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools. Several former founders and employees of the GLSEN have gone on to work in other influential positions.

In schools, the GLSEN supplies tool kits for students, teachers, and administrators to form GSA clubs, create antibullying and safe space policies, and provide guidance for facilitating safe learning environments for all students. GLSEN researchers discovered that many students were not aware of antibullying policies and that often faculty and staff did not enforce those policies. Part of the GLSEN mission asserts that its primary goal is not just to minimize bullying but also to create an affirming and empowering atmosphere for LGBTQ students to learn and socialize. One of the ways the GLSEN achieves this is by raising awareness of the issue, educating students about school and governmental policies, and holding faculty and administrators accountable to these policies. Some of its more famous initiatives are the creation of the Day of Silence and Ally Week, which raise awareness for anti-LGBTQ bullying and promotes allied relationships with straight and cisgender peers. GLSEN research also investigates homophobia and bullying climates in various school settings such as athletics, schools in rural areas, and playground activities and games.

In addition to fighting anti-LGBTQ legislature, the GLSEN’s legislative work created the Safe Schools Improvement Act and the Student Non-Discrimination Act, which not only prevent public schools from discriminating against LGBTQ students but also require them to create policies against LGBTQ bullying. The acts also create public service announcements to educate the public about LGBTQ issues and rights, antibullying policies, and advocacy procedures. Globally the GLSEN has partnered with the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to expand its efforts worldwide, calling for antibullying measures as well as broader understandings of LGBTQ experiences and rights.

The GLSEN strives to research the social and legal status of LGBTQ youths. Most notably, the GLSEN discovered that 80 percent of LGBTQ students experience bullying in school settings. The GLSEN has also begun to research the atmosphere for LGBTQ youths in online communities and has created policies to encourage online communities to create spaces for LGBTQ youths. GLSEN research found that a quarter of LGBTQ youths face harassment online due to their sexual orientation. The GLSEN’s extensive and comprehensive research is used legally and academically as well as to influence public policies and opinions.

As the leading national organization for promoting safe educational environments for LGBTQ youths, the GLSEN has been the recipient of several awards. It also bestows its own awards, known as the Respect Awards, to celebrities and other influential humanitarians, activists, and educators. The GLSEN regularly recognizes student achievements in GSA initiatives.

Despite its success, the GLSEN faces protests and backlash, often from homophopbic parents who feel that a school setting is not the place to expose youths to LGBTQ identities and issues. There has also been some criticism of the effectiveness of some programs in schools, though some of this may be attributed to ineffective implementation by faculty and administrators or to overly hostile anti-LGBTQ school settings. Nonetheless, the GLSEN is a powerful resource for LGBTQ students and provides a voice for youths who are often silenced.

Wendy Braun
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Grandin, Temple (1947–)

Agricultural scientist, spokeswoman for autism, and best-selling author Temple Grandin innovated designs for livestock equipment at feedlots and slaughterhouses. Her system kept the animals calm while producing higher-quality meat and reducing accidental deaths and cruelty. She discovered these concepts because her autism made her thinking process different from that of most people. Grandin has written numerous books on both animal behavior and autism.

Grandin was born on August 29, 1947, in Boston, Massachusetts. She was diagnosed with autism at two years old and did not talk until she was four. At the time, autism was considered infantile schizophrenia caused by a lack of maternal care. The recommended treatment was to put her in a mental institution, which her father, Richard Grandin, supported. Her mother, Eustacia Cutler, disagreed. Her parents divorced, and Cutler sent her daughter to speech therapists, enforced rigid manners at home, and encouraged her to interact with people.

Autism is still not very well understood. It is a genetic disorder that affects brain development by forming stronger connections to the brain’s analytical centers. At the same time, weaker connections are formed to the brain’s social centers. The net effect is that an autistic person may be able to process information at a higher level than a nonautistic person but has poor social skills. Temple Grandin is a visual thinker, but as a young woman she often misinterpreted social cues.

In 1966, Grandin enrolled in Hampshire Country School in Ridge, New Hampshire, a boarding school for children with special needs. Her science teacher, Bill Carlock, took a special interest in helping her. When Grandin graduated from high school, she decided to study psychology at Franklin Pierce University so she could understand people better.

In the summer between high school and college, Grandin lived with her aunt on a ranch in Arizona. Grandin observed cowboys prodding cattle down an enclosed path into a squeeze chute, a device that restrains a bovine between two metal bars. The bovine was distressed as the cowboys prodded it into the chute, but as soon as the chute closed down on the bovine it calmed down instantly. When Grandin started college, she built a machine similar to the cattle chute for herself. With the pull of a lever, two padded panels would clench her sides and hold her. When the university discovered this, they misinterpreted the device as a sexual object and promptly destroyed it. Grandin wrote a well-researched paper on her results proving that it helped her, and the school allowed her to keep it.

After graduating from Franklin Pierce University, Grandin pursued a master’s degree in animal science at Arizona State University. On a field trip to a nearby feedlot, she noticed that the cattle had different kinds of mooing and were sometimes visibly in distress. The cattle tended to injure themselves whenever a handler approached, and a few of them died each week before they could be slaughtered for market. As a result, the feedlot was losing thousands of dollars every week. Grandin decided to explore cattle behavior and figure out how to reduce fear in the livestock for her master’s degree.

After graduating from Arizona State University, Grandin continued to investigate feedlots and slaughterhouses. She published her papers in prominent agriculture journals such as the Western Livestock Journal. Meat-processing companies started to ask her to redesign their operation, and Grandin made a living as a consultant for companies such as McDonalds, Wendy’s, and Burger King.

In 1981, Grandin went to a convention hosted by the Autism Society of America. She was the only person there with autism who could easily talk about her experience. As a result, people wanted to hear her speak about autism. Grandin became prominent among the American public when Oliver Sacks wrote about her in his book An Anthropologist on Mars. Grandin began to lecture and write books about autism as well as animal behavior.

Temple Grandin now has a PhD in animal science and has written hundreds of scientific papers on livestock handling. She has also written numerous books and articles on autism, and she is often on tour to raise awareness and educate people about different kinds of minds. She is currently teaching at Colorado State University in Fort Collins, Colorado. In 2010, HBO made a biopic about life titled Temple Grandin.

Elliott Popel
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Hijab

One of the most noticeable and misunderstood badges of Muslim womanhood, the hijab in general has come to refer to all Islamic modest dressing for women. It signifies the head scarf, in particular the covering that many Muslim women use to hide their hair, neck, and often bosom. In Arabic, the word hijab derives from hajaba, meaning “to conceal or hide from view.” For some, hijab means pairing a head scarf with Western-style clothes. For others it means wearing loose robes as well. Still others add a niqāb, or face veil, to their ensembles.

Veiling did not originate with the advent of Islam. Statuettes of veiled priestesses precede all three Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Judaism, and Islam), dating to as early as 2500 BCE. And just as certain, veiling was all but commonplace among the elite women in ancient Mesopotamia as well as in the Byzantine, Greek, and Persian Empires. Between 550 and 323 BCE prior to Christianity, respectable women in Hellenistic Greek society were expected to seclude themselves by wearing clothing that would conceal them from the eyes of others.

Veiling gradually spread to upper-class Arab women, and eventually it became widespread among Muslim women in cities throughout the Middle East. It quickly spread among urban populations, becoming more pervasive under Ottoman rule as a mark of rank and exclusive lifestyle. Women in rural areas, however, were much slower to adopt the practice, if only because the garments interfered with their work in the fields.

The term hijab is never used in the Qur’an to describe an article of clothing. Insofar as the Qur’an admonishes Muslim women to dress modestly by covering their breasts and genitals, nowhere does it require them to cover their faces or bodies with the full-body burqa or chador. Historically, the Arabic hijab, meaning “a screen or curtain,” appears in the Qur’an in reference to nothing more than a partition. Some Muslims believe that hijab for women should be compulsory. However, a majority of Muslim scholars and jurists, past and present, have determined the minimum requirements for Muslim women’s dress, namely that clothing must cover the entire body, with the exception of the face and the hands, and that modest attire ought not be form-fitting, sheer, or so eye-catching as to attract either undue attention or reveal the shape of the body.

The mid-1970s marked a period in which college-aged Muslim men and women began a movement meant to reunite and rededicate themselves to the Islamic faith. This movement was named the Sahwah (Awakening) and sparked a period of heightened religiosity that spread across the East and was evident in every aspect of life through the ways in which they chose to dress themselves. The uniform adopted by the young female pioneers of this movement, the al-Islāmī (Islamic dress), consisted of both al-jilbāb (an unfitted long-sleeved, ankle-length gown in austere solid colors and thick opaque fabric) and al-khimār, a head cover much like the traditional wimple used by Catholic nuns.

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, the hijab generated much controversy and stereotyping, even as the discussion and discourse on the Islamic world intensified. As a result many nations attempted to restrict the veil, but by and large such changes only led to renewed rebellion. In response, those women wearing the hijab grew to even greater numbers.

Muslim women who choose to wear the hijab argue that it allows them to retain their modesty, morals, and freedom of choice and that they choose to veil themselves because it liberates even as it allows them to avoid harassment. Some Muslim and non-Muslim women alike oppose wearing the hijab, noting as they do so that it calls into question issues of gender equality insofar as it works to silence and repress women both physically and metaphorically.

Currently, under U.S. law an employer can ask that an employee’s attire not pose a danger. Furthermore, an employee can be asked to adjust her hijab so that any loose ends are tucked in, and an employer can require that any such veiling be neat and clean and in a color that does not clash with company uniforms. A number of cases have established a precedent guaranteeing an employee’s legal right to reasonable accommodation in matters of faith.

James A. Wren

See also Muslim American Women; The Vagina Monologues

Further Reading

Ahmed, Leila. 2011. The Veil’s Resurgence from the Middle East to America: A Quiet Revolution. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

El Guindi, Fadwa. 1999. Veil: Modesty, Privacy, and Resistance. Oxford, UK: Berg.

Elver, Hilal. 2012. The Headscarf Controversy: Secularism and Freedom of Religion. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hill, Anita (1956–)

Lawyer and educator Anita Hill is known for her testimony during the confirmation hearings for Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas in which she accused him of sexually harassing her. Thomas’s rebuttal comments and the almost entirely male Senate’s confirmation of Thomas made Hill a symbol of gender inequality. The Hill-Thomas hearings also began a national conversation about gender politics and race relations.

Hill was born on July 30, 1956, in Morris, Oklahoma, 1 of 13 children born to farmers Albert and Irma Hill. Graduating as Morris High School’s valedictorian in 1973, Anita Hill earned a National Merit Scholarship to attend Oklahoma State University and then Yale University Law School. Upon graduation from Yale in 1980, she began private practice. She moved into governmental service, working first as an adviser to the assistant secretary of education and then later to the chairman of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Hill left the EEOC in 1983 and embarked on a career teaching law at Oral Roberts University, the University of Southern California, and the University of Oklahoma, where in 1989 she became the first African American to receive tenure at the school of law.

In 1991 Hill emerged as a public figure when she became enmeshed in the confirmation process of Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas. Rumors of Thomas’s sexually harassing behavior emerged during the early part of the hearings. Subpoenaed to appear before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Hill testified regarding his discussions with her of sexual acts and pornographic films when he was her supervisor at the EEOC, discussions she did not welcome. Senate response to Hill’s allegations was harsh and partisan. Conservative politicians very much wanted Thomas confirmed in spite of the fact that he had only two years of experience as a federal judge and testified that he had no opinion about the legality of abortion.
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Professor and attorney Anita Hill was called to publicly testify about the culture of sexual harassment cultivated by Clarence Thomas during hearings to seat him on the Supreme Court. (Chris Pizzello/Invision/AP Photo)

Thomas rebutted Hill’s accusations, calling the hearing into his behavior “a high-tech lynching for uppity blacks.” The comment revealed a gap in race and gender power in America and a fundamental misunderstanding of the seriousness of sexual harassment.

Hill appeared unflappable in the face of accusations that she was lying. She later recalled that while her intention in testifying was to help senators get a better sense of Clarence Thomas, she realized that she had shone a spotlight on the issue of sexual harassment. Indeed, Hill’s testimony, the basic outlines of which were both supported and rebutted by other witnesses, ignited a firestorm in the nation. While Thomas was ultimately confirmed by the narrowest of margins, the hearings initiated a national debate about both workplace gender hostility and the place of women in public life.

Hill became a much sought-after speaker and a symbol for women throughout the nation. She appeared on numerous national television news programs and authored many articles for publications, including Newsweek and the New York Times. While she did subsequently author a book, titled Speaking Truth to Power, about the Thomas hearings and their impact on her life, in the aftermath of the event she sought little more than to return to teaching and the university world. Now a senior adviser to the provost and a professor of law, public policy, and women’s studies at Brandeis University, she is an active lecturer and has authored a wide array of law review articles, essays, and other works in both the popular press and academic journals. She also served as the coeditor of a book, Race, Gender, and Power in America, and in 2011 published Reimagining Equality: Stories of Gender, Race and Finding Home.

In the years since Hill’s testimony, it has become increasingly clear that she was most probably telling the truth. In retrospect, the all-male Senate committee’s behavior was clearly hostile and disrespectful.

Anita Hill remains an icon to a generation. The continuing interest in Hill and her relevance to modern America can be seen in the reception given the documentary Anita, a work about her life and the hearings that was released in theaters in 2014. A respected professor, teacher, and scholar, Hill is a symbol of female inequality and a model of public courage.

William H. Pruden III
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Testimony of Anita Hill before the U.S. Senate (1991)

In October 1991, Anita Hill testified before the U.S. Senate that U.S. Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas had sexually harassed her. Though her testimony was clear and concise and though she passed a polygraph test (which Thomas refused to take), the Senate chose not to believe her allegations and to confirm Thomas. Here is an excerpt of Hill’s testimony.

Mr. Chairman, Senator Thurmond, members of the committee. My name is Anita F. Hill, and I am a professor of law at the University of Oklahoma. I was born on a farm in Okmulgee County, Oklahoma, in 1956. I am the youngest of 13 children.

Upon graduation from law school, I became a practicing lawyer with the Washington, D.C., firm of Wald, Hardraker & Ross. In 1981, I was introduced to now-Judge Thomas by a mutual friend.

Judge Thomas told me that he was anticipating a political appointment, and he asked if I would be interested in working with him.

After approximately three months of working there, he asked me to go out socially with him. What happened next, and telling the world about it, are the two most difficult things—experiences of my life.

It is only after a great deal of agonizing consideration and sleepless nights that I am able to talk of these unpleasant matters to anyone but my close friends.

I declined the invitation to go out socially with him and explained to him that I thought it would jeopardize what at the time I considered to be a very good working relationship. I had a normal social life with other men outside the office. I believed then, as now, that having a social relationship with a person who was supervising my work would be ill-advised. I was very uncomfortable with the idea and told him so.

I thought that by saying no and explaining my reasons, my employer would abandon his social suggestions. However, to my regret, in the following few weeks, he continued to ask me out on several occasions.

He pressed me to justify my reasons for saying no to him. These incidents took place in his office or mine. They were in the form of private conversations, which would not have been overheard by anyone else.

My working relationship became even more strained when Judge Thomas began to use work situations to discuss sex. On these occasions he would call me into his office for reports on education issues and projects, or he might suggest that because of the time pressures of his schedule we go to lunch to a government cafeteria.

After a brief discussions of work, he would turn the conversation to a discussion of sexual matters. His conversations were very vivid. He spoke about acts that he had seen in pornographic films involving such matters as women having sex with animals and films showing group sex or rape scenes.

He talked about pornographic materials depicting individuals with large penises or large breasts involving various sex acts. On several occasions, Thomas told me graphically of his own sexual prowess.

Because I was extremely uncomfortable talking about sex with him at all, and particularly in such a graphic way, I told him that I did not want to talk about this subject. I would also try to change the subject to education matters or to non-sexual personal matters, such as his background or his beliefs. My efforts to change the subject were rarely successful.

Throughout the period of these conversations, he also from time to time asked me for social engagements. My reaction to these conversations was to avoid them by eliminating opportunities for us to engage in extended conversations.

This was difficult because, at the time, I was his only assistant at the Office of Education—or Office for Civil Rights. During the latter part of my time at the Department of Education, the social pressures, and any conversation of his offensive behavior, ended. I began both to believe and hope that our working relationship could be a proper, cordial and professional one.

When Judge Thomas was made chair of the EEOC, I needed to face the question of whether to go with him. I was asked to do so, and I did….

For my first months at the EEOC where I continued to be an assistant to Judge Thomas, there were no sexual conversations or overtures. However, during the fall and winter of 1982, these began again. The comments were random and ranged from pressing me about why I didn’t go out with him to remarks about my personal appearance. I remember his saying that some day I would have to tell him the real reason that I wouldn’t go out with him.

He began to show displeasure in his tone and voice and his demeanor and his continued pressure for an explanation. He commented on what I was wearing in terms of whether it made me more or less sexually attractive. The incidents occurred in his inner office at the EEOC.

One of the oddest episodes I remember was an occasion in which Thomas was drinking a Coke in his office. He got up from the table at which we were working, went over to his desk to get the Coke, looked at the can and asked, “Who has put pubic hair on my Coke?”

On other occasions, he referred to the size of his own penis as being larger than normal, and he also spoke on some occasions of the pleasures he had given to women with oral sex. At this point, late 1982, I began to feel severe stress on the job. I began to be concerned that Clarence Thomas might take out his anger with me by degrading me or not giving me important assignments. I also thought that he might find an excuse for dismissing me. In January of 1983, I began looking for another job. I was handicapped because I feared that if he found out, he might make it difficult for me to find other employment, and I might be dismissed from the job I had. Another factor that made my search more difficult was that there was a period—this was during a period—of a hiring freeze in the government….

It is only after a great deal of agonizing consideration that I am able to talk of these unpleasant matters to anyone except my closest friends, as I’ve said before. These last few days have been very trying and very hard for me, and it hasn’t just been the last few days this week.

It has actually been over a month now that I have been under the strain of this issue.

Telling the world is the most difficult experience of my life, but it is very close to having to live through the experience that occasioned this meeting. I may have used poor judgment early on in my relationship with this issue. I was aware, however, that telling at any point in my career could adversely affect my future career, and I did not want early on, to burn all the bridges to the EEOC.

Source: Anita Hill, “Testimony to Senate Judiciary Committee,” Hearings before the Committee on the Judiciary, United States Senate on the Nomination of Clarence Thomas to be Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States, Washington, DC, October 11, 1991.



Hispanic Women’s Council (1998)

Founded in 1998 and based in Albuquerque, New Mexico, the Hispanic Women’s Council (HWC) is a not-for-profit organization that works to “promote, support, and create opportunities for Hispanic women.” Made up of community volunteers from various professions, the HWC prides itself on its intergenerational membership and its initiatives to facilitate the upward mobility of Hispanic women through education opportunities and increased presence into professional and leadership roles. The group is “determined to address the under representation of Hispanic women in high-level, decision-making positions.” In 2015 New Mexico’s Hispanic population stood at about 47 percent (compared to about 17 percent nationally), but Hispanics, especially Hispanic women, are underrepresented in positions of power. When a leadership or high-profile position is open, the group nominates Hispanic women and advocates for them.

In addition to mentoring, the HWC provides scholarship opportunities through a program established in 2007 to allow access to degree and license programs for Hispanic women at the University of New Mexico and the Central New Mexico Community College. The group’s mission also includes “activities [that] are designed to promote networking, education, cultural preservation and to celebrate and document the accomplishments of Hispanic women.” For example, the group frequently sponsors and hosts art shows, film viewings, cultural events, performances, retreats, fundraisers, and benefits. Topics focus on the achievements of Hispanic women, and proceeds go toward various projects that help the Hispanic community.

The HWC rose out of a Latina/Chicana cultural and political movement in the American Southwest in the late 20th century that included but was not limited to Chicana feminism. Writers such as Gloria Anzaldua and historians such as Vicki Ruiz created an intellectual grounding for the movement, which sought to address both racial inequalities and gender inequalities in society in general and within the women’s movement. While labor activists such as Luisa Moreno and Dolores Huerta sought to empower working-class women, organizations such as the HWC seek to place Hispanic women in more culturally powerful positions.

The HWC also helped produce Nuestras Mujeres (1992) and Mujeres Valerosas (2006). Both books provide biographical information of important Hispanic women in New Mexico’s history. The latter is described as a “documentary book about extraordinary, contemporary women leaders. Through essays, photos and short biographies, the women share insightful life lessons and practical approaches to personal and professional success.” Building off of Mujeres Valerosas, the HWC also worked to archive the achievements of these women at the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives with interviews and other written and multimedia records. These projects seek to create role models for both the Hispanic community and the larger American society. In so doing, the HWC can help break stereotypes of Hispanic women as poor, illegal, oppressed immigrant women. Providing young women with powerful role models also encourages success among a population of young women whose role models are either missing or primarily hypersexualized popular culture icons.

The HWC has established two awards to recognize prominent Hispanic women in the community. The Las Primeras (The First) award honors trailblazers in different fields and disciplines in the community. The Estrella Brillante (Bright Star) award honors HWC members who have contributed to the success of the organization.

The HWC helps make up the Coalition of Hispanic Women’s Organization, also consisting of female members of the League of United Latin American Citizens and MANA de Albuquerque. There is also the Hispanic Women’s Council of Northern California that is affiliated with the National Council of La Raza (NCLR). Founded in 1968, the NCLR is the reform advocacy organization for Latino/as in the United States. The organization lobbies for reasonable and fair immigration reform and issues surrounding citizenship and deportation.

Wendy Braun
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Jemison, Mae (1956–)

In 1992, physician and astronaut Mae Jemison became the first African American woman in space when she worked for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) as mission specialist on the space shuttle Endeavor.

Born in 1956 to Dorothy Green Jemison, an English and math teacher, and Charlie, a charity supervisor and carpenter, Jemison had childhood aspirations to travel into space. When she was three years old the family moved from Alabama to Chicago. Jemison was inspired by Martin Luther King Jr. to be brave and cross racial and gender barriers. She also enjoyed watching Star Trek, a television show about space travel. The show featured Lieutenant Uhura, a female communications officer of African descent who appeared in the first episode in 1966 and most episodes afterward.

Jemison graduated from high school in 1973 and was accepted by Stanford University when she was 16 years old. She graduated 4 years later, a rare black female chemical engineer major. In 1981 Jemison earned her medical degree at Cornell University. She also continued to dance, building on an interest she first began to develop in high school.

Once Jemison’s medical training finished in 1983, she joined the Peace Corps medical staff and served in West Africa, primarily in Sierra Leone and Liberia. While in Africa she also worked with the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) on vaccine research. In 1983, the year Jemison went to Africa, Sally Ride became the first American woman astronaut in space. In response, Jemison applied to NASA’s space program but was not accepted. Four years later NASA invited her to reapply. She joined the first astronaut training class after the Challenger shuttle exploded in 1986, killing all seven of its crew members. In the wake of the disaster, shuttle missions were canceled. In 1988 the space shuttle Discovery launched, reopening NASA’s manned space exploration program.

Jemison’s first job at NASA was at the Kennedy Space Center, where she worked in the Shuttle Avionics Integration Laboratory. On September 12, 1992, Jemison was aboard the Endeavor as it launched into space as STS-47, Spacelab-J. For eight days she orbited Earth on NASA’s 50th space shuttle mission. The mission contained a space lab module where astronauts conducted experiments on the effects of microgravity on both materials and living systems. The mission also included the first married astronauts, Jan Davis and Mark C. Lee. STS-47 was also notable for being a mission in cooperation with Japan. As homage to her love of dance, Jemison took a poster for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, a modern dance company based in New York, into space. She also took a picture of Bessie Coleman, the first black woman pilot in the United States.

In 1993 Jemison resigned from NASA to better explore the connections between science and the humanities. She founded the Jemison Group to research and market usable, everyday technologies. That same year she also established the Dorothy Jemison Foundation for excellence. Named for her mother, the not-for-profit organization funds and develops educational programs, teaching methods and curriculums to improve critical thinking and learning by doing. In 1994 the foundation launched The Earth We Share (TEWS), an international science camp program that encourages young people to consider contemporary scientific and environmental issues.

In 1993, Jemison also made her first appearance on television in an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation. She was the first real astronaut to ever appear on Star Trek. Jemison has also hosted the Discovery Channel’s World of Wonder, and in 2006 she appeared in PBS’s African American Lives.

In 1995 Jemison became a professor in environmental studies at Cornell University, and three years later she joined future first lady Michelle Obama at a forum for girls in the Washington, D.C., school district.

In 2012, the Dorothy Jemison Foundation won the bid for the 100 Year Starship Project to create a century-length plan to fund and carry out space travel.

Peg A. Lamphier
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Kingston, Maxine Hong (1940–)

Novelist and feminist Maxine Hong Kingston is considered an authority on the Chinese American experience. Read in translation in more than 30 countries, Kingston’s works have been especially popular in China. Her 1978 work The Woman Warrior has influenced a generation of writers irrespective of ethnicity and sex. Her other award-winning books include China Man (1980) and Tripmaster Monkey (1989). Known primarily for her nonfiction, Kingston is also an accomplished novelist.

Born on October 27, 1940, in Stockton, California, Maxine “Ting Ting” Hong Kingston is the daughter of Tom Hong and Chew Ling Yan. Yan was a Canotonese trained midwife, while Hong worked in a laundry until he bought a gambling house. Education was difficult for Kingston at first because she did not speak English. She failed kindergarten but did much better in a Chinese school that convened in the afternoon. She learned English and became an honors student in high school. As a teen, Kingston won awards for her essays. At the University of California at Berkeley, Kingston majored in English and wrote for the student newspaper. Graduating with a BA in English in 1962, she married theater actor Earl Kingston that year.

The 1960s were a turbulent time that inspired the couple to protest against the Vietnam War. Maxine Kingston has remained an antiwar activist, protesting U.S. involvement in several wars, including the 2003 invasion of Iraq. In 1964 Kingston gave birth to son Joseph Lawrence Cheng Mei. The next year she earned a teaching certificate from the University of California at Berkeley and taught English and mathematics at a high school in Hayward, California. The Kingstons moved to Hawaii in 1967, where she continued to teach English. In the 1970s she published a series of essays in the New Yorker and other respected magazines.

Kingston published The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts in 1975. The work is autobiographical but also retells a number of Chinese folktales in an effort to explain the Chinese American experience, with particular emphasis on Chinese American women. The book sold 40,000 copies its first year and 450,000 copies by 1993. A work of creative nonfiction, Time magazine named it among the 10 most important works of nonfiction published in the 1970s. Universities still include the work in their corpus, using it in the fields of education, sociology, psychology, anthropology, women’s studies, Asian studies, American literature, and composition. The Woman Warrior challenged women to reject conventional ideas of Asian and female inferiority. By recasting folktales, Kingston challenges traditional notions of what counts as nonfiction, though some people have criticized the work for taking liberties with folktales in a way that makes them culturally inauthentic. Others argue that categorizing the book as nonfiction incorrectly suggests that Kingston’s experiences are somehow universally Chinese experiences rather than being unique to herself and her family.

Kingston readily accepts and encourages other Asian American writers to formulate their own interpretations of Chinese American culture, even if these interpretations conflict with Kingston’s accounts. Indeed, Kingston has never claimed to encompass the whole of the Asian American experience, just her own perceptions of it. Her second book, China Man, which is intended as a companion to the Woman Warrior, may be even more experimental in technique. The work draws on what Kingston has learned from history and the powerful elements of tradition and mythology. It won the National Nonfiction Award for Nonfiction in 1981.

In 1984 the Kingstons returned to California, where the University of California at Berkeley hired Maxine Kingston as a senior lecturer in English. In 1997 Kingston won the National Humanities Medal. In a 2003 antiwar protest called Code Pink, she and novelist Alice Walker (b. 1944) were arrested after Washington, D.C., police told them to disband and the protesters refused. Much of Kingston’s works draw strength from their ability to challenge gender and racial stereotypes. Through her prose and actions, Kingston has established herself as a leading social activist.
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Lady Gaga (1986–)

Lady Gaga (Stefani Joanne Angelina Germanotta) is an American pop music phenomenon and trendsetter. Her first album, The Fame, garnered four number one hits—a first for any artist on a debut album. Lady Gaga’s The Fame Ball Tour grossed $227.4 million, and she is the first artist in digital history to have three singles to pass the 4 million mark in sales. Her single “Born This Way” set a new iTunes speed record, going number one in less than three hours. The song was also Billboard’s 1,000th number one hit.

Lada Gaga revolutionized social media through viral communications with her fans, enhancing the power of her brand. She is the first artist in history to generate 1 billion hits on YouTube, and the Guinness Book of World Records listed Gaga as the most searched-for female on the Internet and for most number of weeks on the UK music charts.

A self-described freak, misfit, and lost soul in search of fellow travelers (whom she calls “Little Monsters”), Lady Gaga’s theatrical stage productions create an unmatched world for audiences. The handpicked stylists, makeup artists, and designers (known as “Haus of Gaga”) work with her to create the costumes, sets, and props for her performance art.

Lady Gaga was born in New York on March 28, 1986, to Joseph and Cynthia Germanotta. Her parents worked to maintain their Upper West Side duplex so that Lady Gaga and her sister could study at Convent of the Sacred Heart, the oldest private girls’ school in Manhattan. A child prodigy, Lady Gaga was 4 years old when she taught herself piano. By age 11 she performed in recitals and took piano, acting, and voice lessons to enhance her natural abilities. At age 13 she composed her first piano ballad and participated in open-mic nights at music clubs.

Lady Gaga completed Sacred Heart in 2004 and enrolled in New York University’s Tisch School for the Dramatic Arts but dropped out in her sophomore year to focus on her music career. Fiercely ambitious and determined to achieve a record deal by the age of 21, Lady Gaga fronted her own band, performing in and around Manhattan’s Lower East Side. She caught the attention of producer Rob Fusari, and he and Lady Gaga developed a personal and professional relationship. Fusari changed her name to “Lady Gaga” and helped her incorporate dance into the act. The romance eventually ended, but their business relationship continued. Lady Gaga also credits her collaboration with hard-rock performance artist Lady Starlight as the inspiration for her own performance art.

In 2007, Fusari engineered Lady Gaga’s big break with record executive and producer Jimmy Iovine. Iovine signed her to the Interscope Records label as a songwriter for other artists. Lady Gaga was 21 when she moved to California to write for Britney Spears and the Pussycat Dolls. Lady Gaga’s vocal abilities caught the attention of recording artist Akon, and he lent his voice to her first single, “Just Dance.” Lady Gaga’s song was part of the Interscope-produced first album The Fame, released in September 2008.

Lady Gaga toured music clubs to promote the record as “Just Dance” climbed the charts in Europe and Canada. In January 2009, it made number one on the U.S. and UK charts. The Fame earned Lady Gaga five Grammy nominations and the opening act for the 2010 awards, performing alongside British music legend Elton John. Lady Gaga took home two Grammys for Best Electronic/Dance Album and Best Dance Recording of the Year.

Lady Gaga rereleased The Fame in 2010, gaining six more Grammy nominations (she won three). She released Born This Way in 2011 and voiced her animated self on the television show The Simpsons in 2012. ArtPop was released in 2013, and Lady Gaga collaborated with the legendary Tony Bennett on Cheek to Cheek in 2014.

Lady Gaga is a humanitarian and philanthropist who champions gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender rights and advocates for HIV/AIDS research. After the 2010 Haiti earthquake she held a concert at Radio City Music Hall, raising approximately $500,000. In response to the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, Lady Gaga designed prayer bracelets for her online store, and proceeds went to the disaster victims. In 2011 Rolling Stone named Lady Gaga the “Queen of Pop,” and her Born This Way Foundation, formed in 2012, promotes self-confidence in young people.

Jennifer Oliver O’Connell
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Lahiri, Jhumpa (1967–)

Nilanjana Sudeshna “Jhumpa” Lahiri is an award-winning American author of Indian ethnicity. Her first short story collection won the 2000 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, and her first novel, The Namesake, was adapted into a popular movie.
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Author Jhumpa Lahiri won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 2000 for her novel The Namesake. She is also a member of President Obama’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities. (AP Photo/Gino Domenico)

Lahiri was born in London, England, on July 11, 1967. Her parents were immigrants from India who moved the family to Kingston, Rhode Island, when Lahiri was two years old. In elementary school, a teacher began calling Lahiri by a nickname, Jhumpa, which was easier to pronounce. After graduating from South Kingstown High School, Lahiri attended Barnard College, where she graduated with a bachelor’s degree in English literature in 1989. She went on to receive master’s degrees from Boston University in multiple fields, including English, creative writing, and comparative literature, and ultimately earned a PhD in Renaissance studies in 1997.

Determined to follow a career in literature, Lahiri faced rejection by publishers until 1999, when her first short story collection, Interpreter of Maladies, was released to critical acclaim. It received the 2000 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, marking only the seventh time a short story collection had won that award and making Lahiri the youngest recipient in that field in Pulitzer Prize history. Her full-length novels include The Namesake (2003) and The Lowland (2013).

Lahiri returned to the short story form in collections including Unaccustomed Earth, released in 2008. It immediately went to the top of the New York Times best-seller list, a highly unusual event for a collection of short stories. Lahiri’s work has also been published in New Yorker magazine. Many of her short stories made their first appearance in that publication along with several nonfiction pieces such as “Cooking Lessons,” which spotlights the significance of food in Lahiri’s relationship with her mother.

Lahiri’s work generally addresses the conflicts in the lives of Indian immigrants and those native to India. They focus especially on the struggles of first- and second-generation immigrants in the Western world to reconcile the cultural values of their homeland with their newly adopted home. Her fictional works often include autobiographical elements based on the experiences of herself, her friends, and her family.

Along with the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, Lahiri has received awards including the PEN/Hemingway Award for Best Fiction Debut of the Year, the New Yorker’s Best Debut of the Year, the O. Henry Prize, a Guggenheim Fellowship, a National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship, and an Asian American Literary Award. Several of her fictional pieces were selected for inclusion in editions of Best American Short Stories, including “Interpreter of Maladies,” “The Third and Final Continent,” and “Nobody’s Business.” Many of Lahiri’s short stories consider the issues of difference between Indians in India and Indian immigrants as well as the differences between first- and second-generation Indian immigrants.

Since 2005, Lahiri has been a vice president of the PEN American Center, an organization designed to promote friendship and intellectual cooperation among writers. In 2010, President Barack Obama appointed Lahiri to serve as a member of the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities. She has taught creative writing at Barnard College, Baruch College, Boston University, the New School, and the Rhode Island School of Design. In 2014, Princeton University announced that Lahiri would join its creative writing faculty in September 2015. She was appointed a professor of creative writing.

In 2001 Lahiri married Alberto Vourvoulias-Bush, a journalist and editor for Time magazine. They have two children, Octavio and Noor, born in 2002 and 2005, respectively. The family resides in New York City, though they have also taken up residence for an “indefinite stay” in Rome, Italy. Regarding that decision, Lahiri says that “I write a lot about people who leave one place behind and go to another…. While I’ve observed close at hand what it means to be an immigrant, I’ve never had to get to know another country in which I clearly don’t belong and to speak in a second language and to do all of those things that my characters do.”

In 2013 Lahiri’s novel The Lowland was nominated for both the National Book Award for fiction and the Mann Booker Prize, both of which are so prestigious that the nomination itself is a prize.

Nancy Hendricks
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Lauper, Cyndi (1953–)

American singer, songwriter, feminist, and social activist Cyndi Lauper rose to popularity in the early 1980s, in large part due to the then groundbreaking visual media of MTV. Her rise in popularity coincided with that of fellow female performers Madonna, Annie Lennox, and Belinda Carlisle. In 2013, Lauper became the first female to win a Tony Award (without a male partner) for writing the lyrics to the Broadway musical Kinky Boots. In addition, Lauper has used her fame to champion women’s rights, raise AIDS/HIV awareness, and fight for LGBTQ rights.

Lauper was born Cynthia Lauper on June 22, 1953, in Queens, New York. Her father eventually abandoned the family, maintaining only sporadic contact over the years. Music provided an emotional outlet for Lauper. Her older sister Ellen also loved music and inspired Lauper to learn guitar when she was 11 years old.

Lauper wanted to attend a performing arts high school, but this dream was dashed by a school counselor who convinced Lauper’s mother that it was not a pragmatic choice. Nonetheless, by her late teens Lauper was performing as a backup singer in rock bands. She started her first band, Blue Angel, when she was 25. They produced an album, but sales were low, and the band broke up in 1982. A year later Lauper signed a recording contract as a solo artist. Her first album, She’s So Unusual, resulted in four Top 40 hits, launching Lauper’s career and making her a household name.

At the time of Lauper’s success, MTV had changed the musical landscape. Televised music meant that more than ever before, an artist’s popularity depended on her or his visual image. Lauper’s offbeat personal style made her perfect for a visual medium: donning mismatched brightly colored clothing and wild punk-inspired hairstyles, Lauper quickly became a fashion icon. Although some said that her image was simply a gimmick to attract attention, Lauper’s look was driven by her genuine belief in the importance of individuality. She was born into a Sicilian American family who expected her to conform to traditional female roles. Lauper rebelled against traditional gender ideology, identifying herself as a feminist and naming noted feminist Gloria Steinem one of her personal heroes.

Lauper’s first single on the album She’s So Unusual, “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun,” only came into existence after Lauper realized that it could serve as an anthem of independence for young women. Initially she didn’t want to record it, worried that the song might be too frivolous. When she realized the song’s potential to inspire women, she changed her mind: “And then I saw my grandmother’s, my aunt’s, and my mother’s faces … and I thought that maybe I could do something and say something so loud that every girl would hear—every girl, every color” (Lauper and Dunn 2012, 25). Lauper’s desire to reach “every girl” is reflected in the video, which features girls and women of all types. The video tells the story of Lauper rebelling against her father’s restrictions but in a joyous form: Lauper wants simply to sing and dance with her friends. The video’s upbeat tone meshed well with the underlying message that girls should be free to express their independence.

Lauper would continue to produce albums through the 1990s and 2000s, and while these would not achieve the tremendous popularity of her first album, many received strong critical acclaim. Lauper also took on many acting roles, starting in the movie Vibes in 1988. In 2013 she ventured into the realm of musical theater, cowriting the musical Kinky Boots, which would become a critical and popular success. Lauper won both a Grammy Award and a Tony Award for her work on the musical. Her 2010 album Memphis Blues was number one on the blues chart for 13 weeks.

Lauper has also been recognized for her strong social activism. In addition to supporting women’s rights, she is a staunch supporter of the gay community. As early as the late 1980s she was speaking out about the importance of comprehensive HIV/AIDS awareness and treatment. She also supported the Hate Crimes Prevention Act, which makes assault based on sexual orientation a hate crime. In later years Lauper joined the movement demanding equal rights for the LGBTQ community, including the right to marry.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Lynch, Loretta (1959–)

After serving as a federal prosecutor in Brooklyn, New York, Loretta Lynch became the first African American woman, and only the second woman, to become U.S. attorney general.

Lynch was born on May 21, 1959, to a librarian and a Baptist minister in Greensboro, North Carolina. Her grandfather had been involved in the civil rights movement. Lynch’s father exposed her from a young age to the legal process by taking her to watch court proceedings at the courthouse in Durham, North Carolina. In 1981, Lynch earned her bachelor of arts degree in English and American literature, cum laude, from Harvard University. She then pursued her juris doctor, which she obtained from Harvard Law School in 1984. Lynch married Stephen Hargrove in 2007, changing her name to Loretta Lynch Hargrove. However, she maintains her original name in the professional arena.

Lynch spent the first part of her career as an attorney in private law at Cahill, Gordon & Reindel, which has a history of defending First Amendment rights and frequently presents before the U.S. Supreme Court. In 1990 Lynch transferred to the public sector when she became a prosecutor for the U.S. attorney in New York’s Eastern District. During her tenure as lead assistant to the U.S. attorney, Lynch prosecuted a variety of cases, including cases involving narcotics, public corruption, violent crime, and civil rights. Lynch’s prosecutorial success gained the attention of President Bill Clinton, who in 1999 appointed her to be the lead U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of New York. Lynch was a lead prosecutor in the high-profile civil rights case of Abner Louima, who was arrested outside a nightclub in Brooklyn and later brutalized and sodomized by police officers. The responsible officer was sentenced to 30 years without parole.

In 2001, Lynch returned to private practice and joined the law office of Hogan & Hartson, now known as Hogan Lovells. From 2003 to 2005, she served on the board of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. While in private practice, Lynch focused her efforts primarily on pro bono work and training prosecutors in international law. She became special counsel to the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, a part of the United Nations, performing prosecutorial work. The tribunal was created to prosecute those responsible for war crimes during the civil war and resulting genocide in Rwanda in 1994. Lynch’s experience on the tribunal and in Rwanda affirmed her belief that while the law may not be perfect, it is an instrument for achieving justice.

Lynch’s efforts in the international law sector led President Barack Obama to nominate her to once again serve as the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of New York. She continued prosecuting high-profile cases. Not only did Lynch secure multibillion-dollar settlements against Citigroup and HSBC, she also focused her attention on corrupt government officials. Lynch’s office successfully prosecuted New York politicians Michael Grimm, U.S. congressman; William Boyland Jr., New York assemblyman; and Pedro Espado Jr., New York state senator. Lynch also oversaw the beginning of the high-profile investigation and subsequent indictment of 14 FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) officials for money laundering, racketeering, and wire fraud.

In November 2014, President Obama nominated Lynch to be the attorney general of the United States, to succeed Eric Holder. Ironically, though Lynch had the support of most Republican politicians, who had control of the Senate, and though Republican politicians had called for Holder’s resignation many times, Lynch waited the second-longest confirmation period for an attorney general, second only to Edwin Meese, who had to wait over a year. The problem lay not in Lynch’s track record or vetting by the Senate Judiciary Committee but in her support of President Obama’s immigration policies, suggesting that the delay in the confirmation had little to do with Lynch and more to do with anti-Obama partisan politics.

Eventually cloture, the closing of debate by calling for a quick vote, was invoked on Lynch’s nomination. April 24, 2015, after a delay of over five months, Lynch was confirmed by a vote of 56 to 43 as the U.S. attorney general.

Leo J. Burke
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Madsen v. Women’s Health Center, Inc. (1994)

The first U.S. Supreme Court case to tackle the issue of free speech rights versus safe access to reproductive health services, Madsen v. Women’s Health Center, Inc. was decided in June 1994. Antiabortion protestors in Melbourne, Florida, challenged the constitutionality of a Florida state court’s injunction prohibiting how and when protesters could demonstrate outside the Aware Woman Center for Choice Clinic (operated by Women’s Health Center, Inc.). Judy Madsen and other protestors of the Operation Rescue America group regularly picketed outside the clinic.

A 1992 Florida state court decision banned protestors from interfering with public access to the clinic and from physically harassing people entering or leaving. Because they were still picketing six months later, the clinic sought to expand these restrictions, and a trial court modified the injunction against the protestors. This broader injunction “prohibited the protestors and persons acting ‘in concert’ with them from entering the Clinic, blocking or impeding access to the Clinic; from picketing, demonstrating, or entering a portion of public right of way or private property within a 36-foot ‘buffer zone’ of the property line of the Clinic; from causing excess noise … when procedures and recovery periods occur; from physically approaching or causing noise within a 300-foot buffer zone of the clinic employees’ residences; from harassing anyone trying to gain access to the Clinic; from displaying certain objectionable images; and from inciting others to commit any of these prohibited acts.” The Florida Supreme Court unanimously upheld the constitutionality of this injunction, but shortly before it issued its decision, a federal court ruled that the state court injunction was unconstitutional. The case then went to the U.S. Supreme Court.

One of the key issues before the Supreme Court was the 36-foot buffer zone. The protestors claimed that the state court order was content- and viewpoint-based and therefore not allowed under the First Amendment. The Supreme Court was essentially tasked with distinguishing between nonthreatening free speech, allowed under the First Amendment, and actions that made it difficult or dangerous for patients to enter clinics, which were outlawed under the federal Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances (FACE) Act by President Bill Clinton in May 1994.

The FACE Act “makes it a federal crime to use force, the threat of force, or physical obstruction to prevent individuals from obtaining or providing reproductive health services.” The antiabortion protestors argued that the state court order targeted their beliefs, since they were the only protestors arrested for being in the buffer zone. However, the Women’s Health Center contended that the injunction was a “time, place, and manner” restriction that indicated no views on abortion and served to protect several government interests, including public safety.

In its final decision, the Supreme Court’s 6 to 3 ruling upheld some parts of the injunction and struck down others. In the majority opinion, Chief Justice William Rehnquist wrote that the Court’s decision “sustained the constitutionality of the Clinic’s 36-foot buffer zone and the noise-level provision, finding that they burdened ‘no more speech than necessary’ to serve the injunction’s goals.” The Court, however, struck down the 36-foot buffer zone for the private property north and west of the clinic, the objectionable images provision, and the 300-foot no-approach zone around the clinic and outside staff residences, stating that these provisions swept “more broadly than necessary” to protect the state’s interests. The Supreme Court also stated that “the First Amendment of the Constitution does not demand that patients at a medical facility undertake Herculean efforts to escape the cacophony of political protests. The ‘images observable’ provision in the injunction limits ‘more speech than necessary’ to achieve the purpose of limiting threats to clinic patients or their families.” The Court decided that the objectionable images provision was unconstitutional because the clinic did have less restrictive ways for patients to avoid seeing the images.

It is noteworthy that Chief Justice Rehnquist, who dissented in the Roe v. Wade case in 1973, chose to write the Madsen majority opinion. Rehnquist delivered the majority opinion, in which Justices Harry Blackmun, Sandra Day O’Connor, David Souter, and Ruth Bader Ginsburg all joined and in which Justice John Paul Stevens joined in part. Justice Souter filed a separate concurring opinion.

Deena Benjamin
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March for Women’s Lives (2005)

March for Women’s Lives was a reproductive rights demonstration held on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., on April 25, 2005. Over 1.1 million people participated in the demonstration, making it the largest one-day protest in American history.

Reproductive rights for women focus on the right of a woman to choose when she will become a mother. On January 22, 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Roe v. Wade proclaimed that a woman’s right to terminate a pregnancy was protected under the U.S. Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment. Upon the ruling, the New York Times declared the debate over abortion rights to be over.

Both pro-choice and antiabortion advocates continued to promote their causes through lobbying, public debates, speeches, rallies, and marches. Both sides have written extensive literature and have also established websites and placed ads on billboards and television and in newspapers and magazines to promote their cause. Antiabortion advocates have implemented support centers providing services to pregnant women and mothers, thus encouraging women to carry a pregnancy to term. Pro-choice advocates have established clinics that provide abortion and other reproductive health services. These clinics have been picketed by abortion advocates in the hope of deterring pregnant women. Some pro-life advocates respond to these clinics by burning or bombing and even murdering doctors and others who make these services available. Feminists point out that the antichoice movement’s willingness to use deadly violence gives the lie to their claims of being pro-life.

The 2004 March for Women’s Lives marked the fourth reproductive rights demonstration to take place since 1986. The march was organized as a response to what was recognized as attacks on reproductive justice from Republicans. Women of color played a key role in planning the 2004 march, in great part because they had been largely excluded from previous planning commissions. The summer prior to the march, four women’s organizations coannounced the event as Save Women’s Lives March for Freedom of Choice. Months later, the march was renamed the March for Women’s Lives. The march was codirected by Loretta Ross of the SisterSong Women of Color Reproductive Health Collective and organized by seven organizations, including the Black Women’s Health Imperative (BWHI), the National Latina Institute for Reproductive Health (NLIRH), the National Organization for Women (NOW), the Feminist Majority, NARAL Pro-Choice America, the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). The march represented a variety of ages, races, ethnicities, economic classes, religious beliefs, and sexual orientations.

The mission of the march was to protect women’s reproductive rights and make safe, affordable, and accessible reproductive health care available. Pro-choice advocates noted that 87 percent of counties in the United States lacked abortion providers. Furthermore, the spending of federal money in funding abortion services was prohibited. This meant that only women who had financial and geographical advantages could realize their legal right to abortion. Furthermore, at the time 44 million Americans did not have health insurance, resulting in dangerous amateur abortions. March organizers believed that attaining reproductive justice would result in uniting human rights issues such as sexism, poverty, racism, xenophobia, and homophobia. They emphasized the importance of balance between social structures and individual needs for women to attain true power in their lives.

The demonstration featured a variety of prowoman speakers. Dr. Susan Wicklund, a physician who attended NOW’s 1989 march and then dedicated herself to providing abortion services to rural women, spoke. Other speakers included the father and brother of Becky Bell, a 17-year-old woman who died from an amateur back-alley abortion. They emphasized the dangers of parental notification laws, which can prevent young women from seeking legal and safe abortions. One speaker, attorney Fay Clayton, discussed the dangerous measures that pro-life advocates have taken against them. Clayton argued the NOW v. Scheidler case before the U.S. Supreme Court, which charged perpetrators of clinic violence with racketeering. Clayton introduced Emily Lyons and June Barrett, who were both seriously injured from violent attacks by so-called pro-life advocates. Organizers hoped that the march would create enough momentum to defeat President George W. Bush in his bid for reelection that November. While unsuccessful in that goal, the march succeeded in delivering the message that the freedom of reproductive choice is a social justice issue of tremendous significance.
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McDonald, Audra Ann (1970–)

Actress and singer Audra Ann McDonald became the first performer to win six competitive Tony Awards in 2014 and the only performer to have won a Tony in all four acting categories. A graduate of the Julliard School, a performing conservatory in New York City, McDonald began acting as a child when her parents enrolled her in a theater group to manage a diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD).

McDonald’s first home was in the former West Berlin, Germany, where her father was stationed at a U.S. Army base. Her parents, Anna Kathryn, a university administrator, and Stanly McDonald Jr., a high school principal, then moved to Fresno, California, where McDonald and her younger sister were raised. When she was young, following some behavioral problems, doctors diagnosed McDonald as a hyperactive child. Her parents explored treatment options with psychologists, including the new drug Ritalin. The McDonalds were a musical family and decided to direct their daughter’s energies into performing arts. This decision proved to be life changing for the eight-year-old McDonald.
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Actress and singer Audra McDonald is the only person to win six Tony Awards and the only person to win awards in all four acting categories, making her the most awarded Broadway actor in history. (Charles Sykes/Invision/AP Photo)

Later in her life McDonald explained that acting and theater work provided an outlet for her energy and that because she has so much energy, she has worked and learned her entire life. Her energy, she said, pushed her to perform more and learn opera, Shakespeare, and more.

McDonald prospered at Roger Rocka’s Music Hall, a Fresno dinner theater that showcases young performers, as well as at Roosevelt School of the Performing Arts. For college, McDonald was accepted at the prestigious Juilliard School of Music in New York City, where she focused on voice rather than drama. Her goal was to perform on Broadway, in spite of pressure from the more classically oriented studies at Julliard. Mental stress prompted McDonald to pause her studies at Julliard and take a part in the chorus of a Broadway musical production of The Secret Garden. After touring with the national company of the show, McDonald returned to Julliard and completed her bachelor’s degree in 1993.

In 1994 McDonald won her first Tony Award, for best featured actress in a musical, for Carousel. This was followed with a historic stream of Tony Awards in the next decade: best featured actress in a play for The Master Class in 1996, best featured actress in a musical for Ragtime in 1998, best featured actress in a play for A Raisin in the Sun in 2004, best performance by a leading actress in a musical for Porgy and Bess in 2012, and best performance by a leading actress in a play for Lady Day at Emerson’s Bar and Grill in 2014. With her sixth award, McDonald became the only performer to win a Tony in all four acting categories available by the American Theatre Wing. A winner of two Grammy Awards for opera, McDonald has also received three Emmy nominations for her work in television.

In accepting her sixth Tony Award, McDonald thanked her parents for signing her up for theater instead of medicating her for hyperactivity. This led to criticism in an open letter published in Time magazine by one of its editors. In her response, McDonald acknowledged that the decision to medicate a child is exceedingly personal and different for each parent. She said that her remarks were not a criticism of psychotropic drugs and admitted that she had chosen to take medication for depression as a young adult.

McDonald has a daughter, Zoe, from her marriage to musician Peter Donovan. She and Donovan divorced in 2009. On October 6, 2012, McDonald married actor, singer, and director Will Swenson. McDonald is an activist and sits on the advisory board of Broadway Impact, an advocacy organization of theater artists and fans mobilized in support of marriage equality, which was achieved in June 2015 with the Supreme Court decision in Obergefell v. Hodges. She continues to perform, record, and give concerts.
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Megan’s Law

Megan’s Law is the prevalent name for laws in the United States that concern registering the whereabouts of people convicted of sex crimes or crimes against children, specifically in regard to sex crimes against minors. Although it varies by state, the information that sex offenders must provide to governmental agencies includes their names, convicted crimes, date of incarceration, and current residence.

In 1994, seven-year-old Megan Kanka was raped and murdered by Jesse Timmendequas, who had two previous convictions of sexual assault. While laws concerning sex crimes have been in place for many decades, Kanka’s murder prompted an immediate national outcry that led to a federal crime bill, colloquially dubbed “Megan’s Law” but officially named the Jacob Wetterling Crimes Against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration Act of 1994. The law requires states to effectuate a registry with information regarding sex offenders and people who have committed crimes against children. Furthermore, specific information must be kept up to date in the registry, including offenders’ addresses, for at least 10 years. In cases of violent offenders, the information must be updated quarterly every year indefinitely. Depending on the state, the onus is either on the state to obtain and verify the information or the offender to update the state regarding his or her whereabouts. Similarly, in 1996 the Pam Lychner Sexual Offender Tracking and Identification Act was passed and required the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to create a national database of offenders to assist local law enforcement.

Megan Kanka’s parents, Maureen and Richard Kanka, provided testimony in court, and they filed amicus briefs in cases that challenged the constitutionality of Megan’s Law. In 2009, the Department of Corrections of New Jersey and Rutgers University jointly performed a study that suggests that Megan’s Law was not effective at deterring sex crimes, pointing to data that show that sex crime rates had been decreasing since before the passing of the law. However, the data also show that the decrease in sex crimes seemed accelerated after the passing of the law. In response to this study, Maureen Kanka explained that the law was not intended to deter sex crimes, but rather to heighten parents’ awareness of the whereabouts of sexual offenders.

Ever since the law was passed, its effectiveness has been questioned. The State of Michigan performed a study to find accurate statistics of sex criminal recidivism. The study, which covered the years 2005 through 2008, found that approximately 3.5 percent of offenders repeated a similar crime, failed to reregister with the state, or missed a parole meeting. Thus, 96.5 percent of offenders were first-time nonrepeat offenders. The above-noted New Jersey study, which labeled the law as a failure, conceded that the law may act as a “general deterrent” of crime. However, since crimes vary by state, year, and locale, it is difficult to pinpoint exact statistics regarding the effectiveness of Megan’s Law.

Civil rights activists have questioned the law as well, particularly as it pertains to offenders. Activists argue that the civil rights of offenders are being violated and that offenders are being discriminated against because they are required to update the state with personal information. Also, activists argue that even though offenders have served time for their crimes, they are required to provide to the state their personal information, which in many cases is available to the general public. Notably, murderers are not required to provide this information after being released from prison. Activists argue that the law prevents offenders from subsequently leading productive, private lives, as they are forever labeled as sexual offenders.

The constitutionality of the law has been doubted as well. A federal court ruled in 1995 that keeping communities updated as to the whereabouts of offenders is unconstitutional. Additionally, it has been argued that the law violates the ex post facto clauses of the U.S. Constitution, or changing the legal consequences of an act after the act has been committed. For example, when Megan’s Law was first enacted, even offenders who committed crimes before the law was enacted were required to register with the state.

While the effectiveness of Megan’s Law remains ambiguous for all its perceived and actual faults, popular and political support remains formidable. Megan’s Law remains true to its purpose in allowing citizens, specifically parents, to know the whereabouts of sexual predators, perceived or actual.

Leo J. Burke
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Miller-Muro, Layli (1972–)

Layli Miller-Muro is a noted modern-day human and women’s rights advocate and lawyer and executive director of the Tahirih Justice Center, which offers pro bono legal services and human rights aid to immigrant women in the United States. She grew up in the southern United States in a middle-class background. In high school, Miller-Muro first became involved in social action after a race riot between students of her predominantly white high school and students from a predominantly African American one. Incited by the decision of an African American male and a white female to date, the riot led to a violent confrontation that Miller-Muro witnessed. In response, she joined a Baha’i Youth Group and, in consultation with the principal, helped to lead a week of racism workshops and social advocacy to help alleviate the racism in her high school.

Miller-Muro did not originally see herself as a lawyer. As a self-described “not smart” student, she left high school a year early to attend a special college program. There she met a professor who encouraged her to study law, especially given her passion for social advocacy and her argumentative capabilities. Miller-Muro graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Agnes Scott College with a master’s degree in international relations and went on to receive her juris doctorate from American University’s Washington College of Law.

Miller-Muro gained international fame in 1996 through her involvement with the Fauziya Kassindja case, which, she states, “opened my eyes to the many issues that women face all over the world of violence and injustice and the real need for legal advocacy on their behalf.” In the case, Miller-Muro represented Kassindja, a 17-year-old girl who fled Togo in fear of forced polygamous marriage and female genital mutilation; Miller-Muro won the case. Kassindja was granted asylum by the U.S. Board of Immigration Appeals. This case opened the door to gender-based persecution as grounds for the United States to grant asylum to refugees.

The next year at the age of 23, Miller-Muro founded the Tahirih Justice Center using profits made from the sale of her book about the Kassindja case, Do They Hear You When You Cry? The nonprofit organization protects women from human rights abuses through the provision of free legal and social services as well as public policy advocacy. It focuses on immigrant women and girls fleeing abusive situations and gender-based persecution. The center has won over 99 percent of its cases, using over 1,000 lawyers working on a pro bono basis. To date, the center has helped over 14,000 women and girls find asylum from gender-based human rights violations. Miller-Muro has served as the executive director since 2001, and in 2007 she was awarded the Washington Post Award for Excellence in Nonprofit Management.

Miller-Muro has also worked as an attorney and adviser with the U.S. Department of Justice, the Board of Immigration Appeals, and Arnold & Porter LLP. She has authored numerous articles on female genital mutilation, immigration law, and human rights abuses against women. An active lecturer at universities and conferences worldwide, Miller-Muro has also been a commentator for Fox News, CNN, BBC, NBC Nightly News, PBS, CNBC, NPR, and the New York Times. Since 1990, she has won several awards for her work in human rights, including the Voices of Courage Media Award by the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, the African’s Children’s Champion Award from Africa’s Children’s Fund, the Feminist Majority Award, the Wendy Webster Williams Award, the Public Leadership Education Network (PLEN) Award, the EXCEL Award, and the Diane Von Furstenberg People’s Voice Award. In 2012 Miller-Muro was named one of Newsweek/Daily Beast’s 150 Most Fearless Women in the World and Goldman Sachs’s 100 Most Intriguing Entrepreneurs. She has also received an honorary doctorate of humane letters from Northern Illinois University.

Miller-Muro stated in an interview with the Human Rights Brief that her work is about equality: “In terms of fulfillment, there is a Baha’i writing that looks at the world of humanity as a bird with two wings: the male and the female. If the wings are not equal in strength, the bird is handicapped. Only when equality is achieved can the bird fly. My work is about reaching that equality.”

Tiffany Rhoades-Piotti
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Morrison, Toni (1931–)

The woman who would become the first African American female to win the Nobel Prize for Literature was born Chloe Ardelia Wofford in Lorain, Ohio, on February 18, 1931, the second child of George Wofford and Ella Rama (Willis) Wofford. Morrison experienced difference early in life, beginning school as the only African American student in her first-grade class. Entranced by the written word, she enjoyed readings from the classical canon as an adolescent and as a teenager helped out at the local library in her hometown. After graduating with honors from Lorain High School in 1949, she moved to Washington, D.C., to attend Howard University, majoring in English. During her time at Howard she adopted the moniker Toni. Morrison graduated with a BA in English from Howard in 1953 and then earned an MA in English literature from Cornell University in 1955.

[image: Lamphier]

Pulitzer Prize and American Book Award winner Toni Morrison wrote novels, mainly about black women. In 1994 she won a Nobel Prize in Literature for her combined works. She is one of America’s greatest novelists. (Olga Besnard/Dreamstime)

Morrison’s first teaching job was at Texas Southern University. After a brief stay in Texas, she returned to Howard as an instructor. In 1958 she married architect Harold Morrison and, taking his last name, legally became Toni Morrison. Morrison gave birth to a son, Harold Ford Morrison, in 1961. Shortly after the birth of her second son, Kevin Slade Wofford (aka Slade) in 1964 and after what she described as a “difficult” marriage, Morrison filed for divorce. With two young sons to support, she took a job as an editor of textbooks at a subsidiary of Random House in Syracuse. Within a few years, Morrison became a senior editor at Random House and moved to New York City.

The next years were pivotal for the author, as she published her first novel, The Bluest Eye, in 1970. She continued to work as an editor for Random House while taking yet another job as an associate professor at the State University of New York in Purchase. In 1973 she published her second novel, Sula, to critical acclaim and was nominated for a National Book Award. Morrison continued editing and teaching, including serving as a visiting lecturer at Yale University in 1976–1977. Her third novel, Song of Solomon, published in 1977, solidified her as a prominent player in the promotion of the African American experience in American literature. Song of Solomon, which tells the story of a modern African American man seeking the true story of his ancestors, received abundant commercial and critical success.

Morrison edited part-time while teaching at Bard, Yale, and Rutgers. The commercial success of Song of Solomon allowed her to purchase the home that became her primary residence in New York state until it was destroyed by fire on Christmas morning in 1993. In 1981 she published Tar Baby, and within the next few years she stepped away from editing to focus on writing and teaching. This move paid off when in 1987 she published one of her most critically acclaimed novels to date, Beloved. The book struck a chord with many, and when it did not receive the National Book Award that year, 50 African American writers signed a protest letter sent to the New York Times. However, in 1988 the book and Morrison were in the spotlight as she won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. In 1992 she published Jazz, her sixth novel, which became a New York Times best seller, and in 1993 she became the first African American woman to win the Nobel Prize for Literature and the eighth woman ever to win.

Morrison’s next novel, Paradise, received a less than hearty welcome from critics. Oprah Winfrey produced and starred in a film adaptation of Beloved (1998), but it did not receive the critical or financial success that many expected. Morrison wrote and published several children’s books with her son Slade, who died of pancreatic cancer in 2010. Later she wrote Love (2003), Mercy (2008), and Home (2012).

Additional milestones for Morrison include an appointment by President Jimmy Carter to the National Council of the Arts in 1980; appearing on the March 1981 cover of Newsweek, the first African American woman to do so; being the first African American woman to hold an endowed chair at an Ivy League school (Princeton); giving the 1996 NEH Jefferson Lecture; earning the NBF Medal of Distinguished Contribution to American Letters; and guest curating at the Louvre (2006) exhibit titled The Foreigner’s Home.

Denisa Chatman-Riley
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Muslim American Women

American Muslims represent the most diverse Muslim group in the world. With many having arrived in the United States over the last half century, closer ties to their traditional communities remain the norm. The family remains a stronger social unit, and undergirding and guiding these ties is a much stronger commitment to religious faith than exists in the larger society. These traditional values are seen as a source of strength in the Muslim community. Islam holds that each and every human being has a direct and equal connection to Allah, without intermediaries. This democratic spirit translates into Islamic beliefs about social justice, including an implicit notion of gender equality. Muslim women are the second most highly educated female religious demographic in America.

Still, the misperception that Muslim women are a monolithically oppressed group persists. In fact, Prophet Mohammad liberated women and fought for their rights to select suitable mates, divorce, and manage their own finances. He ended the practice of female infanticide in his region, and he boldly rebranded menstruation as a woman’s “precious” time, in the face of tribal views about it being shameful and requiring a monthly quarantine.

The Council on American-Islamic Relations, founded in 1994, functions as a Muslim civil liberties advocacy organization that deals with civil advocacy. It is headquartered in Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., with regional offices nationwide. There is a need to defend and enhance certain universal values as well as to address issues that specifically affect Muslim women living in America, and several organizations have risen to the task and focus more coercively on the integral place of women in society.

The registered nonprofit American women’s organization Al-Rawiya Foundation—named after the al-rawiya, or traditional female narrator in Muslim culture—works to empower Muslim women through education, arts, and integration. While problems such as domestic violence and substance abuse may require immediate attention, Al-Rawiya will also develop and support longer-term programs in spirituality, dialogue, education, art and literature, and economic independence. These programs buttress each other and actively improve the lives of Muslim women. They also seek to strengthen women’s access to a full range of organizations and laws that is capable of building as well as asserting and defending their rights and responsibilities as citizens of just societies. Even though the foundation emphasizes the participation of American Muslim women, all activities, services, and initiatives of the foundation are open to women of all races, religions, cultures, ethnicities, and orientations.

Since the inception of the Al-Rawiya Foundation in 2005, one of its main focuses has been to facilitate traditional Islamic knowledge in a manner relevant to a myriad of Western experiences and bring together people of different backgrounds to promote arts, understanding, and cross-cultural dialogue. A number of endeavors are aimed at doing so. By drawing attention to the oft-ignored tradition of female scholarship in historical and contemporary Islamic discourse, the annual Shaykha Fest provides an exclusive platform for female Islamic scholars from around the world to share their expertise in a nurturing and inclusive atmosphere. And as a global network, the Beyond Dialogue Forum brings together people of different backgrounds—Muslim, Jews, and Christians—who work tirelessly to take cross-cultural dialogue to the next level and transform it into tangible actions for all. As an educational social enterprise, Rawiya College, for example, offers accredited online degrees in classical Islamic studies. Al-Rawiya also organizes regular theological seminars and workshops for women to emphasize the spiritual aspects of Islamic teachings and highlight the dangers of religious extremism. These seminars focus on rights of women, women’s jurisprudence, family life, and other classical and contemporary issues.

The organization addresses the bleak reality in third-world countries where the concepts of law enforcement are nonexistent and where discussing violence against women is frowned upon as a dishonor to the family and society. Dedicated to ending all forms of violence and oppression against women, the Al-Rawiya Foundation strives to educate Muslim women about the effects of violence and abuse and to inculcate openness such that discussing and reporting physical, sexual, and emotional abuse is viewed as an essential step in the fight against violence and oppression. Additional educational initiatives include religious teachings arguing that religious texts have all too often been distorted to justify violence against women and that as they do so, they emphasize that in spite of certain contentious interpretations of the Qur’an that advantage males significantly, there is no religious, social, or political justifications of violence and that everyone shares the right to education, freedom of expression, and self-determination.

Additionally, from January 2015, the Women’s Mosque of America, started by a team of Muslim women and men, has provided women-led Friday jumma’a services for women and children (including boys ages 12 and under) once a month in southern California. There is no clergy or religious hierarchy in Islam. Anyone can be an imam, lead a prayer, or deliver a khutbah (sermon)—including women. Seeking to uplift the Muslim community by empowering women and girls through more direct access to Islamic scholarship and leadership opportunities, the Women’s Mosque of America provides a safe space for women to feel welcome, respected, and actively engaged within the Muslim ummah, or supranational community with a common history. The Women’s Mosque of America complements existing mosques, offering opportunities for women to grow, learn, and gain inspiration to spread throughout their respective communities.

James A. Wren
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Neshat, Shirin (1957–)

Iranian-born multimedia artist Shirin Neshat works in photography, video, and film. She is best known for raising critical questions regarding the intersection of gender, culture, and religion. Neshat lives in self-imposed exile in the United States due to the complex political situation in Iran, and her homeland has become an important artistic concept for her. Her art has been featured in prestigious museums and galleries around the world, including the Whitney Museum of American Art.

Neshat has described herself as an artist living between two cultures that are not only divided but are also in complete conflict. Born in Qazvin, Iran, to a doctor and a homemaker, she moved to the United States when she was 17. Neshat attended Dominican College and later was accepted to UC Berkeley, where she earned a BA, an MA, and an MFA. After graduating, she abandoned art for nearly a decade because she felt that her work was inadequate. She kept close to the art world, however, by working for the Storefront for Art and Architecture, founded by her Korean American ex-husband, Kyong Park, with whom she has a child, Cyrus. This environment exposed her to a range of artists, cultural critics, and writers.

When Neshat went back to Iran for the first time in 1990, she was struck by the changes that had taken place. She was particularly interested in the heightened religious conservatism and the shift in interactions between men and women. The experience had a profound effect on Neshat, prompting her to leave her work and husband. Neshat turned to art to express the emotions she was feeling. “That trip and subsequent trips brought me an artistic focus: mainly the subject of the Islamic Revolution and of women in relation to the revolution. Finally I had found a subject that I felt passionate about” (MacDonald 2004, 627–628). She subsequently created the photographic series Unveiling (1993) and Women of Allah (1993–1997). Neshat posed for some of these pictures; in the latter she posed as a gun-toting veiled Iranian Muslim woman. As Muslim women historically have been depicted in the West as exotic, oppressed, and uncivilized, her imagery provoked controversy. Critics argued that she was profiting by pandering to Western stereotypes and “orientalist” ideas of Muslim savagery and otherness. Neshat states that “Looking back at this work, I do see the problems but it was an honest attempt to reconnect and raise important issues in regard to my culture” (Danto n.d.).

Though controversial, this work helped Neshat gain a broad audience. She began expanding the scope of her artistry. Neshat produced the video installations Turbulent (1998) and Rapture (1999), for which she won the International Award at the 48th Venice Art Biennale. Other installations include Fervor (2000), Passage (2001), Pulse (2001), Tooba (2002), Makdokht (2004), Zarin (2005), Munis (2008), Faezeh (2008), and Possession (2009). Her biographer describes Neshat’s work as exploring “her personal aspirations, extraordinary life story, and the socio-political situation in her homeland of Iran and, by extension, the Muslim world” (Hart 2013, 9). In doing so, she provides an important cultural counterpoint to American majority culture ideas about Middle Easterners.

Neshat’s first feature-length film, Women without Men, debuted at the 2009 Venice Film Festival, where it earned the Silver Lion for best director and a nomination for best film. Loosely adapted from Shahrnush Parsipur’s novel, the film follows the lives of four Iranian women within the context of the 1953 British/Central Intelligence Agency backed coup d’état against the democratically elected prime minister of Iran, Mohammed Mossadegh. Neshat states that she used the context of the coup to educate Western audiences about the foundation of the current conflict between the United States and Iran. She has earned a number of awards, including the World Economic Forum’s Crystal Award, the New York Cultural Achievement Award, and the prestigious Gish Prize. Huffington Post’s Roger Denson named her the Artist of the Decade in 2010.

Valerie Palmer-Mehta
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Nestle, Marion (1936–)

Marion Nestle is the Paulette Goddard Professor in the Department of Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health and also a professor of sociology at New York University and a leader in the food justice movement.

Having developed an interest in food at an early age, Nestle enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley, majoring in dietetics but soon turned to science. She earned both her PhD in molecular biology and her MPH in public health nutrition at Berkeley before starting her first teaching position at Brandeis University in the Biology Department.

Nestle was reunited with her passion for food when she was asked to teach an undergraduate nutrition course. During this course she learned that people’s dietary habits could only be explained by exploring the way food is produced. In 1976, Nestle became the associate dean of the University of California San Francisco (UCSF) School of Medicine. There she taught nutrition to residents, medical students, and practicing physicians and directed a nutrition center that was sponsored by the American Cancer Society. Starting in 1986, Nestle served as senior nutrition policy adviser in the Department of Health and Services for two years and became managing editor of the 1988 surgeon general’s Report on Nutrition and Health.

Nestle has been extremely involved in nutrition and is considered one of the lead revolutionaries in the food movement. She has served on the Food and Drug Administration’s Food Advisory Committee and Science Board, U.S. Department of Agriculture/Department Health and Human Services Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee, and the American Cancer Society committee, responsible for creating dietary guidelines to prevent cancer. In the 1980s, food research that was nonscientific was not regarded as serious work. Even so, Nestle continued to focus on both the societal and scientific influences of dietary practice and its potential for social transformation. She understood that altering cultural dietary habits would catalyze an environmental movement, resulting in healthier humans along with a sustainable food system.

In 1988 Nestle found herself working at New York University, where she was able to reconnect with her passion for systemic food studies. In 1996, her department at the university implemented the first food studies program, known as Nutrition, Food and Hotel Management, with specializations in food systems (production) and food culture (consumption). In 2002 Nestle published her first book, Food Politics, and she expanded and updated it in 2007. The book exposes the competition behind the food shelves at the supermarkets and delves into the psychology behind the final purchase. Through her book she explains that the problem runs as deep as our government’s questionable dietary advice and schools that advocate the consumption of soft drinks. These decisions, she said, are the by-products of economics rather than scientists and health specialists.

One year later in 2003, Nestle published her second book, Safe Food, similarly challenging the government and the food industry’s true objectives. In 2003, Food Politics received awards from the Association for American Publishers, the James Beard Foundation, and World Hunger Year. In 2004, Safe Foods won the Steinhardt School of Education’s Griffiths Research Award. Dating from oldest to most recent, her other books are What to Eat (2006); Pet Food Politics (2008); Feed Your Pet Right, coauthored by Malden Nesheim (2010); Why Calories Count (2012); and Eat, Drink, Vote (2013).

Nestle has been criticized for ignoring the personal responsibility of the consumer and placing too much blame on the food industry. Her interest lies in the psychology behind food and how it has become a means of consumer control. In fact, Nestle does place responsibility on consumers to convince the food industry and shareholders to accept smaller profits and sell less food. Supply and demand is the fundamental framework of American capitalism, and according to Nestle, if consumers demand a healthier food market, producers will be forced to conform.

Through her literature, Nestle has exposed the connections between Wall Street and obesity, the socioeconomic crisis and the environmental crisis, and the food world and slavery. She challenges others to recognize high-profile initiatives of the food industry as unsatisfactory mirages and demand more. She has called for elevated education but above all policy reform to thwart the progression of unhealthy eating and environmental habits. Nestle’s literature has been both controversial and revolutionary. She continues to write literature and blog on her website, fueling the demand for an American grassroots democracy.

Adrienne Harwell
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Obama, Michelle (1964–)

During her tenure in the White House, First Lady Michelle Lavaughn Robinson Obama has advocated for America’s military families and worked to curb the epidemic of childhood obesity. Obama attended Harvard Law School and then joined a Chicago law firm, where she met her future husband, President Barack Obama. She also worked as associate dean at the University of Chicago and then vice president for the university’s Medical Center before assuming the role of first lady with her husband’s election in 2008. When the Obamas moved into the White House, they were joined by their two teenage daughters, Sasha and Malia, and Michelle Obama’s mother, Marian Robinson.

Obama is the first first lady of African descent. While her genealogy has not been thoroughly researched, it is known that one of her paternal great-great-grandfathers, James Robinson, was enslaved in South Carolina. Obama was the second child born to Fraser and Marian Robinson, on January 17, 1964. Her dad, who was diagnosed at a young age with multiple sclerosis, was a pump operator for the City of Chicago Waterworks, and her mom stayed at home to raise Michelle and her older brother, Craig. The family lived on the South Side of Chicago, and both kids attended local public schools.

In 1981 Obama attended Princeton University, where she earned her degree in sociology and a minor in African American studies, graduating with honors. In 1988 she graduated from Harvard Law School and returned to Chicago to work for the law firm Sidley Austin. After her father’s death in 1991, Obama decided to pursue a career in community service and took a job as an assistant to Chicago mayor Richard Daley, which quickly led to another job in city government promoting fledgling businesses and the community’s economic development. In 1993 she was the founding director of Public Allies, an organization that seeks out and trains potential community leaders among the upcoming generation. In 1996 she joined the University of Chicago as associate dean and then became a vice president for the university’s medical center.

The Obamas first met in 1989 when Barack, then a student at Harvard Law School, came to work as a summer associate at the law firm where Michelle was already an attorney. They were engaged in 1991, the year after Barack graduated. Married on October 3, 1992, at Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago, the newlyweds first lived in an apartment in the Hyde Park neighborhood of Chicago before purchasing a home nearby.

Obama continued to work full-time and raise the couple’s two daughters while she campaigned for her husband in his failed race for the U.S. House of Representatives in 2000 and his successful run for the U.S. Senate in 2004. She and the children remained in Chicago while Barack traveled to and from Washington, D.C., for Senate business. During the 2008 presidential campaign, Michelle continued to work although at reduced hours and resisted campaign trips that would take her away from her girls for more than one night at a time. Her speech at the 2008 Democratic National Convention was widely praised by party insiders and the media, and while she offered opinions on campaign strategy at times, she insisted that she was not a policy adviser to her husband. After her husband’s inauguration on January 19, 2009, Obama’s first priority was seeing her daughters settled into their new lives in the White House and Washington, D.C.

In 2010, Obama launched the Let’s Move! initiative aimed at solving the epidemic of childhood obesity in America within one generation. With messages aimed at educators, parents, medical professionals, restaurant owners, and children themselves, the program strived to support parents in making healthier choices for their kids. To highlight the importance of fresh produce in kids’ diets, Obama planted and raised a vegetable garden at the White House. She participated in exercise classes with kids to focus attention of the need for daily physical activities. Finally, she appeared before Congress to advocate for new guidelines for healthier choices in school lunches.

In 2011 Obama partnered with Dr. Jill Biden, wife of Vice President Joe Biden, to launch a nationwide initiative for greater support in all areas for America’s military families. Joining Forces was designed to work with the public and private sectors to help focus attention on the ongoing wellness, education, and employment needs of service members, veterans, and their families.

Kathleen Gronnerud
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Michelle Obama’s Speech on the 100th Anniversary of International Women’s Day (2011)

The following is an excerpt of the speech that First Lady Michelle Obama gave on March 8, 2011, for the 100th Anniversary of International Women’s Day.

Tonight, I just want to say to all of you that your journeys, that your achievements and your very presence in this room are a perfect illustration of the progress that we’ve made since this day was first celebrated 100 years ago. We’ve come a long way, ladies! (Applause.)

And we are celebrating those accomplishments here in America. Women are now the majority of graduates of colleges and universities. We make up nearly half of America’s workforce. We got to get paid more for it. (Applause.) But we do. Women are thriving in every sector of our society. We are leading businesses. We’re serving at the highest levels of government and the armed forces. We’re breaking barriers and succeeding in careers that our mothers and grandmothers never could have imagined.

And as more opportunities have become open to women, that hasn’t just enriched our own lives. As we all know, it’s enriched the life of this nation. And that’s one of the reasons why we have to do this, because we need to remind ourselves and our country that we’re here because of us. Because we as a nation benefit from every girl whose potential is fulfilled; from every woman whose talent is tapped. We benefit as a nation. We as a nation benefit from their intelligence, from their hard work, from their creativity, from their leadership.

And that’s not just true here in America. Time and again, we have seen that countries across the globe are more prosperous, they’re more peaceful when women are more equal and have the rights and opportunities they deserve. (Applause.)

And that is why women and girls are a core focus of America’s engagement with the world, including our diplomatic and development work, and our work to prevent and respond to conflict. And that’s why here at home we continue our work to close the pay gap once and for all, to get that done. That’s why we continue our work here at home to bring women into fields like math and science. Keep studying your math. (Laughter.) We’re still under-represented. So we still have work to do.

We continue our work to promote entrepreneurship and workplace flexibility so that women can contribute as fully as possible to our economy. And while we’ve made some important strides, all of you in this room know better than anyone else that this work is far from finished. We have so, so much more to do. You all know better than just about anyone that change is hard, and change is slow. Many of you might not win the battles you’re fighting or see the progress you’re fighting for in your lifetimes. You know that. But I’m thinking tonight of a quote from the author Alice Walker, who once wrote, “So our mothers and grandmothers have more often than not anonymously handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower they themselves never hoped to see.”

And that is why all of you keep on fighting. That’s why all of you keep on leading and working toward a better day for all of us. You do it so that our daughters and granddaughters and, just as importantly, our sons and grandsons can have the opportunities that many of us only dreamed of. You do it because you know that your work could be the spark or that seed for the dreams and aspirations of girls like Aissatou and Shannon generations from now. This is why we do this work. We do it for you. We do it for you.

So I want to close tonight by simply saying thank you. This is a small—very small way for me, for my husband, for this administration to let you know just how proud we are of all that you do for women and girls. Our work is so far from done. But 100 years ago, we would have never imagined that we’d be standing here in the East Room of the White House—(laughter)—celebrating this day with this administration. So we have reason to celebrate. (Applause.)

So thank you all for your commitment. Thank you for your passion. I am so honored to have you here tonight. Enjoy. Eat. Drink. Dance. I am only standing on your shoulders. So please enjoy, and God bless. We have more work to do. Thanks so much. (Applause.)

Source: Michelle Obama, “Remarks by the First Lady at International Women’s Day Reception,” White House, March 8, 2011, www.whitehouse.gov/photos-and-video/video/2011/03/08/first-lady-international-womens-day#transcript.



Obergefell et al. v. Hodges (2015)

In 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court heard Obergefell et al. v. Hodge and in a 5 to 4 vote declared that same-sex couples have the same fundamental right to marry as opposite-sex couples. Obergefell made same-sex marriage legal in all 50 states.

In May 2004, Massachusetts became the first U.S. state to legalize same-sex marriage. Many more states quickly followed. In all, 35 states, the District of Columbia, and Guam, through legislative action, referendum, or state or federal court decisions, had legalized same-sex marriage before Obergefell, representing approximately 69 percent of the population of the United States. In June 2013 in the landmark case United States v. Windsor, the Court ruled 5 to 4 that Section 3 of the Defense of Marriage Act, which defined “spouse” as “a person of the opposite sex who is a husband or a wife,” was unconstitutional, effectively giving federal rights and protections to same-sex couples who married in states where same-sex marriage was legal.

After the ruling in Windsor, James Obergefell and John Arthur decided to seek a federally recognized marriage. Arthur was terminally ill with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS). Since they lived in Ohio, where same-sex marriage was not legal, Obergefell and Arthur decided to marry in Maryland. Obergefell and Arthur married on an airplane while still on the tarmac at Baltimore-Washington International Marshall Airport on July 11, 2013. Shortly thereafter the couple sued their local Ohio registrar, who refused to name Obergefell as the spouse on Arthur’s death certificate. While the registrar acknowledged that the policy was discriminatory, the Ohio Attorney General’s Office decided to defend the case. The lowest federal court ordered the State of Ohio to recognize all marriages solemnized in other states. The Ohio state attorney general appealed, and the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that Ohio’s ban on same-sex marriage did not violate the U.S. Constitution.

Obergefell appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. The Court asked the petitioners two questions: “Does the Fourteenth Amendment require a state to license a marriage between two people of the same sex?” and “Does the Fourteenth Amendment require a state to recognize a marriage between two people of the same sex that was legally licensed and performed in another state?” The petitioners were asked to only address before the Court the question that applied to their case. Thus, Obergefell was asked to only address the second question. The two questions address the due process and the equal protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment, respectively. The case garnered so much national attention that 148 amicus curiae briefs, which are arguments filed by persons not involved in the case to offer their opinions or suggest possible effects of the case, were filed.

The case ultimately found in favor of the plaintiffs by a vote of 5 to 4. Justice Anthony Kennedy wrote the majority opinion, stating that “No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals of love, fidelity, devotion, sacrifice, and family.” The decision was celebrated across the United States as an affirmation of civil rights for persons who had been denied rights guaranteed by the Constitution. President Barack Obama called James Obergefell on live television to congratulate him on the win. President Obama also gave a speech commending the decision, stating that “justice had arrived like a thunderbolt.”

All four dissenting judges wrote dissenting opinions. Chief Justice John Roberts stated that the Court had overstepped its bounds and suggested a slippery slope to the possibility that the ruling in Obergefell opened the door to polygamy. Justice Clarence Thomas suggested that Obergefell is a “detriment to the liberty [that the Framers of the Constitution] sought to protect.” Justice Samuel Alito lamented that the traditional marriage of millennia had been superseded by a new definition. Justice Antonin Scalia stated that the decision in Obergefell was a “threat to American democracy” and grieved the end of the spirited debate in the states over the legality and permissibility of same-sex marriage.

Nonetheless, the ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges extended equal rights and protections overnight to millions of Americans by stating that same-sex couples have the right to marry and have those marriages recognized by every other state.

Leo J. Burke
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Obergefell et al. v. Hodges Decision on Marital Equality (2015)

In June 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in a 5 to 4 decision that states had no right to interfere with the right of gay Americans to marry. Justice Anthony Kennedy’s majority decision is 103 pages long; key passages from that ruling are excerpted here.

The ancient origins of marriage confirm its centrality, but it has not stood in isolation from developments in law and society. The history of marriage is one of both continuity and change. That institution—even as confined to opposite-sex relations—has evolved over time. For example, marriage was once viewed as an arrangement by the couple’s parents based on political, religious, and financial concerns; but by the time of the Nation’s founding it was understood to be a voluntary contract between a man and a woman. See N. Cott, Public Vows: A History of Marriage and the Nation 9–17 (2000); S. Coontz, Marriage, A History 15–16 (2005). As the role and status of women changed, the institution further evolved. Under the centuries-old doctrine of coverture, a married man and woman were treated by the State as a single, male-dominated legal entity.

As all parties agree, many same-sex couples provide loving and nurturing homes to their children, whether biological or adopted…. Excluding same-sex couples from marriage thus conflicts with a central premise of the right to marry. Without the recognition, stability, and predictability marriage offers, their children suffer the stigma of knowing their families are somehow lesser. They also suffer the significant material costs of being raised by unmarried parents, relegated through no fault of their own to a more difficult and uncertain family life. The marriage laws at issue here thus harm and humiliate the children of same-sex couples.

The nature of injustice is that we may not always see it in our own times. The generations that wrote and ratified the Bill of Rights and the Fourteenth Amendment did not presume to know the extent of freedom in all of its dimensions, and so they entrusted to future generations a charter protecting the right of all persons to enjoy liberty as we learn its meaning. When new insight reveals discord between the Constitution’s central protections and a received legal stricture, a claim to liberty must be addressed.

Applying these established tenets, the Court has long held the right to marry is protected by the Constitution. In Loving v. Virginia, 388 U.S. 1, 12 (1967), which invalidated bans on interracial unions, a unanimous Court held marriage is “one of the vital personal rights essential to the orderly pursuit of happiness by free men.”

The nature of marriage is that, through its enduring bond, two persons together can find other freedoms, such as expression, intimacy, and spirituality. This is true for all persons, whatever their sexual orientation. See Windsor, 570 U.S., at ___-___ (slip op., at 22–23). There is dignity in the bond between two men or two women who seek to marry and in their autonomy to make such profound choices. Cf. Loving, supra, at 12 (“[T]he freedom to marry, or not marry, a person of another race resides with the individual and cannot be infringed by the State”).

In forming a marital union, two people become something greater than once they were. As some of the petitioners in these cases demonstrate, marriage embodies a love that may endure even past death. It would misunderstand these men and women to say they disrespect the idea of marriage. Their plea is that they do respect it, respect it so deeply that they seek to find its fulfillment for themselves. Their hope is not to be condemned to live in loneliness, excluded from one of civilization’s oldest institutions. They ask for equal dignity in the eyes of the law. The Constitution grants them that right.

Source: Obergefell et al. v. Hodges, 576 U.S. ___ (2015).



Palin, Sarah (1964–)

Politician, conservative pundit, and reality television celebrity Sarah Palin accomplished a series of firsts: she was the city of Wasilla’s first female council member, Alaska’s first female governor, and, in 2008, the Republican party’s first female vice presidential nominee.

Palin was born on February 11, 1964, in Sandpoint, Idaho. When she was only a few months old her parents, Chuck and Sally Heath, moved the family to Skagway, Alaska, where Palin’s father had a teaching position. Palin’s family was religiously observant, attending services at the Assemblies of God, a Pentecostal church located in Wasilla, Alaska. As she grew up, Palin maintained a strong connection to her faith, attending services and joining the Fellowship of Christian Athletes as an adolescent.

Palin took a circuitous route during her pursuit of higher education. After graduating from high school in 1982, she immediately enrolled at the University of Hawaii at Hilo but soon transferred to Hawaii Pacific University. One semester later she switched schools again, traveling to the state of her birth, Idaho, to attend North Idaho College. After two semesters she transferred to the University of Idaho in Moscow, and a year after that she transferred to Matanuska-Susitna Community College, where she attended classes briefly before returning to the University of Idaho in Moscow. She graduated from there in 1987, having earned a degree in communications.

After graduating, Palin married her high school sweetheart, Todd Palin, on August 29, 1988. The couple’s first child, Track Palin, was born on April 20, 1989. They would go on to have four additional children, three daughters and a son. After entering politics, Sarah Palin faced criticism from opponents who questioned her ability to balance career with family obligations. She responded by pointing out the inherent sexism in these claims, saying that “I can think of many male candidates who watched their families grow while they were in office. There is no reason to believe a woman can’t do it.”

In 1992 Palin entered politics on a local level, running for a seat on Wasilla’s city council. She won and after four years of service ran for mayor and was able to unseat four-term mayor John Stein. The campaign was not without controversy. Although mayoral candidates typically did not align themselves with a political party, Palin presented herself as the strong Republican choice. She stressed her conservative beliefs, announcing that she was against abortion and for gun rights. She appealed to evangelical Christian voters by highlighting her religious convictions and at one point was referred to as “the first Christian mayor,” a claim that overlooked the fact that Stein was Lutheran. Palin also incorrectly implied that Stein and his wife were not married because his wife had kept her maiden name after marriage. Palin beat Stein and served for two terms.

In 2006 Palin ran for state governor, defeating incumbent Frank Murkowski. In 2008, Republican candidate for president John McCain asked Palin to serve as his running mate against Democratic candidate Barack Obama. The McCain campaign emphasized that Palin was a young, driven politician with new ideas. For many, however, Palin was a surprising choice because she was relatively unknown outside of Alaska and had virtually no experience with either national or international politics. Some critics charged that her nomination was an attempt by the Republican Party to attract female voters who had lost the only other female candidate, Hillary Clinton, when Clinton lost the Democratic primary to Barack Obama. Others believed that Palin’s nomination was the McCain campaign’s effort to distance itself from the previous Republican administration.

Although the Republican Party lost the 2008 election, Palin remained in the public eye, maintaining a strong presence as a supporter of conservative platforms. After resigning her post as governor in 2009, she took a position as a commentator on the Fox News channel. She has starred on her own reality show, Sarah Palin’s Alaska, and guest hosted on NBC’s The Today Show. Palin has remained a vocal advocate for the Republican Party, often speaking in support of Republican candidates, policies, and movements such as the Tea Party. She is an outspoken critic of the Democratic Party and President Obama.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Pandith, Farah (1968–)

Appointed the first special representative to Muslim communities by the U.S. Department of State, Farah Pandith advocates for Muslim Americans and also works for U.S. relations with Muslim nations.

Pandith was born on January 13, 1968, in Srinagar, Kashmir, India, and immigrated to the United States with her parents to escape unrest in their homeland. Her mother was a medical doctor at the Massachusetts Respiratory Hospital. Pandith attended Milton Academy for the duration of her primary and secondary education (1973–1986), attending Sunday classes at the Islamic Center in Quincy, Massachusetts, to study the Koran. Her parents divorced when she was 11 years old. Her Muslim heritage and international experience would influence her career path.

Pandith was involved in student government at Milton College, being chosen copresident of her junior class and her senior class. She attended Smith College from 1986 to 1990, earning an AB in government and psychology and serving as the president of the student body. Her career in government was launched at Smith, where she addressed problems of racial diversity on campus. A speech she gave in the fall of 1989 on diversity caught the attention of First Lady Barbara Bush, whom Pandith credits with her first government appointment as assistant to the administrator of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) from 1990 to 1993. Pandith left this position to earn her master’s degree in law and diplomacy, with specializations in international security studies, Islamic civilizations and Southwest Asia, and international negotiation and conflict resolution, from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy from Tufts University in 1995. She wrote her thesis on the insurgency in Kashmir.

After college Pandith entered the private sector, working as the vice president of international business for ML Strategies in Boston for six years, serving on Governor Paul A. Cellucci’s Asian Advisory Commission at the same time. She entered government service as the chief of staff of the Asia Near East Bureau of USAID, where she served from 2003 to 2004 before becoming the director for Middle East regional initiatives for the National Security Council from August 2004 to February 2007. At the National Security Council, Pandith coordinated the Broader Middle East North Africa initiative and U.S. policy concerning the rest of the Muslim world. For two years, from 2007 to 2009, she held the position of senior adviser to the assistant secretary for European and Eurasian affairs at the U.S. Department of State. She started the Cedar Network and Sisters Against Violent Extremism (SAVE), combating extremism and promoting integration of Muslims into European communities.

On June 23, 2009, Pandith was appointed by Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton as the first special representative to Muslim communities for the U.S. Department of State. The position was charged with executing efforts to engage with the international Muslim community on person-to-person and organizational levels. When John Kerry became secretary of state, Pandith continued as the special representative. As special representative, she established several youth initiatives, including Generation Change, Viral Peace, the Transatlantic Leadership Network, and Hours Against Hate. Hours Against Hate was launched in conjunction with the 2012 London Olympic and Paralympic Games as a program to promote respect across cultures, tradition, class, and sexuality to end hate. Another program begun by Pandith was the Women in Public Service Project to promote women’s leadership skills. As a member of the Department of State staff, she earned the Secretary’s Distinguished Honor Award in January 2013. She left this post in February 2014.

In 2014, Pandith was named a Spring Fellow of the Institute of Politics at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. Even after she left government service she used social media as a means to comment on current political situations. She has served on many boards and councils, including the Council on Foreign Relations and the Leadership Council of Women and Girls Lead. Named among the 100 most powerful women by Washingtonian magazine, she also appears in The Network, a video group project by Lincoln Schatz exhibited at the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C. She was a trustee of her alma maters, Smith College and Milton Academy, and was awarded the Smith College Medal in February 2014.
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Persian Gulf War (1990–1991), American Women in

From August 2, 1990, through February 28, 1991, coalition forces led by the United States fought against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Generally referred to as the Persian Gulf War or simply the Gulf War, historians have called it a watershed for women in the U.S. military. Following their distinguished service in the Persian Gulf War, the effort intensified to expand combat assignments for women in the armed forces. In 1994, President Bill Clinton signed an order opening the way for women on combat ships and in fighter planes.

Of the 40,000 women in uniform, 8,000 were deployed in direct support of the war, according to Department of Defense sources. Thirteen women in the military were killed during that conflict. Twenty-one were wounded in action, and 2 were taken as prisoners of war. The war was the largest deployment of women to a combat theater up to that time. The numbers can be compared to the approximately 7,000 women who served in the 1960s during the Vietnam War, mostly as nurses.

In mobilizing for the Persian Gulf War, there was an unprecedented proportion of women from the active forces (about 7 percent) as well as the reserve and the National Guard (about 17 percent), thus becoming the largest female deployment in U.S. history to that time. When USS Acadia left San Diego for the Persian Gulf on September 5, 1990, there were 360 women among the 1,260 military personnel on board, making it the first time American men and women shipped out together in wartime conditions.

Women in the American armed forces served in key positions throughout the Middle East during the Persian Gulf War. They did everything that men did except engage in ground combat. This led to a curious conundrum: while they were in harm’s way and could be fired upon, existing regulations did not officially permit women to fire back.

Several women soldiers who served in the Persian Gulf War have written of their experiences, both in books and on websites dedicated to their service. One illuminates the reality of her experience as she served with a group of 30 men in her platoon who, she said, respected and bonded with her. She qualified as expert with most weapons including a grenade launcher, walked a post as night guard, and drove a tank. Another female Persian Gulf War veteran was a staff sergeant in the U.S. Marine Corps. At first the military was told not to take the women in their unit for fear of offending their Arab allies. As the only military intelligence specialist in her unit, she donned a concealing flak jacket under her gear and weaponry. She quietly deployed and did the job she was trained to do without incident.

As more women were permitted to deploy, they transported troops, offloaded supplies, and moved artillery. One woman soldier led a company of Chinook helicopters into Iraq on the first day of the ground war. Some served aboard destroyer tenders as well as on hospital ships. Others commanded battalion material management centers, guarded prisoners of war, and led Graves Registration detachments. Women were in charge of communications systems, drove trucks, and repaired vehicles. They launched Patriot missiles, flew jet tankers, fired grenade launchers, and refueled bombers and fighter planes in midair. They lived and worked with their male counterparts and sometimes commanded male soldiers.

Along with books and websites, there have been films associated with the role of women soldiers in the Persian Gulf War. The 1996 movie Courage under Fire centers around a female medevac Huey helicopter commander. A feature-length documentary from 2011, Women at War: Forgotten Veterans of Desert Storm, focuses not only on women soldiers’ wartime experiences but also their postservice struggles with illnesses related to the war.

Military nurses served with distinction as they had done in all American wars. Though the Persian Gulf War was said to be the first high-tech war, trauma nurses in combat casualty management had to be near the front lines. Their job was to stabilize the critically wounded for 24 hours and help transport casualties quickly over thousands of miles of desert. In the latter role, military flight nurses were essential. They lived in tents, breathed sand, and had no toilet facilities other than a hole in the ground. Returning nurses reported treating Iraqi prisoners as well as American casualties. Some also reported being confronted by male Arab allies for wearing their military uniforms rather than being swathed from head to toe in black robes.

When Scud missiles hit an American military installation, army nurses flew there by Blackhawk helicopter in first-responder units. Some nurses reported being knocked out of their beds when Scuds hit near their own compound while they slept. With front lines blurred and roadside mines everywhere, all soldiers were at risk, regardless of their gender.

Following that conflict, the 1994 order under the Bill Clinton administration made women eligible to apply for about 92 percent of the jobs in the U.S. military. Many saw this as a step forward in women’s quest for combat status. Others, particularly those within the military itself, have alleged de facto stonewalling against women serving in the kinds of combat positions that can lead to promotions and higher pay grades.

Nancy Hendricks
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Persian Gulf War: Interview with Lieutenant Colonel Carol Anne Barkalow (1992)

Lieutenant Colonel Carol Anne Barkalow served in the Persian Gulf War. In this excerpt, she discusses attending West Point, working with missiles in the war, and having the opportunity of escorting Chelsea Clinton during the week of her father’s inauguration as president in 1992.

Library of Congress/Veteran’s History Project/Persian Gulf War

Excerpts from an Interview with Lieutenant Colonel Carol Anne Barkalow

Unidentified Interviewer: How were you treated when you were at West Point?

Lt. Col. Carol Anne Barkalow: How was I treated? Well, as I told you earlier, I had grown up with three older brothers, so I always say that I kinda survived their tortures. So, when I went to West Point it was all male except for the women in my class. Now we had, in my class at West Point, a little bit over a thousand people, and only a hundred and nineteen of those were women. So, we had a small amount. So everywhere I turned, I was running into guys. And there were three categories of guys at West Point: there was the category of guys who were okay with us being there and they kinda left us alone. Then there were the set of guys who said, ‘Well, it doesn’t really matter to me, so I’m not going to bother with you’. But then there was that third category, who really tried to give us a hard time. Now, even though it was a minority of the total number, they gave us a hard time. There were a number of guys who didn’t want us to be there because they didn’t think that we deserved to be there with them.

Unidentified Interviewer: What was your most vivid memory?

Lt. Col. Carol Anne Barkalow: Of war? I remember leaving, we were in Saudi Arabia, and it was the night that we were leaving to go on a convoy. A convoy is a line, a group of many vehicles, and you work that way whenever you go somewhere and there’s a number of vehicles, you always get into a convoy. So it’s a lot of different trucks, a lot of different vehicles. Well, we went into Iraq, and we drove all night long and we went into Basra, which is in Iraq.

And although the peace had been declared, there was still fighting going on. So I could hear and feel … do you know what artillery is? Big shells, big shells that they would launch, and when they would land they would land so close that it would vibrate the earth and I could feel it in my chest. So I knew that the fighting was still this close. So I remember very very clearly. When I went over to Saudi Arabia, I volunteered, I was working in the Pentagon. You guys know where the Pentagon is? Washington D.C. I was working in the Pentagon and I had heard that they needed, I was a transportation officer. So I co-ordinated transportation for units. They needed trucks, I would get them trucks. I heard that they needed a transporter, one of the transporters that was already over there got hurt, and they sent him back to the States.

So I volunteered, and I went, and the first night that I arrived we had—this was in Saudi Arabia, so we were still south of Kuwait and south of Iraq, we were in Saudi Arabia—they hit us with missiles.

And they attacked us that night with S.C.U.D. missiles. Have you ever heard about S.C.U.D. missiles? You’ve heard about S.C.U.D. missiles? Well, sometimes when they launch those missiles we were afraid they had chemicals inside them, and with chemicals, when you release those chemicals in the air you can really harm a lot of people.

So I arrived at about two o’clock in the morning, and about three o’clock in the morning they hit us with those S.C.U.D. missiles. I was putting on all of my protective equipment, and for the first time in my career, I was scared, but I also knew that I was trained to use my equipment, so I knew that I would be okay.

Unidentified Interviewer: Was it really hard to do?

Lt. Col. Carol Anne Barkalow: My career? At first it was pretty hard. I started out in Air Defense Artillery, and that’s working with missiles, and they were huge missiles, about 39 feet long. That was pretty tough because my first assignment was in Germany, so I spent 3 years in Germany, just after graduating from college. I was 21 years old and going to another country, which was hard; it was hard to leave home, but I knew that I could do it. I worked a lot of hours those first 3 years, so that was pretty hard.

I worked a lot of hours and I had to memorize a lot of things, but what was terrific was that I worked with a lot of good soldiers; and like I said, I’ll go back to Girl Scouts. You guys work with each other day in and day out; that’s the kind of thing that we do in the army and in the military. We bond with one another, and I’m sure that all of you have made friends with a lot of people here at camp.

In the military, that’s kind of what we do. We make sure that we bond, make friends, and work together. So, although it was tough those first 3 years, it was the people and the soldiers over there that made it, you know, something I could get through. I switched my specialty from Air Defense Artillery, and the reason I switched that was, as a woman, when I would go up higher in the ranks, I wouldn’t be able to serve in all the units that men could serve in. I realized at that point that, you know, if I want to be the best that I can, and go as far as I want, I needed to change what I’m doing, so I switched to Transportation Core because in that specialty I wasn’t prohibited from serving anywhere in the Army, so that gave me a better opportunity for a better career, and I ended up as a Lieutenant.

I served 22 years in the Army, and now I’m retired and the good news is there are a lot more women who are serving in today’s military and achieving a great amount. So, it was hard in the beginning, but as I’ve come through, it’s gotten easier.

I’m going to tell you a little story. Back in 1992, now, who knows, how many years do we elect a new President? Every 4 years. One of the neat things that the military does is during the inauguration ceremonies people who come from all around the United States (senators, governors, and dignitaries from all around the world) they escort these important people. Well, I volunteered to be a Military Escort, and I was chosen to be Chelsea Clinton’s Military Escort. She was 12 years old. So I was with her, that week in 1992, when President Clinton was inaugurated. For me that was pretty cool, and I have to tell you, it was her and 4 friends that she wanted to spend the week with, and she was a wonderful young woman. She had a wonderful sense of who she was.

You know, she was coming from Arkansas, which was a huge city, and she really didn’t understand what was happening, but she had a real sense of herself. She was a great kid. She’s going to be a wonderful young adult. Have you guys seen her on the news at all? You haven’t? She’s a wonderful person. She’s very, very smart and very, very gracious. So that was a neat thing for me.

I got to meet Senator Clinton when she was a First Lady, and her daughter as well. That was a pretty interesting thing to do. Sometimes when you’re in the military, you get to do fun stuff like that.

Source: “Interview with Carol Anne Barkalow [Undated],” Veteran’s History Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/vhp/story/loc.natlib.afc2001001.08959/transcript?ID=sr0001.




Afghanistan and Iraq Wars: Excerpts of an Interview with Captain Elisa Raney (2011)

Captain Elisa Raney served as a U.S. Navy pilot in the Afghanistan and Iraq Wars. In this excerpt from her interview for the Veteran’s History Project at the Library of Congress, which was conducted on August 23, 2011, she describes the time her helicopter crashed into the Red Sea.

Elisa Raney:

That was my first deployment to Red Sea. We were doing a night uh vert rep—taking, in this case, it was dried potato flakes from one ship to another. It was about 8 PM so we still had a visual horizon but it was dark. And I picked, I was at the con—let’s see. No, we came in, picked up the load so I was at the controls coming in to pick up the load, then you transfer ‘cause the pilot coming in has the visibility and then when you turn, the other pilot can, now has a better view of the ship. So he was the aircraft commander, I was the HTP, second pilot…. And we drooped. Uh, the pilot at the controls called it—first noticed the droop—I look, we droop down to 88 percent. And with an external load on, that’s the first thing you want to do so we jettisoned the load and climbed up to 500 feet. And in the meantime, right after we jettisoned the load, the crewman in the back about the time that he was yelling that the engine was on fire and there was metal pieces shrapnel flying in the back of the helicopter, we had two big engine t-lights and one of ‘em lit up. So we went through the engine fire procedures. And I remember pulling the t-handle that shuts off the fuel and going thru the procedures that we got out a may day call. And when we were up at 500 feet the second engine flamed out.

… I remember calling out altitudes to the pilot at the controls and my door—I jettisoned my door at about 50 feet…. And that’s something, you know, I’ll never forget that—the sight of that door going. So we, we hit the water—the impact, I hit the console and I was aware—I was just aware of the impact and one of the first thoughts I had was I wondered if that was what it was like for my friend who had been killed eight months before, her experience….

Briana McGuckin:

Hmmm.

Elisa Raney:

So uh, yeah. But anyway, so upon impact I was under water immediately. My first thought was wondering if that was what it was like for Jane. And then, we fly with a Heath ______, a Heath ________ bottle, a helicopter immersion egress device. and basically it’s a little scuba bottle. And at that—they’ve redesigned them—but at time you had to make sure it was upright and then clear it for it to work. I had no idea which way was up. I was completely disoriented and I thought about using my Heath ____ bottle, but then I thought I didn’t want to let go—I knew my door was gone. I was, we should back up. Upon impact—we go through training, training in a Helodunk ______ that simulates—it’s a big barrel in a pool with, you know openings for windows and you simulate a helicopter crash. And that training just came back immediately. And impact, the first thing I thought was, you know, was to get a reference. So, I had my reference. And then to wait to all the motion stops and I could feel the rotors still trying to turn and when that ended, I got my reference; I let go of my belt. I knew my door was gone. But for some reason, I couldn’t get, I couldn’t find the door. I couldn’t get out. And, I wouldn’t fly with gloves on because I wanted—in case I was ever in the situation…. I wanted to be able to feel, where—you know, what I was grabbing to—I couldn’t get out. First thought was if that was, wondering if that’s what it was like for my friend that was killed…. My next thought was I was about to find out what it felt like to drowned. And then I remember just wondering how my dad was going to take it when he found out I was at the bottom of the Red Sea. And the next thing I knew, I went like this (spreading arms in air) and there was nothing around me but I still had no idea where I was—if I was out of the helicopter—in back of the helicopter. And in training they tell you—if you don’t know where you are, don’t inflate your vest because if you inflate and you’re in the helicopter you’ll never get out because it’s so buoyant.

Briana McGuckin:

Uh huh.

Elisa Raney:

So I just pulled and waited, waited and then my, my head broke the surface of the water which is an instant I will never forget. And the first thing I saw was the aircraft commander at a distance and he had had, I saw his strobe light going on his helmet so he had already got out, found his strobe light, turned it on (whish sound), put it on and the next thing—was a flare, he’d shot off a flare. And my crew chief had gotten out and he was right there and so here’s a guy who had gone through the crash himself and he was immediately in rescue swimmer mode, asking me how I was (slight laugh). And then our second crewman, he did not get out of the helicopter. And come to find out after the fact—that the first crash that I mentioned—when my friend was killed, this was eight months before. What had come out of that was, it looked that the two crewmen in the back who were killed may have tried to egress ______(?) but that they broke through the canvas seat. And somebody supposed that maybe they didn’t get out because they were trapped in that seat. Our crewman apparently had decided that if he ever went down in a helicopter, he would not be in the seat. So he was leaning on, he was down on one knee in the center, this is what our crew chief told us—one knee in the center holding on—didn’t know if he had his gunner’s belt clipped in or not. And the last time our crew chief saw him was, was after impact—the helicopter immediately flooded, and the crew chief was right at the emergency door and our other crewman—his head was down after impact. He didn’t know if he was alive trying to swim out or if he was unconscious or what but he said he was just out of his reach. And of course, the water was taking him back and there’s no way our crew chief could’ve helped him at that point. We were doing a vert rep I had mentioned and the other ship had seen us go in the water and immediately did an emergency breakaway—put a boat in the water—and we were probably picked up, it was only about 30 minutes before we were picked up.

Briana McGuckin:

Did you sustain injuries from this?

Elisa Raney:

Bumps and bruises. One of my eyes—I couldn’t see, I couldn’t see. Like, if I were to close one eye and look and you, all I, all I saw was as if somebody took a flash … you know how you get that?

Briana McGuckin:

Uh huh.

Elisa Raney:

But that’s all I could see. So I couldn’t see anything but light kind of on the outside and I was a young lieutenant pilot. I hadn’t been in the squadron even a year. So I talked to my buddies, my other pilot friends, you know—the guys—what should I do? ‘Cause you have, this was about a month before we came home, so this was at the end of the deployment. Should I tell the flight surgeon? Because you have a flight physical whenever you’re involved in a mishap just to … and it was kind of split between well, you know it might be good if you saw out of your eye but on the other hand, he might down you for flying (chuckling). So I decided I wasn’t going to mention this. So, stupid, I know. But so I had to do an eye test, right and I’m looking in to, to read the letters. And he was on the other side of the room. So I read ‘em with my good eye. And he’s, he’s paying no attention whatsoever. He asked me to read with my right eye. Well, it turns out, if you kind of look around—which I could do with my other eye, I could see perfectly. So I looked, memorized ‘em, and went back and told him what it was. And that was the best vision I ever had in my right eye (laughing). And then after a few days, I got my vision back. And we, it we had been scheduled for a port visit immediately after the crash anyway which the ship went ahead and executed so by the time I flew again I had my vision back in my eye.

Source: Interview with Elisa Raney, August 23, 2011, Veteran’s History Project, American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp-stories/loc.natlib.afc2001001.81703/.



Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992)

Planned Parenthood of Southeast Pennsylvania v. Casey (505 U.S. 833), brought before the U.S. Supreme Court in 1992, challenged the constitutionality of the Pennsylvania Abortion Control Act of 1982 authored by Representative Stephen F. Freind. The plaintiffs were five abortion clinics in Pennsylvania. Sitting on the Court at the time were Chief Justice William Rehnquist and Justices Byron White, Harry Blackmun, John P. Stevens, Sandra Day O’Connor, Antonin Scalia, Anthony Kennedy, David Souter, and Clarence Thomas.

The case was pivotal in the history of American abortion, providing the first opportunity to overturn Roe v. Wade (1973), which granted the right of abortion to women up until the viability of the fetus. A key reason for the timing of the challenge was the leaning of the Court toward a more conservative position with the Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush appointments of six of the nine justices. Only Justices Blackmun and Stevens were seen as supporters of Roe v. Wade, providing antiabortion advocates with the belief that the 1973 decision might be reversed.

There were five provisions of the Pennsylvania legislation that were challenged:

1.An informed consent rule required that physicians tell women seeking an abortion about the possible health problems related to abortions.

2.Prior notice was required to husbands of women seeking abortions.

3.Minors were required to obtain consent from parents or guardians before obtaining an abortion.

4.A required 24-hour hold was mandated before obtaining an abortion.

5.Facilities providing abortions were required to keep details on every abortion they performed and to submit this information to the state, which could then choose to release it to the public.

The challenge first had been seen in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania, where all five points were found to be unconstitutional. It was next seen in the Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit, where the decisions on provisions about informed consent, prior consent for minors, the 24-hour hold, and the reporting requirement were upheld. The provision on prior notice for husbands was sustained because of the possibility of physical violence and financial duress by husbands against their wives.

The challenge then moved to the Supreme Court, where ACLU lawyer Kathryn Kolbert and colead Linda J. Wharton argued the case for Planned Parenthood. Pennsylvania attorney Ernie Preate argued for the state, saying that Roe was wrongly decided and should be overturned. He presented an amicus curiae from Ken Starr, the Bush administration’s solicitor general.

Justices Souter, O’Connor, Blackmun, and Stevens supported the unconstitutionality of all five provisions, leaving a majority opinion upholding the provisions to Justices Rehnquist, White, Scalia, Kennedy, and Thomas. However, soon after the initial decision, Justice Kennedy changed his mind, resulting in a 5 to 4 decision that upheld Roe v. Wade and identifying the Pennsylvania law as unconstitutional. O’Connor, Kennedy, and Souter wrote the plurality opinion in which they stated that “Liberty finds no refuge in a jurisprudence of doubt. Yet 19 years after our holding that the Constitution protects a woman’s right to terminate her pregnancy in its early stages, Roe v. Wade (1973), that definition of liberty is still questioned. Joining the respondents as amicus curiae, the United States, as it has done in five other cases in the last decade, again asks us to overrule Roe.” They asserted that the right to an abortion is grounded in the due process clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and supported the idea that legislation must not be subject to its changing popularity. Instead, “Because neither the factual underpinnings of Roe’s central holding nor our understanding of it has changed (and because no other indication of weakened precedent has been shown), the Court could not pretend to be reexamining the prior law with any justification beyond a present doctrinal disposition to come out differently from the Court of 1973.”

The plurality did overturn some elements of Roe v. Wade. Viability of a fetus was seen as tied to advances in medical technology, so the formula that had been used in the original legislation was changed. Viability was to be determined by the point at which the state’s interest in the life of the fetus outweighed the rights of the mother and could potentially be banned “except where it is necessary, in appropriate medical judgment, for the preservation of the life or health of the mother.” The plurality struck down spousal notification but upheld parental notification, the 24-hour waiting period, and informed consent, saying they were not an undue burden. Justices Blackmun and Stevens supported the striking down of spousal notification and the support of Roe v. Wade, but they did not agree with the upholding of the other three provisions.

The remaining justices wrote or joined the dissenting opinion. Justices Rehnquist and Scalia joined the majority opinion in parental notification, informed consent, and the waiting period but dissented with the striking down of both spousal notification and support of Roe v. Wade. Justices White and Thomas joined these opinions.

L. E. Colmenero-Chilberg
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Quinceañera

The quinceañera is a blend of European court traditions and rite of passage ceremonies of pre-Christian America. The syncretic tradition developed into a ceremony that presented girls who had come of age and were therefore on the market to be married and today has become largely a Sweet 16 birthday party on par with a bat mitzvah.

The quinceañera originated in the coming-of-age ceremonies in the Americas that predate Spanish colonialism as well as in European ceremonies that signified the transition from childhood to womanhood. The Navajos, Aztecs, Mayas, and many other original peoples of the Americas conducted ceremonies that acted as mechanisms by which to prepare and educate young woman about their new role in the community and the next phase of life.

For the Navajos, a girl has her rite of passage conducted upon her first menses. The Navajo Kinaalda ceremony prepares the girl’s body and spirit for adulthood. A series of physical tests teach her endurance and what to expect as an adult. The ceremony takes two to four days, in which time she works alongside her elders to learn about her culture and new responsibilities. One of the rituals is a running ceremony. The Holy People, the first people of the Diné, or Navajos, gave them this ceremony so they could have children and be good mothers. The run is conducted in the darkness of the morning and again in the afternoon each day, beginning toward the east and becoming longer each time. The girl begins the ceremony as a child and ends it as an adult.

For those of Mexican descent who celebrate quinceañera, it probably originated in the Aztec ceremony that signified a girl’s preparedness to marry or to begin a life of religious service. While Aztec society fell into disarray during conquest, the Aztec ritual over time adapted to Catholic teachings.

Some modern parents in preparation for the quinceañera discuss dating, marriage, and sexuality. It is also often the first time that a girl assumes responsibility for organizing within the community and by acting as hostess. For example, she must ask her padrinos, or godparents, and many other community members to contribute to the ceremony. For some the ceremony begins with a church service that focuses on what it means for a girl to become a woman.

Often the celebration commences with a misa, or mass, that begins with the entrance of her corte de honor and her madrina de cojin, the young girl responsible for carrying her altar pillow. The court includes seven chamblanes (young men) and seven damas (young women), a total number of 14 people who make up her court to equal her age. Her escort is a brother, cousin, or friend. Her regalia includes a tiara or crown, a gown, and high heels. Some parents give a necklace, a prayer book, and a rosary to reflect the continuity of the relationship between church and family.

In the 1970s a new tradition was added whereby the madrina, or other sponsor, gives the girl her last doll, dressed as she is dressed. She is also given a gold medal of the Virgin of Guadalupe that is blessed as a show of devotion and wish for divine protection. She then offers a rose to the Lady of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico, as a symbol of the virgin’s purity.

A reception follows the mass, with cake and toasts to the young woman. While singing and dancing was a part of the original ceremony, today the first dance or waltz is borrowed from the 16th-century Spanish court dances. This syncretic tradition is strongest today among Cuban, Puerto Rican, and Mexican American populations. The young woman dances the first dance with her father, who first changes her flat shoes for high heels.

Historically the Catholic Church has been critical of the ceremony, and only recently, in 2007, the Vatican approved a new set of prayers for American dioceses called Order for the Blessing on the Fifteenth Birthday.
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Rice, Condoleezza (1954–)

A child of the Birmingham civil rights movement, Condoleezza Rice was the first African American woman to serve as both adviser to the president for national security affairs and secretary of state. A respected educator and political scientist, she served as provost at Stanford University until she resigned to serve as the chief foreign policy adviser to Republican presidential candidate George W. Bush.

Rice was born on November 14, 1954, in Birmingham, Alabama. The only child of educators John and Angelina Rice, she skipped both the first and seventh grades and displayed a passion for music at an early age. When Rice was 12, her father took a position at the University of Denver. The move was a boon to Rice’s musical ambitions, allowing her the opportunity to perform with the Denver Symphony Orchestra at the age of 15. At age 16, she started at the University of Denver’s Lamond School of Music as a piano performance major. However, after attending Colorado’s Aspen Music Festival, she determined that she could not reach the musical heights she desired and turned her focus to other areas. Rice earned Phi Beta Kappa honors and a bachelor’s degree in political science from the University of Denver in 1974. She earned a master’s degree from Notre Dame in 1975 before returning to the University of Denver, from which she received her PhD in political science in 1981. That same year Rice began her academic career, being appointed an assistant professor at Stanford.

Rice received tenure and was promoted to associate professor in 1987, but as a Soviet specialist at that crucial time in the Cold War, her expertise soon led to governmental service, and she joined the administration of President George H. W. Bush. In 1989, Rice served as the Soviet expert for the National Security Council. Seeking to retain her status as a tenured professor, she returned to Stanford in 1991 and two years later was appointed provost, a post she held from 1993 to 1999.

Rice was the major foreign policy adviser for candidate George W. Bush, and with his election to the presidency in 2000 she was named adviser for national security affairs, the first woman to hold that post. In that position she played an important role in the decisions relating to the administration’s responses to the 9/11 attacks, the war on terrorism, and the war in Iraq. After Bush’s reelection in 2004 Rice became secretary of state, the first African American woman to hold the post and only the second woman after Madeleine Albright, under whose father Rice had studied at Denver.

As secretary of state, Rice sought to achieve the expansion of democracy around the world. She was also a champion of the transformational diplomacy concept that worked to reassign American diplomats to places around the globe that were experiencing major social problems such as drug smuggling and human trafficking. To facilitate that effort, she created the position of director of foreign assistance. In addition, Rice helped negotiate agreements in the Middle East, including an Israeli withdrawal from the Gaza border and a cease-fire in Lebanon. She also organized the November 2007 Annapolis Conference aimed at finding a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Additionally, she addressed the growing nuclear threat of North Korea while achieving an agreement with India on peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

In 2009 with the end of the Bush administration, Rice returned to private life. She wrote a pair of memoirs, Extraordinary, Ordinary People: A Memoir of My Family, about growing up during the civil rights movement and her subsequent career prior to joining the administration of George W. Bush, and No Higher Honor: A Memoir of My Years in Washington. Rice rejoined the faculty at Stanford as a professor of political economy in the Graduate School of Business and also became the Thomas and Barbara Stephenson Senior Fellow on Public Policy at the Hoover Institution and a professor of political science. She is also a founding partner of RiceHadleyGates, an international consulting firm. While Rice has disavowed returning to public life, she continues to be involved in public and party forums dealing with issues of ongoing interest.
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Condoleezza Rice’s Speech at a Council of Foreign Relations Meeting in Menlo Park, California (2012)

On May 14, 2012, former secretary of state Condoleezza Rice spoke on U.S. education reform and national security at a Council of Foreign Relations meeting in Menlo Park, California. The meeting moderator was Eric Schmidt, executive chairman of Google, Inc., and her fellow speaker was Julia Levy, cofounder of Culture Craver.

Menlo Park Meeting: U.S. Education Reform and National Security

The reason that we wanted to do this report was precisely for the point that you made: that perhaps we could bring a different constituency to the discussion of K–12 education reform by recasting it as what we really do believe, which is that it is a core national security problem for us.

If you think about the child in East Oakland or in Anacostia, it’s all too easy to say, well, my child is being educated. And if that child isn’t being educated, then that’s not my problem. Well, as a national security problem, that child in Anacostia or that child in East Palo Alto or in East Oakland is a national problem, not just a problem for that poor neighborhood.

It’s a problem because we aren’t producing people who are competitive in—and the United States will suffer a competitive disadvantage. We looked at some of the international data. It’s well-known that American kids perform poorly internationally when it comes to tests, particularly in science, mathematics and the like. But perhaps not as well known that a child in South Korea will study in third grade what an American child will study in fifth grade, and so the gap is growing around the world.

We have the shortest school day and the shortest school year of any industrialized country in the world. As Joel Klein is fond of saying, our school day and our school year were structured so that kids could go and take in the harvest. That’s how long it’s been since we have reformed some aspects of K–12 education. So the first point is it’s a national security problem because of the issue of competitiveness.

Secondly, it’s a national security problem because we are seeing in some of our core institutions of national security that so many of our citizens cannot participate, even if you look—when I was secretary of state, for people who speak foreign languages early enough in life to really become proficient and fluent, you don’t find them. When I was in school, it was a patriotic thing to go and learn Russian because that was our concern. We have too few people who know critical languages like Mandarin or Dari or Farsi or, for that matter, Arabic. And so we don’t have—in intelligence agencies, in the Foreign Service, we’re not producing that cadre of people who can be fluent.

But we’re also failing miserably in the number of people who can choose to defend us. The stats on over 70 percent of people unfit for military service is really a frightening one, and only 30 percent actually passing the basic skills test that is there to get into the military. So, in the basic security institutions, these gaps to K–12 education are showing up.

And then finally, what concerns me perhaps most is something that I’ll call social cohesion. The United States of America has always been a place that it didn’t matter where you came from, it mattered where you were going. We all know that we are experiencing significant problems in income distribution, that those gaps are growing. But the one intervention that we always had was education. If you get a good education, even if you came from the poorest circumstances, then you could achieve. We have so many examples of people who came from very humble circumstances, went to a good public school, and then ended up at the top. And increasingly, if we’re unable to provide that, if I can look at your ZIP code and tell whether you’re going to get a good education, then we are quickly really becoming two nations. And given globalization, those who don’t have skills are going to be brutally punished by a globalized technologically sophisticated environment.

So we think that this is truly a national security problem, and we wanted to describe it as such, and to say to the whole nation, but also to my colleagues who come from the national security side, pay attention. We can do all that we want in terms of our military, in terms of economic development; if we don’t get this right, we are in serious trouble.

The findings of the task force—and let me just say, I loved being a part of this task force because I got to know the education reformers, a group that I’ve met sporadically. But sitting with them, and seeing how many people are really dedicated to trying to get this right is very encouraging, and indeed there have been at lot of improvements in K–12 education. There is a lot of effort to try to bring technology into the classroom in a way that is smart, just not dumping a computer on somebody’s desk, but actually using it in a smart way. But we had really three major recommendations.

First of all, we are supportive of something that has been called—that is called the “common core.” The governors—National Governors Association—actually got together—(changes pronunciation)—got together, said there should be some common standards for American kids and developed a common core.

Now, it’s not what you might think. I thought immediately curriculum being imposed from Washington—this doesn’t sound like a good idea to me. But it really is just a set of standards developed by the states that will be administered locally so that it doesn’t violate our tradition of local control of education. But if anybody really wants to argue that a kid in Alabama shouldn’t know the same things that a kid in California or Texas or Vermont knows, then I think we can have that conversation. I don’t think it’s a very good argument.

So we suggest the adoption of the common core, but not just the STEM part of it, science and technology, engineering and mathematics, but also to look at foreign languages, to look at the arts, which can help to develop creativity.

Secondly, we believe that we have to have a strong voice in favor of choice, choice within school districts, because the failing public school, the failing neighborhood school is too much the reality for particularly poor parents, so choice within school districts, choice in the way of charters, which are public options, and most—much of the task force, but not all, believed choice for private options if necessary.

One of our members, Randi Weingarten, who is president of the American Federation of Teachers and was very active in a very constructive way in this task force, could not sign onto the choice recommendation, and we discussed it. She said, we can’t have an opt-out system; it will kill the public schools. I said, the problem is we already have an opt-out system; if you are capable of doing so, you will move to a district where your kids will get a better education, so you will move to Palo Alto or you will move to Los Altos or you will move to McLean, if you live in Virginia, or Hoover, if you live in my hometown of Birmingham, and that’s how you’ll get your kids out. If you have real means, you’ll send them to a private school. And the only ones who are trapped in bad neighborhood schools are poor parents, and that’s the height of inequality. And so we did argue in favor of choice.

And I should just mention—you mentioned higher education. The United States continues to be the gold standard in tertiary education, in higher education. Everybody wants to come here. Higher education has two things that the public school system does not have. It has competition—Stanford must compete for the very best students—and secondly, it has a whole range of options, from the community college through the—to the liberal arts college to the research university and et cetera, et cetera. So competition, we think, is a good thing for the school system. Either schools will get better, or they will go away.

And then finally, we believe that there ought to be a national audit periodically to see how we’re doing on the national security lens on K–12 education reform. And so that’s why we think that this has the potential to bore through a little bit, because it is a statement from a different constituency.

Source: “Menlo Park Meeting: U.S. Education Reform and National Security,” Council on Foreign Relations, May 14, 2012, http://www.cfr.org/education/menlo-park-meeting-us-education-reform-national-security/p35254. Copyright © 2015 by the Council on Foreign Relations. Reprinted with permission.



Ride, Sally (1951–2012)

Physicist Sally Kristen Ride was the first American female astronaut to go to space. She was also the first lesbian astronaut and also held the record for being the youngest astronaut from the United States to have been launched into space. She spent her last years encouraging children, especially girls, to do well in math and sciences by creating Sally Ride Science.

Ride was born in Los Angeles, California, on May 26, 1951. She was a good student overall but liked science best. Ride was also an exceptional athlete and excelled at tennis and subsequently was a nationally ranked junior tennis player and earned a tennis scholarship to the Westlake School for Girls. When Ride graduated from high school she attended Swarthmore College and UCLA before graduating from Stanford University with a bachelor of arts in English and a bachelor of science in physics in 1973. Ride continued her studies at Stanford and earned a master of science in 1975 and a doctorate in 1978, both in physics.

Like many young Americans, Ride was fascinated with space exploration, but in the 1970s the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) only hired male ex-military test pilots for its astronaut program. However, in 1978 Ride saw a NASA recruitment advertisement in the Stanford University newspaper that asked for scientists for the Space Shuttle program. The announcement did not exclude women. Ride applied for a position as a NASA scientist and was among 35 people out of 8,000 applicants to be chosen for the program.

Ride trained for over a year and then qualified to be a mission specialist for the space shuttle flight crews. She served on the ground crew for two shuttle launches and helped design the shuttle’s robotic arm. In 1982 she married Steven Hawley, who was also a NASA astronaut. The couple divorced five years later. In 1983, on the Challenger’s second launch, Ride became the first American woman in space (two Soviet women preceded Ride). Her first mission was the STS-7 mission for satellite deployment and microgravity research. She was launched into space in 1984 for a second time on the space shuttle Challenger for the STS-41-G mission for satellite deployment and radar imaging. Ride orbited Earth for approximately 344 hours total. In 1986 when the Challenger exploded in midair, killing all the astronauts aboard, Ride’s next mission, which was supposed to take place aboard the Challenger, was cancelled, and she was called to serve as part of the presidential commission to investigate the accident.

After the investigation, Ride worked at NASA for a few more years until she became a professor of physics at the University of California, San Diego, in 1989. That year Ride also became the director of the California Space Institute and then founded Sally Ride Science in 2001 to motivate girls to pursue careers in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) programs with business and life partner Tam O’Shaughnessy. The company’s mission is to create science projects aimed at attracting children and teenagers, particularly girls, to science. Ride was also the company’s president and CEO and positively influenced the education system with her advocacy of science to young girls. Using her English degree to further educate the public, Ride wrote books with O’Shaughnessy about science and space exploration, including six well-regarded children’s books.

A few years later in 2003, Ride was appointed to be a member for the space shuttle Columbia investigation team when it disintegrated upon reentry into Earth’s atmosphere, killing everyone on board. She was the only person to have served on both committees for the disasters of the Challenger and Columbia space shuttle.

Ride received many awards, including the Von Braun Award, the NASA Space Flight Medal (twice), and the General James E. Hill Lifetime Space Achievement Award, among others. Ride was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in 2011 and died in 2012. She continues to receive awards and honors even after her death. In 2013 President Barack Obama presented O’Shaughnessy with the Presidential Medal of Freedom (the highest civilian award in the United States), who accepted it on behalf of her partner Ride.
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Riot Grrrl Movement (1991–1997)

The Riot Grrrl movement was a third-wave feminist movement during the 1990s that sought to make women more involved in the punk scene and provide a venue to express their feelings. The movement emerged in 1991 when a group of women in Olympia, Washington, held a meeting on how to address sexism in the predominantly white male punk scene. The later-dubbed “founding members” decided to start a girl riot against a society that lacked validation of women’s experiences. The movement was named Riot Grrrl to reclaim the vitality and power of youth with an added growl to replace the perceived passivity of “girl.” It was also a play on the varied spellings of women—womyn, womon, and wimmin—that second-wave feminists had utilized.

The movement grew during the summer of 1991 in Olympia and Washington, D.C. It focused primarily around gatherings of Riot Grrrls and the publication and distribution of “zines” (magazines) at punk concerts. The first zine, Riot Grrrl, was passed out at shows in D.C. on a single sheet of paper and typed with a manual typewriter. It featured a cover image of Madonna, advice on how to give a cop car a flat tire, tour dates for the movement’s iconic bands Bikini Kill and Bratmobile, and a piece about the policy stance of U.S. Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas, who had won confirmation after a challenge from Anita Hill.
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Kathleen Hanna, front woman for Bikini Kill, wrote feminist song lyrics that made her band one of the most influential of the Riot Grrrl Movement of the 1990s. The band’s debut album, Pussy Whipped, made the band a leader in the female punk aesthetic. (Dimitrios Kambouris/WireImage/Getty Images)

The first D.C. chapter meeting, held on July 24 at a Positive House meetinghouse, lasted for hours. Attendees hoped to find community with other female musicians and artists, organize shows, and talk and listen to women who had experienced the world in ways not expressed in mainstream media. Weekly meetings were held for the next year, with talks focusing on rape, incest, child sexual abuse, media portrayals, societal expectations of beauty, and experiences that the members felt they could share with no one else.

In August 1991, the Olympia Riot Grrrl scene garnered widespread attention with the first International Pop Underground Convention. Sponsored by K Records, the convention featured a Girls Night led by the bands Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, and Heavens to Betsy to encourage female bands to experiment in new forms and more heavily promote their work. It would lead to the first Riot Grrrl convention in D.C. in the summer of 1992. This convention extended the concert venue into discussions and workshops for attendees and garnered the attention of several journalists. The organizers, unprepared for media attention, quickly developed a policy in which the journalists could sit in on discussions but could not quote anyone or take photographs, which adhered to the open communication values of the original Riot Grrrls.

Unfortunately, the policy did not work; a week later, USA Today published an article calling the girls self-absorbed and downplaying the movement. Other media attempts echoed this portrayal. The girls withdrew into more private meetings and imposed a media blackout on all Riot Grrrl activities. The blackout did not last. Other Riot Grrrl groups were emerging around the country, and some of these did not want a blackout. The November 23, 1992, issue of Newsweek featured Jessica Hopper of the Twin Cities Riot Grrrl group in “Revoution, Girl Style,” which featured Jessica’s personal comments as general statements of the Riot Grrrls and printed personal photographs of specific girls.

In response, several groups disbanded, and the Olympia group published the zine What Is a Riot Grrrl, Anyway? that defined the movement as one based on individualism and multiplicity without any intrinsic meaning or substance—essentially, the group was against definition itself. Its slogans included “Acknowledge emotional violence as real” and “Why aren’t boys called sluts?,” while its manifesto claimed that the girls wanted media that spoke to women, wanted to be heard by other women, rejected mainstream media due to its white Anglo-Saxon Protestant and capitalist values, and ultimately wanted to change the world. They were associated with a variety of punk bands and zines, writing on their bodies, and the slogan “girl power.” Despite the continued blackout, the Olympia and D.C. committees jointly agreed to be featured on a biweekly radio show on KAOS (Olympia) and began Riot Grrrl Press to publish a list of zines. By 1993, the Riot Grrrl movement was well known nationwide.

The Riot Grrrl movement was important for a variety of reasons. It was the new generation of feminism: youthful and focused on do-it-yourself values that sought to liberate women without creating new institutions. The movement was largely responsible for opening up Indie rock to women and bringing the everyday struggles of women into the political arena. It also sparked the advent of female-oriented music schools such as the Willie Mae Rock Camp for Girls.

However, by the late 1990s, the original Riot Grrrls had largely disbanded. Various reasons were given for the end of the Riot Grrrls: lack of coordination, disillusionment among members, the controversy over media blackouts, the international attention to the Spice Girls and their adoption of “girl power,” and the liberated attitude of the movement itself. Some Riot Grrrls, however, continued on with the advent of the Internet: creating e-mail lists of zines and message boards on America Online and holding some conventions and festivals into the present day.
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RU-486/Plan B

RU-486 is the most commonly known type of morning-after pill used as an emergency contraceptive by women who have had unprotected sex. It can also be used in the first three months of pregnancy to effect a medical abortion. It is safe and effective in protecting women against unwanted pregnancies. Approved in September 2000 by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for use in the United States, the contraceptive gave women new levels of control over their bodies. Antiabortion advocates argue against RU-486 and medications like it, arguing that they will make abortion more common. National statistics do not support this claim.

RU-486 (brand name Mifeprex) is a complex chemical that effectively blocks P receptors in the placenta so that fertilized eggs cannot plant themselves, resulting in the termination of pregnancy. In addition, it has been used in the treatment of leiomyomata, endometriosis, advanced breast cancer, and meningioma. It can also be used as an estrogen-free contraceptive.

RU-486 has been widely, effectively, and safely used in France, Sweden, and Great Britain since the 1980s. Roussel Uclaf, the company that held the RU-486 patent, did not seek approval from the FDA. In 1995 the company ceded American rights to the drug to the Population Council, which sought FDA approval. Clinical trials in the United States were conducted in 1994–1995, and the drug was approved by the FDA in September 2000. RU-486 is used in the United States both as an emergency morning-after pill and as a first-trimester (first three months of pregnancy) medical abortifacient. RU-486 and similar medications can also be delivered by an intrauterine device (IUD) for long-term (up to 12 years) birth control.

Antiabortion advocates maintain that life begins at the moment of fertilization and that in preventing fertilized eggs from implanting, RU-486, when used as a morning-after pill, essentially causes an abortion. According to Planned Parenthood and other organizations, RU-486 and similar drugs have prevented 7 of 84 percent of pregnancies in women who would have become pregnant in the aftermath of unplanned, unprotected sex, if one defines pregnancy as beginning when a fertilized egg implants itself on the uterine wall.

In 1999, the FDA approved Teva Pharmaceuticual Industries to market an emergency contraceptive set of drugs commonly called Plan B to prevent pregnancy when the first pill is taken within 72 hours of unprotected sex and the second 12 hours later. In 2001 the Center for Reproductive Rights and other groups failed in its petition with the FDA to make the drug available without a prescription. Antiabortion advocates argued that the pill would be too accessible to minors, and the FDA ignored the petition, probably to avoid the political storm. In 2006 the FDA first rejected the petition and then later in the year approved the petition to sell Plan B, without a prescription, in drug stores. Three years later Plan B came out with a one-pill version, or Plan B One-Step.

Planned Parenthood reports that in the wake of Roe v. Wade (1973) that legalized abortion, 3 of 10 American women will have an abortion before they are 45 years old. More than 75 percent of women who have an abortion say they could not afford the child. RU-486 is also used as a safe alternative to surgical or in-clinic (vacuum aspiration or dilation and evacuation) abortions. Medical abortions are 98 percent effective, though there are rare allergic reactions to the drugs. Medical abortions are less intrusive and more effective than surgical abortions, offering women who do not want to continue a pregnancy a superior medical treatment.

Antiabortion advocates object to all types of abortion and thus object to RU-486. Some antiabortion activists object to abortion when a woman’s pregnancy is the result of rape. A small number of conservative antiabortion activists believe that a pregnancy cannot result from rape. Medical science disputes this claim, pointing out that no study has ever found a connection between woman’s desire or reluctance to have a baby and the fertilization of an egg.

While both contraception and abortion remain politically fraught topics, almost 90 percent of Americans believe that contraception is moral and within a woman’s rights, and 53 percent of Americans support Roe v. Wade (1973). Prowoman advocates point out that women can never have true equality if they cannot control their bodies and their fertility.

James A. Wren and Peg A. Lamphier
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Saralegui, Cristina (1948–)

One of Time magazine’s 25 Most Influential Hispanics in America in 2005, Cristina Saralegui earned that honor for her work as editor in chief for an international magazine and as host of her own television talk show for over two decades and for her many humanitarian projects. Saralegui was born in 1948 in Miramar, Cuba, a suburb of Havana, as one of five children to parents Francisco Saralegui Jr., a magazine publisher, and Cristina Santamarina.

After Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba, Cristina Saralegui’s family moved to the United States. They settled in Miami, Florida, in 1960 when she was 11 years old. Saralegui attended the University of Miami but left in her senior year before obtaining her degree due to her internship at Vanidades, a Latin American women’s magazine published in Spanish. Saralegui wrote articles on health, beauty, fashion, fitness, cooking, and popular culture, eventually becoming features editor.

Cosmopolitan magazine began international editions in 1973. The second international edition for Latin America, Cosmopolitan en Espanol, hired Saralegui as a staff writer. For this magazine, distributed in the United States and Latin America, she wrote about her earlier topics but also began writing news features. Saralegui became editor in chief of Cosmopolitan en Espanol in 1979 and maintained that post for 10 years.

Saralegui married Tony Menendez, a firefighter, in 1976. They had one child, Cristina Amalia, before divorcing. In 1982 Saralegui married Marcos Avila, a bass guitarist and one of the original musicians in the Miami Sound Machine. Avila became Saralegui’s manager. Together they raised Avila’s daughter from an earlier marriage, Stephanie Ann, and in 1985 their son, Jon Marcos, was born.

Saralegui resigned from Cosmopolitan in 1989 to be the executive producer and host of her own hour-long television talk show, El Show de Cristina, that aired five days a week on the Univision Network and ran for over a decade. She discussed many topics including some not previously talked about on Spanish-speaking television: sexual education for teenagers, AIDS, and human rights. The show was popular, watched by millions of viewers worldwide; won several awards; and resulted in the moniker “Oprah with Salsa.”

Similar to Oprah Winfrey, from 1991 to 2005 Saralegui published Cristina La Revista (Cristina the Magazine) monthly with distribution in the United States and Latin America. The magazine’s topics included celebrity news and biographies of successful members of the Hispanic community. The bilingual website www.cristinaonline.com debuted in 1998.

Saralegui and Avila founded the Arriba La Vida or Up With Life Foundation in 1996. This private foundation works to increase AIDS awareness and education among Hispanics. For her work bringing sensitive topics to light, she received the Vanguard Award from GLAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation) Media Awards in 1997. The award is given to individuals who work in the entertainment industry and help promote equal rights for LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer) individual.

In 1998 Saralegui wrote her autobiography, Cristina! My Life as a Blonde, which was published in both English- and Spanish-language editions. In 1999 she received a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.

Saralegui and Avila started Cristina Saralegui Enterprises (CSE) in 2001, the same year they opened Blue Dolphin Studios in Miami. The 50,000-square-foot TV production studio facility has several sound stages and editing rooms. Three years later, they began the Casa Cristina Collection of furniture and home furnishings.

Both for her media presence and the successful creation and management of her growing business empire, Time magazine named Saralegui among the 25 Most Influential Hispanics in America in 2005. In the same year, the B&C (Broadcasting & Cable) inducted her into its Hall of Fame. Five years later, El Show de Cristina ended its 21-year run.

Saralegui received the Raul Julia Award for Excellence from the National Hispanic Foundation for the Arts in 2010 while working on Pa’lante con Cristina (Moving Forward with Cristina) for Telemundo and the Cristina Channel for Sirius XM radio.

Saralegui was given an Ally Award by the Aqua Foundation in 2013. Aqua honors allies of the LGBTQ community. The award is given to celebrities who are active in promoting AIDS research and education. Saralegui is a member of the National Council of the Foundation for AIDS Research.

Linda Briley-Webb and Rachel Webb
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Sexual Harassment Cases: Tailhook, Mitsubishi, and University of Colorado

While the 1991 confirmation hearings of U.S. Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas put the issue of sexual harassment on the American public’s radar, the cases involving the U.S. Navy’s Tailhook Association, Mitsubishi Motors, and the University of Colorado served to illustrate just how widespread the problem had become in a changing American society.

The Tailhook Scandal began in September 1991 at the Tailhook Association’s annual symposium. Emerging from the hard partying that characterized the social side of the event were allegations by Lieutenant Paula Coughlin that she and dozens of others had been the victim of sexual harassment and sexual assault. An unwilling victim of “the gauntlet,” a traditional event where large numbers of aviators lined the hotel corridor, grabbing, groping, pinching, and harassing women as they passed by, Coughlin filed a complaint with her superior officer. After much delay the navy finally undertook its first investigation, but not until April 1993 did it issue a full report, one that revealed that 83 women and 7 men had been sexually assaulted.

Further investigations resulted in court-martial proceedings and letters of admonishment. Perhaps more important, a number of high-ranking officers, including the secretary of the navy, were forced to resign or take early retirement, and others were called to account for their actions. The incident and the investigations highlighted the navy’s difficulties with integrating women into its ranks while also raising serious issues about the commitment of its leaders to that process. Other critics suggest that Tailhook was part of a wider problem of military hostility toward women enlistees and officers.

The Mitsubishi suit involved a hostile work environment at the company’s Normal, Illinois, plant. The original suit, filed by 29 plant employees and alleging sexual harassment, including the circulation of graphic sexual pictures, went to mediation, and a settlement of $9 million was reached. However, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) undertook its own investigation and in 1996 filed an additional suit on behalf of 300 plant workers, alleging that the company fostered an environment conducive to harassment. EEOC records indicated that not only did Mitsubishi have no policies or practices aimed at preventing such behavior but that there was evidence that employee complaints were both discouraged and met with retaliation.

The EEOC found that Mitsubishi’s orientation for new employees included discussions about the Japanese belief that it was inappropriate for women to work in factories. This adversarial attitude appeared to contribute to the company’s demeaning treatment of women. Too, there was evidence that the harassment went back to at least 1988. New female employees were typically subjected to catcalls, whistling, screaming, and howling when they were escorted around the plants. Additional evidence of retaliation was also discovered.

Following the EEOC’s finding of a workplace “saturated with sexuality, most of it demeaning to women,” Mitsubishi negotiated a settlement. While it did not include a legal admission of guilt, the company nevertheless paid $34 million to the over 300 women who had been subjected to the treatment. A final report said that the company had made progress in decreasing the mistreatment of women in its plants.

The University of Colorado case began in 2001 when Lisa Simpson alleged that both recruits and football players had sexually assaulted her. After going to the hospital, she filed reports with the Student Affairs Office and the Office of Victim Assistance. While the university’s Office of Judicial Affairs charged several players with violations of the school’s code of conduct, there was no further action. Simpson, her health impacted by the incident and frustrated by the lack of action by the school, withdrew in 2004 but not before filing a Title IX complaint in December 2002 alleging that the university knew that women were at risk of harassment and assault but did nothing to stop it. While the original complaint was dismissed, a federal appeals court overturned that ruling, concluding that the University of Colorado “had an official policy of showing football recruits a ‘good time’ on their visits to the CU campus.” It said that the alleged assaults had been aided by the lack of university oversight and supervision and were the result of “deliberate indifference.” These assertions echoed the findings of a 2004 Board of Regents panel. While there was plenty of blame to go around, by the end of 2005 the athletic director, the head coach, and the university president had all resigned.

In December 2007, the university and Simpson settled the case, with Simpson receiving $2.5 million. Too, the university was required to establish a new Title IX adviser position as well as add an additional part-time counselor in the school’s Office of Victim Assistance. Widely publicized, the case caused colleges across the country to reassess and revise their own procedures in regard to the growing problem.

More recently, a number of colleges have been faced with allegations that they have failed to respond appropriately to on-campus sexual harassment and rape. A 2015 study found that 19 percent of female college freshmen were the victims of rape or attempted rape. Many college and university campuses, though not all, have taken active measures to decrease the amount of on-campus sexual violence. Nonetheless, the fact that sexual violence and harassment continue to occur not only on college campuses but also in the workplace and elsewhere suggests the depth of the problem in modern America.

In the end, the Tailhook, Mitsubishi, and University of Colorado cases did much to hasten the institutional and systemic reforms needed to respond to an issue that had risen to the forefront of the national consciousness, but much more work remains to be done.

William H. Pruden III
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Description of the Gauntlet of Men Who Harassed Women as Part of the Tailhook Scandal (1993)

The following is an excerpted description of “the Gauntlet,” which was central to the Tailhook Scandal, wherein over 100 U.S. Navy and U.S. Marine Corp officers sexually assaulted or harassed over 80 women. The description is taken from the Department of Defense inspector general’s report of February 1993.

This region of the third floor saw the most documented assaults. The gauntlet was a loosely-formed group of up to two hundred men who lined the corridor outside the hospitality suites around 10:30 each night of the convention, and “touched” women who passed down the corridor. The touching ranged from consensual pats on the breasts and buttocks to violent grabbing, groping, clothes stripping and other assaultive behavior as the women were funneled down the line of men.

The men would start by pounding the walls and chanting “gauntlet, gauntlet,” and the noise level would increase as women walked down the hallway. Military code words such as “clear deck,” “foul deck,” “wave off,” and “bolter,” were used among the men to orchestrate group behavior. For example “wave off” was thought to indicate the approach of an unattractive female, and the men would respond by leaving her alone. Often one individual acted as “master of ceremonies” whose duty it was to coax women to walk down the corridor, sometimes even picking them up on his shoulder and carrying them into the crowd.

The DOD investigation revealed that many women freely and knowingly participated in the gauntlet:

VICTIM NUMBER 7








	Status/Service/Rank:

	Lieutenant (0–3) United States Navy/Female




	Date/Time of Incidents:

	Thursday, September 5, 1991 10:30–11:00 p.m. Saturday, September 7, 1991 7:30–9:30 p.m.



 
	Place of Incident:

	Hallway, Third Floor, Las Vegas Hilton






Victim 7 is a 30-year-old female United States Navy lieutenant. She attended Tailhook ’91 with two female friends, one civilian and one Naval Reserve officer. This was the second convention she attended, the first in 1990.

The victim told us that at Tailhook ’90, she went down the hallway and was grabbed. She believed that the “brass” knew about the harassment and lewd behavior toward women in the hallway at Tailhook ’90 and assumed they would address the behavior. Thus, she did not report her assault nor anything she saw to any higher authority.

According to the victim, while outside on the pool patio area at approximately 10:30 to 11:00 p.m. on Thursday, September 5, 1991, several males placed squadron stickers on her buttocks. Also on that evening, two to three males touched and patted her on the buttocks. Later, while in a suite, possibly the Top Gun, suite, she attempted to enter the rest room. A male blocked the doorway and would not let her enter. She told the male that her friend was in the rest room, but he still would not let her in. When she tried to go around him, he grabbed her shoulder with one hand to stop her. She told the male to take his hands off her and pushed his hand away. The male then grabbed her again, and she pushed him away from her. The male called her a “cunt,” whereupon she threw her drink on him and ran out the door. The male began to follow, until she stopped to talk to three older men. She told the male that the older men were her protection, and he left her alone.

The victim told us that as a result of her being assaulted in the hallway at Tailhook 90, she knew to avoid the hallway in 1991 and was able for the most part to do so. The only exception was one incident on Saturday, when she was escorted by three other naval officers, one female and two males. According to the victim, while walking down the main hallway of the third floor, she was grabbed on the crotch by a male. She turned around, grabbed the male’s arm and punched him with her free hand. The victim felt very capable of dealing with the crowd because she had other “guys” with her, she indicated that she is not the “type to let some guy get away with pawing me if I can help it.”

The victim explained that the gauntlet, as experienced witnessed by her, “was not a formal organized thing; it was a bunch of drunken men in the hallway abusing women as they walked by.” The victim stated that the gauntlet started at the elevator bays and continued along the hallway through room 360.

Source: The Gauntlet, Department of Defense Inspector General report, February 1993.



SlutWalk (2011)

SlutWalk is a worldwide series of antirape protest marches that utilize a term used historically to stigmatize female sexuality and as a rationalization for sexual assault. SlutWalk’s goal is to draw attention to how blaming victims for being assaulted based on their manner of dress or behavior harms survivors of sexual violence and to emphasize doing away with the cultural myths that foster these beliefs.

The first SlutWalk took place in Toronto, Canada, and was organized shortly after a police constable participating in a personal safety forum at York University’s Osgoode Hall on January 24, 2011, remarked that “I’ve been told I’m not supposed to say this—however, women should avoid dressing like sluts not to be victimized.”

The statement was first reported in York University’s student newspaper, The Excalibur, and caused a backlash among students and community members, who felt that the remark laid the responsibility for sexual assaults on women rather than on their assailants, where it belonged. The remark also garnered the attention of Internet bloggers and became widely reported. While the officer involved issued a public apology, the controversy did not abate.

Heather Jarvis, one of SlutWalk Toronto’s cofounders, read about the incident in The Excalibur and teamed up with York University alumna Sonya JF Barnett to organize the first SlutWalk, which took place on April 3, 2011. The marchers, mostly young women, met at Queen’s Park and then walked to Toronto Police Headquarters.

Jarvis and Barnett expected just a few hundred marchers at the first event, but approximately 3,000 showed up. The movement quickly gained momentum and spread beyond North America. Similar marches have taken place in cities across Europe, South America, Africa, Asia, and Australia. Organizers use websites and social media such as Facebook and Twitter to plan and promote the marches.

While some participants make a point of wearing revealing clothing to the events, organizers stress that marchers should dress in whatever clothing they are most comfortable. Both men and women are welcome to participate.

Most SlutWalk events also feature speakers, workshops, live music, sign-making sessions, and receptions or after-parties. Survivors of sexual assault are encouraged to share their stories. Organizers attempt to invite a diverse range of speakers representing a variety of races, cultures, and gender/sexual identities.

Use of the word “slut” has attracted heavy criticism by other social activists, who feel that the word cannot be reclaimed and that using it does harm to women. Objection to the term has been particularly strong among women of color in North America. Barnett has defended its use, remarking in an interview with the Utne Reader in late 2011 that

We weren’t the ones to choose it; it was the Toronto police officer who chose it. We just decided to take it and sling it back, with our own spin. Had he not used it in his safety “advice,” SlutWalk may never have happened. We had an idea from the beginning that some people might take offense. But we were tired of being offended ourselves: all the time, with police, with peers, with media. Slut and other words like it get thrown around so easily with nary a thought at just how much they sting.

Many people think our using the word was merely a clever marketing ploy to invite controversy and media attention, but that’s not true at all. We were just a few pissed-off women, tired of being treated like second-class citizens. (Aldrich 2011)

For her 2013 academic paper “The Slutwalks: Reappropriation through Demonstration,” author Ami Crinnion interviewed a number of SlutWalk participants and summarized their opinions on the use of the word:

Most of the respondents were uncomfortable in reclaiming a word that, at its root is misogynistic. Rather than be in agreement with the critics of the Slutwalk itself, the respondents of my interviews are in support of the march yet have been able to put opinions aside on the name of the protest. What came across clearly in the interviews was the enthusiasm to get involved in the protest and the reasons for marching which in turn overcame doubts about the name of the march itself. (Crinnion 2013)

The event continues under the name SlutWalk to maintain its identity and relationship with the initial march.

Nancy Beach
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Soskin, Betty Reid (1921–)

A woman of mixed racial heritage, Betty Charbonnet Reid Soskin is a living repository of African American history, a social reformer, and a voice for marginalized people. In her late 80s, she became a special consultant to the Rosie the Riveter/World War II Home Front National Historic Park, and at age 94 she became the country’s oldest full-time National Park Service ranger.

Dominant social groups document history from their own point of view, intentionally or unintentionally, leaving out the experiences of minority groups and oppositional cultures. In 2000, Soskin represented city government in planning an experimental urban national park in Richmond, California. Meant to encompass multiple sites connected by their social impact and their home-front support for military efforts during World War II (1939–1945), the planned park overlooked the experiences of people of color. Soskin pointed out that war-effort factories such as the Ford Motor Company and institutions such as the U.S. Navy excluded nonwhite workers. She had lived this reality as a clerk for the racially segregated Boilermakers Union in 1942. Soskin, working as a navy office clerk, was accused of trying to pass for white. She voiced her belief that women of color did not equally experience the Rosie the Riveter opportunities.

Born Betty Charbonnet, her father was Creole (mixed French, free-born African American, and Spanish Caribbean, or isleno), and her mother was Cajun (French Acadian from Nova Scotia) mixed with African American. These light-skinned people of color descended from long-established métis (mixed-race) American families. Most were Catholic, bilingual French/English, and well educated, which countered African American stereotypes of the day.

With the start of the war, massive shipbuilding yards sprang up in Richmond, California. Soskin watched the small town of 23,000 people balloon to over 100,000 in 18 months. Eastern companies and institutions staffed by workers relocated from the poor rural South (Caucasian and African American) introduced institutionalized racial segregation. Creole professionals were pushed out of positions in an integrated community and into serving only African Americans. Housing became segregated. During the war Soskin worked as a clerk for the Boilermakers Union in the all-black auxiliary.

Despite racial inequities, the people working together in the shipyards achieved what seemed impossible: building 747 ships in less than four years. While the National Park Service commemorates this accomplishment, Soskin’s contributions illuminated historical facts that would have been lost to a white racial bias.

An important example is the Naval Ammunition Depot disaster at Port Chicago, near Richmond. Initially, recognition was focused on injured white sailors and town residents rather than on the 202 African American men who lost their lives as ammunition handlers loading explosive materials onto ships for transport to the Pacific. The tragic loss of life and the singling out of African Americans to perform this dangerous work prompted President Harry S. Truman to desegregate the armed forces. Soskin also believes that the disaster triggered the modern civil rights movement and influenced the birth of liberal activism.

Soskin’s first husband, Mel Reid, realized the local desire for southern-style ethnic music. She and her husband avoided growing workplace segregation by opening the first race-specific record shop, Reid’s Music Store (1945), in Berkeley, California, specializing in jazz, blues, and rhythm-and-blues recordings. Eventually it became a gospel specialty store, promoting singers such as the young Aretha Franklin (1942–). In 1972 Soskin and Reid divorced. She married Dr. William F. Soskin, research psychologist and professor at the University of California, Berkeley, and took over management of Reid’s Music.

Responding to overt racism, Betty Soskin reevaluated her race identity and embraced her African American identity. She became politically active with the Black Panthers and, while married to William Soskin, led efforts to transform two crime-infested blocks in South Berkeley into much-needed low-income housing. In 1995, the California legislature recognized her as Woman of the Year.

Having been so influential in the development of the Rosie the Riveter/World War II Homefront National Historical Park, Soskin was hired as a park ranger. She teaches an African American perspective of World War II and the reality of segregation to new generations of park visitors. In 2016 at 94 years of age, Soskin continues to work as a park ranger, making her the oldest National Park Service ranger in the nation.

Keri Dearborn
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Sotomayor, Sonia (1954–)

Sonia Sotomayor is the first Latina and fourth woman to be appointed to a seat on the U.S. Supreme Court.

Sotomayor was born on June 25, 1954, in the Bronx, New York. Her parents, Celia and Juan Luis Sotomayor, were part of the wave of Puerto Rican immigrants who arrived in New York after World War II. Sotomayor’s father worked at a tool-and-die shop, and her mother was a licensed practical nurse. The family was firmly working class, raising Sotomayor and her younger brother in the South Bronx projects, an area of relative poverty.

Although Sotomayor’s childhood lacked material riches, she enjoyed a close, loving network of extended family. She was particularly close to her paternal grandmother, crediting her for her own success, saying that “a child must have at least one adult in her life who shows her unconditional love, respect, and confidence. For me it was Abuelita” (Sotomayor 2013, 24). Sotomayor needed her grandmother’s support in large part because of her parents’ troubled marriage: Sotomayor’s father was an alcoholic, and his drinking problems regularly provoked heated arguments with his wife. His alcoholism also negatively affected his ability to care for and economically support his children.

When Sotomayor was a child she was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes, a disease that required her to receive daily insulin injections. Sotomayor’s father was unable to inject her properly because his hands shook too much—a consequence of his excessive drinking. When Sotomayor heard her parents fighting over her father’s inability to give her insulin, she decided that she would begin administering her own treatments as a way of alleviating her father’s responsibilities. With her mother’s coaching, she learned to inject herself when she was only seven years old.

Sotomayor decided on a career in law when she was 10 years old. She was watching television and saw Perry Mason, a show about an attorney who investigated criminal cases. The show’s court scenes impressed Sotomayor, in particular the judges who held so much power. Although she did not fully understand their legal jargon, she knew that this was a career she wanted to pursue. She resolved to attend college and become a lawyer.

After graduating from high school in 1972, Sotomayor attended Princeton University, an Ivy League school located in New Jersey. This marked the first time she had been away from the tight-knit community of the Bronx, and she was amazed at how culturally different she felt from her classmates, most of whom were upper-class whites. She was shocked to discover that she was not a strong writer after her first English essays earned only mediocre grades. She met with her professors and learned that her writing contained improper grammar and syntax. Sotomayor was inadvertently using Spanish syntax to write in English. Determined to overcome these writing issues, she studied grammar and vocabulary on her own until she could perform at a college level.

Sotomayor graduated from Princeton in 1976 and immediately entered Yale Law School, where she completed her law degree in 1979. After graduating, she was hired as an assistant district attorney for the State of New York. A year later she joined the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund as a board member, a position she would hold until 1992. In 1984 she left the district attorney’s office to join a private practice. In 1992 President George H. W. Bush nominated her to the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York, and she was confirmed the following year. Five years later, President William “Bill” Clinton nominated her to serve in the United States Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit, and she was confirmed in 1998.

[image: Lamphier]

Justice Sonia Sotomayor became a member of the Supreme Court of the United States in 2009. She is the first Latina justice and third female justice in the court’s history. (Steve Petteway, Collection of the Supreme Court of the United States)

In 2009, President Barack Obama nominated Sotomayor for the U.S. Supreme Court after Justice David Souter’s retirement. While conservative pundits and politicians strongly objected, going so far as to call her a racist, Democratic senators had enough votes to confirm her nomination. Sotomayor was sworn in on August 8, 2009. She became the third woman on the Court, after Sandra Day O’Connor (retired) and Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Elana Kagan. Sotomayor tends to vote with Justices Kagan, Ginsburg, and Stephen Breyer as part of the so-called liberal bloc.

Alberta M. Miranda
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Take Back the Night

Take Back the Night is both a grassroots movement and a nonprofit foundation dedicated to ending sexual violence. With origins in the international feminist organizing of the 1970s, Take Back the Night events used public protest to “take back” or “reclaim” physical and social spaces in which women had been assaulted or felt unsafe. Initially focused on sexual violence against women, Take Back the Night shifted over time toward a more inclusive understanding of sexual violence as it affects people of all genders, with local groups framing specific events in response to unique concerns and priorities.

Historians and activists have variously placed the first Take Back the Night action at an international conference in Belgium (1973), a protest in Rome (1976), a series of coordinated “reclaim the night” marches in England (1977), and rallies held in San Francisco, Boston, New York, and other American cities (1977–1978). What these originating events had in common was the desire to speak out on the issue of violence against women and to reclaim public spaces for women’s safety. By the late 1970s, local groups such as the Coalition to Take Back the Night (Boston) and San Francisco Women Against Rape had begun sponsoring regular protests. Women’s groups on college and university campuses also emerged as leading Take Back the Night organizers, and over time Take Back the Night marches became a fixture on college campuses nationwide.

Take Back the Night can be understood within a long history of feminist protest and action around women’s physical vulnerability in the face of violent male aggression in private and public spaces. The safety of unaccompanied (white) women, particularly in the urban landscape, was a perennial issue for Progressive Era women’s rights activists. Well into the mid-20th century, efforts to protect women’s sexual and physical safety emphasized the importance of women’s own behavior, relying on notions of propriety and purity to mitigate, for (some) women, the violence they were uniquely vulnerable to in a patriarchal society. During the women’s liberation movement of the 1960s–1970s, however, feminists began to challenge this protectionist paradigm. Feminists argued, for example, that a woman’s sexual history was irrelevant in cases of rape and that it was the actions of male aggressors, not female victims, who should experience the weight of public judgment.

Mirroring similar provisions for community-based social welfare services and policing that took root within the Black Power and other social protest movements of the era, feminist groups established rape crisis networks, shelters for women and children escaping domestic violence, self-defense workshops, and neighborhood watch groups to step in where formal law enforcement was either unresponsive or actively discriminatory. Take Back the Night protests, using the familiar 1960s-era idiom of theatrical, public demonstrations, operated within this constellation of actions and served as a visible manifestation of feminist anger over social apathy regarding violence against women.

The localized nature of Take Back the Night meant that specific events often reflected local concerns. A protest might be organized in response to a specific act of violence (a murder or string of sexual assaults) or might become an annual march to highlight the cumulative prevalence of sexual violence against women. Common elements included sharing first-person testimony by survivors; reading names and sharing the stories of victims; holding candlelight vigils; engaging in protest marches through a particular neighborhood or campus, sometimes stopping at sites where acts of violence had occurred; and displaying protest signs and other artwork. Over time, Take Back the Night marches often became incorporated into a series of events taking place over a week or a month to protest sexual violence, often culminating in an evening festival-like event featuring speakers, music, and a march.

As Take Back the Night became a fixture in some communities and particularly on college campuses during the 1980s, the action shifted from being a radical act of civil disobedience to being a socially sanctioned form of protest. Simultaneously, community-based feminist activism faded from the public eye, and feminism on campus became both the site of intrafeminist disagreement and a target for antifeminist backlash. This period saw a great deal of bitter division among feminists (as well as the general public) around matters of sexual expression and sexual morality; feminists argued with one another about the role that pornography played in the oppression of women, for example, and to what extent particular sexual activities or relationships furthered or frustrated the cause of gender equality. Within this context, Take Back the Night became a contested space.

Some Take Back the Night events were organized specifically to protest pornography, thus alienating feminists who do not condemn the genre wholesale. Some marches excluded men and trans women from participation, a decision that left many feminists unwelcome or unable to participate. Other critics argued that Take Back the Night and similar actions figured women as inherently vulnerable victims of violent masculinity. Author Katie Roiphe cited Take Back the Night as an example of feminism gone awry in her popular book The Morning After: Sex, Fear, and Feminism on Campus (1993). Roiphe charged feminist activists with overemphasizing sexual violence, an argument that struck a chord with many readers.

Into the 21st century, Take Back the Night continued to play a role in protests against sexual violence. Twenty-first-century college campus Take Back the Night events often function as general feminist demonstrations and are all-inclusive. In 2014, the Take Back the Night Foundation listed over 60 official event holders nationwide. Beyond Take Back the Night, grassroots activism around sexual and gender-based violence took new forms: for example, Transgender Day of Remembrance, the Hollaback! movement, and SlutWalk marches. These actions all continue the tradition of Take Back the Night.

Anna J. Clutterbuck-Cook

See also March for Women’s Lives; SlutWalk; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: Brownmiller, Susan

Further Reading

Freedman, Estelle. 2007. No Turning Back: The History of Feminism and the Future of Women. New York: Random House.

Hickey, Georgina. 2011. “From Civility to Self-Defense: Modern Advice to Women on the Privileges and Dangers of Public Space.” Women’s Studies Quarterly (Spring–Summer): 77–94.


Andrea Dworkin’s “The Night and Danger” Speech (1979)

Radical feminist and antirape activist Andrea Dworkin delivered this speech, “The Night and Danger,” at many Take Back the Night events in both the United States and Canada.

A Take Back the Night March goes right to our emotional core. We women are especially supposed to be afraid of the night. The night promises harm to women. For a woman to walk on the street at night is not only to risk abuse, but also—according to the values of male domination—to ask for it. The woman who transgresses the boundaries of night is an outlaw who breaks an elementary rule of civilized behavior: a decent woman does not go out—certainly not alone, certainly not only with other women—at night. A woman out in the night, not on a leash, is thought to be a slut or an uppity bitch who does not know her place. The policemen of the night—rapists and other prowling men—have the right to enforce the laws of the night: to stalk the female and to punish her. We have all been chased, and many of us have been caught. A woman who knows the rules of civilized society knows that she must hide from the night. But even when the woman, like a good girl, locks herself up and in, night threatens to intrude. Outside are the predators who will crawl in the windows, climb down drainpipes, pick the locks, descend from skylights, to bring the night with them. These predators are romanticized in, for instance, vampire movies. The predators become mist and curl through barely visible cracks. They bring with them sex and death. Their victims recoil, resist sex, resist death, until, overcome by the thrill of it all, they spread their legs and bare their necks and fall in love. Once the victim has fully submitted, the night holds no more terror, because the victim is dead. She is very lovely, very feminine, and very dead. This is the essence of so-called romance, which is rape embellished with meaningful looks.

Night is the time of romance. Men, like their adored vampires, go a-courting. Men, like vampires, hunt. Night licenses so-called romance and romance boils down to rape: forced entry into the domicile which is sometimes the home, always the body and what some call the soul. The female is solitary and/or sleeping. The male drinks from her until he is sated or until she is dead. The traditional flowers of courtship are the traditional flowers of the grave, delivered to the victim before the kill. The cadaver is dressed up and made up and laid down and ritually violated and consecrated to an eternity of being used. All distinctions of will and personality are obliterated and we are supposed to believe that the night, not the rapist, does the obliterating.

Men use the night to erase us. It was Casanova, whom men reckon an authority, who wrote that “when the lamp is taken away, all women are alike.” The annihilation of a woman’s personality, individuality, will, character, is prerequisite to male sexuality, and so the night is the sacred time of male sexual celebration because it is dark and in the dark it is easier not to see: not to see who she is. Male sexuality, drunk on its intrinsic contempt for all life, but especially for women’s lives, can run wild, hunt down random victims, use the dark for cover, find in the dark solace, sanction, and sanctuary.

Night is magical for men. They look for prostitutes and pick-ups at night. They do their so-called lovemaking at night. They get drunk and roam the streets in packs at night. They fuck their wives at night. They have their fraternity parties at night. They commit their so-called seductions at night. They dress up in white sheets and burn crosses at night. The infamous Crystal Night, when German Nazis firebombed and vandalized and broke the windows of Jewish shops and homes throughout Germany—the Crystal Night, named after the broken glass that covered Germany when the night had ended—the Crystal Night, when the Nazis beat up or killed all the Jews they could find, all the Jews who had not locked themselves in securely enough—the Crystal Night that foreshadowed the slaughter to come—is the emblematic night. The values of the day become the obsessions of the night. Any hated group fears the night, because in the night all the despised are treated as women are treated: as prey, targeted to be beaten or murdered or sexually violated. We fear the night because men become more dangerous in the night.

In the United States, with its distinctly racist character, the very fear of the dark is manipulated, often subliminally, into fear of black, of black men in particular, so that the traditional association between rape and black men that is our national heritage is fortified. In this context, the imagery of black night suggests that black is inherently dangerous. In this context, the association of night, black men, and rape becomes an article of faith. Night, the time of sex, becomes also the time of race—racial fear and racial hatred. The black male, in the South hunted at night to be castrated and/or lynched, becomes in the racist United States the carrier of danger, the carrier of rape. The use of a racially despised type of male as a scapegoat, a symbolic figure embodying the sexuality of all men, is a common male-supremacist strategy. Hitler did the same to the Jewish male. In the urban United States, the prostitute population is disproportionately made up of black women, streetwalkers who inhabit the night, prototypical female figures, again scapegoats, symbols carrying the burden of male-defined female sexuality, of woman as commodity. And so, among the women, night is the time of sex and also of race: racial exploitation and sexual exploitation are fused, indivisible. Night and black: sex and race: the black men are blamed for what all men do; the black women are used as all women are used, but they are singularly and intensely punished by law and social mores; and to untangle this cruel knot, so much a part of each and every night, we will have to take back the night so that it cannot be used to destroy us by race or by sex.

Night means, for all women, a choice: danger or confinement. Confinement is most often dangerous too—battered women are confined, a woman raped in marriage is likely to be raped in her own home. But in confinement, we are promised a lessening of danger, and in confinement we try to avoid danger. The herstory of women has been one of confinement: physical limitation, binding, movement forbidden, action punished. Now, again, everywhere we turn, the feet of women are bound. A woman tied up is the literal emblem of our condition, and everywhere we turn, we see our condition celebrated: women in bondage, tied and bound. Actor George Hamilton, one of the new Count Draculae, asserts that “[e]very woman fantasizes about a dark stranger who manacles her. Women don’t have fantasies about marching with Vanessa Redgrave.” He doesn’t seem to realize that we do have fantasies about Vanessa Redgrave marching with us. The erotic celebration of women in bondage is the religion of our time; and sacred literature and devotional films, like the bound foot, are everywhere. The significance of bondage is that it forbids freedom of movement. Hannah Arendt wrote that “[o]f all the specific liberties which may come into our minds when we hear the word ‘freedom,’ freedom of movement is historically the oldest and also the most elementary. Being able to depart for where we will is the prototypal gesture of being free, as limitation of freedom of movement has from time immemorial been the precondition for enslavement. Freedom of movement is also the indispensable condition for action, and it is in action that men primarily experience freedom in the world.” The truth is that men do experience freedom of movement and freedom in action and that women do not. We must recognize that freedom of movement is a precondition for freedom of anything else. It comes before freedom of speech in importance because without it freedom of speech cannot in fact exist. So when we women struggle for freedom, we must begin at the beginning and fight for freedom of movement, which we have not had and do not now have. In reality, we are not allowed out after dark. In some parts of the world, women are not allowed out at all but we, in this exemplary democracy, are permitted to totter around, half crippled, during the day, and for this, of course, we must be grateful. Especially we must be grateful because jobs and safety depend on the expression of gratitude through cheerful conformity, sweet passivity, and submission artfully designed to meet the particular tastes of the males we must please. We must be grateful—unless we are prepared to resist confinement—to resist being locked in and tied up—to resist being bound and gagged and used and kept and kept in and pinned down and conquered and taken and possessed and decked out like toy dolls that have to be wound up to move at all. We must be grateful—unless we are prepared to resist the images of women tied and bound and humiliated and used. We must be grateful unless we are prepared to demand—no, to take—freedom of movement for ourselves because we know it to be a precondition for every other freedom that we must want if we want freedom at all. We must be grateful—unless we are willing to say with the Three Marias of Portugal: “Enough./It is time to cry: Enough. And to form a barricade with our bodies.”

I think that we have been grateful for the small favors of men long enough. I think that we are sick to death of being grateful. It is as if we are forced to play Russian roulette; each night, a gun is placed against our temples. Each day, we are strangely grateful to be alive. Each day we forget that one night it will be our turn, the random will no longer be random but specific and personal, it will be me or it will be you or it will be someone that we love perhaps more than we love ourselves. Each day we forget that we barter everything we have and get next to nothing in return. Each day we make do, and each night we become captive or outlaw—likely to be hurt either way. It is time to cry “Enough,” but it is not enough to cry “Enough.” We must use our bodies to say “Enough”—we must form a barricade with our bodies, but the barricade must move as the ocean moves and be formidable as the ocean is formidable. We must use our collective strength and passion and endurance to take back this night and every night so that life will be worth living and so that human dignity will be a reality. What we do here tonight is that simple, that difficult, and that important.

Source: Andrea Dworkin, “The Night and Danger,” in Letters from a War Zone: Writings, 1976–1989 (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1989), 209–210. “The Night and Danger,” copyright © 1979 by Andrea Dworkin. All rights reserved. Used by permission of E. P. Dutton, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC.




Suzanne Stutman’s Take Back the Night Speech (1998)

Invited by students at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey, and at Penn State University in University Park, Pennsylvania, to speak as part of Take Back the Night programs on their campuses, Suzanne Stutman, professor of English, American studies, and women’s studies at Penn State, delivered the following address at both campuses—at Rutgers on April 17, 1998, and at Penn State on April 22, 1998.

Take Back the Night

She

She cries out to me,

the child within myself.

She clutches at me,

Tugging at my thoughts,

And asking to be remembered.

Her small fingers reach through time,

And her sad, dark eyes

Burn the symbol of her pain

onto my soul. (Broken Feather, 36)

For the child I was, for all of my fellow survivors, and most of all, for the children, I remember.

After my uncle hurt me, he would leave a quarter on the bureau. And after he left I would hide it. And the next day I would spend it. If I think back really hard, I can remember the feel of those quarters clutched so tightly in my hand. I didn’t know then that he was making me a part of a conspiracy, a secret, that I would pay dearly for in pain and shame for so many years of my life. I remember. Before I would fall asleep, I would stare at the ghost of the door. It was formed by the light coming through from the hallway. If I watched and tried not to blink or not close my eyes, then it wouldn’t move, or so I hoped.

Every night in that room I lay, eyes wide open, watching, praying that the ghost would not move. It wasn’t until so many years later that I came to understand that I was waiting for the door to open, frozen in fear and helplessness, and praying that it would not and that I would be safe for one more night.

I tried to tell, but no one was listening. And I cried a lot, but my tears seemed silent, not to make a difference. So I stopped trying to tell, and I really didn’t have the words anyway to say what was happening to me. I felt invisible. And I fell silent, thinking that what was happening was the way of things, and that I was being punished for being bad, and that I was indeed the ugliest, the stupidest, the baddest person in the whole world.

I believed that for some reason what was happening was supposed to happen. That I was supposed to hurt like this. So I got up and changed the sheets during the night, or put a towel on my bed to cover the wet spots. And I complained a lot of stomach aches and didn’t want to go to school. And I was always afraid because I never knew when it was going to happen. And I felt so different from everybody else because I had this terrible secret I had to keep, and I was an ugly, bad and awful person. But I would try to be better. I would try to make people love me. But I was so alone. And I didn’t know how.

When I was a little girl I had no voice. I was invisible. Nobody listened. All that is changed now. And I raise my voice on behalf of the children, so that they don’t have to suffer anymore.

Shadow Man

Shadow man,

dripping darkness.

Coming softly,

moving darkness.

Looming Dark,

moving shadow.

You steal

into

my

fear

until

my silent

screams

illuminate

you.

And I,

transfixed,

electrified,

am forced

to die.

Again. (Stutman, Broken Feather, 39)

I didn’t really know what it was that pained me, but I felt that it was a natural and necessary part of my inner self. I also felt that for some reason I had to hide it, that it was for some reason dangerous to show, even to the people who loved me the most, how much I was afraid, how little I really liked myself, and most of all, my anger.

I cannot begin to explain to you the fear. I would wake up with it. I would go to sleep with it. It would awaken me in the night. And that was the worst time. Something was going to happen and I didn’t know what it was. I kept closet doors closed, but not before I looked into closets before I went to sleep. I looked under the bed. I kept the light on in the bathroom, because I understood that darkness was my enemy. What I understood deeply was that no one was really to be trusted. That anything could change at any moment. That I had to fight very hard to be loved because I wasn’t really worthy of it, so I had to be really good, very good, always good. And I could never really let my guard down. From the earliest time came the lesson. No one must ever know.

I became in my home and in my teaching, and in fact in most every situation, a defender. Knowing what it was like to be invisible, I found myself fighting for the rights of those who were treated in any way lesser than. And because I had experienced so little true kindness in my early life, I understood always the magnificance of the simplest act of mercy. Kindness, gentleness seemed to me the greatest balance in life. And I must say, they still do. To give to those who may not have visibility, who may not have love, moments, space, the strength of telling, these are the lessons I learned from the silent world around me. These are the lessons I learned from my deepest self.

So in trying to heal myself, I came to understand instinctively the importance of caring. I became a mother, then I became a teacher. From both I learned to stop the world. To try to make it, in my own private sphere, a clean, well-lighted place. To do for others what was rarely done for me.

I began to write my story in poems and sketches and entitled my book Broken Feather: A Journey to Healing. I would write the pieces, or they would write me, and each time I finished I would understand more about myself, I would hold in my hands another small piece of the past. For so long I had been teaching the voices of others. Now I was writing my testimony, bringing my voice out of the darkness. I came to understand that there was no going back. I would have to break the silence. Big time.

I have found in each encounter with others who have been victimized, men and women, the boys and girls in them still locked in pain, that what happens to we who are abused as children is often much the same. I have heard tales of horror. Tales of fear. Tales of rejection. Over the past year and a half I have heard so many stories. Indeed, everywhere I go others share their stories, often in secret. And I think always, why is it we who are not believed? Why must these horrors of abuse which can diminish a soul for a lifetime not be shared? Why cannot this secret be brought to light? What is wrong with this society when the victim is to blame and the abuser is free to hurt again?

Which brings me to the next step in my journey. In this short time I have found a new advocacy. I advocate for survivors, to let them know that they are loved, that they are not alone. That the healing journey is indeed possible. That it is o.k. to tell. And the big lesson. The one it takes so long to really believe. That it is not their fault, what happened. It is not our fault.

I have done fundraisers for various child abuse prevention agencies, nationally and internationally, and a major portion of the proceeds of my book goes to benefit these agencies. I am on the Board of Friends of the Children, a group of volunteers which works to help fund The Center for Children’s Support in Stratford, N.J. Some of my new poems have been on display at UNICEF House, serving as my interpretation of the artworks of abused children from the Center for Children’s Support. It is our hope to turn this project into a book to benefit the Center in the near future. I have been working for the last year in an afterschool program for disadvantaged children, and I go into area high schools to talk to teen mothers, some who have histories of abuse, to let them know that they are not alone. I have come to understand that I must use my power to try to build power in others.

I have learned through my own life to take back the night. And I ask you, particularly you students, you who are among the best and the brightest, to do the same. Do not believe that one person can’t make a difference. If you make a difference in one life, you have stopped the world.

It is the aloneness of abuse which is part of what is so terrible. It isolates, it denegrates, it makes us feel that we are bad, and ugly and useless—and the list goes on. In fact, those of us who have been so wounded have our own kind of beauty. We understand pain and invisibility and vulnurability and silence. We have often the passion and the compassion to take the pain away. This is our gift. For we are like the phoenix rising from the ashes. We must make the day bright for those not as strong as we have become. We must march, we must protest, we must legislate, we must raise our voices into the darkness so that no children be allowed to fall, no victims surrender in silence and shame. In so doing, we take back the night.

Source: “Take Back the Night Address by Suzanne Stutman,” Feminist.com, http://www.feminist.com/resources/artspeech/violence/stut.htm. Copyright © Suzanne Stutman 1998. Reprinted with permission.



Tan, Amy (1952–)

Best-selling author Amy Tan’s works focus on the experiences of Chinese Americans, particularly relationships between mothers and daughters. Her best-known work, The Joy Luck Club, has been translated into more than 30 languages and was adapted into a popular movie.

Tan was born in Oakland, California, on February 19, 1952. She was the second of three children born to recent Chinese immigrants Li (later Daisy) and John Tan, an electrical engineer and Baptist minister. The Tan family belonged to a small social group called the Joy Luck Club. During her childhood, Amy Tan enjoyed checking out books from the library each week. She would later say that reading provided a refuge, especially during difficult times, along with the idea that she could find an ending that was different from her life experience. She also felt that reading about another person allows the reader to become “part of their life for that moment.”

When Tan was 15 years old, both her father and older brother died of brain tumors within about six months of each other. Fearing that the family was cursed, Tan’s mother relocated her children to Switzerland. Tan learned of her mother’s former life in China, when she was married to an abusive husband and had to leave children from that marriage behind in Shanghai when she fled the communist takeover in 1949. That story formed the basis of Tan’s first novel, The Joy Luck Club, published in 1989, that consists of 16 related stories about the experiences of four Chinese American mothers and daughters.

Tan won an American Baptist Scholarship to attend Linfield College in McMinnville, Oregon, where she met her husband Lou DeMattei on a blind date. Although her mother wanted her to study medicine, Tan studied literature and linguistics instead. She went on to a doctoral program in linguistics at the University of California, Berkeley, but left the program following the murder of her roommate and best friend in 1976. Tan worked as a freelance business writer for companies such as AT&T, IBM, and Wells Fargo Bank.

In 1985 at age 33, Tan began writing fiction in her spare time as a way to understand her life. After attending a fiction workshop at the Squaw Valley Community of Writers, she wrote the series of stories that would become The Joy Luck Club. Tan’s subsequent novels include The Kitchen God’s Wife, The Hundred Secret Senses, The Bonesetter’s Daughter, and Saving Fish from Drowning, which all became best sellers, as well as a memoir, The Opposite of Fate. Tan has said that her influences include a Chinese family’s interpretation of the American Dream, the struggle to discard old beliefs and start over again, and the realization that her mother had good reason to complain about her life.

The Joy Luck Club was adapted into a movie in 1993. In 2008, The Bonesetter’s Daughter was adapted into an opera. Tan has also written a children’s book titled Sagwa, the Chinese Siamese Cat, which was adapted into an animated television show for the Public Broadcasting System.

Tan has received the Bay Area Book Reviewers Award, the Commonwealth Gold Award, and the American Library Association’s Best Book for Young Adults award. She was included on the American Library Association’s Notable Books, New York Times Notable Books, and Booklist Editors Choice lists. The Joy Luck Club was selected for the National Endowment for the Arts’ Big Read program.

Tan’s mother lived long enough to see the success of The Joy Luck Club though not Tan’s later works. After traveling with her mother to China, Tan was able to meet the three half sisters her mother had been forced to leave behind. Daisy Tan died of Alzheimer’s disease in 1999. Also in 1999, Amy Tan was infected with Lyme disease, which she probably contracted from the bite of a deer tick. It was not diagnosed until 2003, by which time the illness had caused epilepsy. Tan is the cofounder of LymeAid 4 Kids, which funds the diagnosis and treatment of uninsured children with Lyme disease.

Tan resides in Sausalito, California. She occasionally performs in a band called the Rock Bottom Remainders with writers Stephen King, Dave Barry, Barbara Kingsolver, and others, which has raised over $2 million for charity.

Nancy Hendricks

See also Morrison, Toni; Valdes, Alisa; Vol. 4, Sec. 1: Gordon, Ruth; O’Connor, Flannery; Vol. 4, Sec. 2: Angelou, Maya; Walker, Alice; Welty, Eudora

Further Reading

Tan, Amy. 2003. The Opposite of Fate: Memoirs of a Writing Life. New York: Putnam Adult.

Tan, Amy. 2006. The Joy Luck Club. New York: Penguin.

Trans/Intersexuality

Transsexuals are those individuals whose biological sex does not match their self-perception or gender identity. Transsexuals sometimes want to change their sexual anatomy through hormonal and/or surgical sex reassignment therapies to live as a person of the opposite sex/gender. Intersexual persons are born with ambiguous and/or mixed sexual anatomy, making it difficult to define or categorize them as either male or female.

The intellectual history of transgender and trans/intersexuality can be traced back to Plato and his Symposium. The Greeks believed in a third sex/third gender along with the conventional division of sex/gender as male and female within their mythological construct and cultural norms. The imposition of Judeo-Christian monotheism as well as its associated cultural norm of dual-sex perspective, as reflected in the Adam and Eve myths or the biblical norm of sex/gender, may have replaced the inclusive pantheistic view of the Greco-Roman era. The exclusively dual-sex perspective (wherein persons may only be male or female) as a conceptual construct negates and thus marginalizes the existence of a large group of individuals throughout the world whose sex at birth should be defined as either a third choice or trans/intersexuality.

Simply put, sex is a biological category (nature), while gender is predominantly a social construct of sexual identity (nurture). While the vast majority of human babies are born with either male or female sexual organs, approximately 1 in 2,000 babies are born with mixed genitals, making the intersexed a statistically significant group. Sexually ambiguous bodies and selves such as the trans/intersexual present a challenge to the binary understandings of sex and gender prevalent in the patriarchal culture. Transsexuality and intersexuality are generally seen as a type of social or gender deviance. The majority of intersexual babies, babies who biologically do not fit into traditional categories of male and female because they have been born with genitalia that are clearly neither male nor female, have traditionally been assigned a sex, mostly a female sex, at birth. Doctors enforce this assignment either surgically or hormonally. These often physically and psychologically traumatic medical interventions on infants and children force intersexed individuals to assume a binary sexed identity that meets expectations of “normal.” Generally the child has no choice in its gender assignment. Some children grow up feeling like their gender assignment does not fit who they are inside.

Judith Butler notes that this desire to control intersexual “deviance” usually stems from cultural tendencies toward gender binarism, homophobia, and fear of difference. Those who are trans/intersexual thus often face great difficulty in accepting themselves and coming to terms with their own sexual/gender identities in a society that insists on a male/female dichotomy and a strict conformity to the two genders.

The conventional or binary model of sex and gender therefore fails to account for the multiplicity of sexual and, consequently, gender identities and bodily manifestations possible in the range of biological experience. This continuum is not only inclusive of transgender, transsexual, intersexual, and bisexual individuals but also of individuals who identify as sex/gender variant, queer, or neutral. The social movements of the late 20th and early 21st centuries brought about by lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) as well as trans/intersex activists have urged for the dissociation of sex from gender as meaningful categories. That is, activists argue that an individual’s personal expressions of gender and sexuality ought not be closely linked to sexual anatomy.

This deconstruction of sex and gender, along with an acknowledgment of the myriad nature of their manifestations in human bodies and experiences, have been vital in the development of queer theory that seeks to challenge the master categories of two genders and mandatory heterosexuality. Trans/intersexual activism has increased the levels of social tolerance of visibility and, consequently, empowerment for those with nonbinary or nontraditional genders and sexualities. Gay and lesbian groups have joined intersex and transsexual activist groups in advocating for greater understanding and tolerance in matters of sexual identity. In doing so, activists argue that they are broadening basic human rights.

Sutapa Chaudhuri
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U.S. v. Virginia (1996)

U.S. v. Virginia (518 U.S. 515 [1996]) is a U.S. Supreme Court decision that ruled that the male-only admission policy of the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause. Putting a judicial stamp on the equal protection argument she had advocated as a litigator, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in her majority opinion explained that sex-based classifications served as barriers to the development of women’s individual talents while also noting the impact that such policies had in perpetuating gender stereotypes rooted in long-abandoned assumptions.

Before the case VMI was Virginia’s only all-male public undergraduate institution of higher learning, and over its century and a half in existence it had developed a distinctive culture rooted in militaristic masculinity aimed at preparing cadets for leadership in both the military and civilian worlds. After a number of otherwise qualified female applicants were denied admission based solely on their gender, the U.S. Justice Department brought suit on behalf of female applicants, charging that the school’s admission policy was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s equal protection clause.

At trial the district court found in favor of VMI, but the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed. In response, Virginia proposed the creation of the Virginia Women’s Institute for Leadership (VWIL) as a parallel program, arguing that this would provide the leadership instruction the female candidates sought without upsetting the distinctive patriarchal culture central to VMI’s mission. The district court accepted this, and on appeal the Fourth Circuit ruled that despite the differences in prestige between the two programs, the educational offerings would be “substantively comparable.” Dismayed by the lower court’s support of the VWIL proposal, the Bill Clinton administration appealed to the Supreme Court, maintaining that the proposal was not even a gender-based version of the discredited “separate but equal” doctrine, instead offering women a decidedly lesser alternative.

The case was argued on January 17, 1996. The government argued that Virginia limited the rights of individual citizens based on stereotypes. It also asked the Court to apply strict scrutiny to the consideration of the gender-based classification. While the Court refused to apply strict scrutiny, an action that would put sex-based discrimination on the same level as race-based discrimination, in applying intermediate scrutiny, Ginsburg’s opinion indicated that to satisfy even that standard, the state must offer an “exceedingly persuasive justification.” This declaration indicated that the Court would be looking for an even tighter adherence to the existing intermediate requirement. Writing for the Court’s seven-member majority, Ginsburg stated that the gender-based policy violated the equal protection clause because the state failed to offer an “exceedingly persuasive justification” for a classification that reinforced stereotypes and limited opportunities for the victims of those stereotypes. Indeed, Ginsburg noted that “While Virginia serves the state’s sons, it makes no provision whatever for her daughters. That is not equal protection.” Rebutting the idea that all single-sex education would be ended by virtue of this ruling, Ginsburg noted that the classifications based in gender that served to further development of the designated group and encouraged the development of an individual’s talent or enhanced opportunities were acceptable but that those that not only reinforced stereotypes but also served as barriers to expanded opportunities were not.

In a passionate dissent, Justice Antonin Scalia decried the ruling, declaring that the Court was destroying “an institution that has served the people of the Commonwealth of Virginia with pride and distinction for over a century and a half,” adding that he did “not think any of us, women included, will be better off for its destruction.” Justice Clarence Thomas, who had a son at VMI, recused himself.

The decision was a triumph for women’s rights advocates, especially the National Women’s Law Center, which had filed an amicus curiae brief on behalf of 28 women’s and civil right groups. Meanwhile, the National Organization for Women hailed the victory, although expressing disappointment that the Court still refused to extend the strict scrutiny standard to sex-based discrimination cases. As a result of the case VMI accepts both male and female students, though they must be unmarried and physically fit enough for the Reserved Officers’ Training Corps.

William H. Pruden III
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The Vagina Monologues

First performed in 1996, The Vagina Monologues is a play written by Eve Ensler. The play confronts parts of the female experience not generally discussed, including vaginas, menstruation, masturbation, rape, and other matters. The Vagina Monologues inspired V-Day, a movement that raises money for women’s shelters and resource centers. The play has been translated into over 48 languages and performed in over 140 countries.

Ensler based the play on interviews with friends, acquaintances, and strangers alike. In one instance, she even put a set of questions to a six-year-old girl. Ensler’s hours of discussion led her to The Vagina Monologues, an episodic and frequently changing work—every year a new monologue is added to highlight a current issue affecting women around the world. Ensler wrote her original play in 1996, and soon after it premiered in Greenwich Village, notably in the basement of the Cornelia Street Café. It quickly moved to the off-Broadway Westside Theatre, where it enjoyed a limited run and reopened at the HERE Arts Center in New York City on October 3, 1996. It ran through November. Ensler received the Obie Award for best new play the very same year.

The Vagina Monologues is made up of a varying number of monologues read by any number of women. Each of the characters speaks to some aspect of the feminine experience, touching on matters of sex, love, rape, menstruation, female genital mutilation, masturbation, birth, orgasm, the various common names for the vagina, or simply a physical aspect of the body. A recurring theme throughout the entirety of each performance, the vagina is first and foremost a tool of female empowerment. Ensler’s play is a frank celebration of the vagina, meant to counter deeply embedded ideologies that treat vaginas as dirty, disgusting, and in all ways inferior to penises. In celebrating vaginas, the play celebrates women and femininity, encouraging girls and women to be empowered in their own bodies.

Initially, Ensler performed each monologue in a one-woman format. Soon after when she left the play, three actresses were cast to cover the many roles. More recent productions, featuring a different actor in every role, have benefited from the diverse talents of such renowned performers as Glenn Close, Cyndi Lauper, Marin Mazzie, Idina Menzel, Alanis Morissette, Sandra Oh, Susan Sarandon, and Mary Testa. In 2001, the play opened at Madison Square Gardens with three new monologues and a new introduction featuring an all-star cast including Calista Flockhart, Jane Fonda, Melissa Ethridge, Whoopi Goldberg, and Oprah Winfrey. Perhaps the most daring production came on February 21, 2004, in connection with LA V-DAY: Until the Violence Stops. Uniting with Jane Fonda and Deep Stealth Productions, Ensler produced and directed the first all-transgender performance of The Vagina Monologues.

Ensler worked alongside Willa Shalit to launch V-Day, a global nonprofit celebration meant to stop violence against women. With thousands of grassroots productions staged worldwide each year between February 1 and April 30, each and every event would benefit local groups, shelters, and crisis centers working to end violence against women. In February 2013, V-Day’s One Billion Rising campaign galvanized over 1 billion women and men in a global call to action. In point of fact, in that single year there were some 3,800 V-Day benefits held worldwide. To date, these campaigns have raised well over US$100 million for various women’s causes.

Ensler has a number of plays to her credit, among them Scooncat (1987), Ladies (1987), Extraordinary Measures (1995), The Vagina Monologues (1996), Conviction (1999), Lemonade (2000), The Depot (2000), Necessary Targets (2001), The Good Body (2004), The Treatment (2006), O.P.C. (2009), Mango (2010), Here (2010), Floating Rhoda and the Glue Man (2010), TD11: Eve Ensler (2011), and Emotional Creature (2012). While working in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, she encountered firsthand the horrific rape and violence inflicted on the women there. In 2006 she released her first major work written exclusively for the printed page, Insecure at Last: Losing It in Our Security-Obsessed World, a troubling recounting of her experience in Africa. Soon after, she was diagnosed with uterine cancer and underwent months of treatment. Ensler resides in New York City with her partner, Ariel Orr Jordan.

James A. Wren
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Scene from Eve Ensler’s Play The Vagina Monologues (1996)

The following is a scene from Eve Ensler’s award-winning play The Vagina Monologues, which premiered in 1996. The play is a series of monologues delivered by one or more actresses in which the vagina is used as a symbol of feminine empowerment.

SO, I DECIDED TO TALK TO WOMEN ABOUT THEIR VAGINAS.

THEY BEGAN AS CASUAL VAGINA INTERVIEWS,

AND THEY TURNED INTO VAGINA MONOLOGUES.

I TALKED WITH OVER 200 WOMEN.

I TALKED TO YOUNGER WOMEN, OLDER WOMEN, MARRIED WOMEN

LESBIANS, SINGLE WOMEN,

I TALKED TO COLLEGE PROFESSORS, CORPORATE PROFESSIONALS,

ACTORS, SEX WORKERS.

I TALKED TO AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN,

ASIAN-AMERICAN WOMEN, HISPANIC WOMEN,

NATIVE-AMERICAN WOMEN, CAUCASIAN WOMEN,

JEWISH WOMEN.

AT FIRST, WOMEN WERE A LITTLE SHY,

A LITTLE RELUCTANT TO TALK.

BUT ONCE THEY GOT GOING, YOU COULDN’T STOP THEM.

WOMEN LOVE TO TALK ABOUT THEIR VAGINAS, THEY DO.

THEY REALLY DO.

MAINLY BECAUSE NO ONE’S EVER ASKED THEM BEFORE.

LET’S JUST START WITH THE WORD VAGINA.

VAGINA.

IT SOUNDS LIKE AN INFECTION AT BEST.

MAYBE A MEDICAL INSTRUMENT

“HURRY, NURSE, BRING ME THE VAGINA.”

VAGINA.

VAGINA.

IT DOESN’T MATTER HOW MANY TIMES YOU SAY THE WORD,

IT NEVER SOUNDS LIKE A WORD YOU WANT TO SAY.

IT’S A COMPLETELY RIDICULOUS,

TOTALLY UNSEXY WORD.

IF YOU USE IT DURING SEX, TRYING TO BE POLITICALLY CORRECT

YOU KILL THE ACT RIGHT THERE.

I’M WORRIED WHAT WE CALL IT AND DON’T CALL IT.

IN GREAT NECK, NEW YORK, THEY CALL IT A “PUSSYCAT”.

A WOMAN TOLD ME THERE, HER MOTHER USED TO TELL HER,

“DON’T WEAR PANTIES, DEAR, UNDERNEATH YOUR PAJAMAS,

YOU NEED TO AIR OUT YOUR PUSSYCAT.”

IN WESTCHESTER, THEY CALL IT A “POOKIE”.

IN NEW JERSEY, A “TWAT”.

THERE’S “POWDER BOX”,

A “POOCHI”, A “POOPI”,

A “PEE-PEE”, A “POOPALU”,

A “POONINANA” AND A “PICHE”.

THERE’S “TOADIE”, “DEE-DEE”,

“NISHI”, “DIGNITY”,

“COOCHIE SNORCHER”,

“COOTER”, “LABBE”,

“GLADYS SIEGELMAN”,

“VA”,

“WEE-WEE”, “WHORESPOT”,

“NAPPY DUGOUT”, “MONGO”,

“MONKEY BOX”, “PAJAMA”,

“FANNYBOO”, “MUSHMELLOW”,

“GHOULIE”, “POSSIBLE”,

“TAMALE”, “TOTTITA”, “CONNIE”,

A “MIMI” IN MIAMI,

A “SPLIT KNISH” IN PHILADELPHIA.

AND A “SCHMENDE” IN THE BRONX.

I AM WORRIED ABOUT VAGINAS.

Source: Eve Ensler, The Vagina Monologues Script. Reprinted with permission from Lotus Productions and V-Day.org.



Valdes, Alisa (1969–)

Novelist Alisa Valdes is one of the pioneers of Chica Lit, an emerging literary genre that describes “chick lit,” which also includes predominantly Latina characters. Valdes-Rodriguez is the author of over a dozen novels, most notably The Dirty Girls Social Club (2003).

Born on February 28, 1969, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, to a Cuban American father and a mother who is seventh-generation New Mexican and of Irish descent, Valdes was raised in Albuquerque. She graduated from the Berklee College of Music with a bachelor of science degree in saxophone performance. In 1994 she received her master’s degree from Columbia University in journalism and began working for the Boston Globe, which became the inspiration for her most well-known novel. As a staff writer, she was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. In 1998 Valdes-Rodriguez married Patrick Jason Rodriguez, and they had a son. She briefly worked for the Los Angeles Times but decided to leave journalism, return to New Mexico, and write fiction.

Valdes-Rodriguez’s first novel, The Dirty Girls Social Club, was published in 2003 after a bidding war and immediately climbed the New York Times best-seller list. The novel follows six professional Latina friends of various racial backgrounds and national heritages who met at Boston University and continue to reunite in Boston twice a year. The novel was compared to Sex and the City, and Valdes-Rodriguez was called the Latina Terry McMillan, an African American author whose crossover success Waiting to Exhale (1992) made her one of the best-selling authors of the 1990s.

Dirty Girls was lauded for portraying a more diverse Latina experience, one that portrayed Latinas as trendy, upwardly mobile, college educated, and cosmopolitan. The six friends, who call themselves las sucias (dirty girls), live upper-class urban lives of dating, drinking, and conspicuous consumption. Valdes-Rodriguez contends that this is an image of Latinas not often seen in media—one of Americanized successful urbanites with varying degrees of Spanish-speaking skills and tenuous ties to Latin American identity. This new image appealed to mass audiences, making it a successful ethnic literature and chick lit crossover hit. Despite its popularity, some critics felt that in an effort to broaden images of Latinas, Valdes-Rodriguez’s characters denigrate working-class and immigrant Latina identities, often discussing this group with contempt and contributing to already problematic images of Latinas in the media and legitimizing stereotypes. Columbia Pictures purchased the film rights to Dirty Girls, but currently production has stalled, as have attempts at a television series.

Valdes-Rodriguez published her second novel, Playing with Boys (2004), also published by St. Martin’s, but to much less fanfare. In 2005 Valdes-Rodriguez was named one of Time magazine’s most influential Hispanics in the United States, which also credited her as “The Godmother of Chica Lit.” In the 2000s, Valdes-Rodriguez continued to publish and capitalize on the success of Dirty Girls with two sequels: Dirty Girls on Top (2008) and Lauren’s Saints of Dirty Faith (2011). In addition to these sequels, she published several young adult novels and erotica novellas and edited several anthologies. During this time, she topped several lists of influential Hispanics and was awarded the Latina Leadership Award by the Hispanic Congressional Caucus in 2006.

In 2013, Valdes-Rodriguez published the controversial memoir The Feminist and the Cowboy: An Unlikely Love Story, in which she discusses her relationship with a ranch worker. Surprising many fans and critics, Valdes-Rodriguez renounced many of her feminist values in the memoir, advocating for submissive femininity. The memoir was marketed as a love story between a liberal feminist and a conservative cowboy, and many readers and critics noted the telltale signs of an abusive and unhealthy relationship. Later, Valdes-Rodriguez admitted as much in the media and ended the relationship.

Valdes-Rodriguez continues to write prolifically, adding blogging and script writing to her repertoire. She currently lives in New Mexico, where she is active in the community as the founder of the Latina Alliance for Literacy Advancement and the director of development with the New Mexico Volunteer Network.

Wendy Braun
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Van Duyn, Mona (1921–2004)

The first woman poet laureate and a Pulitzer Prize winner, Mona Van Duyn was born on May 9, 1921, at Waterloo, Iowa, to Earl G. and Lora Kramer Van Duyn. From her school days, Mona Van Duyn was interested in writing poetry. She attended Iowa State Teachers College (now Northern Iowa University) and the University of Iowa, receiving BA and MA degrees, respectively. Van Duyn married Jarvis Thurston in 1943, and both enrolled in the PhD program at the University of Iowa. The couple opted for a career in academics; Van Duyn joined the University of Louisville as an instructor, and Jarvis became an assistant professor.

From 1947 to 1975 Van Duyn and Thurston coedited Perspective: A Quarterly of Literature and the Arts. In 1950 Van Duyn relocated to St. Louis and joined the faculty of the University of Louisville as a lecturer. She moved steadily up the academic ladder, becoming an adjunct professor in the English Department and the Visiting Hurst Professor. Van Duyn and her husband, who had also joined the same university as a professor, came in contact with contemporary literary figures such as Donald Finkel, Naomi Lebowitz, John Morris, Richard Stang, William Gass, and others. The notable poet James Merrill was a close friend of Van Duyn, and they were in touch with each other from 1964 until 1981.

Valentines to the Wide World (1959) was Van Duyn’s first poetry collection with themes of suburban life and domestic anxieties, which became oft-repeated themes in her poetry. The concluding poem of the volume, “Toward a Definition of Marriage,” spoke about the vitality of matrimony. In A Time of Bees (1964), she wrote about the value of friendship and life in mental asylums. Van Duyn was looking for reason in an unreasonable world. With a sense of humor, she delineated the life of ordinary folks. One recurring theme in her poetry was the celebration of “married love,” and Van Duyn, married for 60 years to one man, compared it with a novel, a circus, and even a collection of old papers. In the poem “Late Loving” she wrote that “If in my mind I marry you every year it is to calm an extravagance of love.”

Poems such as “First Trip through the Automatic Carwash,” “A Spell of Conjunctivitis,” “Glad Heart at the Supermarket,” “The Gardener to His God,” “Growing Up Askew,” and “Recovery” were penned in a very simple and intelligible style, taking subject matter from commonplace happenings. Some of Van Duyn’s collection of poems are the National Book Award winner To See, to Take (1971), Bedtime Stories (1972), Merciful Disguises: Poems Published and Unpublished (1973), Letters from a Father, and Other Poems (1982), the Pulitzer Prize–winner Near Changes (1990), If It Be Not I: Collected Poems (1993), With Firefall (1993), and Selected Poems (2003).

Van Duyn was the recipient of some of the major awards and honors for poetry, including the Eunice Tietjens Memorial Prize (1956), the National Endowment for the Arts prize (1966, 1985), the Harriet Monroe Memorial Prize from Poetry magazine (1968), the Borestone Mountain Poetry Prize (1968), the National Book Award for Poetry (1971), the Bollingen Prize (1971), the Academy of American Poets Prize (1981), the Shelley Memorial Prize (1987), the Ruth Lilly Poetry Prize (1989), and the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry (1991). In 1980 the Academy of American Poets awarded her a fellowship and in 1985 designated her as a chancellor. In 1983 the National Institute of Arts and Letters invited her to become a member. Van Duyn was designated as the American poet laureate in 1992 by the Library of Congress, the first woman ever to be honored. It was instituted in 1985 for honoring lifetime achievement of an American poet. Washington University and Cornell College awarded her honorary degrees.

Van Duyn died of bone melanoma on December 1, 2004, in St. Louis, Missouri. Her legacy was penning poems from observations of day-to-day life with a subtle insight. Honesty and comprehensiveness were hallmarks of her poetry. Van Duyn once commented that good poetry could be as “ornate as a cathedral or as bare as a potting shed.”

Patit Paban Mishra
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V-Day

Eve Ensler worked alongside American artist/producer, author/editor, and socially conscious entrepreneur Willa Shalit (1955–) to create V-Day as a global nonprofit celebration meant to stop violence against women. Begun in 1998 and celebrated on February 14, V-Day was a global activist movement to end violence. Today, with thousands of grassroots productions of The Vagina Monologues staged worldwide each year between February 1 and April 30, every event benefits local groups, shelters, and crisis centers.

In an ideal world, women might proactively speak in support of universal peace and justice, environmental sustainability, and a harmonious civil society. Such was the original impetus behind Eve Ensler’s innovative The Vagina Monologues when it was performed in 1996. The play equated the vagina both with female empowerment and individuality and self-determination. Over time, the piece evolved into a movement to end the physical, sexual, emotional, and psychological abuse of girls and women.

There are two types of V-Campaigns, the College Campaign and the Community Campaign. With the former, local volunteers and college students produce annual benefit performances of The Vagina Monologues. Activities expanded to a host of international activities, from leadership summits for women in Afghanistan to an international gathering of activists worldwide in Rome, launching the Karama program in the Middle East and coordinating community briefings on the missing and murdered women of Juarez, Mexico. More recently there have been screenings of the PBS documentary What I Want My Words to Do to You (2003) and the V-Day documentary Until the Violence Stops (2004). V-Day celebrants conduct Spotlight Campaign Teach-Ins and V-Men workshops to raise awareness and funds for antiviolence groups within their own communities.

In 2005, the international focus was on the murders of the women in Juarez, Mexico. But for all the global exposure to the incident, the outside movement has been criticized for sidelining the efforts of local feminists originally attached to this incident and for failing to include them in organization and implementation.

In 2007, V-Day launched the global campaign Stop Raping Our Greatest Resource: Power to the Women and Girls of the Democratic Republic of Congo. The campaign raised worldwide awareness about the level of gender violence in the Congo and advocated for change throughout the Congo.

With the 10-year anniversary, 2008 was promoted as “V TO THE TENTH” in the Louisiana Superdome and the New Orleans Arena—only three years after the ravages of Hurricane Katrina, the costliest natural disaster at that time in the history of the United States. Likewise, in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake in Haiti on January 20, 2010, which killed more than 160,000 and displaced some 1.5 million people, the focus of V-Day quickly became the women of Haiti.

In 2011, V-Day and the Congo-based Fondation Panzi, with support from UNICEF, opened the City of Joy, a new community for women survivors of gender violence in Bukavu, Democratic Republic of Congo. The City of Joy will provide up to 180 Congolese women a year with an opportunity to benefit from group therapy. The City of Joy was created from the vision of “a world where women live safely and freely” by tackling issues such as rape and battery of women, incest, female genital mutilation, and human trafficking of female sex slaves.

Noting that one in every three women will experience violence against themselves at least once, the 15th anniversary of V-Day, on February 14, 2012, introduced One Billion Rising, a global protest to end violence and promote justice and gender equality. It has reached over 140 countries, including North Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, with special projects in each area depending on local circumstances, traditions, and religions. The following year, in 2013, V-Day’s One Billion Rising galvanized over 1 billion women and men in a global call to action. Some 3,800 V-Day benefits were held worldwide and raised to date over US$100 million for various women’s causes.

The “V” in V-Day is now commonly seen to stand in combination for “victory,” “valentine,” and “vagina.” The work, however, has not been without controversy. Critics have argued vehemently that feminists ought not admonish people to consider rape, incest, and violence on an occasion designed to celebrate love and romance. From within the LGBTQ community has come a renewed criticism against Ensler’s original performance piece itself, noting its exclusion of issues of violence against intersex individuals and its perpetuation of the heteronormative and heterosexism as well as ableism.

James A. Wren
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Violence Against Women Act (1994)

The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) was the first federal legislation to specifically address violence against women in the United States. It formed a part of the 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act (also known as the Crime Bill). The VAWA had several provisions and funded 12 grant programs with $1.6 billion between 1994 and 2000. Although the VAWA encountered some resistance from the courts and the U.S. Congress, women’s group activists and many women legislators supported it because they believed that the law reduced violent crimes against women.

Senator Joseph Biden introduced the VAWA in the U.S. Senate, and Patricia Schroeder became the bill’s leading sponsor in the U.S. House of Representatives. In fact, after the bill was introduced, many women crossed political party lines to support the bill. Before passage of the VAWA, violent crimes against women were subject to local and state authorities, and each jurisdiction dealt with similar crimes in divergent and inconsistent ways. After the bill was passed, violent crimes against women were elevated to the federal level. In this regard, the VAWA set up several provisions to enable federal authorities to effectively enforce the new law.

A national hotline was set up for people to report violent crimes against women. The law also established severe penalties for sex crimes. Before the VAWA was passed, offenders sometimes crossed state lines to flee state authorities. However, the VAWA empowered federal authorities to pursue suspects in all states within U.S. borders. Furthermore, the law made it a federal crime for suspected spouse abusers to cross state lines. The federal law also enforced interstate restraining orders and prohibited people subject to restraining orders from owning guns. The VAWA required that law enforcement officers arrest suspects of domestic violence instead of giving them a warning. To better prepare federal authorities to handle their new responsibilities, the VAWA provided funding for sex crime education programs for police officers, prosecutors, and judges.

The VAWA funded battered women’s shelters. It set up new immigration policies that allowed battered immigrant women the right to petition the federal government for legal residence status so they could distance themselves from their violent environments. Finally, and most controversial, the VAWA allowed victims to claim civil rights violations in sex crimes. In Brzonkala v. Virginia Polytechnic Institution and State University (1999), a federal court declared that granting victims of sex crimes the right to bring civil suits by federal mandate was unconstitutional because it was a violation of states’ rights. In 2000, the U.S. Supreme Court agreed with the lower court and invalidated the controversial provision of the VAMA.

The VAMA was funded through 12 grant programs to prevent crimes against women and to provide care services for women who had been victims of such crimes. The STOP Violence Against Women Formula Grants provided funds that prepared local police to better handle domestic violence cases. The Grants to Indian Tribal Governments program and the Grants to Tribal Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault Coalitions did the same for Native American and Alaskan women, respectively. The Grants to Encourage Arrest Policies and Enforcement of Protection Orders funded education programs to educate authorities about the seriousness of violent crimes against women. The Rural Grant program provided services for women in rural areas, the Legal Assistance for Victims Grant provided legal assistance to victims, and the Campus Grant dealt with violence against women on college campuses.

The State Coalitions Grant program funded initiatives to better coordinate among federal, state, and local authorities. The Enhanced Training and Services to End Violence and Abuse of Women in Later Life program funded an initiative to protect the elderly, and the Education, Training and Enhanced Services to End Violence Against the Abuse of Women with Disabilities program funded protections for women with disabilities. The Safe Havens: Supervised Visitation and Safe Exchange Grant program provided safe visitation of victims by noncustodial parents, and the Transitional Housing Grant program provided housing arrangements for victims in need of temporary shelter. Since its passage, the VAWA was reauthorized in 2000, 2005, and 2013. Besides some resistance from the courts, the VAWA also encountered considerable debate in Congress between 2011 and 2012.

Rolando Avila
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Waters, Alice Louise (1944–)

Alice Louise Waters is an American restaurant owner, chef, author, and food activist. She played an important role in developing the local food movement. She is the owner of Chez Panisse, a restaurant in Berkeley, California, famous for using organic locally grown ingredients in its cuisine.

Born on April 28, 1944, in Chatham, New Jersey, Waters graduated with a degree in French cultural studies from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1967 after transferring from the University of California, Santa Barbara. During her junior year in college, she studied abroad in Paris. After graduation, she taught at a local Montessori school, which she loved because the Montessori philosophy focuses on learning by doing.

In 1971, Waters opened the restaurant Chez Panisse in Berkeley. The restaurant is named after a character in Marcel Pagnol’s film trilogy Marius, Fanny, and Csar (Waters also later named her daughter Fanny after one of the main characters). When the restaurant lost a substantial amount of money in the first three months, Waters realized that she needed help running the business and turned to a friend, Gene Opton, who owned a local cookware store. Opton helped pay Chez Panisse’s bills and eventually became an investor in the restaurant. By 1975 Chez Panisse was revitalized and received a glowing review in Gourmet magazine. The reviews caused the restaurant to become extremely busy, and Waters had to work hard to stay true to its mission of being a simple, homey place where people could eat wonderful food. One of the defining parts of Waters’s restaurant philosophy is that she and the chefs have always worked to develop relationships with local independent farmers. Learning about food and where it comes from has always been important to her. Her overall vision revolves around growing food locally, eating it in season, producing it without pesticides, and preserving it for the winter months.

In 2001, Chez Panisse was recognized as the best restaurant in America by Gourmet magazine. It was consistently ranked among the world’s 50 best restaurants from 2002 to 2008 and held a Michelin Star from 2006 to 2009. Waters has long been considered one of the most influential figures in food in the past 50 years and has been called “the mother of American food.” She is currently one of the most active and visible supporters of the organic food movement in the United States and around the world. Waters has become a crusader for organic foods in her belief that they are better for the environment and for people’s health, in addition to tasting far better than commercially grown nonorganic foods.

Waters has also authored several books on food and cooking, including Chez Panisse Cooking (with Paul Bertolli), 40 Years of Chez Panisse, The Art of Simple Food (I and II), and Edible Schoolyard: A Universal Idea. The impact of her organic and healthy food revolution can be seen by example in First Lady Michelle Obama’s White House organic vegetable garden.

In 1996 Waters founded the Chez Panisse Foundation, whose primary work has been to establish and maintain the Edible Schoolyard program at Berkeley’s Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School. The Edible Schoolyard is a one-acre organic farm and kitchen classroom where middle school children take part in planting, harvesting, and preparing foods from the garden. This work has developed into her School Lunch Initiative in the Berkeley Unified School District, which aims to make a healthy, fresh, sustainable meal a part of every school day.
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With her Berkeley restaurant Chez Panisse, Alice Waters pioneered the movement for locally grown or sourced, organic food. She also played a key role in the school garden movement. (Evan Agostini/Invision/AP Photo)

In 1992, the James Beard Foundation gave its Best Chef in America award to Waters, making her the first woman to win the award. She has received lifetime achievement awards from Bon Appétit magazine (2000) and the S. Pellegrino 50 Best Restaurants Association (2007). Waters was named among of the Time magazine’s top 100, received the Wall Street Journal Innovators Award, and became a member of the American Philosophical Society and the American Academy of Arts and Letters. She holds a French Legion of Honor award, is vice president of Slow Foods International, and is in the California Hall of Fame.
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Winfrey, Oprah (1954–)

Best known for hosting the highest-rated talk show of her time, The Oprah Winfrey Show (1986–2011), Oprah Winfrey parlayed that success into her own cable channel and a lifetime of philanthropy. Winfrey transformed the arena of daytime talk shows from celebrity gossip dens to advocacy for LGBTQ individuals, literacy, and the work of African American writers, artists, and politicians.

Winfrey was born into an impoverished family in rural Mississippi on January 29, 1954, who moved to Milwaukee for work but never gained financial stability. Despite multiple tragedies including being raped as a child and becoming pregnant at age 14 but then losing the child in its infancy, Winfrey excelled while working at a local radio station. By the age of 19 she had begun anchoring a local news broadcast in her new home in Tennessee.

In 1983, Winfrey auditioned and earned the job hosting WLS-TV’s low-rated half-hour morning talk show, AM Chicago, which required a move to Chicago. At that time the highest-rated daytime talk show belonged to Phil Donahue, who had taken his local show national. Within months, Winfrey’s AM Chicago outrated Donahue’s show. Her higher profile resulted in being cast in the film The Color Purple, based on the novel by Alice Walker. Winfrey earned a nomination as Best Supporting Actress for her role as Sofia.

By 1986, the daytime syndication and distribution company King World negotiated with Winfrey to rename the show The Oprah Winfrey Show and air it nationally. Winfrey managed to juggle both planning and hosting her talk show with further work in film by both producing and costarring in the 1989 dramatic television miniseries The Women of Brewster Place. Winfrey continued producing for both television and film under the banner of her production company, Harpo, founded in 1986. Winfrey named the company Harpo for two reasons: it is “Oprah” spelled backwards; and it happened to be the name of her character’s husband in The Color Purple. In 1998 through Harpo Productions, Winfrey produced and starred in Beloved, based on Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel.

Winfrey’s philanthropy stemmed from her amassed wealth. By the mid-1990s Winfrey had become the only African American, male or female, on the Forbes 400 list. By 2000 her net worth had risen to $800 million, making her the richest African American of the 20th century and the highest-paid TV entertainer in the United States by 2006. Forbes’s international rich list named Winfrey as the world’s only black billionaire from 2004 to 2006 and as the first black woman billionaire in world history. By the early 2010s Winfrey had granted over 400 scholarships to Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia, and begun a school to teach leadership to young women in Africa.

In 2004, Winfrey’s media organization moved into the magazine world and became the fastest succeeding startup in magazine history when it began publishing the magazines O, The Oprah Magazine, and O at Home. The company continued its work in film, and in 2005 Harpo Productions released a film adaptation of Zora Neale Hurston’s 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. The made-for-television film starred Halle Berry in the lead female role.

Winfrey received the first Bob Hope Humanitarian Award at the 2002 Emmy Awards for services to television and film. In 2013, she donated $12 million to the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African American History and Culture. President Barack Obama awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom later that same year.

In 2008, Winfrey took over the Discovery Health Channel with OWN: Oprah Winfrey Network, which launched in 2011.
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Women’s Action Coalition

The Women’s Action Coalition (WAC) was organized in the aftermath of the Clarence Thomas U.S. Supreme Court confirmation hearings in the fall of 1991. Responding to the gender issues that the hearings revealed, the direct-action group dedicated itself to organizing protests and highlighting female oppression and inequality. Seeking to put political leaders in particular on alert, WAC’s mission statement proclaimed that “WAC is watching. We will take action.”

Angered by increasing violence against women as well as the continuing steady decline of women’s rights that began in the 1980s backlash against women, the members of WAC were determined to reenergize the movement. Looking to build upon the anger inspired by both the Clarence Thomas hearings, where Anita Hill came forward with allegations of Thomas’s sexual harassment, and the William Kennedy Smith rape trial, they sought to inspire a new generation of feminists and to reengage older feminists, undertaking an active public campaign against sexist institutions and people. The group’s mission statement was clear, declaring that “As current legislation fails to reflect the experiences of women, we support the immediate enactment of the ERA [Equal Rights Amendment] initiative. WAC insists on economic parity and representation for women and an end to homophobia, racism, religious and violence against women. We insist on every woman’s rights to quality health care, childcare and reproductive freedom. We will exercise our full creative power to launch a visible and remarkable resistance. WAC is watching. We will take action.”

The founding chapter of what would become a far-flung if loosely organized operation was based in New York City. However, sister groups sprouted up in cities across the nation, including Minneapolis, San Francisco, Santa Fe, Boston, Memphis, Houston, Chicago, and Los Angeles. In its operations, WAC was the epitome of a grassroots organization, having no established hierarchy. Based in action, not reflection, its direct-action campaigns were modeled on those of groups such as ACT UP. WAC used civil disobedience, sit-ins, letter-writing campaigns, and educational forums to advance its message. Seeking to highlight its cause, WAC adopted the logo of a simple blue dot, like the ones used to obscure a rape victim’s identity in televised trials. This was especially poignant given the controversy surrounding the alleged rape by Kennedy cousin William Kennedy Smith.

Befitting WAC’s loose organizational structure, chapters emphasized and addressed different issues. For instance, while abortion rights were a concern nationwide, the Los Angeles chapter of WAC made abortion rights a major focus of its efforts, regularly engaging in counterdemonstrations against representatives of the right-to-life group Operation Rescue. Meanwhile, in Chicago members engaged in a range of different activities, including placing coffins bearing the stories of murdered women on street corners as well as distributing condoms and pamphlets to high school students. August 1992 saw the San Francisco WAC crash the American Bar Association’s (ABA) annual convention, demanding that the ABA support abortion rights and include a gay/lesbian lawyers group in its roster of working sections. Shortly afterward the ABA adopted both demands.

Committed to educating the public about the status of women, in August 1993 WAC published a book, WAC Stats: The Facts about Women. From statistics about the number of women who were in prison for the murder or manslaughter of an abusive spouse or partner to dispiriting numbers based on dropout rates and poverty, the book painted an ominous picture of the status of American women, aiding the call for action.

For all this activity, WAC and its efforts proved to be short-lived. WAC-NY held its last meeting in November 1995, and the Chicago chapter held its last meeting in September 1994. Other chapters followed suit. And yet for a short time across the nation, WAC was a powerful force for women’s issues. At the height of its influence WAC achieved significant success, spreading its message and heightening awareness. However, fueled and inspired by anger and frustration over specific events that soon passed into history, WAC lost its edge and as fast as it rose seemingly crashed to Earth.

William H. Pruden III
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Women’s Action Coalition Mission Statement (1992)

Formed in 1992 in response to the confirmation of U.S. Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas, the Women’s Action Coalition engaged in direct and colorful demonstrations and acts of civil disobedience.

Mission Statement:

The Women’s Action Coalition (WAC) is an open alliance committed to DIRECT ACTION affecting the rights of all women. We are witnesses to the current economic, cultural, and political pressures that limit women’s lives and to the horrifying effect of these limitations. As current legislation fails to reflect the experience of women, we support the immediate enactment of an ERA initiative. WAC insists on economic parity and representation for all women, and an end to homophobia, racism, religious and violence against women. We insist on every woman’s right to quality health care, childcare and reproductive freedom. We will exercise our full creative power to launch a visible and remarkable resistance. WAC is watching. We will take action.

Source: “Women’s Action Coalition—Chicago Records,” University of Illinois at Chicago, http://www.uic.edu/depts/lib/specialcoll/services/rjd/findingaids/WAC-Chicagof.html.



Yellen, Janet (1946–)

Janet Yellen is the first woman to act as the chair of the Federal Reserve. She has dedicated her life to the field of economics, working for the Federal Reserve as an economist and at multiple learning institutions as a lecturer and researcher.

Janet Louise Yellen was born on August 13, 1946, to Anna and Julius Yellen. Her father was a physician. She attended Fort Hamilton High School, where she was editor in chief at the school newspaper and graduated as valedictorian in 1964. She graduated from Pembroke College in 1967, before it merged with Brown University in 1971, with a bachelor’s degree in economics. Yellen enrolled in a doctorate program at Yale University, where she earned her PhD in economics in 1971. She then taught as an assistant professor at Harvard University until 1978. Unable to obtain a tenure-track position at Harvard, Yellen briefly became an economist at the Federal Reserve in the San Francisco branch.

At the Federal Reserve, she met her husband George Akerlof, who also taught at the University of California, Berkeley. Akerlof eventually won the Nobel Prize in economics in 2001. Sharing a passion for economics, Yellen and Akerlof have written economic articles and publications together. The couple has one son, Robert Akerlof, who also became an economist and teaches economics at the University of Warwick.

Yellen lectured at the London School of Economics and Political Science for two years, after which she became a lecturer for the University of California, Berkeley, in 1980. She primarily taught macroeconomics at the Haas School of Business until she was appointed to the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System in 1994 and served until 1997. She then served President Bill Clinton (b. 1946) as chair of his Council of Economic Advisers from 1997 to 1999.

From June 2004 to 2010, Yellen served as the president and chief executive officer of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco. In 2005, she was one of the few economists to warn about the impending collapse of the housing bubble. At the time, housing prices were increasing so rapidly that homeowners and potential homeowners had to take out increasingly large and risky loans, creating a credit crisis when loan holders were unable to pay off their debt. While Yellen was able to foresee the burst of the bubble, she assumed (incorrectly in retrospect) that the economy would be able to recover from the burst in much the same way the economy recovered after the technology industry collapse in the late 1990s.

In 2010, Yellen was appointed to the vice chair of the Federal Reserve and concurrently started a 14-year term as a member of the Federal Reserve Board. While vice chair and even before, Yellen argued for using the capacity and authority of the Federal Reserve, which for many years had been increasingly creating economic policy in the United States and thus the world, to combat unemployment, occasionally at the expense of rising inflation.

In October 2013, President Barack Obama (b. 1961) nominated Yellen to become the chair of the Federal Reserve to replace the former chair, Ben Bernanke, who had served since 2006. In February 2014, Yellen was congressionally approved as the chair and became the first woman to hold the position and the first Democrat to hold the position in over 30 years.

Yellen is a Keynesian economist and prefers to direct the economy to benefit everyday people, focusing on unemployment rather than private-sector businesses. Keynesian economics, or demand-side economics, broadly argues for a strong central bank to point the economy in a particular direction because economic oscillations are undesirable. One of the central tenets of Keynesian economics is the belief that government is capable of controlling the market for the benefit of the people. The theory promotes spending to the point of overconsumption to stimulate the economy. Yellen’s philosophy differs from that of Bernanke, who focused on the well-being of private banks and other financial institutions.

Yellen has written many publications, both with her husband and solely, and has received many awards, including two honorary doctorates. She has shown aplomb at leadership as well as theoretical know-how in the field of economics, and this has enabled to her to continue to lead the U.S. economy on its current track of recovery.

Leo J. Burke
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THEMATIC ISSUES ESSAY

Women living in the United States in the late 20th and early 21st centuries have choices and possibilities available to them that were unthinkable in their mothers’ and grandmothers’ generations. Throughout this era, women have made significant advances in achieving equality with men in their professional lives, educational opportunities, and legal rights. They are more likely than previous generations of women to work in the paid labor force, particularly if they have children. While sex segregation persists in the job market and women on average continue to be paid less than men, more fields of employment have been opened to women. At the same time, family structures and women’s roles within them have been, in part, transformed. Women are having fewer children and are older when they do; they are more likely to be head of household or live in a nontraditional familial arrangement. Nonetheless, women continue to do the bulk of housework, about eight hours a week more than men in 2011. American women continue to be more burdened by the challenges of balancing child care responsibilities with waged labor than are American men, given that women spend twice as much time at child care than men. Economic globalization has had a profound effect on women who have migrated to the United States in search of work as well as native-born women who face the economic consequences of stagnant wages and the loss of manufacturing jobs in a global marketplace. This era has also been marked by the growth of women’s legal and political power, as women have become a more conspicuous presence in electoral politics and a more powerful bloc in the voting booth. Nonetheless, women continue to be vastly underrepresented in politics and in corporate America, particularly at the highest echelons of these fields.

Gender Roles

Young women coming of age at the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century have grown up in a world of unprecedented possibility. Mothers and fathers can tell their daughters that they can grow up to be anything they want to be, and this assurance is increasingly true. While there remain practical and structural limitations to women’s achievements, in the last 35 years women have unquestionably broken barriers in the worlds of work, education, politics, athletics, and the arts. It is therefore difficult to characterize gender roles in the contemporary era as anything other than in flux. Increasingly, women occupy roles that were once believed to be the exclusive purview of men. They are professional athletes and the breadwinners for their families. They defend the nation in military uniform and, since 2013, in combat roles. In the wake of the 2008 presidential election, there is the increasing possibility that a woman will be elected to the presidency of the United States. In many respects, society affords women far greater choices in the roles they can occupy than it does men. Men increasingly take jobs that have been traditionally marked “female,” such as nursing and elementary school teaching, and growing numbers of stay-at-home dads are the primary caretakers of their children. But masculinity itself is still highly circumscribed and defined in antithesis to femininity. Thus, men’s gender identity is far more imperiled when they take up roles and attributes that are conventionally associated with women. Girls are accepted and praised when they play sports, dress as male superheroes, and take on the role of a tomboy. Boys, conversely, find less acceptance if they want to play with dolls or dress as a princess. These constrictions follow boys to adulthood, as American manhood ideology fails to change in pace with ideas about womanhood.

These gender restrictions may diminish as a growing number of women and men identify as transgender, asserting that their gender identity diverges from their biological sex. Feminists have long sought to disassociate gender from the sexed body and have argued that norms of masculinity and femininity, and their hierarchical relationship to one another, are cultural constructions that can be transformed. The transgender movement destabilizes the binary sex-gender system not just by de-linking gender identity from biology. Individuals who claim identities such as bigender, agender, and genderqueer undermine the very notion of a binary order and embody the promise of a gender system that will embrace each individual’s equality, complexity, and possibility.

Work, Waged and Unwaged

American women continued to increase their participation in the paid labor force in the decades after 1990. In fact, in every decade of American history more women have worked for wages than the decade before. According to figures from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, women accounted for just over 45 percent of all paid workers in 1990; by 2010, that figure had risen to 47 percent. Moreover, by a number of measures, women workers achieved greater equality with their male counterparts in these decades. It is no longer uncommon to see women working at high-status and well-paid jobs in a number of fields once closed to them, though many professional women continue to earn less than their male counterparts. Also, the most recent statistics show that among all married couples in 2010, about one-quarter of wives earned more than their husbands.

This progress toward parity for women in the workplace, however, has been limited or undermined by the persistence of gender-based inequalities. The decades since 1990 have been marked by growing income inequality for all Americans. Since the 1970s, the average family income for most Americans has remained flat when adjusted for inflation. As a result, many married women have found themselves pulled into the labor force in order to make ends meet, as fewer and fewer families have been able to subsist on the income of a single (male) breadwinner. Moreover, while there have been significant improvements in relative earnings between men and women, a gendered pay gap persists. On average, women’s median wages are still only 81 percent of men’s. For lower-income women and women of color, this pay gap increases. While the wage disparity is narrower between younger men and women, a recent study by the American Association of University Women showed that a 7 percent pay gap exists between male and female college graduates only one year after they earn their bachelor’s degree—even when they majored in the same field and are working the same number of hours per week in the same occupational sector. Legislative efforts to remedy the pay gap between men and women have been decidedly mixed. The Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, which was signed into law in 2009, lifted restrictions imposed by the Supreme Court on how much time a worker had to file a pay discrimination lawsuit. Congress, however, has stalled on the passage of the Paycheck Fairness Act, which would collect data on equal pay and protect workers from being fired if they seek information about whether their pay is discriminatory.

For many women, participation in the waged workforce has been accompanied by the ongoing burden of the unwaged labor they perform as housework and child care. So-called work-life balance issues reflect the increasing demands placed on women to juggle earning a paycheck with family responsibilities. Despite calls by second-wave feminists in the 1970s for women and men to split housework and child care equally, studies show that this labor still falls disproportionately on women. Indeed, while men who came of age in the 1990s and after perform far more housework and child care than their fathers’ generation, the share of household labor they perform has remained relatively static over the past three decades at about 20 percent (though polls find that most men believe they do more). This imbalance in household responsibilities has an impact on women’s earning power in what has been described as a “motherhood penalty,” or “mommy tax,” on the income of working mothers. Many employers see the “ideal worker” as “unencumbered,” that is, free from all ties other than those related to employment. A worker who cannot devote all his or her energies to the job is often barred from the best jobs and has a permanently lower lifetime income. Not coincidentally, almost all the people in that category happen to be mothers. This “tax” appears not only in the pay gap between working mothers and their childless counterparts but also when comparing the likelihood of women’s promotion, the value of their pensions and retirement accounts, and their seniority within unions. These practical and economic challenges have led some women to opt out of the workforce, and their careers, in favor of staying home full-time.

Education

Another marked trend since 1990 has been the increase in the number of women who earn degrees in higher education. Today, 60 percent of all college students are female, and figures from 2010 show that more women than men today earn bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degrees. Among students who attend professional schools, women earn 47 percent of all law degrees and 48 of all medical degrees. In comparison, in 1972 when Title IX was passed to equalize women’s access to education, women earned only 7 percent of law degrees, 9 percent of MDs, and 15 percent of doctorates. While the highest-income families send roughly equal numbers of their sons and daughters to college, in middle-income and especially low-income families, the proportion of women seeking associate’s and bachelor’s degrees is notably higher. The gender gap is wider among African Americans and Hispanics, with men from those groups along with low-income white men being the most underrepresented on college campuses. Yet statistics also show that the gender gap between men and women in higher education is smaller than the racial gap between whites and blacks as well as between whites and Hispanics.

The social factors behind these numbers are not yet clear. Some observers speculate that young men have more opportunities than young women to earn a comfortable income in construction or the technical trades, where a college degree is not a requirement. Others observe that young women bring a higher degree of focus to their studies than young men. Some critics contend that the classroom has become “feminized” to the detriment of male students. These critics claim that boys are unable to read, write, or pay attention to lessons and directions as early as girls, and schools that set these expectations at too early an age lead boys to experience frustration and failure from the beginning of their schooling onward.

At the same time, there are many markers indicating that young men continue to receive educational advantages over young women in the middle and high school years. While girls and boys have equivalent levels of self-esteem and achievement in elementary school, during middle school girls experience a greater drop in self-esteem and have a more negative view of their intellectual capabilities than boys. This can translate into a gap in testing scores: high school boys test higher on the SAT than girls, especially on the math section. Indeed, this testing gap—and disparity between the numbers of men and women in the sciences and engineering—led the president of Harvard University in 2005 to controversially speculate that men may be better at math and science due to innate differences between the sexes. But many studies demonstrate that men and women have equal aptitude in these fields when women are given the same opportunities and encouragement, suggesting that the test gap represents a difference in treatment based on gender. Moreover, the gender gap in American test scores does not hold worldwide; in many other countries, girls match or surpass boys in math achievement tests, suggesting that socialization is a far more significant factor than biology in determining academic and professional performance in math and science. Nonetheless, some Americans continue to believe that girls have different and even inferior intellectual capabilities compared to boys.

Legal and Political Power

In 1991, Susan Faludi’s Backlash: The Undeclared War against American Women made the best-seller lists. American women, argued Faludi, were being told that feminism had failed them. The pervasive message aimed at women, she wrote, was that “you may be free and equal now, … but you have never been more miserable” (Faludi 1991, ix). Faludi cataloged the depiction of career women in newspaper articles, television, film, and advertisements as lonely, depressed, single, childless, and likely to remain that way. Even as Backlash detailed the conservative attack that had been launched against feminism in the 1980s, the book’s status as a best seller portended a new era of activism on behalf of women’s equality. The 1990s saw a new generation of women assert that they were members of an emerging third-wave feminism. In part, this younger generation was spurred to social activism by Supreme Court decisions that upheld new restrictions placed on abortion. Fearing the erosion of laws protecting reproductive rights, many young women marched in rallies and joined women’s organizations such as NOW and NARAL. Third-wavers were motivated by more than just protecting women’s access to abortion, however. They sought to reanimate feminism by broadening its reach to incorporate the concerns and experiences of a wider range of women. They broke with earlier expressions of feminist activism by conspicuously embracing multiculturalism, pop culture, consumption, and sexual self-assertiveness. The Riot Grrrls in punk and alternative rock, female hip-hop artists, and art activists such as the Guerrilla Girls, for example, assertively linked cultural and artistic expression to issues of gender, sexuality, and power. The third wave also marked a generational divide with the second wave of the 1960s and 1970s, as young women claimed ownership of feminism, causing many second-wave feminists to think that their movement had been successful at making gains for women but not successful at educating young women about those gains.

The televised 1991 Clarence Thomas–Anita Hill hearings also incited this new wave of political activism. When Thomas was nominated to become a Supreme Court justice by President George H. W. Bush, Hill came forward to charge that Thomas had sexually harassed her with unwanted advances and risqué talk when he had been her boss at the EEOC. Thomas denied Hill’s claims, arguing that he was being subjected to a “high-tech lynching” because he was African American (as was Hill). The all-male Senate Judiciary Committee appeared highly skeptical of Hill’s account, pressing her on the details of her story. Many women watching the hearings could identify with Hill and were outraged. Polling in 1994 showed that 40 percent of women reported experiencing sexual harassment (numbers among women declined to 25 percent in 2010). The Hill-Thomas hearings not only brought the issue of sexual harassment to the public eye but also sparked an effort to increase women’s representation and power in electoral politics. The elections that followed the hearings in 1992 saw a sharp rise in the number of women who ran for elective office at the federal level. Contributions to fund-raising organizations that supported female candidates, such as Emily’s List, mushroomed.

The numbers of women in elected office have continued to rise in the decades since. By 2014 women comprised 17 percent of the U.S. Congress and 24 percent of state legislators. Given that women make up 50–51 percent of the population, they are still underrepresented in government, but the trend is moving in the right direction. Perhaps more conspicuously, women have been elected and appointed to prominent offices within government. There are three female Supreme Court justices and six female governors, and three women have served in the powerful role of secretary of state. At the same time, however, critics have noted that gender parity in politics has stalled, with the United States ranked 71st worldwide in its percentage of female legislators. The presidential election of 2008, in which Hillary Clinton was a contender for the Democratic Party nomination and Sarah Palin was picked as the Republican vice presidential candidate, demonstrated both how far women have come in the arena of electoral politics and the biases they continue to face. Both Clinton and Palin faced scrutiny by the press on issues that few male candidates have met: their clothing, their physical appearance, their emotionalism (or lack thereof), and, in the case of Palin, how she would balance her work as vice president with her obligations as mother were all fodder for political pundits and the nation’s voters. Finally, the 2008 election of Barack Obama to the presidency also revealed the growing gender gap among voters, which first emerged in the 1980s: by a difference of 7 percentage points, women were more likely to vote Democratic and men were more likely to vote Republican. When President Obama was reelected in 2012, polls showed that the gap had widened to its highest levels in history at 20 points, with Obama winning women by 12 percentage points and his Republican opponent, Mitt Romney, winning men by 8 percentage points.

The revitalization of the feminist movement and women’s broadening political activism over the last 35 years has also found expression in the growing participation of American women in the global women’s movement. Seven thousand American women were among the 35,000 who attended the Fourth International Women’s Conference in Beijing, China, in 1995, which adopted as the central theme of its platform that women’s rights are human rights. In practical terms, this has meant a growing recognition by the United Nations and other governing bodies that abuses such as domestic violence, rape, forced sterilization, and female genital cutting are not simply private harms but are also violations of women’s basic human rights, comparable to political or religious persecution. At the same time, the participation of American activists in the global women’s movement has revealed that the concerns of feminists in the global North, which includes the United States and Europe, do not always match the priorities of women’s activists in the so-called developing world of the global South, who face crises of poverty, war, famine, and disease.

Immigration and Migration

The rise of economic globalization and a surge in immigration to the United States since 1980 has transformed the nation’s population. Between 1990 and 2010, more than 20 million immigrants arrived in the United States. Unlike earlier waves of immigration in the nation’s history, since 1995 a majority of newcomers have been women. Immigrant women are most likely to have arrived from Asia and Latin America, and many lack the formal documentation required for entry. As a result, there are an estimated 10 million undocumented immigrants residing in the United States today, and well more than half of them are women or girls.

The immigration of poor women seeking greater economic opportunities for themselves and their families has been fueled by the worldwide economic trend of globalization, in which the rise of multinational corporations and the interconnectedness of financial organizations have made it easier for companies to move money and workers around the globe. This development, along with technological advances in travel and communication, connects people across vast geographical distances and national boundaries that had once been barriers. There are gendered dimensions to this globalization. The rising demand for workers within new services economies has led women to immigrate to the United States (and elsewhere) in order to take up work as nannies, house cleaners, hotel workers, home health aides, and prostitutes. In addition, many women have sought jobs in the manufacturing sector. In the garment industries in Los Angeles, New York, and other major cities, immigrant women comprise the vast majority of workers. Those women who are undocumented workers face pay that is below the minimum wage as well as unregulated hours and unsafe working conditions. These exploitative conditions have led some women to organize and even strike in an effort to improve their pay and working environment, even as such activism risks deportation.

Courtship, Marriage, and Divorce

Intertwined with developments in women’s paid and unpaid labor, since 1990 there have been significant changes in marriage and family formation. Rates of marriage have declined and the age of first marriages has risen, in part due to women’s increasing economic independence. The generations of women who have grown to adulthood in this era no longer view marriage as a primary avenue of financial support. In addition, cohabitation has become socially acceptable not only as a typical stage in courtship but also as an alternative to marriage altogether. Census figures show that while in 1960 only 15 percent of adults had never married, that figure increased to 28 percent by 2010. Among adult women overall, nearly 40 percent have never married, with that percentage rising for African American and Hispanic women. There is evidence that this trend may be generational: men and women aged 18–29 are far more likely than their parents or grandparents to agree with the statement that “marriage is becoming obsolete.”

Women’s increased financial independence and the rise in cohabitation has also affected divorce rates since the 1990s. While the rate of divorce in the United States has generally remained flat or declined since the 1980s, this statistic may partially reflect the fact that younger people are less inclined to marry and are more likely to partner and separate outside of the institution of marriage, in both heterosexual and same-sex relationships. In economic terms, divorce impacts men and women differently. Most women still face a decline in their standard of living in the wake of a divorce. The fact that most wives earn a paycheck that is independent from their husbands’ income, however, has enabled more married couples to divorce based on emotional incompatibility rather than staying together out of financial necessity.

Marriage may be declining in cultural status in the contemporary era, as it is no longer viewed as a prerequisite of adulthood. Who gets married and who is legally able to marry is broadening to include a more diverse range of couples. While legal prohibitions on interracial marriage were declared unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court in Loving v. Virginia in 1967, only in more recent decades have mixed-race spouses and families gained greater cultural acceptance. In 2010 about 15 percent of all new marriages were between spouses of different races or ethnicities, a proportion that more than doubled since 1980. More dramatic has been the shift in acceptance of same-sex marriage since 1990. When the Supreme Court of Hawaii ruled in 1993 that prohibitions on same-sex marriage was a violation of that state’s equal protection clause, its decision spurred legislative actions across the nation to define marriage as the union of one man and one woman. Opponents to same-sex marriage urged that such laws were necessary in order to preserve the traditional family structure in which children are raised in a home with a biological mother and a father, an argument stunningly similar to older arguments against interracial marriage. By 2000, 35 states had passed laws that prohibited same-sex marriage (with many additionally banning civil unions). The federal Defense of Marriage Act (1996) likewise limited the definition of marriage to opposite-sex couples and stipulated that no state would be required to legally recognize a marriage contracted in another state by a same-sex couple. Even as these laws were being passed, however, the tide of public opinion and legal consensus on the issue was turning. The 2003 Massachusetts Supreme Court decision Goodridge v. MA Department of Health marked a shift in jurisprudence when it struck down that state’s ban on same-sex marriage, and other high courts across the nation have since followed suit. In 2012 the U.S. Supreme Court partially invalidated key provisions of the Defense of Marriage Act as unconstitutional, allowing same-sex couples who reside in states where they are legally married access to the same federal benefits enjoyed by heterosexual couples. These legal developments have been accompanied by changing beliefs on the issue. Whereas only 31 percent of Americans were in favor of same-sex marriage in the 1990s, in 2014 half the nation believed that lesbians and gay men should have the right to marry. Among those aged 30 and younger, support for such unions jumped to 75 percent.

Childbirth and Child Rearing

Transformations in the laws and values regulating marriage have been accompanied by significant changes in childbearing and child rearing. Since 1990, the overall birthrate has dropped. Women were much less likely to have children in 2010 than they were 35 years ago. At the same time, when they do bear children, women are more likely to be unmarried and older. Rates of teen pregnancy have declined in this era, even as the number of self-supporting unmarried adult women who choose to bear children has risen. Since 1990, the sharpest increases among women who bear children outside marriage has been among mothers older than 30. Figures from 2012 show that almost 41 percent of all babies are born to unmarried mothers. Hispanic women had the highest nonmarital birthrate (72 percent), followed by African American women (62 percent) and white women (32 percent). Advances in reproductive technologies and changes in adoption have likewise broadened the category of who can become a mother. Artificial insemination and surrogacy enable women to become mothers who, for physiological reasons, could not otherwise conceive and bear children. Moreover, the absence of a male partner is no longer a limitation on motherhood. Single women and lesbian couples can become mothers through artificial insemination and/or adoption. Taken as whole, these figures show that the traditional definition of the American family is shifting, as fewer children than ever before are raised in households with their married biological parents.

Even as it has become more likely that children live in a female-headed household or a family where all of the adult members work, policy makers have not kept pace with the needs of working mothers for family-friendly policies and social services. President Clinton signed the Family Medical and Leave Act (FMLA) into law in 1993, which provides for 12 weeks of unpaid leave for employees to care for a new child or a sick family member without fear of losing their jobs or health insurance. Despite the benefits of this law, only half of all working mothers are covered under the FMLA; the other half do not qualify because they work part-time or work for businesses with fewer than 50 employees. Other working mothers who are covered under the FMLA simply cannot afford to take time off that is unpaid. Indeed, it is worth noting that the United States remains one of only four nations worldwide that does not guarantee any paid maternity leave and the only developed nation not to do so.

Even the FMLA’s modest support for working mothers contrasts sharply with contemporary social policies aimed at poor women who have children. Beginning in the 1980s, welfare programs, which provided economic assistance to impoverished single mothers, came under attack. As more Americans fell into poverty in the 1990s, Congress passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act in 1996, promising to “end welfare as we know it” but with no corresponding job programs. The act ended the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, which was started in the 1930s. It was replaced by the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families program, which limited the time that poor women and children could receive federal assistance to two consecutive years, with a total limit of five years. The new law required poor unmarried mothers receiving aid to take any job available to them, even when most of these jobs were low-waged and failed to provide health insurance benefits. The high cost of child care also creates roadblocks to poor women’s employment when women find that day care costs them more than they can earn at waged work. The United States remains the only developed nation with no state-subsidized child care.

Fertility and Fertility Control

While the issue of women’s reproductive rights is frequently associated with the political battles over abortion that took place in the 1980s, the question of whether a woman has the right to control her fertility and childbearing has remained contested since the 1990s. State legislatures and courts have tried and failed to overturn the law established by Roe v. Wade in 1973, guaranteeing women’s basic right to abortion, but that right has been restricted in recent decades. In Webster v. Reproductive Health Services (1989) and Planned Parenthood v. Casey (1992), the Supreme Court upheld the restriction on the use of state funds for abortions and adopted the “undue burden” test to determine whether state regulations of the procedure were unconstitutional. More recently, in 2003 the Court upheld a federal law banning late-term abortions. Women seeking to terminate a pregnancy now routinely face waiting periods and mandatory counseling, with many states requiring parental consent for girls who are minors. In addition to these restrictions, many women find that they lack access to abortions because of financial or geographical limitations. As the number of abortion providers has declined since the 1980s, in part because of the violence of the right-to-life movement brought to clinics, 3 in 10 women travel over 50 miles (with 1 in 10 traveling over 100 miles) to reach a provider.

The issue of birth control has also become more contentious, as information about and access to contraceptives have become subjects of debate. In the 1990s feminists noted that health care plans routinely refused to cover birth control while at the same time fully covering erectile dysfunction medicines. While three-quarters of women in the United States use contraceptives and birthrates have been declining in recent decades, fewer public schools are providing information about the use of birth control. Since 1990, abstinence-only education, which teaches teenagers that saying “no” to sex is the only way to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, has been on the rise, an educational strategy that polls show has an extremely high failure rate. Nonetheless, abstinence-only education now comprises 23 percent of the sex education taking place in public schools, up from 2 percent in 1988. At the same time, since the 1990s most states have expanded women’s access to emergency contraception (such as Plan B), which can be taken immediately after unprotected sex to prevent pregnancy. The Affordable Care Act of 2010 included a contraceptive mandate requiring most insurance plans to cover the costs of all forms of birth control approved by the Food and Drug Administration, though conservative politicians claimed that only women of dubious morals would use contraceptives at all. Most recently, however, the Supreme Court’s 2014 ruling in Burwell v. Hobby Lobby Stores gave businesses that are privately held an exemption from the contraceptive mandate if they have a religious objection to providing their employees with birth control methods or services.

Violence, Domestic and Sexual

Since the 1990s, campaigns to end violence against women have built on the advances first made by feminists in the 1970s and 1980s in bringing the problems of sexual assault and domestic violence into public consciousness. By 1993, all 50 states and the District of Columbia had laws on the books that enabled marital rape to be prosecuted (although a number of states continue to treat marital and nonmarital rape differently). Domestic violence, long viewed by the criminal justice system and society at large as a private issue between couples, is now widely acknowledged to be a crime. Police officers and emergency room staff today have better training in dealing with issues of domestic abuse. In many states, laws require the arrest of batterers, and women who seek protection from their abusers can obtain a judicial restraining order. Since the 1990s all states have passed laws against stalking, in which a perpetrator repeatedly watches, follows, harasses, and causes fear in another person. Victims can now seek judicial restraining orders against their stalker, and perpetrators can be criminally prosecuted, even if they have not been accused of causing physical harm. Perhaps the most important legal advance of the 1990s in establishing protections for women against assault and abuse was the passage by Congress of the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) in 1994. The act established that all persons had “the right to be free from crimes of violence motivated by gender.” Among other things, it strengthened federal penalties for repeat sex offenders, allocated funding to provide services for victims of such crimes, and created a federal rape shield law that sought to prevent a victim’s past sexual experiences from being used against her in a rape trial. While the Supreme Court struck down part of the VAWA in 2000, Congress reauthorized the legislation that same year. Despite these advances in combating the problems of domestic abuse, stalking, and sexual assault, violence against women remains a pressing issue. Surveys show that nearly 1 in 5 women say that they have been raped or have experienced an attempted rape, 1 in 4 say that they have been beaten by an intimate partner, and 1 in 4 report being stalked.

Most recently, the issue of sexual assaults on college campuses has become the focus of widespread attention and activism. Experts estimate that 20 percent of women attending college will be sexually assaulted, and increasing numbers of young women are coming forward to charge that colleges and universities are failing to support female victims or prosecute their student-assailants. In an effort to bring the issue to wider public attention, in 2014 the Obama administration released a list of colleges that are currently under Title IX probes for their handling of sexual violence and harassment claims brought by students.

Clothing and Fashion

At the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century, women had a vast array of choices in how to clothe their bodies. More so than is the case for men, there are few social prohibitions on the type of clothing that women can wear—they can dress in explicitly feminine, explicitly masculine, or gender-neutral garb. At the same time that the range of possibilities of what women can wear has expanded, however, the ideal appearance of women’s bodies has narrowed. Advertising, mass media, and the fashion industry glorify an ideal of slenderness that is at odds with the average female body size in the United States. Indeed, since the 1970s the average size of women in America has increased, while the average size of models who appear on fashion runways and magazine covers has decreased. Many critics have asserted that the current standard of beauty aimed at women is doing irreparable harm to them, as seen in the rising numbers of young women who are diagnosed with eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa and bulimia; undergo cosmetic surgery to better conform to an idealized body type; and face declining self-esteem over concerns about their weight and appearance. African American women and other women of color have also protested the racial ideals imposed by the media’s dominant standard of female beauty, which prizes lighter skin, straighter hair, and a slender form. Most recently, feminist bloggers have spoken out against photoshopping, a common practice in print and Internet media in which photographs are digitally altered and the “imperfections” of models and celebrities are erased, using image-editing software. By revealing a comparison of an image before and after it was photoshopped, these activists seek to demonstrate the impossible standard to which women are being held in their pursuit of “ideal” beauty.

Kimberley Reilly
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