

The Birth of the Women’s Rights Movement

I.Theoretical framework


A.Sex/Gender Roles



1.Sex is biologically determined




a.M/F




b.Recent studies



2.Gender: element of biology but to a high degree 



   “socially or culturally constructed”




a.Culture and identity




b.Enculturation




c.Cross-time/cross-culture studies



3.Core category in human identity




a.Norms of specific time considered




  static…normal etc.



4.Evolution of gender roles




a.Non-linear




b.Importance of “institutions”




c.Nature of power




d.Who defines gender?

II.Colonial Era (1600s—late 1700s)


A.Life seen as a “unitary whole”



1.Gender roles centered around reproduction



2.Birth, life, production, family, death, all integrated



3.Pre-industrial world




a.Life was difficult—survival depended on reproduction




b.Family was an economic unit—both m/f vital




c.Marriage and family life conformed to economic reality


B.Community’s institutions—politics, law, religion, education, etc.


    reinforced gender roles



1.Men controlled



2.Women had some power (see definition)



3.Women were considered femme couverte: controlled by 



   father and then husband




a.Could not sign contracts, no right to earnings or




   property unless specified by male, no rights over 




   children



4.Views on women: emotional, lacking in self-control




a.Eve…the temptress

5.Strong independent women—suspicious 




a.Salem witch trials

III.Revolutionary era and the early republic (1760s—early 1800s)


A.Economic changes—middle class women had more time



1.Formed social groups (church, reading, charity etc.)




a. “Homosocial” world




b.Wanted education—lobbied men


B.Impact of Revolution—democratizing



1.Reconceptualization taking place late 1700s




a.Women seen as virtuous




b.Republican motherhood




c.Responsible for next generation of citizens




d.Balanced men’s aggressive and competitive nature



2.Increasingly marriage based upon “romantic love”




a.Men wanted intelligent educated wives



b.1772—Salem College



c.1830s on growth in women’s colleges



such as Mount Holyoke (1837)




c.Professions not open to women


C.Women formed social reform groups to fight against slavery, 


   alcohol, child labor, housing conditions etc.



1.Gained experience in organizing and fund raising



2.Realized that they too were discriminated against




a.Part of wider trend reform movements




  (2nd G. Awakening, free public education,




  mental institutions, prisons, alcohol, …later




  housing, child labor)




  which were response (degree?) to the “Market




  Revolution”—shift from production for a local




  economy to mfg., agr., etc. centered around




  distant markets.




b.Connection Transcendentalist message of man’s




   innate goodness.



3.At London “World Anti-Slavery Convention” 



   Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott met



   --consigned to the balcony (1840)

IV.1848 Seneca Falls Convention—Beginning of the women’s rights movement


A. “Declaration of the Rights of Women”

Seneca Falls Declaration

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 were 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, and 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 a 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 to 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 the 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.


1.Issue of the day was slavery and men dodged the issue of


   equality for women.



a.Would take until 1919 to pass a constitutional amendment



   granting women the right to vote (1920)

