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VOICES FROM
AN UNSILENT MAJORITY


“… These petitions relate to the great and solemn subject of slavery.… And because it is a political subject, it has often tauntingly been said, that women had nothing to do with it Are we aliens, because we are women? Are we bereft of citizenship because we are mothers, wives and daughters of a mighty people? Have women no country—no interests staked in public weal—no liabilities in common peril—no partnership in a nation’s guilt and shame …?”

—Angelina Grimke




“… My father did not approve of my continuing high school. It was time for me to think of marrying a pious man. He and mother disagreed about it—their one quarrel.

“I didn’t mean to go to work at fourteen, marry at sixteen, be a mother at eighteen, an old woman at thirty. I wanted a new thing—happiness.”

—Elizabeth Stern




“… Options—was that what we were saying we wanted? Okay, here they are, in profusion: home or office, long skirt or Levi’s, chopsticks or fork, kids this year or next or never, my place or yours, bridal showers or graduate school, take your pick or try to take it all.”

—Jane Howard
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Introduction

When we began writing this book some years ago, little material concerning the history of women in America was available. Now many excellent books, particularly narrowly focused scholarly works, exist. Nevertheless, many women and men are still unaware of the rich and diverse history of American women. We hope this book will serve as an introduction and broaden our readers understanding of women, their role in the American past, and American history in general.

We are convinced of the importance of women’s history. For women to have a clear idea of where they are going, they must know where they have been. We believe, for example, that if the twentieth-century women’s movement is to flourish, women need to understand the successes and the failures of the nineteenth-century women’s movement.

In presenting a general history of women in the United States, we tried to strike a balance between describing the lives of average women and the lives of extraordinary women. We hope that the individual women and the social movements (abolition, suffrage, labor and so on) which we emphasize will highlight for our readers the issues, conflicts, and historical times of the mass of women.

Space and time and our lack of specialized knowledge prevented us from covering all that we would have liked. Perhaps the most glaring omission is native American women. The diversity of native American cultures makes meaningful generalizations on the part of nonspecialists virtually worthless. In our discussion of black women, a particularly noticeable omission is the period from 1880 to 1920 when black women individually and as a group struggled against nearly insuperable odds to maintain and lead their communities and to sustain their families.

Noticeable too is the omission of women in the arts, and to a lesser extent professional women. Often the conditions out of which these women emerged and the obstacles they had to overcome were similar to those of women in the various reform movements, including the nineteenth-century women’s rights movement. We hope that our discussion of the lives of the pioneer feminists will provide some insight into the lives of these other pioneering women.

In writing this book we struggled between two poles. On one hand, women’s experience can be seen as a document of oppression. There is no doubt that women have been and continue to be oppressed—that they have been systematically excluded from institutional and economic life and this exclusion is still going on. On the other hand, women as human beings are far greater than the sum total of their oppression. The historical limitations placed on women have more often than not been the starting point rather than the final statement about women’s lives. Women living under all manner of conditions and in all times have created meaning, purpose, beauty and dignity in their lives despite the limitations placed upon them by the larger society.

To get close to the reality of how women have lived these two polar views must be merged. This is what we have attempted to do. If we have succeeded it is because women have succeeded. If we have failed, the failure is ours and not that of our subject.



Carol Hymowitz                
Michaele Weissman           
New York, December 1977
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Founding Mothers

The fate of the European women who came to the New World in the early days of colonial settlement was a life of nearly ceaseless hard work. Many who came were already accustomed to physical labor. Those who were not quickly adapted. In a totally undeveloped and sparsely populated land, the labor of every able-bodied settler was desperately needed, and women’s traditional work—providing food, clothing, shelter, and the rudiments of hygiene—was essential to survival.

The demands of the New World allowed colonial women more freedom “to do” than was often available to women of later generations. This latitude was the product not of ideology, but of necessity. Colonial society did not support the idea of equality between men and women. European men brought with them to America the tenet that woman was man’s inferior. This belief in female inferiority, however, was minimized by the conditions of the New World. So long as the colonies remained relatively undeveloped, women enjoyed a limited kind of independence.

Women were an integral part of all permanent settlements in the New World. When men traveled alone to America, they came as fortune hunters, adventurers looking for a pot of gold; such single men had no compelling reason to establish communities. Women acted as civilizers for men living alone in the wilderness. Where there were women, there were children who had to be taught. There was a future—a reason to establish laws, towns, churches, schools. The organizers of Virginia understood as much when they sought to attract women to their colony so that the men who came “might be faster tied to Virginia.”1 The labor provided by a wife and children also helped transform the forest into farmland. In the early days of the Georgia settlement the proprietors advertised for male recruits with “industrious wives.”

In many cases women emigrated together with men. Such was the case throughout New England and the middle colonies, where whole families often came in search of religious freedom. Elsewhere, particularly in the South, women had to be lured to America. Some colonies offered women the right to own their own land. Lord Baltimore of Maryland offered 100 acres for a planter, 100 acres for a wife, and 50 for a child. Women heads of families were treated in the same way as men.

Other less conventional methods were used to encourage female emigration. The British crown, which chartered the majority of settlements, allowed women convicts the option of emigrating to the colonies rather than serving out jail sentences at home. Many female prostitutes and thieves settled in the New World rather than submit to the notorious severity of English criminal “justice.” (Daniel Defoe’s novel Moll Flanders is about such a woman—a London prostitute transported to America—who makes good.) Many of these women convicts were brought as indentured servants; they were obligated to serve a master for a number of years, without wages, before they were allowed their freedom.

Marriage was another inducement that encouraged women to come to the New World. Throughout colonial times men outnumbered women by three to one, or more. Women could be assured of finding husbands in America. One eager publicist for Carolina wrote, “If any maid or single woman have desire to go over, they will think themselves in the Golden Age, when men paid a Dowry for their wives; for if they be but civil, and under 50 years of age, some honest man or other will purchase them for their wives.”2

In 1619 an enterprising sea captain who had advertised for single women looking to marry transported 144 of them to Virginia. The captain paid for the women’s passage and, on arrival, he sold them as “wives” for 120 pounds of fine Virginia tobacco apiece. There are reports of other captains who kidnaped young women off the streets of London rather than going to the trouble of advertising.

Of the 144 women who emigrated to Virginia in 1619 looking for husbands, only 35 were still alive six years later. Conditions in the New World, particularly for the first settlers, did not encourage long life. The months-long sail across the Atlantic was perilous—epidemics often carried off half or more of the passengers. At the end of the journey, there were new dangers to be faced.

What is surprising is not the number of women who died early, but the number who survived. The bravery and stamina of the women in colonial times were renowned. William Byrd described one such woman living in a back settlement of Virginia in 1710, saying she was “a very civil” woman who showed “nothing of ruggedness, or immodesty in her carriage, yet she will carry a gun in the woods and kill deer, turkeys, etc., shoot down wild cattle, catch and tye hogs, knock down beeves with an ax and perform the most manful exercises as well as most men in these parts.”3

The lives of colonial women and men tended to center around farm and family. For the most part a traditional division of labor was observed, whereby men did the outside work—planting and harvesting crops—while women worked inside, transforming the raw products into usable commodities.

All of woman’s work on the farm came under the general heading of “housewifery.” What it included varied somewhat from region to region. The wives of southern planters rarely did their own weaving and spinning, while in the northern colonies these tasks took up many hours of a woman’s day. In the South women tended their own herbal gardens and were expected to be expert at doctoring. White southern women of means were often responsible for the health needs of their slaves as well as those of their own families.4

New England houses were small—one or two rooms and a loft. The houses of southern planters were larger and more lavish. The roughest living was on the frontier, where a house was often a one-room shack, sometimes even a lean- to or wigwam. William Byrd, commenting on one of these back-country homes, noted that it contained a dozen adults and children plus the household animals all “pigged lovingly together.”5 Life on the frontier was long on mud, disease, and loneliness, short on the amenities. One historian has called the American frontier a slum with trees.6

Despite local variations, women’s activities were much the same throughout the colonies. First came supervision of the house. Women swept, scrubbed, laundered, polished. They made their own brooms, soap, polish. They carried water and did the laundry. They made starch. They ironed. They built fires and carried firewood. They made candles. They sewed everything—sheets, clothing, table linen, diapers. Women were usually in charge of the family bookkeeping. They ordered provisions, paid bills, and made sure the books were balanced.

It is virtually impossible for twentieth-century people to imagine the enormous job of food preparation in colonial times. Cooking was done on an open hearth that had to be tended constantly. Kettles, made of iron, often weighed forty pounds. Without refrigeration, meats had to be preserved by salting or pickling. Rich and spicy sauces were the style, since they were needed to preserve food or to cover the taste of food that had been badly preserved. Women kept their own gardens, every fall putting up vast amounts of home-grown vegetables and fruit They ran home bakeries and dairies, did the milking, made butter, and kept the hen yard.

Spinning and weaving cloth was another arduous job, involving more than a dozen operations from start to finish. Colonial women were also expected to be expert at knitting, quilting, and all sorts of sewing and embroidery. The following account, taken from the diary of a young colonial woman in 1775, indicates the emphasis placed on spinning, weaving, and needlecrafts. It also highlights the heavy work load colonial women took for granted.


Fixed gown for Prude … mended mothers riding hood, spun short thread … fix’d two gowns for Welsh girls … carded, spun linen … worked on cheese basket … hatched flax with Hannah, we did 51 pounds a piece … pleated and ironed, … milked cows … spun linen … did 50 knots … made a broom of gnineau wheat straw, spun thread to whiten … set a red dye, spun harness twine, scoured the pewter.7



Colonial women also worked outside the home. In the villages, towns, and small cities of the eighteenth century they performed virtually every kind of job held by men. Women ran taverns, inns, and boarding houses. They were blacksmiths, silversmiths, wheelwrights, sailmakers, tailors, teachers, printers, newspaper publishers, and shopkeepers of every sort.

Many women learned their trades from their husbands. A blacksmith, for example, would teach his wife the skill. If a tradeswoman was widowed, she frequently assumed the full responsibility for the business she had built with her husband. Many women acted as their husbands’ business agents. Given the power of attorney by their mates, they were involved in all aspects of finance, including bringing debtors to court.

That colonial women often participated in various sorts of legal proceedings is indicative of the colonial society’s pragmatic approach toward women. Pre-Revolutionary Americans often bent the Common Law system (which in England largely excluded women) to suit their needs. Daniel Boorstin has explained this anomaly by noting that colonial America had no learned monopolies. Or, as William Byrd put it in a letter discussing the attractions of the New World, America was free from “Those three scourges of mankind—priests, lawyers and physicians.”8 In the early days there were no bar associations or medical associations establishing proficiency requirements. In consequence, a woman with aptitude could learn a skill informally and practice a profession.

One of the most interesting women to lead a public life in colonial times was Margaret Brent, often referred to in seventeenth-century records as Mistress Margaret Brent, Spinster. Margaret, her sister Mary, and two brothers emigrated to Maryland from Great Britain in 1638. Lord Baltimore, the proprietor of Maryland, attracted the Brents—who were wealthy Catholics—to his colony with promises of large land grants and the chance to live free of anti-Catholic discrimination.

The Brent sisters established their own plantations, which they ran without their brothers’ help. In fact, Margaret Brent often acted as her brothers’ representative and business adviser. Collecting payment in those days often involved suing in court. Records show Mistress Brent participating in 134 separate court actions during the eight years between 1642 and 1650. She usually won her case.

Brent’s close personal friendship with Lord Calvert, Maryland’s governor, eventually pushed her into the all-male world of politics. When Calvert lay dying in 1647, he called Brent to his bedside. In the presence of witnesses he made what has been called “perhaps the briefest will in the history of law”: “I make you my sole executrix. Take all and pay all.”9 As executrix, Brent assumed responsibility for Calvert’s estates. Since Calvert had been granted the power of attorney for his brother, Lord Baltimore, the proprietor of Maryland, at Calvert’s death the power of attorney for Lord Baltimore, then in London, fell to Mistress Brent

At the time Maryland was not a peaceful colony. Calvert’s enemies hoped to take advantage of the confusion following his death to seize control, and it seemed for a time that they might succeed. The man Calvert named to the governorship, Thomas Greene, was not equal to the job. After Calvert’s death the army was close to revolt; Brent appeased the military by paying the soldiers their long-overdue wages, raising the necessary funds by selling some of Lord Baltimore’s cattle. She took other steps as well to stabilize the situation in Maryland. Members of the Assembly later told Lord Baltimore that “all would have gone to ruin” were it not for her actions.

Brent had so far established herself as a major political figure that many in the colony believed that she, not Thomas Greene, ought to be governor. Brent however, did not seek to unseat Greene. In January 1648 she appeared before the Maryland Assembly and asked for two votes: one as Calvert’s executrix, the other as Lord Baltimore’s “attorney.” It was the first time in parliamentary history that a woman had sought political recognition in a governing body. Governor Greene refused to have Brent seated, and the Assembly acceded to his wishes.

Subsequently Brent left Maryland and moved to Virginia, where she established a new plantation, which she called Peace. She continued throughout her life to be active in business, but she avoided politics.10

It seems probable that throughout most of the colonial period more women practiced medicine than did men. Women were nurses, apothecaries, unlicensed physicians, and midwives. Only surgery—which at that time meant performing amputations—was dominated by men. The kind of doctoring women did was often an extension of their work at home. A woman charged with the well-being of a family learned to care for the sick, to treat common illnesses, and to make the aged and the dying comfortable. A woman with particular skill in this area could earn money by caring not only for the members of her family but for others as well.

In the same way a woman who kept an herb garden and had an interest in botany could earn a living making medicines, tonics, and syrups. These women apothecaries varied in their level of sophistication. Though some lacked knowledge beyond folklore, many others were serious scientists who devoted much time to studying the healing properties of plants. Such skill was attested to by a French visitor to Virginia who wrote of Mary Byrd, “She takes great care of her Negroes … and serves them herself as a doctor in times of sickness. She had made some interesting discoveries of the disorders incident to them and discovered a very salutary method of treating a sort of putrid fever which carries them off.”11

There is evidence to indicate that the women who practiced medicine in the 1700s often did a better job than the male professionals of the 1800s. Medicine in the 1700s was very practical and down to earth. Doctoring women focused on relieving the patient’s symptoms, while male doctors of the next century were far more concerned with expounding learned—though usually inaccurate—theories concerning the origin of the disease.

The efficacy of the eighteenth-century brand of care was seen in the practice of midwifery, which was the only form of medicine women participated in that was often licensed. Midwives had to serve lengthy apprenticeships before being certified. As apprentices they observed hundreds of deliveries and, for the most part, learned how to let nature take its course. Midwives seem to have taken good care of their female patients and most certainly did less harm than male doctors in the 1800s, many of whom routinely infected their patients with “puerperal sepsis” (childbed fever) by failing to wash their hands.

The women workers described so far were part of colonial America’s pool of “free labor.” As “free” workers, women had some control over their earnings and over the products of their work. Another sizable class of women workers in colonial America were not “free,” however. These were the indentured servants and the slaves.

It is estimated that half the migrants to the colonies came under indenture, and that a third of these were women. Most of the women who came to the New World in this situation were convicts from Great Britain. Women thieves, prostitutes, and vagrants were given the choice of emigrating or of serving lengthy prison terms. Sometimes the choice was Virginia or the noose. Depending on the crime, the period of bonded labor generally ran from four to seven years.

Indentured servants were transported to the colonies by sea captains who usually landed them in the middle colonies or the South; New England had relatively few indentured servants. The ship’s captain assumed the expense of the passage. In the New World the captain “sold” his cargo of female servants for somewhere between ten and thirty pounds apiece, depending on the woman’s age, health, and skills.

The relationship between indentured servant and master was a contractual one. Each side had legal responsibilities to the other—though, needless to say, the master usually had the upper hand. Servants had rights to food, clothing, and shelter. While masters had the right to work the indentured servant from sunup to sundown, they were prohibited from working a servant to death. In some cases masters were taken to court by their servants for failure to live up to their responsibilities. More often, however, it was the servant who was prosecuted, and indentured women tended to be punished more harshly for offenses than were men. Punishment was usually in the form of additional years of servitude.

The master was legally bound to provide certain necessities for starting a new life when the indentured servant’s term of labor expired. The outfit usually included a new set of clothes, bushels of corn, perhaps tools for farming, and sometimes a parcel of land in an unsettled part of the colony. Male and female indentured servants were entitled to the same “freedom dues.”

Indentured women were not allowed to marry during their term of service. Sexual transgression—becoming pregnant out of wedlock—was punished severely. An indentured servant woman who bore a child was usually made to add a year onto her service as repayment for the time she could not work during and after her pregnancy.12

The choice of a marriage partner was probably the most important decision in the life of a colonial woman. Colonial society put great pressure on people to wed. A woman who did not marry was pitied and treated as less than an adult and, in several colonies, men who did not marry paid higher taxes than did family men. Rarely did single people run their own homes; instead, they were expected to align themselves with the family of a close relative.

Throughout the colonies young people were more or less free to choose their own mates—within certain boundaries. No person, male or female, was supposed to marry without parental consent. Young people were expected to marry persons of similar background. Parents were not supposed to push young people into marriages against their will, but among wealthy colonialists, particularly in the South, parents sometimes threatened to withhold an inheritance or a dowry to coerce children into marriages based on mercenary considerations.

In general, courtship customs were fairly relaxed. Young people spent much time together in group activities—skating, berrying, picnicking, riding, dancing. There were few chaperones, and courting couples usually had enough privacy to get to know one another.

Marriage was treated as an important social institution rather than a purely private affair. A man or woman who broke an engagement, for example, was often called to church or court and charged with breach of promise. If no satisfactory explanation could be produced, a stiff fine was levied against the jilter, to be paid to the injured party. Legal solutions to romantic difficulties were often sought. In New England, if a man “of good character” was refused permission to court by a young woman’s parents, he could sue. Often he won his case. This custom was unique to Puritan New England, however; in no other area were there legal procedures for circumventing parental wishes. (Nevertheless, throughout the colonies young people could and did elope.)

Courtship customs among the Puritans were particularly interesting. Bundling was one of the most famous. Young couples who were serious in their courting spent the night in bed bundled in heavy bedclothes—with a “bundling board” between them. Apparently-intercourse was not supposed to occur. What did take place, however, was considered a matter among the young woman and man and their consciences.

The origin and even the point of this custom is not entirely clear. There is no doubt, however, that bundling enjoyed popular approval. New Englanders persisted in the custom for 150 years or more. It faded during the French and Indian War, in the mid-1700s, when French soldiers misused the privilege, bundling with women whom they had no intention of marrying. As late as 1770, however, John Adams, future President of the United States, wrote, “I cannot entirely disapprove of bundling.”13 (John Adams and his future wife Abigail Smith are not known to have indulged in bundling.) The custom continued among the Pennsylvania Dutch well into the 1800s.

The Puritan view of engagement as a legally binding state led to the practice of the “pre-contract.” Young people who were planning to marry went to church and swore their troth. Once this ceremony was completed, they were married for all practical purposes. The commitment was considered a very serious one. If the young woman became pregnant after she was pre-contracted but before she married, no one was scandalized; the wedding date was simply pushed forward. One historian has discovered that of 200 persons admitted to the Congregationalist church in Groton, Massachusetts, between 1761 and 1775, about one-third confessed to having engaged in premarital sex. The confession was made by an equal number of men and women.14

Throughout the colonies sexual transgressions committed by people not planning to marry, or already married, were considered far more serious than such acts by engaged couples. Women who bore children outside of marriage could be taken into court and sentenced to public whipping, branding, or fines. If a woman could not support her child, the court might demand that she reveal the father’s name to force him to support his offspring. If she refused, there would be further punishment. If the woman did not know who the father was, or if she refused to say, the child was. often taken from her and apprenticed to a tradesperson until the age of twenty-one.

In the view of most colonists, adultery was the worst crime a woman could commit This attitude prevailed especially among families with property. Since men controlled nearly all property, it followed that no husband wanted a child fathered by another man to inherit his worldly goods. In strongly religious communities there was an attempt to treat male and female adulterers alike. Both were forced to go to church and confess in public. In New England confession was the only punishment demanded from those of high rank, while those of less social distinction often were branded, whipped, or dunked in a river.

Though divorce existed, for the most part social pressures against it were so extreme, and grounds so difficult to obtain, that in practice it was not a real option. An unhappy couple could be granted a legal separation, but it was a precarious situation for the woman. In many areas there were no laws forcing a man to support a wife with whom he was not living. Unless she had family money or skills by which she could support herself, or unless she was separating from a generous spouse, she would find it virtually impossible to leave her husband. In a separation the woman usually lost everything; even the children stayed with the father.

Rather than endure the legal formality of separation, many women simply ran away. Women on the run usually went west, where they could get a piece of land and often a new “husband.” In fact such women were bigamists, but outside the more populated centers no one really cared. Even in cities such legalities were sometimes shrugged off. There is some doubt, for instance, whether Benjamin Franklin’s wife’s first husband was dead when she married Franklin.

Men often put items in newspapers to announce that their wives had “eloped from my bed and board.” Sometimes these notices were printed to let merchants know the husband was no longer responsible for the wife’s debts. Sometimes the ads were taken out in an attempt to recover the wife’s belongings. Legally all property in a marriage, including a woman’s clothing, belonged to her husband.15

Women sometimes made off with large amounts of cash, silver, and jewelry. Often these goods were part of the woman’s dowry, over which she lost legal control at marriage. Usually, however, women took the bare essentials when they ran away, as the following item from the Maryland Journal indicates. The advertisement charged one Anne Campbell with “robbing” her husband “of all her wearing apparel, a fine pair of English cotton curtains … two pillow cases … and a sidesaddle.”16 This was not a great deal with which to start a new life.

For women marriage meant bearing children, lots of them. A popular colonial toast celebrated “Our land free, our men honest, and our women fruitful.”17 Families with a dozen children were common. Martha Jefferson Randolph, daughter of Thomas Jefferson, was the mother of twelve. Another wealthy Virginia lady, Martha Laurens Ramsey, bore eleven children in sixteen years. The sister of George Washington, Betty Washington Lewis, added eleven children to the three her husband had by his first wife. Mary Heathy of South Carolina bore seven children to her first husband, seven to her second and three to her third—seventeen in all! (Many of the very largest families, with sixteen, eighteen, or more children, came from widowed men who married a second and sometimes a third or fourth wife.)

Maternal and infant death rates were appallingly high. Giving birth every year was a terrible physical hardship. Infants born to mothers in weakened physical condition often did not survive their first year. A mortuary poem engraved on the tombstone of a Massachusetts woman told the all too familiar story:


She’d fourteen children with her
At the table of the Lord18



The story of Mrs. Henry Laurens is not uncommon. Born in 1731, she married Henry Laurens, a southern planter, when she was nineteen years old. During the next twenty years she gave birth to twelve children. Seven of them were buried before her. In 1764 her husband wrote that it had been a year of sorrows. His eldest daughter had died; his wife was extremely ill. During the next four years Mrs. Laurens’ health continued to deteriorate. Her husband wrote that she “suffered extremely”; nevertheless, she continued to bear children. Finally, in 1768, Mrs. Laurens, emotionally and physically exhausted by the birth and death of her last infant, gave birth to one more baby girl. Then, at the age of thirty-eight, Mrs. Laurens died. Her husband called her death a “stroke of providence.” The last child she bore lived to be twenty-one years old before dying in childbirth.19

Colonial people lived closely with death. Women gave birth at home, and they died at home. Most families experienced the death of at least one or two children. Sometimes living so close to death added a gray pallor to daily life. The little books children read at the time seem morbid by twentieth-century standards, including such verses as the following.


At night lie down, prepared to have thy sleep,
Thy death thy bed—thy grave.



Often, however, their familiarity with death and so many of the painful aspects of living strengthened colonial women. Whether they were bolstered by religious convictions, as so many colonials were, or a belief in what they called providence, colonial women often exhibited great fortitude and courage.

For the most part colonial women were fully equal to the realities of their lives. No doubt there were frightened women unable to endure the hardships, but these were a minority. Taken as a whole, the image of themselves that colonial women left behind is extraordinary for its spirit, energy, and stamina. It is a picture later generations of women shut off from the world looked back on with great respect and not a little nostalgia.
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Suffer Not a Woman to Speak

No body of ideas had a greater influence on American colonials than did Protestant theology. Some Catholics and Jews lived in early America, but most colonials identified with one or another Protestant sect. While religious practices and the degree of religious intensity varied from region to region, it is safe to say that religious beliefs were a mainstay of most colonials’ lives.

RELIGION

The most numerous denominations in colonial America were the Congregationalists in New England; the Baptists in Rhode Island and elsewhere; the Anglicans in the South, who were replaced by Methodists after 1760; and the Quakers in Pennsylvania. Most of the Protestant groups in the colonies, except the Quakers, were strongly influenced by Calvinist thought and held many beliefs in common. Most of them emphasized original sin and preached the salvation of the few. They believed the majority of mankind to be damned. The devil was portrayed as constantly seeking to undermine the faith of a God-fearing person. All believed that the Old and New Testaments were written by the hand of God and contained a literal description of how the deity wanted human beings to live.

Scripture told woman that she, like man, was created in God’s image, and to this degree scripture recognized a spiritual equality between the sexes. Yet throughout Old and New Testament literature woman was also told that it was her duty and responsibility to be subservient to men. In Genesis, God spoke directly to Eve, assigning her the unique punishment of being ruled by her husband.


I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception;

In sorrow thou shalt bring forth children;

and thy desire shall be to thy husband,

And he shall rule over thee. [Genesis 3:16]



For Christians in general, and Calvinists in particular, the story of Adam and Eve was of extreme importance. By being the first to fall under the serpent’s spell, Eve was believed to have unloosed the devil in the world. In the Calvinist view few could escape this taint of original sin and achieve salvation. Eve’s fall was taken as proof that women were more susceptible to the devil than men and interpreted as a warning to men to beware the seductive power of woman. Adam, after all, ate the apple at Eve’s behest.

The conservative “scriptural” attitude toward women can be seen in the treatment of Anne Hutchinson by the Puritans of Massachusetts Bay Colony. Hutchinson, her husband, and her family were among the first settlers to emigrate from Great Britain to the Bay Colony. The daughter of a famous Puritan preacher, she was particularly well educated in religious subjects.

During 1635 and 1636 Hutchinson held Sunday evening prayer meetings in her Cambridge home at which the day’s sermons were discussed. Hutchinson later claimed in court that only women attended these meetings, though some historians think both men and women were in attendance. Either way, Hutchinson soon became a lay preacher of great influence.

Hutchinson’s meetings were tolerated by the men who ran the community as long as she adhered to orthodox religious views. Very quickly, however, she veered from accepted Calvinist theology. Hutchinson did not agree that it was within the clergy’s power to declare who were the elect. She did not recognize the fierce Puritan God who saved only a few church-going souls. All could be saved, she said, by discovering the light within them.

Hutchinson’s “heresy” put her on a collision course with the leaders of the colony. In Massachusetts, a theocracy, the ministers ran the government. To disagree with orthodox religious ideas, as she did, was political treason.

Most historians agree that the uproar caused by Hutchinson’s preaching was fundamentally political; her beliefs posed a threat to the established order. The fact, however, that Hutchinson was a woman added fuel to the fire. Her belief in herself, her “masculine” sureness of mind, was highly offensive to those in power.

To the male leaders of the colony Hutchinson was a criminal three times over—a religious heretic, a political traitor, and a woman who did not conform to her role. Calvinist theologian John Knox had written that “woman in her greatest perfection was made to serve and obey man.”1 Hutchinson was imprisoned and tried twice, by both civil and ecclesiastic courts. It is clear from the transcripts of these proceedings that the crime of not conforming to her sexual role was the felony most despised by her judges.

Hutchinson was accused of provoking other women “to be rather a husband than a wife … a preacher than a hearer … a magistrate than a subject” Minister John Cotton, once Hutchinson’s mentor, reported in court that her doctrine of individualism was so depraved that though he did not think “you had been unfaithful to your husband, yet, that will follow upon it.”2 Cotton’s statement highlights the state of mind of the colony’s leaders. Though sexuality had nothing whatever to do with Hutchinson’s rebellion, the very fact that she was a woman made them view her crime in sexual terms.

Hutchinson was found guilty and ordered “as a leper to withdraw” from Massachusetts. She and her family moved first to Rhode Island and later to Long Island, where they were massacred by Indians. The Puritans believed the slaughter an appropriate punishment. “God’s hand is seen herein,” wrote one about the death of Mistress Hutchinson and her children.3

Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., has called the witchcraft frenzy which swept through Salem, Massachusetts, “a case in community hysteria.”4 No doubt Schlesinger was correct in believing that witch hunts were aberrations within colonial society, but the fear of witchcraft which led to the execution of many women (and some men) during the 1600s must be looked at more closely. A morbid preoccupation with the devilish powers of women often lay dormant in the minds of colonial people. A single event which appeared to be caused by supernatural powers could unleash that morbid fear.

The most famous witch hunt occurred in Salem in 1692. During that summertime outbreak, two hundred persons were accused. One hundred and fifty, mostly women, were imprisoned. Fifty confessed to committing witchcraft and trafficking with the devil. Twenty-eight were condemned to die. Fourteen women and six men, one of them an ordained minister, were actually executed, some in the most gruesome ways. Many proclaimed their innocence to the end.

The Salem ordeal began in child’s play. The family of a Salem minister had as its servant a slave woman from Barbados named Tituba. The favorite stories of the minister’s two young daughters were those told by Tituba concerning voodoo in the Caribbean. It became a game for the children to act as if they were possessed by devils. For a while they kept their activity secret, but as their games grew into an obsession, the girls’ behavior became more bizarre. Eventually they came to believe their own play-acting. As their conviction grew, so did a kind of hysteria. At odd moments the girls’ bodies jerked; convulsions overtook them; horrible words came from their mouths; they howled like dogs.

It seemed obvious to their terrified parents that some horrible demon had possessed the children. They demanded to know who was responsible for bewitching them. For the girls to confess that it had been a game would have meant a serious punishment; instead, they began naming names.

The girls’ accusations kindled a hysteria that raged through the small community. Somebody’s cow ran away; a witch must have been responsible. A child was sick and died; a witch must have cursed him. Soon the entire community was in an uproar. Accusations and counteraccusations were made. As the hysteria spread, it consumed all other interests. No crops were planted throughout that spring and summer.

Cotton Mather accused a Salem beggarwoman of riding on a pole with the devil to a witches’ meeting. A five-year-old child was accused of biting two adults and leaving the mark of the devil on their arms. It was said that witches tormented a family—making beds fly out windows while stones and bricks flew in. A woman claimed to have been carried by the devil to a high mountain, where he showed her his kingdom and promised that if she would sign her name in his book she would reign as queen.5

Perhaps the most startling aspect of the witchcraft frenzy is the number of women who confessed. No doubt some of those who admitted practicing sorcery were mentally deranged. For many women in colonial New England, day-to-day life was full of monotonous drudgery. Believing oneself invested with magical powers must have been a very strong and not unappealing fantasy.

Other women may have confessed out of a kind of neurotic guilt. As noted, some of the religiously inspired assumptions about women in early times were not very flattering. Most women had the spirit to accept and transcend the idea of their own sinfulness, but some were overwhelmed by a sense of their own evil. When accused of witchcraft, such women confessed because they felt themselves guilty of grave crimes, though perhaps not the ones with which they were charged.

The kind of morbid personality just described also occurred in women who were not driven to confessing to witchcraft. The daughter of the diary-keeping Judge Samuel Sewall was one of these pitiable types. The judge recorded in his diary the following incident from young Betty’s childhood.


When I came home my wife met me in the entry and told me Betty had surprised them. It seems Betty Sewall had given some signs of dejection and sorrow; but a little while after dinner she burst into an amazing cry.… Her mother asked the Reason … at last she [Betty] said she was afraid she could go to Hell, her Sins not pardoned.… She read out of Mr. Cotton Mather—why had Satan filled thy Heart? which increased her Fear. Her Mother asked her whether she had pray’d. She answered Yes, but fear’d her prayers were not heard, because her sins were not pardoned,6



One historian described Betty Sewall as, “A frightened child, a retiring girl, a vacillating sweetheart, an unwilling bride, she became the mother of eight children; but always suffered from morbid introspection, and overwhelming fear of death and the future life, until at the age of thirty-five her father sadly wrote, ‘God has delivered her now from all her fears.’ ”7

Such excessive sensitivity to the morbid aspect of Protestantism recurred among many nineteenth-century women, particularly those taken with the evangelical spirit For the majority of colonial women, however, religious beliefs were comforting and sustaining, helping to give meaning to human life—its pleasures as well as its times of suffering and loss.

Not to be overlooked are the aspects of Protestantism that added to women’s sense of worth and equality. The recognition among Protestants that woman’s soul needed “saving” as much as man’s helped promote female literacy. Arthur Schlesinger, Sr., has surmised that on the eve of the American Revolution the colonial population had the highest literacy rate in the world. If that indeed was the case, the reason for it lay in the Protestant attitude toward basic education for children of both sexes.

So important to salvation was reading scripture that most Protestant churches ran some sort of informal day school for at least a few months of the year. Boys and girls were taught the rudiments of reading and writing. The Puritans in New England passed laws requiring every village of one hundred or more families to establish a publicly funded day school for girls and boys. It was the Quakers, however, who most thoroughly educated their children. Wherever they settled, the Quakers established schools notable for their high standards. Quaker girls were the only females in the colonies consistently exposed to a curriculum more demanding than “reading, writing and ’rithmetic.”

At least in theory, all Protestant denominations advocated a single standard of ethical and moral behavior for women and men. When in the 1830s the abolitionist Sarah Grimké claimed that “what is morally right for a man is morally right for woman,” she was expressing a concept inherent in all Protestant thought. During colonial times the Quakers placed the greatest emphasis on the primacy of individual conscience.

Quaker women were encouraged to speak out on spiritual and moral issues. Quaker meetings were divided along sexual lines, and women ran their own meetings. The Friends (Quakers) were the only colonial group to sanction women preachers.

Quaker ministers were not appointed but acknowledged. Any person could be recognized as a preacher. Mary Fisher, the most famous seventeenth-century preaching woman, who traveled alone as a Quaker missionary to Turkey and eventually settled in South Carolina, began life as an English servant girl. Women who wished to do missionary work carried with them documents certifying that they belonged to a Quaker meeting, were of good faith, and had permission from their husbands to travel. It appears that men, too, needed the permission of their wives before undertaking a mission abroad.8

The dozens of preaching Quaker women who came to the colonies in the 1600s did not have an easy time. Most of the colonies had established religions during the first century of settlement, and all agreed that the Friends preached heresy. Quaker women who attempted to preach in the 1600s were fined, whipped, jailed, pilloried, and in some few instances hanged.

In the 1700s religious feelings were less feverish, and for the most part Quaker preachers could travel and speak where they chose. Among the best-known female Friends of this era was Sophia Hume, granddaughter of Mary Fisher. There are some few instances of colonial preaching women who were not Quakers. Most were members of new sects. Barbara Heck established the first Methodist church in America in the mid-1700s, and women were among the most active converts. About the same time the New Light Baptists allowed women to speak out in church; for this practice, however, they were disowned by traditional Baptists.

When these new Protestant sects became more established, however, they invariably shoved women out of the pulpit Women who had had the courage and stamina to express unpopular opinions and embrace new beliefs were then excluded from the clergy because the new clerical power structures were patterned on traditional models and contained a world view that could not encompass women in leadership and decision-making roles.

LAW

Some legal scholars have noted a similarity between women and slaves under Common Law. In many instances married women under the law were treated, not as persons, but as property belonging to their husbands. The similarity ends there. Married white women in Britain and colonial America did not usually live as slaves did. The potential for the oppression of women was present in the legal system, however. The husband who chose to abuse his wife encountered few legal obstacles to prevent him from doing so.

English Common Law was imported to the American colonies during the 1600s. Most—though not all—of the colonies based their legal codes on the Common Law system. Connecticut was an exception, deriving its system from the Old Testament, and Louisiana, on joining the Union in the early 1800s, maintained its French Napoleonic code. These exceptions aside, throughout the colonies Common Law was the predominant legal influence, and after the Revolution the British system became the basis for federal law.

In some important respects Common Law was an enlightened system. The Common Law criminal code granted rights to accused persons that were unknown elsewhere in the world. The idea of a suspect’s being considered innocent until proven guilty, for example, was unique to English Common Law. In the 1800s, when feminists assailed the Common Law system, it was not the criminal code to which they objected. The basis of women’s complaint with Common Law rested on its civil code.

The fundamental principle in civil law was the right of the individual (male) to own property. Common Law protected property owners from the incursions of other private citizens and from the state. A magistrate, for example, could not enter a home without a search warrant Unfortunately the Common Law emphasis on property rights created a huge disparity between the rights of single women and those of married women.

With the exception of the right to vote and the right to sit on a jury, single women were treated more or less as men. Because the single woman had no man to “protect” her property, she needed legal rights to protect herself. Married women, on the other hand, had the same legal rights as idiots and children—virtually none. In Common Law a married woman was known as a femme coverte, meaning that her legal rights were covered by her husband. The basis for the coverture was the Common Law belief that husband and wife are one flesh, one unit, one person. It was clearly understood, however, that the “one person” was the husband. William Blackstone, author of the much read Commentaries on The Laws of England, wrote of the coverture, “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 incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, protection and cover, she performs everything.”9

Under coverture married women had no property and no money of their own. Even a married woman’s clothing and household goods belonged to her husband. A married woman’s dowry and any inheritance she might receive also belonged to him. In most instances he could sell her property without her consent Nor did a married woman control her own wages. She could work all day as a servant, and her husband was legally free to take her earnings and allow her to starve. A married woman could not buy or sell anything without her husband’s permission. She could not make contracts, sue in court, or be sued.

Even if a woman outlived her husband, she continued to feel the discriminatory effects, of the Common Law. In Great Britain property passed from father to eldest son or, in the absence of a son, from eldest male to closest male blood relation. If a husband died without leaving a will, his wife usually inherited one third of his estate, but only to use so long as she lived; after her death her inheritance reverted to the male heir. Because the inheritance was not hers outright, the widow could not sell any property connected with the estates. At the time of the American Revolution most of the colonies changed their inheritance laws, allowing male and female children to inherit equal portions of the father’s wealth and property. It was not until the 1850s, however, that the law was changed to give widows absolute ownership of one-third of their husband’s estate.

Most of the American colonies made alterations in the Common Law code granting women three important rights married women in Britain did not possess. In general, colonial courts recognized a wife’s right to share her husband’s home and bed; a wife’s right to be supported by her husband, even if he abandoned her; and a wife’s right to be protected from violence at her husband’s hand.10

The negative factor in these colonial additions to Common Law was the fact that women were denied the right to sue in court If a husband refused to feed or lodge his wife, it could hardly be expected that he would go to court and, in his wife’s name, sue himself for lack of support. Similarly, if a husband beat his wife, there was no way she could approach the court and use the force of law to make him stop. So long as women were denied direct access to the courts, the few legal rights they possessed in theory remained essentially meaningless.

Taken by themselves, Common Law statutes concerning property often led to inconsistent legal rulings. A perfect example of property law’s potential for illogic is contained in the following. At twenty-one years of age a single woman could go into business. She had the right to make contracts, sue for payment, and the like. If she were capable, she could make a fortune and accumulate vast land holdings. If she married at twenty-two, and her husband turned out to be a gambler, in many colonies he had the right to gamble away her property and every cent she possessed.

To counteract this sort of illogic in property relationships, Great Britain set up the so-called Courts of Equity, which existed outside the system of Common Law. In equity courts judges were called upon to make rulings based on common sense and logic. Equity provided a way for a married woman to own property exclusive of her husband. Legally binding agreements could be drawn up allowing women total control over real estate, cash, stocks, bonds, jewelry, and so forth. Just as Common Law was imported to America, so was the law of equity, and after the American Revolution equity principles were incorporated into state and federal law.

Equitable agreements functioned chiefly in two forms. A couple that was soon to be married could write a marriage contract specifying that certain property or cash belonged solely to the wife. Rich fathers often insisted upon such contracts to protect their daughters’ dowries and inheritances from husbands who might turn out to be greedy, stupid, or debt-ridden. A married woman could also own property through an equitable trust, given as a gift or an inheritance. A relative or friend or even a husband could establish a trust for a married woman. Equitable trusts were available to children and the mentally disabled as well as to married women.

The issue of equity law is a controversial one in American women’s history. Some historians have accused nineteenth-century feminists of covering up the existence of equity law in order to build a stronger case for their campaigns to win legal reform. These accusers, however, ignore a crucial truth—equitable solutions to women’s legal difficulties were available only to a small minority of women.

Leo Kanowitz, a legal scholar, discusses the shortcomings of equity in his book Women and the Law. He lists four major drawbacks to equity practices. First, during the early days of American law some states had no equity courts. Second, equity agreements had to be made before the damage was done; once a husband managed to get hold of a woman’s estate, it was too late to resort to equity. Third, equity was designed to protect the daughters of the rich, who had inherited wealth; it did nothing for women of lesser means. Finally, equity law pertained only to property; concepts of equity did not touch upon other major areas in which women were denied legal rights, including family law, divorce law, and politics.11

Blackstone’s Commentaries, published in 1765, is the fifth reason why equity was only occasionally invoked to right the wrongs to which married women in America were subject. Blackstone almost entirely overlooked the changes equity had wrought in the legal position of married women. Moreover, he overstated the liabilities imposed on married women within Common Law.

Blackstone’s work, especially his treatment of equity practices, was quickly discredited in England. In the colonies, however, legal scholarship was not very sophisticated. Because Blackstone was easy to read, his book was enormously influential for a hundred years. Such legal scholars as Thomas Jefferson criticized Blackstone and condemned those lawyers who relied on his work, but vast numbers of American lawyers knew little law besides the Commentaries. Not until the emergence of the women’s rights movement in the 1800s was a serious challenge to Blackstone’s ideas concerning woman’s legal status put forward in the United States.
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Remember the Ladies’

It has been estimated that at the time of the American Revolution no more than 40 percent of the nation favored it. Samuel Eliot Morison has written that the Revolution was fought not to win freedoms from the British Crown but to protect freedoms Americans already possessed. Prior to 1763 colonial legislatures had the power to raise taxes to pay for defense and to pay the salaries of local officials. Between 1763 to 1774 King George III instigated a number of acts of parliament that attempted to take from the colonies the power of self-taxation. Revolutionary groups, the so-called Sons of Liberty, were organized to resist these “despotic” laws.1

The Daughters of Liberty, unlike their male counterparts, were formed not to engage in sabotage or violence but to participate in boycotts of British products. The Revenue Acts, the Townshend Acts, and other parliamentary edicts heavily taxed imported products including paper, sugar, glass, silk, linen, madeira wine, and tea. Women patriots refused to buy these products; many eventually refused to buy all British goods, even those not taxed.

The boycotts created new styles. Homespun cloth, made by women patriots, was worn on all occasions by all social classes. Spinning bees became patriotic events. A Massachusetts leader of the Daughters of Liberty wrote of the new style in clothing, “I hope there are none of us but would sooner wrap ourselves in sheep and goatskin than buy English goods of a people who have insulted us in such a scandalous way.”2

One upper-class lady in Philadelphia wrote to a family member describing her efforts to aid the Patriot cause and her deep feelings about the cause.


I will tell you what I have done.… I have retrenched every superfluous expense in my table and family; tea I have not drunk since last Christmas, nor bought a new gown.… I have learned to knit and am now making stockings of American wool for my servants, and this way do I throw in the mite to the public good. I know this, that as free I can die but once, but as a slave I shall not be worthy of life.3



For a variety of reasons tea became a symbol of American resistance to the Crown. Women organized Anti-Tea Leagues and refused to buy or drink “the pestillent British herb.” Colonials were passionate tea drinkers, as the English are to this day, and giving up tea was a major sacrifice. Women brewed native concoctions of dried herbs and leaves. Because these pseudo-teas were not very tasty, Americans eventually switched their allegiance to coffee.

In Edenton, North Carolina, a group of fifty-one women announced its intention to boycott British tea and cloth. In a document that came to be known as the Edenton Proclamation, the women stated that they had a right and a duty to participate in the political events of their time and region. There was little in English political history to give eighteenth-century women the idea that they had political rights of any sort. The Edenton women did without precedents; they simply stated that they had political rights and intended to exercise them.

No women attended the Continental Congress or the state congresses convened to consider the deteriorating relationship with Great Britain. Male patriots recognized the importance of the agitation carried out by-the Daughters of Liberty, but they made no effort to share political power with women. There were very few women or men who understood the irony of the Patriot attitude toward women. Few women asked to share in the rights of political liberty that American men were demanding from the Crown. Most women simply accepted the political division of labor that asked women to take part in the struggle for freedom but did not offer them the rewards.

One woman who did not bow to the exclusion of women from the inner circle was Mercy Otis Warren. The most important woman intellectual of the Revolution, Mrs. Warren was the sister of patriot James Otis, the wife of patriot Joseph Warren, and the friend of leaders of the American Revolution. She was a loving wife, referring to her husband as “the best friend of my heart,” and the mother of five sons. But politics rather than her family was at the center of Mercy Otis Warren’s life.

Using an assumed masculine name, Mrs. Warren published many political tracts; these were widely read and debated. She tended to favor the position of the most radical American leaders, and she spoke out in favor of independence before the Continental Congress was ready to take such a stand.

During the long war Mrs. Warren corresponded with almost every major American leader—among them Jefferson, Washington, John Adams, Dickinson, Gerry, and Knox. Her letters discussed the form the projected government would take when it was organized. Mrs. Warren, an antifederalist who favored states’ rights over the rights of the national government, feared the effect of power on those who governed. She believed that the only way to protect against the misuse of power was to put tight restriction on those who ruled.

Despite the admiration heaped on her by the male leaders of the Revolution, Mrs. Warren worried that politics was not a proper occupation for a woman. John Adams addressed himself to this concern when he wrote, “Tell [Mrs. Warren] that God Almighty has entrusted her with powers for the good of the world which instead of being a fault to use, it would be criminal to neglect”4

No doubt the future president’s encouragement pleased Mrs. Warren, but Adams failed to address himself to the heart of the matter. If Mrs. Warren had so chosen, she could have asked her friend why it was necessary for a woman with talent entrusted by “God Almighty” to publish her books under a man’s name in order for them to be seriously considered by the public. The time for most women to ask such probing questions about their own lot in America had not yet come. One woman, however, who was close to both John Adams and Mercy Warren, was willing to question the sexual status quo. She was Adams’ own wife, Abigail. We shall return to her below.

When the fighting began, any questions about women’s work as distinct from men’s work lost much of their importance. On the day after the Patriot defeats at Lexington and Concord, the women of Groton, Massachusetts, dressed in men’s clothing, armed themselves with muskets and pitchforks and set out to defend the local bridge from the retreating British. The women captured a small group of British soldiers, including a courier carrying valuable intelligence, and handed their prisoners over to the local militia.

This type of incident occurred over and over again during the war. With less than half the American population committed to the Patriot cause in 1776, the efforts of rebel women were desperately needed. The line between soldier and civilian was never very distinct.

As many as 20,000 women marched with the British and American armies.5 These women acted as paid and unpaid cooks, nurses, doctors, laundresses, guides, seamstresses, and porters. Many traveled with their husbands because they had nowhere else to go. Others were single women able to earn a living caring for male soldiers. It appears that more women served with the British than with the American army. The reason is, quite simply, that wherever they marched or fought, Americans could rely on local patriots to take care of their needs. The British, fighting on
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