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Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the
Multiple Traditions

Introduction

The meeting that began on July 19, 1848, in the Wesleyan chapel in
Seneca Falls, New York, launched the first organized movement for
women’s rights in the United States. The Seneca Falls Convention also
marked the beginning of the long career of its chief organizer, thirty-
three-year-old Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Not only was Cady Stanton1 one
of the most important leaders of the woman’s rights movement for
nearly half a century, but she was also the movement’s principal phi-
losopher. Her ideas challenged the conventions of the nineteenth cen-
tury that constrained women’s lives and excluded women from public
life. Although it may seem paradoxical at first glance, Cady Stanton’s
ideas also grew out of the very traditions that she seemed to reject so
thoroughly.

Because this book is a study of Cady Stanton’s political thought, it
differs fundamentally from the several excellent biographies that have
examined her life in rich detail and have provided insights into her
character.2 It also differs from the considerable body of literature pub-
lished since the late 1970s that analyzes the nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century woman’s movement.3 The idea for the book began with
my conviction that Cady Stanton deserves recognition as a central figure
in the political thought of the United States in the nineteenth century.
Her work represents a contribution of enormous importance to the
woman’s rights movement and to an understanding of the sources of
and solutions to the subordination of women. Her ideas also had a ma-
jor influence on the development of feminist theory in the twentieth
century.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s thought reflects the rich tapestry of Ameri-
can political culture in the second half of the nineteenth century. My
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purpose in analyzing her work is to demonstrate how this is so and why
it is important. She drew on a wide spectrum of traditions of political
thought to support her demands for women’s rights, utilizing ideas that
were available to her, adapting them, and often subverting them to
further her goals. From the beginning of her career as a leader of the
woman’s rights movement, she relied on liberal-egalitarian arguments,
asserting that the principles of natural rights and equality applied to
women, as well as to men. She also drew on the republican tradition
that moved away from an emphasis on natural rights and equality of in-
dividuals to focus on the importance to a successful political community
of a body of virtuous citizens who transcend self-interest to participate
in public affairs in order to promote the common good. She subverted
the tradition of republicanism that so thoroughly excluded women from
participation in public life by emphasizing the special qualities of
women—the “mothers of the race”—that they would bring to the po-
litical life of the nation.

Cady Stanton also utilized inegalitarian, undemocratic arguments to
argue that educated, white, native-born women were far better suited to
participate in the political life of the nation than were males who were
uneducated, nonwhite, and foreign born. Such arguments reinforced
racist and nativist justifications for exclusion and intolerance that were
popular during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. But, in
Cady Stanton’s rendering, inegalitarian arguments served to demon-
strate the need for women’s full participation in public life. She thereby
subverted the tradition that held women to be morally and intellectually
inferior to men and thus incapable of functioning successfully beyond
the realm of home and family by emphasizing their superiority over cer-
tain groups of men.

In addition, she drew from a radical tradition to develop her argu-
ment that fundamental change in social, political, and cultural arrange-
ments of the United States would be essential for women to achieve
equality. For example, the positions that Cady Stanton took regarding
marriage reveal her conviction that radical change not only in the insti-
tution of marriage itself but also in widespread attitudes about women
would be necessary for women and men to become equal partners in
marriage. Moreover, her critique of organized religion pointed to deeply
imbedded cultural sources of women’s subordination that could not be
eliminated without a major transformation of institutions and values.
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Thus, she was fully aware that legal and political reform alone would
never be sufficient to eliminate women’s subordinate status that was so
thoroughly embedded in the culture of the nineteenth century.

Arguments that reflect those four very different and contradictory
traditions run through Cady Stanton’s work. She often combined differ-
ent strains of thought in the same speech or employed contrasting ap-
proaches in different speeches concerning the same topic. Moreover, she
relied on the different traditions to a greater or lesser extent at different
times. Indeed, the extent to which she relied on inegalitarian, antidemo-
cratic arguments increased over the years and assumed a prominent role
in her work during the last twenty years of the nineteenth century.

The basis of her arguments shifted over time in a way that coincided
with the changing political culture of the United States in the second
half of the nineteenth century. She began to rely on inegalitarian argu-
ments, for example, at the same time that social Darwinism began to
play a leading role in the American political culture. The way that Cady
Stanton shifted the basis of her arguments over time clearly had a prac-
tical dimension. By the 1880s, not only had social Darwinism become a
popular ideology that attempted to justify vast inequalities in wealth
and power, but it also offered new possibilities for success in the cam-
paign for women’s rights after all the years during which liberal argu-
ments met with only limited success.

There has been considerable disagreement among scholars as to the
nature of Cady Stanton’s political thought. Was she genuinely commit-
ted to a philosophy of individual rights and equality? Did she act out of
a belief that those individual rights belong to women as well as men on
the grounds that all men and women are created equal? Alternatively,
did she consider women to be different from or morally superior to men
because of their unique experiences as childbearers and mothers? Did
she subscribe to inegalitarian arguments that humans are not naturally
equal and that a hierarchically organized society is most consistent with
the natural order of the world? Is it possible that she was less a politi-
cal thinker than a rational political actor—a strategist—who simply
gauged which type of argument would be most likely to further her
goals in any given context?

I argue throughout this study that the ways in which Cady Stanton
drew on the panoply of political traditions makes it impossible to label
her work as belonging to only one system of thought. Indeed, the way
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she combined different and conflicting strands of political thought, em-
phasizing first one and then another depending on the time and circum-
stances, not only mirrors the development of American political thought
in the second half of the nineteenth century but also is consistent with
the way that other political thinkers have developed their arguments.
For example, Thomas Jefferson, who wrote in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence that “all men are created equal,” also expressed a belief that
black people were intellectually inferior to whites.4 In addition, the fact
that Cady Stanton’s work had a strategic dimension should not detract
from her status as a major political thinker, because strategy is invari-
ably an ingredient in the making of political theory.

Another controversy among scholars that bears on attempts to un-
derstand the political thought of the nineteenth-century woman’s rights
movement or even, for that matter, feminism in the twentieth century
revolves around the very nature of liberalism. Carole Pateman has ar-
gued that liberalism cannot be separated from its original narrative in
which men entered into a social contract from which women—who
were already subordinate to men—were excluded. Thus, while men
were envisioned as the bearers of equal rights, women were either ig-
nored or relegated to the subordinate role of wives, mothers, and
daughters.5 Cady Stanton, however, was able to make use of liberal-
ism’s emphasis on natural rights, subverting traditional patriarchal
ideas about the natural inequality of women, by insisting that those
rights belonged to women, as well as to men. She thereby used liberal
principles to advance the cause of women’s rights. But those principles
were not by themselves sufficient to challenge the overwhelming struc-
ture of inequality and exclusion, nor were they the only ideas with
which she was familiar. Thus, Cady Stanton relied on other traditions
to support her demands for bringing an end to the subordination of
women.

Over the years as I have worked to develop an understanding of the
contradictions in American political thought and practice, I have found
Rogers M. Smith’s explanation of American political culture as a dy-
namic of contradictory traditions to be the most useful for explaining
the conflict between egalitarian and inegalitarian currents and between
democratic and antidemocratic trends that mark American history. Be-
cause Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s work mirrors the complexity of the con-
flicting traditions, Smith’s Multiple-Traditions Thesis provides an ex-
tremely useful framework for understanding her political thought.6
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The Emergence of a Reformer and Political Thinker

Elizabeth Cady Stanton devoted her long life to the arduous task of re-
dressing the enormous imbalance of power between men and women.
Her role as a leader of the woman’s rights movement began in 1848
with the Seneca Falls Convention and continued until the 1890s. Her
life as a political thinker and her commitment to reform, however, be-
gan earlier and did not end until her death, in 1902. Born in Johnstown,
New York, in 1815, into a large and prosperous family, Cady Stanton
grew into a young woman with the education, skills, and social stand-
ing that made it possible for her to begin to organize for reform. Her
mother, Margaret Livingstone Cady, the daughter of an officer in the
American Revolution, was the descendant of early Dutch settlers and
was well connected to the most prominent families in New York. Her
father, Daniel Cady, was a lawyer who served several terms in the New
York State Assembly and one term in the U.S. House of Representatives
and who, in 1847, became a justice on the New York Supreme Court.

According to her autobiography, Cady Stanton learned as a child, by
reading her father’s law books and listening to his clients, that the law
was unfair to women.7 She related how, “supposing that [her] father
and his library were the beginning and the end of the laws,” she deter-
mined to eliminate the problem by using scissors to literally cut the un-
just laws out of his books. According to the story, when he discovered
his daughter’s plan, Daniel Cady suggested that when Elizabeth was
grown she “go down to Albany and talk to the legislators” to persuade
them to change the laws.8 While Cady Stanton’s account of that conver-
sation was most likely an invention, the anecdote suggests that her life-
long commitment to expanding women’s rights began at an early age.9

The last years of Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s life were distinguished by
her thoroughgoing critique of religion as a major force in the creation
and perpetuation of women’s subordinate status. The Woman’s Bible,
which Cady Stanton wrote with several other women, was published in
two volumes in 1895 and 1898, respectively, and represented the culmi-
nation of her analysis of the role of the church and the Bible in the op-
pression of women. The same theme was prominent in her autobiogra-
phy, Eighty Years and More, published in 1898, where she explained
how her earliest experiences with religion led to her determination to
reject what she viewed as superstition and to embrace science and rea-
son.10 As Calvinist Presbyterians, her family believed in original sin and
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subscribed to the doctrine of predestination. Biographers have attrib-
uted the young Elizabeth Cady’s recurring nightmares about death, her
depression, and her fear of her surroundings to her parents’ childrearing
practices and their religion.11 In 1831, when she was a student at the
Troy Female Seminary, she attended a series of revivals conducted by
the evangelist minister Charles Grandison Finney, the leader of the Sec-
ond Great Awakening, whose efforts are said to have been responsible
for the conversion of some 500,000 people. Finney’s theology departed
from the Calvinist doctrine of predestination and original sin to em-
brace the idea of free will and the possibility of human perfection. He
also encouraged women to pray in public and later became an advocate
of abolition, temperance, and women’s rights.12 Nevertheless, his emo-
tional, demanding, even threatening methods of winning souls repelled
Cady Stanton. She recalled in her autobiography that, as a result of her
Calvinistic training, she was one of Finney’s first victims. She found the
notions of conversion and salvation “puzzling and harrowing to the
young mind.” After listening to Finney every day for six weeks, she
tried to “repent and believe” as he implored, although she confessed
that the more “sincerely I believe, the more unhappy I am.” His preach-
ing, she concluded, “worked incalculable harm to the very souls he
sought to save.” Her conversion, as she described it, had disturbing
consequences: “Fear of the judgment seized my soul. Visions of the lost
haunted my dreams. Mental anguish prostrated my health. Dethrone-
ment of my reason was apprehended by friends. . . . Returning home, I
often at night roused my father from his slumbers to pray for me, lest I
should be cast into the bottomless pit before morning.”13

Cady Stanton related how she traveled with her father, sister, and
brother-in-law to Niagara Falls, still feeling nervous and unsettled. But,
as the group read and discussed books such as George Combe’s Consti-
tution of Man and Moral Philosophy and new research on phrenology,
she “found [her] way out of the darkness into the clear sunlight of
Truth [as] . . . religious superstitions gave place to rational ideas based
on scientific facts.”14 She recalled that she grew happier as her new per-
spective restored her to a normal state of mind. Her juxtaposition of ra-
tional thought and scientific inquiry as sources of light and happiness
on the one hand and religious superstition linked to darkness and de-
spair on the other underlines a major theme in her life and work. In the
mature Cady Stanton’s own analysis, the outlines of that theme were
firmly in place when she was only fifteen.
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The prominent abolitionist Gerrit Smith was Elizabeth Cady’s cousin,
and it was through him that she was first exposed to the abolitionist
movement. At his home in Peterboro, New York, in the late 1830s, she
came into contact with escaped slaves, as well as other abolitionists, in-
cluding Henry Brewster Stanton. As a theological student at Lane Semi-
nary in Cincinnati, Henry Stanton had participated in the revival de-
bates on slavery in 1834 that resulted in the conversion of an over-
whelming number of the students to abolitionism. He led a walkout of
fifty students when the trustees forbade further activity or discussion of
the slavery issue and then became an agent of the American Anti-Slav-
ery Society. Although he initially embraced William Lloyd Garrison’s
moral-suasion approach, by the time Stanton met Elizabeth Cady in
1839, he had broken with the Garrisonians and had joined the aboli-
tionists who embraced political action.

In 1840, Elizabeth Cady married Henry Stanton, and the couple trav-
eled to London to attend the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention. At that
meeting, the political abolitionists and the Garrisonians disagreed over
whether to admit women to the convention. When the political aboli-
tionists prevailed and the women delegates were excluded, Garrison
himself chose to sit with the women in their curtained-off area in the
gallery. Cady Stanton claimed later that the debate among the aboli-
tionists over the role of women in the movement sharpened her aware-
ness of women’s condition and helped to spark her interest in women’s
rights. It was at that time as well that her ideas began to diverge
markedly from those of her husband, who abandoned his support for
women’s participation in the abolitionist movement when he broke with
the Garrisonians.

Some of the major elements of Cady Stanton’s thought—primarily
her commitment to legal reform and her opposition to organized reli-
gion—were forged out of her early experiences. Those ideas, however,
provided only a basic outline of the structure of thought that she would
develop over the next several decades. Her thought is a complex web
composed of interconnected but often contradictory strands. I argue
throughout this book that Cady Stanton’s political thought cannot be
understood apart from the traditions of American political culture that
were familiar to her, as well as the changing political, social, and eco-
nomic conditions of the nineteenth century. The remainder of this chap-
ter is devoted to explaining the approach I use to take those ideological
and historical factors into account.
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American Political Culture: The Multiple-Traditions Thesis

The liberal-consensus view of American political thought became virtu-
ally all-pervasive in the years after World War II and was still widely ac-
cepted as late as the 1980s. Richard Hofstadter began to articulate the
principles upon which the consensus theory was based when he pub-
lished The American Political Tradition, in 1948, arguing that an un-
usually high level of consensus over the central tenets of liberal capital-
ism underlay the apparent conflicts that have run through the history of
the United States. Thus, Hofstadter noted, “However much at odds on
specific issues, the major political traditions have shared a belief in the
rights of property, the philosophy of economic individualism, the value
of competition; they have accepted the economic virtues of capitalism
as necessary qualities of man.”15 Seven years later, Louis Hartz pub-
lished the work that did the most to establish the consensus theory of
American political thought. In The Liberal Tradition in America, Hartz
claimed that American thought has invariably been dominated by a lib-
eral ideology with a commitment not only to capitalism but also to de-
mocracy and to legal and political equality.16 It was Lockean liberalism,
in Hartz’s view, that explained the major developments in American po-
litical ideas, institutions, and practice. Indeed, Hartz emphasized that
conflicts in American history were circumscribed by liberal boundaries.
Because the United States lacked a feudal past and a rigid class system,
neither a socialist movement nor a serious traditionalist conservatism
emerged to either challenge that class system or to preserve tradition.
Americans thus never seriously considered any alternatives to the Lock-
eanism that they embraced with a devotion that was almost irrational.
Hartz characterized the feudal, slaveholding South as “an alien child in
a liberal family, tortured and confused, driven to a fantasy life which,
instead of disproving the power of Locke in America, portrays more
poignantly than anything else the tyranny he has had.”17 He thereby
dismissed illiberal inegalitarian aspects of American thought, institu-
tions, and practices as aberrations—somewhat bizarre departures from
the liberal consensus.

Several scholars subsequently refined Hartz’s thesis by arguing that
liberalism is far more complex than his analysis suggested. J. David
Greenstone, for example, contrasted “humanist liberalism” with “re-
form liberalism,” arguing that “at its core American political culture is
pervasively liberal—but not consensually so; that although American
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liberalism excludes nonliberal alternatives, it is nevertheless fundamen-
tally divided, philosophically, as well as politically.”18 Humanist liberal-
ism, in Greenstone’s view, was primarily concerned with the satisfaction
of the preferences of individuals and thus prescribed a passive role for
government. In contrast, reform liberalism was more religiously based
and emphasized ideas of human perfection and moral duties and a more
active state. Humanist liberalism could be and was used to support slav-
ery. Greenstone used the contrast between the humanist liberal ideas of
Thomas Jefferson and the reform liberal perspective of John Adams to
illustrate the differences between the two strands of liberalism. Jeffer-
son’s humanist liberalism included three claims that made his tolerance
of slavery possible. First, “the human will was self-sufficient, because
individuals were able to decide on legitimate goals for themselves.”19

That notion of self-sufficiency allowed for balancing various conflicting
claims and interests, including those of the slaveholders. Second, be-
cause “human rationality was sufficient . . . and free individuals could
generally be trusted to implement the goals they adopted . . . exchanges
of either goods or ideas would produce beneficent outcomes.”20 On
such a basis, it was possible to tolerate the institution of slavery. Third,
“Human cognition was self-sufficient, because ordinary sense percep-
tions accurately conveyed reality, and therefore the phenomenal world
of material objects was the real world.”21 Thus, to Jefferson, the differ-
ences he observed between the races were real.

In contrast, as Greenstone explained, John Adams’s reform liberalism
denied Jefferson’s three claims and was consequently critical of slavery.
The human will, Adams contended, could not be sufficient because indi-
viduals were not capable of determining their goals for themselves—
“religious and ethical duty commanded [the] individual not only to cul-
tivate his or her own moral, intellectual, and physical faculties, but to
help others to do so as well.”22 Thus, the notion of balancing competing
claims was out of the question. In addition, the emphasis that Adams
placed on self-development led him to adopt a broader view of human
rationality and thus precluded individuals pursuing their interests if they
subverted the obligation to promote self-development. Finally, Adams,
who rejected Jefferson’s materialism and empiricism, conceived of hu-
man souls as immaterial objects possessed of moral equality.

Greenstone’s analysis is useful here insofar as it reveals the multi-
faceted nature of the phenomenon that is commonly labeled liberal-
ism. Nevertheless, in so doing, his analysis stretches the category of
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liberalism into the realm of republicanism and illiberal, inegalitiarian,
racist doctrines. In addition, as Smith pointed out, insofar as Green-
stone treated the Jacksonians’ racism simply as an issue of value-neutral
deference to preferences of the white majority, he failed to treat racism
in American ideas and practice as a central part of American political
culture.23

James P. Young, like Greenstone, argued that Hartz failed to deal
with the complexity of liberalism and relegated the frequent conflicts in
American history to the background. In Young’s view, liberalism in-
cludes at least three major currents of thought. First, it comprises the
Lockean “image of humans as equal, rights-bearing, interest-oriented
individuals—individuals who are entitled to have those rights defended,
particularly against government intrusion.”24 Second, there is the eco-
nomic—free-market, laissez-faire—liberalism of Adam Smith. The re-
form liberalism of John Stuart Mill and John Dewey that allowed for a
more active role for government in economic matters is the third itera-
tion of liberalism. Young also maintained that American thought was
not liberal from the beginning but “became so through the course of its
frequently stormy history.”25 Indeed, he argued that until slavery was
abolished, the United States could not be a liberal country: “The liberal-
ism that Louis Hartz saw as dominant from the start of American his-
tory finally emerged triumphant with the destruction of the most funda-
mentally antiliberal institution and the emergence of full-scale industrial
capitalism.”26 Young, like Greenstone, emphasized the elasticity of the
concept of liberalism and even went so far as to include some aspects of
pre-Revolutionary republicanism under the liberal label.27

Others have gone further than the refiners of Hartz’s thesis to con-
front it head on with the argument that multiple strands of thought that
lie outside the boundaries of liberalism have been central to the history
of American ideas since the early colonial period.28 Challenging the lib-
eral paradigm of American thought, Rogers M. Smith developed an im-
mensely valuable alternative framework for understanding the complex
character of American political culture and used it to demonstrate not
only that liberalism is more complex than the consensus school alleged
but also that American political culture has not invariably revolved
around liberal democratic principles. Moreover, American political de-
velopment has not followed an unbroken course toward the full real-
ization of liberal egalitarian ideals. Contrary to the Hartz thesis and to
the arguments of its refiners, Smith argues that political conflicts have
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not been confined by liberal boundaries. Nor have illiberal and inegali-
tarian beliefs been relegated to the margins of American thought and
practice. Indeed, according to Smith, such beliefs have played such a
central role that it is impossible to understand the history of American
ideas without taking such ideas into account.29

For Smith, the flaw in the story of a pervasively liberal American po-
litical tradition is its narrow focus on relationships among white men of
property, who were predominantly of northern European ancestry. Re-
lationships between the white male minority and subordinate groups
were defined by very different sorts of ideas, he explained: “an array of
other fixed, ascriptive systems of unequal status” according to which
men were naturally suited to rule over women; white northern Euro-
peans were superior to Africans and native Americans as well as to all
other races and civilizations; and Protestants were chosen by God to be
morally and politically superior to Catholics, Jews, Muslims, and oth-
ers.30 In short, coexisting with liberalism were “intellectual and political
traditions conceiving of America in inegalitarian racial, patriarchal, and
religious terms.”31

With his alternative framework, which he termed the Multiple-Tradi-
tions Thesis, Smith posited that American political culture is best under-
stood as a complicated interaction between the three contrasting tradi-
tions of liberalism, republicanism, and inegalitarian ascriptive forms of
Americanism—“a complex pattern of apparently inconsistent combina-
tions of the traditions, accompanied by recurring conflicts.”32 The three
traditions have coexisted in American ideologies and practices—none
has ever been strong enough to overcome the others, but they have had
a restraining effect on each other.

Because the Multiple-Traditions Thesis provides the foundation for
my analysis of Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s political thought, in the rest of
this section I elaborate on the three traditions to describe the most
prominent features of each of those traditions and to highlight the ma-
jor junctures at which they diverge. The liberalism that John Locke ar-
ticulated in the late seventeenth century in opposition to royal preroga-
tives was distinguished by its commitment to securing the natural rights
that it held to belong to every human being. The Declaration of Inde-
pendence expounded the liberal claim that all men are created equal
and endowed with the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pur-
suit of happiness. In the classical liberal view, the role of government,
whose authority is derived from the consent of the people, was limited
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to protecting individual rights. As a result, although liberalism espoused
equality, it actually left a great deal of room for conditions under which
inequalities were virtually inevitable. Liberalism’s principle of equal
rights turned out to be a commitment to an abstract right for individu-
als to pursue goods without hindrance or help from government. Thus,
the existence of major inequalities—economic, social, and even political
—that were judged to be the result of free choices in the private sphere,
an area that was off limits to government, was not considered to betray
the principles of liberalism. In fact, within the framework of liberalism,
the highly valued individual autonomy was seen as inconsistent with
and took precedence over any form of substantive equality.

Republicanism shifted the concern from the pursuit of happiness by
and for the individual to the achievement of collective self-governance
for the pursuit of the common good for the community. Republican
ideas thus emphasized the necessity of public-spirited citizens enthusias-
tically participating in public affairs. Smith pointed out that republican-
ism “offered a view of civic membership that conveyed a more concrete
sense of shared virtuous endeavor and social solidarity than did liberal
ideas. The cause of republicanism thereby provided a more obvious
promise of meaningful, morally worthwhile, and closely knit political
communities in America.”33 It is important to note, however, that re-
publicanism’s insistence that it was imperative for a republic to have a
relatively small number of economically independent and homogeneous
citizens led to the proposition that not all people could be citizens, thus
justifying exclusion and discrimination.34 Republicans made clear that
economic independence and a shared life of civic virtue would be possi-
ble, as Smith noted, only if a

body of subjects performed many of the most arduous, dangerous, or
menial tasks. Since these subjects—conquered peoples, poor laborers,
servants, slaves, and women—lacked the leisure, education, and eco-
nomic freedom they made possible for others, they were unfit for the
franchise or other aspects of full citizenship. They were properly subject
to near-absolute rule, so that citizens could live in freedom.35

The third tradition, ascriptive forms of Americanism, includes a variety
of doctrines that have emphasized “the unique and distinctive character
of a gender, race, or ethnocultural group.”36 Ascribing particular moral,
intellectual, and physical qualities to people on the basis of their sex,
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race, or nationality and maintaining that such qualities are natural and
unchangeable, those doctrines have been used to justify rigid social,
political, and economic hierarchies. Ascriptive forms of Americanism,
Smith argued, have played a central role in American ideas and practice.
Ideologies—including “scientific” racism and, subsequently, Anglo-Sax-
onism and social Darwinism—that were used to posit the inferiority of
African Americans in order to defend slavery and, later, to defend seg-
regation, discrimination, and restrictions on immigration all argued that
inequality was natural and inevitable. Thus, hierarchical and exclu-
sionary social, political, and economic arrangements were good for so-
ciety insofar as they were crucial to maintaining order, protecting the
weaker members of the community, and protecting the “better” sorts of
people from those who were, for reasons of race, sex, or nationality, un-
desirable.

The notion that Protestant Americans were chosen by God to create
a new society in the New World was the earliest version of ascriptive
Americanism. A more developed version emerged with the argument
that Americans had a distinct character and were uniquely suited for
self-government because they were descended from Anglo-Saxons who
developed democratic institutions. In the late nineteenth century, Anglo-
Saxonism took on a more racial quality when it combined with social
Darwinism to charge that the superior Anglo-Saxon race was naturally
better suited to compete in the struggle for survival than people with
strange customs and dark skin. Such doctrines served to justify policies
ranging from immigration restriction to racial segregation and the dis-
franchisement of African Americans in the South.

Women’s Status and the Multiple Traditions

All three traditions played a role in fashioning women’s status in the
middle of the nineteenth century, and these traditions provided the ma-
terial with which Cady Stanton would work—expanding, adapting,
subverting them to challenge women’s subordinate status. The prevail-
ing beliefs and values concerning women’s proper role were predomi-
nantly ascriptive insofar as they revolved around the certainty that nat-
ural differences between the sexes mandated that their roles be separate
and distinct. They also contained elements of republicanism insofar as
they set forth prescriptions for how women could contribute to the
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well-being of the political community without becoming fully partici-
pating citizens. The ascriptive view of women’s natural differences from
men overlapped with republican notions of the qualities of a virtuous
citizen that excluded women from full citizenship. Good republicans
were self-reliant, given to simple needs and tastes, decisive, and com-
mitted to the public interest—all masculine qualities. In contrast, attrib-
utes that were purportedly feminine, such as attraction to luxury, self-
indulgence, timidity, dependence, and passion, were linked in republican
thought to corruption and viewed as a threat to the health of the com-
munity. In addition, the idea that ownership of land provided the basis
for an independent citizenry that was essential to republican govern-
ment reinforced women’s exclusion, as they were legally precluded from
owning property under most circumstances.37

Liberalism also served as a tool to justify and perpetuate women’s
subordinate position. While liberal principles promoted the expansion
of suffrage to all white men during the Jacksonian era, democratization
did not include women. Indeed, despite its claims of natural rights,
equality, and government by consent, Lockean liberalism’s contention
that society and government should be treated as though they are based
on a contract left out what Carole Pateman termed the “sexual con-
tract” and thereby retained the patriarchal social order that made up
the reality of relations between husbands and wives—relations in which
the woman was invariably subordinate.38 In other words, when men left
Locke’s hypothetical state of nature and entered the social contract, they
did so as free agents, whereas women had already “been conquered by
men and are now their subjects (servants).”39 Thus, when women en-
tered society, they were not free and equal to men but were already
bound by the marriage contract. Liberalism’s division of the world into
the spheres of public and private and its focus only on the public, as
well as its insistence that everyone be treated as though they were equal,
left women in a subordinate position in the neglected private sphere. In-
deed, liberalism envisioned men as the bearers of equal rights, either ig-
noring women altogether or justifying their exclusion by casting them in
the subordinate role of wives, mothers, and daughters.

As Linda K. Kerber pointed out, in the Revolutionary period, men
who challenged “inherited understandings of the relationship between
kings and men, fathers and sons, nevertheless refused to revise inherited
understandings of the relationship between men and women, husbands
and wives, mothers and children. They continued to assert patriarchal
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privilege as heads of households and as civic actors.”40 Moreover, that
tradition, fundamentally part of liberalism, yet with clearly ascriptive
implications and results, has continued into the present. As Kerber ex-
plained,

[T]he substitution of married women’s obligations to their husbands
and families for their obligations to the state has been a central element
in the way Americans have thought about the relation of all women, in-
cluding unmarried women, to state power. One by one, most of these
substitutions have come to seem inappropriate and have been aban-
doned, but in each case only after a long and complicated struggle.41

The emphasis on the Lockean argument that the right to property pro-
moted the independence that provided the foundation for political
equality went a long way toward justifying the exclusion of women.
Given their lack of property rights, women could not hope to achieve
the requisite individual autonomy. Although women’s dependent status
was guaranteed by the common law rules pertaining to property and by
patriarchal customs regarding the family, their lack of autonomy was
most often assumed to be natural, which made it possible to argue that
although women had natural rights, they did not extend to political
rights. When it came to women, liberal equality did not include politi-
cal, legal, or social equality but encompassed only a general notion of
roughly equal moral worth. The failure of the law to protect women’s
property rights and women’s consequent lack of the autonomy that was
requisite for political rights was inextricably linked to the problem of
liberalism that both Pateman and Kerber pointed out: in liberal theory,
women were not rights-bearing autonomous individuals. They were, in-
stead, the wives, daughters, and mothers of such individuals, and their
rights were defined accordingly.42

In short, all three traditions functioned to justify and perpetuate
women’s subordinate status. Whereas ascriptivism’s insistence that
women were by nature different and inferior to men most obviously
supported women’s subordinate position, the republican ideal of a body
of virtuous property-owning citizens protecting the public good also
justified the exclusion of women from public life. Also, liberalism, with
its emphasis on individual autonomy and property rights as well as
equality for men, reinforced the unequal position of women. The eigh-
teenth-century hierarchical worldview that posited that women, lacking
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the capacity for reason with which men were endowed, were inferior
and suited only for household tasks, child rearing, and diversionary ac-
tivities such as singing and needlework garnered support from all three
traditions. That view did not disappear in the first half of the nineteenth
century but was modified in some important ways.

After the Revolution, a set of beliefs and prescriptions that historians
have termed the ideology of republican motherhood assigned to women
the role of bearing and raising sons to be virtuous citizens. By fulfilling
their responsibilities as wives and mothers, they would play a crucial
role in ensuring the success of the Republic.43 The republican mother
had a special role—for which she was uniquely suited—to provide
moral guidance to her sons and her husband. She was responsible for
imparting the values and discipline that would make her sons virtu-
ous citizens. Thus, although republican motherhood did not question
woman’s confinement to the domestic sphere, it elevated her traditional
role within that sphere. The republican mother was responsible for the
future of the new nation; nevertheless, her ability to make a contribu-
tion depended upon limiting her activities to the private realm of home
and family. If she were to venture out to participate in public life, she
would lose the special qualities that enabled her to provide her husband
and sons with moral guidance. Political equality for women, therefore,
would be dangerous to the future of the Republic.

Republican motherhood was both ascriptive and republican. Wom-
an’s special nature dictated her subordinate status and political exclu-
sion, but women had an important—albeit indirect—role to play in the
political life of the nation. Republican motherhood was also decidedly
elitist. While republican mothers stayed at home shaping future citizens,
an elite body of economically independent, virtuous male citizens could
carry on the work of governing. Furthermore, its focus on white, mid-
dle-class, relatively educated women excluded those who were less well
off and whose sons and husbands were generally not considered capable
of becoming virtuous citizens.

Historians have examined extensively the pervasive nineteenth-cen-
tury doctrine of separate spheres and its impact on women’s lives.44

The ideology of republican motherhood evidences the elevation of
woman’s role within the home after the Revolution and is therefore gen-
erally considered to represent an improvement in the status of women.
A number of developments in the early nineteenth century, however,
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converged to define the activities and roles that were appropriate for
women in narrower and more rigid terms, thus guaranteeing the con-
tinuation of—perhaps even intensifying—the subordinate status of
women.45 The changes that accompanied industrialization, including
the demise of the agrarian economy, the development of a commercial
economy, and a shift to town and city life, resulted in a more distinct
separation of the sexes. As the home ceased to be a center of produc-
tion, men’s work lives were increasingly located away from home.
Woman’s work within the home became physically easier, as she was no
longer responsible for producing necessities such as food and clothing
and could turn more attention to child rearing—an important activity
but very different from men’s income-producing work. Because of the
new focus on production outside the home, the work that women con-
tinued to do at home was marginalized as the sexual division of labor
became more clearly defined. Accompanying the increased physical sep-
aration of men and women were cultural norms that placed much more
emphasis on the importance of separate and distinct roles for men and
women.

By the beginning of the 1830s, republican motherhood had evolved
into an ideology that became known as the cult of domesticity.46 As
Gerda Lerner explained,

[V]alues and beliefs that clustered around the assertion “Woman’s place
is in the home” changed from being descriptive of an existing reality to
becoming an ideology . . . [that] extolled woman’s predominance in the
domestic sphere, while it tried to justify women’s exclusion from the
public domain, from equal education and from participation in the po-
litical process by claims to tradition, universality, and a history dating
back to antiquity, or at least to the Mayflower. In a century of modern-
ization and industrialization women alone were to remain unchanging,
embodying in their behavior and attitudes the longing of men and
women caught in rapid social change for a mythical archaic past of
agrarian family self-sufficiency.47

The cult of domesticity portrayed women as the opposite of men. Men
were alleged to be strong and intelligent, while women were perceived
as delicate and emotional. Nevertheless, a number of positive qualities
were attributed to women. They were selfless, sympathetic, affectionate,
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trusting, cooperative, modest, virtuous, benevolent, intuitive, peaceful,
and serene. Men, in contrast, were self-interested, competitive, ambi-
tious, and acquisitive. Those were the natural qualities that rendered
men fit for the world of business and commerce, government and poli-
tics, while women’s sex determined their domestic vocation.

Although it was thoroughly ascriptive, the cult of domesticity did not
purport to portray women as inferior to men. Indeed, women were
commonly depicted as morally superior to members of “the grosser
sex.”48 Woman was “God’s appointed agent of morality.”49 The cult
of domesticity set forth a sentimentalized, idealized image of the true
woman as a saintly, pious, pure, and submissive wife and mother. In the
Ladies Magazine, in 1830, Sarah Josepha Hale explained the impor-
tance and advantages of women’s role:

[W]omen may, if they exert their talents and the opportunities nature
has furnished, obtain an influence in society that will be paramount
with authority. They may enjoy the luxuries of wealth, without endur-
ing the labors to acquire it; and the honors of office, without feeling its
cares, and glory of victory, without suffering the dangers of battle.50

Untouched by the heartless, competitive world, the “true woman”
could comfort her husband when he returned home from work, provide
him with moral guidance, and protect him from the insecurities of the
rapidly changing society. As Mary Beth Norton noted, “women became
the keepers of the nation’s conscience, the only citizens specifically
charged with maintaining the traditional republican commitment to the
good of the entire community.”51 Because virtuous, selfless wives and
mothers protected republican values in their domestic domain, their
husbands and sons were able to engage more extensively in the individ-
ual pursuit of self-interest in the public sphere. Thus, the cult of domes-
ticity had important connections to both republicanism and liberalism.

The republican strains of the cult of domesticity grew more pro-
nounced as women, following the popular view that true Christians
must work to improve the world, began to form associations—Bible
and tract, missionary, and charitable societies and Sunday school associ-
ations. By 1830, there was a firmly established tradition of female asso-
ciation that extended to a variety of benevolent activities. Women
worked for moral reform and prison reform and engaged in charitable
work for poor women, children, orphans, and elderly women. Benevo-
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lent groups instituted employment services and trained women for work
as seamstresses and housekeepers. By participating in such endeavors in
all-female organizations, a woman could make a contribution to her
community without crossing the forbidden boundary of the domestic
sphere. Women also gained valuable experience by drawing up constitu-
tions, voting, running for office, and working out platforms within their
organizations.52 Just as the republican mother earlier had indirectly im-
proved the political life of the community, the “true woman” of the
1830s could work for benevolent causes in her unique feminine way
without dirtying her hands in politics. With its republican and ascriptive
elements, the cult of domesticity portrayed women as either morally su-
perior to men or different from but not inferior to them, with an impor-
tant but clearly distinct function to perform in the world.

At the same time that liberalism, republicanism, and ascriptive forms
of Americanism functioned to support women’s subordinate status, each
set of ideas contained the potential for generating change. In other
words, there was a tension in each tradition between its normative and
its subversive dimensions. In spite of historic uses to the contrary, liberal
principles of natural rights and equality could be presented in universal
terms and reinterpreted to apply to women.53 Cady Stanton’s earliest
work did just that by proclaiming and then repeatedly reiterating that
women were equal to and thus entitled to the same rights as men.

The ascriptive and republican traditions also provided opportunities
for women to expand the limits of the female sphere and to challenge
the structure of customs and laws that limited their ability to move out
of that sphere. The republican mother needed education in order to ac-
quire the knowledge she would need if she were to provide her sons
with moral guidance. Thus, educational reformers commonly justified
expanding educational opportunities for women on the grounds that
more educated women would be better equipped to shape future citi-
zens of the Republic. Similarly, educational reform was perceived as
consistent with the cult of domesticity as educational opportunities for
women improved between 1820 and 1860. One educator argued, in
1830, that knowledge would make women “better daughters, wives,
and sisters. Better qualified for usefulness in every path within the
sphere of female exertions.”54 Teaching was seen as an appropriate oc-
cupation for women—the classroom could serve as an extension of the
home as a place where women would shape the character of future citi-
zens. Female teachers could also train other women to perform that
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task—always with much lower pay than male teachers would earn.
Thus, female seminaries spread, and college education became available
to a small number of women on a limited basis in the 1830s. Oberlin
became the first coeducational college when it offered a special ladies’
course in 1833 to prepare women for homemaking or teaching. In the
1840s, Catharine Beecher launched a campaign to establish teaching as
a profession for women, raising funds to recruit and train teachers and
to establish schools for training teachers.

Women’s alleged unique moral virtues and talents that purportedly
made them so good at shaping future citizens also bestowed on them a
duty to work to raise the moral quality of America by working in fe-
male benevolent societies. Whether working, studying, or simply living
in their separate sphere, women began to develop an awareness of their
identity as women. That awareness, which developed in the context of a
separate women’s culture that grew out of women’s confinement to the
domestic sphere, has often been viewed as a necessary precursor to the
organized campaign for women’s rights.55 As we will see, Cady Stanton
seized on the republican tradition, turning it into an affirmation that
women, with the special abilities that they acquired as wives and moth-
ers, would be excellent citizens who would bring major improvements
to the political life of the nation.

Women’s rights reformers could respond to ascriptivist arguments
that posited the inferiority of women by rejecting them and relying in-
stead on liberal principles of equality or republican conceptions of the
important contributions women could make to the political life of the
community. Alternatively, reformers could adopt a subversive version of
ascriptivism by asserting that women were superior to men and were
endowed with distinct moral qualities that rendered them particularly
well suited to participate in public life. According to that argument,
with their special superior qualities, voting women would be a tremen-
dous benefit to the nation—they would destroy the power of big busi-
ness and the corrupt political machines and restore the power of the
people. A nation in which women voted would also, it was alleged, be
far less likely to go to war.56

As we will see, ascriptive forms of Americanism constituted a signifi-
cantly more complex category than either liberalism or republicanism,
particularly as such doctrines operated in Cady Stanton’s thought. Dur-
ing the nineteenth century, there were a number of ascriptive statuses
in addition to sex, including race, national origin, class, and religion.
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Thus, ascriptive arguments operated in different ways, depending on the
“natural” status that was at issue. Cady Stanton used ascriptive argu-
ments in different ways to subvert the status quo regarding women’s
position, but, at the same time, she employed ascriptivism to reinforce
other existing inequalities—including inequalities among women—in
order to promote her goal of improving the status not of all women but
of those whom she considered worthy. Although her use of ascriptivism
thereby appears to be inconsistent, it is part of the complex web of
ideas that drew from the multiple traditions to make up Cady Stanton’s
political thought.

As noted, liberalism and republicanism are political theories, with
principles that Cady Stanton readily adapted to promote the cause of
women’s rights. In contrast, although ascriptive forms of Americanism
are also grounded in major political theories, when Cady Stanton began
to use ascriptivist arguments, she asserted the superiority or inferiority
of particular groups of people without referring to any particular politi-
cal theory or elevating it to the level of a principle. By the late nine-
teenth century, however, she was incorporating Positivism and social
Darwinism into her ascriptivist arguments.

A Historical Institutional Approach

The traditions of liberalism, republicanism, and ascriptive forms of
Americanism supplied the materials for Elizabeth Cady Stanton to fash-
ion her challenge to women’s subordinate status. Many of her argu-
ments revolved around liberal principles of natural rights and equality.
The Declaration of Sentiments, with which she launched the organized
woman’s rights movement in 1848, is a well-known example. She mod-
eled that document on the Declaration of Independence, modifying
the original language to include women by asserting the equality of all
men and women. She was willing, however, to depart from liberalism
to draw upon the classical republican vision of rule by an elite group
of wise, public-spirited citizens. At times, she presented contrasting
approaches in the same speech. For example, she would begin with a
reminder that the American Revolution was fought to secure natural
rights and equality, and she would assert that women possessed the
same capacities as men and were endowed with the same rights. She
would then turn to more republican and ascriptive themes by pointing
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out that women’s moral superiority rendered them particularly valuable
voting citizens. She would frequently go further to draw on the range of
ascriptive statuses by arguing that women were superior to many of the
men who had been given the vote—“ignorant Irishmen in the ditch,”
“drunkards, idiots, horse-racing, rumselling rowdies, ignorant foreign-
ers, and silly boys.”57 Moreover, after the Civil War, when the Republi-
can Party abandoned the cause of woman suffrage in order to pursue
equal rights for black men, Cady Stanton often relied on racially as-
criptivist rhetoric that was in sharp contrast to her liberal equal rights
arguments.

The Multiple-Traditions Thesis provides an extremely useful frame-
work for examining Cady Stanton’s thought. Nevertheless, as I sifted
through her speeches and writings, it became increasingly clear that al-
though her departure from the liberal tradition was readily apparent in
many of her arguments, what was not so clear was how those argu-
ments fit into the traditions of either republicanism or ascriptivism.
Where, for example, did her arguments regarding marriage fit? What
about her critique of organized religion? She also developed a concep-
tion of women as members of a group who had obligations to one an-
other that resembles but does not quite fit the tradition of republican-
ism. Something else that did not fit comfortably in any of the traditions
was the breadth of her reform vision and her thoroughgoing belief that
legal and political reform alone could never eliminate the subordinate
status of women that was so imbedded in the culture of the nineteenth
century. Consequently, I include a fourth category, radicalism, in the
analysis.

I use the term “radicalism” to refer to sets of ideas and political
agendas that call for fundamental change in social, political, and cul-
tural arrangements. Cady Stanton’s reform agenda included the trans-
formation of marriage from an arrangement in which men had virtually
absolute power over their wives into an equal partnership. Her vision of
marriage so transformed included but went far beyond changes in the
law regarding marriage to the most private area of intimate relations
between husbands and wives. Thus, her ideas concerning marriage were
radical in that they transcended the liberal boundary between public
and private. Likewise, her critique of religion challenged a deeply in-
grained facet of American culture that she understood to be thoroughly
intertwined with women’s subordination. The elimination of the reli-
gious sources of that subordination would involve a radical transforma-
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tion of American society. Radicalism, as I use the term, also encom-
passes ideas and strategies that do not rely on the liberal tradition of in-
dividualism and rights or on republican notions of civic virtue or on as-
criptivist assertions of the superiority of certain groups but instead draw
from different theoretical paradigms. For example, in her later work,
Cady Stanton offered a conception of women that departed from the in-
dividualism that is central to liberalism and from the ascriptive rhetoric
of women’s superiority to embrace the notion of women as a class with
the potential to develop consciousness of itself as such and to organize
for major social change.58

A shifting combination of the contrasting traditions runs through
Cady Stanton’s political thought. Liberalism, for example, dominated
her earliest work, receded in later years, but never entirely disappeared.
The different traditions shifted in their prominence in her work depend-
ing on the time and the particular situation. Much of this book is de-
voted to revealing the extent to which Cady Stanton’s thought manifests
the complexities and contradictions of multiple traditions and therefore
cannot be located in one tradition to the exclusion of the others. But I
also have a more ambitious goal—to shed light on the reasons why she
enlisted such contradictory approaches by exploring the interaction be-
tween her ideas and the context in which they developed.

My study of Cady Stanton’s ideas follows a historical institutional
approach. When she embarked on a campaign to improve the status of
women, she confronted a formidable structure of laws, customs, and
beliefs regarding woman’s nature, her proper function, and her relation-
ship to man that was deeply rooted in American political culture. I ex-
plore the way she fashioned arguments out of the material available to
her to challenge that structure, focusing on the connections among the
following: the preexisting structure that shaped women’s status, the
shifting combinations of the multiple traditions in her arguments, and
the changing political and social conditions and climate of ideas from
the 1840s until the end of the nineteenth century. My major concern
throughout the book is with the way that the various traditions inter-
acted with one another and played different roles in her arguments, de-
pending on the political context.

The interplay between Cady Stanton’s arguments and the changing
conditions in the nineteenth century plays a major role in my analysis.
During the years between the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 and
Cady Stanton’s death, in 1902, the United States underwent a major
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transformation. The Civil War not only brought an end to the institu-
tion of slavery but also altered the nature of the relationship between
the states and the federal government. Rapid industrialization, eco-
nomic growth, corporate organization in business, urbanization, and
the new status of the United States as a world power at the end of the
nineteenth century profoundly transformed American life. Such changes
provide an important part of the backdrop against which Cady Stanton
formulated, refined, and modified her arguments.

Further, her ideas took shape against a number of more specific polit-
ical developments—the isolation of the woman’s rights activists follow-
ing the Civil War, for example, when the abolitionists formed an alli-
ance with the radical Republicans and refused to include woman suf-
frage in the campaign for the vote for African American men. In the
later years of the nineteenth century, Cady Stanton developed an attack
on religion that was framed in the context of European intellectual
critiques of religion, as well as the revival and proliferation of various
denominations of Protestantism in the United States.59 The changes that
occurred within the woman’s rights movement itself were also con-
nected to the development of Cady Stanton’s ideas. While her argu-
ments undoubtedly had a major effect on the movement, developments
within the movement—the split in 1869 and the shift in strategy after
1890, for example—also had an impact on the way she framed her ar-
guments. Finally, her arguments helped to perpetuate the multiple tradi-
tions in the woman’s rights movement and subsequently in the develop-
ment of feminist thought in the twentieth century. At the most general
level, Cady Stanton’s political thought, with its shifting combinations of
liberalism, republicanism, ascriptivism, and radicalism, reflects the ex-
tent to which no single tradition has been able to completely dominate
American political culture.

I also explore the connections between the development of Cady
Stanton’s arguments and the changing climate of ideas in the second
half of the nineteenth century. The emergence of Positivism and Dar-
winism, for example, had an important impact on her arguments. The
resurgence of support for ascriptive Americanisms in the context of race
and national origin in addition to sex during that time had a major in-
fluence on the development of her ideas. Anglo-Saxonism and social
Darwinism, with its racial variant, posited differences in intelligence
and the capacity for self-government based on race, ethnicity, sex, and
national origin. These ideologies, presented as they were as scientific
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facts, became more popular than liberal notions of equality and natural
rights. Smith noted that Anglo-Saxonism and Darwinism came to be so
convincing that “More and more, evolution made old notions of un-
changing individual natural rights seem like reassuring fairy tales. The
hard truth seemed to be that all individuals and groups were engaged in
a bitter struggle to survive amid an unfriendly nature.”60 Cady Stanton’s
work during the last twenty years of the nineteenth century reflects that
sentiment; at the same time, her speeches and writings served to rein-
force that view.

A number of scholars have recognized that the growth of ascriptive
ideas influenced the arguments that the suffragists used to advance their
cause.61 There was a discernible move away from liberal egalitarian
doctrine to ascriptive claims of the superiority of women—particularly
those who were native born, white, and educated. Moreover, a number
of women’s rights advocates worked squarely within the framework
of evolutionary theory to challenge Darwinian claims of male superior-
ity.62 Illiberal themes grew more pronounced in Cady Stanton’s work at
the same time that ascriptive ideologies gained increasing support in
American political culture. Thus, ascriptive arguments combined with
elements of republicanism grew more pronounced in her later work.
For example, republican values are discernible in the argument she
advanced in the 1890s for educational qualifications for suffrage. She
contended that a literacy test and a requirement that voters under-
stand English would make Americans more homogeneous; moreover, by
the time foreigners fulfilled the requirement, she reasoned, they would
know something about American institutions. But when she made a list
of reasons for an educational qualification, limiting the foreign vote was
at the top.63 Moreover, Anglo-Saxonism and the extreme individualism
of social Darwinism are readily apparent in many of the statements she
made during the last twenty years of her life.

Political Thought and Strategy

Ideas are invariably connected to the circumstances in which they are
constructed. It is beyond doubt that Cady Stanton’s goals played a cen-
tral role in the development of her political thought. She was not only a
political philosopher but also a political actor—a leader of a major re-
form movement. As such, she had to pay attention to the utility of her
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ideas to the cause of women’s rights. She had to consider the impact
that her arguments had upon her audience—both within and outside
the movement. Her task of challenging the all-pervasive structure that
relegated women to subordinate status required her to convince power-
ful men that change was warranted. Furthermore, if the movement was
to gain momentum, it would need to attract women in significant num-
bers and it would need allies. Thus, her arguments would have to ap-
peal to political leaders, large numbers of women, and other organized
groups. Consequently, she could try a particular argument, gauge the re-
sponse of her audience, and modify her approach in an effort to develop
the most effective means to achieving her ends.

It is possible to treat the shifting combinations of the multiple tradi-
tions in Cady Stanton’s arguments simply as a result of the rational be-
havior of a political actor seeking to maximize her chances for success.
All three traditions operated to justify and perpetuate women’s subordi-
nate status, just as all three had a subversive use insofar as they pro-
vided tools for reform. In addition, the relative popularity of the differ-
ent traditions varied with time and circumstance. Consequently, argu-
ments drawn solely from any single tradition could never have been
sufficient to overcome the obstacles to reform. Thus, when her initial
approach, which relied heavily on liberal principles, was repeatedly rid-
iculed, ignored, or refuted, she shifted ground to construct a line of ar-
gument that was more likely to be effective. Liberal claims for women’s
political equality based on natural rights and shared humanity did not
overcome arguments raised against women’s rights that maintained that
nature intended women to remain in the private sphere. Thus, Cady
Stanton began to place more emphasis on women’s alleged special na-
ture in her arguments for women’s suffrage. Aileen S. Kraditor identified
a shift in the arguments employed by the woman suffrage movement af-
ter 1890 away from statements of universal natural rights and toward a
focus on the ways that voting women would improve government and
society.64 The shift to arguments based on expediency, she argued, had
the strategic advantage of turning the traditional view that women and
men had different natures and were thus suited to different spheres and
distinct functions into an argument for enfranchising women. Moreover,
popular Darwinian and Anglo-Saxon doctrines lent credibility to ascrip-
tive arguments for women’s rights and appealed to popular prejudices.

I explore the strategic aspects of Cady Stanton’s ideas—the ways that
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she adjusted her arguments in light of the way they were received both
within the movement and elsewhere at different times and under differ-
ent circumstances. Its importance notwithstanding, strategy was only
one of a number of elements that constituted Cady Stanton’s political
thought. In keeping with the historical institutional approach, I do not
treat Cady Stanton purely as a political actor, rationally maneuvering
through a thicket of opposition in pursuit of her goals.65 In my analysis,
her behavior was shaped not entirely by exogenous forces but also by
her own normative assessments that evolved in connection with the po-
litical conditions in which she operated during the course of her career.
Thus, she adopted ascriptive Americanist doctrines for strategic pur-
poses when she found that they were more effective tools for achieving
her goals than liberal claims. Nevertheless, she had normative theoreti-
cal commitments that shaped the direction of her arguments. On the
one hand, the fact that liberal claims of natural rights and equality
never entirely disappeared from her arguments even as they continually
failed to achieve results and as she turned increasingly to ascriptive
claims may suggest that Cady Stanton’s underlying commitment to lib-
eral values persisted throughout her life regardless of the external condi-
tions that pushed her in other directions. On the other hand, the pres-
ence of illiberal strains in Cady Stanton’s earliest work suggests that her
own predisposition may have been toward elitist republican and ascrip-
tive principles. Ellen Carol DuBois took such a position, noting that al-
though the leaders of the women’s movement in the post–Civil War
years were victims of the Republicans’ policy of dividing them,

The swiftness and energy with which Stanton and Anthony turned from
their own abolitionist traditions to Train’s racism remains remarkable.
At this point, their racism was opportunist and superficial, an artifact of
their anti-Republicanism and their alienation from abolitionists. How-
ever, it drew on and strengthened a much deeper strain within their
feminism, a tendency to envision women’s emancipation in exclusively
white terms.66

Regardless of whether Cady Stanton had a philosophical commitment
to liberalism or whether racism, nativism, and class snobbery were
more important in shaping her ideas, the development of her political
thought encompasses considerably more than strategy.
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Woman’s Rights and Feminism

The issues that have divided feminism in the twentieth century and con-
tinue to do so in the twenty-first lurked at the edges but were not para-
mount to nineteenth-century women’s rights reformers. There were con-
flicts, nevertheless. Disagreement during the 1850s over whether easier
divorce was an appropriate solution to women’s unequal position in
marriage and whether divorce reform was an appropriate issue for the
woman’s rights movement culminated at the woman’s rights convention
in 1860. Reconstruction politics that gave priority to the enfranchise-
ment of black men and abandoned woman suffrage was central to the
division of the woman’s rights movement into two organizations in
1869. The American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), led by Lucy
Stone and Henry Blackwell, supported the Fifteenth Amendment, which
prohibited the states from denying the right to vote on the basis of race,
on the grounds that it represented a step toward the enfranchisement of
women. The AWSA aimed its campaign to secure the vote for women at
the states and focused its efforts entirely on suffrage, vowing not to be
distracted by other issues. Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, who re-
fused to support either the Fourteenth or Fifteenth Amendments, orga-
nized the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA), which sought
not only a constitutional amendment to enfranchise women but addi-
tional reforms that would secure women’s rights in work, education,
and marriage.

Tensions in the movement persisted after the two organizations were
reunited in 1890. Women’s rights reformers disagreed over a variety of
issues, including religion, moral reform, marriage, divorce, and sex, as
well as the emphasis that should be placed on suffrage.67 The positions
that Cady Stanton adopted in regard to such issues reveal the outlines
of her ideas about women’s nature, their relationship to one another
and to men, the sources of their oppression, and the appropriate agenda
for change—in twenty-first-century terms, her feminist thought. The
term “feminism” was not used during Cady Stanton’s lifetime. It did not
come into use in the United States until after 1910.68 In the nineteenth
century, Americans spoke of the advancement of woman or the cause of
woman, woman’s rights, and woman suffrage. According to historian
Nancy F. Cott, the use of the singular “woman,” which sounds awk-
ward today, symbolized the unity of the female sex.69 But, beginning
about 1910, diversity in the woman suffrage movement increased as

28 | Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Multiple Traditions



blacks, new immigrants, and political radicals joined the movement.
The heightened diversity began to reveal the paradoxes that were rooted
in women’s situation: women’s equality to and difference from men, the
need for sex solidarity to pursue individual freedoms, unity and diver-
sity among women, and the need for gender consciousness, as well as
the elimination of prescribed gender roles. Those paradoxes provided
the source of the divisions in the woman’s rights movement once the
Nineteenth Amendment was ratified.70

Feminism in the early twenty-first century is not singular but plural.
We are confronted with a confusing array of overlapping but distin-
guishable feminisms—with a variety of labels including but not limited
to liberal, assimilationist, radical, socialist, Marxist, dominance, differ-
ence, relational, cultural, postmodern, postegalitarian, and “third wave”
feminism—each of which claims to have the solution to the problem of
gender hierarchy. The multiplicity of labels underlines the discord that
dominates contemporary feminism. Liberal feminists charge that the al-
leged differences between the sexes claimed by difference and rela-
tional feminists are not only unproved but can be used against women,71

while radical, socialist, and dominance feminists argue that feminism
grounded in the principles of liberal individualism perpetuates the status
quo.72 Others castigate liberal feminism for its failure to take the needs
of men and women and children as members of families and communi-
ties into account.73 Radical and dominance feminists have pointed out
the limits of the formal legal equality that remains a central goal of lib-
eral feminists,74 while postegalitarian feminists have explicitly repudi-
ated formal equality as the central objective of feminism.75

The divisions among the varieties of feminist theory are most use-
fully organized around three sets of issues. First, the identity-difference
debate revolves around the questions of whether the similarities be-
tween women and men mandate equal treatment without regard to sex,
whether the distinctive qualities and activities of women warrant special
consideration, or whether it is more useful to shift the focus to women’s
subordination. Liberal feminists have focused on legal prohibitions on
sex discrimination in education and employment, arguing that an indi-
vidual’s sex is irrelevant to his or her qualifications. Others, including
difference, relational, and cultural feminists, have focused on women’s
differences from men, arguing that women’s unique way of experiencing
the world and approaching moral problems needs to be fully recognized
and valued. Feminists of the difference persuasion also argue that, given
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women’s roles as childbearers as well as the disproportionate responsi-
bility they bear for child care, sex-blind policies typically leave them at
a disadvantage. Dominance feminists contend that a policy of sex neu-
trality cannot begin to overcome the forces that perpetuate male privi-
lege in all realms of society.

The second issue, individualism-group or social consciousness, in-
volves alternative conceptions of women in terms of their position in so-
ciety and their relations to each other as well as to men. Contemporary
liberal feminism maintains a primary concern with the rights of women
as autonomous individuals and places a premium on equal rights as a
means to individual self-fulfillment. Other feminist theories have moved
away from individualism to focus on group consciousness, conceptual-
izing women as a sex-class distinguished by its lack of power or empha-
sizing that women tend to define themselves in relation to others. Some
versions of feminism also focus on how women as a group can contrib-
ute to the well-being of society rather than how individuals might fur-
ther their own interests.

The third issue concerns the viability of the distinction between pub-
lic and private. Since the 1960s, liberal feminists have defended the
public-private distinction against the challenge that the “personal is
political” and have continued to focus on discrimination in the public
realm of education and employment. In contrast, radical and, subse-
quently, dominance feminists have located the source of women’s op-
pression in the patriarchal family, denying that changes in public poli-
cies can cure the problems that women face at home, which invariably
disadvantage them in the workplace. Thus, they argue that feminists
should focus their efforts on eliminating the sex-based hierarchy within
the family as well as throughout society.

A number of scholars have emphasized the limits of trying to use
contemporary varieties of feminism to analyze arguments for women’s
rights in the nineteenth century. In an article published in 1988, Karen
Offen remarked that categories of contemporary feminism do not
“serve the analytical needs of historians who want to understand femi-
nism prior to the twentieth century.”76 Scholars have frequently noted
that nineteenth-century activists did not perceive women’s rights in
terms of the dichotomies that characterize the thinking of contemporary
feminisms. Indeed, reformers often expressed contrasting perspectives
without any awareness that they were doing so.77 Cott observed that
“In its genesis Feminism was full of double aims, joining the concept of

30 | Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Multiple Traditions



women’s equality with men to the concept of women’s sexual difference,
joining the aim of antinomian individual release with concerted social
action, endorsing the ‘human sex’ while deploying political solidarity
among women.”78 Carole Pateman pointed out that “Most suffragists
. . . argued that womanhood suffrage was required as a matter of justice
and to make government by consent a reality, and also that the distinc-
tive contribution that they could make to political life as women was a
major reason why they should be enfranchised.”79 Offen made the same
point when she noted that prior to the twentieth century, feminists often
combined the individualist and the relational modes of argument: “evi-
dence of both these modes can often be located in the utterances of a
single individual, or among members of a particular group.”80

It is essential not to lose sight of either the historical context of
Cady Stanton’s thought or the differences between the nineteenth-cen-
tury movement and contemporary feminisms. Still, there are parallels
between the two periods that render the three sets of contemporary di-
viding issues useful for examining Cady Stanton’s ideas. Like other
women’s rights activists in the nineteenth century, she did not perceive
the issues that came to divide feminism in the second half of the twenti-
eth century in dichotomous terms. Instead, she combined what we now
consider to be contradictory approaches, just as she blended the differ-
ent traditions in American political culture. She frequently supported
her demands for access to education, business, and the professions and
the right to vote with the claim that women and men possessed the
same natural abilities. Yet, she also often claimed that women’s distinct
characteristics and activities rendered them particularly well suited for
political life and that women’s participation in public life was essential
to the health and progress of society. She joined claims based on both
individual rights and social consciousness, while a conception of
woman both as a unified group and women as diverse individuals in-
formed her arguments. Cady Stanton not only fought to obtain political
and legal rights for women and access to business and the professions
but also identified religion as a source of women’s oppression and con-
demned “man-made marriage.” She argued that women ought to be
able to control their own sexual lives and denounced the male domi-
nation that pervaded not only public life but also the most intimate re-
lationships. Thus, while she sought access for women to the public
sphere via suffrage, educational opportunities, and access to the profes-
sions, she also emphasized that political and legal rights would improve
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women’s position within the family. Moreover, she was convinced that
the full realization of women’s rights would require more than legal and
political change—much more fundamental change in customs, habits,
and values throughout society would be necessary. In short, for Cady
Stanton, public and private were never really separable. The risks in-
herent in employing twentieth-century categories of feminism to ana-
lyze nineteenth-century ideas are enormous. Nevertheless, I remain con-
vinced that it is helpful to be aware of the ways that Cady Stanton dealt
with issues of women’s nature and identity and to consider parallels be-
tween her arguments and those of contemporary feminisms.

I do not attempt to force Cady Stanton’s ideas into the mold of any
variety of twentieth- or twenty-first century feminism. On the contrary,
I contend that, given the extent to which the defining characteristics of
the various feminisms are thoroughly intertwined in her attempts to re-
solve the questions about women in the nineteenth century, it is neither
useful nor accurate to cast her as a particular type of feminist in twenty-
first-century terms. As late-twentieth-century feminists of different per-
suasions began to revive Cady Stanton’s work, they often claimed her
as one of their own, contending that the feminism that she embraced
was akin to the variety of feminism they favored. In so doing, scholars
tended to ignore the interplay between contrasting approaches, empha-
sizing one aspect of Cady Stanton’s ideas at the expense of others. For
example, Lois W. Banner, one of Cady Stanton’s biographers, argued
that she was committed to feminist individualism and believed that
women and men had similar natures. Banner minimized the significance
of Cady Stanton’s assertions of women’s moral superiority, noting that
she (Cady Stanton) had difficulty with the argument, she could not
really accept it, and her “theorizing about woman’s superiority was gen-
erally encompassed within the larger context of what she saw as the
complementary nature of the sexes.”81

Valerie Bryson explored the ways that Cady Stanton combined lib-
eral feminism with radical feminist arguments and concluded that her
arguments for equal rights ultimately rested on the claim that women
and men were equally rational. Moreover, Bryson argued, Cady Stan-
ton’s conception of women as individuals dominated her thought: “de-
spite her analysis of sex, class and the multi-faceted nature of women’s
oppression, these rights were in the last analysis the rights of each
woman as an individual.”82 In contrast, Josephine Donovan emphasized
Cady Stanton’s later work—particularly The Woman’s Bible—and con-
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cluded that she went beyond liberal feminism when she introduced “an
important new vein in feminist theory: the idea that women, and in par-
ticular mothers, have special experiences and capabilities that lead them
to express a life-affirming, pacifist, creative world view.”83 Zillah Eisen-
stein, in The Radical Future of Liberal Feminism, located Cady Stan-
ton’s work within the framework of liberal feminism and criticized her
for not developing a more radical approach with greater potential for
bringing about major change. Eisenstein applauded the way that Cady
Stanton’s analysis of women’s oppression in marriage and the power
of men over women in patriarchal society moved beyond liberal femi-
nism insofar as it recognized women’s collective existence as a sex class.
Nevertheless, she argued that Cady Stanton failed to depart sufficiently
from the liberal feminism that protected patriarchy.84

An exchange between two distinguished historians suggests the ways
in which the conflicts between twentieth-century varieties of feminism
can influence interpretations of nineteenth-century ideas. In an article
published in 1988, Karen Offen argued that relational feminism has
had a longer and stronger tradition than its individualist variant and
claimed that relational arguments dominate Cady Stanton’s thought.85

Ellen Carol DuBois responded by characterizing Offen’s piece as a brief
for relational feminism and accusing her of trying to appropriate Cady
Stanton’s feminism by downplaying her belief in the fundamental iden-
tity of the sexes and of distorting Cady Stanton’s views about women’s
condition.86 She then pointed to a number of Cady Stanton’s statements
that reflect an individualist orientation. In her rejoinder, Offen accused
DuBois of discounting the historical importance of relational feminist
arguments because of her own distaste for such an approach.87 Offen
then pointed to the relational themes that run through a number of
Cady Stanton’s statements. Although both Offen and DuBois conceded
that Cady Stanton’s work to some extent reflects both perspectives, they
apparently found it necessary to identify one dominant approach. The
approach each historian identified as dominant coincided with the ver-
sion of twentieth-century feminism that she believed to be most likely to
lead to genuine progress for women.

An awareness of the ways in which Cady Stanton combined argu-
ments that are now considered to distinguish different—indeed, incom-
patible—varieties of feminism helps to understand her political thought
and, more specifically, what today we would call her feminism. Still,
the normative aspect of my analysis does not include any attempt to
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promote one type of feminism over another. Neither do I seek to dem-
onstrate that one variety of feminism—in terms of contemporary cate-
gories—ultimately prevailed in Cady Stanton’s thought. Instead, my pri-
mary concern is to explore the relationships among the different strands
of her ideas against the background of the political culture of the United
States in the second half of the nineteenth century. It is in this particular
context that the Multiple-Traditions Thesis is most useful, as it allows
us to examine the richness of Cady Stanton’s thought without attempt-
ing to identify her ideas with one particular tradition or one particular
type of feminism.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton in Nineteenth-Century Political Thought

Historical institutionalism and the Multiple-Traditions Thesis are par-
ticularly useful for studying Cady Stanton’s political thought. First, they
facilitate a focus on the interplay between the development of her ideas
and a variety of contextual factors, including the changing political con-
ditions and the shifting climate of ideas in the nineteenth century. They
also make it easier to explore the connections between the strategic
components of her arguments and her normative commitments.

Second, although the approach reveals apparent contradictions in
Cady Stanton’s thought, the Multiple-Traditions Thesis teaches us to ex-
pect to find inconsistencies in the ideas of political thinkers and encour-
ages us to see apparent contradictions in her arguments in a new light.
The fact that the role that each tradition played in her arguments varied
with the circumstances does not imply that Cady Stanton should be
studied only as a political actor. She was both a political actor and a po-
litical thinker whose behavior was shaped by a combination of norma-
tive considerations and strategic concerns. Consistency should not be a
requisite for political thinkers. Indeed, the Multiple-Traditions Thesis
acknowledges the inevitability of inconsistency in the ideas of individu-
als who have operated within the multiple—and inconsistent—tradi-
tions of American political culture. Thus, the way Cady Stanton drew
from the different traditions suggests that her thought was profoundly
influenced by the multiple strands of thought in American political cul-
ture and that she in turn promoted the continued interaction among
those traditions. The presence of liberalism, republicanism, ascriptivism,
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and radicalism in Cady Stanton’s ideas supports the Multiple-Tradi-
tions Thesis, while the multifaceted combination of different strands of
thought also suggests the importance of the fourth category of radical-
ism in American political thought.

The following chapters proceed chronologically, beginning with Cady
Stanton’s work in the abolitionist movement and concluding with her
death, in 1902. In each chapter, I consider the ways in which she drew
from the four traditions of liberalism, republicanism, ascriptive forms of
Americanism, and radicalism to formulate her arguments against the
background of various political developments and the shifting climate
of ideas. I focus throughout on the ways in which the various traditions
played different roles in her arguments depending on the subject, the
time, and the circumstances. As we will see, Cady Stanton adapted the
traditions, using them in a subversive way to serve her goal of improv-
ing women’s position. Her use of the tradition of ascriptive forms of
Americanism is particularly intriguing because she utilized it in a variety
of ways—both subversive and normative—applying it not only to chal-
lenge the ascribed characteristics of women but also to reinforce ideas
of the superiority-inferiority of people on the basis of their race, class,
nationality, and religion. Ascriptivism clearly emerges in Cady Stanton’s
omission of black women in her category of “woman”—something that
may have been a result of racial animosity or her own elitist proclivi-
ties. In either case, other white activists shared Cady Stanton’s attitude.
As Rosalyn Terborg-Penn pointed out, throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, white activists in the woman’s rights movement either openly dis-
criminated against black women or subtly communicated their wish
to exclude them and, in so doing, erected major barriers to their par-
ticipation.88

Chapter 2 covers the beginning of the woman’s rights movement,
when Cady Stanton composed the Declaration of Sentiments for the
Seneca Falls Convention and addressed women’s rights conventions.
Themes that dominated the climate of reform in the 1840s, notably uni-
versal human rights and equality and the spiritual development of the
individual to improve society, were rooted in liberal individualism and
republicanism. Cady Stanton’s arguments in the late 1840s reflect the
same themes. She appealed to the unfulfilled promise of the American
Revolution to secure the inalienable rights of all individuals and to the
important obligations of citizenship, including voting. She drew from
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liberal themes of natural rights and equality to challenge the cult of do-
mesticity by arguing that women were clearly equal to—essentially the
same as—men. She supplemented her arguments, nevertheless, with re-
publican assertions of women’s duty to participate in public affairs and
ascriptive claims of women’s moral superiority.

Chapter 3 turns to Cady Stanton’s work in the 1850s, when she led
the campaign for married women’s property rights in New York and ar-
gued for divorce reform. She typically relied on liberal principles to sup-
port her arguments. Nevertheless, with her analysis of marriage and her
avowal of the need for divorce reform, she introduced a radical dimen-
sion to her thought. Her attempt to incorporate the women of the tem-
perance movement into the struggle for women’s rights illuminates her
understanding of the interaction among women’s political, legal, and
economic disabilities.

In chapter 4, I examine the reactions to the woman’s rights move-
ment in the antebellum period and Cady Stanton’s responses. Those
responses are important because they shed light on the way she chal-
lenged the cultural traditions that constrained women’s lives—namely
the cult of domesticity and the doctrine of separate spheres—while
at the same time she relied on those traditions to justify expanding
women’s rights. In chapter 5, I explore Cady Stanton’s work during the
Civil War, when she set aside women’s rights in order to join the cause
of emancipation and Union victory. During the war, her arguments em-
phasizing women’s obligation to participate actively in those causes re-
flected republican themes. Most important, however, those arguments
served to undermine the doctrine of separate spheres, with major impli-
cations for the future of the woman’s rights movement.

In chapter 6, I move to the period from the conclusion of the Civil
War through the 1870s, when Cady Stanton and Anthony took the lead
in reviving the woman’s rights movement. During this period, Recon-
struction politics severed the connection between abolition and women’s
rights, resulting in the development of an independent movement for
women’s rights but one that increasingly emphasized suffrage over other
issues. As the woman’s rights movement began to focus more narrowly
on suffrage and attempted to gain respectability by disassociating itself
from ideas or movements that were tainted by radicalism, Cady Stanton
first disputed that strategy and then began to distance herself from the
organized movement for women’s rights. Her arguments during this pe-

36 | Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Multiple Traditions



riod reflect a more explicitly ascriptive and antidemocratic approach
than was evident during the earlier years. The way that she contrasted
the virtue, honor, and dignity of women with the ignorance and corrup-
tion of black men and male immigrants in her demands for woman suf-
frage combined elements of republicanism and ascriptivism—indeed,
often, outright racism. Still, liberal themes continued to run through
her arguments. In chapter 6, I also examine the Positivism of Auguste
Comte in order to shed light on the intellectual context in which Cady
Stanton was developing her arguments and strategies.

Chapter 7 underlines the radical dimensions of Cady Stanton’s work
by examining her alliance with labor and her determination to enlighten
women about their subordinate position in marriage. Her attempt to
work with labor reform suggests her conception of women as a class
whose members needed to develop an awareness of themselves as such
so that they could unite to work for change. Her analysis of marriage
and her prescriptions for change illustrate her conviction that changes
in the laws would never be sufficient to eradicate the subordination of
women—much more fundamental change would be necessary.

Chapter 8 examines a portion of Cady Stanton’s work during the fi-
nal period of her life, from 1880 until her death in 1902. During this
period, she wrote her autobiography and, with Anthony, compiled the
first three volumes of The History of Woman Suffrage; in addition, in
collaboration with several other women, Cady Stanton wrote The
Woman’s Bible. During this final period, she also grew isolated from the
increasingly narrowly focused and conservative woman suffrage move-
ment, particularly after the leaders condemned The Woman’s Bible.
Chapter 9 explores the impact of the popular ideas of social Darwinism
and Anglo-Saxonism on Cady’s Stanton’s work during the last twenty
years of the nineteenth century.

Cady Stanton’s work during the last two decades of her life contin-
ued to reflect an interaction among liberal, republican, ascriptive Amer-
icanist, and radical arguments. Illiberal, inegalitarian ascriptive strains
nevertheless grew more pronounced. Much of her work combined as-
criptive elements with what might be viewed as republicanism—partic-
ularly her continuing advocacy of an educational qualification for suf-
frage. Ascriptivism clearly took the leading role, however, as her argu-
ments came to reflect the prejudices of Anglo-Saxonism and the extreme
individualism of social Darwinism.
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Finally, chapter 10 offers comments on the links between Cady Stan-
ton’s ideas and the varieties of feminism in the late twentieth century.
The final chapter also pulls together all the strands of Cady Stanton’s
work and summarizes the argument about the importance of her work
to American political thought.

38 | Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the Multiple Traditions



Seneca Falls and Beyond
Attacking the Cult of Domesticity with
Equality and Inalienable Rights

Introduction

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was the driving force behind the Seneca Falls
Convention—the meeting that launched the woman’s rights movement
in 1848. That gathering marked the beginning of her long career as a
leader of the movement, and it was there that she first articulated a set
of systematic arguments on behalf of women’s rights. During the next
dozen years, she prepared addresses for woman’s rights conventions,
lobbied for married women’s property rights in New York State, or-
ganized a Conversation Club in Seneca Falls that lasted for several
years,1 was a regular contributor to the temperance journal the Lily and
to the women’s journal the Una, wrote articles for newspapers,2 orga-
nized with Susan B. Anthony the Woman’s State Temperance Society,
and campaigned with Anthony for coeducation.

Cady Stanton’s interaction with abolitionists in Peterboro, New
York, in the late 1830s, in the British Isles in 1840, and subsequently
with the Garrisonians in Boston during the early 1840s played a major
role in her early activities and the development of her ideas. So too did
her contact with Quaker women, most notably Lucretia Mott, and her
exposure to the intellectual life of Boston, including her relationship
with the transcendentalists Ralph Waldo Emerson and Theodore Parker.
She described Boston as “a kind of moral museum,” and reading Par-
ker, she wrote to a friend, “feasts my soul—he speaks to me or rather
God (through him) to me.”3 At the same time that she was listening to
the ideas of transcendentalism, she was also exposed to the romanticism
of Margaret Fuller’s ideas as Cady Stanton attended her Conversations
in late 1842 and early 1843 on religion, education, and the position of
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women and subsequently had access to “The Great Lawsuit” when it
was published, in 1845.4

The all-pervasive cult of domesticity shaped the contours of her early
married life. Although she took an avid interest in her husband’s politi-
cal activities, she and Henry Stanton led separate lives—as he first prac-
ticed law in Boston while she remained in her parents’ home and later
when he was frequently away from home for politics or business.5 She
had sole responsibility for running the household and raising their seven
children. Her close friendship with Susan B. Anthony, whom she met
in the spring of 1851, alleviated Cady Stanton’s isolation; Anthony en-
couraged Cady Stanton to write speeches for the woman’s rights con-
ventions, to campaign for married women’s property rights, and to at-
tend conventions. Anthony’s skills as a strategist and an effective public
speaker supplemented her collaborator’s more theoretical talents. Later,
Cady Stanton described how they complemented each other, despite the
disagreements that would mar their friendship in later years:

In writing we did better work together than either could alone. While
she is slow and analytical in composition, I am rapid and synthetic. I
am the better writer, she the better critic. She supplied the facts and sta-
tistics, I the philosophy and rhetoric, and together we have made argu-
ments that have stood unshaken by the storms of thirty long years.6

In this chapter I examine Cady Stanton’s work in the early years of
the woman’s rights movement. I begin by exploring the links between
her initial formulation of the arguments for women’s rights and the
ideas of Garrisonian abolitionism. I then proceed to consider the nature
of the arguments she presented at the Seneca Falls Convention and in
the address that she delivered later in 1848 to woman’s rights conven-
tions. Finally, I examine the position she took regarding the importance
of suffrage in the campaign for women’s rights. Throughout the chapter
I pay particular attention to the way Cady Stanton drew from the avail-
able ideological materials, relying as she did on the traditions of liberal-
ism, republicanism, and ascriptive forms of Americanism to challenge
the formidable structure of laws, beliefs, and customs that defined
women’s subordinate status in the nineteenth century. In addition, even
her earliest work suggests the radical dimension of her ideas, and I con-
sider that briefly.

Scholars have noted the extent to which early advocates of women’s
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rights, including Cady Stanton, relied on liberal ideas particularly dur-
ing the early years of the movement.7 My examination of Cady Stan-
ton’s early work underlines the way that she grounded her arguments in
liberal claims of equality and natural rights while at the same time sup-
plementing them—often in contradictory ways—with appeals to both
republican and ascriptive inegalitarian ideas. The way she drew upon
the multiple traditions in shifting combinations in response to a chang-
ing climate of ideas will become even more apparent in subsequent
chapters. In the present chapter, however, it should become clear that
Cady Stanton put the various traditions to her own use—at times re-
formulating them—with an eye toward convincing a diverse audience
ranging from cautious supporters of limited change to improve women’s
position in the domestic sphere to hostile opponents of reform who rid-
iculed women’s rights advocates.

Garrisonian Abolitionism and Cady Stanton’s Early Work

It is well known that Garrisonian abolitionism was a major force in the
emergence of the antebellum woman’s rights movement.8 William Lloyd
Garrison encouraged women to join the antislavery crusade, initially
calling upon them to “form charitable associations to relieve the de-
graded of their sex.”9 After men organized the American Anti-Slavery
Society, in 1833, women began to establish their own female antislavery
societies in New England and in the middle Atlantic regions, the largest
of which were in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. Women’s initial
work in separate female societies was consistent with their activities
in female benevolent associations, particularly as many of the antislav-
ery organizations opened schools for free blacks, worked to improve
the conditions of poor blacks, and sought to teach them religious val-
ues. Women abolitionists also organized antislavery fairs—sales com-
monly held in conjunction with the men’s antislavery meetings—to raise
money. Those fairs became a major source of financial support for the
abolitionist movement.

Activities such as recruiting other women to abolitionism, teaching,
performing benevolent work, and making and selling items at fairs were
perceived to be compatible with women’s proper role because when
women engaged in such activities they provided moral guidance without
actually crossing into the forbidden public sphere. Antislavery women,
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however, soon embarked on activities that took them into the public
sphere. Collecting signatures for petitions to send to Congress involved
them in public affairs, where, according to the prevailing view, they
had no business. Speaking before “promiscuous” audiences of men
and women, which the American Anti-Slavery Society endorsed when it
agreed to hire women as antislavery agents, was also clearly outside
women’s proper sphere. The controversy over the Grimké sisters’ in-
creasingly popular lectures, and more generally the question of the role
that women should play in the antislavery movement, not only pro-
voked outrage among the Congregational clergy in Massachusetts but
also became a major issue within the movement. Indeed, the “woman
question” split the abolitionist movement in 1840. When a majority of
the delegates at the annual meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Soci-
ety voted to allow women to participate fully in the organization, some
three hundred members withdrew to form the American and Foreign
Anti-Slavery Society.10 The latter group, whose members were known as
the political abolitionists, abjured Garrison’s moral-suasion approach in
favor of electoral politics.

Garrisonian abolitionism helped lay the foundation for the subse-
quent development of the organized movement for women’s rights by
allowing women who were discontent with the constraints on their
lives to expand their sphere without initially appearing to cross forbid-
den boundaries. Abolitionism did not teach women that they were op-
pressed, for they were well aware of the extent of their exclusion from
politics. What it did do was provide them with the means for organizing
a movement around their shared problems and interests.11 Abolitionism
not only provided women with the idea that it was possible to organize
for change but also, in the most practical way, gave them valuable expe-
rience in holding meetings, fundraising, conducting petition campaigns,
and speaking in public.

While the young Elizabeth Cady’s parents had no disagreement with
temperance and religious benevolence, they regarded the abolitionists
as fanatics. Judge Cady went so far as to forbid all discussion of abo-
lition.12 In contrast, Elizabeth’s cousin Gerrit Smith had become a
Garrisonian by 1835 and played an important role in the movement,
serving as president of the New York chapter of the American Anti-
Slavery Society from 1836 to 1839. He provided financial support for
the movement, and his house was a station on the Underground Rail-
road. Although Smith later became a leader of the political abolitionists,
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he continued to share the Garrisonian criticism of organized religion’s
failure to condemn slavery and established a local nondenominational
abolitionist church in 1843. Elizabeth Cady became acquainted with
abolitionism as a frequent guest at Smith’s family home in Peterboro in
the late 1830s.

Scholars have frequently emphasized that Cady Stanton’s activism on
behalf of women’s rights began with her involvement in the abolitionist
movement.13 Her actual participation in the abolitionist movement,
however, was quite limited. She attended the World’s Anti-Slavery Con-
vention in 1840 with her husband, who was a delegate, on their honey-
moon trip. Later, after Henry Stanton opened a law practice in Boston,
she joined him there and during the early 1840s came into contact with
a number of prominent abolitionists, including Frederick Douglass,
Abby Kelley, Stephen Foster, Parker Pillsbury, and Lydia Maria Child.
But even in Garrison’s territory she did not assume a leadership role.
Elisabeth Griffith, one of Cady Stanton’s biographers, noted the absence
of evidence that she joined in any reform society during the 1840s. Nei-
ther did she participate in Henry’s Stanton’s abolitionist efforts.14 She
did, however, attend antislavery conventions and fairs and collect signa-
tures on antislavery petitions.15

A number of factors are likely to have limited her role. Her family
did not approve of her marriage to Henry—not only was he an aboli-
tionist but he had very little in the way of financial prospects. Neverthe-
less, Daniel Cady allowed Henry Stanton to study law with him and
later gave the young couple a house in Boston. Between 1842 and 1845,
Cady Stanton divided her time between her parents’ home in Albany
and the house in Boston. Thus, she may have hesitated to become in-
volved in activities that she was well aware would have created conflict
with her father. Also, her husband’s work as a political abolitionist pre-
sented an obstacle to Cady Stanton. She could not collaborate with her
husband because political abolitionism excluded women. She mentioned
in 1841 that she had not attended recent business meetings with him
“because I knew I would have no voice in those meetings.”16 Henry
Stanton chose to practice law in Boston at least in part to challenge
Garrison in his own territory. Consequently, although Cady Stanton
maintained that she was sufficiently independent to attend the meetings
of the Garrisonian American Anti-Slavery Society regardless of her hus-
band’s wishes,17 if she had taken a more active role it would surely have
been a source of conflict in her marriage. Moreover, Cady Stanton was
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preoccupied with domestic concerns during this time—she had three
sons between 1842 and 1845.

Possibly the most important reason that Cady Stanton did not be-
come more involved in abolitionism was that her primary concern was
always women’s rights. She described her reaction to the exclusion of
women from the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention as “fresh baptism
into women’s degradation.”18 Her conversations with Lucretia Mott in
London and her interaction with the Grimké sisters by her own account
heightened her awareness that other women shared her perception of
women’s position as unjust and encouraged her to begin to think about
how she might work for change.19 She wrote to a friend in 1841 that in
England she “found many many women fully & painfully convinced of
our present degradation as women.”20 Cady Stanton presents a clear
contrast to prominent abolitionist women like Lucretia Mott, Sarah and
Angelina Grimké, and Abby Kelley, who were prompted by deeply felt
religious convictions to join the Garrisonian crusade to bring an end to
the sin of slavery. Such women defended their right to speak out against
slavery in the face of fierce opposition from both within the movement
and outside it, emphasizing that women had both an obligation and a
right to participate in the movement in order to defend the rights of the
slaves. They were thus led to begin to argue more generally for women’s
emancipation from the limited sphere of home and family and to view
the campaign for women’s rights as part of abolitionism’s broader strug-
gle for human rights.

In contrast, Cady Stanton came to abolitionism through her cousin
and then through her husband. The fight against slavery and the contro-
versy over women’s role in the movement served to enhance her already
intense interest in women’s rights and encouraged her to explore the
possibilities for organizing women to seek change. Her differences from
abolitionist women notwithstanding, Cady Stanton’s connection to the
abolitionist movement played a central role in the development of her
arguments on behalf of women’s rights. She relied heavily on Garrison-
ian ideas as she began to devise ways to challenge women’s subordina-
tion. Anticlericalism, egalitarianism, and a theory of social change were
theoretical aspects of Garrisonian abolitionism that were crucial to the
emergence of the early woman’s rights movement and were especially
important to Cady Stanton.21 Thus, they provide a useful starting point
for considering the link between Cady Stanton’s early work on behalf of
women’s rights and the ideas of the abolitionist movement.
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First, Garrisonian abolitionism was fundamentally religious, and Gar-
rison initially adopted the leadership style of a minister. Nevertheless,
his natural-rights philosophy and his commitment to the doctrines of
perfectionism and nonresistance prompted him to condemn the church
as one of the corrupt institutions that allowed slavery to exist. He ques-
tioned clerical authority to govern congregations, repudiated the institu-
tion of the Sabbath, and criticized the Bible, declaring that not every-
thing in it was divinely inspired. Cady Stanton found Garrison’s anti-
clericalism consistent with her own feelings about organized religion,
which were a result of her earlier experiences with revivalism. Although
her anticlericalism would later become a more prominent facet of Cady
Stanton’s thought, in the early 1840s Garrison’s attack on the churches
encouraged her to challenge religious doctrines that supported women’s
subordinate status.

Second, for the Garrisonians, the equality of all human beings was
one of the foremost principles of morality, and that principle provided
women with a doctrine that they could use to challenge the ideology of
separate spheres.22 The Garrisonians developed their egalitarian doc-
trine from a number of sources, including the Bible, principles of nat-
ural law, and the Declaration of Independence. Drawing on the same
sources, Cady Stanton used the Garrisonian notion of equality as a
model for her own arguments, utilizing the abolitionist principle of hu-
man equality to develop a theory of women’s equality. Initially drawn to
Garrison for his behavior during the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention
when he sat with the women in their curtained-off area and remained
silent as they were required to do, she praised him as an advocate of
“ ‘Human Rights’ not black man’s merely.”23 She then went further to
develop the legal claim that women deserved the equal protection of
their individual rights out of the Garrisonian claim of moral equality.
Such arguments, which drew predominantly on liberal political ideas re-
volving around the principles of natural rights and equality, ran through
her work during these early years.

Cady Stanton, like other women’s rights activists, made frequent use
of the parallel between women and slaves that Garrisonian women initi-
ated in the 1830s.24 Her letter to the Ohio Women’s Convention in
1850 captured the logic of the analogy.

A married woman has no legal existence; she has no more absolute
rights than a slave on a Southern plantation. She takes the name of her
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master, holds nothing, owns nothing, can bring no action in her own
name; and the principles on which she and the slave is educated is the
same. The slave is taught what is considered best for him to know—
which is nothing; the woman is taught what is best for her to know—
which is little more than nothing; man being the umpire in both cases.
A woman cannot follow out the impulses of her own immortal mind in
her sphere, any further than the slave can in his sphere. Civilly, socially,
and religiously, she is what man chooses her to be—nothing more or
less—and such is the slave.25

Making use of that parallel again in 1856, she asserted that women
commonly accepted their oppression because they could not conceive
of any “way of escape. Her bondage, though it differs from that of
the negro slave, frets and chafes her just the same. She too sighs and
groans in her chains; and lives but in the hope of better things to come.
She looks to heaven; whilst the more philosophical slave sets out for
Canada.”26

The parallel between woman and slave had a strategic as well as a
theoretical dimension for Cady Stanton. It served as a rhetorical de-
vice to heighten women’s awareness of their own oppression, to arouse
their indignation, and to suggest that there was a remedy. In short, the
woman-slave parallel would help bring women into the movement.
Moreover, the parallel conveyed the idea that male opponents of slavery
should also oppose the oppression of women, thus alluding to the pros-
pect of garnering support for women’s rights among antislavery men.

Her use of the parallel also illustrates how she adapted the Garrison-
ian concept of the equality of all humans, transforming it into an ar-
gument for legal rights for women. She pointed out that woman’s de-
graded position, like the slave’s, violated principles of natural rights and
equality. It is important to note that Cady Stanton’s rhetorical compari-
son between women and slaves explicitly referred to male slaves. The
image of a white woman in the same degraded position as a black male
seems to have been particularly repugnant to a white audience. Even
more important, however, her failure to rely on the trope of abolitionist
women’s bond with female slaves was an early indication of the multi-
faceted way in which she would subsequently employ ascriptivism in
her later arguments. Her failure to include female slaves in her condem-
nation of the position of women also suggests the extent to which Cady
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Stanton would later construct arguments that would appeal primarily to
white, educated, Protestant women.

The third aspect of Garrisonian abolitionism that served as an impe-
tus for the woman’s rights movement and that Cady Stanton found use-
ful was a theory of social change positing that institutional and legal
change could not occur until there had been a major change at the indi-
vidual level. In Garrison’s view, political and legal institutions were cor-
rupt, and participation in the political process required morally unac-
ceptable compromise. Thus, the Garrisonians demanded an immediate
end to slavery as a moral necessity and set about achieving their goal by
convincing individuals that slavery was wrong. Focusing entirely on
moral suasion, they refused to participate in electoral politics and did
not develop any plan for institutional or legal change. That Cady Stan-
ton adopted the notion that a change in people’s attitudes must precede
institutional change is evidenced by her determination to focus public
attention on women’s oppression—she was the one who, more than any
other women’s rights reformer, developed the strategy of agitation.27

The power of the political parties in the United States government
and the fact that neither party took a position against slavery rein-
forced the Garrisonian conviction that government and politics were
corrupt. Consequently, Garrisonian women tended not to perceive the
vote as particularly useful. It was on this matter that Cady Stanton most
sharply disagreed with the Garrisonians. She applauded the Liberty
Party and questioned the Garrisonian approach. In a letter to abolition-
ist Elizabeth J. Neall in 1841, she wrote:

The question of no civil government is so great a one that I cannot de-
cide upon it just now . . . taking it then for granted that civil govern-
ment [is?] right—it is important that our good men should regulate this
government, now our abolitionists are the best men in our country, & I
should be unwilling that as a body they should exert no political influ-
ence. Slavery is a political question created & sustained by law, & must
be put down by law. One great advantage of forming a party over that
of scatteration is that in voting the abolitionists show their numbers, &
make our corrupt politicians fear & tremble. There is great danger on
the other hand of abolitionists themselves being corrupted, but it would
take many years methinks to make them as a party so corrupt as either
of our great national parties now are.28
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She was more explicit about the need for abolitionists—“the best men”
—to vote when she wrote in early 1842, “So long as we are to be gov-
erned by human laws, I should be unwilling to have the making & ad-
ministering of those laws left entirely to the selfish & unprincipled part
of the community, which would be the case should all our honest men,
refuse to mingle in political affairs.”29

Cady Stanton’s path diverged sharply from the Garrisonian no-
government approach when she demanded the franchise for women and
lobbied for legal reform. It is possible to overlook the Garrisonian influ-
ence by focusing on the importance of the Declaration of Independence
in Cady Stanton’s assertion that the theory of natural rights and equal-
ity applies to women as well as men. But Garrisonian reform was so
much a part of Cady Stanton’s life during the late 1830s and through-
out the 1840s—she wrote in her autobiography that in Boston all of
her immediate friends were reformers30—that it seems surely to have
been an important and direct force in the development of her ideas.
What Cady Stanton took from Garrisonianism was singularly liberal,
grounded as it was in the superiority of the moral individual over cor-
rupt government and human-made law.

Her use of the comparison between male slaves and white women
provided an early suggestion of one dimension of the ascriptivism that
would become increasingly prominent in her work through the years.
Cady Stanton also took the ascriptive notion that women were inferior
to men and adapted it to develop the argument that white women were
at least the equals of white men and superior to “other” women and
men—that is to people of other races, nationalities, and classes.

She also introduced a republican element in her arguments when she
demanded that women be allowed to become fully participating mem-
bers in the political community, with the ability to fulfill their obliga-
tions as virtuous citizens. Suzanne Marilley pointed out an important
connection between Garrisonian abolitionism and the ideology of re-
publican motherhood: “As republican mothers—moral authorities who
taught the values of equality and liberty to their children—women were
well prepared to assist Garrison. His strategy and message applied the
practice of republican motherhood to public antislavery reform; the
only difference was that Garrison, a man, was its practitioner.”31 Those
who practiced Garrisonian abolitionism were, in short, putting republi-
can motherhood into practice. Like republican mothers who imparted
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the correct moral values to their sons but did not participate directly in
politics, Garrisonian abolitionists were moral individuals who did not
compromise their principles by involving themselves in politics. Garri-
son’s no-government approach, like republican motherhood, would
thus allow women to expand their sphere in limited ways—participat-
ing in antislavery reform, for example—but would not challenge the ex-
clusion of women from the franchise. The Garrisonian refusal to partic-
ipate in electoral politics would leave governing to men. Realizing that
women could achieve their liberal goals of securing their natural rights
and equality only if they had the ability to fulfill their republican obliga-
tions as virtuous citizens, Cady Stanton rejected the aspect of Garrisoni-
anism that would have left intact the obstacles to women’s entry into
electoral politics.

Cady Stanton’s departure from the Garrisonian rejection of politics
was consistent with the turn that many moral reformers took toward
elections and institutions in the late 1840s as they grew increasingly dis-
illusioned with moral suasion.32 Prominently displayed in the public
statements she made in the 1850s along with the demand for the ballot
were her efforts to convince legislators to give married women control
of their property, to restrict the sale of liquor, and to permit wives to di-
vorce intemperate husbands. Her keen interest in and awareness of the
political developments of the 1850s—the collapse of the old party sys-
tem of Whigs and Democrats, the realignment of the parties around the
issue of slavery, the emergence of the Republican Party, the series of
compromises enacted by Congress that did virtually nothing to resolve
the heightening sectional conflict over slavery, and John Brown’s raid on
Harper’s Ferry—surface in her letters. She wrote to Susan B. Anthony
in 1852 criticizing Amelia Bloomer for not speaking against the Fugitive
Slave Law.33 In 1855, she wrote—again to Anthony—that she was at-
tending “all the Republican meetings” and applauded the fact that her
husband had joined the Republican movement.34 She also commented
on actions in Congress regarding the deepening sectional conflict.35 In
1856, she expressed her view that the “staving off” policy should end
and that she was “becoming more and more convinced that we shall
be in the midst of violence, blood, and civil war before we look for it.
Our fair republic must be the victim of the monster, slavery, unless we
speedily rise in our might and boldly shout freedom.”36 In 1859, she
lamented the hanging of John Brown, describing him as “grand and
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glorious.”37 In 1860, she wrote to Anthony of the “dreadful state of
things at our national capital,” asking, “Is there no way you and I can
get an oar in there?”38

The Seneca Falls Convention: The Multiple Traditions and the
Challenge to the Cult of Domesticity

The Stanton family moved from Boston to Seneca Falls, New York, in
1847 and it was there that Cady Stanton’s and Lucretia Mott’s plan to
organize a woman’s rights convention—conceived in 1840 or 1841—
finally came to fruition.39 Five women, including Cady Stanton and
Mott, met in Waterloo, New York, in July 1848 and agreed to call a
two-day convention.40 Cady Stanton provided the crucial impetus for
the effort, and she assumed primary responsibility for drafting the Dec-
laration of Sentiments.

According to the History of Woman Suffrage, when Cady Stanton
and the others embarked on the task of writing the Declaration of Senti-
ments, feeling as “hopeless as if they had been suddenly asked to con-
struct a steam engine,” they examined “various masculine productions.”
Finding the reports of antislavery, temperance, and peace conventions
“too tame . . . for the inauguration of a rebellion such as the world
had never before seen,” they turned to the Declaration of Independence
at Cady Stanton’s suggestion.41 They did, however, borrow the title of
their founding document from William Lloyd Garrison’s Declaration of
Sentiments, which the American Anti-Slavery Society adopted in 1833.

Modeled closely on the Declaration of Independence, the Declaration
of Sentiments began by announcing the necessity “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.” It was a self-
evident truth “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.”42 Following its
model, the Declaration of Sentiments provided a list of grievances, with
“Man” replacing the King as the tyrant who was responsible for the in-
justices. The grievances enumerated the “repeated injuries and usurpa-
tions on the part of man over woman, having in direct object the estab-
lishment of an absolute tyranny over her.” They outlined the ways that
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men had deprived women of their natural rights and were followed by a
set of resolutions reiterating the claim that everything the women were
asking for was based on the natural right to pursue happiness and on
women’s natural equality to men and outlining the demands for redress
of the wrongs that men had inflicted on them.

The value of Cady Stanton’s choice of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence as the model for the Declaration of Sentiments lay in the way it
connected the woman’s rights movement to the American Revolution,
thereby lending the campaign for women’s rights legitimacy and respect-
ability. Moreover, the connection with the fight for independence from
England emphasized the liberal nature of women’s rights reform and
minimized its most far-reaching implications insofar as it established
that women were only seeking the rights for which men had fought. Be-
cause those rights had been withheld from women, the commitments of
the Revolution remained unfulfilled. The remedy was simple: recognize
that women are endowed with the same natural rights as men and re-
form the laws accordingly. Such reform would be entirely consistent
with the goals of the American Revolution and the social order, as well
as with American institutions and values. In short, the rhetoric of the
American Revolution grounded woman’s rights firmly in the liberal tra-
dition of natural rights and equality—a tradition with which all Ameri-
cans were familiar and with which it seemed to Cady Stanton and her
colleagues there was little disagreement.

Every aspect of women’s subordination that Cady Stanton detailed
in the grievances and resolutions was fully supported by law and cus-
tom. As noted in chapter 1, the ideas of republican motherhood, which
emerged after the Revolution, had by the 1840s become the cult of do-
mesticity—an ideology that defined women’s existence in rigid terms,
drawing strict boundaries around their lives. According to the prevail-
ing view, limiting women’s lives to domestic pursuits was fully congru-
ent with their natural capacities.

The cult of domesticity revolved around the idea that men and
women were naturally so different that it was imperative for them to
perform distinct functions. That thoroughgoing belief in natural differ-
ences provided a justification for the exclusion of women from politics
and for the legal traditions that treated women essentially as the prop-
erty of their husbands and fathers. The cult of domesticity fully sup-
ported women’s exclusion from professions to which they had previ-
ously had some access. The professionialization of law and medicine,
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with the introduction of formal educational requirements, licensing, and
professional societies, created an insurmountable barrier for nearly all
women. Teaching was one career that was open to women because it
was consistent with their alleged natural ability to care for children and
to shape their character. Indeed, teaching opportunities for women were
expanding in 1848. Women teachers, however, were invariably paid less
than men were, and that too, was justified by the cult of domesticity.
In order to support their arguments in favor of training women to be
educators, reformers often pointed to the low cost of employing fe-
male teachers. When Catharine Beecher asked Congress for funding for
women’s training in the 1850s, assumptions about women’s natural dif-
ferences and their proper role ran through her argument. She also em-
phasized the financial advantages in that “women can afford to teach
for one-half, or even less, the salary which men would ask, because the
female teacher has only to sustain herself; she does not look forward to
the duty of supporting a family, should she marry, nor has she the ambi-
tion to amass a fortune.”43 In addition, the increase in educational op-
portunities for women in female seminaries and at Oberlin College fit
squarely within the framework of the separate spheres. Female educa-
tion was justified as a means for improving women’s ability to be good
wives—the educational institutions required women to prepare them-
selves for the future by performing domestic chores—and guardians of
the nation’s youth. Organized religion’s adamant opposition to allowing
women a voice in the church was also consistent with the prevailing be-
lief in natural differences between the sexes. In short, with the griev-
ances and resolutions she presented in the Declaration of Sentiments,
Cady Stanton directly confronted the ascriptive ideology of domesticity.

Historians have emphasized that the doctrine of separate spheres
played an important role in the development of a women’s culture that
provided a basis for resistance to male dominance.44 Although they dif-
fer on the nature of the relationship between women’s culture and what
eventually came to be called feminism, scholars generally agree that
associations of women—whether in friendships, benevolent organiza-
tions, schools, or textile mills–were crucial to the development of a
group consciousness among women. Limited as they were to their sepa-
rate sphere, women began to claim a positive social role for themselves.
An awareness of themselves as part of a group, a perception that they
had a social role, and dissatisfaction with the limitations of their sepa-
rate sphere eventually led women to organize for change. The cult of
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domesticity, in short, “contained within itself the preconditions for the
organized woman’s movement.”45

Although they may not have been possible without the cult of domes-
ticity that produced women’s culture, the Seneca Falls Convention and
the Declaration of Sentiments represented a repudiation of the idealized
version of domesticity and of the notion that women could improve
their position within a separate women’s culture. With the Declaration
of Sentiments, Cady Stanton revealed man’s “absolute tyranny” over
woman as the hidden reality behind the sentimentalized depiction of the
selfless, serene “true woman” who found fulfillment in home and moth-
erhood. Her goal in 1848 was to destroy the deeply embedded ascrip-
tive belief in sexual differences and to replace it with the liberal princi-
ple of natural rights and equality. In other words, she rejected ascrip-
tivist arguments and embraced the liberal vision of equality. Even so,
her challenge to the ideology of domesticity did not constitute an attack
on every aspect of the ideology of separate spheres. Neither did she re-
ject every aspect of ascriptivism.

The grievances and resolutions of the Declaration of Sentiments cov-
ered the range of political, legal, and customary sources of women’s
subordination in all realms of life. The first four grievances and the
ninth resolution addressed the exclusion of women from political life.
Man had refused woman her inalienable right to vote, thereby depriving
her of representation and requiring her to obey laws in the making of
which she had no role. To her argument based on natural rights and
equality Cady Stanton added an ascriptivist theme: man had withheld
from woman “rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded
men—both natives and foreigners.” She also introduced the republican
theme of civic virtue, stating that man had deprived woman of “this
first right as a citizen,” thereby leaving her without representation. The
ninth resolution also introduced the republican notion of civic virtue by
linking the vote with citizenship, proclaiming that women had a duty to
secure their “sacred right to the elective franchise.”

Several of the resolutions emphasized women’s natural equality and
their right to happiness. Women’s equal rights were intended “by the
Creator,” and any laws that did not protect those rights had no validity.
According to the second resolution, for example, “all laws which pre-
vent woman from occupying such a station in society as her conscience
shall dictate, or which place her in a position inferior to that of man,
are contrary to the great precept of nature, and therefore of no force or
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authority.” Similarly, the tenth resolution proclaimed “that the equality
of human rights results necessarily from the fact of the identity of the
race in capabilities and responsibilities.”

The fifth, sixth, and seventh grievances condemned the legal status of
married women, challenging the common-law tradition that rendered a
married woman, “in the eye of the law, civilly dead.” She had no right
to property, even her own wages; the law made a husband legally re-
sponsible for a crime his wife committed in his presence and rendered
woman, “morally, an irresponsible being.” Moreover, a wife’s promise
to obey allowed her husband to become her master, “the law giving him
power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.”
The eighth grievance pointed out that divorce laws and rules concerning
guardianship of children were framed by men, “going upon the false
supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into their
hands.” The ninth grievance turned to single women, who, although
they could own property, were taxed without representation. All of
these grievances focused on the laws that failed to respect women’s
equality and natural rights and were echoed in the several resolutions
that proclaimed that women had the same right to happiness and the
same capabilities and responsibilities as men.

The tenth and eleventh grievances turned to the absence of employ-
ment opportunities for women, charging that man had “monopolized
nearly all the profitable employments” and “closed against [them] all
the avenues of wealth and distinction.” Moreover, when women were
able to obtain employment, they were offered but “scanty remunera-
tion.” The twelfth grievance noted that women were denied an educa-
tion, as colleges did not admit them.46

The thirteenth grievance targeted organized religion, charging that
men had relegated women to a subordinate position within the church,
excluding them from the ministry and from participation in church
affairs. Identifying “the perverted application of the Scriptures” as a
source of constraints on women, the eighth resolution charged that
women should “move in the enlarged sphere which [their] great creator
has assigned [them].” The fifth resolution, introduced the ascriptivist ar-
gument that, because of women’s moral superiority, it was men’s duty to
encourage them to participate in all religious assemblies.

The fourteenth grievance pointed to the double standard in moral-
ity, condemning the rules “by which moral delinquencies which exclude
women from society, are not only tolerated but deemed of little account
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in man.” The sixth resolution reiterated the same theme, but with more
emphasis on the natural equality between men and women: “That the
same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior, that is re-
quired of woman in the social state, should also be required of man,
and the same transgressions should be visited with equal severity on
both man and woman.” The seventh resolution also alluded to men’s
hypocrisy, charging that women should not be criticized for speaking in
public by “those who encourage by their attendance, [their] appearance
on the stage, in the concert, or in the feats of the circus.”

The fifteenth and sixteenth grievances repudiated men’s claim to the
authority to control women’s lives, “to assign for [them] a sphere of ac-
tion” and to “destroy [their] confidence in [their] own powers, to lessen
[their] self-respect, and to make [them] willing to lead a dependant [sic]
and abject life.” The final resolution made a sweeping statement empha-
sizing women’s natural equality and introduced the republican theme of
woman’s duty to participate with men to

promote every righteous cause, by every righteous means; and espe-
cially in regard to the great subjects of morals and religion, it is self-
evidently her right to participate with her brother in teaching them,
both in private and in public, by writing and by speaking, by any in-
strumentalities proper to be used, and in any assemblies proper to be
held; and this being a self-evident truth, growing out of the divinely
implanted principles of human nature, any custom or authority adverse
to it, whether modern or wearing the hoary sanction of antiquity, is to
be regarded as self-evident falsehood, and at war with the interests of
mankind.

The prevailing view that women’s unique nature rendered them inca-
pable of functioning in the public sphere justified the laws and cus-
toms that kept women in a subordinate position. In the Declaration of
Sentiments, Cady Stanton took the opportunity to challenge that view
of women’s nature, proclaiming repeatedly that women were endowed
with the same natural rights as men. She argued that liberal principles
of natural rights and equality and republican obligations of citizenship
mandated that the artificial constraints on women’s lives be removed
and demanded an end to the male monopoly in the public sphere.

The rhetoric of the Declaration of Sentiments was overwhelmingly
liberal, yet, as we have seen, Cady Stanton also included republican
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allusions to women’s duty to participate in public life. Although there
was very little that was ascriptive in that document, there was the one
objection to women’s being placed below degraded and ignorant men
and the assertion of woman’s moral superiority that rendered them
particularly well suited for participating in the affairs of religion and
morals.

Cady Stanton’s willingness to delve deeply into the cultural norms
that determined women’s separate and subordinate status suggested that
in 1848 she was already beginning to move outside the bounds of liber-
alism, republicanism, and ascriptivism to a radical strain of thought.
Her criticism of the church and religion as a source of women’s subordi-
nation, in particular, portended the radical critique of the church and
the Bible that she was to develop in later years. Moreover, she issued
a challenge in the fourth grievance, that women become enlightened
about the laws under which they live “that they may no longer publish
their degradation, by declaring themselves satisfied with their present
position, nor their ignorance, by asserting that they have all the rights
they want.” That challenge represented the seed of a radical theme that
she would develop much more fully a few years later in her responses to
the opponents of women’s rights when she would suggest that women
constitute a class in need of developing an understanding of its de-
graded position.

Seneca Falls and the Sacred Right of the Elective Franchise

The demand for woman suffrage was the most controversial proposal at
the Seneca Falls Convention. Lucretia Mott advised Cady Stanton not
to include the resolution, and it was the only motion that did not re-
ceive the unanimous support of the convention.47 With Cady Stanton’s
support and the endorsement of Frederick Douglass, the resolution
passed by a small majority. The demand for the vote is often viewed as
the most radical of all the claims advanced at the Seneca Falls Conven-
tion insofar as it challenged the assumption of male authority over
women and “raised the prospect of female autonomy in a way that
other claims to equal rights could not.”48 Woman suffrage had the po-
tential to bring major change to the ideology that relegated women to
the domestic sphere. With the vote, women would not only be able to
participate in public affairs but also be able to work for passage of laws
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that would bring an end to women’s exclusion from the professions and
education and that would improve their position in marriage. Although
suffrage had radical implications, Cady Stanton framed the call for the
enfranchisement of women in predominately liberal terms—women had
the same right to participate in politics as men. She also added the re-
publican theme of women’s duty to participate in public life and the as-
criptivist claim that women’s moral superiority would improve the po-
litical life of the nation.

The appeal for the ballot distinguished the Seneca Falls Convention
and Cady Stanton’s contribution from earlier arguments for women’s
rights. Advocates of women’s rights who preceded Cady Stanton and
with whose ideas she was familiar, including Mary Wollstonecraft,
Frances Wright, the Grimké sisters, and Margaret Fuller, had stopped
short of demanding the franchise for women.49 In her Vindication of the
Rights of Woman, published in 1792 in England, Wollstonecraft argued
that improved education for women would allow them to develop their
potential and to refute the prevailing view that they were naturally infe-
rior to men. She presented her case within the framework of the sepa-
rate spheres, however, emphasizing that educated women would make
superior wives and mothers. As for the possibility of political equality,
she conceded that she was likely “to excite laughter, by dropping an
hint, which I mean to pursue, some future time, for I really think that
women ought to have representatives, instead of being arbitrarily gov-
erned without having any direct share allowed them in the deliberations
of government.”50

Frances Wright was an educational and urban reformer, public lec-
turer, newspaper editor, and founder of Nashoba in Tennessee, a com-
munal experiment in gradual emancipation that allowed slaves to earn
their freedom through their own labor. Active in the 1820s, she con-
tended “that the mind has no sex” and argued that women should have
equal educational opportunities and equality under law. She also as-
serted that married women should have control over their own property
and be the beneficiaries of easier divorce laws. Wright developed a uto-
pian scheme for education the goal of which was “to wipe out inequal-
ity of class and sex and to regenerate society.”51 Involved in organizing
workingmen, Wright was well aware of the importance of political orga-
nization but did not propose that women should have the right to vote.

The Grimkés, who so resolutely defended women’s right to partici-
pate in the abolitionist movement, did not extend their claims about
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women’s equal humanity, rights, and obligations to contribute to the
crusade against slavery to women’s right to the franchise. As noted ear-
lier, Garrisonian women like the Grimké sisters and Abby Kelley, who
were committed to moral suasion as a means to end slavery, did not
place particular value on voting, as they, like Garrison, believed govern-
mental institutions and processes to be inherently corrupt.

The transcendentalist Margaret Fuller, who conducted discussion ses-
sions for women and published Woman in the Nineteenth Century, in
1845, condemned the traditions that confined women to the roles of
wife and mother and rendered them dependent on men. She argued that
the restrictions on women’s lives obstructed their growth as human be-
ings and precluded them from realizing their full potential. Arbitrary
barriers needed to be thrown down, she proclaimed. Women needed to
free themselves from domination by men; they needed equality in edu-
cation and employment, and the institution of marriage needed to be re-
formed to make it a union of two independent and equal beings. As a
transcendentalist, Fuller emphasized women’s free and independent in-
ner growth. Women needed to be free to develop in their own way—“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.”52 Fuller envisioned a future in which men would have
achieved their own self-reliance and would welcome independence in
women. Fuller’s romantic vision of the self-development of the individ-
ual genius of women was important to Cady Stanton, even though Ful-
ler was concerned not with organizing for political or legal reform or
participating in public affairs but rather with the spiritual development
of the individual.53

Reiterating the Challenge: The 1848 Address on Women’s Rights

Cady Stanton delivered her first address on women’s rights in September
1848. She identified that address as one “delivered several times imme-
diately after the first Woman’s Rights Convention.”54 She took aim at
the cult of domesticity in that address with the same determination as
she had in the Declaration of Sentiments. Challenging the claim of male
intellectual superiority, she pointed out that women had not had a fair
trial and that only “When we shall have had our colleges, our profes-
sions, our trades, for a century a comparison may then be justly insti-

58 | Seneca Falls and Beyond



tuted.”55 She challenged the claim of male physical superiority on the
same grounds: “Physically, as well as intellectually, it is use that pro-
duces growth and development.”56 She also observed the absence of a
connection between the “power of mind” and the “size and strength of
body.”57 The behavior of leaders of religious and governmental institu-
tions, she noted, contradicted man’s claim to moral superiority, and she
ventured that man was “infinitely woman’s inferior in every moral vir-
tue” although only by a “false education.”58

Confronting the idealized “true woman” whose purity would be lost
if she were to participate in politics, Cady Stanton proclaimed, “The
false ideas that prevail with regard to the purity necessary to constitute
the perfect character in woman, and that requisite for man have done
an infinite deal of mischief in the world. We would not have woman less
pure, but we would have man more so. We would have the same code
of morals for both.”59 To those who might object that the alleged differ-
ences between men and women did not amount to a claim of male supe-
riority, Cady Stanton rejoined, “but you will find by following them up
closely that they make this difference to be vastly in favour of man.”60

Liberal claims of individual rights and natural equality were a major
theme in Cady Stanton’s challenge to the cult of domesticity in that ad-
dress. She made clear that her primary concern was the exclusion of
women from politics:

But we did assemble to protest against a form of government, existing
without the consent of the governed, to declare our right to be free as
man is free—to be represented in the government which we are taxed
to support—to have such disgraceful laws as give man the power to
chastise and imprison his wife—to take the wages which she earns,—
the property which she inherits, and, in case of separation the children
of her love—laws which make her the mere dependent on his bounty—
it was to protest against such unjust laws as these and to have them if
possible forever erased from our statute books, deeming them a stand-
ing shame and disgrace to a professedly republican people in the nine-
teenth century.61

Although liberal arguments dominated Cady Stanton’s attack on the
system of customs, beliefs, and laws that guaranteed women’s subor-
dinate status, republican themes were also present. She advanced the
republican notion that an excessive concentration of power leads to
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tyranny—in this case, men’s monopoly on power has led to tyranny
against women—that is inconsistent with the health of the community
and destroys the liberty of its citizens. Specifically, she alluded to the in-
terdependence of all members of the “human family,” attributing the
moral stagnation—“War, slavery, drunkenness, licentiousness and glut-
tony”—to the degradation of women:

The voice of woman has been silenced. But man cannot fulfill his des-
tiny alone—he cannot redeem his race unaided, there are deep and ten-
der chords of sympathy and love in the breasts of the down fallen the
crushed that woman can touch more skillfully than man. The earth has
never yet seen a truly great and virtuous nation, for woman has never
yet stood the equal with man. (As with nations so with families. It is the
wise mother who has the wise son, and it requires but little thought to
decide that as long as the women of this nation remain but half devel-
oped in mind and body, so long shall we have a succession of men de-
crepit in body and soul, so long as your women are mere slaves, you
may throw your colleges and churches to the wind, there is no material
to work upon, . . . the wife is degraded—made a mere creature of his
caprice and now the foolish son is heaviness to his heart. . . . God in his
wisdom has so linked together the whole human family that any vio-
lence done at one end of the chain is felt throughout its length.)62

An inegalitarian ascriptive theme also emerged in the way she la-
mented the fact that inferior, incapable men—“the most ignorant Irish-
man in the ditch”—possessed the rights that women were denied.63 In
the natural aristocracy of virtue and talents that Thomas Jefferson de-
scribed, her comments implied, women would vote. The present system
was more akin to the artificial aristocracy that Jefferson condemned as
“a mischievous ingredient in government”64 insofar as it elevated all
men—including the least capable—without regard to their qualifica-
tions. Cady Stanton condemned the artificial aristocracy of sex where
the rights of “ignorant Irishmen” and “drunkards, idiots, horse-racing,
rum selling rowdies, ignorant foreigners, and silly boys” were fully rec-
ognized, while women were “thrust out from all that belong to citizens
. . . [as] too grossly insulting to the dignity of woman to be longer qui-
etly submitted to.”65

That ascriptive language was consistent with the prejudices of the
nineteenth century; it was also indicative of the elite composition of the
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antebellum woman’s rights movement. Thus, Cady Stanton drew on the
tradition of ascriptive Americanisms to challenge women’s subordina-
tion by claiming that women (at least some women) were superior to
certain men—those of different nationalities, customs, and classes. That
language also served to draw attention to the hypocrisy of men who
declared their commitment to republican principles at the same time
that they betrayed those principles by maintaining their tyranny over
women. She clarified her point in an address she composed several years
later:

Can it be that here, where we acknowledge no royal blood, no apostolic
descent, that you, who have declared that all men were created equal—
that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned, would willingly build up an aristocracy that places the ignorant
and vulgar above the educated and refined—the alien and the ditch-
digger above the authors and poets of the day—an aristocracy that
would raise the sons above the mothers that bore them?66

Thus, for Cady Stanton, the liberal principles of natural rights and
equality, as well as the republican concern with the destructive effects of
an excessive concentration of power, required that women be included
in the political life of the nation. At the same time, however, she drew
on ascriptivism to draw attention to inequalities among men, arguing
that such inequalities justified the exclusion of the undeserving and the
incompetent. At any rate, Cady Stanton’s willingness to combine repub-
lican and intolerant ascriptive elements with liberal claims of universal
rights and equality to challenge women’s subordinate status was already
discernible in her first address on women’s rights.

Beyond 1848: The Woman’s Rights Movement in the 1850s

A second woman’s rights convention convened in Rochester only two
weeks after the Seneca Falls Convention, but the next gathering—in
Salem, Ohio—did not take place for a year and a half. Then, from 1850
through 1860, national woman’s rights conventions were held every
year except 1857.67 The organization of the antebellum woman’s rights
movement was marked by its informality.68 Although there were sev-
eral state societies and numerous local groups, there was no permanent
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national organization during the 1850s. A largely self-appointed, shift-
ing group of women served on a coordinating or steering committee
known as the Central Committee. An annually appointed president
took responsibility for organizing the annual conventions.69 In addition
to those conventions, reformers organized petition and lobbying cam-
paigns for legal reform, wrote for the periodicals that supported the
movement—the abolitionist publications, and the Lily, the Una, the
Woman’s Advocate, and the Sybil—and spoke frequently on the lecture
circuit, as well as at conventions. The movement was financially and
promotionally dependent on the Garrisonian abolitionists. Indeed, the
most reliable and visible support came from abolitionist women.70

The leaders deliberately elected not to have a formal organization. In
fact, the National Woman’s Rights Convention in 1852 rejected a pro-
posal to create a national society. Angelina Grimké Weld sent a letter
expressing her objections to artificial organizations that “do not pro-
tect the sacredness of the individual” and that would be a “burden, a
clog, an incumbrance, rather than a help.”71 Lucy Stone said that they
all dreaded permanent organizations, noting that she had “had enough
of thumb-screws and soul screws ever to wish to be placed under
them again.”72 A resolution that the convention did approve, how-
ever, encouraged women to organize yearly meetings in their states and
counties.

A core of leaders linked by ties of personal friendship and common
experience in other reform work included Lucretia Mott, Lucy Stone,
Antoinette Brown,73 Harriot Hunt, Paulina Wright Davis, Frances
Dana Gage, Clarina Howard Nichols, and Ernestine Rose. Formerly in-
volved in abolitionism and temperance, Susan B. Anthony became ac-
tive in the woman’s rights movement in 1852. According to Sylvia D.
Hoffert, fourteen women and nine men who had the time, energy,
money, and commitment to participate in at least three national con-
ventions between 1848 and 1860 constituted the vanguard of the ante-
bellum movement.74 The antebellum woman’s rights movement was
made up of middle-class, relatively well-educated, white, and native-
born women;75 they were not, as Gerda Lerner pointed out, the most
downtrodden but rather the most status-deprived group. They did not
speak for the more exploited and oppressed factory workers or black
women.76

The disputes that divided the post–Civil War woman’s rights move-
ment had not yet surfaced in the 1850s. Indeed, there was very little
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public disagreement among the leaders of the antebellum movement
regarding goals and strategy. The conventions throughout the 1850s
continued to present essentially the same resolutions that were formu-
lated at Seneca Falls. According to Eleanor Flexner, the early movement
was not as concerned with suffrage as it was with women’s property
rights, guardianship, divorce, educational and employment opportuni-
ties, women’s unequal legal status, and the pervasive concept of female
inferiority perpetuated by established religion.77 Although some of the
leaders downplayed suffrage as the defining goal of the movement in the
mid-1850s, a resolution demanding the franchise for women was pre-
sented at every convention from 1848 through 1860. One of the resolu-
tions adopted at the national convention in 1856, for example, pro-
claimed “that the main power of the woman’s rights movement lies in
this: that while always demanding for women better education, better
employment, and better laws, it has kept steadily in view the one cardi-
nal demand for the right of suffrage: in a democracy, the symbol and
guarantee of all other rights.”78

The Importance of Suffrage

As Cady Stanton developed her arguments for suffrage, she drew exten-
sively from both republican and ascriptive traditions, blending them
with liberal doctrine. The way she formulated her arguments not only
illuminates the extent to which she relied on and combined the three
traditions but also sheds light on the relationship between her ideas
and those of other prominent leaders of the antebellum woman’s rights
movement.

Cady Stanton was severely constrained by domestic responsibilities
during the 1850s. She added four children to her family between 1851
and 1859, and her husband was frequently away from home on legal or
political business. She wrote to Susan B. Anthony in 1856 of pacing up
and down her room like a caged lioness, “longing to bring nursing and
housekeeping cares to a close.”79 Although she was unable to attend
a woman’s rights convention until 1860, all of the conventions in the
1850s opened with a letter that she had written for the occasion. In
most of those letters, she highlighted the importance of the franchise,
arguing that suffrage should be given the highest priority because it was
a prerequisite to securing all other rights. Thus, she recommended to
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the Ohio convention in 1850 that women’s rights reformers petition
first for the right to vote:

[N]othing short of this. The grant to you of this right will secure all
others, and the granting of every other right, whilst this is denied, is a
mockery. For instance: What is the right to property without the right
to protect it? The enjoyment of that right to-day is no security that it
will be continued to-morrow, so long as it is granted to us as a favor,
and not claimed by us as a right.80

She went further to suggest that the franchise could bring more than le-
gal rights to women; it could bring an end to women’s subordination in
all realms of life—along with the vote, she asserted, “comes equality in
Church and State, in the family circle, and in all our social relations.”81

Cady Stanton elaborated on her liberal, individual rights–oriented
basis for women’s suffrage when she contended that men’s unwavering
belief that women’s nature differed from theirs rendered them incapable
of either representing or legislating for them. Unable to see “that we
think and feel exactly as he does, that we have the same sense of right
and justice, the same love of freedom and independence,” they enact
laws that treat women differently from men, taking from women—she
took the opportunity to reiterate—“the very rights which they fought,
and bled, and died, to secure to themselves.”82 She also asserted, albeit
inconsistently, that men legislated out of ignorance—they had no way
to judge the interests of those people (women) who were so unlike
them. She brought the two arguments together with a flourish: “If we
are alike in our mental structure, then there is no reason why we should
not have a voice in making the laws which govern us; but if we are not
alike, most certainly we must make laws for ourselves; for who else can
understand what we need and desire?”83 Her argument was that if
women were different from men, they needed representation so that
they could protect their shared interests: to make it possible to “watch
the passage of all bills affecting our own welfare or the good of our
country.”84 Alternatively, if women were “free and equal” to men, they
were entitled to a role in political life. Cady Stanton thus appropri-
ated the assumption of natural differences and the doctrine of separate
spheres, turning what seemed to be such an effective argument against
including women in political life into a mandate for woman’s suffrage.
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Relying on liberal principles of individual entitlement to equal rights,
Cady Stanton often reiterated her conviction that women would never
be able to secure their rights until they obtained the ballot. She reasoned
that woman’s suffrage was not only justified but necessary for the pro-
tection of women’s rights. She relied on republican principles as well,
however, in her contention that women would not use the vote simply
to advance their self-interest. Indeed, the special talents and concerns
that women would bring to politics would vastly improve the life of the
nation. To develop that argument, she drew upon the cult of domestic-
ity’s ascriptive insistence that there were immutable differences between
the sexes. In her 1850 letter to the Ohio Convention—the same letter in
which she placed such a strong emphasis on women’s need to vote if
they were to protect their rights—she asserted that if women had not
been excluded from politics, the course of the nation would have been
very different:

[W]ould [it] have been stained with the guilt of aggressive warfare upon
such weak defenceless nations as the Seminoles and Mexicans? Think
you we should cherish and defend, in the heart of our nation, such a
wholesale system of piracy, cruelty licentiousness and ignorance, as is
our slavery? Think you that relic of barbarism, the gallows, by which
the wretched murderer is sent with blood upon his soul, uncalled for,
into the presence of his God, would be sustained by law? Verily no,
or I mistake woman’s heart, her instinctive love of justice and mercy,
and truth.85

Cady Stanton’s arguments embraced liberal principles of equal rights
and autonomy and at the same time promoted a republican image of
women as public-spirited citizens who would exercise the franchise to
improve the life of the national community. Moreover, she included as-
criptive themes by alluding to women’s moral superiority, thereby trans-
forming traditional ascriptive assertions of women’s natural distinct
qualities of women into a demonstration of the necessity of including
women in the political life of the nation.

The small margin by which the participants at the Seneca Falls Con-
vention agreed to include the elective franchise in the list of demands
made clear to Cady Stanton that suffrage would be the most contro-
versial goal of the woman’s rights movement. As noted earlier, many
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Garrisonian women had reservations about the value as well as the mo-
rality of participating in governmental institutions and processes. In
addition, some women who were eager to advocate legal reform that
would alleviate their subordinate position within the family were so
thoroughly imbued with the notion that women’s proper sphere was the
private realm of domesticity that they were not yet ready to argue that
women had a major role to play in the public business of governing.
Cady Stanton also expressed her awareness of the obstacles that woman
suffrage would encounter outside the movement when she referred to
the vote as “the point to attack, the stronghold of the fortress—the one
woman will find most difficult to take—the one man will most reluc-
tantly give up.” But, rather than turn more attention to goals that
seemed more feasible in the short term, she consistently maintained that
the vote must be the central focus of the movement, that the leaders
should “spend all [their] time, strength and moral ammunition, year af-
ter year, with perseverance, courage and decision.”86

In 1851, Cady Stanton recommended a series of practical steps that
women could take to advance the cause. She urged them to engage in
petition campaigns at every session of the legislature, to go to the polls
with banners inscribed with the words of “our revolutionary fathers—
such as, ‘No Taxation without Representation,’ ‘No just Government
can be formed without the consent of the Governed.’” She also recom-
mended that women refuse to pay taxes “and, like the English dis-
senters, suffer our goods to be seized and sold, if need be.”87 Women
could also make their way into the trades and professions and make
themselves, “if not rich and famous, at least independent and respect-
able.”88 She reminded women that they were particularly suited for
the pulpit because of their superiority to men “in the affections, high
moral sentiments, and religious enthusiasm.”89 There was also impor-
tant work to be done, she contended, in the education of young women
who needed to be taught self-reliance and courage. In a passage that re-
flected the influence of Margaret Fuller, she admonished:

Let the girl be thoroughly developed in body and soul, not modeled,
like a piece of clay, after some artificial specimen of humanity, with a
body like some plate in Godey’s book of fashion, and a mind after some
type of Father Gregory’s pattern daughters, loaded down with the tradi-
tions, proprieties, and sentimentalities of generations of silly mothers
and grandmothers, but left free to be, to feel, to think, to act.90
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In 1852, in her letter to the third National Woman’s Rights Conven-
tion, she again called upon women to refuse to pay taxes. Invoking the
spirit of the Revolution, she implored, “shall we fear to suffer for the
maintenance of the same glorious principle for which our forefathers
fought, bled, and died? Shall we deny the faith of the old Revolutionary
heroes, and purchase for ourselves a false power and ignoble ease, by
declaring in action that taxation without representation is just?”91 She
underlined the need for women lawyers to interpret the laws in order to
“discover the loopholes of retreat” to “see if there is no way by which
we may shuffle off our shackles and assume our civil and political
rights.”92 She called for coeducation and the admission of women to the
best colleges to bring an end to the evils of the isolation of the sexes and
to give women a place in the most profitable enterprises.

Making both liberal and republican claims in consecutive para-
graphs, Cady Stanton averred that women have the same objects in life
as men and that if the feminine element had been represented in govern-
ment, the behavior of statesmen would certainly have been greatly im-
proved. Finally, in her 1852 letter, she identified the clergy—“priest-
craft”—as women’s most violent enemies and opponents, who have
provided women with a false understanding of God, the Bible, and her
own nature, making “her bondage . . . more certain and lasting, her
degradation more helpless and complete.”93 She urged women to with-
draw their support for the churches and their benevolent societies and
instead to devote their resources to the “education, elevation, and en-
franchisement of their own sex.”94

Cady Stanton’s letters to the woman’s rights conventions during the
1850s evidence her commitment to keeping suffrage at the center of the
movement. That the resolutions adopted at the conventions gave such a
prominent position to suffrage suggests that she was successful. At the
1851 convention, for example, the first resolution proclaimed, “That
while we would not undervalue other methods, the Right of Suffrage
for Women is, in our opinion, the corner-stone of this enterprise, since
we do not seek to protect woman, but rather to place her in a position
to protect herself.”95 Suffrage was not mentioned explicitly until the
fourth resolution of those adopted at the convention in 1860, but the
second and third resolutions implied the right to vote in their references
to women’s demand for the privileges of citizenship and the recognition
of civil and political rights.96 Reformers who spoke at those conventions
did not always mention suffrage, often focusing instead on legal reform
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to protect the property rights of married women and to create more eq-
uitable inheritance laws. Nevertheless, they did not voice any objection
to including suffrage as a primary goal. Moreover, when they discussed
the issue of votes for women, they endorsed it with reasoning that was
consistent with Cady Stanton’s.97

Conclusion

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s earliest work reveals the ways in which she
drew from and blended the multiple traditions to challenge the legal
and cultural structure, including the cult of domesticity that sustained
women’s subordinate status. In her early years as a women’s rights
leader, she used liberal arguments to minimize the most far-reaching
implications of her demands for reform by consistently reminding her
audience that women were only asking for the rights that by nature
belonged to every human being—the same rights for which men had
fought the American Revolution. Granting equal legal and political
rights to women, Cady Stanton often contended, would fulfill the prom-
ise of the Revolution. Withholding those rights would not only obstruct
the progress of society but also confirm that America in the mid-nine-
teenth century had failed to live up to the principles on which the na-
tion was founded. She presented women’s degraded position as cruelly
inconsistent with the liberal principles of natural rights and equality
that ran through the Declaration of Independence. Her arguments also
suggested that the male monopoly on power contradicted the republi-
can mandate for balanced government that was institutionalized in the
Constitution’s system of checks and balances. Moreover, women’s con-
tinued exclusion from political life after the democratic reforms of the
Jacksonian era constituted an even more obvious travesty of both lib-
eral and republican principles upon which the nation was based.

Cady Stanton interspersed her liberal claims of women’s right to the
same rights that men enjoyed with republican allusions to the evils of
unchecked power and the need for women to participate in the politi-
cal life of the community. She also made use of ascriptive claims that
women’s moral superiority would make them particularly good citizens
—voting women would greatly improve the political life of the nation.
The improvements would result not only from the redress of the imbal-
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ance of power created by the male monopoly—a republican claim—but
also from the introduction of women’s moral influence, which would
combat men’s self-seeking, corrupt approach to politics. That is, active
women citizens could make up for men’s natural shortcomings. Al-
though Cady Stanton mounted a thoroughgoing challenge to the cult of
domesticity, her ideas bear the unmistakable imprint of that all-perva-
sive nineteenth-century ideology, as evidenced by her emphasis on the
need to protect women in the domestic realm.

The way that Cady Stanton combined traditions also had a strategic
component. She attacked the cult of domesticity with the liberal claim
that women were equal to men and endowed with the same inalienable
rights. At the same time, however, she pointed to women’s special quali-
fications because she knew that most people were not ready to relin-
quish their belief that there were natural differences between the sexes
that made separate spheres necessary to the well-being of society. Thus,
if women were similar to men in their capacity for rational decisions,
they should have equal rights; if they were different—that is, morally
superior—they should also have the right to participate in governing so
that they could apply their special skills to cure the ills of male politics.
Also, the way she used ascriptive arguments to assert women’s superior-
ity to some men buttressed her claims for women’s rights, although it
did not challenge—indeed, it served to reinforce—other established hi-
erarchies of the United States in the nineteenth century.

The energy that Cady Stanton devoted to legal and political reform
during the antebellum period and her efforts to downplay the extent of
the changes that she sought by associating the woman’s rights move-
ment with the American Revolution tend to divert attention from the
broader implications of her commitment to eradicating women’s subor-
dination. While she viewed suffrage as a means to secure women’s legal
rights—the only way, as she said, that women could protect their rights
—she was aware that legal and political reform could not eradicate the
culture of domesticity that perpetuated women’s condition. As she said
to Anthony in 1860, “Woman’s degradation is in man’s idea of his sex-
ual rights. Our religion, laws, customs are all founded on the belief that
woman was made for man.”98 Cady Stanton’s belief in the need for fun-
damental social change became more pronounced later in her life, as we
will see in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, that conviction is discern-
ible, if only slightly, in some of her earliest work.
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The 1850s
Married Women’s Property Rights, 
Divorce, and Temperance

Introduction

The legal disabilities of married women were of paramount importance
to the antebellum woman’s rights leaders, and especially to Elizabeth
Cady Stanton. Indeed, the authors of the History of Woman Suffrage
identified “discussion in several of the State Legislatures on the property
rights of married women” as one of the “immediate causes that led to
the demand for the equal political rights of women.”1 As we have seen,
two of the grievances in the Declaration of Sentiments stated that “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.” An-
other noted more generally that men had deprived married women of
their rights.2

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which Cady Stanton’s argu-
ments for married women’s property rights and divorce reform relied on
the multiple traditions and how she introduced a radical theme with her
analysis of marriage. In addition, I discuss the alliance that Cady Stan-
ton formed with the temperance movement and the way her arguments
demonstrated her understanding of the connections among the eco-
nomic, legal, and political disabilities of women.

Married Women’s Property Rights

According to the common law of England, which provided the basis of
the American legal system, a woman’s legal existence ended with her
marriage. Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England, pub-
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lished between 1765 and 1769 and reprinted in America in 1771,
summed up the legal status of a married woman: “the very being or le-
gal 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.”3 The doctrine of
marital unity provided that when a man and woman married, they be-
came one in the eyes of the law, with one will—the will of the husband.
Under the concept of coverture, a married woman was a feme covert,
covered by her husband. Thus, all property a woman brought to her
marriage belonged to her husband. Although he could not sell her land
or buildings without her consent, he could dispose of her other property
—including her wages—as he saw fit. A married woman could not sue
or be sued, nor could she enter into a contract. The dower right entitled
a widow to use one-third of her husband’s property, but she could not
alter or dispose of it.4 The law was sufficiently flexible to allow women
more rights in special situations—an abandoned wife could petition the
legislature to become a feme sole with the legal ability to conduct busi-
ness.5 A wealthy woman could keep her property separate from her hus-
band through devices such as prenuptial contracts and trusts. A major-
ity of women, however, had to live with the restrictions of coverture.
Moreover, a woman who had the resources to attempt to attain some of
the rights of a single woman was always considered to be a special case
and remained dependent on others—if not her husband, then a male
relative or the state.6

Legal reform to expand the property rights of married women be-
gan well before 1848. Beginning in the late 1830s, some state legisla-
tures enacted laws to prohibit property that the wife brought to the
marriage from being taken by creditors to pay the husband’s debts.7

More states adopted reforms—still very limited in scope—during the
1850s.8 By 1865, twenty-nine states had enacted women’s property acts
in some form.9

The early advocates of reform in the marital property system included
men who favored more lenient debtor laws amid the economic insta-
bility of antebellum America, advocates of codification, and women’s
rights reformers.10 Women outside the woman’s rights movement who
opposed suffrage but celebrated women’s moral influence within the
framework of domesticity also commonly supported marital property
reform. Sarah Hale, for example, considered such reform to be chival-
rous, as men initiated them to confer benefits on women.11 As Norma

The 1850s | 71



Basch observed, although the drive for marital property reform “re-
flected the economic goals of the emergent bourgeoisie, both female and
male, the ramifications of the drive were far broader. . . . In the context
of the nineteenth century, the right of wives to own property entailed
their right not to be property.”12

Women’s rights reformers viewed legal reform of property rights as
inextricably connected to the demand for suffrage. They often reiterated
the argument that women’s legal disabilities evidenced men’s inability
to represent women and that only with the ballot would protection
of their property rights become possible. Nevertheless, women who did
not support suffrage also often favored married women’s property
rights. Thus, in the early 1850s, activists often circulated separate peti-
tions—one for suffrage and one for property rights—to gather signa-
tures to present to state legislatures. As Basch noted, the campaign for
property rights provided the woman’s rights movement with a “perfect
bridge” between the more cautious supporters of women’s property
rights and the more daring advocates of suffrage. Those who were more
cautious could work for married women’s property rights with the goal
of improving women’s position in the domestic sphere, while others
could seek legal reform as the first step in a logical sequence that allow
women into the public sphere.13 In addition, the more cautious could
gradually move across the bridge to support suffrage once state legisla-
tures began to enact married women’s property acts.14

The New York Campaign: Property Rights for Married Women

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was campaigning for a married women’s prop-
erty act in New York during the years that she was writing letters to the
national conventions urging her colleagues to keep the demand for suf-
frage at the center of the woman’s rights movement. The debate over re-
form of the marital property system in New York began in 1836. Be-
tween 1841 and 1848, eight major bills for a married women’s statute
were introduced in the legislature, four in 1846 and 1847 alone, but
none emerged from committee.15 In addition, a women’s property clause
was proposed at the state constitutional convention in 1846 and ap-
proved by the delegates but was rescinded three days later. According to
the authors of the History of Woman Suffrage, with the enactment of
the married women’s property statute in 1848, New York became the
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first state “to emancipate wives from the slavery of the old common law
of England, and to secure to them equal property rights.”16

Passage of the legislation in the spring of 1848, several months be-
fore the Seneca Falls Convention, was primarily a result of the conver-
gence of overlapping interests in codification and in shielding men’s
property from creditors and opportunistic or incompetent sons-in-law
and protecting the family finances in a time of economic instability.17

Women’s rights reformers nevertheless played an important role from
the outset of the twelve-year campaign for marital property reform.
Ernestine Rose and Paulina Wright Davis circulated petitions in 1836,
though with little success, as only five women signed. Cady Stanton,
staying in Albany in 1843, took the opportunity to discuss a proposed
bill with lawyers and legislators.18 Women from two counties petitioned
the legislature in 1848, admonishing that “Our numerous and yearly
petitions for this most desirable object having been disregarded, we
now ask your august body . . . to abolish all laws which hold married
women no more accountable for their acts than infants, idiots, and
lunatics.”19

The 1848 statute was quite limited. It insulated a married woman’s
property from her husband’s debts and provided that the property
“shall continue her sole and separate property, as if she were a single fe-
male.” It also specified that property given to a married woman by any
person other than her husband would be held “to her sole and separate
use, as if she were a single female.”20 The law prohibited a husband
from disposing of property that his wife brought to the marriage. But
the husband was still assumed to be the manager of the property. More-
over, the statute did not give contractual rights to married women. An
amendment to the law in 1849 allowed the wife “to convey and devise
real and personal property...as if she were unmarried.”21 Other 1849
amendments provided that a married woman who was the beneficiary
of a trust had to petition a court for personal control of her property.
The court would review her capacity to manage and control her prop-
erty and then could order the trustee to convey all or part of the trust
to her.

Despite the praise they later inserted in the History of Woman Suf-
frage, the leaders of the woman’s rights movement were well aware that
the legislation of 1848 and 1849 was inadequate. Cady Stanton and
Susan B. Anthony shared the conviction that reform in the marital
property system was crucial to women’s rights. Cady Stanton wrote to
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Anthony in 1853 that “it is in vain to look for the elevation of woman,
so long as she is dependent in marriage. . . . The right idea of marriage
is at the foundation of all reforms.”22 Likewise, reflecting on the events
of 1853, Anthony wrote that she understood that there “was no true
freedom for woman without the possession of all her property rights
and that those could be obtained through legislation only, and . . . the
sooner the demand was made of the Legislature, the sooner would we
be likely to obtain them.”23

The woman’s rights convention in Rochester in late 1853 adopted a
resolution calling upon the legislature to appoint a joint committee “to
examine and revise the statutes, and to propose remedies for the redress
of all legal grievances from which women now suffer, and suitable
measures for the full establishment of women’s legal equality with
men.”24 Two other resolutions asked for legislation making wives co-
owners of income they earned jointly with their husbands and granting
them equal rights in inheritance and in guardianship of children. An-
thony launched a major petition campaign at the end of the convention,
organizing sixty women for door-to-door petitioning. That winter, she
and the other women collected six thousand signatures in support of
legislation to expand the property rights of married women and four
thousand in support of suffrage. She then organized a woman’s rights
convention in Albany in February 1854 to coincide with the next leg-
islative session and used that occasion to deliver the petitions to the
legislature.

Although Cady Stanton did not attend the meeting in Rochester, she
was appointed to a committee to prepare an address to the legislature
and to ask for a hearing to consider “the just and equal rights of
women.”25 She prepared an address and delivered it to the convention
in Albany, which agreed to adopt it as its address to the legislature.26

The address began with an explanation of the women’s demands for
suffrage and representation on juries that relied on a combination of
liberal, rights-based rhetoric,27 republican notions of the destructive
consequences of an excessive concentration of power and the need for
“women’s moral power” in politics, and the ascriptive argument that
women were superior to many voting men: “moral, virtuous and intelli-
gent, and in all respects quite equal to the proud white man himself,
and yet by your laws we are classed with idiots, lunatics and negroes.”28

She thus made use of ascriptivism not only to make a claim to women’s
superiority but also to reinforce other inequalities by calling attention to
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the alleged inferiority of certain men. Ironically, she called for equality
on liberal grounds but then charged that women deserved the vote be-
cause of their superiority on the basis of race and intelligence.

Asking the legislators what authority they had to “disfranchise one-
half the people of this state,” she turned to a respectable source for sup-
port. Elisha Powell Hurlbut, a retired judge on the Supreme Court of
New York, had published a book in 1845 rejecting the common law
and arguing that legislation should “be merely declaratory of natural
rights and natural wrongs and that whatever is indifferent to the laws of
nature shall be left unnoticed by human legislation.”29 In that volume
he included a chapter, “The Rights of Woman,” in which he condemned
the rules that denied women the “dignity of a rational moral being” af-
ter marriage, reasoning that women had a right to live in the married
state without surrendering any of their rights.30

Cady Stanton’s address linked the campaign for women’s property
rights to the demand for the ballot, emphasizing that reform in the mar-
ital property system was only the beginning of her far-reaching agenda
for change in women’s status: “The right to property will, of necessity,
compel us in due time to the exercise of our right to the elective fran-
chise, and then naturally follows the right to hold office.”31 When she
turned to the details of married women’s property rights, the subject
that constituted the greater part of her address, she retained a rights-
based rationale, for example, admonishing the legislators,

We ask no better laws than those you have made for yourselves. We
need no other protection than that which your present laws secure to
you . . . we ask for all that you have asked for yourselves in the prog-
ress of your development, since the Mayflower cast anchor beside Plym-
outh Rock; and simply on the ground that the rights of every human
being are the same and identical.32

In spite of the way she pointed to women’s equality and dignity, Cady
Stanton’s address focused primarily on portraying wives as victims of
financially incompetent or dishonest husbands and as widows cruelly
wrenched from their homes. A woman’s position was often untenable,
for example, “If she have a worthless husband, a confirmed drunkard, a
villain or a vagrant, he has still all the rights of a man, husband and a
father. Though the whole support of the family be thrown upon the
wife, if the wages she earns be paid to her by her employer, the husband
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can receive them again.” A woman who managed to provide her chil-
dren with a home and security was nevertheless vulnerable to the hus-
band, who had the legal right to “strip her of all her hard earnings, turn
her and her little ones out in the cold northern blast, take the clothes
from their backs, the bread from their mouths.”33

She reproached the legislators: “your present laws . . . make the
mother and her children the victims of vice and license.”34 Moreover,
“cruel, vindictive fathers” have inflicted “untold sufferings” on chil-
dren, and “a mother’s love can be no protection to a child; she cannot
appeal to you to save it from a father’s cruelty. . . . Neither at home nor
abroad can a mother protect her son.”35 Thus, without relinquishing
the broader goal of obtaining the ballot, Cady Stanton drew the legisla-
tors’ attention to the need to expand women’s property rights so that
mothers could provide a safe and secure environment for their children.
Giving married women the right to control their own property, the right
to make contracts, the right to sue and be sued, the right to equal inher-
itance, and the right to guardianship of children would protect women’s
position in the domestic sphere. If a woman did venture outside the
home in pursuit of an income, it would be solely for the purpose of sup-
porting her children in the all-too-common situation in which the hus-
band failed to do so. Cady Stanton thus placed her demands firmly
within the tradition of woman’s separate sphere. At the same time, she
exposed a great deal about the harsh reality behind the cult of domes-
ticity’s sentimentalized image of the “true woman,” cared for and pro-
tected by her husband.

Disregarding the forceful arguments that Cady Stanton presented, the
special joint committee that the legislature appointed to conduct hear-
ings recommended that the “prayer of the petitioners be denied.” The
committee did make two suggestions, however. First, the consent of the
mother should be required for any disposition made by the father re-
garding guardianship of their children. Second, when the husband ne-
glected to support or educate his family, the wife should have the right
to collect her earnings and those of her minor children and apply them
to the family’s support without interference from him.36 That the com-
mittee made such recommendations suggests that the legislators, though
not willing to endorse major changes in married women’s property
rights, were willing to expand wives’ and mothers’ ability to protect
their children. In short, even as early as 1854, legislators were willing to
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consider changes in women’s rights as a means of protecting women
and children from abusive and neglectful husbands.

Susan B. Anthony devoted herself to the campaign for married
women’s property rights from 1854 until the Earnings Act became law,
in 1860. She canvassed the state each year—and in one six-month pe-
riod visited fifty-four of the sixty counties in the state. She organized
state and county conventions and petitioning campaigns, gave lectures,
knocked on doors, and delivered petitions to the legislature every year.
Cady Stanton commented that donations in 1858 and 1859 made it eas-
ier “to send out agents and to commence anew our work which shall
never end until in church and state, and at the fire-side, the equality of
woman shall be fully recognized.”37

In 1859, by a vote of 102 to 2, the New York State Assembly passed
legislation protecting married women’s earnings. The measure failed to
come to a vote in the Senate, however.38 On February 18, 1860, Cady
Stanton addressed a joint session of the legislature, appealing once more
for married women’s property rights and suffrage. Her opening com-
ments emphasized the natural rights of the individual—rights that are
not transferable but “are a component part of himself, the laws which
insure his growth and development . . . they live and die with him.”39

Withholding rights from women, she contended, does not benefit men:
“No man can see, hear, or smell but just so far; and though hundreds
are deprived of these senses, his are not the more acute” and “women’s
poverty does not add to man’s wealth.”40 Conversely, if men were to al-
low women to exercise their rights, “her wealth could not bring poverty
to him.”41 In short, rights were an unlimited resource—women’s gain
would not be men’s loss; on the contrary, securing women’s inalienable
rights would benefit society.

Later in her address, however, Cady Stanton dropped her concilia-
tory tone and condemned white men for acting out of “shrewd selfish-
ness” and comfortably ensconcing themselves while degrading women
in the name of protection. She also returned to the notion that rights for
women would unify rather than disrupt society, asking the legislators to
“Undo what man did for us in the dark ages, and strike out all special
legislation for us; strike the words ‘white male’ from all your constitu-
tions, and then, with fair sailing, let us sink or swim, live or die, survive
or perish together.”42

When she turned to the legal status of married women, she drew the
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familiar comparison between the condition of the mothers, wives, and
daughters of New York and slaves in the Carolinas. As she had before,
she limited her comparison to male slaves. A wife, like a slave has no
name—he is “Cuffy Douglas or Cuffy Brooks, just whose Cuffy he may
chance to be. . . . She is Mrs. Richard Roe or Mrs. John Doe, just whose
Mrs. she may chance to be.” Neither had a right to their earnings, to
buy, sell, or save. Nor did they have rights to their children. Finally,
neither the wife nor the slave had any legal existence: “Mrs. Roe [like
Cuffy] . . . has not the best right to her own person. The husband [like
Cuffy’s master] has the power to administer moderate chastisement.”43

Woman’s position, she maintained was worse than that of the free ne-
gro: “the few social privileges which the man gives the woman, he
makes up to the negro in civil rights.”44 The prejudice against sex, she
contended, was more deeply rooted and more unreasonably maintained
than that against color. A woman could sit at the same table and eat
with a white man while a black man could not, but a free black man
could hold property and vote and a woman could not. Moreover, she
noted that a woman would sit in the same pew with a white man in
church but could not preach in that church as a black man could.

With the support of members of the Senate Judiciary Committee, the
Earnings Act passed in both the Assembly and the Senate. It became law
on March 20, 1860. The new law covered female wage earners and
businesswomen, providing that a wife’s property would remain her own
and that she would not be responsible for her husband’s debts.45 The
Earnings Act also gave married women the right to buy and sell, con-
tract, carry on any trade or business, and sue and be sued. It gave to the
mother the right to be a joint guardian of her children with her husband
and equalized intestate succession in real estate.

In November 1860, not satisfied with the advances in married
women’s property rights, Cady Stanton appealed to women in New
York to sign petitions demanding the ballot, trial by a jury of their
peers, and an equal right to the joint earnings of the marriage partner-
ship. She compared the position of woman to that of the slave once
more and alluded to the possibility of a rebellion: If the slaves rose “en
masse, assert and demand their rights,” they could secure their free-
dom.46 Woman could do the same were it not for her “ignorance, her
drapery, and her chains,” which prevent her from realizing “that in ad-
vancing civilization, she too must soon be free, to counsel with her con-
science and her God.”47 Cady Stanton’s by then familiar comparison be-
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tween the position of women and that of male slaves continued to dis-
tinguish her arguments from those of the antislavery women who drew
attention to the plight of female slaves. In addition, the reference to a
slave revolt pointed to her concern with the antislavery debate amid
sharpening tensions on the eve of the Civil War.

In 1861, with the outbreak of the war, the campaign for improve-
ments in married women’s property rights ended. The following year,
the New York legislature amended the Earnings Act of 1860 to remove
a number of the rights it had granted to married women. The amend-
ments returned legal guardianship to the father, giving the mother some
veto power over his decisions, and removed the provisions of the 1860
law that gave women equal rights of inheritance. The legislators’ action
underlined the prescience of Cady Stanton’s oft-repeated argument that
the “granting of every other right . . . is a mockery” without the ballot;
although property rights may be granted today, there can be no security
that they will continue tomorrow, “so long as [they are] granted to us as
a favor, and not claimed by us as a right.”48

Divorce

Although marital property reform was a national issue, it elicited little
controversy within the woman’s rights movement. It was another na-
tional issue, divorce reform, that provoked serious disagreement among
the leaders that culminated at the woman’s rights convention in 1860.
As we have seen, two of the grievances in the Declaration of Sentiments
condemned the laws of marriage and divorce. In marriage, a woman
was “compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to
all intents and purposes her master”; man had, “framed the laws of di-
vorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in case of separation,
to whom the guardianship of children shall be given.”49 The promise of
obedience—which Cady Stanton and Henry Stanton eliminated from
their marriage vows—included the husband’s right to demand sex from
his wife—his marital right to her body.

Although laws regarding divorce varied from state to state, divorces
were generally available on three basic grounds in the 1850s: adul-
tery, desertion, and cruelty. South Carolina did not recognize divorce at
all.50 Some states, however, began to enact laws that eased the route to
divorce. Connecticut and Indiana, for example, included clauses that
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allowed judges to grant divorces on grounds other than those listed in
the law if they thought they were justified. In 1852, Indiana enacted a
lenient residency provision that required petitioners merely to submit an
affidavit declaring that they resided in the county where they were filing
for divorce. Indiana also allowed notification of divorce proceedings
through publication in a local newspaper, which meant that the party
seeking a divorce did not have to notify the defendant personally.51 Such
relatively lenient divorce laws engendered widespread public debate
about divorce that revolved around alleged connections linking divorce,
morality, and social organization. Timothy Dwight, the president of
Yale, for example, condemned divorce, referring to its increase as “flam-
ing proof . . . of the baleful influence of this corruption on a people,
otherwise remarkably distinguished for their intelligence, morals, and
religion!”52 In contrast, there were utopian reformers who viewed mar-
riage as a voluntary agreement that should be voidable at the request of
the parties. Members of the free-love movement went even further to
advocate the abolition of marriage on the grounds that it was inconsis-
tent with the principle of individual sovereignty.53 The woman’s rights
movement joined the debate in 1860 when some of the reformers—
including Cady Stanton—argued that easy divorce would provide a
partial solution to women’s subordination in marriage. Although there
was a consensus that marriage as it was then constituted made many
women’s lives unbearable and perpetuated their legal, social, even polit-
ical disabilities, the leaders divided over the issue of divorce.

Cady Stanton on Marriage and Divorce: 
Toward a Radical Critique

Cady Stanton’s views about divorce flowed logically from her convic-
tion that marriage should be a contract freely accepted by two equal
parties.54 Forcing a woman to remain married to a man who “in a few
short years . . . [became] a cowardly, mean tyrant, or a foul-mouthed,
bloated drunkard” was in direct opposition to what she viewed as the
sacred right of the individual to pursue happiness.55 Marriage, more-
over, affected women’s lives far more than it did men’s, she explained:

Marriage is not all of life to man. His resources for amusement and oc-
cupation are boundless. He has the whole world for his home. His busi-
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ness, his politics, his club, his friendships with either sex, can help to fill
up the void made by an unfortunate union or separation. But to
woman, marriage is all and everything; her sole object in life—that for
which she is educated—the subject of all her sleeping and her waking
dreams.56

Thus, not only were women entitled to equality in marriage on the basis
of liberal principles of natural rights, but the conditions of their lives
that grew out of the cult of domesticity made those equal rights even
more crucial to their ability to pursue happiness.

Cady Stanton began to discuss divorce in 1850 in a contribution to
the Lily, Amelia Bloomer’s monthly women’s temperance newspaper,
which began publication in 1849. Cady Stanton expressed her support
for pending legislation in New York that would make drunkenness a
ground for divorce. If enacted, the bill would open “new doors through
which unhappy prisoners may escape from the bonds of an ill-assorted
marriage”57 She concluded that, because “all can freely and thought-
lessly enter into the marriage state, they should be allowed to come as
freely and thoughtfully out again.”58 Those statements confirm that her
conception of divorce was based on her liberal vision of marriage as a
dissoluble contract between two autonomous individuals. Nevertheless,
other remarks that she made alluded to republican justifications for reg-
ulating people’s behavior: “If legislators think they have the right to reg-
ulate marriage . . . [l]et them say who shall and who shall not be legally
married. Instead of passing laws compelling a woman by law, to live
with a Drunkard, they ought to pass laws forbidding Drunkards to
marry.”59 Finally, in a statement that portended the Darwinian ascrip-
tivism that would emerge more fully in her arguments later in the nine-
teenth century, Cady Stanton suggested that “Drunkard” fathers were
responsible for passing mental deficiencies on to children and should
therefore be prohibited from reproducing: “As the state has to provide
homes for idiots, it certainly has a right to say how many there shall be.
The Spartans had some good laws, in relation to marriage and chil-
dren.”60 Her comments to the New York State Temperance Convention
in April 1852 reflected the same sentiment.61 She was even more forth-
right in a letter to Anthony in March of that year in which she con-
tended that “nearly all” the inmates of “idiot asylums” are the offspring
of “Drunkards.” If legislators must regulate marriage, they might for-
bid a woman to marry until she is twenty-one and fine a woman for
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conceiving by a “Drunkard.” Moreover, she was frank about the need
to eliminate from marriage the wife’s obligation to obey: “Man in
his lust has regulated this whole question of sexual intercourse long
enough; let the mother of mankind whose prerogative it is to set bounds
to his indulgence, rouse up & give this whole question a thorough,
fearless examination.”62 Cady Stanton’s use of ascriptivism in her ar-
guments about the need to control men’s lust suggested that women’s
ability to control her sexual appetites entitled her to (at least) equal
rights within marriage. Her claims about the fate of the offspring of
“Drunkards” served to justify not only public policies that would pro-
tect women but also those that would control behavior by limiting the
ability of certain undesirable people to reproduce. Such arguments sug-
gested an alternative use of ascriptivism in which negative qualities were
ascribed to individuals on the basis of characteristics other than sex but
that were nevertheless perceived to be immutable. That variation on as-
criptivism would play an increasingly important role in Cady Stanton’s
work after the Civil War.

Law professor Elizabeth Clark argued that Cady Stanton’s view of
marriage as a contract between two autonomous individuals exempli-
fied her liberal individualism and served to promote the conception of
family relations as private and beyond the reach of the law.63 Such a
statement fails to tell the whole story, however, for Cady Stanton’s view
of marriage constituted one element of what she would later develop
into a radical critique of the institutions that perpetuated woman’s sub-
ordinate status. In the 1850s, she issued a thoroughgoing challenge to
the concept of marriage that was based on Christian doctrine as well as
on the common-law tradition. Marriage, according to that tradition
encompassed the union of two individuals, turning two people into
one, the husband. The legal implications of marriage—women’s inabil-
ity to enter into contracts or control their own property, for example—
were unacceptable to Cady Stanton. The political implications were just
as unacceptable: women did not need to vote because their husbands
would represent them. But what was radical about Cady Stanton’s anal-
ysis was her determination to go further than the legal and political im-
plications to the very cultural foundations of the institution of marriage.
She would soon be arguing that women had to discover their identities
and to seize control of their lives within their marriages. Women could
not overcome their subordination until they did so, and their ability to
do so would involve fundamental change in the structure of society and
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a major transformation in cultural norms that held man to be woman’s
master within the family.

When she pointed to the need to raise women’s awareness of their
“social wrongs” in her letter to the National Woman’s Rights Conven-
tion in 1856, Cady Stanton again focused on marriage, charging that it
was an institution that put women in a “false position” by ignoring
their rights and dignity as individuals:

Marriage is a divine institution, intended by God for the greater free-
dom and happiness of both parties—whatever therefore conflicts with
woman’s happiness is not legitimate to that relation. Woman has yet to
learn that she has a right to be happy in and of herself; that she has a
right to the free use, improvement, and development of all her faculties,
for her own benefit and pleasure. The woman is greater than the wife or
the mother; and in consenting to take upon herself these relations, she
should never sacrifice one iota of her individuality to any senseless con-
ventionalisms, or false codes of feminine delicacy and refinement.64

Adultery was the only ground for divorce in New York. Bills were in-
troduced nearly every year from 1850 through 1860 that would have
allowed divorce for cruel treatment and abandonment, but they consis-
tently failed. In 1860, Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Trib-
une, revived the debate that he had begun in his newspaper in 1852,
when he reiterated his earlier biblical conception of marriage as an in-
dissoluble union terminable only in cases of adultery and blamed Rob-
ert Dale Owen for making Indiana into a divorce mill.65 Easy divorce
was, to Greeley, emblematic of moral depravity and excessive selfish-
ness. Owen responded that divorce law should evolve over time and
that marriage should be an affectionate union.66

When Cady Stanton was finally able to attend a woman’s rights con-
vention, in May 1860, she delivered an address evidencing her determi-
nation to make divorce a central issue of the woman’s rights movement.
Her ten resolutions67 emphasized her concept of marriage as a contract
that like, “any constitution, compact or covenant between human be-
ings that failed to produce or promote human happiness, could not
. . . be of any force or authority; —and it would be not only a right,
but a duty, to abolish it.”68 Marriage, moreover, was the most impor-
tant of all human contracts both to the individual and to society. She
condemned marriage as it was then constituted—“man marriage and
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nothing more”69—and urged the kind of marriage that had never been
tried, “a contract made by equal parties to live an equal life, with equal
restraints and privileges on either side.”70 Although she did not directly
counter the biblical account of marriage upon which Greeley insisted in
the exchange in the Tribune, Cady Stanton buttressed her argument by
emphasizing the rights of individuals. All questions must be resolved,
she asserted, by considering the highest good of the individual. It would
be impossible for a law “that oppresses the individual” to “promote the
highest good of society. The best interests of a community never can re-
quire the sacrifice of one innocent being—of one sacred right.”71 In ad-
dition, as she explained, the biblical view of marriage with severe re-
strictions on divorce had a particularly devastating effect on women,
who often live in concealed misery or disgrace and isolation and for
whom marriage is the center of life.

When Cady Stanton finished, Antoinette Brown Blackwell, who was
an ordained Congregational minister, set forth a different concept of
marriage.72 She argued that marriage was a voluntary alliance that
“from the nature of things, . . . must be as permanent and indissoluble
as the relation of parent and child.”73 Blackwell maintained, neverthe-
less, that marriage was a union of equals and that every woman had a
right, as well as a duty, to maintain her own independence and integrity
of character. Underlying her argument was an idealized image of mar-
riage. She stated, for example, that marriage was a “covenant to work
together, to uphold each other in all excellence, and to mutually blend
their lives and interests into a common harmony.”74 In short, if women
fulfilled their obligation to work to improve themselves and their hus-
bands, the result would be improved marriage. Ernestine Rose endorsed
Cady Stanton’s argument. Wendell Phillips then moved that the resolu-
tions concerning divorce not appear in the journals of the convention.
Divorce, he argued, affects men as much as women, admitting no statu-
tory inequities between the sexes. Moreover, it was too complex, too
open-ended, admitting of so many theories including “what is techni-
cally called ‘free love.’ ”75 Thus, he did not consider divorce to be a
proper subject for the woman’s rights movement. William Lloyd Gar-
rison voiced his agreement with that view but argued that the resolu-
tions, along with the speeches, should appear in the journal. Susan B.
Anthony argued that marriage should be central to the woman’s rights
platform, as it “has ever been a one-sided matter. . . . By it, man gains
all—woman loses all.”76
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Phillips’s motion failed. Still, his argument, along with Blackwell’s,
made it clear that there was little support for Cady Stanton’s position
within the movement in 1860. Only Anthony and Rose supported her.
The issue of divorce did not entirely disappear from the woman’s rights
agenda, however. In February 1861, at the New York State conven-
tion in Albany—the last convention before the Civil War—the speakers
had a hearing on a slightly liberalized divorce bill that was before the
legislature.77

As Norma Basch pointed out, leaders, like Blackwell, who opposed
divorce and those who advocated it, like Cady Stanton, Anthony, and
Rose, shared the view that the failings of marriage were the result of the
lust of inadequately controlled men—a problem that was exacerbated
by the legal and economic power of husbands over their wives.78 The
Cady Stanton group focused on reforming the law to make divorce eas-
ier and to expand the legal rights of divorcing women by providing al-
imony and custody rights, whereas the others concentrated on reform-
ing men. Accordingly, whereas Blackwell maintained that the wife of an
intemperate man should help her husband to overcome his weakness,
Cady Stanton argued that drunkenness should be a ground for divorce.

Temperance and Women’s Rights

Along with abolitionism, temperance was a central reform movement
of the 1840s and 1850s.79 Although the majority of participants in
the early temperance movement were women, the leaders were men—
mostly evangelical clergymen. The American Temperance Society, the
leading temperance organization during this period, created an auxiliary
organization for women, the Daughters of Temperance.80 In 1851, the
same year she met Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony was lead-
ing temperance meetings for the Daughters of Temperance in Rochester,
New York. It was also in 1851 that Maine enacted a law prohibiting the
manufacture and sale of liquor. The temperance crusaders of the 1850s
used a variety of tactics to convey their message to legislators, including
organizing mass demonstrations, lobbying state legislators, and pam-
phleteering. They lobbied for legislation enforcing prohibition, dry dis-
tricts, Sunday closings, and married women’s property rights. Like the
abolitionists, temperance crusaders also made widespread use of peti-
tion campaigns. In New York, in 1851, temperance workers gathered
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more than 300,000 signatures for a petition urging passage of legisla-
tion similar to the Maine Law. The Daughters of Temperance gathered
about 100,000 of those signatures and organized a meeting of women
in Albany during the legislative session in January 1852.

At that meeting, Anthony read a letter from Cady Stanton in which
the latter forged an important link between the excessive consumption
of alcohol and the oppression of women—a link that would become
a constant theme in her attempt to draw temperance women into
the campaign for women’s rights. She suggested two approaches that
women might take to remove the cause of “existing evils.” First, she
recommended that they exercise their right to the elective franchise—
“inasmuch as Intemperance is in part protected by law, we who are the
innocent victims of the license system, should [have] a voice in pulling it
down.”81 Second, the law regarding the obligations of wives needed to
be changed, she declared: “We must raise a new standard of virtue,
heroism, & true womanhood. Hitherto it has been declared the duty of
woman, to love, honor, & obey her husband, no matter what his trans-
formation might be from the lover to the tyrant, from the refined man,
to the coarse licentious inebriate, or silly simpering fool.”82 Her second
recommendation underlined her view that the socialization of woman,
which demanded that she remain loyal to her husband regardless of
his character, played a major role in perpetuating the misery of “drunk-
ard’s wives”:

Loud & long have been the praises bestowed on those wives who have
faithfully loved & lived on in filth poverty & rags, the wretched com-
panions of a drunkard’s sorrows; & the more wretched mother of his ill
starred children. It is pitiful to see how many excellent women are drag-
ging out a weary existence in such relations; from mistaken ideas of
duty; from a false sense of religious obligation.83

Her comments also reiterated her argument that intemperance should
be grounds for divorce.

Cady Stanton’s letters to the Lily in 1850, which she signed variously
S.F. or Sun Flower, suggest that she began to formulate the link between
temperance and women’s rights even earlier. For example, in one letter
that reflected her conviction that drunken fathers had a destructive im-
pact on their children, she asserted that an enormous proportion of “id-
iots” were born of drunken parents and concluded, “the unspeakable
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misery of looking a laughing idiot in the face and calling him ‘my son,’
is known but to the mother’s heart—the drunkard’s wife.”84 In several
pieces she constructed dialogues in which a mother and her son, Henry
Neil, consider the effects of drinking and formulate possible solutions.
In one, they consider the legislator, who is responsible for licensing
drinking establishments, and the mother notes that the harms of drink-
ing fall most heavily on women who find themselves married to drunk-
ards: “First, the rumseller sanctioned by the State, robs her of husband
and all she has of this world’s goods. Then if she have the native energy,
by hard labor to get for herself a new home, and gather round her
something she can call her own, the State comes to collect its annual
poor tax, and she must pay her proportion.” The conversation contin-
ues, and mother and son agree that the lawmaker and the rumseller
should pay the poor tax because a woman should not be taxed “when
she has no voice in making the laws.” When the mother outlines the ob-
ligations of various members of the community to work for temperance,
she notes that it is women who have primary responsibility: “It is the
mother who stamps her sons. Make the women of a nation wise and
virtuous, and then men will be so too.” Finally, the mother suggests that
if women organized, they could “commence an united and systematic
mode of attack, we could torment every rumseller in the land, out of
. . . business in one year, and utterly ruin the . . . speculators for all
coming time.”85

By the early 1850s, Cady Stanton had already adopted the position
that the Women’s Christian Temperance Union would assume in 1881
when the organization endorsed woman suffrage: that women would
use the ballot to secure restrictions on the sale of liquor.86 Moreover,
she had begun to develop the argument that drinking was a woman’s
rights issue because wives were so often the brutalized and impover-
ished victims of husbands who drank excessively. Indeed, she would re-
peatedly describe the hopeless situation of a financially dependent wife
of a man who squandered all the money he earned on drink, leaving her
and the children without food and perhaps without shelter, as a prime
illustration of women’s need to have access to the ballot and to legal
protections.

Cady Stanton honed that argument, although it did not originate with
her. Indeed, the position that a wife needed property rights to protect
herself against the financial disasters created by her alcoholic husband
was a prominent theme in temperance literature. Samuel Chipman, an
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agent for a New York temperance society, for example, visited jails, asy-
lums, and poorhouses throughout the state and, after gathering evi-
dence regarding the reasons for inmates’ incarceration, concluded that
drunken men abuse their families, especially their wives.87

Cady Stanton and Anthony helped to establish an organization, the
New York State Woman’s Temperance Society, in April 1852, as an
alternative to the more conservative Daughters of Temperance. In her
address to the new organization’s first meeting, in Rochester, Cady Stan-
ton further developed the link between the excessive drinking habits of
husbands and the misery of their wives. She imagined a future in which
women would establish their independence from men and assume moral
leadership in temperance reform:

hitherto the mere dependent of man, the passive recipient alike of truth
and error, [woman] at length shakes off her lethargy, the shackles of a
false education, customs and habits, and stands upright in the dignity
of a moral being and not only proclaims her own freedom, but de-
mands what she shall do to save man from the slavery of his own low
appetites.88

She then turned to the issue of divorce, admonishing women to sever all
connections with drunken husbands:

Let no woman remain in the relation of wife with the confirmed drunk-
ard. Let no drunkard be the father of her children. Let no woman form
an alliance with any man who has been suspected even of the vice of in-
temperance; for the taste once acquired can never, never be eradicated.
Be not misled by any pledges, resolves, promises, prayers, or tears. You
can not rely on the word of a man who is, or has been, the victim of
such an overpowering appetite.89

The laws must be changed, she declared, so that “the drunkard” would
have no legal rights regarding either his wife or his children. The meet-
ing endorsed a resolution that condemned women who stayed with
“confirmed drunkard” husbands as “recreant to the cause of humanity,
and to the dignity of a true womanhood.”90

Cady Stanton was elected president of the new organization, and An-
thony became secretary, as well as a traveling agent. Cady Stanton then
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issued an appeal to the women of New York in which she made a pow-
erful plea for the thousands of wives

with no hope on earth, [who] are raising their helpless hands to Heaven
and pleading for mercy and for bread. Governments have no ears, cor-
porations have no souls, and Man, claiming to be the natural protector
of Woman, transformed into a demon by the vile drugs of the rum-
seller, becomes her most cruel oppressor and tyrant.91

She exhorted women to take their temperance principles into politics by
demanding property rights, divorce reform, and suffrage. It would be
another eight years before divorce reform would become a major fac-
tor in dividing the woman’s rights movement. But, even in 1852, Cady
Stanton’s pronouncements regarding divorce provoked criticism from
those who maintained that marriage was a “divine institution” and that
Cady Stanton was “reviling Christianity.”92

In January 1853, shortly after the birth of her fifth child, Cady Stan-
ton was unable to leave home to deliver the address she prepared for
the New York State Assembly, so Anthony read the address for her. She
asked that women be allowed to vote on the issue of the regulation of
alcohol or that the legislature enact the Maine Law and reiterated her
demand that drunkenness be made grounds for divorce. Such a meas-
ure, she said, would “make a permanent reform in so regulating your
laws on marriage that the pure and noble of our sex may be sustained
by the power of government in dissolving all union with gross and vi-
cious natures.”93 She asked also that women be given the right to keep
joint earnings. For the “drunkard’s wife,” she asked that the legislators
allow her to have “her property, without taxation, and her children,
without fear of molestation.”94 If women were to remain in the home,
they should be protected there: “if she is a sacred being, then make her
so in her holiest relations.”95 In short, if women were not to have the
legal right to protect themselves, legislators should represent women’s
interests by enacting measures that would protect them.

Cady Stanton’s work with the temperance movement proved to be
short-lived. In June 1852, the men’s state temperance organization held
a convention in Syracuse and invited delegates from other temperance
organizations, including the New York State Woman’s Temperance So-
ciety. Anthony and Amelia Bloomer accepted the invitation, only to be
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denied the right to speak.96 At a meeting on the first anniversary of the
Woman’s Temperance Society, in June 1853, Cady Stanton stated, “We
have been obliged to preach women’s rights because many instead of lis-
tening to what we had to say on temperance, have questioned the right
of a woman to speak on any subject.97 At that meeting, the majority
amended the organization’s constitution to give voting privileges to men
and to allow them to be officers in the society, to rename it the People’s
League, and to limit its activities to temperance reform. The majority
then defeated Cady Stanton’s bid for reelection to the presidency, and,
although it allowed her to run for vice president, she refused, and both
she and Anthony withdrew from the organization. To Anthony, Cady
Stanton expressed no regret. She noted that “I accomplished at Roches-
ter all I desired by having the divorce question brought up and so elo-
quently supported. . . . I do beg of you to let the past be past, and to
waste no powder on the Woman’s State Temperance Society. We have
other and bigger fish to fry.”98 Both women then turned to lobbying for
married women’s property rights in New York, a reform that, as Cady
Stanton had so effectively demonstrated, was inextricably connected to
temperance.

To many women in the early 1850s, temperance was a more socially
acceptable cause than women’s rights partly because temperance women
were asking for protection for women in the domestic sphere, rather
than challenging their relegation to home and children. Moreover, in the
1840s, temperance women were still encouraging petitioning as a moral
tool—they had not begun to urge women to venture into electoral poli-
tics, though this had changed by the 1850s.99 Women who were fully
committed to temperance seemed to see alcohol as the source of
women’s problem. Legal prohibitions on the sale and manufacture of al-
cohol would, in their view, provide a solution. In contrast, Cady Stan-
ton perceived women’s economic dependence on men, which was rein-
forced by their lack of legal or political rights, as the deeper cause of
women’s degradation at the hands of drunken husbands. But she also
perceived and exploited a fundamental connection between temperance
and women’s rights. Drinking was a male problem that had profound
consequences for women who, therefore, needed legal and political
rights so that they could protect themselves. They needed to vote so that
legislation would be enacted restricting the sale of liquor, wives needed
to be able to divorce husbands who drank excessively, and they needed
to have the right to keep their own earnings. In short, she used the tem-
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perance platform to raise women’s consciousness and thereby draw
more support for women’s rights.

Although Cady Stanton failed in the short term to draw a majority
of temperance women to what seemed to them a radical demand for
suffrage and divorce reform, she succeeded in defining women’s issues in
a new way by underlining the intersection between temperance and
women’s rights. In so doing, she blended republican and liberal argu-
ments—in her formulation, the equal right to own property and to vote
was an essential prerequisite if women were to acquire the financial in-
dependence that would enable them to exercise a moral influence over
their husbands and to protect their children from the corrupting effects
of intemperate fathers.

Even though she ended her alliance with the temperance movement in
1853, Cady Stanton continued to emphasize the plight of “drunkard’s
wives.” For example, in a letter to Gerrit Smith in 1855, she linked the
dilemma of “the wife of a confirmed drunkard” to “human rights, the
sacred right of a woman to her own person, to all her God-given pow-
ers of body and soul.”100 Again in 1859, in an appeal to the women of
New York, she made a plea for suffrage and married women’s property
rights, pointing to the “40,000 drunkards’ wives in this state—of the
wives of men who are licentious—of gamblers—of the long line of
those who do nothing; and is it no light matter that all these women
who support themselves, their husbands, and families, too, shall have
no right to the disposition of their own earnings?”101

Conclusion

Cady Stanton’s work in the temperance movement, as well as her cam-
paign for married women’s property rights and divorce reform, illus-
trate how effectively she linked women’s legal and political disabilities
to the problems women encountered in the most intimate parts of their
lives. If women could vote, they could convince legislators to protect the
property rights of married women and to enact divorce laws that would
make dissolution of marriage easier, give women custody of their chil-
dren, and allow women to divorce husbands who drank excessively.

The arguments that Cady Stanton articulated in the 1850s were
based predominantly on liberal claims that women were entitled to the
same rights as men. She supplemented those arguments, however, with
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republican themes, as well as with ascriptive forms of Americanism.
Moreover, she alluded to a radical theme in the way she intertwined
women’s legal and political disabilities with their inequality in mar-
riage and the impact of alcoholism on their lives. In so doing, she be-
gan to suggest that more fundamental social and cultural change was
needed to overcome the deeply embedded belief that “woman was made
for man.”102
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Gatherings of Unsexed Women
Separate Spheres and Women’s Rights

Introduction

This chapter revolves around one of Cady Stanton’s responses to the
cultural and political context of her life in the 1850s. The way she
framed her answers to the opponents of women’s rights underlines the
way that she both relied on and rejected the ideology of the cult of do-
mesticity, with its rigid division between the public and private spheres.
I begin by examining the criticisms that came from legislators, reform-
ers, and journalists and from women who maintained that they were
satisfied with their status. Those criticisms underline the extent to which
the cult of domesticity permeated American culture and shaped percep-
tions of the role and identity of women. Moreover, Cady Stanton’s re-
sponses to the critics, to which I turn in the second section, demonstrate
that although she explicitly rejected the cult of domesticity, it was so
much a part of the fabric of her culture that she also relied on it, often
adapting it to advance her argument. Her responses also reflect the way
she drew from the multiple traditions and introduced a radical strain of
thought, specifically in her critique of religion and in her conception of
women as a group that had the potential to transform society.

Reactions to the Antebellum Woman’s Rights Movement

From its inception, the campaign for women’s rights aroused responses
that ranged from shock to amusement to vicious ridicule. The rhetoric
and the imagery of those responses reveal the overwhelming power of
the predominant views of woman’s nature and her proper role in the life
of the nation. The cult of domesticity was so thoroughly ingrained in
the culture of the United States that even the slightest departure from
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the role it prescribed for women was perceived as unnatural and as a
dangerous threat to nearly every institution and every facet of American
society.

Many of the most common objections to women’s rights were ex-
pressed at the Woman’s Rights Convention in New York City in Sep-
tember 1853. “[I]f the ladies have more intelligence, and more energy,
and science than the male sex, they should rule,” proclaimed Dr. H. K.
Root, expressing his opposition to all the demands of the convention.
He offered three reasons why women should not vote.1 The Bible pro-
vided the foundation for his first reason: “there was an original com-
mand from God that man should rule.” If men gave “up their rights to
woman some great calamity might fall upon us,” he reasoned, as with
the original sin when man gave up his judgment to women.2 The sec-
ond reason that women should not vote, Root argued, was simply
that man’s physical strength was greater than woman’s. Third, women
should not vote “because if women enter the field of competition with
men, it may lead not only to domestic unhappiness, but a great many
other ill feelings.”3 In short, woman suffrage would be inconsistent with
God’s will, with the law of nature mandating that man should rule over
woman, and with the natural moral and physical weakness of women.

Woman’s rights leaders regularly invited reporters to their conven-
tions in the 1850s, and the resulting coverage provided the movement
with extensive public exposure. The three New York daily newspapers,
the New York Tribune, the New York Times, and the New York Herald,
were particularly important because newspapers in other parts of the
country often picked up their stories and reprinted them. The press’s
treatment of women’s rights activities in the 1850s typically ridiculed
the campaign for women’s rights and, in so doing, reflected the popular
belief that the expansion of rights for women would pose a threat to the
family and would be against nature. In the fall of 1853, for example,
the New York Herald described the convention in New York as follows:

We saw, in broad daylight, in a public hall in the city of New York, a
gathering of unsexed women—unsexed in mind all of them, and many
in habiliments—publicly propounding the doctrine that they should be
allowed to step out of their appropriate sphere, and mingle in the busy
walks of every-day life, to the neglect of those duties which both human
and divine law have assigned to them. We do not stoop to argue against
so ridiculous a set of ideas. We will only inquire who are to perform
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those duties which we and our fathers before us have imagined be-
longed solely to women. Is the world to be depopulated? Are there to
be no more children?4

That article went on to describe the women’s rights advocates as pa-
thetic, unattractive, and embittered females who were “entirely devoid
of personal attractions,” “thin maiden ladies or women who perhaps
have been disappointed in their endeavors to appropriate the breeches
and the rights of their unlucky lords,” women who “are now endeavor-
ing to revenge themselves upon the sex who have slighted them.”5

Women’s rights activists were also, according to the article, mentally un-
stable. In 1856, the Herald characterized the movement as “the greatest
absurdity in the world. Its conventions are the gatherings of an insane
asylum—the patients not yet . . . brought down by that physician, pub-
lic opinion, to a low diet of common sense and a medical regimen of
ordinary insanity.”6

Commentators commonly expressed the view that because female
women’s rights activists were behaving in ways that were so glaringly
inappropriate for members of their sex, they had placed themselves
outside the boundaries of womanhood. Characterizing the reformers as
people who were supposed to be women but who clearly were not,
James Gordon Bennett, the editor of the Herald, observed that they had
“long shaggy beards” and a “general squareness of face, set off by sin-
gular determination and heaviness of the jaw.” He went on to claim
that women’s rights reformers were a kind of “hybrid,” a third sex,
“mannish women like hens that crow.” They were, moreover, “viragos”
and “Amazons” who were attempting to “reverse the law of nature.”7

It was important too that men who supported reform were said to
possess feminine characteristics. They were “unmanned,” “she-male,”
effeminate “husbands, mild and broken in spirit.” The Syracuse Star
labeled all male supporters of women’s rights “Aunt Nancy men.”8

The theme that such comments reflect most clearly is that the wom-
en’s rights reformers who demanded that women be given access to the
heretofore forbidden public sphere were infringing on territory reserved
exclusively for men and charged accordingly with transgressing the
bounds of womanhood. Indeed, they were asking for rights that be-
longed only to those who possessed male physical characteristics—
characteristics that rendered men deserving of the rights of citizens.
Thus, the reformers’ behavior was condemned as unnatural because it
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was masculine, and the women were charged with having masculine
traits.

Opponents frequently reiterated that woman’s nature rendered her
unsuitable for public life; thus, it would be unnatural for women to ven-
ture out of the private sphere. In an editorial, Bennett asked his readers
to consider how funny it would be if Lucy Stone, in the midst of argu-
ing a case in court, were suddenly to be taken by the pangs of childbirth
and give “birth to a fine bouncing boy in court.”9 How ridiculous it
would be, such comments suggested, for females to attempt to function
in the public space that was appropriate only for males.

Other critics of women’s rights did not draw so directly on the
framework of separate spheres, but their comments, nevertheless, were
invariably related to the idea that women have a proper role from
which they should not diverge. The editor of the New York Times,
Henry Raymond, for example, opposed woman suffrage, arguing that
no right to vote existed for anyone. Voting was a privilege that women
had not earned. They were not fit to vote in their current condition, he
argued, and reformers should work on giving them the basics of politi-
cal training. Raymond also expressed concern that if women had the
vote, the most respectable members of the female sex would not use it;
thus, the less respectable would gain an undue influence in politics.
Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Daily Tribune, was more
sympathetic—he supported woman suffrage and endorsed the idea that
women should have equal rights before the law and access to better jobs
and equal pay. Greeley, however, opposed Cady Stanton’s position on
divorce. In 1858, the Tribune complained that the woman’s rights
movement had been infiltrated by “weak-minded fanatics” who were
detracting attention from the legitimate grievances originally expressed
in the Declaration of Sentiments and declared that the efforts of reform-
ers in the past ten years had not accomplished much.10

The way that opponents of women’s rights insisted that women’s
proper place in the home was based on natural differences between the
sexes and placed women’s rights activists outside the bounds of their
sex—in effect, exiling them from womanhood—attests to the power of
the ideology of separate spheres in American culture in the first half of
the nineteenth century. When dress reform became a major concern for
women’s rights activists and a number of leaders, including Cady Stan-
ton, began to wear the bloomer outfit, a barrage of furious ridicule en-
sued.11 The negative response to dress reform also reflected the ideology
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of separate spheres in that women who chose to adopt a different form
of dress were perceived to be moving into the forbidden territory re-
served for men and were thereby threatening the very foundations of
the ordering of society. Women in the outfit were taunted on the street,
cartoons appeared in the newspapers, and songs were even sung about
the bloomer costume in music halls.12 Adhering to the idea that those
who did not conform to the prevailing norms of womanhood were ab-
normal, bitter, and unfeminine, newspapers claimed that women who
wore the outfit were advocating an end to marriage and the family and
caricatured them as masculine or as unattractive old maids. The adop-
tion of the outfit by women’s rights reformers was generally seen as an-
other indication that these women were trying to be men—that they
were unsexing themselves by appropriating male dress.

In 1854, during the campaign for married women’s property rights in
New York, Cady Stanton, Anthony, and Ernestine Rose appeared be-
fore the Joint Judiciary Committee of the state legislature to deposit
their 10,000 signatures and to address the committee and several hear-
ings in both houses. Cady Stanton’s address to the legislature marked
the first time that a woman made a major speech to that body. The
three women continued their extensive petition campaign for the next
six years. Although the campaign culminated in 1860 with legislative
reform protecting the property of married women, the New York legis-
lators’ responses to the campaign echo the same themes as the responses
to the broader campaign for women’s rights in the 1850s. For example,
Assemblyman Jonathan Burnet commented in 1854, in response to the
petitions, that these women “do not appear to be satisfied with having
unsexed themselves, but they desire to unsex every female in the land,
and to set the whole community ablaze with unhallowed fire.”13 Assem-
blyman Daniel P. Wood nevertheless presented the petition on behalf of
the women, requested that a select committee be formed, and argued
that the number of signatures alone demanded a dignified response
from the legislature. The New York Assembly created a select commit-
tee to which the petitions were referred. Although that committee
promised to treat the subject seriously, its report proclaimed that “A
higher power than that from which emanates legislative enactments has
given forth the mandate that man and woman shall not be [equal].”14

The husband, it continued, was the sovereign head of the family. Mar-
riage, contrary to Cady Stanton’s claims, was not a civil contract but
one that was “more binding” and with “more solemn specialties.” Still,
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the committee recommended legislation to enable the wife to collect her
own earnings if her husband was unable to support her. In 1855, a sim-
ilar committee recommended a slight change in property laws so that
widows would have more control over their husband’s property. But,
in 1856 the judiciary committee issued a report ridiculing the entire
woman’s rights movement. Samuel A. Foote, who delivered the report,
told the Assembly that the “ladies” who demanded equality between
the sexes had “the choicest tidbits at the table,” the “best seats in cars,
carriages, and sleighs,” and “the warmest place in winter and the cool-
est place in summer.” Their dresses cost three times as much and took
up three times as much space as male attire. It was men who were op-
pressed. The report’s derision reached its peak when it recommended
that couples who had both signed the petition request a law authorizing
a clothing switch “so that the husband may wear the petty-coats, and
the wife the breeches, and thus indicate to their neighbors and the pub-
lic the true relation in which they stand to each other.”15

At the outset of the campaign for reform in the property system,
there was substantially more support for married women’s property
rights than for suffrage. Still, opponents of property rights reform in the
1850s commonly argued that women were incapable of handling their
finances and that that the law of nature validated male sovereignty.16 As
the 1850s progressed, however, and women’s property rights became
more widely accepted, opposition to reform tended to focus more on
suffrage. For example, between 1852 and 1860, the New York Times
came to support bills for married women’s property rights while it con-
tinued to sneer at suffrage. In 1860, the Times supported the married
women’s property rights bill but declared that it could not see what else
Mrs. Lucy Stone might want without waging “war upon human nature
itself and the ordinances of high heaven.”17

The responses to women’s rights reform clearly reflected the extent
to which the ideology of the separate spheres thoroughly constrained
women’s lives. Opponents of reform also vociferously and repeatedly re-
nounced the supposedly dominant liberal belief in the equality of indi-
viduals. Thus, Cady Stanton, who had based so many of her arguments
on the liberal tradition—asking only that the promise of the Declara-
tion of Independence be fulfilled by applying the principles of equality
to women—found that she was up against seemingly insurmountable
obstacles. Foremost among those obstacles was the absolute refusal on
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the part of the opponents of reform to consider the possibility of nat-
ural equality of men and women.

As we saw in chapter 2 the antebellum woman’s rights movement
began to develop when some abolitionist women moved out of the do-
mestic sphere to join the struggle against slavery. Women who worked
in benevolent associations in the 1830s and 1840s appeared to be en-
gaging in activities that were appropriate, virtuous, and well within
their prescribed sphere. By the 1850s, however, many of those women
had shifted their efforts to the campaign for suffrage. Nevertheless, a
number of socially prominent women worked for benevolent causes
and campaigned for improvements in women’s education but remained
opposed to woman suffrage.18 Women like Emma Willard, Catharine
Beecher, and Sarah Josepha Hale celebrated an idealized domesticity,
emphasizing women’s moral superiority and their role in protecting
the morals of the nation. They remained committed to raising the sta-
tus of women’s domestic role at least in part in an effort to compen-
sate for the relative decline in the status of women that occurred in
the early nineteenth century with the transfer of economic production
from the household to the factory.19 Although their goal was to elevate
women’s domestic role, these women remained dedicated to preserving
the boundaries between the separate spheres. Women in the antebellum
temperance movement were also opposed to suffrage out of a determi-
nation to keep attention focused on the need to improve protections for
women and children against the violence and poverty that resulted from
men’s excessive drinking.

The overwhelmingly negative responses to the antebellum woman’s
rights movement, particularly to the early demand for the vote, under-
score just how deeply embedded the cult of domesticity was in the cul-
ture of the United States in the mid-nineteenth century. According to the
prevailing wisdom, women’s physical and moral qualities rendered them
unfit for the public world of politics and business. Maintaining the bar-
riers between the separate spheres was essential to the health of the na-
tion, the family, and the individual because the boundary between the
two realms was part of the natural order. Women’s natural place was in
the domestic sphere where she could maintain the household and shape
the morals of her husband and children. Secure in the domestic realm,
women would be protected from the competitiveness and corruption of
the outside world. Public life lay squarely in man’s sphere, and women
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had no business invading the male realm. The existence of women’s nat-
ural differences, which mandated that they perform such different func-
tions, also meant that any breakdown of the boundaries between public
and private—that is, the prospect of allowing women into the public
sphere by giving them the vote—posed a serious threat to the family, to
womanhood, and to the future of the nation. If women ventured into
the public sphere, they would cease to be women, men would no longer
be men, families would disintegrate, and the social order would dis-
solve. The examination of Cady Stanton’s responses to the opponents of
woman’s rights that follows reveals the extent to which her own frame-
work was immersed in the ideology of separate spheres even though she
was determined to repudiate it.

Cady Stanton’s Responses

Soon after the Seneca Falls Convention, Cady Stanton began to formu-
late replies to virtually every objection to women’s rights. Her argu-
ments, which she articulated in speeches, articles, and letters, were
carefully reasoned and substantive but were often interspersed with pas-
sionate and defiant—at times even inflammatory—rhetoric. Her com-
ments frequently reflected her disgust with the rules and customs that
kept women’s lives so limited and with the people—both male and
female—who in various ways were perpetuating the unequal status of
women. Her responses during the antebellum period were designed
not only to educate critics on women’s position but also to emphasize
the benefits to society that women’s rights would bring. She often fo-
cused on women’s special qualities, particularly their moral virtues.
Moreover, she frequently argued that the prospect of women moving
into the sphere that had traditionally been reserved for men did not
pose a threat to the family but rather would improve it.

As we saw in chapter 2, Cady Stanton’s arguments reflected the mul-
tiple traditions insofar as they included a liberal-equal rights perspective
as well as the notion of a republican duty to participate in public life
for the common good. Her arguments also reflected ascriptive notions
concerning both sex and race: women were morally superior to men in
general, and educated white women, in particular, were superior to un-
educated foreigners and slaves. Fully participating women with equal
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rights could therefore bring their moral virtues—the natural qualities
with which they were endowed—to bear on politics. Although she chal-
lenged the cult of domesticity, with its rigidly prescribed separate
spheres, and envisioned a transformation of power relations within the
family, when she replied to the critics of women’s rights she worked
squarely within the dominant ideology of the separate spheres. She
framed her arguments strategically in order to maximize her chances of
garnering support for women’s rights and weakening the opposition.
Still, the way she devised her rejoinders to the opponents of women’s
rights also suggests the extent to which the cult of domesticity was so
deeply ingrained in the culture of the nineteenth century that it invari-
ably played a major role in her analysis.

Cady Stanton had much to say in response to the biblical argument
against women’s rights. In the 1840s, she began to use the argument
that she would develop fully in The Woman’s Bible in 1895: that the
Bible, interpreted correctly, did not prescribe woman’s subordination to
man. In 1848, for example, she recommended that those who relied on
the scriptural authority to oppose women’s rights pay more careful at-
tention to their Bibles.20 She also frequently drew attention to the way
that the church excluded women. In a letter to Susan B. Anthony, for
example, she observed that “the Church is a terrible engine of oppres-
sion, especially as concerns woman.”21 At the Rochester Convention in
1848, she prefaced her address by expressing the hope that if there were
any clergymen present, they would not keep silent during the Conven-
tion only to go on Sunday to their pulpits to denounce the women, who
would not be allowed to reply.22

It was only a few days after the Seneca Falls Convention that Cady
Stanton and Elizabeth W. McClintock wrote a letter to the editors of the
Seneca County Courier in response to a sermon charging the reformers
at the Seneca Falls Convention with “infidelity.” The two women ob-
served that the Bible was traditionally interpreted to support moral
wrongs, and they challenged the prevailing interpretation of Scripture:

No reform has ever been started but the Bible, falsely interpreted, has
opposed it. Wine-drinking was proved to be right by the Bible. Slavery
was proved to be an institution of the Bible. War, with its long train of
calamities and abominations is proved to be right by the Bible. Capital
punishment is taught in the Bible. Now it seems to us, the time has fully
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come for this much abused book to change hands. Let the people no
longer trust to their blind guides, but read and reason for themselves—
even though they thus call down on themselves the opprobrious epi-
thet of “infidel,” than which no word in our languages is more mis-
understood and misapplied. We throw back the charge of infidelity on
the religionists of the present day, for though they assert their belief in
the Divinity of Christ, they deny, in theory and practice, his Divine
commands.23

Cady Stanton and McClintock contended that women had an obliga-
tion not to man but rather to “that Divine Being who claims the rever-
ence and obedience of all his sons and daughters.” The claims of reli-
gious opponents of women’s rights were, they argued, “in direct opposi-
tion to the spirit of Christianity,” as they relied on isolated passages of
the Bible, “to destroy the conscience and the sense of moral accounta-
bility in one half the people of the earth.”24

Those “religionists,” Cady Stanton charged, were the true infidels. In
her letter to the Woman’s Rights Convention in 1852, she proclaimed
that the most violent enemies of women’s rights were to be found
among the clergy. Nevertheless, she noted, when in need of money
for various missions, most notably their own profit, the same clergy-
men were always ready to solicit funds from women. She admonished
women to organize their own charities and castigated religion for inten-
sifying women’s oppression:

[W]oman, in her present ignorance, is made to rest in the most distorted
view of God and the Bible, and the laws of her being; and like the poor
slave, “Uncle Tom,” her religion, instead of making her noble and free,
and impelling her to flee from all gross surroundings, by the false les-
sons of her spiritual teachers—by the wrong application of great princi-
ples of right and justice, has made her bondage but more certain and
lasting—her degradation more hopeless and complete.25

Cady Stanton’s early critique of religion provided her with a way
to refute those who relied on the Bible and the church to condemn
women’s rights. Her analysis of religion, however, was much more than
a response to the critics. Over the next thirty years, she developed it
into a full-blown critique that challenged all religions on the grounds
that they justified and promoted the subordination of women. The way
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she was willing to attack the organized religion that was at the center of
the culture of the United States draws attention to the radical strain in
her thought.

As for the charge that women were physically, morally, and intellec-
tually inferior to men, in the address she delivered several times in New
York in 1848, Cady Stanton admonished the men who were so con-
vinced of their “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” to take more notice of women’s
demonstrated abilities; they would do well, she said, to pay attention 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 Eng-
land distinguished for their statesmanlike qualities.”26 Those men, she
continued, should look at the literary achievements of some noteworthy
women and the scientific accomplishments of others and to the Ama-
zons for their physical strength. Thus, she not only defied the perception
of woman as morally, intellectually, and physically the inferior of man
but also suggested that the men who took such a position were igno-
rant. Given freedom from the domestic sphere, women would prove
themselves equal to men in intellectual ability. As for moral virtue, she
argued that women were superior to men “not by nature, but made so
by a false education.”27

Responding to the objection to women’s rights based on their pur-
ported physical inferiority, Cady Stanton asserted that women’s phys-
ical potential was as yet untested and that although men might be
larger and stronger, the power of the mind was always much more im-
portant than either size or physical strength. Women’s moral virtues
formed an important theme that ran through Cady Stanton’s speech.
She attributed the ubiquitous moral stagnation in American society,
evidenced by war, slavery, drunkenness, licentiousness, and gluttony, to
the degradation of women. The “secret of all this woe, [was]—the inac-
tivity of her head and heart. . . . The earth has never yet seen a truly
great and virtuous nation, for woman has never yet stood the equal
with man.”28

Just as Cady Stanton praised women’s qualities she also attempted to
counter the images of homes destroyed by women trying to be men that
opponents called to mind:
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We did not as some have supposed assemble to go into the detail of so-
cial life alone, we did not propose to petition the legislature to make
our Husbands just, generous and courteous, to seat every man at the
head of a cradle and to clothe every woman in male attire, no none of
these points however important they may be considered by humble
minds, were touched upon in the convention.29

Minimizing the implications of the reforms that women’s rights advo-
cates were demanding and emphasizing the liberal foundations of pro-
posals for reform, she reminded opponents that the woman’s rights con-
ventions were a means of protesting a “form of government existing
without the consent of the governed, to declare our right to be free as
man is free—to be represented in the government which we are taxed to
support.”30

Cady Stanton also responded to the argument that women’s rights
would destroy the family by explaining that it was not women’s rights
but the degraded position of women that jeopardized families. Equality
would provide the foundation for strengthening them. Freedom and
equality, she argued, would not “destroy all harmony in the domestic cir-
cle.” Indeed, she questioned the existence of “harmonious households”
as she described women’s subordination and domestic drudgery within
the family and the “Hen-pecked Husband” who “can absent himself
from home as much as possible, but he does not feel like a free man.”31

She admonished that the only truly happy households were those in
which husband and wife “share equally in counsel and government.
There can be no true dignity or independence where there is subordina-
tion, no happiness without freedom.”32 In 1850, she reiterated that ar-
gument, rearranging the words only slightly: “there is no true happiness
where there is subordination—no harmony without freedom.”33

Cady Stanton also explicitly condemned the doctrine of separate
spheres, charging that it failed to take individual abilities and prefer-
ences into account:

If God has assigned a sphere to man and one to woman, we claim the
right to judge ourselves of His design in reference to us, and we accord
to man the same privilege. . . .

There is no such thing as a sphere for a sex. Every man has a differ-
ent sphere, and one in which he may shine, and it is the same with every
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woman; and the same woman may have a different sphere at different
times.34

She went on to illustrate her argument that a woman may occupy a dif-
ferent sphere at different times in her life with the examples of Ange-
lina Grimké and Lucretia Mott, both of whom spent time in the public
sphere but at another time devoted themselves to their homes and fami-
lies. Her praise of women’s devotion to home and children softened her
challenge to the cult of domesticity considerably as she conceded that at
a certain time in a woman’s life—when she has young children—she
must devote herself to the domestic realm and that only when she is free
from such responsibilities will public activities be appropriate.

To the argument that women are represented by fathers, husbands,
brothers, and sons and therefore do not need the vote, Cady Stanton
responded that women were tired of the type of representation in which
they were invariably manipulated and deceived and deprived of their
rights:

[M]en like to call her an angel—to feed her with what they think sweet
food nourishing her vanity, to induce her to believe her organization is
so much finer more delicate than theirs, that she is not fitted to struggle
with the tempests of public life but needs their care and protection.
Care and protection? Such as the wolf gives the lamb—such as the
eagle the hare he carries to his eyrie. Most cunningly he entraps her and
then takes from her all those rights which are dearer to him than life
itself, rights which have been baptized in blood and the maintenance
of which is even now rocking to their foundations the kingdoms of the
old world.35

Among other objections to woman suffrage to which Cady Stanton
responded in 1848 was the argument that if women voted, they would
soon be joining men in combat, or, as she expressed it, “But if woman
claims all the rights of a citizen will she buckle on her armour and fight
in defence of her country?”36 Cady Stanton’s response was simple: all
war is wrong. “I would not have man go to war. I can see no glory in
fighting with such weapons as guns and swords whilst man has in his
possession the infinitely superior and more effective ones of righteous-
ness and truth.”37
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She also responded to the ridicule to which supporters of dress re-
form were subjected.38 She associated woman’s right to choose her attire
with her ability to fulfill her potential and to break free of her con-
straints. When she applauded dress reform in 1851 in an article in the
Lily, she argued that, far from being the mere whim of a bunch of silly
women, it was a change that would put woman in her true position,
making her primary and “rags” secondary. She observed that “whatever
is comfortable and convenient, and permits the greatest freedom of mo-
tion, is the most perfect costume.” Clothing should “stand out of the
way of the full and perfect development of the woman.”39 When Cady
Stanton praised Lucy Stone for wearing the bloomer costume at the
Woman’s Rights Convention in Syracuse in 1852, she declared that
“woman can never be developed in her present drapery, she is a slave
to her rags.”40 She also decried the pervasive power of fashion that
forced her to give up wearing the bloomer outfit in public, comment-
ing to Elizabeth Smith Miller that “Such is the tyranny of custom, that
to escape constant observation, criticism, ridicule, persecution, [and]
mobs, one after another went back to the old slavery and sacrificed free-
dom to repose.”41

In 1855, Cady Stanton forged an explicit link between dress reform
and the natural equality of the sexes when she argued that the dress of
men and women should be similar so that it would reflect their common
natures. Her cousin, Gerrit Smith, had written to her arguing that the
woman’s rights movement could not hope to achieve its goals unless
women “throw off the dress, which, in the eye of chivalry and gallantry,
is so well adapted to womanly gracefulness and womanly helplessness,
and to put on a dress that would leave her free to work her own way
through the world.”42 Nevertheless, he maintained that women’s cloth-
ing should be different from men’s. Cady Stanton replied that the pre-
rogative to dress as one chooses does not necessarily carry equal rights
with it: “We have no reason to hope that pantaloons would do more for
us than they have done for man himself. The negro slave enjoys the
most unlimited freedom in his attire, not surpassed even by the fashions
of Eden in its palmiest days; yet in spite of his dress, and his manhood,
too, he is a slave still.”43 She argued nevertheless that given the simi-
larities between men and women, there could be no justification for
maintaining distinctions between their attire: “Surely, whatever dress is
convenient for one sex must be for the other also. Whatever is necessary
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for the perfect and full development of man’s physical being, must be
equally so for woman. I fully agree with you that woman is terribly
cramped and crippled in her present style of dress. I have not one word
to utter in its defense; but to me, it seems that if she would enjoy entire
freedom, she should dress just like man.”44

Cady Stanton’s response to female opponents of women’s rights is
important to the analysis of her work for the light it sheds on her con-
ception of women both as individuals and as a group and what she
perceived as the basis of their obligation to support the campaign for
woman’s rights. When she responded to female opponents, she initially
tried to justify women’s failure to understand their own oppression by
emphasizing that they had been subjected to injustice for so long that
they were not even aware that there was a problem. Those who did re-
alize the unfairness of their subordination could not even begin to con-
template a solution. In her 1848 speech, for example, she lamented, “So
long has man exercised a tyranny over her injurious to himself and be-
numbing 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.”45 She imagined a future in
which women would be “enlightened in regard to their present position,
to the laws under which they live—they will not then publish their deg-
radation by declaring themselves satisfied nor their ignorance by declar-
ing they have all the rights they want.”46 At this point, Cady Stanton
seemed confident that once women became conscious of the extent of
the injustices with which they lived, they would participate in the move-
ment or, at the very least, give it their enthusiastic support.

Although her comments in 1854 in her appeal to women to sign peti-
tions to the New York legislature demanding property rights and suf-
frage reflected the same themes, she also borrowed from abolitionist
rhetoric, comparing the slave’s apparent satisfaction to woman’s inabil-
ity to understand her oppression:

It is humiliating to know that many educated women so stultify their
consciences as to declare that they have all the rights they want. Have
you who make this declaration ever read the barbarous laws in refer-
ence to woman, to mothers, to wives, and to daughters, which disgrace
our Statute Books? Laws which are not surpassed in cruelty and injus-
tice by any slaveholding code in the United States; laws which strike at
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the root of the glorious doctrine for which our fathers fought and bled
and died. . . .

If, in view of laws like these, there be women in this State so lost to
self-respect, to all that is virtuous, noble, and true, as to refuse to raise
their voices in protest against such degrading tyranny, we can only say
of that system which has thus robbed womanhood of all its glory and
greatness, what the Immortal Channing did of slavery, “If,” said he, “it
be time that the slaves are contented and happy-if there is a system that
can blot out all love of freedom from the soul of man, destroy every
trace of his Divinity, make him happy in a condition so low and be-
nighted and hopeless, I ask for no stronger argument against such a
slavery as ours.” No! never believe it; woman falsifies herself and blas-
phemes her God, when in view of her present social, legal, and political
position, she declares she has all the rights she wants.47

Women should understand their condition and fight against it. How
could they, as Cady Stanton termed it, falsify themselves?

A year later, Cady Stanton had even harsher words for female oppo-
nents of reform: any woman who maintains that she has all the rights
she wants is either “deplorably ignorant, selfish, or false.” She con-
tinued to maintain that although they may disparage women’s rights,
women nevertheless resent being made to pay taxes when they have no
voice in government just as they lament their dependence on men. Also,
the most privileged women claim they have all the rights they want but
“actually suffer for the want of something to do . . . their lives are ob-
jectless, their sympathies are shrivelled by being forever confined to
themselves and children. They go the senseless round of life, thinking
and acting according to the most approved methods, and the soul dies
in such trammels.” She went on to reiterate that even the life of the
most privileged woman could be compared to that of a slave and that
even if such women had no problems of their own, they should support
women’s rights out of sympathy for the many who were not so fortu-
nate. They had a duty to help those who “have come down from the
pleasant mountains . . . to wander friendless and alone in the valley of
sorrow and humiliation. The next turn of fortune’s wheel may bring
you there too.”48

Women will never get what they ask for, she wrote in 1856, until
the “majority of women are openly with us; and they will never claim
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their civil rights, until they know their social wrongs.” She maintained
that women would support reform once they understood that there was
hope for significant change. Meanwhile, “she patiently bears all this be-
cause in her blindness she sees no way of escape”; the movement should
undertake “to show that there is hope for woman this side of heaven,
and that there is a work for her to do before she leaves for the celes-
tial city.”49

Cady Stanton refined and strengthened her argument that no woman
could possibly have all the rights she wanted in a revision of the 1856
essay that she published in 1859. Even the most fortunate woman, she
noted, is vulnerable to her all-too-powerful husband:

The soul lives not in the outward, and if the only legitimate object of
a woman’s pursuit is love and marriage, has she “all the rights she
wants,” when her love may not be voluntary. When law and gospel,
judge and juror, all agree that a man calling himself husband, has the
right not only to the custody of her person, but to the guardianship of
the holy affections of a young and trusting heart—affection, which, in
his grossness, he never seeks to concentrate on himself—satisfied that
he holds the outward woman.50

She reminded her female critics that women are forbidden to teach in
the church and that their literary efforts were denigrated—their books
“are popular only so far as they echo back man’s thunder.” What,
moreover, of the widow and the wife whose property is seized to pay
the debts of her husband and the woman who manages to discard the
“heavy yoke of discordant marriage” but loses her children, property,
and home? No woman who has earned her own living—“the Teacher,
the Seamstress, the Drunkard’s wife, the Outcast”—Cady Stanton ad-
monished, will “underrate the importance of our demands, with the
silly motto, ‘I have all the rights I want.’ ” Finally, she conceded that
some women may actually have all the rights they wanted, but they
should help those who did not: “If I have all I want for body and soul,
is it not the best reason in the world why I should generously aid all
those who are oppressed, suffering, destitute, friendless and alone? Lives
there a woman whose nature is so hard, narrow and selfish, that she can
pity no sorrows but those which she has felt in her own person?”51

She elaborated in a tract that she published anonymously in 1859.
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Even if there are some women who have all the rights they want, she
advised, there can be no justification for their refusal to support those
who do not:

Because their soft white hands have never labored, is that a reason why
they should not demand a right to wages for those who spend their
days in honest toil? When famine has reduced any of the human family
almost to starvation, shall I refuse them food because I am not hungry?
If I have all I want for body and soul, is it not the best reason in the
world why I should generously aid all those who are oppressed, suffer-
ing, destitute, friendless and alone? Lives there a woman whose nature
is so hard, narrow and selfish, that she can pity no sorrows but those
which she has felt in her own person? Or can there be one woman in
this nation so ignorant that she really thinks she is already living in the
full possession of all the rights that belong to a citizen of a Republic?”52

She was increasingly critical of privileged wives who claimed to have
all the rights they needed—could anyone be so ignorant? she asked.
Cady Stanton’s comments reflected more empathy for women who were
not so fortunate—those who had to work for minuscule wages, those
who were left destitute and with no means to provide for their chil-
dren by irresponsible, brutish husbands. Yet, she lashed out at working
women when female teachers in New York refused to demand equal
wages in 1856 even after Susan B. Anthony counseled them to do so.
Cady Stanton expressed her disgust privately to Anthony, declaring with
disdain, “What an infernal set of fools these school-marms must be!!
Well, if in order to please men they wish to live on air, let them. The
sooner the present generation of women die out the better. We have
jackasses enough in the world now without such women propagating
any more.”53 She also responded unequivocally to temperance women
who opposed suffrage on the grounds that they needed to keep atten-
tion focused on the problem of excessive drinking and the need to con-
vince legislators to protect women and children from intemperate hus-
bands and fathers. Her answer was simply that the vote would enable
women to protect themselves so that they would no longer need to rely
on the good will of male legislators.

Did Cady Stanton view women as a group with obligations to the
other members of that group or as a collection of separate rights-bear-
ing individuals pursuing their own interests? Did she consider it impor-
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tant that they support women’s rights in order to help women as a
group, to improve society, or did she believe it was more important for
each woman to advance her own interests? Her increasingly angry re-
sponses to women opponents indicate that she conceived of women as a
group with a shared obligation to promote the interests of that group.
Also, she often repeated that women’s rights would improve society.
Thus, it was not for the pursuit of self-interest that women should join
the campaign for women’s rights reform but rather out of a commit-
ment to the well-being of women as a group.

Cady Stanton’s comments concerning women’s failure to come to
grips with their membership in an oppressed group suggests that she
was developing a concept that was akin to the false consciousness that
Karl Marx made famous. Women, like workers, could not see that they
were subjugated and exploited. The most privileged women, who were
supported and protected by their husbands, could not imagine a better
life. In other words, women had no consciousness of themselves as a
group. Their position had given them a “false consciousness” according
to which they “had all the rights they wanted.” Until they overcame
that false consciousness, they could not become aware of themselves as
a group and, therefore, could not unite in the struggle for change.

How does such an analysis comport with liberalism, republicanism,
or ascriptivism? It contains a republican theme insofar as it asserts that
society will improve as a result of women’s contributions to public life.
Yet, there is much to her analysis of what might be called woman’s false
consciousness that does not fit comfortably into any of the three tradi-
tions. Instead, it reveals a radical strain in Cady Stanton’s work, rejects
the individualism of American political culture and transcends the three
categories of the multiple traditions.

Conclusion

Among the most prominent themes running through Cady Stanton’s re-
sponses to the opponents of the antebellum campaign for women’s rights
were her attack on the biblical argument that God intended women
to be subordinate to men and on the notion that separate spheres for
males and females were divinely ordained, natural, and inevitable. In
her rejection of the biblical argument and her criticism of religion, it is
possible to see an early version of the radical critique of religion and of
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the Bible that Cady Stanton would develop in later years. In addition, as
noted earlier, her analysis of women as a group points to another radi-
cal element of her thought. In contrast, although she criticized the cult
of domesticity, she took care to defend the woman’s rights movement
against the charges that women reformers were trying to infringe on
male territory by venturing into the public sphere, that they were trying
to replace men, and that they were intent on destroying the family. She
tempered the most far-reaching implications of her agenda by empha-
sizing the injustices of property law and the absence of political repre-
sentation for women and underlined the plight of women who found
themselves married to financially irresponsible, abusive, or alcoholic
men. Moreover, by manipulating the tradition of ascriptivism that pos-
ited women’s inferior intellectual capacities, Cady Stanton argued that
women’s ability to resolve problems, though concededly different from
men’s, was at least as useful as, if not superior to, the male’s purported
capacity for logical reasoning.

Her comments also underline how deeply ingrained the cult of do-
mesticity was, even in her own thought. Cady Stanton frequently al-
luded to women’s essential role within the family, emphasizing the need
for expanding their role in the public sphere so that they could be better
wives and mothers. Moreover, if they had political rights, women would
be more capable of protecting themselves in the domestic realm. At the
same time, however, she was advocating fundamental change in the
power dynamic of the family and a radical transformation of society.
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The Civil War Years
Breaking Down Barriers Between 
Public and Private

Introduction

With the outbreak of the Civil War, in 1861, Cady Stanton put aside
her work for women’s rights in order to devote herself to the cause of
emancipation and Union victory. Yet she did not really turn away from
women’s rights but instead thoroughly integrated that cause with aboli-
tionism. Moreover, her work during the war served to undermine the
boundary between the public and the private spheres in ways that were
enormously important in the struggle for women’s rights and in the de-
velopment of her ideas.

Cady Stanton and the Garrisonians

During the second half of the 1850s, the conflict over slavery moved to
the center of national politics and began to encroach on the woman’s
rights movement. Major developments that captured the attention of
women’s rights reformers included the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska
Act and the birth of the Republican Party, in 1854; the conflict over the
settlement of Kansas and the violence between the rival state govern-
ments, the controversy over whether Kansas would be admitted to the
Union as a free or a slave state, and John Brown’s massacre of proslav-
ery settlers at Pottawatomie Creek, in 1856; and his attempt to capture
the federal arsenal at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, in 1859.

As we saw in chapter 2, the antebellum woman’s rights movement
was closely linked to Garrisonian abolitionism. In 1856, the American
Anti-Slavery Society engaged Susan B. Anthony as an agent and put her
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in charge of organizing in New York. After the Supreme Court’s deci-
sion in Dred Scott v. Sandford, in 1857, which held that Congress
lacked the power to prohibit slavery in the territories and that black
people were not citizens of the United States and, therefore, could not
bring suit in federal court, Anthony continued her work for women’s
rights while also increasing her antislavery activities, organizing lectures
for other agents and speaking to audiences herself.1

In January 1861, Anthony organized a tour of speakers through
towns in upstate New York to condemn any compromise with the
South and to demand immediate emancipation.2 One of those speakers
was Elizabeth Cady Stanton. In the early months of the war, Anthony
continued to arrange antislavery meetings throughout New York, and
Cady Stanton lectured intermittently. When the Anti-Slavery Society
made a decision to end the lecture tours, Anthony was outraged, but
Cady Stanton conceded that the public meetings should be canceled.
Abolitionists began to return to the field, however, as it became clear
that President Lincoln was not moving quickly enough against slavery.

Although Cady Stanton was considerably less active in antislavery
work during the 1850s than Anthony, she maintained close connections
with the Garrisonians.3 In fact, it was at Garrison’s invitation that she
spoke at the American Anti-Slavery Convention in 1860. She observed
that “this is the only organization on God’s footstool where the human-
ity of woman is recognized, and these are the only men who have ever
echoed back her cries for justice and equality.”4 She also was in frequent
contact with other abolitionists, including her cousin Gerrit Smith.

Cady Stanton’s views concerning secession, the war, and the Lincoln
administration’s policies regarding the slaves closely paralleled those of
the Garrisonians, who welcomed secession and abjured violence but
then embraced the Civil War as a means to end slavery. The Garri-
sonians objected to Lincoln’s war policies because they did not make
slavery the central issue of the war and did not take decisive action to
quickly emancipate the slaves.5 In 1850, she delivered an address to the
Woman’s Rights Convention in Worcester, Massachusetts, voicing her
general opposition to war: “I believe all war sinful; I believe in Christ; I
believe that the command, ‘Resist not evil,’ is divine; I would not have
man go to war; I can see no glory in fighting with such weapons as guns
and swords, while man has in his possession the infinitely superior and
more effective ones of righteousness and truth.”6
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Like the Garrisonians, Cady Stanton revised her position after the
attack on Fort Sumter and rallied to the Union cause. In April 1861,
she expressed her agreement with Wendell Phillips’s “Discourse on the
War,” in which he reversed his disunionist position and welcomed the
war.7 She wrote later in 1861, “This war is music in my ears. It is a si-
multaneous chorus for freedom; for every nation that has ever fought
for liberty on her own soil is now represented in our army.”8 Also like
the Garrisonians, she condemned the federal government’s efforts to
compromise with the slave states in order to avoid secession. In a letter
to Elizabeth Smith Miller in 1856, she wrote: “My own opinion is that
the ‘staving off’ policy has been fairly tried and I am becoming more
and more convinced that we shall be in the midst of violence, blood,
and civil war before we look for it. Our fair republic must be the victim
of the monster, slavery, unless we speedily rise in our might and boldly
shout freedom.”9 Yet, in another letter she wrote that same year con-
cerning the conflict over slavery in Kansas, she declared to the aboli-
tionist Samuel J. May: “I hope the women’s rights women will have
nothing to do with it. We have been long enough aids to man’s sins and
follies. If I cannot have a voice in the government of my country, I have
no idea of scraping lint for those who are threatening to break it up.”10

Her departure from the Garrisonian disdain for party politics was
apparent, however, in Cady Stanton’s letter to Anthony in 1855 in
which she expressed her approval of Henry Stanton’s activities in the
new Republican Party. She wrote, “I am rejoiced to say that Henry is
heart and soul in the Republican movement and is faithfully stumping
the state once more. I have attended all the Republican meetings.”11

Still, she was to remain much closer to the Garrisonians than to the
Republicans. In 1857, after the Supreme Court’s decision in Dred Scott
v. Sandford, she endorsed disunionism and indicated that she agreed
with Garrison that the Constitution was a proslavery document.12 Her
comments two years later, however, reflected a more ambivalent atti-
tude when she wrote to Anthony asking her position on the proslav-
ery LeCompton Constitution in Kansas: “You Garrisonians are such a
crotchety set that generally, when all other men see cause for rejoicing,
you howl the more grievously. How is it now? I desire to know, for as I
am one of you, I wish to do what is most becoming to one of the order.
Shall I fire off my boys’ cannon and a bundle of crackers, or shall I wear
sackcloth and ashes?”13
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Cady Stanton supported Lincoln’s candidacy in 1860 in part because
of Republican opposition to the extension of slavery into the territories.
Like the Garrisonians, however, she was convinced that emancipation
should be the goal of the Civil War. In 1863, she exhorted women to
understand that the war involved the principles of “liberty or slavery—
democracy or aristocracy—equality or caste—and choose, this day,
whether our republican institutions shall be placed on an enduring ba-
sis, and an eternal peace secured to our children, or whether we shall
leap back through generations of light and experience, and meekly bow
again to chains and slavery.”14

Cady Stanton quickly became disillusioned with Lincoln’s reluctance
to free all the slaves. In December 1861, she wrote to Gerrit Smith ex-
pressing her agreement with his assessment of Lincoln’s statement in his
message to Congress that he would not interfere with slavery in the
South as “twattle and trash.” She characterized all of the president’s
messages to Congress as “of the most mamdy-pamby order” and de-
clared, “he certainly does not dignify the office he fills.”15 She wrote in
1862 to Elizabeth Smith Miller, “I do hope the rebels will sack Wash-
ington, take Lincoln, Seward, and McClellan and keep them safe in
some Southern fort until we man the ship of state with those who know
whither they are steering and for what purpose.”16

The events of the second half of the 1850s and early 1860s concern-
ing slavery, abolitionism, and war had a direct impact on Cady Stan-
ton’s life. Her cousin Gerrit Smith, who provided financial support for
John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry in 1859 and was thus implicated in
Brown’s case, had himself committed temporarily to a mental institu-
tion. In 1861, two of Cady Stanton’s sons were old enough to serve in
the army. Her second son, Henry, ran away and enlisted. Two of her
nephews also ran away to enlist, and one died in combat.17 In addition,
as an activist in the Republican Party, Henry Stanton hoped for an ap-
pointment in Lincoln’s administration as solicitor of the Treasury. That
position went to someone else, and Stanton accepted a position as dep-
uty collector of the Customs House in New York City, where he was
responsible for supervising and securing the port against smugglers and
shippers of Southern goods. The Stanton family moved to New York
City in 1862, and, in the summer of 1863, rioters protesting the draft
sacked the offices of the New York Tribune, hanged some free black
men, and burned a black orphanage only two blocks from the Stanton’s
home. The mob went past their house while the Stanton children hid on
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the fourth floor, ready to escape to the roof, and Cady Stanton prepared
to appeal to the rioters as “Americans and citizens of a Republic.”18

The mob seized the Stanton’s oldest son, Neil (Daniel), and accused him
of buying his way out of the draft. Cady Stanton reported that he saved
himself by inviting some of his assailants to join him in a saloon, where
they drank to Jefferson Davis. She later wrote to Nancy Smith, com-
menting on the incident:

The riot raged in our neighborhood through the first two days of the
trouble largely because the colored orphan asylum on Fifth Avenue was
only two blocks away from us. I saw all those little children marched
off two by two. A double portion of martyrdom has been meted out to
our poor blacks, and I am led to ask if there is no justice in heaven or
on earth that this should be permitted through the centuries.19

Working for Union Victory and Emancipation

Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony had their first major disagree-
ment over the question of whether the campaign for women’s rights
should continue during the Civil War. When the war began, in April
1861, Anthony had completed arrangements for the National Woman’s
Rights Convention in May. The American Anti-Slavery Society can-
celed its scheduled meeting and advised the women’s rights leaders to
do the same. Cady Stanton and others advised Anthony to postpone
the convention, and she did so reluctantly.20 Anthony wrote to Martha
Coffin Wright in late May expressing her resentment over the canceled
meetings.

Our position, to me seems most humiliating—simply that of the politi-
cal world—one of expediency not principle. . . . I have not yet seen one
good reason for the abandonment of all our meetings—& am as time
lengthens, more & more ashamed & sad that even the little apostolic
number have gone over to the worlds motto that the means must be
sacrificed to the end.21

Anthony was likewise disappointed in the opposition from other
women’s rights leaders to calling a convention in the spring of 1862.
She was sick at heart, she wrote, that “All our reformers seem suddenly
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to have grown politic. All alike say, ‘Have no conventions at this crisis’!
Garrison, Phillips, Mrs. Mott, Mrs. Wright, Mrs. Stanton, etc., say,
‘Wait until the war excitement abates’; which is to say, ‘Ask our oppo-
nents if they think we had better speak, or, rather, if they do not think
we had better remain silent.’”22

In contrast to Anthony, Cady Stanton was ready to commit herself
to emancipation and Union victory, reasoning that the public was so
preoccupied with the war that it would pay little attention to anything
else. Moreover, she fully expected that, in return for the loyalty and
hard work of the women’s rights activists, the Republican Party would
support woman suffrage once the war ended. So, with the beginning of
the Civil War in April 1861, Cady Stanton put aside women’s rights.
Anthony’s fear that if women stopped agitating for their rights, the
gains they had made would be reversed turned out to be well founded.
In 1862, the New York legislature repealed the provision of the Married
Women’s Property Act that gave mothers the right to equal guardian-
ship of their children. The legislators also eliminated the right of wives
to control their property on the death of their husbands. Many years
later, in her autobiography, Cady Stanton conceded that Anthony had
been right and that the women’s rights leaders had learned an important
lesson:

[N]amely, that it is impossible for the best of men to understand wom-
en’s feelings or the humiliation of their position. When they asked us to
be silent on our question during the War, and labor for the emancipa-
tion of the slave, we did so, and gave five years to his emancipation and
enfranchisement. . . . I was convinced, at the time, that it was the true
policy. I am now equally sure that it was a blunder.23

Cady Stanton continued her political activities in New York, joining the
Union effort to win the war and to bring an end to the institution of
slavery.24

In her work during this period, Cady Stanton embraced the Garri-
sonian natural-rights argument that slavery was a violation of every
individual’s right to liberty. In her address in 1860 to the American
Anti-Slavery Society, for example, she emphasized the conflict between
liberty and slavery. The laws that sanctioned slavery, she observed,
perverted “man’s moral sense and innate love of justice.” Slavery had
“corrupted our churches, our politics, our press; laid violent hands on
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Northern freemen at their own firesides; it has gagged our statesmen,
and stricken our Northern Senators dumb in their seats; yes, beneath
the flag of freedom, Liberty has crouched in fear.”25 In her address
in 1861 to the New York State Anti-Slavery Society, she condemned the
mobs that disrupted abolitionist meetings. She declared that abolition-
ism “cannot be choked down, nor hissed down, nor stomped down, for
truth is mighty and must eternally prevail; and in spite of mobs, and
bluster, and threats, freedom shall triumph, and crush the reptile slavery
beneath her feet.” Denouncing compromise with the South once again,
she proclaimed that if Northerners had any self-respect, they would
have “seceded long ago, from these heathen idolaters.”26

Undermining the Boundary Between Public and Private

Although Cady Stanton was willing to put aside her work for women’s
rights for the duration of the war, her speeches and writings during
that time show just how thoroughly she integrated abolitionism with
women’s rights. In so doing, she repeatedly emphasized women’s obli-
gation to work for Union victory and the emancipation of the slaves
in such a way as to undermine the separation of the public and private
spheres.

She frequently linked the problem of slavery to other social prob-
lems, thus adapting and expanding the Garrisonian natural-rights ap-
proach to the struggle for justice and equality for all human beings. She
declared in 1860, for example, that the mission of the Garrisonian abo-
litionist movement was to liberate not only the African slave but also
“the slaves of custom, creed and sex.”27 She also departed from her ear-
lier practice of comparing white women and male slaves when she drew
attention to the plight of slave women:

Are not nearly two millions of native-born American women, at this
very hour, doomed to the foulest slavery that angels ever wept to wit-
ness? Are they not doubly damned as immortal beasts of burden in the
field, and sad mothers of a most accursed race? Are they not raised for
the express purposes of lust? Are they not chained and driven in the
slave-coffle at the crack of the whip of an unfeeling driver? Are they not
sold on the auction-block? Are they not exposed naked to the coarse
jests and voluptuous gaze of brutal men?28
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In “The Slave’s Appeal,” which she published in 1860, she condemned
slavery on biblical grounds and applied the Ten Commandments to
slavery. She exhorted New Yorkers to defy the Fugitive Slave Law to
“Make New York sacred to freedom, that when the panting fugitive
shall touch your soil his chains must fall forever. Give to his exiled
countrymen all the rights, privileges and immunities of citizenship, and
shut your harbor against the barbarous and Heaven-defying commerce
of man in man.”29 While she did not emphasize the plight of slave
women in that tract, when she reached the commandment forbidding
adultery she warned, “the trembling girl for who thou didst pay a price
but yesterday in a New Orleans market, is not thy lawful wife.”30

In 1863, she returned again to the suffering of slave women:

Slavery for man is bad enough, but the refinements of cruelty must ever
fall on the mothers of the oppressed race, defrauded of all the rights of
the family relation, and violated in the most holy instincts of their na-
ture. A mother’s life is bound up in that of her child. There center all
her hopes and ambition. But the slave-mother, in her degradation, re-
joices not in the future promise of her daughter, for she knows by expe-
rience what her sad fate must be. No pen can describe the unutterable
agony of that mother whose past, present, and future are all wrapped in
darkness; who knows the crown of thorns she wears must press her
daughter’s brow; who knows that the wine-press she now treads, un-
watched, those tender feet must tread alone.31

By early 1861, Cady Stanton had set the tone that her work would
take for the duration of the war. In a speech she delivered as part of
Anthony’s “No Compromise with Slavery” tour in January, she de-
clared, “It is immensely important that at this hour every woman
should understand the true position of this nation & give the whole
force of her intellectual & moral power in the right direction.”32 She
went on to proclaim that every woman had an obligation “to interest
herself in public justice & give to the world the moral laws for the gov-
ernment of nations, for man is so absorbed in outward improvements
& material gains that the everlasting principles of right, have been lost
sight of buried as they are beneath heaps of gold dust & cotton.”33 She
then likened slavery to a tyrannical husband who “holds Freedom in
subjection.”34 In her speech in February to the New York State Anti-
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Slavery Society, she defended free speech against the mobs who dis-
rupted the antislavery meetings and compared slaveholders to cannibals
“who sell babies by the pound, and feed on their flesh—these polyga-
mists, who have many wives, and sell their own children.” She also
drew attention to women’s duty to leave home to “clear the rubbish in
the outer world, and pluck the thorns from the paths our sons so soon
must tread.”35

To the Garrisonian refrain that slavery was a moral wrong Cady
Stanton added the argument that women had a special role to play in
the moral life of the nation and therefore had an obligation to partici-
pate in public life in order to aid the struggle against slavery. With that
theme, which was reminiscent of the Grimké sisters’ arguments in 1836
emphasizing women’s special duty to join the abolitionist movement,
Cady Stanton combined two approaches. One was based on natural
rights and equality—women have the same right to participate as men,
just as the slaves have the same right to liberty as white men. The other
approach revolved around the idea of women’s responsibilities as wives
and mothers. In addition, the emphasis she put on women’s concern
with the moral issue of slavery appealed to women who had not joined
the antebellum woman’s rights movement and encouraged them to par-
ticipate in the public realm of politics and war. Her frequent use of im-
ages of the family in her discussion of secession and slavery was also
likely to draw women’s attention to the impact that those issues had
on their lives. Thus, Cady Stanton’s work during the war, which on the
surface put aside women’s rights in favor of emancipation and Union
victory, actually served to facilitate the breaking down of the rigid
boundaries between the public and the private spheres by encouraging
women to move beyond the limits of home and family into the world of
politics.

After the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect, in January
1863, both abolitionists and antislavery Republicans feared that Presi-
dent Lincoln would modify the Proclamation in the face of conservative
pressure. In the spring of 1863, after the Union defeats at Fredericks-
burg and Chancellorsville, the Copperheads—or Peace Democrats—
who opposed emancipation and argued that the goal of the war was
simply to restore the Union enjoyed considerable popularity. In response
to the Copperhead movement, Republicans started to organize Loyal
Leagues or Union Leagues throughout the North, not only to promote
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loyalty to the goal of Union victory but also to influence Republican
policy to place more emphasis on emancipation as a war aim.

In New York, Henry Stanton and Gerrit Smith organized the Loyal
National League, upon which Cady Stanton and Anthony modeled their
Women’s Loyal National League. By the end of Congress’s session in the
summer of 1864, Anthony and Cady Stanton had collected more than
400,000 signatures calling for a constitutional amendment to abolish
slavery. Although the Women’s League built on the precedents set by
women abolitionist petitioners in the 1830s, its organizers planned to
do more. They hoped to create a political pressure group of women
who would have an influence on the presidential election in 1864.36

Thus, Cady Stanton and Anthony endeavored to combine the goals of
emancipation of the slaves with women’s rights. Indeed, at its first meet-
ing, the Women’s League promised “to give support to the government
in so far as it makes the war for freedom.”37

The new organization also passed a series of resolutions, including
one proclaiming that “There never can be a true peace in this Repub-
lic until the civil and political rights of all citizens of African descent
and all women are practically established.”38 The Women’s League con-
stantly urged women to move into the public sphere by joining the cam-
paign to end slavery, while it also encouraged women to participate in
presidential politics. The organization thereby not only made a contri-
bution to the abolitionist movement but also advanced new ideas about
women’s role in the political realm and, in turn, had an influence on the
woman’s rights movement in the postwar era.39

In March 1863, Cady Stanton issued “An Appeal to the Women of
the Republic,” which was printed in the New York Tribune, as well
as in antislavery journals. She urged Northern women to pledge them-
selves “loyal to freedom and our country” and to unite against slavery.
She appealed to the patriotism of Northern women, as well as to the
cult of domesticity and to the old ideology of republican motherhood.
She observed that Southern women seemed to be “more devoted to
their cause than we are to ours,” because “They see and feel the horrors
of the war; . . . the foe is at their fireside; while we, in peace and plenty,
live as heretofore. The women of the South know what their sons are
fighting for.” She reminded women that they had always had a special
role in shaping the morals of the family and the nation: “The women of
a nation mold its morals, religion, and politics.”40
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In her call for the first meeting of the Women’s League, Cady Stanton
again emphasized women’s special role as mothers and urged them to
move beyond traditional modes of participation in the war effort:

To man, by common consent, is assigned the forum, camp, and field.
What is woman’s legitimate work, and how she may best accomplish it,
is worthy our earnest counsel one with another. We have heard many
complaints of the lack of enthusiasm among Northern women; but,
when a mother lays her son on the altar of her country, she asks an ob-
ject equal to the sacrifice. In nursing the sick and wounded, knitting
socks, scraping lint, and making jellies, the bravest and best may weary
if the thoughts mount not in faith to something beyond and above it all.
. . . Woman is equally interested and responsible with man in the final
settlement of this problem of self-government; therefore let none stand
idle spectators now.41

In the opening speech of that meeting, Cady Stanton emphasized
women’s important role in the “moral and religious sphere of action,”
as well as the “double duty” that women must perform during war. She
proclaimed, “The women of a nation mold its morals, religion, and pol-
itics; not by the sermons they preach, but by the lives they live . . .
woman’s influence is omnipotent!”42 Since Southern women could keep
the rebellion alive, consider what Northern women could do “to main-
tain the best government on the earth.”43 Men had failed to impart the
basic principles of freedom and equality, but women had the moral
power to banish the sin of slavery:

Had all Northern mothers taught these great truths to their sons as sed-
ulously as Southern mothers have the lessons of slavery; we should have
crowded slavery into the Gulf long ago, with the almighty power of our
free institutions. And here, O woman of the XIXth century! is your
work for the future. The nation is to be educated to-day in the first
principles of human rights—a hopeless task for man alone never to be
accomplished until the mothers of the Republic be galvanized into a
new life of religious earnestness and noble purpose, until the eternal
principles of justice and mercy have crystallized in their inner souls.

As I look forward to the true Republic that will surely rise from this
shattered Union, I behold the future woman in harmony with its grand
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proportions, crowned with new virtue and strength, honor and majesty,
adorning the niche it is her destiny to fill.44

In 1864, both Republicans and abolitionists were divided over Lin-
coln’s reconstruction policy and his renomination and reelection. Lin-
coln’s reconstruction plan, which he announced in December 1863, of-
fered a full pardon to almost all Confederates if they took an oath of
future loyalty to the Constitution, provided for the reestablishment of
state governments, and allowed those governments to institute tempo-
rary arrangements for the freed slaves that need not include equal polit-
ical and legal rights.45 Those who joined Wendell Phillips to form the
anti-Lincoln faction of abolitionists helped to start a movement for the
nomination of John C. Frémont, while Garrison led the abolitionists
who remained committed to Lincoln. In the spring of 1864, abolitionist
supporters of Frémont organized Frémont Clubs and called for a nomi-
nating convention to be held in May.46 Although most of the women
abolitionists continued to support Lincoln, Cady Stanton and Anthony
were both early supporters of Frémont and helped to organize the first
Freedom and Frémont Club in the office of the Women’s League. They
also endorsed the convention and supported the plan for a popular up-
rising before the Republican convention convened in Baltimore.

Cady Stanton agreed with the other abolitionists in the Phillips group
that Lincoln’s reconstruction plan was unacceptable and that Lincoln
had taken neither swift enough nor adequate steps to abolish slavery
and secure political and civil rights for black people. She applauded the
Frémont movement as a democratic uprising. Writing to Jessie Frémont,
she proclaimed, “It is time to inaugurate an entirely new mode of mak-
ing Presidents. . . . Let the people place men before the nation and in
mass convention make known their choice.”47

Her political reasons for opposing Lincoln’s reelection overlapped
with the personal. In late 1863 Henry Stanton, then Deputy Collector
of the Port of New York, was accused of accepting bribes to allow
goods through the blockade against the Confederacy. He was forced to
resign his position and was the subject of a long congressional investiga-
tion. It was revealed that the Stanton’s oldest son, Neil, who had been
working for his father as a clerk, had accepted small bribes and forged
his father’s signature on several documents. Although the congressional
investigation failed to discover any evidence of wrongdoing on the part
of Henry Stanton, the committee’s report cast him in the most unfavor-
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able light possible. As Cady Stanton knew, the scandal that thoroughly
discredited her husband was part of a struggle for power between two
rival factions of the Republican Party.48

As the meeting to celebrate the first anniversary of the Women’s
Loyal National League approached, Cady Stanton and Anthony consid-
ered using the occasion to officially endorse Frémont. In the advertise-
ment for the meeting, they declared that “The nation’s destiny now
trembles in the balance, and waits the electric word that shall rouse
the women of the Republic to make themselves a power for freedom
in the coming Presidential Campaign.”49 In response, Caroline Wells
Healey Dall wrote to Cady Stanton, appealing to the women of the
League not to get involved in the presidential campaign—women
should interest themselves in political issues, she said, but they should
play a modest role and not dictate. She advised Cady Stanton not to
turn the meeting into an “electioneering caucus, where all that disgusts
us in political strategy shall be repeated, and where those who have had
no experience of the actual conflict, . . . proclaim a party purpose, and
forfeit forever a moral stand-point which is fully their own.”50 Dall pro-
ceeded to defend Lincoln and concluded with a warning that if the
women of the League became active political partisans, they would not
be able to garner the support of all the loyal women in the country.

In a lengthy reply to Dall, Cady Stanton defended women’s right and
obligation to participate in politics, religion, and social life. The League,
she explained, was the first and only organization of women that had
the express purpose of influencing politics, and, as such, it had helped to
lift “politics into the sphere of morals and religion.”51 As it turned out,
Garrison declined to print Cady Stanton’s reply until after the meeting
was over.52 Moreover, Wendell Phillips agreed to speak at the meeting
on the condition that it not endorse Frémont, and Cady Stanton agreed.
The result was that the Women’s League did not endorse Frémont at
that meeting, although it passed resolutions that were critical of the Lin-
coln administration, including one that condemned as evidence of the
administration’s “heartless character or utter incapacity” to conduct the
war the government’s failure to protect black troops against confederate
atrocities.53 The meeting also approved a resolution demanding suffrage
for black men, as well as a more far-reaching call for a new Constitu-
tion guaranteeing liberty and equality for every human being.

In September, Frémont withdrew from the presidential contest and
urged his followers to support Lincoln. Most of the abolitionists then
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threw their support to Lincoln, but Cady Stanton and Anthony refused
to do so. Cady Stanton wrote to Anthony,

After they themselves [the Republicans] have exposed the incapacity
and rottenness of the administration, what impudence to ask the people
to accept another four years under the same dynasty. I do not believe
that either party can block the wheels of progress, and it is certainly a
good thing to clean out thoroughly the political sty once in four years.
The family of men are amazingly like each other; republicans and dem-
ocrats, saints and sinners, all act alike and talk, each in his turn, the
same cant.54

After the election, Cady Stanton continued to disagree with the aboli-
tionists, including Gerrit Smith and Garrison, who maintained their sup-
port for Lincoln. At the end of December 1864, she wrote to Anthony
complaining about Smith’s and Garrison’s defense of a proposed ap-
prenticeship system for former slaves and declared, “We say now, as
ever, Give us immediately unconditional emancipation, and let there be
no reconstruction except on the broadest basis of justice and equality.”55

The Women’s Loyal National League continued the petition cam-
paign for a constitutional amendment prohibiting slavery until the
House of Representatives passed the Thirteenth Amendment, in January
1865. Cady Stanton fully expected that, with Union victory, the Repub-
licans would reward the women’s rights leaders for their hard work
by granting suffrage. She was wrong. As we will see in chapter 6, the
Republican and abolitionist betrayal had a profound effect on the sub-
sequent development of Cady Stanton’s ideas and strategies.

Conclusion

The most important theme of Cady Stanton’s work during the Civil War
and of this chapter is that her work defending the right and obligation
of women to participate in the struggle to free the slaves and to win the
war served to undermine the boundary between the public and the pri-
vate spheres. As we have seen, she frequently repeated the argument
that women’s duty to support the Union and the freedom and rights of
the slaves mandated that they move into the traditionally forbidden
public sphere. Women’s right to join the cause, she made clear, went far
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beyond the immediate contest of the goals of Union victory and emanci-
pation to women’s right to participate in public life in general and, in
particular, in the struggle for their rights. Cady Stanton also successfully
incorporated abolitionism into women’s rights by repeatedly emphasiz-
ing that liberating the slaves would also bring an end to the slavery of
custom and sex, as she put it. In her view, eliminating the institution
of slavery embraced a broader principle of equality for all, including
women. The abolitionists and the Republicans proved her vision to be
mistaken when they abandoned the cause of woman suffrage in order to
maximize their chances of securing the vote for black males. Cady Stan-
ton’s vision nevertheless undercut the seemingly impermeable boundary
between the public and the private spheres by sending a message to
women that they had not only a right but also a duty to join the Union
cause, to participate in the election campaign, and to join the suffrage
movement in the years following the Civil War.
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The Postwar Years
Reconstruction and Positivism

Introduction

Since the 1960s, scholars have explored the ways in which white wom-
en’s rights activists in the postbellum years set aside their egalitarian
values when it came to rights for African Americans.1 A number of his-
torians have examined the impact that the male abolitionists’ abandon-
ment of woman suffrage had on the movement, noting that the willing-
ness of white reformers to exploit racist arguments to promote women’s
rights, at least in part, was a result of the dissolution of the alliance be-
tween abolitionism and women’s rights.2 More recently, however, schol-
ars have begun to emphasize that discourses of race as well as gender in-
formed the woman’s rights movement from its inception; thus, it was not
a simple matter of the leaders exchanging liberal egalitarian values for
ascriptive racist ideas but rather that white women reformers used dif-
ferent ideological and political strategies at different times to achieve
their goals.3

During the fifteen years that followed the Civil War, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton’s arguments began to reflect more ascriptivist and antidemo-
cratic themes than they had earlier. She often linked the virtue, honor,
and dignity of women to the right to vote in ways that combined ele-
ments of republicanism and ascriptivism: women had a duty to partici-
pate in public life and to devote themselves to improving the well be-
ing of the community, and, as morally superior beings, they were singu-
larly well qualified to do so. Moreover, she often employed ascriptivism
to advance racist arguments. By the 1870s, ascriptivist ideas had gained
considerable popularity in the United States. Evolutionary theories of
racial hierarchy had begun to find increasing acceptance, and the cli-
mate of ideas was growing more hostile to equal rights.

6
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Liberal themes nevertheless continued to run through Cady Stanton’s
arguments. I argue that, although the politics of Reconstruction help to
explain the increased emphasis she placed on ascriptivist arguments.
The termination of the alliance between abolitionism and women’s
rights does not tell the whole story. The changing climate of ideas also
had a major influence on the development of her ideas. As racist ideolo-
gies grew increasingly popular during the second half of the nineteenth
century they began to play an increasingly important role in her work.
It is important to keep in mind that, as we saw in chapter 2, ascriptivist
themes were present in her arguments as early as 1848. Thus, it should
be clear that her ideas did not simply change from liberal egalitarian to
inegalitarian ascriptivist but rather that the preexisting inegalitarian ele-
ments of her thought became more prominent in her work.

This chapter begins with a discussion of the developments in the post-
war woman’s rights movement and the role that Cady Stanton played in
the organized campaign during that period. It then moves to an exami-
nation of the shift in her approach during the years after the Civil War
in order to call attention to the connection between the abolitionists’
and Republicans’ abandonment of the cause of woman suffrage and
Cady Stanton’s increasingly ascriptivist approach. Finally, I examine the
intellectual background of Positivism that sheds light on the changing
tone of her arguments during this period.

This chapter has two major objectives. The first is to demonstrate
that Cady Stanton’s arguments in the postwar years did indeed come to
rely more on ascriptive themes, in regard to both sex and race. It was
during this period that she unhesitatingly set suffrage for white women
against voting rights for black men and immigrants. She shifted the fo-
cus of her arguments away from her earlier claim that women and men
possess the same natural rights to contend that women have special
qualities that render their participation in political life beneficial, in-
deed, essential to the well-being of society. The second objective is to
shed light on the reasons for Cady Stanton’s shift to ascriptivist argu-
ments. Accordingly, I examine her arguments against the background of
the historical developments of the abolitionist abandonment of the
cause of women’s rights and the changing character of the woman’s
rights movement, as well as the more general climate of ideas in the
United States during the fifteen years that followed the Civil War.
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Cady Stanton and the Postwar Woman’s Rights Movement

Cady Stanton played a major role in the development of the postwar
woman’s rights movement as she and Susan B. Anthony took the lead in
reviving it when the war ended. It was also their opposition to the Four-
teenth and Fifteenth Amendments that culminated in the division of the
movement into two rival organizations, in 1869. Subsequently, the two
leaders led the broader, more progressive branch of the campaign for
women’s rights. But, as conflict among women’s rights activists contin-
ued and as the Cady Stanton–Anthony branch of the movement grew
more conservative, an increasingly alienated, isolated, and disillusioned
Cady Stanton went her own way, spending the decade of the 1870s as a
paid lecturer. As I examine the role that Cady Stanton played in the
postwar revival of the woman’s rights movement and her activities in
the movement until the end of the 1860s, I attempt to shed light on the
ways in which her activities represented a response to Reconstruction
politics and, more generally, the changing political context of the post-
war years.

The abolitionist and the woman’s rights movements were united for
some thirty years in their quest to bring an end to slavery. As we saw
in chapter 5, women’s rights leaders set aside their own goals and dedi-
cated themselves to the cause of emancipation and Union victory dur-
ing the Civil War. Cady Stanton and Anthony organized the Women’s
Loyal National League and not only organized a petition campaign that
helped to achieve passage of the Thirteenth Amendment but also worked
to influence public policy regarding the goals of the war and partici-
pated in the presidential campaign of 1864.4 At the end of the war, abo-
litionists, allied with Republicans in Congress, led the drive for racial
equality in Reconstruction. As women’s rights reformers’ abolitionist al-
lies emerged as influential actors on the national political scene and as
suffrage for blacks became a national political issue, obtaining the vote
for women began to seem like a plausible goal.5 Expecting the aboli-
tionists to support woman suffrage just as the women’s rights leaders
had worked for abolition and Union victory during the war, activists
like Cady Stanton were profoundly disappointed when their former al-
lies, adopting a strategy of maximizing their chances of winning black
male enfranchisement, abandoned the cause of woman suffrage.

In 1865, Wendell Phillips assumed leadership of the American Anti-
Slavery Society and made clear that abolitionists were going to work
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for a constitutional amendment prohibiting denial of the vote on the ba-
sis of race but not sex. He proclaimed, “I hope in time to be as bold as
Stuart Mill and add to that last clause ‘sex’!! But this hour belongs to
the negro. As Abraham Lincoln said ‘One War at a time’; so I say, One
question at a time. This hour belongs to the negro.”6 The abolition-
ists’ choice severed the links between the two movements and had a
major impact on the development of the postwar campaign for women’s
rights. One of the consequences was that women’s rights activists began
to question the dependent position they held among the Garrisonians
and to start to formulate their own goals. The result was that the cam-
paign for women’s rights began to emerge as a politically autonomous
movement.7 Another consequence was that women’s rights leaders, in-
cluding Cady Stanton, began to turn more to ascriptive arguments, pit-
ting white women against black men.

Cady Stanton commented on Phillips’s statement that “This is the ne-
gro’s hour” in a letter she wrote to Anthony in August 1865. Underlin-
ing the need for a woman’s rights convention, she noted, “I have argued
constantly with Phillips and the whole fraternity, but I fear one and all
will favor enfranchising the negro without us. Woman’s cause is in deep
water.”8 In February 1866, the House of Representatives began to con-
sider a constitutional amendment that would guarantee equal rights to
life, liberty, and property to all citizens.9 Debate began in early May on
a provision that introduced the first use of the word “male” in the Con-
stitution. In June, Congress passed the Amendment. Section 2 confirmed
that women would be excluded from Reconstruction by providing that
states would have their representation in the House reduced to the ex-
tent that they denied the vote to any male inhabitants.

As Congress began to debate the Fourteenth Amendment, Cady Stan-
ton and Anthony drew up a petition to Congress asking that woman
suffrage be included and collected 10,000 signatures in support of that
position. In addition, they organized the first postwar woman’s rights
convention, which met in New York in May 1866. With Cady Stanton
presiding, the convention adopted an appeal to Congress asking that it
recognize that:

The only tenable ground of representation is universal suffrage, as it
is only through Universal Suffrage that the principle of “Equal Rights
to All” can be realized. All prohibitions based on race, color, sex, prop-
erty, or education, are violations of the republican idea; and the various
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qualifications now proposed are but so many plausible pretexts to de-
bar new classes from the ballot-box.10

Anthony presented a resolution to establish the American Equal
Rights Association (AERA), an organization that was intended to com-
bine the antislavery and the woman’s rights movements and to work
to secure a constitutional amendment to enfranchise women and black
men.11 As she explained, the women’s rights reformers “wished to
broaden [their] Woman’s Rights platform, and make it in name—what
it ever has been in spirit—a Human Rights platform.”12 The convention
adopted Anthony’s resolution, and the AERA was born. After adopting
a constitution for the new organization, the group elected Cady Stanton
vice president when she declined the presidency so that Lucretia Mott
could take that position. During the meeting, Wendell Phillips reiterated
his conviction that black male suffrage should take precedence over
woman suffrage. He announced, however, that he was opposed to the
insertion of the word “male” into the Constitution.13

Only a month after the founding of the AERA, Congress passed the
Fourteenth Amendment. Cady Stanton ran for Congress in the fall of
1866 as a gesture of protest against the Republicans’ abandonment of
woman suffrage and to underline the irony of the situation in which
women were denied the vote and yet were eligible to run for office.
She nominated herself as an independent candidate and announced her
candidacy in a letter that appeared in New York City newspapers. She
declared that her intent was to “rebuke the dominant party for its
retrogressive legislation in so amending the National Constitution as to
make invidious distinctions on the ground of sex.”14

In 1867, Cady Stanton and Anthony turned their attention to suf-
frage reform at the state level, campaigning for changes in the New
York Constitution and for woman suffrage in Kansas. Appearing before
the Judiciary Committee of the New York state legislature prior to the
scheduled constitutional convention, Cady Stanton asked that the word
“male” be stricken from the section of the state constitutional provisions
concerned with qualifications for voting and that women be allowed to
vote for delegates to the convention.15 Noting that the state constitution
did not automatically disenfranchise males who had been “kept at any
alms-house or other asylum, at public expense; nor . . . confined in any
public prison,”16 she reiterated her argument that women’s special qual-
ities rendered them particularly deserving of the ballot:
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I claim to understand the interests of the nation better than yonder pau-
per in your alms-house, than the unbalanced graduate from your asy-
lum and prison. . . . No wonder that with such voters, sex and color
should be exalted above loyalty, virtue, wealth and education. I warn
you, legislators of the State of New York, that you need the moral
power of wise and thoughtful women in your political councils, to out-
weigh the incoming tide of poverty, ignorance, and vice that threatens
our very existence as a nation. Have not the women of the republic
an equal interest with yourselves in the government, in free institutions,
in progressive ideas, and in the success of the most liberal political
measures?17

Her reference to the “incoming tide” referred to immigrants who, in her
view, should not be allowed to vote if refined, educated, virtuous
women were not. Although she did not hesitate to draw on ascriptivist
notions of inequality based on nationality, she quickly shifted ground to
rely on the individual-rights argument that was very much in tune with
the ideas of John Stuart Mill: “Each one of you has a right to everything
in earth and air, on land and sea, to the whole world of thought, to all
that is needful for soul and body, and there is no limit to the exercise
of your rights, but in the infringement of the rights of another; and
the moment you pass that limit you are on forbidden ground, you vio-
late the law of individual life, and breed disorder and confusion in the
whole social system.”18

Two separate referenda were scheduled in Kansas for November
1867 to determine whether to remove “male” and “white” from the
state constitution. The AERA devoted its resources to the campaign,
and workers traveled the state for nine months in support of the refer-
enda. Winning in Kansas was particularly important to the AERA be-
cause it would be the first popular test ever made of woman suffrage,
and victory would demonstrate that public opinion was not opposed
to the enfranchisement of women. Success in Kansas would also help
the AERA convince Republicans that woman suffrage would not un-
dermine the campaign for black suffrage.19 The Kansas Republican
Party mounted a formal effort to defeat woman suffrage, while promi-
nent abolitionists, including Wendell Phillips, refused to assist the cam-
paign for the referenda.20 The Republican press likewise urged voters in
Kansas to approve black suffrage while declining to endorse woman
suffrage until shortly before the election.
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Cady Stanton and Anthony, in Kansas from September until the elec-
tion in November, directed their efforts at Democrats, who constituted
one-quarter of the electorate in the state. George Francis Train volun-
teered his services to garner votes for the referendum, and Anthony
accepted. Train was a wealthy railroad promoter and financier, a na-
tionally known Copperhead, who was mounting an independent cam-
paign for the presidency. A Democrat who was intent on challenging
the power of the Republicans, he linked woman suffrage to white su-
premacy and thereby exacerbated the ascriptivist strains that were al-
ready becoming more apparent in the arguments for women’s rights.
Anthony’s and Cady Stanton’s alliance with Train alienated other wom-
en’s rights leaders and played a role in the division of the leadership of
the movement between Cady Stanton and Anthony on the one hand
and Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell on the other. Lucy Stone wrote to
Olympia Brown that she was “utterly disgusted and vexed” and that
“no decent woman should be in [Train’s] society.”21 Cady Stanton and
Anthony defended their connections to Train by suggesting that they
were merely taking the same route that the abolitionists had when they
chose not to support suffrage for women:

So long as opposition to slavery is the only test for a free pass to your
platform and membership of your association, and you do not shut out
all persons opposed to woman suffrage, why should we not accept all in
favor of woman suffrage to our platform and association, even though
they be rabid pro-slavery Democrats? Your test of faithfulness is the ne-
gro, ours is the woman; the broadest platform, to which no party has as
yet risen, is humanity.22

Cady Stanton wrote to Martha C. Wright maintaining that Train was
“a pure, high-toned man without a vice. He has some extravagances
and idiosyncrasies, but he is willing to devote energy and money to our
cause when no other man is.” She went on to express her opinion that
“it would be right and wise to accept aid even from the devil himself,
provided he did not tempt us to lower our standard.”23

Their alliance with Train evidenced Cady Stanton’s and Anthony’s
determination to maintain women’s rights—specifically, suffrage—as
their highest priority. They were no longer willing to compromise, and
they would never again postpone their own goals to help another group
achieve its objectives. Cady Stanton wrote many years later of her cer-
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tainty that the movement’s decision to put aside its goals and work for
Union victory and an end to slavery had been a “blunder.” She noted
that if male reformers were to ask women’s rights leaders to keep silent
a second time, “we would not for a moment entertain the proposition.
The women generally awoke to their duty to themselves. They had been
deceived once and could not be again. If the leaders in the Republican
and abolition camps could deceive us, whom could we trust?”24

While their willingness to accept Train’s assistance reflects the para-
mount importance that Cady Stanton and Anthony attached to the en-
franchisement of women, it was also a response to the abolitionists’
betrayal. Abandoned by their former allies, they looked elsewhere for
support. On the surface, Cady Stanton’s and Anthony’s new alliance
with Train seemed to signal a departure from the principles of the previ-
ous twenty years of the campaign for women’s rights. Considering that
Cady Stanton’s arguments had always contained ascriptivist elements,
however, the alliance may be viewed as a continuation, albeit in more
pronounced form, of her ascriptivist sentiments regarding race.

The strategic aspect of the alliance with Train was important. Aban-
doned by the Republicans, the woman suffrage movement needed new
allies. Cady Stanton may well have hoped to establish connections with
individual Democrats in such a way as to challenge Republicans and at-
tract Northern voters to the cause of woman suffrage. After the defeat
of both black and woman suffrage in Kansas, she lamented the split be-
tween the Republican campaign for black suffrage and the effort to en-
franchise woman. She placed the blame on the Republicans: “I believe
both propositions would have been carried . . . but with a narrow pol-
icy, playing off one against the other, both were defeated.”25 An alliance
between Republican abolitionists and women’s rights supporters might
have succeeded in securing the vote for blacks and women in Kansas,
but, as it was, the Democrats were able to use woman suffrage as a tool
to help bring about the defeat of suffrage for black men. Also, as Cady
Stanton and Anthony began to look for new alliances outside the ranks
of the abolitionists and Republicans, they explored the possibility of
joining woman suffrage to Democratic politics. Writing in the Revolu-
tion in 1868, for example, Cady Stanton claimed that Democrats sup-
ported women’s rights.26 But it became clear where the Democrats stood
when the party convention in July of the same year rejected Anthony’s
appeal for the party to support woman suffrage.

In what may have been only a post hoc rationalization, both Cady
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Stanton and Anthony argued that Train’s efforts had a positive impact
on the election in Kansas.27 As they continued to work with Train after
that election, conflict within the movement escalated. Lucy Stone and
Henry Blackwell argued that Anthony had made the decision to work
with Train without consulting the other members of the AERA. Not
only had Anthony behaved undemocratically, they contended, but she
had also mismanaged Association funds in Kansas by spending excessive
amounts on Train. Cady Stanton and Anthony nevertheless continued to
work with him. They joined him on a speaking tour for woman suffrage
and accepted financing from him for their newspaper, the Revolution.

The Kansas campaign in 1867 has been viewed as an important turn-
ing point in the woman’s rights movement.28 Alienated from the abo-
litionists and at odds with many of the other women’s rights leaders,
Cady Stanton and Anthony distanced themselves from the AERA and
began to seek new allies and to develop new ideas and strategies. In
effect, they began to organize an autonomous movement for women’s
rights.29 One indication of their independence from their old allies was
their newspaper, the Revolution, which first appeared in January 1868
with Anthony as business manager and Cady Stanton as one of the
editors. Although Train initially funded the paper, he left for England
shortly thereafter, and the two women assumed financial responsibility,
as well as editorial control of the paper. By the end of the year, Train
had severed his connection to the paper. The Revolution reported on in-
dividual women’s accomplishments and published articles and editori-
als, including many authored by Cady Stanton, on a variety of subjects,
such as problems of working women, marriage and divorce, and prosti-
tution. The editors also reprinted excerpts from the work of Mary Woll-
stonecraft, Frances Wright, and August Comte. The central impulse of
the Revolution, however, was its opposition to the Fifteenth Amend-
ment, which Congress submitted to the states in February 1869. Cady
Stanton wrote editorials condemning the Amendment and argued that
the policy of keeping the issues of female and black male suffrage sepa-
rate would lead to defeat for both, just as it had in Kansas.30

Although the AERA continued until the movement formally divided
in May 1869, after the Kansas campaign it ceased to be a forum for
much women’s rights work and became increasingly dominated by the
tensions within the movement.31 Conflict over whether the woman’s
rights movement should support the Fifteenth Amendment dominated
the organization’s convention in May 1869.32 Cady Stanton, as vice
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president of the organization, presided over the meeting. The abolition-
ist Stephen Foster spoke, condemning the Revolution for publishing ar-
ticles opposing the Fifteenth Amendment and charging Cady Stanton
with “repudiating the principles” of the AERA, namely universal man-
hood suffrage; he argued that she was thereby ineligible to hold office
in the organization.33 Frederick Douglass then made a plea for securing
black male suffrage first, on the grounds that black men needed it more
than women did:

When women, because they are women, are hunted down through the
cities of New York and New Orleans; when they are dragged from their
houses and hung upon lamp-posts; when their children are torn from
their arms, and their brains dashed out upon the pavement; when they
are objects of insult and outrage at every turn; when they are in danger
of having their homes burnt down over their heads; when their children
are not allowed to enter schools: then they will have an urgency to ob-
tain the ballot equal to our own.34

Amid the discussion over whether women should fight for black male
suffrage if they were not also to be given the franchise, Lucy Stone tried
to forge a compromise, admonishing that “[w]e are lost if we turn away
from the middle principle and argue for one class.”35 An angry Cady
Stanton responded that she did not believe in allowing “ignorant ne-
groes and foreigners” to make laws that she would have to obey.36

As the meeting continued, Ernestine Rose proposed that the name
of the AERA be changed to the Woman’s Suffrage Association. Lucy
Stone opposed such a move, maintaining that it was imperative to wait
until the “colored man gained the right to vote” before making such a
change. Otherwise, she feared, the group would “lose the confidence of
the public.”37 Stone thereby aligned herself with the members of the
AERA who supported the Republican Party and the Fifteenth Amend-
ment and accepted the abolitionists’ argument that suffrage for black
men must precede woman suffrage. The result was that, by the end of
the convention, Cady Stanton and Anthony realized that the AERA
had become a forum for securing suffrage for black men without in-
cluding women, and they decided to sever all connections with the orga-
nization.38

Only two days after the AERA convention adjourned, Cady Stanton
and Anthony took the lead in founding the National Woman Suffrage
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Association (NWSA) at a reception for the women delegates to the
AERA convention given by the editors of the Revolution. The new
organization was committed to securing a Sixteenth Amendment that
would guarantee that the vote would not be denied on the basis of
sex and to a movement that would be controlled by women.39 Cady
Stanton, who was elected president of the new organization, proposed
that only women be allowed to join. Although her proposal was de-
feated, only women held office in the organization. A few of the other
reformers followed Cady Stanton into the NWSA, including Parker
Pillsbury, Lucretia Mott, Martha C. Wright, Olympia Brown, Paulina
Wright Davis, and Ernestine Rose. Under Cady Stanton’s leadership, the
NWSA’s goals included not only woman suffrage but also reform in di-
vorce laws, more rights for women in marriage, an eight-hour workday,
and increased pay for women. Other women’s rights leaders, including
Stone and Blackwell, joined the members of the New England Woman
Suffrage Association and organized the American Woman Suffrage As-
sociation (AWSA).

Although their organization focused on woman suffrage and the
campaign for a Sixteenth Amendment, Cady Stanton and Anthony and
the others who joined them in the NWSA considered woman suffrage to
be but one element in the struggle to end women’s oppression, whereas
the AWSA focused solely on the goal of obtaining the vote for women.
The AWSA also continued to support the Republican Party and the Fif-
teenth Amendment and had the support of powerful abolitionists such
as Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and Wendell Phillips, as
well as Republican leaders. Henry Ward Beecher, the pastor of Plym-
outh Church in Brooklyn, became the president of the AWSA.

The reformers who formed the AWSA were willing to wait until the
Reconstruction questions on the status of blacks and the conditions for
readmission of the Southern states were resolved before pressing Repub-
licans for woman suffrage. In contrast, Cady Stanton and Anthony were
convinced of the strategic necessity of demanding woman suffrage be-
fore the process of Reconstruction was completed on the grounds that
the opportunity for securing the vote for women would vanish once the
controversy over Reconstruction was settled.40

While Congress was considering the Fifteenth Amendment, in late
1868, Cady Stanton and Anthony tried to influence its terms so that it
would include women as well as black males. Cady Stanton went to
Washington to lobby for an amendment that would enfranchise women.
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Possibly as a result of her efforts, one senator, Samuel Pomeroy of Kan-
sas, submitted a proposal that defined suffrage as a right of citizenship
and enfranchised women as well as black men. When Congress passed
the Fifteenth Amendment without a provision prohibiting denial of the
franchise on the basis of sex, Cady Stanton refused to support it. She
charged that the Amendment was “an open, deliberate insult to the
women of the nation.”41

After Congress passed the Fifteenth Amendment, Cady Stanton and
Anthony traveled in the Midwest for six weeks, reaching out to suffrag-
ists in Chicago, as well as in Missouri, Wisconsin, and Ohio.42 They ral-
lied support among Midwestern women for the suffrage amendment,
and some of those women attended the AERA convention in May 1869.
Nevertheless, the group that opposed Cady Stanton and Anthony and
continued to support the Fifteenth Amendment prevailed at the meeting
that culminated in the split in the woman’s rights movement into the
NWSA and AWSA.

Although it was overshadowed by the controversy over the Fifteenth
Amendment in 1869, disagreement within the woman’s rights move-
ment over divorce reform that had surfaced in 1860 continued to di-
vide the movement. Some of the reformers, including Lucy Stone and
Antoinette Brown Blackwell, not only opposed Cady Stanton’s efforts
to place divorce reform on the movement’s agenda but also disagreed
with her conception of marriage as a voluntary contract between two
equal partners. Cady Stanton’s opponents on the issue took the position
that was more common in the nineteenth century: marriage protected
women; easier divorce would allow men to abandon their wives and
would thus be harmful to the overwhelming majority of women who
were financially dependent on their husbands. Although Cady Stanton
did not oppose marriage per se, she was far ahead of her time in her be-
lief that it was an institution that needed fundamental reform. Thus,
while her ideas about marriage did not fully comport with the free-love
movement’s view that marriage was an inherently oppressive institution,
the connections she established with that movement set her apart from
most of the other leaders of the woman’s rights movement.

After the division of the movement into the NWSA and the AWSA,
the NWSA’s position on marriage and divorce, shaped by Cady Stan-
ton and Anthony, distinguished it from its more traditional rival. While
both organizations increasingly focused on the vote, shaping the wom-
an’s rights movement into a single-issue political movement for woman
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suffrage,43 Cady Stanton continued to advocate a wide range of reforms
that she considered crucial to achieving equality for women. Disaffected
with the organized movement’s narrow focus on suffrage, in the fall of
1869 she began to establish her independence from the movement when
she took a position as a paid lecturer for the New York Lyceum Bureau.
She remained on the lecture circuit until 1880, spending eight months
out of every year traveling from New England to the Midwest. On each
tour, she would travel to as many as thirty-six cities and small towns in
six weeks and then return to New York or Chicago to start again. She
usually spoke once a day and twice on Sundays, and some afternoons
she would meet with the women in the community.44 Her lectures cov-
ered a variety of topics, including “Home Life,” “The Subjection of
Women,” “Marriage and Divorce,” “Marriage and Maternity,” “Prison
Life,” and “The Bible and Women’s Rights.” Women’s need to establish
their independence in their relations with men was a constant theme
that ran through her speeches.

She continued to participate in some activities of the NWSA. In
1876, for example, she drafted a declaration of rights for the Associa-
tion’s exhibit for the centennial celebration in Philadelphia, though she
declined to participate in the woman’s rights protest at Independence
Hall. Also, she worked with the NWSA, lobbying Congress for a consti-
tutional amendment that would guarantee women’s right to vote. Al-
though she presided at several conventions of the NWSA and assumed
the presidency in 1878, she had grown sufficiently disaffected and dis-
connected that she served largely as a figurehead, while Anthony took
over the actual power in the organization. As a result of various devel-
opments in the 1870s, which are discussed in some detail in chapter 7,
including her association with Victoria Woodhull, the Beecher-Tilton
scandal, as well as her ideas about marriage and divorce, Cady Stanton
kept herself at a distance from the organized women’s rights movement
for the rest of her life.

Growing Ascriptivism in the Postwar Years

Scholars have examined the ways in which white women’s rights lead-
ers responded to the enfranchisement of black men—more generally,
the politics of Reconstruction—by developing arguments that empha-
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sized differences between white women on the one hand and black
men and immigrants on the other.45 By the 1870s, these leaders were
drawing from theories of evolution to support ascriptive arguments
that white women were the “rightful, natural protectors of uncivilized
races” whose enfranchisement would not challenge sexual difference
and would promote the progress of civilization.46 Thus, rationales for
woman suffrage that emphasized the importance of bringing the “femi-
nine element” into politics for the good of the nation to combat the cor-
ruption of men and utilized overtly racist arguments became increas-
ingly common. Cady Stanton’s arguments during this period exemplify
such developments. Although she was making more use of ascriptivist
themes by the end of the 1860s, she continued to draw from liberal the-
ories of natural rights and equality. Thus, she was able to shift the ideo-
logical foundations of her arguments gradually from liberalism to as-
criptivism. The following discussion, which traces the changes in her
arguments between 1865, when Wendell Phillips proclaimed that “this
is the Negro’s hour,” and 1869, when Congress passed the Fifteenth
Amendment, suggests that the politics of Reconstruction had a definite
impact on the development of her ideas.

In July 1865, shortly before she learned that the Republicans were
planning to exclude women from the suffrage provision in the Four-
teenth Amendment, Cady Stanton published an article in which she
emphasized natural rights and equality in her demand for universal
suffrage. She condemned “class legislation,” linking it to monarchy
and “rotten aristocracy,” and charged that it was a “form of govern-
ment and social life directly opposite to the genius of true republican
institutions.”47 She went on to observe, “All this talk about education
and property qualifications is the narrow assumption of a rotten aris-
tocracy.”48

After she learned about the terms of the Fourteenth Amendment,
however, her arguments began to assume a racially divisive tone and to
emphasize the differences between men and women. For example, she
wrote to Martha C. Wright suggesting that intelligence and education
should be a qualification for suffrage. She commented that:

We have fairly boosted the negro over our heads, and now we had bet-
ter begin to remember that self-preservation is the first law of nature.
Some say, “Be still, wait, this is the negro’s hour.” But I believe this is
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the hour for everybody to do the best thing for reconstruction. A vote
based on intelligence and education for black and white, man and
woman—that is what we need.49

She may have been more candid in a private letter than she was in
her public statements. Still, her published work had also begun to evi-
dence a more racially antagonistic tone by the end of 1865. In a letter
she published in the National Anti-Slavery Standard in December, she
grounded her argument in the notion of universal suffrage while also
alluding to evolutionary theory and introducing comparisons between
black men and white women. She wondered whether women should
“stand aside and see ‘Sambo’ walk into the kingdom first.” Rather,

As self-preservation is the first law of nature, would it not be wiser to
keep our lamps trimmed and burning, and when the constitutional door
is open, avail ourselves of the strong arm and blue uniform of the black
soldier to walk in by his side, and thus make the gap so wide that no
privileged class could ever again close it against the humblest citizen of
the republic?50

After offering that metaphor for universal suffrage, however, she pro-
ceeded to condemn class legislation in a way that emphasized differ-
ences and conflicts between men—both black and white—and women:

“This is the negro’s hour.” Are we sure that, he, once entrenched in all
his inalienable rights, may not be an added power to hold us at bay?
Have not “black male citizens” been heard to say they doubted the
wisdom of extending the right of suffrage to women? Why should the
African prove more just and generous than his Saxon compeers?51

She then proclaimed that if the rights “of person, property, wages, and
children” for black women are not secure, “their emancipation is but
another form of slavery . . . it is better to be the slave of an educated
white man, than of a degraded, ignorant black one.” She concluded by
returning to an explicit appeal to universal suffrage:

This is our opportunity to retrieve the errors of the past and mould
anew the elements of Democracy. The nation is ready for a long step in
the right direction; party lines are obliterated, and all men are thinking
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for themselves. If our rulers have the justice to give the black man suf-
frage, woman should avail herself of that new-born virtue to secure her
rights; if not, she should begin with renewed earnestness to educate the
people into the idea of universal suffrage.52

She was still focusing on universal suffrage at the first Woman’s
Rights Convention after the war, in May 1866—the meeting at which
the AERA was created—when she made the following plea in support
of merging the campaign for black and woman suffrage:

Has not the time come . . . to bury the black man and the woman in the
citizen, and our two organizations in the broader work of reconstruc-
tion? They who have been trained in the school of anti-slavery; they
who, for the last thirty years, have discussed the whole question of hu-
man rights, which involves every other question of trade, commerce,
finance, political economy, jurisprudence, morals and religion, are the
true statesmen for the new republic-the best enunciators of our future
policy of justice and equality. Any work short of this is narrow and par-
tial and fails to meet the requirements of the hour.53

Likewise, in the preamble to the constitution of the new AERA, Cady
Stanton reiterated the natural rights-equality approach when she wrote:

Whereas, by the war, society is once more resolved into its original ele-
ments, and in the reconstruction of our government we again stand face
to face with the broad question of natural rights, all associations based
on special claims for special classes are too narrow and partial for the
hour; Therefore, from the baptism of this second revolution-purified
and exalted through suffering—seeing with a holier vision that the
peace, prosperity, and perpetuity of the Republic rest on equal rights
to all, we, to-day, . . . bury the woman in the citizen, and our organi-
zation in that of the American Equal Rights Association.54

Further, the petition that Cady Stanton and Anthony addressed to
Congress in December 1865 asking that woman suffrage be included
in the Fourteenth Amendment included a mixture of liberal-egalitarian
and ascriptive approaches. It began by pointing to women’s superior
qualifications: “we represent fifteen million people—one-half the entire
population of the country—intelligent, virtuous, native-born American
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citizens; and yet stand outside the pale of political recognition.”55 The
petition then proceeded to appeal to the natural rights-universal suf-
frage argument with the assertion that:

The Constitution classes us as “free people,” and counts us whole per-
sons in the basis of representation; and yet are we governed without our
consent, compelled to pay taxes without appeal, and punished for viola-
tions of law without choice of judge or juror. The experience of all ages,
the Declarations of the Fathers, the Statute Laws of our own day, and
the fearful revolution through which we have just passed, all prove the
uncertain tenure of life, liberty, and property so long as the ballot—the
only weapon of self-protection—is not in the hand of every citizen.

Therefore, as you are now amending the Constitution, and, in har-
mony with advancing civilization, placing new safeguards round the in-
dividual rights of four millions of emancipated slaves, we ask that you
extend the right of Suffrage to Woman—the only remaining class of
disfranchised citizens—and thus fulfill your constitutional obligation
“to guarantee to every State in the Union a Republican form of Govern-
ment.” . . . we would pray . . . in order to simplify the machinery of
Government and ensure domestic tranquillity, that you legislate here-
after for persons, citizens, tax-payers, and not for class or caste.56

Cady Stanton maintained the universal-suffrage approach in her let-
ter declaring her candidacy for Congress in the fall of 1866, in which
she proclaimed, “Not one word should be added to that great charter of
rights to the insult or injury of the humblest of our citizens. I would
gladly have a voice and vote in the Fortieth Congress to demand uni-
versal suffrage, that thus a republican form of government might be
secured to every State in the Union.”57 She also included the ascriptive
claim that white women were more deserving of the franchise than
black men and immigrants when she admonished that most of the

Freedmen of the South and the millions of foreigners now crowding our
shores, . . . represent neither property, education, or civilization, [but]
are all in the progress of events to be enfranchised, the best interests of
the nation demand that we outweigh this incoming pauperism, igno-
rance, and degradation, with the wealth, education, and refinement of
the women of the republic.58
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Then, at the meeting of the AERA in 1867, she turned back to uni-
versal suffrage:

As the greater includes the less, an argument for universal suffrage cov-
ers the whole question, the rights of all citizens. In thus relaying the
foundations of government, we settle all these side issues of race, color,
and sex, end class legislation, and remove forever the fruitful cause of
the jealousies, dissensions, and revolutions of the past. . . . Here black
men and women are buried in the citizen. As in the war, freedom was
the key-note of victory, so now is universal suffrage the key-note of re-
construction.59

Later in that speech, however, she relied on the claims of racial superi-
ority and nativism, charging that white women had far more to contrib-
ute to the progress of civilization than black men:

With the black man we have no new element in government, but with
the education and elevation of woman we have a power that is to de-
velop the Saxon race into a higher and nobler life, and thus, by the law
of attraction, to lift all races to a more even platform than can ever be
reached in the political isolation of the sexes.60

Thus, while she was still basing her arguments on the idea of universal
suffrage, Cady Stanton introduced ascriptive racial themes, pointing to
white women’s superiority to black men and immigrants. Those themes
would assume an increasingly prominent role in her arguments in subse-
quent years.

In 1868, Gerrit Smith declined to sign the petition in which Cady
Stanton and Anthony asked Congress not to amend the Constitution to
expand suffrage unless women were included. Cady Stanton responded
in an essay that was published in early 1869 in the Revolution. Her
comments were consistent with others that she made during the late
1860s—she combined the natural-rights claim for universal suffrage
with assertions of white women’s superiority to black men and immi-
grants. Her essay began and concluded with references to suffrage as a
“natural, inalienable right of every citizen.” She admonished that “there
is to be no reconstruction of this nation, except on the basis of Universal
Suffrage, as the natural, inalienable right of every citizen to its exercise
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is the only logical ground on which to base an argument.”61 Yet, when
she accused her cousin of supporting class legislation that would benefit
men at the expense of women, she speculated that he must believe it
to be in the best interest of the country “that every type and shade of
degraded, ignorant manhood should be enfranchised, before even the
higher classes of womanhood should be admitted to the polls.”62

Later in the same essay, she underlined the benefits of woman suf-
frage, emphasizing the special qualities of women and alluding to the-
ories that emphasized natural differences between men and women,
rather than their common humanity. She also included a particularly ra-
cially divisive comparison between black men and white women;

While philosophy and science alike point to woman, as the new power
destined to redeem the world, how can Mr. Smith fail to see that it is
just this we need to restore honor and virtue in the Government? When
society in California and Oregon was chiefly male and rapidly tending
to savageism, ship loads of women went out and restored order and
decency to life. Would black men have availed anything among those
white savages? There is sex in the spiritual as well as the physical,
and what we need today in government, in the world of morals and
thought, is the recognition of the feminine element, as it is this alone
that can hold the masculine in check.63

Even more overtly ascriptive, in the contexts of both race and sex,
was the argument she presented in the same essay by relating the story
of a young girl, who was working on a farm when “a negro . . . effected
her ruin” and who subsequently gave birth to a child whom she was
then accused of smothering. Cady Stanton asked, How will Saxon girls
fare in courts with “judges and jurors of negroes”?64 She then moved
away from explicit references to race but continued to emphasize the
virtues of women, denouncing society run by men as

one grand rape of womanhood, on the highways, in our jails, prisons,
asylums, in our homes, alike in the world of fashion and of work.
Hence, discord, despair, violence, crime, the blind, the deaf, the dumb,
the idiot, the lunatic, the drunkard, all that was “inverted” and must be
so, until the mother of the race be made dictator in the social realm. To
this end we need every power to lift her up, and teach mankind that in
all God’s universe there is nothing so holy and sacred as womanhood.65
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An essay entitled “Manhood Suffrage,” which Cady Stanton pub-
lished in the Revolution in December 1868, provided the basis for sev-
eral speeches in which she expressed her opposition to the Fifteenth
Amendment in 1869. She subsequently modified her comments to ex-
press her support for a woman suffrage amendment.66 She was still
framing her argument in terms of universal suffrage: “Because a govern-
ment based on the caste and class principle, on the inequality of its citi-
zens, cannot stand. . . . There is only one safe sure way to build a gov-
ernment, and that is on the equality of all of its citizens, male and fe-
male, black and white.”67

From there, she turned abruptly to ascriptivist themes, emphasiz-
ing differences between men and women She objected to “man’s gov-
ernment” because the male element is a destructive force, “stern, self-
ish, aggrandizing; loving war, violence, conquest, acquisition; breeding
discord, disorder, disease and death.”68 She also relied on class argu-
ments, calling for “government of the most virtuous, educated men and
women [who] would better represent the whole humanitarian idea,
and more perfectly protect the interests of all, than could a representa-
tion of either sex alone.”69 The lowest classes of men, she reminded her
audience, are the ones who are most hostile to women’s rights. Would
senators, she asked, put their own mothers, wives, and daughters “be-
low unwashed, unlettered ditch-diggers, boot-blacks, hostlers, butch-
ers, and barbers?”70 She also included racial and nativist comments, for
example:

Just so if woman finds it hard to bear the oppressive law of a few Saxon
fathers, the best orders of manhood, what may she not be called to
endure when all the lower orders, natives and foreigners, Dutch, Irish,
Chinese and African, legislate for her and her daughters?71

Certain men, who know nothing about government and have not even
read the Declaration of Independence, would be making laws for women
like Lucretia Mott. Driving home her nativist and racial point, Cady
Stanton labeled such men as Patrick, Sambo, Hans, and Yung Tung.72

Clearly, her arguments had become more overtly racist, nativist, and
elitist by the end of the 1860s as her call for universal suffrage began to
recede into the background with the increasing prominence of refer-
ences to the superiority of educated white women over men in general
and specifically foreigners, blacks, and men of the lower classes. At the
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same time that she condemned the “aristocracy of sex” that existed by
virtue of women’s exclusion, she also repeatedly contended that edu-
cated, cultured women—white and native born—possessed the requi-
sites of citizenship, whereas uneducated poor men—black or white—
and immigrants did not. Such arguments also carried the elitist, anti-
democratic implication that only women who occupied the higher social
and economic ranks of society were entitled to the vote, not by virtue of
their sex but rather because of their highly developed intellectual quali-
ties and superior moral values. Other women—black, working class,
and immigrants—remained absent from her analysis.

It stands to reason that Cady Stanton’s shift to more ascriptive argu-
ments for woman suffrage is partly attributable to the politics of Recon-
struction. Anger and frustration stand out clearly in her arguments after
the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment, the defeat in Kansas, and
the exclusion of women from the Fifteenth Amendment. Her outrage at
the powerlessness of women like herself—with backgrounds of wealth
and privilege—who were denied the fundamental right to vote while
suffrage was bestowed on all men, regardless of economic, social, or ed-
ucational qualifications is unmistakable and clearly helps to explain her
increasing reliance on ascriptive arguments.

As journalist Vivian Gornick described it, the inability of so many
people to understand the meaning of Cady Stanton’s insistence on uni-
versal suffrage drove her “to the wall” as she came to understand just
how deeply rooted was the resistance to equality for women.73 Her
mounting frustration as the campaign for woman’s rights continued to
meet with resistance and derision after more than twenty years un-
doubtedly encouraged Cady Stanton to shift to arguments that might
have a better chance of succeeding. She expressed such sentiments in a
letter to Lucretia Mott in 1876:

Our demands at the first seemed so rational that I thought the mere
statement of woman’s wrongs would bring immediate redress. I thought
an appeal to the reason and conscience of men against the unjust and
unequal laws for women that disgraced our statute books, must settle
the question. But I soon found, while no attempt was made to answer
our arguments, that an opposition, bitter, malignant, and persevering,
rooted in custom and prejudice, grew stronger with every new demand
made, with every new privilege granted.74
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Still, her shift cannot be fully explained as a response to the politics
of Reconstruction or to the failure of liberal arguments to convince the
opponents of women’s rights. It is important to be aware that, while her
racist and nativist rhetoric clearly became more prominent and more
overt during this period, she did not entirely abandon her previous
liberal equal-rights-based arguments. Nor were the ascriptivist themes
completely absent from her earlier work. As we saw in chapter 2, in the
antebellum years her arguments were predominantly liberal but were in-
terspersed with combinations of republican and ascriptive claims that
women’s moral superiority would make them particularly virtuous citi-
zens—voting women would greatly improve the political life of the na-
tion. The improvements would result not only from the redress of the
imbalance of power of the male monopoly—a republican claim—but
also from the introduction of women’s moral influence, which would
combat men’s self-seeking, corrupt approach to politics—an ascriptive
claim. Her frequent assertions of women’s moral superiority and her
emphasis on the need to protect women in the domestic realm reflected
the dominant ideas of the cult of domesticity. In short, her ascriptivism
did not emerge solely from the circumstances of Reconstruction politics.
In fact, it is discernible in her earliest work, where her arguments em-
phasizing the differences between the sexes and the races appear along-
side liberal demands based on natural rights and equality.

Thus, the shift in Cady Stanton’s arguments to a more predominantly
ascriptive approach during the Reconstruction years did not represent a
major departure from her earlier work. Indeed, the racist strains in her
arguments were consistent with her earlier beliefs and represented a
change in emphasis rather than a break with the way in which she had
earlier blended the different traditions. Her earlier beliefs, combined
with her frustration and disillusionment with Republicans and aboli-
tionists, are likely to have helped make it easier for her to adopt the ra-
cially divisive approach of pitting woman suffrage against the enfran-
chisement of black men.

The extent to which Cady Stanton’s ideas continued to move toward
a more ascriptive approach is further substantiated by her public en-
dorsement in 1877 of an amendment to the Constitution that would
require compulsory education and educational qualifications for suf-
frage. She proposed that only those who could read and write in Eng-
lish be admitted to citizenship. Although Cady Stanton claimed that the
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requirement would not conflict with the theory that suffrage is a natural
right because it would not deny suffrage to any class, she nevertheless
noted that it “would also be our most effective defence against the igno-
rant foreign vote.”75

Intellectual Currents: The Influence of Positivism

Although the politics of Reconstruction played a role in Cady Stanton’s
growing ascriptivism, the specific political circumstances of the postwar
years cannot fully explain the increasing prominence of illiberal themes
in her work. First, as we have seen, those themes were present in the ar-
guments she constructed before the Civil War. Second, the impact of
new and increasingly popular ideas and ideologies that operated within
the framework of evolutionary theory and that embraced ascriptivist
values is particularly clear in her work during the second half of the
1860s and throughout the 1870s. The ideas of the French Positivist
Auguste Comte and his followers in the United States had a major im-
pact on Cady Stanton’s work during this period. She read Comte’s
work, wrote articles about it for the Revolution, and, although his the-
ory was conservative and inconsistent with the goals of the woman’s
rights movement, adapted it to suit her needs. Influenced not only by
Comte but also by the English philosopher Herbert Spencer, Cady Stan-
ton’s arguments by the end of the 1860s had begun to reflect an evolu-
tionary understanding of the development of individuals, as well as the
progress of political and social institutions. It was later, however, that
her ideas began to manifest more explicitly the ideas of social Darwin-
ism, heavily influenced by Herbert Spencer, an ideology that was grow-
ing increasingly popular during the last twenty years of the twentieth
century and came to displace Positivism. The discussion that follows is
limited to the influence of positivism on Cady Stanton’s thought. I save
the examination of social Darwinism for chapter 9.

Comte’s overarching goal was to discover a positive science of society
based on what he perceived to be immutable scientific laws. Indeed, he
coined the term “sociology,” which he viewed as closely connected to
the natural sciences.76 Comte’s belief in a universal human nature devel-
oping through a process of interaction with appropriate social condi-
tions transmitted through communication and socialization led him to
envision society as evolving to the point where it would eventually be
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organized scientifically and in which egoism and conflict would be re-
placed by cooperation and harmony. In his view, the mind, as well as
science, ideas, and institutions, all proceeded through three stages—
theological, metaphysical, and scientific or positive, with each stage rep-
resenting different points in the evolution of human beings. Human-
kind, Comte argued, had evolved to the point where social organization
based on scientific principles and a new moral consensus could elimi-
nate all problems of modern society, including warfare, colonial con-
quests, class conflict, and excessive individualism.77 Thus, the impor-
tance of social institutions, including language, religion, and the divi-
sion of labor, lay primarily in the contribution they made to the wider
social order.78

Cady Stanton was particularly attracted to the prospect of a society
governed by scientific principles, as opposed to religion or custom. In
1868, she proclaimed her belief in government “as a fixed science,
controlled by laws as immutable as those that govern the planetary
world.”79 Similarly, in 1871, she remarked that “the fundamental con-
ditions of life” must be “based on science.”80 Four years later, she
wrote, “Instead of leaving every thing in the home to chance as now, we
should apply science and philosophy to our daily life.”81 Her arguments
about marriage and divorce reform can be understood as a manifesta-
tion of the influence of Positivism insofar as such reforms would not
only benefit individual women but would promote the progress and
well-being of society. Alcoholic fathers, she so often repeated, produced
defective offspring. Thus, she proposed in 1870 that the government
should prohibit the marriage of those she referred to as morally, physi-
cally, and mentally unfit.82 The Positivist argument that society should
be governed by scientific principles also comes through clearly in her ar-
gument that government should be “scientific,” guided by the most in-
telligent members of the population, who are “gifted with the genius of
coordination or the power to harmonize, organize and direct. . . . If the
average ability were raised a grade or two,” Cady Stanton declared in
1882, “a new class of statesmen would conduct our complex affairs at
home and abroad, as easily as our best business men now do their own
private trades and professions. The needs of centralization, communica-
tion and culture call for more brains and mental stamina than the aver-
age of our race possesses.”83

Although Cady Stanton embraced the Positivist vision of a society
governed by scientific principles, there were other aspects of Comte’s
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philosophy with which she did not agree. The aspects of Positivism that
concerned the role of women she adapted to suit her purposes. The di-
vision of labor in advanced societies, Comte argued, was marked by
specialization. A central aspect of that specialization revolved around
sexual differences. Thus, women and men, according to the Positivists,
must perform distinctly different roles. Women’s unique nature, accord-
ing to Comte, gave them an essential role but one that was neverthe-
less limited to the domestic sphere; he insisted that they should remain
dependent on men and maintain their charming “infantile” qualities.84

Comte found the “feminine element” to be essential to the ordering of
society. As he stated, “The original source of all moral influence will be
far more effectual when men have done their duty to women by setting
them free from the pressure of material necessity, and when women on
their side have renounced both power and wealth.”85 According to this
view, blurring the distinction between the sexes in any way would repre-
sent a step backward for society.

Cady Stanton embraced the notion of sexual difference but rejected
the idea that women’s sphere should be limited. After spending an after-
noon with “some Positivists” in 1880, she noted in her diary that she
“found many of them narrow in their ideas as to the sphere of woman.
The difference of sex, which is the very reason why men and women
should be associated in every circle of activity, these Positivists make the
strongest argument for the separation of the two sexes.”86

The growing popularity of Positivism, and more generally of evolu-
tionary theory, in the United States put Cady Stanton, as well as other
women’s rights leaders, in a difficult position. Given the so-called scien-
tific principle of sexual differences, defenders of women’s rights needed
to move beyond the liberal framework of natural rights and equality to
an approach that relied on sexual difference, rather than similarity.
There was also a racial strain to the positivists’ view of the importance
of sexual difference. Because sexual difference was linked to civilization,
the prospect of blurring the distinction between white women and white
men appeared to threaten the advancement of white civilization. Thus,
white women’s rights leaders needed to construct their arguments so
that women’s rights would not appear to diminish the sexual difference
between white men and white women.87

Cady Stanton exploited the Positivist notion of sexual difference, us-
ing it to justify expanding rather than limiting women’s lives. Referring
to Comte’s argument about the importance of the “feminine element,”
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she wrote, in an editorial in the Revolution, “When Comte asserts
that recognition of woman’s thought is primal to the reconstruction of
the state, the church, and the home, he grants all we have ever asked.
He disposes of every question he discusses on the basis of social har-
mony.”88 Rejecting Comte’s prescription for a limited role for women,
however, she emphasized the need for their influence in all areas of soci-
ety and politics.

There can be little doubt that Cady Stanton’s reading of Comte re-
inforced her inclination to emphasize that the differences—rather than
the similarities—between the sexes made women’s participation in pub-
lic life essential to the well-being of society. She frequently relied on
Comte’s conception of the “feminine element” to support her argument
that women’s influence in all sectors of public life would improve soci-
ety. She wrote a letter in 1867, for example, in which she expressed that
idea: “when philosophers come to see that ideas as well as babies need
the mother soul for their growth and perfection, that there is sex in the
mind and spirit, as well as body, then they will appreciate the necessity
of a full recognition of womanhood in every department.”89 In an edito-
rial in the Revolution in 1869, she referred to the “feminine element” or
the “love element which is woman” as indispensable in counteracting
the selfish force of men:

We insist . . . that Comte’s principles, logically carried out, make women
the governing power in the world. . . . Comte makes man a personal,
selfish, concentrating, reasoning force. He makes woman impersonal,
unselfish, diffusive, intuitive, a moral love power. He divides society
into three classes, Intellect, Affection and Activity. He says intellect
and activity, capital and labor, ruler and ruled, can only be harmonized
through affection, which is the feminine element in woman, and this he
exalts above the intellect and activity, conception and execution. “Love
for others,” he says, is the great law on which society . . . is to be reor-
ganized. This can only be done by the cultivation of the unselfish, the
moral, the diffusive, the woman; and thus we actually reverse the pres-
ent order of things.

In the restoration of the love element, which is woman, capital and
labor will be reconciled, intelligence and activity welded together, form-
ing a trinity that shall usher in the golden age.

We have thus far lived under the dynasty of force, which is the male
element, hence war, violence, discord, debauchery. From this we can
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only be redeemed by the recognition and restoration of the love element
which is woman.90

In a speech to medical students in 1871, she reiterated the essential
but nevertheless distinct role she envisioned for women:

I hope women are not to enter this profession as men, merely to follow
in their footsteps and echo their opinions, but to bring the feminine ele-
ment into this science, which in its greater tenderness, caution, and
affection, naturally seeking to ward off evils, will teach the laws of hy-
giene rather than different systems of therapeutics. It would be a proud
record for our sex if the page of history should show that simultane-
ously with the scientific education of woman, and her practice in the
healing art, there arose among mankind a conscientious observance of
the laws of health, a religious creed requiring of its disciples faith in
pure air, simple, nutritious diet, regular exercise, daily baths, a dress for
girls adapted to a free use of the lungs and limbs, and a holy prepara-
tion in both sexes of body and soul for the high duties of parenthood.91

Clearly, Cady Stanton drew from Positivism to support her argument
that women’s influence—or womanhood as a principal organizing force
—was vital to modern society, or, as she expressed it, the “restoration
of the love element” based on “immutable” principles “governing not
only the solar system, the vegetable, mineral and animal world, but the
human family, all moving in beautiful harmony together.”92 In her view,
in the final stage of human history that Comte anticipated, women
would reconcile all the antagonistic elements of the modern world into
a new, harmonious social order.

Positivism, in short, encouraged Cady Stanton’s shift away from a
liberal approach to one that was less individualistic and more concerned
with—in republican terms—the public good. Or, in the terms of Posi-
tivism, she became more interested in the ways in which women’s rights
would contribute to the progress of society toward one in which har-
mony and altruism would prevail over egoism and competition. Like-
wise, Positivism goes far to explain her increasing emphasis on sexual
difference as the basis for women’s rights, rather than the liberal argu-
ment that women were similar to men and were therefore entitled to the
same rights.93 Positivism was also consistent with Cady Stanton’s shift
to more elitist, ascriptive arguments. Not only were women inherently
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different from men—and, as she often argued, morally superior—but
also the scientific organization of society mandated government by ex-
perts who could understand what was needed for achieving harmony
and social order.

Conclusion

Why did Cady Stanton in the years following the Civil War increasingly
support her demands for women’s rights with undemocratic and inegal-
itarian arguments? The explanation lies in the dynamics of historical
and intellectual forces with which Cady Stanton was interacting. More-
over, the fact that her own ideas from the beginning contained strains of
illiberalism is important insofar as the context of the politics of Recon-
struction and the dominant intellectual currents worked in conjunction
with her early predilections to produce an approach that was less liberal
and more ascriptive than it had been before the Civil War.

It is clear that her arguments, particularly in the late 1860s, fre-
quently reflected the resentment and isolation engendered by the aboli-
tionists’ and Republicans’ desertion of the cause of women’s rights. Su-
zanne Marilley noted that, “As their message was ignored or rejected,
the women turned to nativist Americanist ideas about the inferiority
of black men and immigrants.”94 Cady Stanton’s increasing willingness
to utilize ascriptivist arguments reflects her frustration as the woman’s
rights movement continually encountered ridicule and resistance. Her
anger at men in general—not just the abolitionists—helps to account
for her growing tendency to emphasize women’s special qualities. She
wrote in 1871, for example, of her fury with “white males”: “When I
think of all the wrongs that have been heaped upon womankind, I am
ashamed that I am not forever in a condition of chronic wrath, stark
mad, skin and bone, my eyes a fountain of tears, my lips overflowing
with curses, and my hand against every man and brother.”95

The shift in her emphasis also reflects the increasing popularity of
ascriptive ideas in American political culture after the Civil War. Evo-
lutionary theories such as Auguste Comte’s Positivism and, only a few
years later, social Darwinism challenged claims of natural rights and
equality by positing natural sexual differences, as well as a racial hi-
erarchy in which white women’s superiority not only entitled them to
participate in politics but also made it essential for them to do so to
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counteract the influence of African Americans and immigrants. Thus, by
drawing on popular political and social theories to support women’s
rights, Cady Stanton developed arguments that made sense to her and
that, given the intellectual climate, seemed most likely to succeed.

Moreover, if Cady Stanton’s growing ascriptivism is attributed solely
to external factors, important facets of her political thought are likely to
be excluded from the analysis. Although her elitism and ascriptivism
grew more pronounced as the political and intellectual climate became
more hospitable to such ideas, there was an illiberal strain in Cady
Stanton’s earliest work. If she had not been amenable to such a perspec-
tive, the growing ascriptivism in the ideology of the late nineteenth cen-
tury would most likely not have had such a pronounced effect on her
work in the post–Civil War years. Clearly, ascriptivist arguments did
not suddenly appear in Cady Stanton’s work when the effect of Recon-
struction politics became clear, nor did they emerge solely as a result of
the influence of Positivism or other intellectual currents.
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The Postwar Years
The New Departure, the Alliance with 
Labor, and the Critique of Marriage

Introduction

The goal of this chapter is to delineate the radical dimension of Cady
Stanton’s thought by examining her attempt to forge an alliance with la-
bor, her vision of marriage, and her determination to enlighten women
about their position within the family. Although the radical strain of her
work is apparent in those areas, the fact that she was still relying on lib-
eral principles is evidenced by her legal argument for woman suffrage
that she embraced during this period. I begin with an examination of
that argument, the “New Departure,” and then turn to her alliance with
labor, her arguments concerning women’s subordinate position in mar-
riage, and her concept of self-sovereignty. Her work in those last three
areas illustrates how she rejected the dimensions of the liberal paradigm
that both posited a dichotomy between the public and private and fo-
cused on the efficacy of legal and political reforms to eliminate women’s
subordinate status. Although Cady Stanton was committed to reforms
that would allow women to function on an equal basis with men in the
public sphere, she was also intent on changing women’s status within
marriage and the family. Her arguments in this context support the
contention that although much of her work operated within the bound-
aries of the traditions of liberalism, republicanism, and ascriptivism, her
thought also contained a radical dimension.

In addition, the approach she took portended those of radical femi-
nists in the 1960s and dominance feminists in the 1980s and 1990s who
argued that the “personal is political” and that woman’s lack of power
in relationships with men and in the family guaranteed that she would
remain at a disadvantage both economically and politically. Thus, the
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private realm of the home and family that liberalism placed beyond the
bounds of politics was at the center of demands for reform for those
twentieth-century feminists, as well as for Cady Stanton’s campaign for
women’s rights.

Cady Stanton and the New Departure

The approach that became known as the New Departure, which pro-
vided the basis for the strategy adopted by some women’s rights lead-
ers in the 1870s, was grounded in the legal argument that the Consti-
tution, properly interpreted, gave women the right to vote.1 The con-
stitutional argument advanced by women who attempted to register and
vote in ten different states in the elections of 1872 was that the Four-
teenth Amendment conferred suffrage upon women as one of the privi-
leges and immunities of national citizenship.2 Missouri suffragists Vir-
ginia and Francis Minor posited that the Fourteenth Amendment, with
its conferral of national citizenship, considered in conjunction with the
Fifteenth Amendment, which removed control of suffrage from the
states and placed it in the hands of the national government, rendered
suffrage a right of national citizenship. Also, in 1871, Victoria Wood-
hull, who is discussed at length in the next section of this chapter,
appeared before the House Judiciary Committee to argue that women
had the constitutional right to vote and proposed that Congress pass
legislation declaring that all U.S. citizens possessed that right. Woodhull
contended that the Fifteenth Amendment gave the right to vote to all
citizens and forbade the states to deny that right “on account of sex or
otherwise.”3

Adopting the New Departure approach, the NWSA in 1871 advised
women that it was their duty to try to register to vote, and, if officials
refused to allow them to do so, the organization recommended that
they bring suit in federal court. In 1875, when the issue reached the U.S.
Supreme Court, the justices ruled unanimously that citizenship does not
include the right to vote. Finding that suffrage is not among the privi-
leges and immunities of citizens of the United States, the Court soundly
rejected the New Departure argument.4

With the defeat of the New Departure, the NWSA turned to a consti-
tutional amendment to secure woman suffrage, formally introducing an
amendment specifically prohibiting disfranchisement on the basis of sex

158 | The Postwar Years: The New Departure



at the Tenth Washington Convention of the NWSA in January 1878.
The amendment was introduced in the Senate and referred to the Com-
mittee on Privileges and Elections, which granted a hearing to a number
of representatives of the NWSA. Cady Stanton, one of those who de-
livered comments to the committee, took the opportunity to reiterate
her support for the New Departure approach—“that our constitution,
fairly interpreted, already secures to the humblest individual all the
rights, privileges and immunities of American citizens.”5 The fundamen-
tal law “should be so framed and construed as to work injustice to
none, but to secure as far as possible perfect political equality among all
classes of citizens.”6 She conceded that an amendment was needed be-
cause there were widely varying interpretations of the Constitution.

Cady Stanton outlined the New Departure argument extensively,
relying on the Fourteenth Amendment’s grant of citizenship to all per-
sons born or naturalized in the United States and the protection of “na-
tional” privileges and immunities against state infringement. Because
the right to vote, she argued, is a privilege and immunity of citizens of
the United States, although the Constitution leaves the qualifications for
voters to the states, it does not give them the “right to deprive any citi-
zen of the elective franchise; the State may regulate but not abolish the
right of suffrage for any class.”7 Consequently, provisions in state con-
stitutions that exclude citizens from voting on account of sex violate the
Constitution in both “spirit and letter.”8

She also referred to various other constitutional provisions to but-
tress her argument, including the Preamble, the prohibition on bills of
attainder and titles of nobility, the Privileges and Immunities Clause in
Article IV, Section 2,9 the guarantee in Article IV, Section 4, to every
state of a republican form of government, and the Supremacy Clause in
Article VI.10 The thrust of her references to the various constitutional
provisions was that women were included in the category of “people”
who came together to establish the Constitution and that they were also
citizens whose privileges and immunities, including the right to vote,
were protected against state infringement. Singling out women for ex-
clusion from the franchise amounted to a bill of attainder, and a gov-
ernment run by one class of citizens constituted a nobility. A republi-
can form of government could not exist so long as more than half of
the population was excluded from the franchise. Finally, the Supremacy
Clause reinforced Cady Stanton’s argument that the states had no au-
thority to withdraw the franchise from citizens of the United States.
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Despite the fact that the Constitution already protected women’s
right to vote, an amendment was needed because of the Supreme Court’s
failure to interpret the document impartially or, for that matter, consis-
tently. Cady Stanton castigated the Court on both grounds, noting:

[H]owever the letter and spirit of the constitution may be interpreted
by the people, the judiciary of the nation has uniformly proved itself
the echo of the party in power. When the slave power was dominant
the Supreme Court decided that a black man was not a citizen . . . 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. An African, by virtue of his United States citizenship,
is declared, under recent amendments, a voter in every State of the
Union, but when a woman, by virtue of her United States citizenship,
applies to the Supreme Court for protection in the exercise of this same
right, she is remanded to the State, by the unanimous decision of the
nine judges on the bench, that “the Constitution of the United States
does not confer the right of suffrage upon any one.” Such vacillating
interpretations of constitutional law must unsettle our faith in judicial
authority, and undermine the liberties of the whole people.11

As Cady Stanton continued her address to the Senate Committee, she
reiterated the principle of national supremacy over states rights and the
need for the national government to exercise its power to protect the in-
alienable rights of individuals.

Cady Stanton’s speech in 1878 not only reveals her thoroughgoing
understanding of the legal arguments set forth by proponents of the
New Departure but, more important for present purposes, reveals her
continuing commitment to the principle of equal rights. Her argument
that the Constitution already protected women’s right to vote seems in-
congruous with the purpose of her address, which was to convince the
members of the Committee of the need for a constitutional amendment
to guarantee women the vote. Indeed, she seemed unwilling to abandon
the New Departure even after the Supreme Court rendered it untenable.
One of the other women’s rights leaders who addressed the Committee,
in contrast to Cady Stanton, emphasized women’s unique qualities that
would allow them to improve government at all levels. Still another of-
fered an anecdote about her black servant’s inability to understand how
to cast his ballot when he arrived at the polls.12
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Although Cady Stanton’s speech underlined her commitment to lib-
eral principles, the fact that she had so frequently turned to republican
and ascriptive ideologies lends further support to the argument that she
blended the different traditions and frequently switched approaches. In
the context of the New Departure, her defense of liberal principles
stands out so clearly because she appeared to be defending an approach
that had already proved to be ineffective. That the New Departure had
been defeated meant that she would have to change her approach by
embracing even more ascriptivist arguments, and she did so increasingly
in the last twenty years of the nineteenth century.

The Alliance with Labor

In their search for new allies, Cady Stanton and Anthony turned to the
labor reform movement, proposing an alliance with the National Labor
Union (NLU), a federation of national trade unions founded in 1866.
The NLU represented the first attempt to organize a national federation
of labor in the United States and proposed a variety of far-reaching re-
forms. The proposed reforms included the eight-hour day, a major over-
haul of the currency and banking system as well as the tax structure and
the federal government’s land distribution policy, a federal agency to aid
in the education of workingmen, and cooperative endeavors that would
unite the interests of labor and capital. Turning to direct political action
in 1868, the NLU decided to establish its own political party, the Na-
tional Labor Party. As a result, individual trade unions, primarily con-
cerned with promoting improved working conditions and wages for
workers and opposed to direct political action, began to withdraw from
the NLU. Moreover, the trade unions disagreed with the NLU’s decision
to include blacks in order to promote unity among all workers and re-
fused to admit blacks to their unions. By 1872, both the organization
and the labor party were defunct.13

Meanwhile, Cady Stanton and Anthony were attracted to the NLU
because of its egalitarian agenda and its interest in creating a new polit-
ical party. In addition, the first congress of the organization adopted a
resolution declaring its support for women workers and inviting their
cooperation. Cady Stanton and others, writing in the Revolution in the
summer of 1868, called for a new political party that would combine
the campaign for woman suffrage with the labor reform movement.
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Because of the apparently overlapping goals of woman’s rights and
labor reform, an alliance between the two groups seemed to be exactly
what Cady Stanton and Anthony needed. The alliance between the two
groups proved to be short-lived—it lasted only a little longer than a
year. The NLU, dependent on trade unions made up of white male
workers who saw women (as well as black males) as a threat to the sol-
idarity that provided their only chance of attaining leverage with their
employers, rejected the goal of woman suffrage.14

In 1868, Cady Stanton attended the third annual congress of the
NLU and was seated as a delegate despite some objections from other
delegates. She delivered an address in which she focused on labor re-
form. Her comments reflected empathy for the poor that contrasted
with her growing elitism and ascriptivism during the postwar years. She
spoke of “surging multitudes, ragged, starving, packed in dingy cellars
and garrets where no ray of sunshine or hope ever penetrates,” of facto-
ries where “young and old work side by side with tireless machines
from morn til night,” of men who must steal or starve. She asked
whether the “conditions of different classes [could not] be more fairly
established.” And “is it right that a large majority of the race should
suffer all their days the cruel hardships of poverty that a small minority
may enjoy all life’s pleasures and benefits?”15 Everyone, she asserted, at
least in the abstract, has the equal right to life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness. The conditions of northern workers, she admonished, were
not much different from the lives of slaves under the southern planta-
tion system. Abstract rights mean little if they are overcome by neces-
sity: the natural right to travel is meaningless to a man who must stay in
one place and work in order to survive. She also expressed the idea that
“the highest good of the individual is the highest good of society”16 and
that poverty, a result of human ignorance and selfishness, can be reme-
died. She alluded to the idea that a man’s labor is his own and criticized
the church for teaching the poor to be patient and wait for the next life
rather than seeking a solution to poverty.

Although many of Cady Stanton’s comments in that address echoed
the liberal-egalitarian ideas of the Garrisonians, the emphasis she placed
on the horrors of poverty and her contention that poverty was not nat-
ural but created by society reflect a radical perspective. Nevertheless,
Cady Stanton pulled back from the radical implications of her com-
ments when she called on the “educated classes” to fight for the free-
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dom of the laborer: “There is no hope of any general self-assertion
among the masses. The first steps for their improvement must be taken
by those who have tasted the blessings of liberty and education.”17

In September 1868, in an attempt to gain delegate status at the NLU
congress that year, Anthony organized the Working Women’s Associa-
tion with a group of newspaper typesetters who worked in the offices of
the Revolution. Subsequently, the Working Women’s Association, which
was dominated by printers, grew to more than one hundred members
and became central to Cady Stanton’s and Anthony’s efforts to organize
women to demand the vote. There were major differences, however, be-
tween the suffragists and the typesetters over the priority that the Work-
ing Women’s Association should give to suffrage. Although Cady Stan-
ton argued that the vote was crucial to improving the economic position
of working women, the typesetters remained unconvinced that suffrage
would bring about any significant improvements for them. Still, because
both groups shared the goals of ending economic discrimination against
women and achieving equality in the labor force, the working women
joined the suffragists to fight for inclusion of women in the unions, an
end to the sexual division of labor, and equal pay. With Anthony’s en-
couragement, they organized the Women’s Typographical Union and
began to work to establish a producer’s cooperative. Although Cady
Stanton hoped that “Out of the present Association will be formed co-
operative unions in every branch of industry,”18 the Working Women’s
Association failed to organize women in trades other than typesetting.19

The Working Women’s Association then turned to investigating and
publicizing the problems of women workers, and Cady Stanton, An-
thony, and others took on the cause of Hester Vaughn, a twenty-year-
old domestic servant in Philadelphia who had been sentenced to hang
for infanticide. As a result of either an affair with or a rape by a man
she declined to identify, Vaughn had become pregnant. She gave birth
alone and after several days was found in her room with her dead
baby. Although there was no evidence that she had killed the child—or
even that the child was alive at birth—she was imprisoned, tried with-
out proper defense, and convicted.20 The Working Women’s Association
adopted resolutions demanding a new trial or pardon for Vaughn, and
Cady Stanton and Elizabeth Smith Miller presented the resolutions to
the governor of Pennsylvania.

Hester Vaughn’s case came to represent the dangers that working
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women faced and the injustices that issued from a judicial system from
which women were completely excluded. Writing in the Revolution,
Cady Stanton took the opportunity to condemn the double sexual
standard and the law of infanticide, as well as women’s exclusion from
the legal and political process. She implored the mothers of Pennsylva-
nia to

rescue that defenceless girl from her impending fate. Oh! make her case
your own, suppose your young and beautiful daughter had been thus
betrayed, would it not seem to you that the demands of justice should
take the life of her seducer rather than her own? Men have made the
laws cunningly, for their own protection; ignorantly, for they can never
weigh the sorrows and sufferings of their victims. So long as by law
and public sentiment maternity is made a disgrace and a degradation,
the young and inexperienced of the poorer classes are driven to open
violence.21

Vaughn remained in jail for six months until the governor released her
on the condition that she depart immediately for England.22

The alliance between woman’s rights and women’s labor reform dis-
solved after only a year. Working-class, wage-earning women withdrew
from the Working Women’s Association as it became increasingly an
organization of middle-class career women. While it would have pro-
moted egalitarian goals, the coalitions between women’s rights advo-
cates and labor reformers and then between women’s rights supporters
and women workers was so radical and so at odds with any of the tra-
ditions of American political culture that it was untenable. Although
neither the NLU nor the Working Women’s Association made any ex-
plicit claims, the proposed alliance reflected ideas about class conscious-
ness and solidarity and the proposition that unity among the oppressed
could lead to liberation for all of mankind that radical labor organiz-
ers would take up later in the nineteenth century and that Karl Marx
and Friedrich Engels had made famous in The Communist Manifesto,
in 1848.23 Cady Stanton and Anthony, however, extended the analysis
to women. That approach reappeared in the twentieth century when
the New Left and, subsequently, Marxist feminists attempted to forge
alliances among workers, intellectuals, and racial minorities and con-
structed the category of women as an oppressed class that could work
with other subordinated groups to overcome that oppression.
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A document she composed in 1872 indicates Cady Stanton’s continu-
ing support for labor as well for as a number of other reforms that in-
volved uniting women across class lines. She again expressed her sup-
port for a new party, for uniting reforms and accomplishing them with
“women’s method.” Among the reforms she advocated were replacing
wage labor with cooperation, ending capital punishment, enacting
prison reform, extending charity and common sisterhood to prostitutes,
reforming the criminal justice system, and working for international
peace. She also argued for child care for working mothers and a system
of public education in which students at all levels would become
“cadets of the state”—that is, they would receive financial support for
their studies. She stated that the “mission is to recognize the bond of
humanity between all the peoples, the human solidarity deeper and
prior to the national.”24

More New Alliances: Free Love

“Free love” was a radical movement from which the antebellum wom-
an’s rights movement took particular care to disassociate itself, as evi-
denced by the debate at the woman’s rights convention in 1860. Ideas
that Cady Stanton expressed about marriage and sex, however, inter-
sected at major points with those of the free-love movement—some-
thing that added to her controversial position in the woman’s rights
campaign in the 1870s.

The free-love movement that emerged in the early 1850s had close
ties to the earlier perfectionist reform groups, to the utopian communi-
ties, and to spiritualism. One of the most prominent proponents of free
love, Stephen Pearl Andrews, founded a community, Modern Times, to
put his philosophy into practice and organized the New York Free Love
League to advance his views. Andrews based his concept of free love on
the notion of individual sovereignty, abjuring all interference in rela-
tions between the sexes. Church and state sanctions on marriage, he
maintained, created an artificial relationship between husband and wife
that was particularly harmful to the wife. Arguing that sexual purity
could exist only in a relationship that contributed to the fullest develop-
ment of both parties, he condemned marriage as a “house of bondage
and the slaughterhouse of the female sex.”25 The abolition of marriage,
Andrews argued, had to take place in a context of reform of the entire
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society. Two other free-love advocates, Thomas Nichols and Mary
Grove Nichols, linked free love to women’s health. One requirement for
health was limiting sexual indulgence. Thus, it was essential for women
to be freed from the sexual demands of men. The Nicholses contended
that “if a woman has any right in the world, it is the right to herself;
and . . . she has a right to decide . . . who shall be the father of her chil-
dren. She has an equal right to decide whether she will have children,
and to choose the time for having them.”26 Inverting conventional un-
derstanding of the institution, the Nicholses maintained that true mar-
riage was the “union of two persons in mutual love,” while adultery
was any sexual gratification without love.27 At the beginning of the
twentieth century, it was common for radicals to express similar views
about marriage. The anarchist Emma Goldman, for example, asked,
“Free love? As if love is anything but free!” In the same vein, she ad-
monished,

Some day, some day men and women will rise, they will reach the
mountain peak, they will meet big and strong and free, ready to receive,
to partake, and to bask in the golden rays of love. What fancy, what im-
agination, what poetic genius can foresee even approximately the po-
tentialities of such a force in the life of men and women. If the world is
ever to give birth to true companionship and oneness, not marriage, but
love will be the parent.28

In 1870 Lucy Stone accused Elizabeth Cady Stanton “of holding free
love doctrines.”29 Stone alleged that the NWSA had been infiltrated
with “loose women” and “free lovers” who wanted to include “easy di-
vorce” in their platform.30 Moreover, at the meeting in 1869, which
ended in the split in the woman’s rights movement, the Stone-Blackwell
group introduced resolutions disavowing attempts to “undermine or de-
stroy the sanctity of the marriage relation” and stating that they “ab-
horrently repudiate Free Loveism as horrible and mischievous to society,
and disown any sympathy with it.”31 In the hands of the more conserv-
ative AWSA, free love was a weapon to be used against Cady Stanton
and the others who formed the NWSA, a means of discrediting that
group and convincing more women to join the Stone-Blackwell organi-
zation. In addition, Victoria Woodhull’s involvement with the NWSA
and the Beecher-Tilton scandal in the early 1870s had the effect of link-
ing woman’s rights to free love in the public mind, which exacerbated
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the tensions between the two organizations and seriously damaged the
campaign for suffrage.

Cady Stanton expressed sympathy for and an interest in the free-love
movement.32 In a speech she delivered to a private club of men and
women in 1870, she called not only for suffrage and the “social recog-
nition of the equal rank of the sexes” but also for “freedom from all un-
necessary entanglements and concessions, freedom from binding obliga-
tions involving impossibilities, freedom to repair mistakes, to express
the manifoldness of our own natures, . . . to advance to higher planes of
development.”33 Linking free love to the progress of humanity, she pro-
claimed, “We are one and all free lovers at heart, although we may not
have thought so. We all believe in a good time coming, either in this
world or another, when man and woman will be good and wise, when
they will be ‘a law unto themselves,’ and when therefore the external
law of compulsion will be no longer needed.”34 Appealing to elitist sen-
sibilities, she suggested that the best people—“the most enlightened and
the most virtuous”—were supporters of free love, while

the criminal classes feel the necessity of law and would resist social en-
franchisement more than anybody else. It is the refined natures of deli-
cate sensibilities and tender consciences who loathe the compulsory
adulteries of the marriage bed, and it is the men of rigorous logic and
love of justice who insist on the same freedom for others as for them-
selves even when the freedom may be used to do what they think
wrong.35

In 1870, Victoria Woodhull, an outspoken advocate of free love, an-
nounced that she would be a candidate for the presidency of the United
States in the next election. Earlier that year, she had begun to provide fi-
nancial support for Stephen Pearl Andrews and his group of spiritual-
ists. Andrews’s ideas about free love had a major influence on Wood-
hull. In fact, Andrews was reputed to have written her speeches on the
subject.36

In May 1871, Woodhull joined Cady Stanton on the platform of the
NWSA convention. Woodhull not only demanded the vote for women
but also called upon government to cease “to interfere with the rights of
adult individuals to pursue happiness as they choose . . . or with con-
tracts between individuals of whatever kind . . . which will place the in-
tercourse of persons with each other upon their individual honor.”37 She
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delivered a speech later that year to a large audience in New York City
in which she asserted that if all individuals have the right to life, liberty,
and the pursuit of happiness, the law has no power over marriage. Pro-
claiming herself to be a “free lover,” she asserted her “inalienable, con-
stitutional, and natural right to love whom I may, to love as long or as
short a period as I can; to change that love every day if I please and
with that right neither you nor any law you can frame have any right to
interfere.38

Although a number of members of the NWSA had begun to chal-
lenge Woodhull’s involvement with the woman’s rights movement by
early 1872, Cady Stanton continued to support her.39 She also favored
Woodhull’s plan to inaugurate a People’s Party at the NWSA conven-
tion in May 1872 to support Woodhull’s candidacy for president. The
call for the meeting, signed by Cady Stanton, Isabella Beecher Hooker,
and Matilda Joslyn Gage, stated in part that “we believe the time has
come for the formation of a new political party whose principles shall
meet the issues of the hour, and represent equal rights for all.”40 An-
thony, who vehemently disagreed, insisted at the business meeting the
day before the convention that Woodhull’s group could not use the hall
that the NWSA had reserved. An angry Cady Stanton then resigned as
president of the NWSA and refused to preside at the convention. But
she delivered the keynote address and, over Anthony’s objection, as-
serted that women should vote in the coming election as members of
Woodhull’s People’s Party.

Cady Stanton’s views on marriage clearly overlapped with the doc-
trine of free love. Her sympathy for free love is suggested not only by
her support for Victoria Woodhull but also by her defense of the free-
love proponent Francis Barry in the Revolution in 1868 against readers’
outraged responses to his assertion that the position of mistress was less
degrading than that of wife.41 Cady Stanton and the free-love advocates
nevertheless differed in an important respect. The “free lovers” con-
demned the institution of marriage per se as an infringement on individ-
ual sovereignty and advocated its abolition. In contrast, Cady Stanton
condemned marriage in its present state as “man-marriage” and advo-
cated that it be reformed to take women’s interests into account. In
1869, in the Revolution, she outlined her position on marriage. She
noted that marriage and divorce laws bore unequally on woman and
man. “But so far from abolishing the institution of marriage, I would
have it more pure and holy than it is to-day, by making woman the dic-
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tator in the whole social realm.”42 She elaborated later in the same issue
of the journal, noting that woman had never given her consent to the
creeds, codes, and customs of marriage. She objected not only to laws
concerning marriage but also to the teachings of the church. as well as
to the social customs that were so degrading to women. Summarizing
the defects of marriage, she proclaimed,

Marriage today, is in no way viewed as an equal partnership, intended
for the equal advantage and happiness of both parties. Nearly every
man feels that his wife is his property, whose first duty, under all cir-
cumstances, is to gratify his passions, without the least reference to
her own health and happiness, or the welfare of their offspring; and so
enfeebled is woman’s judgment and moral sense from long abuse, that
she believes so too, and quotes from the Bible to prove her own deg-
radation.43

Cady Stanton’s differences with the proponents of free love, as well
as with athe institution of marriage in its late-nineteenth-century form,
are captured by a letter she wrote in 1875:

You ask if I believe in “free love.” If by “free love” you mean promiscu-
ity, I do not. I believe in monogamic marriage, and for men as well as
women. Everything short of this makes a mongrel, sensual, discordant
progeny. . . . I do not believe in man having a wife for breeding pur-
poses and an affinity [mistress] for spiritual and intellectual intercourse.
Soul-union should precede and exalt physical union. Without senti-
ment, affection, imagination, what better would we be in procreation
than the beasts? If by “free love” you mean woman’s right to give her
body to the man she loves and no other, to become a mother or not as
her desire, judgment and conscience may dictate, to be the absolute sov-
ereign of herself, then I do believe in freedom of love.44

Although Cady Stanton took great care to distance herself from the
free-love advocates, her vision of what marriage should be was very
similar to theirs. While she did not actually embrace the legal abolition
of marriage as they did, she wanted to see marriage improved so that it
would raise the position of the wife to one of equality with the husband
and so that it would be consistent with the principle of individual sov-
ereignty. Moreover, she looked forward to a future in which women
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would have the economic independence that would give them the free-
dom to marry out of love rather than necessity. Such ideas were con-
sistent with liberal principles of individual autonomy and equality.
Nevertheless, making her conception of marriage a reality would have
required a major transformation of the institution of marriage and rela-
tions between men and women that were grounded in long-established
cultural and religious traditions. Moreover, her association with the
free-love doctrine and its proponents, like her attempts to forge alli-
ances with the labor movement, points to a radicalism that transcends
the liberal, republican, and ascriptive traditions. It was also that radical-
ism that set her apart from the other women’s rights leaders and played
such an important role in her increasing isolation from the organized
movement.

The Critique of Marriage: Self-Sovereignty, Female Sexuality, 
and Voluntary Motherhood

A particularly detestable aspect of “the Husband’s right of property in
the wife,”45 in Cady Stanton’s view, was his legal prerogative to force
her to have sex with him. Cady Stanton frequently lamented that this
dimension of inequality in marriage not only deprived women of their
dignity but also—because it often resulted in unwanted pregnancy—
threatened women with physical harm. Moreover, Cady Stanton often
pointed to the detrimental effects on society of brutish, drunken men
fathering children who ended up in “lunatic asylums.” Men’s uncon-
trolled sexual appetites, in her view, impeded the progress of civiliza-
tion. One of her goals for women was what she called “self-sover-
eignty,” or control of their own sexual lives. Women—not their hus-
bands—should have the power to determine how often they would
engage in sex. Or, as she explained, “the mother of mankind” should
have the prerogative to “set the bounds to his indulgence.”46 With her
own self-control and the power to say “no” to her husband, a wife
could control her reproductive life. Self-sovereignty would thus be a
crucial step in transforming marriage into an equal partnership. Suf-
frage and legal reform would encourage such a development—by re-
moving the husband’s legal rights over his wife’s body, for example
—but would not be sufficient. Cady Stanton’s discussions with women
on the Lyceum circuit in the 1870s emphasized the importance of rais-
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ing their awareness of their right and responsibility to seize control
of their sexual lives. Legal reform was important, but women’s individ-
ual and personal action would also be crucial in the transformation of
marriage.47

She argued that a woman should not have sex with a drunken, brutal
husband—or any husband she did not love—and often suggested that
women had more control over their sexual appetites than men. Still,
Cady Stanton, along with the advocates of free love, recognized the ex-
istence of a female sexual drive. She wrote in her diary in 1883, for ex-
ample, complaining that Walt Whitman did not understand women’s
sexuality: “he speaks as if the female must be forced to the creative act,
apparently ignorant of the great natural fact that a healthy woman has
as much passion as a man, that she needs nothing stronger than the law
of attraction to draw her to the male.”48

A prominent theme of Cady Stanton’s on the Lyceum circuit was
what she called “enlightened motherhood.” She spoke to women-only
audiences of “the gospel of fewer children & a healthy happy mater-
nity.”49 Closely connected to her notion of self-sovereignty, enlightened
motherhood revolved around the idea that women would gain control
over their reproductive lives not by means of artificial contraception,
which was considered unnatural and dangerous, but by virtue of their
ability to control their sexual lives. Her advice to women to “turn over
a new leaf, and make a race of gods and poets and statesman,” and her
comment that “it is more important what kind of a child we raise than
how many. It is better to produce one lion than a dozen jackasses”50 re-
ferred to women’s ability to choose when to become mothers.

Cady Stanton’s efforts to impart her ideas of self-sovereignty and
voluntary motherhood to as many women as possible add force to the
claim that her thought transcended the traditional liberal distinction be-
tween the public and the private. Aware that the two were invariably
intertwined, she argued that it was essential for a woman to be able to
control her sexual and reproductive life by virtue of her ability to refuse
to have sex with her husband. In order to give women the power to say
“no” and for them to achieve equality in domestic relations, the laws
regarding marriage had to be reformed. Clearly, women needed the vote
in order to bring about legal change. In short, legal and political equal-
ity were essential if marriage was to become an equal partnership be-
tween a man and a woman. Still, reform in the public sphere would
not be sufficient, as changes would be necessary at the level of the most
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intimate relations between men and women. Cady Stanton’s determina-
tion to change women’s lives by imparting to them a consciousness that
they had the potential to control their own sexual lives was another di-
mension of her work that reflected her extremely broad reform vision
that went beyond the multiple traditions and points to the radical di-
mension of her ideas.

Two Scandals: Cady Stanton and the Sexual Politics 
of the 1870s

The woman’s rights movement became embroiled in two sexual scan-
dals in the postwar years: the McFarland-Richardson murder, in 1869,
and the Beecher-Tilton case, which lasted for several years and ended in
1875.51 The manner in which the press portrayed the events and the
way the public perceived them reveal a great deal about the sexual poli-
tics of the nineteenth century, particularly the reality that women were
invariably blamed for men’s transgressions. In fact, as the details of the
Beecher-Tilton affair unfolded, not only was Lib Tilton blamed for forc-
ing herself on Henry Ward Beecher but also the woman’s rights move-
ment was condemned for promulgating the ideas of free love.

Most important for present purposes, however, Cady Stanton be-
came involved in both scandals, enthusiastically defending the women
who were involved. Each scandal gave her an opportunity to speak out
about the problems of marriage and divorce, not only in the context of
the need for legal reform but also to condemn the inequality that per-
vaded the relationships between men and women—an inequality that
legal reform could never overcome. While the following discussion may
appear to be somewhat of a digression, as it recounts a number of the
details of the scandals, my primary concern here is to draw attention to
the way that Cady Stanton’s comparison of the reality of marriage, with
all of its flaws, to her ideal of marriage as an equal partnership between
two willing parties highlights the radical dimension of her ideas.

On November 25, 1869, Daniel McFarland shot the journalist Albert
Richardson in the office of the New York Tribune. The reason: Richard-
son’s love affair with McFarland’s wife, Abby Sage McFarland. Daniel
McFarland drank heavily, beat his wife, and abandoned her when she
was pregnant. They reconciled, and he continued his pattern of abuse
and neglect. When Richardson learned of Abby McFarland’s situation,
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he determined to rescue her. In 1867, Daniel McFarland shot Richard-
son for the first time, was arrested, and agreed to a separation from
Abby. Abby went to Indiana to establish the year’s residency required
for a divorce there, returning to New York in November 1869. After
McFarland learned that Richardson had purchased a farm in New Jer-
sey and expected to live there with Abby after their marriage, he shot
Richardson again. As Richardson lay dying, Henry Ward Beecher per-
formed a wedding ceremony uniting Richardson and Abby McFarland.
The press and then the clergy launched an attack on Beecher for per-
forming the ceremony because New York had refused to recognize her
Indiana divorce and therefore she was still legally married to Daniel
McFarland.

McFarland was subsequently tried for murder and found not guilty
by reason of insanity by an all-male jury. He was also granted sole cus-
tody of his and Abby’s young son. On May 17, 1870, Cady Stanton and
Anthony called a meeting for women in Apollo Hall, in New York City,
to protest the decisions. Two thousand women gathered to condemn the
judge and jury and to demand that the governor commit McFarland to
an insane asylum. An outraged Cady Stanton identified the “the hus-
band’s right of property in his wife” as the central problem in marriage.
The jury, she contended, was able to acquit McFarland because “neither
woman nor slave can testify against their supposed masters.” By de-
claring Abby’s divorce illegal, the court permitted any “bloated drunk-
ard or diseased libertine” to possess and coerce a woman sexually. She
called for “an entire revision of the laws of New York on marriage and
divorce. . . . Marriage as it existed [is] . . . nothing more or less than
legalized prostitution. . . . I rejoice over every slave that escapes from a
discordant marriage.”52

At their respective conventions in May 1870, the rival women’s rights
organizations chose new presidents. The AWSA selected Henry Ward
Beecher, and at the NWSA convention a resolution was introduced pro-
viding that Cady Stanton and Anthony resign their offices and a “popu-
lar man” take their place. Theodore Tilton was then elected president of
the NWSA.53 For present purposes, the importance of the election of
Beecher and Tilton to head the two organizations lies in the fact that
these two men played major roles in the second scandal.

In July 1870, Lib Tilton confessed to her husband, the newspaper
editor Theodore Tilton, that she had been having an affair with his
friend Henry Ward Beecher. Initially, Tilton accepted the affair, decided
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to extend to his wife the open marriage that he had been enjoying, and
maintained his close personal relationship with Beecher.54 But, when
he learned that his wife was pregnant with Beecher’s child, he reacted
violently, condemning Beecher as a “damned lecherous scoundrel” and
physically threatening Lib. Both Anthony and Cady Stanton were meet-
ing with Tilton, who was then editing the Revolution, and thus wit-
nessed his explosion. Anthony, in fact, spent the night in the Tiltons’
house barricaded with Lib in the bedroom, where Lib related the details
of her affair with Beecher.

Lib Tilton lost the baby either to a miscarriage or an abortion. Theo-
dore lost his positions as contributor to the Independent, a popular reli-
gious weekly, and as editor of the Brooklyn Daily Union.55 When Bee-
cher learned that Lib Tilton had confessed the affair to her husband, the
minister persuaded her to write a letter revoking that confession. At the
urging of her husband, however, she subsequently renounced that letter.
As Beecher maneuvered to prevent the exposure of the affair, he began
to shift the blame to Lib Tilton, complaining, “I don’t understand how
she could have done this to me.”56

When the AWSA and then Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune at-
tacked Victoria Woodhull in 1871, she threatened to make the Beecher-
Tilton affair public to reveal the hypocrisy of the people who con-
demned her for practicing free love while secretly engaging in it them-
selves.57 Tilton proceeded to ingratiate himself with Woodhull—he
wrote her biography and became infatuated with her, and they may
even have become lovers.58 Woodhull tried to blackmail Beecher by
threatening to reveal the affair unless he publicly endorsed her position
on free love. He refused and kept his distance, particularly after she de-
livered her speech in November 1871 in which she not only endorsed
free love but also admitted to practicing it. In the spring of 1872, Tilton
began to distance himself from her, as well, joining the liberal Republi-
cans to nominate Greeley for president and reporting for the New York
Tribune.

Woodhull had to suspend publication of Woodhull & Claflin’s
Weekly but was able to restart the presses for the issue dated November
2, 1872, which carried the story of “The Beecher-Tilton Scandal Case”
in the form of an interview with Victoria Woodhull by an unnamed re-
porter. She named Cady Stanton and two other woman’s rights leaders,
Isabella Beecher Hooker and Paulina Wright Davis, as her sources. She
related the details of Beecher’s affair with Lib Tilton, took the opportu-
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nity to endorse free love, and described Beecher as one of its practition-
ers. Beecher publicly denied Woodhull’s charges.

Cady Stanton was drawn into the scandal when a story appeared in a
number of newspapers incorrectly quoting her as denying the truth of
Woodhull’s story. Beecher’s sister, Isabella Beecher Hooker, in an effort
to convince Cady Stanton to come forward to correct the story, wrote
an article in the Hartford Times in which she not only alleged that Cady
Stanton had known of the affair but also revealed a number of confi-
dences, including Cady Stanton’s love for her own brother-in-law.59

The scandal dragged on for three years. Beecher was cleared first in
a church investigation. To protect himself, Beecher impugned not only
Woodhull but also Cady Stanton and Anthony, calling them “human
hyenas” with a “greedy and unclean appetite for everything that was
foul and vile.”60 One witness implied that both women had been in-
volved with Theodore Tilton. Cady Stanton responded in an interview
in which she reviewed the events of the night that Anthony spent barri-
caded with Lib Tilton and confirmed that Lib Tilton had truthfully con-
fessed her “criminal intimacy” with Beecher. When Anthony expressed
her annoyance with her for making public comments, Cady Stanton re-
sponded, lamenting the way that the scandal had unjustly and cun-
ningly “rolled on our suffrage movement.” She cautioned that “When
Beecher falls, as he must, he will pull all he can down with him. But we
must not let the cause of woman go down in the smash.”61

The church committee issued a report concluding that Beecher was
the victim of Theodore Tilton’s “vicious and revengeful designs” and
that Lib Tilton was guilty of plaguing the preacher with her “inordinate
affection.” The committee reprimanded Beecher for allowing his “great
generosity” to blind him to the falseness of the Tiltons.62 An angry
Cady Stanton took the opportunity to reiterate her ideal of marriage
in a letter to the Chicago Daily Tribune: “In spite of the various rela-
tions in which men and women of all ages have lived, and still live,
there must be a true condition; and, to my mind, it seems that might be
found, with love and quality, in a true marriage of one man and one
woman.”63 Coming to Lib Tilton’s defense, she observed that, “like a
withered flower, ‘the Great Preacher’ casts her aside, and tells the world
‘she thrust her affections on him unsought.’”64

The day after the Plymouth Church committee issued its report,
Theodore Tilton filed suit for alienation of affection against Beecher and
asked for $100,000 in damages. The sensational trial—“an American
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obsession, a supershow, far transcending the question of innocence or
guilt”—lasted for six months, finally ending in a mistrial when the ju-
rors could not agree on a verdict.65 As he had done before the church
committee, Beecher maintained his innocence and insisted that if there
was any fault in the matter, it lay with Lib Tilton, who had developed a
passion for him and created the problem by not warning him that The-
odore Tilton suspected him of being the object of her unwanted affec-
tions.66 Beecher emerged unscathed from the scandal, while Theodore
Tilton went bankrupt and Lib Tilton, rapidly losing her sight, was left
with little money and with four children to raise. She eventually wrote a
public letter in which she reaffirmed the truth of her affair with Beecher.

Cady Stanton’s, Anthony’s, and Isabella Beecher Hooker’s entangle-
ment in the scandal, Henry Ward Beecher’s repeated condemnation of
the NWSA and its leaders, including his own sister, and Victoria Wood-
hull’s involvement in the organization had damaging consequences for
the woman’s rights movement. The scandal pushed the two already di-
vided organizations further apart. Moreover, by implicating the NWSA
in what to the public had become an odious doctrine of free love, the
scandal prompted the leaders to sever all ties to anything that might
contain even the slightest hint of free love. Thus, the NWSA followed
the AWSA in narrowing its focus to the single cause of woman suffrage.

Independent and determined as always, Cady Stanton continued
to advocate fundamental changes in the relations between men and
women. In an interview in 1875, she pointed to three positive effects of
the trial. First, it “knocked a great blow at the priesthood,” particularly
in the eyes of women. Second, it served to emphasize the importance of
strong, independent-minded women:

It has taught men the need of women being strong minded and self-
poised for men’s own protection. . . . It has knocked a blow at the sub-
ordination of the state of wifehood. . . . Men will not forget that for
their own safety, that in all association of men with women, better a
strong, self-poised woman than the weakling who is to-day domineered
by this man’s magnetism, and to-morrow by that.67

Third, she contended that the trial had a “strong pull” toward equaliz-
ing the standard of tolerated and reputable behavior of women and
men.68 In another interview, she commended Victoria Woodhull for
doing something for women that no one else had: “Leaping into the
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brambles that were too high for us to see over them, she broke a path
into their close and thorny interstices with a steadfast faith that glorious
principle would triumph at last over conspicuous ignominy, although
her life might be sacrificed.”69

Conclusion

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s reluctance to give up the New Departure argu-
ment even after the U.S. Supreme Court rejected it suggests the extent to
which she continued to rely on liberal egalitarian legal principles into
the 1870s, even as ascriptivist themes were playing an increasingly
prominent role in her arguments. As we have seen, there are also major
aspects of her thought that fall outside the multiple traditions into a
fourth category of radicalism. Her attempt to forge an alliance with
labor, her lectures and writings on self-sovereignty, and her critique
of marriage as reflected in her pronouncements on the McFarland-
Richardson and Tilton-Beecher scandals underline the radical dimension
of Cady Stanton’s thought. Her arguments in all of those areas suggest
that she recognized the need for a fundamental transformation in cul-
ture and society—in attitudes toward women and their proper role, in
relations between workers and employers, in the institution of marriage,
and in women’s ability to control her own reproductive life—that went
far beyond the campaign for legal and political reform.
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Not the Word of God 
But the Work of Men
Cady Stanton’s Critique of Religion

Introduction

By the 1880s, the United States was drastically different from the coun-
try that it had been in 1848, when Cady Stanton organized the first
woman’s rights convention at Seneca Falls. The industrial revolution
had transformed the country, bringing large-scale industry, heavily pop-
ulated urban areas, large businesses and corporations, and nationwide
systems of transportation. Moreover, the United States was soon to be-
come one of the world’s great powers. The United States’s war with
Spain in 1898 ended in victory and the acquisition of Cuba, the Philip-
pines, Puerto Rico, and Guam. Accompanying the massive economic
growth and rapid industrialization was an increasing concentration of
wealth in the hands of a small percentage of the population. As the
“Captains of Industry” devised ways to gain control of whole industries
and combine all the processes of production and distribution under a
single management, smaller businesses were destroyed. Amid the vast
wealth of the new industrialists, a growing urban working class lived
in crowded tenements with, at best, inadequate water and sanitation.
Working conditions included long hours at dangerous machines in un-
ventilated (even locked) rooms where children who were barely large
enough to work the machines made up part of the workforce. Often all
members of a family, who lived in a single room, worked in a factory
owned by one of the new corporations.

As the new corporations came to control the political as well as the
economic life of the country and politics at all levels became increas-
ingly corrupt, various reform movements emerged to advocate regula-
tions aimed at limiting the power of business in the interest of rescuing
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democracy and preserving the integrity of American government. At the
same time, defenders of the status quo drew on popular evolutionary
theory to support their argument that laissez-faire was the only policy
that was consistent with the principle that life was invariably a difficult
struggle in which only the most “fit” could survive. While evolutionary
theory was challenging traditional religious beliefs, there was also an
upsurge in fundamentalist Protestantism.

One of the accomplishments of the woman’s rights campaign was the
modification of the doctrine of separate spheres to expand women’s role
not only within the family but also in the realm of education and chari-
table work. But, by the 1880s, religious conservatives had resurrected
the old, much more rigid doctrine to curb women’s opportunities.1 As
Kathi Kern has noted, although the rhetoric of separate spheres allowed
women some moral authority, particularly because of the association of
religion with the female sphere, the doctrine also served as an obstacle
to women’s progress. A number of defeats in the campaign for woman
suffrage at the state level in the late 1880s, as well as the persistence of
limited opportunities for women to study in colleges and universities at
both the undergraduate and the graduate levels, attest to the problem.
Moreover, there was a backlash against divorce reform beginning in the
1880s as conservatives called for more stringent divorce laws to coun-
teract women’s “selfishness” in seeking divorces.2 In part as a strategic
response to the conservative climate, the woman’s rights movement had
become respectable and conservative and focused on the campaign for
suffrage to the exclusion of other reforms to end women’s oppression.

It was in such a context that Cady Stanton’s ideas evolved during
the last twenty years of her life. Industrialization and urbanization, the
reform movements and their opponents, the resurgence of conservative
Protestantism, challenges to orthodox religious beliefs, and the conserv-
ative direction that the organized woman’s rights movement all had im-
portant effects on her activities and the development of her ideas.

I begin this chapter by considering Cady Stanton’s activities during
the period in which she grew even more isolated from the increasingly
conservative suffrage-focused woman’s rights movement; as she com-
mented, she had outgrown the suffrage movement. I then turn to her
campaign against organized religion, which culminated in The Woman’s
Bible. As we will see, Cady Stanton’s critique of religion and her com-
mentary on the Bible reveals the extent to which, in the later years of
her life, she developed  her earlier views of religious institutions in the
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United States into a full-blown condemnation of what she understood
to be one of the major sources of women’s oppression. Her critique un-
derlines her understanding that women’s oppression lay at the core of
American culture and traditions and that fundamental change would be
necessary for women to achieve equality.

From Leader to Dissident: Independence and Isolation

Cady Stanton turned sixty-five in 1880, the year she retired from the
Lyceum circuit. Her independence from the organized woman’s rights
movement and freedom from other commitments that had dominated
her earlier years increased as she grew older. She spent a great deal of
time with her family both in the United States and in Europe but was no
longer responsible for home and child care. Henry Stanton passed away
in early1887, at the age of eighty-one. Though they had spent much of
their married life apart, they had been living together for a few years
toward the end of his life. Cady Stanton had already carved out an
independent career for herself outside the organized woman’s rights
movement during the 1870s, but in the 1880s and 1890s she further
distanced herself from the NWSA and then, after the merger of the
two organizations, from the National American Woman Suffrage Asso-
ciation (NAWSA)

During this period she embarked on and completed several major
writing projects. From 1880 until 1886, she and Anthony, with some
help from Matilda Joslyn Gage, compiled the first three volumes of
The History of Woman Suffrage. The disagreements over strategy that
marred the relationship between Cady Stanton and Anthony during
the 1870s continued, but the two women were able to work closely on
the project, spending the bulk of their time together in Cady Stanton’s
home, where they organized the documents from the beginning of the
woman’s rights movement. In 1882, Cady Stanton traveled to France,
where she helped her son, Theodore, complete his book, The Woman
Question in Europe. She published Part I of her commentary on the
Old Testament, The Woman’s Bible, in late 1895 and Part II of The
Woman’s Bible, which covered both the Old and the New Testaments,
in 1898. Her autobiography, Eighty Years and More: Reminiscences,
1815–1897, also appeared in 1898. In 1901, she began to compile her
speeches and other papers—a project that she was unable to complete.
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An essay she wrote on divorce reform was published in the New York
American in October 1902 just weeks before her death, on October 26.
In a final letter, which she dictated a few days before her death, she
asked President Theodore Roosevelt to endorse a constitutional amend-
ment for woman suffrage in his next address to Congress.3

Organizations made up of middle- and upper-middle-class women
multiplied in the 1870s and 1880s. As these organizations became in-
creasingly interested in various types of reform in the mid-1880s An-
thony worked to form alliances with them in an attempt to increase
support among women for suffrage. In taking this approach, she moved
away from her earlier goal of forging a movement of women committed
to the transformation of society and women’s place in it to focus on
uniting women around the goal of suffrage.4 Cady Stanton vehemently
disagreed with Anthony’s new strategy.

In 1888, the NWSA organized the International Council for Women.
Although, several years earlier, Cady Stanton had devised a plan to
bring together suffragists from different countries, the NWSA decided
to expand the Council to include “women working along all lines of
social, intellectual or civil progress and reform.”5 The theme of the
opening speech that Cady Stanton delivered to the Council was that all
the gains that women had made were a result of the campaign for suf-
frage. Although Anthony reputedly carefully supervised Cady Stanton’s
writing of that speech, the latter managed to mention issues in addition
to suffrage: “these great moral struggles for higher education, temper-
ance, peace, the rights of labor, religious freedom, international arbitra-
tion.”6 She also took the opportunity to condemn proposals for a con-
stitutional amendment that would “recognize the Christian theology of
the Constitution and introduce religious tests into political parties and
platforms.”7 In addition, she acknowledged that voting women would
have differences of opinion but would support laws that protect the “in-
terests of the many rather than the few.”8 Finally, she alluded to the
broader goals and the importance to society of freedom for women
when she stated, “The true woman is as yet a dream of the future.
A just government, humane religion, a pure social life await her com-
ing. Then and not till then, will the golden age of peace and prosperity
be ours.”9

In the closing session, Cady Stanton departed even more drastically
from the intended tone of the Council when she admonished that the
question of women’s freedom would eventually be settled with violence
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if it did not receive “serious consideration” from men in power. Women,
she said would “strike hands with Nihilists, Socialists, Communists,
and Anarchists, in defense of the most enlarged liberties of the peo-
ple.”10 Her comments, so out of tune with the sentiment of the Council,
suggest the extent to which Cady Stanton disagreed with Anthony’s
conciliatory approach. Her comments also bolster the assertion that her
ideas included a radical element in addition to liberalism, republican-
ism, and ascriptivism.

The leading role that Anthony took in the negotiations for the merger
of NWSA with AWSA was consistent with her goal of unifying as many
women as possible around the demand for the vote. Although Anthony
asserted that the AWSA wanted to merge with the NWSA because the
latter was stronger and more successful, most of the terms of the merger
were set by the AWSA.11 The creation of the NAWSA, in February
1890, resulted in the woman suffrage movement becoming even more
conservative and less tolerant of dissent.

Cady Stanton, fundamentally at odds with Anthony’s strategy of or-
ganizing women around the issue of suffrage, continued to envision
broader social change. She remained determined to “lead women to the
most comprehensive and challenging interpretation of what it meant to
be free.”12 Consequently, she withdrew from the merger negotiations
between NWSA and AWSA and did not take part in the founding of the
NAWSA. It was at Anthony’s insistence, and with much disagreement
from the membership, that Cady Stanton was elected to the presidency
of NAWSA in 1890. As president she was essentially a figurehead, with-
out allies or power, and spent a good deal of her time in England until
she resigned her position in 1892. After that, she never attended an-
other meeting.

Unlike Anthony and the other leaders who took the conservative
path by seeking to ally all women’s groups around the campaign for the
vote, Cady Stanton preferred alliances with more radical and demo-
cratic movements, such as the Populists in the early 1890s, and she later
spoke favorably of the socialist movement in the United States. She took
the position that women should align themselves with other political
movements, rather than limit themselves to the issue of suffrage. Such a
move, she was convinced, would broaden the issues beyond suffrage, as
well as bring more strength to the fight for women’s rights. She wrote,
in 1894, “If the Prohibitionists, the Populists, the labor organizations
and the women would all unite, we should be in the majority.”13
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At the same time that the suffrage movement moved increasingly to-
ward an emphasis on unity and ideological harmony, Cady Stanton
urged women’s rights advocates to acknowledge and debate their differ-
ences. In her address to the first meeting of the NAWSA, she alluded to
the political differences among women and contended that there were
pressing concerns in addition to suffrage that needed to be addressed.
Indeed, she suggested that women could use the vote not only to insti-
tute divorce reform but also to maintain the separation of church and
state and to solve the “race problem.” She urged the organization to ad-
dress such issues and not allow the movement to isolate itself from the
broader political context by excluding all issues other than suffrage:
“when any principle or question is up for discussion, let us seize on it
and show its connection, whether nearly or remotely, with woman’s dis-
franchisement. There is such a thing as being too anxious lest someone
‘hurt the cause’ by what he or she must say or do; or perhaps the very
thing you fear is exactly what should be done.”14 She expressed her
conviction that the movement should not narrow its focus to suffrage in
a set of suggestions for the next NAWSA convention that she sent to
Anthony in 1899:

To my mind our Association cannot be too broad. Suffrage involves
every basic principle of republican government, all our social, civil, reli-
gious, educational and political rights. It is therefore germane to our
platform to discuss every invidious distinction of sex in the college,
home, trades, and professions, in literature, sacred and profane, in the
canon as well as in the civil law.15

In short, Cady Stanton’s position was that the movement should be as
broadly focused as possible and that women should be a force for major
change in society.

Cady Stanton’s critique of Christianity, discussed at length in the next
section, which culminated in the publication of The Woman’s Bible in
1895, seriously clashed with the woman suffrage movement, whose
leaders by then were intent on maintaining respectability and avoiding
giving offense to the political and religious establishment. To most of
the suffrage leaders, including Anthony, Cady Stanton was attacking the
religious beliefs that were helping to bring increasing numbers of people
to the campaign for suffrage. Indeed, the NAWSA formally condemned
Cady Stanton’s commentary on the Bible.
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A final disagreement occurred between Cady Stanton and her few re-
maining followers in the movement and Anthony when the latter an-
nounced, in 1898, that she would resign as president of NAWSA in
1900 and designated Carrie Chapman Catt as her successor.16 Cady
Stanton opposed Catt, who had led the move to condemn The Woman’s
Bible, and urged Lillie Devereux Blake to run against her. Blake had
been head of the New York Suffrage Association, had won suffrage for
women in local school elections, and had managed to get matrons in
police stations and women doctors in mental institutions. She had also
participated in the writing of The Woman’s Bible. Anthony opposed
Blake, who at the last minute withdrew her candidacy.

In sum, the last years of Cady Stanton’s career were distinguished by
her growing isolation from the organized woman’s rights movement.
Though she remained close to Anthony, who generally tried to defend
her despite their own differences, she had almost no support among the
younger generation of leaders, who took the conservative approach.
Despite the absence of support for her broader approach, Cady Stanton
refused to compromise and continued to distance herself from the orga-
nization. She wrote to Blake of her indignation:

They refused to read my letters and resolutions to the conventions; they
have denounced The Woman’s Bible unsparingly; not one of them has
ever reviewed or expressed the least appreciation of Eighty Years and
More. . . . For all this I make no public protest, I propose no revenge.
Because of this hostile feeling I renounced the presidency and quietly ac-
cept the situation, and publish what I have to say in the liberal papers.
. . . I have outgrown the suffrage association, as the ultimative [sic] of
human endeavor, and no longer belong in its fold with its limitations.17

After she failed to obtain financial backing for compiling a volume of
her speeches and writings, she expressed her frustration and disappoint-
ment even more candidly: “If my suffrage coadjutors had ever treated
me with the boundless generosity they have my friend, I could have
scattered my writings abundantly. . . . They have given Susan thou-
sands of dollars, jewels, laces, silks and satins, and me criticisms for
my radical ideas.”18 Clearly, the woman’s rights movement would have
been fundamentally different had Anthony and the other leaders fol-
lowed Cady Stanton’s lead. Still, even without followers, she refused to
compromise and continued her work outside the organization.
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The Woman’s Bible: Religion and the Oppression of Women

With her critique of religion, which culminated in The Woman’s Bible,
Cady Stanton put herself in the middle of a major controversy of the
nineteenth century that concerned not only the authority of the Bible
but also the relationship between women’s rights and religion. In fact,
The Woman’s Bible presented a major challenge to the dominant social
and religious values of the period. But, although her analysis of the
Bible was controversial and radical, it was actually very little more than
an elaboration of her earlier ideas. It was fully consistent with her long-
held views of the source of women’s subordination and with her earlier
criticisms of Christianity, for example. Moreover, the ideas that she ar-
ticulated in The Woman’s Bible reflect the way she used the ideas of
Positivism to support her arguments for women’s rights. In an impor-
tant sense, however, The Woman’s Bible marked a departure from Cady
Stanton’s earlier work insofar as it emphasized her thoroughgoing rejec-
tion of the argument that women’s rights derive from the moral purity,
or the natural piety, of women.19 In the context of the present study of
Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s thought, her attack on religion is important
primarily for the light it sheds on the way she presented her arguments,
with regard to both strategic concerns and the way that those argu-
ments reflected the intellectual trends of the final years of the nineteenth
century.20

In her autobiography, Cady Stanton explained that her differences
with organized religion went back to the days when, as a teenager, she
had become anxious and depressed after attending a series of revivals
and had recovered only when she “found [her] way out of the darkness
into the clear sunlight of Truth [as] . . . religious superstitions gave place
to rational ideas based on scientific facts.”21 The juxtaposition of ra-
tional thought and science on the one hand with religious superstition
and orthodoxy on the other was a constant theme in Cady Stanton’s
work and played an important role in her critique of religion. In addi-
tion, and more specifically, she found religion to be a major source of
women’s oppression. The statements she made in the Declaration of Sen-
timents in 1848 criticizing organized religion for its treatment of women
represent an early articulation of the ideas that she would develop more
fully later in her life and that would culminate in The Woman’s Bible.

In the 1880s, amid the resurgence of conservative religious views and
the backlash against women’s rights, Cady Stanton grew increasingly
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interested in analyzing the web of connections between organized reli-
gion and women’s subordination. It was then that she embarked on
the project that became The Woman’s Bible. Although the two-volume
work is commonly described as a revision of the Bible, it was actually a
commentary in which Cady Stanton and the members of her revising
committee reprinted selected passages and, at the end of each, provided
an interpretation and criticism.

The critique of religion that Cady Stanton presented in The Woman’s
Bible is yet another example of one of the major themes in her under-
standing of the source of and the solution to women’s oppression. For
her it was not simply the lack of political and legal rights that kept
women in a subordinate position but the entire culture that indoctri-
nated women to see themselves as naturally self-sacrificing and obedient
and thereby to accept their dependent status, their position within the
family, and their role in the church and, indeed, in all the institutions
that relegated women to roles that rendered them powerless and de-
pendent. With her critique of religion, Cady Stanton elaborated on that
view, demonstrating that it was not nature, destiny, or a divine plan that
placed women in a subordinate position but rather men’s monopoly on
the interpretation of religious doctrine and the Bible.

Accordingly, in Cady Stanton’s view, the vote in and of itself would
not end women’s oppression. A major transformation of society was
necessary, and women could bring this about if and only if they could
break free of the cultural and religious bonds that kept them in subjec-
tion. They had to reach the point where they would see that their subor-
dination was not divinely sanctioned but created and perpetuated by
men. Anthony captured Cady Stanton’s sentiment when she explained
their fundamentally different approaches:

You say “women must be emancipated from their superstitions before
enfranchisement will be of any benefit,” and I say just the reverse, that
women must be enfranchised before they can be emancipated from their
superstitions. . . . So you will have to keep pegging away, saying, “Get
rid of religious bigotry and then get political rights;” while I shall keep
pegging away, saying “Get political rights first and religious bigotry will
melt like dew before the morning sun.”22

Thus, from Cady Stanton’s perspective, freeing women from the con-
straints placed on them by religion by analyzing the Bible as a major
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source of their oppression would represent a major accomplishment in
the struggle to eliminate the vast array of obstacles to equality.

A number of developments in the 1880s converged to encourage
Cady Stanton to undertake her systematic analysis of the Bible. First,
during this period, Protestant denominations, using modern business
techniques to attract followers, proliferated.23 The resurgence of Protes-
tantism took place in the midst of the growing popularity of science
and, more specifically, evolutionary theory, which posed a threat to the
power of religion. Second, Cady Stanton’s frequent trips abroad during
the 1880s exposed her to the intellectual critiques of religion that were
beginning to appear in Europe. German scholars, engaged in “higher
criticism” of the Bible, were treating it as a historical artifact by trying
to determine the date, author, and authenticity of its texts.24 While such
work was profoundly disturbing to American churchmen, it manifested
a growing interest in critical analysis of the Bible and, as such, must
have encouraged Cady Stanton to embark on her own project. Third,
revisions of the Bible were appearing—a group of conservative theolo-
gians published a Revised New Testament in 1881. Cady Stanton re-
marked that the revision had done nothing to bring dignity, respect, or
equality to women.25 Such developments not only made it easier for her
to develop her critique of religion but also all but guaranteed that her
work would be at the center of a major controversy.

Women, including many suffragists, were particularly active partici-
pants in the spread of the religious revival. The emphasis on unity in
the suffrage movement helped to bring many of these women into the
ranks of the NAWSA. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union, un-
der the leadership of Frances Willard, for example, joined the suffrage
campaign. While Cady Stanton identified religion as a major source of
women’s oppression, Willard praised traditional Christian values and
linked them to women’s rights. Women like Willard supported many of
the things Cady Stanton opposed, including Sunday closing laws, the
teaching of the Bible in schools, a constitutional amendment recogniz-
ing Christianity as the religion of the United States, and restrictions on
divorce. In short, the suffrage movement came to have a much stronger
religious basis than it had in earlier years, which reinforced its increas-
ing conservatism and which, in turn, alarmed Cady Stanton and spurred
her to undertake her critique of organized religion.

One of the major contentions of the religious suffragists was that
Christianity had elevated women’s position. Cady Stanton used that as
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her starting point to set out her opposing view in an article she pub-
lished in 1885. She asserted that all religions “taught the headship and
superiority of man, the inferiority and subordination of woman . . . they
have all alike brought to woman but another form of humiliation.”26

Nevertheless, she directed the bulk of her criticism at Christianity, draw-
ing on historical data to demonstrate that women have “enjoyed in
some periods greater honor and dignity and more personal property
rights than have been accorded her in the Christian era.”27 It was the
concept of original sin, she noted, that dishonored womanhood and
brought the entire sex to “a depth of moral degradation that it had
never known before.”28 Christianity imposed celibacy on women, and
the church persecuted women for witchcraft: they were “hunted down
by the clergy, tortured, burned, drowned, dragged into the courts, tried,
and condemned for crimes that never existed but in the minds of reli-
gious devotees.”29 After the Reformation, she noted, Protestantism elim-
inated the feminine element, the Virgin Mary, from religion and made
“god exclusively male and man supreme.”30 Cady Stanton character-
ized the church as the most enthusiastic and powerful opponent of
women’s rights, noting that the clergy opposed legal reforms in relation
to women even as secular institutions were slowly allowing change. The
church refused to allow women into the ministry and in some churches
prohibited women from preaching. This was the case, she noted, even in
England and the United States, which “can boast the highest type of
womanhood, and the greatest number in every department of art, sci-
ence, and literature.”31

In her 1885 article, Cady Stanton lamented that when the Scriptures
were collected and printed by men with “monstrous ideas, emanating
from [their] bewildered brains . . . in the dark ages,” their work was
“declared to be the word of God, penned by writers specially inspired
by his Spirit.”32 Those Scriptures, she declared, made “women an after-
thought in the creation, the author of sin, in collusion with the devil,
sex a crime, marriage a condition of slavery for woman and defilement
for man, and maternity a curse to be attended with sorrow and suffer-
ing that neither time nor knowledge could ever mitigate, a just punish-
ment for having effected the downfall of man.”33 In short, Christianity
had not benefited woman; indeed, it was just the opposite: the church
had done its worst to degrade women.

An additional problem with organized religion and another source of
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its denigration of women was, as Cady Stanton explained, “a belief in a
trinity of masculine gods from which the feminine element is wholly
eliminated.” Because God was an ideal, “the infinite ideal of human-
ity,” it was a “preposterous ridiculous absurdity of supposing God
. . . to be of the male sex, and of calling God him only.” God as an
ideal encompassed both male and female qualities, and what humanity
needed to do was “reconcile and combine the fractional life of man and
woman into complete unions: then shall we become like gods, knowing
all truth.”34

In 1886, intent on expanding her critique of Christianity into a thor-
ough analysis of the Bible, Cady Stanton attempted to form a commit-
tee of women biblical scholars to interpret the passages that would be
of interest to women. Failing to find any women who were willing to
participate, she dropped the project. Taking it up again in 1894, she
relied on a group of Theosophists, New Thought leaders, and Free-
thinkers. Matilda Joslyn Gage, Clara Colby, and Olympia Brown also
worked with her. Although a number of other women were formally
members of the Revising Committee, Cady Stanton wrote most of The
Woman’s Bible herself.

In general, Cady Stanton argued that the Bible, which the clergy,
lawyers, legislators, and even women themselves had so often used to
counter women’s claims of equality, was not “The Word of God.” It
was instead, the work of men—something she repeatedly underlined by
referring to the author as the “historian.” She proclaimed, “The time
has come to read it as we do all other books, accepting the good and re-
jecting the evil it teaches.”35 Moreover, male translators and church his-
torians had interpreted it in such a way as to further rationalize the sub-
ordination of women. Cady Stanton believed that the Bible “taught the
subjection and degradation of women”36 and that the “ ‘true’ interpreta-
tion of the Scriptures” opposed any change in the status of women.37 In
her Preface to Part II of The Woman’s Bible, she wrote that no special
skill was needed to show that the Bible “degrades the Mothers of the
Race.”38 She went on to summarize her view:

The Old Testament makes woman a mere after-thought in creation; the
author of evil; cursed in her maternity; a subject in marriage; and all
female life, animal and human, unclean. The Church in all ages has
taught these doctrines and acted on them, claiming divine authority
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therefore. “As Christ is the head of the Church, so is man the head of
woman.” This idea of woman’s subordination is reiterated times with-
out number, from Genesis to Revelations; and this is the basis of all
church action.39

Clearly, Cady Stanton’s assessment of the Bible was overwhelmingly
negative. Nevertheless, in some of her commentaries, she reinterpreted
passages of the Bible to demonstrate “that they really portrayed woman
as man’s equal.”40

She explained that of the two contradictory accounts of the creation
in the Book of Genesis, only the first, which posited the simultaneous
creation of man and woman, was credible. It was “in harmony with sci-
ence, common sense, and the experience of mankind in natural laws.”41

The second version, positing that God made woman out of Adam’s rib,
reducing women to a “mere afterthought,” was “a mere allegory sym-
bolizing some mysterious conception of a highly imaginative editor,”
someone who was a “wily writer,” who felt it important for the dignity
and dominion of man to effect woman’s subordination in some way.”42

She noted that it would be inconsistent with the sublime process of
“bringing order out of chaos; light out of darkness; giving each planet
its place in the solar system; oceans and lands their limits” to reduce the
creation of the mother of the race to a “petty surgical operation.”43

Overall, Cady Stanton’s commentary presented the Bible as an histor-
ical document that was consistently biased against women. For exam-
ple, she noted that although Eve and her daughters apparently devoted
all their energies to childbearing, “the entire credit for the growth of the
race is given to Adam and his male descendants.”44 The male perspec-
tive consistently extolled violence and war and neglected the important
role that women had played in the development of civilization:

Indeed the Pentateuch is a long painful record of war, corruption, rap-
ine, and lust, Why Christians who wished to convert the heathen to our
religion should send them these books, passes all understanding. It is
most demoralizing reading for children and the unthinking masses, giv-
ing all alike the lowest possible idea of womanhood, having no hope
nor ambition beyond conjugal unions with men they scarcely knew, for
whom they could not have had the slightest sentiment of friendship, to
say nothing of affection. There is no mention of women except when
the advent of sons is announced.45
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Cady Stanton confronted a well-known passage, the first Epistle to
the Corinthians, in which Paul admonished men to “Let your women
keep silence in the churches; for it is not permitted unto them to speak;
but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law.”46

She professed that Paul was advising women to consult their husbands
at home, rather than in the church, where controversial issues often
arose. She concluded, however, “There is such a wide difference of opin-
ion on this point among wise men, that perhaps it would be as safe to
leave women to be guided by their own unassisted common sense.”47

Although her analysis of Paul’s injunction was less condemnatory than
it might have been, she had more to say about his treatment of women
in her commentary on Genesis. She claimed that he had spoken of equal-
ity as the very soul and essence of Christianity when he said, “There is
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither
male nor female; for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.” She went on to ob-
serve, “With this recognition of the feminine element in the Godhead in
the Old Testament, and this declaration of the equality of the sexes in
the New, we may well wonder at the contemptible status woman occu-
pies in the Christian Church of to-day.”48

The Woman’s Bible is also replete with parallels between customs
and behavior in the Old Testament and those of the nineteenth century.
Those parallels consistently drew attention to the injustice and, indeed,
the inconsistency that ran through the exalted view of the production
and care of children, a responsibility of women, and the degrading
treatment of women and the low position to which they were assigned.
For example, in regard to Rachel’s wish for a son, in Genesis, Chapter
25, Cady Stanton remarked on the paradox of the importance of chil-
dren in society and the essential role of women in their bearing and
rearing, on the one hand, and, on the other, the denigration of women:

[W]omen who had no children were objects of pity and dislike among
the Jewish tribes. The Jews of to-day . . . believe in the home sphere
for all women, that wifehood and motherhood are the most exalted of-
fices. If they really so considered, why does every Jew on each returning
Holy Day say in reading the service, “I thank thee, oh Lord! That I was
not born a woman!”? And if Gentiles are of the same opinion, why do
they consider the education of boys more important than that of girls?
Surely those who are to fill the most responsible offices should have the
most thorough and liberal education.49
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Cady Stanton also frequently took the opportunity to draw a practi-
cal lesson from her interpretation of biblical passages for women in the
nineteenth century. Concluding her commentary on Rachel’s death after
the birth of her son, she admonished that, although most women prefer
the “home sphere” and a “strong right arm on which to lean,”

Even good husbands sometimes die, and the family drifts out on the
great ocean of life, without chart or compass, or the least knowledge of
the science of navigation. In such emergencies the woman trained to
self-protection, self-independence, and self-support holds the vantage
ground against all theories on the home sphere.50

In addition, her commentary on Exodus underlined one of the funda-
mental contradictions in the lives of women, who “have had no voice in
the canon law, the catechisms, the church creeds and discipline,” yet are
expected to obey the rules of a “strictly masculine religion, that places
the sex at a disadvantage in all life’s emergencies.”51 Thus, in matters of
religion just as in secular affairs, women were excluded from participat-
ing in the creation of the laws that they were forced to obey.

In response to a letter the Revising Committee received claiming that
it was ridiculous for women to attempt to revise the Bible, Cady Stan-
ton, in the Introduction to Part I, drew attention to the parallels be-
tween the treatment of women in the Scriptures and their condition un-
der the laws of the nineteenth century. Both needed to be changed to
take women into account:

Why is it more ridiculous for women to protest against her present sta-
tus in the Old and New Testament, in the ordinances and discipline of
the church, than in the statutes and constitution of the state? Why is it
more ridiculous to arraign ecclesiastics for their false teaching and acts
of injustice to women, than members of Congress and the House of
Commons? Why is it more audacious to review Moses than Blackstone,
the Jewish code of laws, than the English system of jurisprudence?52

Cady Stanton’s tone throughout The Woman’s Bible was acerbic and
irreverent. For example, she compared the combatants in the Civil War
with the Jews, noting that they both used the Bible to support their
position:
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In making a God after their own image, who approved of whatever
they did, the Jews did not differ much from ourselves; the men of our
day talk too as if they reflected the opinions of Jehovah on the vital
questions of the hour. In our late civil war both armies carried the Bible
in their knapsacks, and both alike prayed to the same God for victory,
as if he could be in favor of slavery and against it at the same time.53

She also spoke disparagingly of the people of the Old Testament who
had no written language and were, therefore, “fitting subjects for all
manner of delusions and superstitions.” Why, she wondered, should the
religious thought of her time be influenced by the customs and opinions
of “this ignorant people”?54

Cady Stanton’s attack on organized religion and her commentary on
the Bible represent a further development of her earlier ideas about the
foundations of women’s subordination that was fully consistent with
her argument that the vote was only one of a vast array of reforms
that were needed to end women’s subordination. Her critique of the
Bible was also consistent with the radical strain of her thought. Unlike
most of the other woman’s rights activists, she believed that for women
to achieve equality, fundamental cultural, social, and political change
would be necessary, including basic reform in organized religion that
would end the tradition of assigning women a secondary role.

There was also a strategic element to Cady Stanton’s revision of the
Bible. She essentially agreed with the clergy and with women who were
opposed to suffrage that the Bible prescribed a limited and subservient
role for women—it was, indeed, an obstacle to progress for women.
Accordingly, she did her best to make clear that there was no reason to
respect the Bible any more than any other book written by men, any
laws written by men, or any customs established and perpetuated by
men. Consequently, it was quite easy for her to dismiss passages in the
Bible that trivialized or ignored women’s contributions. For example, as
she wrote of the account of the birth of Moses in Exodus, she could dis-
miss the ideas of the authors of the Bible regarding the role of women:

The only value of these records to us is to show the character of the
Jewish nation, and make it easy for us to reject their ideas as to the true
status of woman, and their pretension of being guided by the hand of
God, in all their devious wanderings. Surely such teachings as these,
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should have no influence in regulating the lives of women in the nine-
teenth century.55

In spite of the NAWSA’s condemnation of The Woman’s Bible and
the negative reaction from the religious establishment, it was a best-
seller—it went through seven printings in six months and was trans-
lated into several other languages.56 Most of the substance of the com-
mentary is generally accepted today. But if women had read it in the
1890s and had been empowered to take action, it could have had a
transforming impact on organized religion in the United States. The
Woman’s Bible was, at any rate, as one of Cady Stanton’s biographers
noted, “most important as another declaration of Stanton’s indepen-
dence, representing her intellectual freedom from religious authority
and the culmination of her personal theology.”57

In regard to the multiple traditions, The Woman’s Bible generally
took a liberal approach in attacking the ascriptivist religious tradition
that had, as Cady Stanton noted, dishonored womanhood.58 Moreover,
her repeated comparisons of the stories in the Bible with contemporary
issues concerning women comported with liberal ideas insofar as she
assumed the position that women should strive to be more like men in
order to achieve success. In her commentary on the parable of the ten
virgins in the Book of Matthew, for example, she emphasized the im-
portance of self-improvement, development through education, and the
ability to be self-supporting. The wise virgins—those who brought oil
to light their lamps—“are the women who to-day are close upon the
heels of man in the whole realm of thought, in art, in science, in litera-
ture and in government. . . . They fill the editors’ and the professors’
chairs, plead at the bar of justice, walk the wards of the hospital, and
speak from the pulpit and the platform.”59

Like her other work, however, The Woman’s Bible also reflected re-
publican themes when it emphasized the need for women—“the moth-
ers of the race”—to participate in public life in order to redress the im-
balance of power that the male monopoly in both church and state had
created. The extent to which Cady Stanton criticized the customs and
morals of the people of the Bible was consistent with her purpose of re-
vealing it as a document that was written by men interested in establish-
ing and maintaining their power over women. Her willingness to attack
an institution that was at the center of American culture points to the
radical element of her thought. The tone of her commentary, insofar as
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it underlined men’s determination to establish their own power at the
expense of women, was similar to the position that radical feminists
would take in the twentieth century. In addition, her depiction of the
characters of the Old Testament as ignorant, primitive people lent her
commentary an ethnocentric—even anti-Semitic—ascriptive flavor.

Conclusion

Cady Stanton’s increasing isolation from the woman’s rights movement
was in large part a result of her refusal to limit her agenda for reform to
woman suffrage, as the other leaders had done by the end of the nine-
teenth century. Thoroughly convinced that legal reform alone would
never be sufficient to end women’s oppression, she remained committed
to a wide range of reforms that would improve women’s position. Her
critique of religion and The Woman’s Bible reveal the depth of Cady
Stanton’s understanding of the profound cultural sources of women’s
subordination. Her commitment to multiple reforms, her condemnation
of organized religion, and her critique of the Bible confirm the radical
element of her thought insofar as they exemplify not only her willing-
ness to challenge the legitimacy of the most respected religious institu-
tions but also her thoroughgoing conviction that women’s equality
could be achieved only through fundamental social, cultural, and politi-
cal change.

Not the Word of God But the Work of Men | 195



“In the Long Weary March, 
Each One Walks Alone”
Evolution and Anglo-Saxonism at 
Century’s End

Introduction

This chapter continues to examine Cady Stanton’s work during the last
twenty years of her life. Here I turn to the impact that the doctrines
of social Darwinism and Anglo-Saxonism had on her arguments. The
growing popularity of evolutionary theory had a double-pronged im-
pact on the development of her ideas during the last twenty years of
the nineteenth century. First, it raised serious questions about the viabil-
ity of the literal interpretation of the Bible and thus encouraged some
scholars and members of the clergy to begin to analyze Scripture so that
it could coexist with Darwin’s arguments about the origins of life. Such
developments in religious thought also encouraged Cady Stanton, who
had long been critical of the way organized religion contributed to the
oppression of women, to embark on her project to analyze the Bible
as a history written by men who were intent on glorifying members of
their sex and disempowering women. That project, as we saw in chap-
ter 8, culminated in The Woman’s Bible and led to Cady Stanton’s com-
plete separation from the organized movement for women’s rights.

The second prong of the impact of Darwinism, and the subject of this
chapter, was to bring more ascriptivism to Cady Stanton’s thought from
the 1880s until her death. Many of the legal and political developments
during this period, such as the end of Reconstruction, the legalization of
Jim Crow, the disfranchisement of black men in the South and the virtu-
ally complete exclusion of black people from economic life there, and
restrictions on immigration were fully consistent with the inegalitarian
ideas that dominated intellectual, legal, and political life during the last
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twenty years of the nineteenth century. Evolutionary theory, in combi-
nation with the Anglo-Saxonism that posited the superiority of white,
native-born Americans over black people and foreigners, lent credibility
to ascriptive doctrines and helped to justify racially exclusionary poli-
cies. As we saw in chapter 6, the growing popularity of evolutionary
theory encouraged women’s rights leaders to emphasize sexual as well
as racial difference in an attempt to lessen the threat of woman suffrage
to white control of the political system.1

Social Darwinism and Anglo-Saxonism: 
Evolution and Hierarchy

The social Darwinism that became a major intellectual force during
the last twenty years of the twentieth century diverged in major ways
from the Positivism of August Comte that had influenced Cady Stan-
ton’s thought in the second half of the 1860s and throughout the 1870s.
Although Comte’s system of thought included a theory of evolution,
it was one that was much different from that which came to be a cen-
tral element in social Darwinism. Comte’s Positivism focused on change
through cultural transmission, rather than through biological change.
Without specifying the process by which it would occur, he argued that
actions could become fixed in an individual and in humanity and that, if
the actions were constantly repeated, they could reproduce themselves
spontaneously.2 Also absent from Comte’s system were the mechanisms
of natural selection and survival of the fittest that were so important to
social Darwinism. In Comte’s theory of the evolution of society, since
human society was moving toward altruism and harmony, there was no
room for warfare, colonialism, or class conflict—phenomena that were
central to the worldview of social Darwinism.

At the same time that the ideas of social Darwinism were gaining
popularity, thereby supplanting Positivism, Cady Stanton’s arguments
began to shift. Although her ideas retained elements of the earlier Posi-
tivism, particularly with regard to the importance of science and the
important role of the “feminine element,” by the 1880s they had be-
gun to reflect more clearly the principles of social Darwinism. Indeed,
she mentioned reading Darwin and Herbert Spencer in 1882.3 She was
by then, however, apparently already familiar with Spencer’s work. In
April 1866, she wrote to Robert Dale Owen praising Spencer’s “grand
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philosophy of life.” She referred to him as a friend who had sent her
“the program of his ‘System of Synthetic Philosophy’” and averred that
his ideas were “teaching us to lose sight of ourselves and our burdens in
the onward march of the race.”4

In the remainder of this section, I consider some of the most impor-
tant aspects of social Darwinism and its racial variant, as well as the set
of overlapping beliefs that came to be known as Anglo-Saxonism. I ex-
amine these doctrines at some length because of the enormous influence
they had on Cady Stanton’s work during the last years of the nineteenth
century. In part because they were purported to be based on immutable
principles of science, theories positing hereditary differences in intelli-
gence and the capacity for self-government based on race, ethnicity, sex,
and national origin easily supplanted the tradition of democratic egali-
tarianism and natural rights. Rogers M. Smith noted that this new form
of ascriptive inegalitarianism was so widely accepted that “More and
more, evolution made old notions of unchanging individual natural
rights seem like reassuring fairy tales. The hard truth seemed to be that
all individuals and groups were engaged in a bitter struggle to survive
amid an unfriendly nature.”5

Darwin’s biological theory about how species change over long peri-
ods of time, published in The Origin of Species, in 1859, marked the
beginning of a revolution in ideas in American thought.6 While earlier
thinkers, including Comte, had worked within an evolutionary frame-
work, Darwin’s theory was far more specific about the role of heredity,
more scientific, and thus it commanded more respect. According to his
theory of natural selection, individuals within a single species differed
slightly. Some individuals possessed traits that proved to be advanta-
geous in the competitive struggle for survival against other members of
their own as well as other species, as measured by their survival and re-
productive success. These useful characteristics were transmitted to de-
scendants, producing gradual change—evolution. Darwin did not apply
his theory of natural selection to human beings in The Origin of Spe-
cies, but in The Descent of Man, which he published in 1871, he made
it explicit that human beings, no less than animals, are shaped by nat-
ural selection. It was also in The Descent of Man that Darwin expressed
the view that some races were superior to others and that the “more
civilized” Anglo-Saxons would eventually prevail over others who were
savages and who were arrested in a primitive stage of development.7

The ideology that came to be called social Darwinism posited that
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the principles of Darwin’s theory of natural selection extended to hu-
mans’ social existence. Although it was derived from Darwin’s basic
principles, social Darwinism included the ideas of a number of other
philosophers and popularizers in the United States as well as abroad.8

The English philosopher Herbert Spencer coined the phrase “survival
of the fittest,” which came to replace Darwin’s own “natural selection”
in the lexicon of social Darwinism. Spencer’s first book, Social Statics,
which he published in 1850,9 presented an evolutionary approach that
preceded Darwin’s publication of his own work. In Spencer’s initial con-
ception, evolution was a process by which, through mechanical forces
and scientific laws, organisms adapt to their environment. That adapta-
tion was leading toward an ideal, a perfect equilibrium: “evolution can
end only in the establishment of the greatest perfection and the most
complete happiness.”10 As humans and society evolved, harmony and
peace would replace the struggle for existence.

In his later work, however, Spencer replaced the idea that society
was evolving toward an ideal with a conception of man and nature in a
state of continual and endless flux. Struggle, suffering, and pain became
recurring themes in Spencer’s work by the 1870s, and he treated them
as suitable punishments for the unwise governmental policies that at-
tempted to assist large numbers of people who had not adapted to the
requirements of modern social life. Thus, in his view, England’s Poor
Laws were simply hindrances to the survival of the fittest. He argued
that governments should not interfere with the natural process of the
social order: “To aid the bad in multiplying is, in effect, the same as ma-
liciously providing for our descendants a multitude of enemies.”11 And
even more explicitly: “If left to operate in all its sternness the principle
of the survival of the fittest . . . would quickly clear away the de-
graded.”12 When applied to individuals and groups in society, the
themes of “struggle for existence” and “survival of the fittest” suggested
that nature, rather than government, “would provide that the best com-
petitors in a competitive situation would win and that this process
would lead to continuing improvement.”13 Thus, in Spencer’s scheme,
struggle was a natural phenomenon that provided the means for prog-
ress and that was, consequently, both inevitable and beneficial in human
society.

In a time when reformers, most notably the Populists during the last
decade of the nineteenth century, were challenging the policy of laissez-
faire, social Darwinism became an enormously influential ideology that
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supported free markets and opposed doctrines of equality. It reinforced
the status quo by placing the force of scientific theory behind beliefs
that were already widely held. Widely disseminated, social Darwin-
ism became a conservative ascriptive ideology that was extremely effec-
tive in justifying the extreme economic inequality of the late nineteenth
century.

William Graham Sumner, a former Episcopalian minister who, in
1872, became a professor of political and social science at Yale, was the
most influential popularizer of social Darwinism in the United States.
He spread the ideas to his large following of students and the academic
community by publishing essays in scholarly journals and to a wider au-
dience with his contributions to newspapers and popular magazines. In
1883, Sumner published What Social Classes Owe to Each Other, uti-
lizing Darwinian concepts to support a policy of laissez-faire. Life is a
never-ending struggle against nature for existence, he explained. There
are certain “ills” that are a natural part of that struggle. Consequently,
Sumner admonished, efforts to use the government to improve the con-
ditions of those who have not been successful in the struggle—the weak
and the poor—are useless. Indeed, efforts at reform are worse than use-
less because they threaten to disturb the natural order of society. Gov-
ernment regulation to improve the lives of the most unfortunate would
infringe on the rights of the successful, industrious members of society,
pulling down the fit and lifting up the unfit.

An uncompromising extreme individualism ran through Sumner’s
thought. He imagined an ideal, unfettered individual—responsible only
to himself and his family:

[E]very man and woman in society has one big duty. That is, to take
care of his or her own self. This is a social duty. For fortunately, the
matter stands so that the duty of making the best of one’s self individu-
ally is not a separate thing from the duty of filling one’s place in society,
but the two are one, and the latter is accomplished when the former is
done.14

A fundamental opposition between liberty and equality was also cen-
tral to Sumner’s system of ideas. From his perspective, liberty is possible
only if government maintains a policy of laissez-faire and allows the
resulting inequality to persist, for “if we lift any man up we must have
a fulcrum, or point of reaction. In society that means that to lift one
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man up we push another down.”15 As he explained, if there is liberty,
everyone has a chance, but many will not make use of that chance.
“Therefore, the greater the chances the more unequal will be the for-
tune of these two sets of men. So it ought to be in all justice and right
reason.”16 Liberty, he contended, guarantees the “general and steady
growth of civilization and advancement of society by and through its
best members.”17 In contrast, equality among individuals does not exist,
and if the government were to try to impose it, the result would be sur-
vival of the least fit and the destruction of liberty. In short, there are two
alternatives: “liberty, inequality, survival of the fittest; [or] not-liberty,
equality, survival of the unfittest. The former carries society forward
and favors all its best members; the latter carries society downwards
and favors all its worst members.”18

Progress was natural, according to Sumner. Civilization had evolved
from a system of slavery through serfdom to the modern capitalist sys-
tem. That modern system had been reached through a gradual process
of emancipation from the old bonds of nature and society. The modern
industrial system was by far superior to older arrangements insofar as it
offered opportunities for happiness to everyone, but every individual
had to earn that happiness. Moreover, according to Sumner, no one
could be assured of success—there could be no guarantees “unless we
go back to slavery, and make one man’s effort conduce to another man’s
welfare.”19 Finally, there was a harsh determinism running through
Sumner’s thought, as well as that of other social Darwinists. It was in-
evitable that there would always be winners and losers in society, he
maintained. Those who were not equipped with the natural qualities
that rendered an individual fit to survive the conditions of existence
were destined to fail.

The ideology that came to be known as Anglo-Saxonism in the late
nineteenth century maintained that there were superior and inferior
races and that the latter would be eliminated in the never-ending strug-
gle for survival. Anglo-Saxonism was commonly used to support claims
that the government needed to limit the number of people arriving
in the United States whose appearance was strange, language incom-
prehensible, and customs unfamiliar to most Americans. Consequently,
America’s previous tradition of open immigration gave way to exclu-
sionary policies, backed by “scientific” theories of the inferiority of
nonwhite people, that were blatantly racist. Anglo-Saxonism grounded
the perception of Americans as a chosen people—part of the American
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political tradition since the Puritans arrived in the seventeenth century
—in ascriptivist notions of racial superiority. Prominent historians
claimed that modern democratic institutions could be traced to Anglo-
Saxons who brought their understanding and instinct for democracy
from northern Europe to New England. The assertion that the instinct
for democracy and liberty was hereditary was consistent with Darwin-
ian theory and came to be a major tenet of Anglo-Saxonism. It stood to
reason, therefore, that because of the hereditary nature of the capacity
for liberty and democracy, those who were not Anglo-Saxons could
never acquire it.20

Various proposals for restrictions on immigration relied on the the-
ory of Anglo-Saxon superiority. For example, Senator Henry Cabot
Lodge introduced bills in both houses of Congress to exclude from the
United States those who could not read and write in their own lan-
guage. In a speech he made in 1895 before the Senate, Lodge claimed
that the literacy requirement would exclude primarily those who were
“most alien” to the people of the United States—Italians, Russians,
Poles, Hungarians, Greeks, and Asians. One race is clearly distinguish-
able from another, he asserted, by its moral and intellectual characteris-
tics, which “make the soul of the race, and which represent the product
of all its past, the inheritance of all its ancestors, and the motives of all
its conduct.”21 Unrestricted immigration posed a threat to the Anglo-
Saxon race, he explained, because “[i]f a lower race mixes with a higher
in sufficient numbers, history teaches us that the lower race will pre-
vail.”22 Although Cady Stanton explicitly disagreed with Lodge’s liter-
acy bill, characterizing it as arbitrary and detrimental to the interests of
women, she supported a literacy test for suffrage, and, as we will see in
the next section, made a number of statements that echoed the anti-im-
migrant sentiment of Anglo-Saxonism.

In The Descent of Man, Darwin pointed to the policy implications of
hereditarian theory when he complained that the principles of natural
selection were not operating in modern society insofar as “the weak
members of civilized society propagate their kind.”23 It was Darwin’s
cousin, Francis Galton, however, who would develop those implications
fully. He coined the term “eugenics” in 1883, hypothesizing that hered-
ity determined the mental and physical characteristics of human beings,
and argued that social controls should be used to reduce the numbers of
undesirable elements in the population and to encourage the reproduc-
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tion of the more positive elements. The eugenics movement did not take
hold until the beginning of the twentieth century, when eugenics soci-
eties were established in the United States. Nevertheless, as we will see
in the following section, a number of Cady Stanton’s arguments in the
1880s and 1890s incorporated principles of eugenics.

It was also in the 1880s that American academics, building on Euro-
pean work in criminology, began to develop a new field of scholarly
study—criminal anthropology—that added fuel to the hereditarian
thesis. Most simply, it asserted, criminality was biologically determined
—it was inherited. By the beginning of the twentieth the century social
scientists were claiming that there was a link between lower intelli-
gence (weak minds) and weak morals. Criminals had inherited their
defects. The policy implications were clear. No efforts to improve the
life chances for such individuals by changing their environment had a
chance of succeeding, so no such efforts should be made. Moreover,
since criminal traits were inherited, such people should not be allowed
to reproduce.

Cady Stanton’s earlier associate and friend Victoria Woodhull pub-
lished a series of essays in 1870 in which she argued that evolution was
central to an understanding of society. She wrote: “The same laws that
govern the growth and multiply the plant also govern society and multi-
ply it. The same laws that bring fruit to perfection and dissolution per-
fect and dissolve societies. The same laws that produce and control the
units of the animal kingdom produce and control the units of society.”24

Later, in the early 1890s, when she was living in England, Woodhull
published a number of essays in which she expressed views that would
later be advanced by eugenicists. For example, she advocated govern-
mental policies that would put the “first principle of the breeder’s art”
into practice. That is, governments should prevent the birth of unfit
people and encourage the breeding of the fit. She averred that “A hu-
manitarian government would stigmatise the marriages of the unit as
crimes; it would legislate to prevent the birth of the criminal rather than
legislate to punish him after he is born.”25

Cady Stanton saw Woodhull for the last time in London in 1882
when Woodhull called on her in her hotel.26 Woodhull’s writings on eu-
genics are worth noting because they anticipated the arguments that
later eugenicists would promulgate, but, more important for present
purposes, they attest to the spread of hereditarian thinking. Although
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Cady Stanton was likely to have been familiar with Woodhull’s writings
in the 1870s because the latter was at that time associated with the
NWSA, she may or may not have run across Woodhull’s later work.

Darwinian Theory and Sexual Difference

In the late nineteenth century, Darwinian theory elevated the traditional
belief that women and men had different natures to the level of scien-
tific theory. In The Descent of Man, Darwin observed that “Woman
seems to differ from man in mental disposition, chiefly in her greater
tenderness and less selfishness.” Men were more competitive, ambi-
tious, and selfish—qualities that “seem to be his natural and unfortu-
nate birthright.” He pointed to a marked disparity in intellectual power
demonstrated by “man’s attaining to a higher eminence, in whatever he
takes up, than can woman—whether requiring deep thought, reason, or
imagination, or merely the uses of the senses and the hands.”27 Dar-
win’s theory of sexual selection accounted for what he considered to be
women’s inferiority. The rivalry between men over the centuries had
made them superior to women; even though in the nineteenth century
men no longer had to engage in physical contests over women, men
“generally undergo a severe struggle in order to maintain themselves
and their families; and this will tend to keep up or even increase their
mental powers, and as a consequence the present inequality between the
sexes.”28 Similarly, social Darwinists maintained that sex differences
were immutable, rooted as they were in the long process of sexual selec-
tion. Evolution had produced strong, energetic, competitive men suited
for public life. Women, according to the theory, lagged behind men in
evolutionary development, were childlike, delicate, and passive, needed
men’s protection, and functioned well only in the home.

Darwinism seemed to place the doctrine of separate spheres beyond
question—nature had limited women’s capabilities to those that re-
volved around caring for home and children, whereas it had endowed
men with the energy, creativity, and intellect to run businesses and gov-
ernments. Indeed, antisuffrage arguments commonly reflected the influ-
ence of social Darwinism. Spencer himself declared women unfit for po-
litical participation on the grounds that their mental development was
limited—arrested by nature to preserve their energy for reproduction.29
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At the same time that evolutionary theory was purporting to raise
traditional beliefs about women’s inferiority to the level of immutable
scientific laws, social scientists and woman’s rights leaders were using
the Darwinian framework in a subversive way to challenge those beliefs.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who is best known for her book Women and
Economics, which she published in 1898, worked within the evolu-
tionary framework to challenge women’s subordination. Conceding that
men were far ahead of women, Gilman traced the cause to a time in hu-
man prehistory when females became dependent on males for food and
shelter. Thereafter, a woman’s survival rested on her ability to attract
and hold a husband, and marriage became a female’s economic way of
life.30 Women’s dependence over the centuries, she contended, had ren-
dered them stunted, crippled, deformed, contaminated, and imbalanced.
Their personalities had become distorted in the process of cultivating
the characteristics that were needed to attract and retain male support.
The debased state of women was harmful to them, Gilman emphasized,
rendering it impossible for them to grow into mature human beings
capable of living full, productive lives. The shift in the woman’s rights
movement in the last years of the nineteenth century away from a reli-
ance on ideas of natural rights and equality to support their demand for
the vote toward arguments based on women’s special qualities that ren-
dered their participation essential to the progress and health of society
reflects the same subversive use of popular views, including evolution-
ary theory.

Cady Stanton’s Ideas in the Final Years

Those intellectual currents had a profound impact on Cady Stanton’s
work during the last twenty years of her life. She adopted the evolution-
ary framework of social Darwinism, the hereditarian understanding of
social pathologies that the eugenics movement would later employ, an
extreme individualism that was akin to Sumner’s, and the prejudices of
Anglo-Saxonism. In addition, the increasing emphasis she placed on ar-
guments that women were morally superior to men and were, conse-
quently, needed in the public sphere coincided with the rise of first Posi-
tivism and then social Darwinism, with its contention that women and
men had immutable differences rooted in the evolutionary past. She did
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not, however, adopt social Darwinism’s insistence on the necessity of
laissez-faire and continued to argue that government had an important
role to play in bringing an end to women’s oppression. Indeed, she con-
tinued to adhere to the Positivist insistence that society should be or-
dered according to scientific principles. Thus, Positivism and social Dar-
winism both had a major influence on Cady Stanton’s work in the last
twenty years of the twentieth century.

In the terms of the Multiple-Traditions Thesis, Cady Stanton’s work
from the 1880s until her death continued to reflect an interaction among
liberal, republican, ascriptive Americanist, and radical arguments. But,
while liberal principles of natural rights and equality were still discerni-
ble in her arguments, the illiberal strains continued to grow more pro-
nounced.31 As I have emphasized from the outset, like the multiple tra-
ditions that constitute American political culture, the various strands
of Cady Stanton’s political thought were far from consistent. The way
she employed the ascriptivist ideas of social Darwinism, for example,
clashed with her earlier liberal, egalitarian ideas, as well as with other
arguments she made in the 1880s and 1890s.

Her work during the last twenty years of her life also reveals the
importance of the fourth strand of Cady Stanton’s thought: radicalism.
One of the sources of her disagreement with the organized suffrage
movement was her commitment to the need for women to establish
connections with other movements, particularly those that were demo-
cratic and radical, so that they could forge alliances to work for the fun-
damental social and political change that was necessary if women were
to achieve equality. It was crucial, in her view, that women become a
force for radical political change.32 She applauded the Populists in the
1890s and identified herself with the socialist movement in the United
States. She wrote to the NAWSA meeting in 1898: “Those who have
eyes to see recognize the fact that the period for all . . . fragmentary re-
forms has ended. Agitation of the broad question of philosophical so-
cialism is now in order. This next step in progress . . . is now being agi-
tated by able thinkers and writers in all civilized countries.”33 Cady
Stanton was also influenced by Fabian socialism, which advocated com-
munity ownership of production. In addition, she applauded coopera-
tive industry and cooperative unions and was interested in experiments
in cooperative living in communities like Brook Farm. She also empha-
sized the sharing of cleaning, cooking, and child care as essential to co-
operative living and advocated apartment complexes with communal
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restaurants and recreation rooms.34 Populism, socialism, cooperation,
and radical social change were all fundamentally out of tune with the
extreme individualist spirit of social Darwinism.

Departing from the ascriptive racial approach she had used in earlier
years and returning to liberalism, Cady Stanton made a number of state-
ments in which she expressed her support for the rights of all classes
and races of women. In 1890, for example, addressing the founding
meeting of the NAWSA, she proclaimed:

Wherever and whatever any class of women suffer whether in the
home, the church, the courts, in the world of work, in the statute
books, a voice in their behalf should be heard in our conventions. We
must manifest a broad catholic spirit for all shades of opinion in which
we may differ and recognize the equal right of parties, sects and races,
tribes and colors. Colored women, Indian women, Mormon women
and women from every quarter of the globe have been heard in these
Washington conventions and I trust they always will be.35

Identifying the source of the “race problem” as a failure to apply the
principle of emancipation, she admonished, “[W]e had better make a
stand on the Freedman and demand justice for him as well as ourselves.
It is justice, and that alone that can end the impossible conflict between
freedom and slavery going on in every nation on the globe.”36

The predominance of the liberal egalitarian theme in her comments
at the 1890 NAWSA meeting is noteworthy for several reasons. First,
as Suzanne M. Marilley has argued, Cady Stanton may have been at-
tempting to revive the more egalitarian, natural rights emphasis of the
antebellum woman’s rights movement—though clearly her effort was
unsuccessful.37 Second, her admonition to the suffrage activists to keep
the movement broadly focused underlines her irreconcilable differences
with the organized suffrage movement, which had already chosen the
strategy of narrowing its focus to women’s enfranchisement. Finally,
when considered in conjunction with many of the other arguments she
used during this period, her comments at the 1890 meeting underscore
the extent to which her arguments included multiple and conflicting
strands of ideas.

Generally, when Cady Stanton spoke or wrote in support of woman
suffrage in the 1880s, she began with a claim that suffrage is a natural
right. But she quickly moved to other kinds of arguments. In a paper
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she addressed to the Senate Committee on Woman Suffrage in 1884, for
example, she emphasized the theme of individual autonomy and natural
rights: “The right of suffrage is simply the right to govern one’s self.
Every human being is born into the world with this right, and the desire
to exercise it comes naturally with the feeling of life’s responsibilities.”38

But she then shifted to a republican argument that women’s public
spiritedness had earned them full citizenship: “[A]nd yet, under all cir-
cumstances she has shown her love of individual freedom, her desire for
self-government, while her achievements in practical affairs and her
courage in the great emergencies of life have vindicated her capacity
to exercise this right.”39 Just as in the earlier periods, Cady Stanton’s
republican themes appeared alongside liberal arguments. For example,
she asserted, “The right of suffrage in a republic means self-govern-
ment, and self-government means education, development, self-reliance,
independence, courage in the hour of danger. That women may attain
these virtues we demand the exercise of this right.”40 She concluded her
address on an ascriptive note with a reference to the dangers of granting
privileges to the wrong kind of men—“a lower type of manhood.”41

The pattern of her speeches—moving from liberal and republican and
then to ascriptivist arguments—suggests that she was using language of
liberalism, yet had more interest in the other approaches that reflected
the dominant ideology of the last twenty years of the nineteenth century.

The ascriptivist spirit of Anglo-Saxonism is a clear theme running
through her demands for suffrage during the 1880s, and, in fact, she
continued to engage in antiforeign rhetoric for the rest of her life. One
of the most telling examples is in her address before the Senate Commit-
tee on Woman Suffrage in 1888, in which she compared educated
women—who despite their superiority could not vote—with immi-
grants who were clearly unworthy of the political rights they had been
given:

Landing in New York one week ago, I saw 400 steerage passengers
leave the vessel. Dull-eyed, heavy-visaged, stooping with huge burdens
and oppressions endured in the Old World, they stood in painful con-
trast with the group of brilliant women on their way to the Interna-
tional Council here in Washington. I thought, as this long line passed
by, of the speedy transformation the genial influences of equality would
effect in the appearance of these men, of the new dignity they would
acquire with a voice in the laws under which they live, and I rejoiced
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for them; but bitter reflections filled my mind when I thought that these
men are the future rulers of our daughters; these will interpret the civil
and criminal codes by which they will be governed; these will be our
future judges and jurors to try young girls in our courts, for trial by a
jury of her peers has never yet been vouchsafed to woman. Here is a
right so ancient that it is difficult to trace its origin history, a right so
sacred that the humblest criminal may choose his juror. But alas for the
daughters of the people, their judges, advocates, jurors, must be men,
and for them there is no appeal.42

The antiforeign rhetoric continued in the address Cady Stanton wrote
for the NAWSA convention three years later, in 1891. She lamented,
“That all orders of foreigners also rank politically above the most in-
telligent, highly-educated women—native-born Americans—is indeed
the most bitter drop in the cup of our grief which we are compelled to
swallow.”43 The theme of Anglo-Saxonism is even more pronounced in
the address she wrote for the House Judiciary Committee in 1896. Al-
though she began with a liberal-based reference to women’s “natural
right to self-government,” she quickly turned to reiterate the notion of
white women’s superiority in her image of “two classes of citizens”—ig-
norant, drunken, corrupt, voting immigrants:

[A] multitude of coarse, ignorant beings, designated in our constitutions
as male citizens—many of them fresh from the steerage of incoming
steamers. There, too, are natives of the same type from the slums of our
cities. Policemen are respectfully guiding them all to the ballot box.
Those who can not stand, because of their frequent potations, are care-
fully supported on either side, each in turn depositing his vote, for what
purpose he neither knows nor cares, except to get the promised bribe.44

In contrast to those degraded, ignorant males were the native-born, re-
fined women, with the education and experience, as well as the family
background, that rendered them fully capable of making a positive con-
tribution:

[A] group of intelligent, moral, highly-cultivated women, whose ances-
tors for generations have fought the battles of liberty and have made
this country all it is to-day. These come from the schools and colleges
as teachers and professors; from the press and pulpit as writers and
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preachers; from the courts and hospitals as lawyers and physicians; and
from happy and respectable homes as honored mothers, wives and sis-
ters. Knowing the needs of humanity subjectively in all the higher walks
of life, and objectively in the world of work, in the charities, in the asy-
lums and prisons, in the sanitary condition of our streets and public
buildings, they are peculiarly fitted to write, speak and vote intelligently
on all these questions of such vital, far-reaching consequence to the wel-
fare of society.45

Describing how those women were forced to withdraw in humiliation
as officials jeered and policemen drove them away from the ballot box,
Cady Stanton lamented that never before had “so large a class of such
a character [been] subordinated politically to the ignorant masses.”46

Aileen Kraditor asserted that those comments marked Cady Stanton’s
repudiation of the liberal natural rights argument for suffrage. Instead
of arguing that everyone had the right to participate in governing, she
suggested that women deserved the vote because of their superior quali-
ties. While the cultivated ladies were morally and intellectually qualified
to vote, clearly the degraded, ignorant men were not. In addition, her
remarks implied that educated women were capable of voting for both
groups because they knew what was in the interest of the men much
better than the men themselves did.47 The ascriptivist quality of Cady
Stanton’s claims for woman suffrage stands in clear contrast to liberal
egalitarian claims. Still, as we have seen, even in the 1840s her argu-
ments contained strains of illiberal inegalitarianism. Consequently, it is
most accurate to view the developments of Cady Stanton’s arguments as
a nuanced shift in emphasis among the multiple traditions, rather than
as a repudiation of one approach in favor of another.

As noted previously, although Cady Stanton did not agree with pro-
posals to institute a literacy requirement for immigration, she enthusias-
tically advocated a literacy test and a requirement that voters be able to
read and write English. She claimed that she did not have a problem
with newcomers arriving and living in the United States but objected
to “their speedy appearance at the ballot-box and there becoming an
impoverished and ignorant balance of power in the hands of wily poli-
ticians.”48 There was also a strategic element to her advocacy of edu-
cated suffrage—foreign-born men generally did not support woman
suffrage and, as Cady Stanton observed, the “ignorant vote is solid
against woman’s emancipation,” a “hostile force playing football with
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the most sacred rights of one-half of the people.”49 Thus, eliminating
the influence of male immigrants would increase the chances for women
to obtain the vote. In addition, with an educational requirement for suf-
frage, opponents of woman suffrage could no longer claim that the en-
franchisement of women would double the ignorant vote. Indeed, she
reasoned that if voting were limited to educated men and women, the
net effect would be a decrease in the number of uneducated voters.50

That there was a racial element to proposals for literacy qualifications
for suffrage is well known. Although Cady Stanton’s concern seemed to
be primarily with the impact of the foreign vote, she was also aware of
the appeal of her proposal to white Southerners. She wrote in her diary
in January 1895 that the speech she was preparing for the NAWSA con-
vention to be held in Atlanta, Georgia, would be “devoted largely to the
question of immigration, and I air my present belief in an educated suf-
frage open to men and women alike. My view ought to be well received
in a southern city.”51

In addition, Cady Stanton’s support for a literacy requirement might
be interpreted as an expression of the republican principle that the priv-
ilege of citizenship properly belongs to those who are sufficiently en-
lightened to make a contribution to the community. She argued that the
requirement would promote civic virtue by inspiring “our people with a
new sense of their sacred duties as citizens of a republic”52 She also
made the claim in 1894 that a literacy test would make Americans more
homogeneous and that by the time foreigners fulfilled the requirement,
they would know something about American institutions and their na-
tional origin would become irrelevant.53 There are weaknesses in the re-
publican interpretation, however. As Aileen Kraditor, pointed out, Cady
Stanton indicated her desire to eliminate the “foreign vote” as the most
important benefit of an educational qualification. Moreover, the connec-
tion that she made between the English language and democratic insti-
tutions reflected her assumption that Anglo-Saxons had a special capac-
ity for self-government—a standard principle of the popular Anglo-Sax-
onism. In short, her enthusiasm for educated suffrage may well have
been grounded not so much in an interest in promoting literacy as in an
ascriptivist sentiment toward immigrants.54

In spite of the way her arguments reflected the Anglo-Saxonist prej-
udice against foreigners, Cady Stanton reserved most of her aversion
to foreigners who were also males. Indeed, she frequently expressed
support for women of different nationalities, cultures, and religions. In
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her address to the International Council of Women in 1888, she stated
that women of all nationalities have a universal sense of injustice that
creates a common bond between them:

Whether our feet are compressed in iron shoes, our faces hidden with
veils and masks, whether yoked with cows to draw the plow through its
furrows, or classed with idiots, lunatics, and criminals in the laws and
constitutions of the state, the principle is the same, for the humiliations
of spirit are as real as the visible badges of servitude. A difference in
government, religion, laws, and social customs makes but little change
in the relative status of woman to the self-constituted governing classes,
so long as subordination in all nations is the rule of her being. . . .
There is a language of universal significance, more subtle than that used
in the busy marts of trade, that should be called the mother-tongue, by
which with a sigh or a tear, a gesture, a glance of the eye, we know the
experiences of each other in the varied forms of slavery.55

She also alluded to the bond among all women in her frequent com-
ments castigating all religions for oppressing women. For example, she
declared in 1885 that “You may go over the world and you will find that
every form of religion which has breathed upon this earth has degraded
woman. There is not one which has not made her subject to man.”56

Major themes of social Darwinism are also reflected in Cady Stan-
ton’s later work. It is important to keep in mind, however, that while
those themes grew more pronounced in the 1880s and were frequently
connected to the works of Darwin and Spencer, ideas about heredity
and the inevitability of human progress were present in her earlier
speeches and writings. In fact, a general hereditarian theory was at the
core of Cady Stanton’s claim that “The right idea of marriage is at the
foundation of all reforms.”57 Her commitment to reform in the laws
and customs of marriage, dating back to 1848 and never abandoned,
was inextricably intertwined with her conviction that parents passed
characteristics to their children. Heredity was crucial, as she made clear
in a letter to Anthony in 1853:

[L]et [law makers] fine a woman fifty dollars for every child she con-
ceive by a Drunkard. Women have no right to saddle the state with
idiots to be supported by the public. Only look at the statistics of the
idiot asylums, nearly all the offspring of Drunkards. Woman must be
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made to feel that the transmitting of immortal life is a most solemn re-
sponsible act and never should be allowed, except when the parents are
in the highest condition of mind and body.58

By 1870 she had made public her argument that the state should take
steps to prevent the marriage of the morally, physically, and mentally
unfit.59 The same theme was clear in a letter she wrote in 1879 advising
a friend about the proposed marriage of her daughter. Cady Stanton
confided to her friend that one of her concerns would be “whether his
ancestors were strong and vigorous in mind and body. . . . If I were
a mother about to marry a daughter, the distinction of good, hon-
est, healthy blood is the nobility I would most prize in my future son-
in-law.”60

The type of reform in both marriage and divorce that Cady Stanton
long advocated and her concept of self-sovereignty, which would give
women the ability to control their own sexual lives and, thereby, their
reproductive lives, was clearly linked to Darwinian ideas concerning
strategies for improving society. She argued that the reforms she em-
braced would contribute to the progress of the human race insofar as
they would encourage the birth of more healthy, intelligent children. In
a speech that she frequently delivered on the Lyceum circuit in the
1870s, she underlined that theme:

When marriage results from a true union of intellect and spirit and
when Mothers and Fathers give to their holy offices even that prepara-
tion of soul and body that the artist gives to the conception of his
poem, statue or landscape, then will marriage, maternity and paternity
acquire a new sacredness and dignity and a nobler type of manhood
and womanhood will glorify the race!!61

By the 1880s, Cady Stanton’s work reflected even more clearly the
ideas of social Darwinism as she utilized the evolutionary framework
explicitly to link the progress of civilization to the rise of women. In
1882, for example, in a letter to the NWSA convention, she quoted
from a passage in Francis Galton’s Hereditary Genius in which he la-
mented the lack of abilities in people in all stations of life to cope with
modern civilization. She proclaimed, “If the average ability were raised
a grade or two, a new class of statesmen would conduct our complex
affairs at home and abroad, as easily as our best business men now do
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their own private trades and professions. The needs of centralization,
communication and culture call for more brains and mental stamina
than the average of our race possesses.”62 She made clear that women,
with political, legal, social, and economic rights, could make that possi-
ble. Again, in 1898, her letter to the NAWSA convention reiterated the
connection between women’s rights and the progress of society:

Let this generation pay its debt to the past by continuing this great
work until the last vestige of woman’s subjection shall be erased from
our creeds and codes and constitutions. Then the united thought of man
and woman will inaugurate a pure religion, a just government, a happy
home and a civilization in which ignorance, poverty and crime will exist
no more. They who watch behold already the dawn of a new day.63

She made her hereditarian ideas most explicit in an article published in
1901 in which she related principles of Darwin and Galton, declaring
that “heredity is the law,” and reiterated her conviction that it was es-
sential to improve the abilities of future generations: “The needs of cen-
tralization, communication and culture, call for more brains and men-
tal stamina than the average of our race possess.”64 She lamented poli-
cies that had the effect of discouraging the most able individuals from
having children while leaving the weak to continue to reproduce at a
higher rate:

[the] effect would be such as to cause the race of the prudent to fall af-
ter a few centuries into an almost incredible inferiority of numbers to
that of the imprudent, and it is therefore calculated to bring utter ruin
upon the breed of any country where the doctrine prevailed. I protest
against the able being encouraged to withdraw in this way from the
struggle for existence. It may seem monstrous that the weak should be
crowded out by the strong, but it is still monstrous that the races best
fitted to play their part on the stage of life should be crowded out by
the incompetent, the ailing and the desponding.65

The Solitude of Self

In addition to adopting the evolutionary framework of Darwininism,
Cady Stanton’s work in her final years began to reflect the version of in-
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dividualism that ran through Spencer’s and Sumner’s thought. That in-
dividualism differed, both in degree and in kind, from the liberal vision
of the individual who exercises natural rights in pursuit of his or her
own personally defined happiness. The “new” individualism, shaped by
the idea of the survival of the fittest, implied the isolation of each per-
son in the competitive struggle to succeed. Moreover, as Sumner em-
phasized in What Social Classes Owe to Each Other, strong individu-
als acting in vigorous competition with one another would increase the
prospects for the survival of the human race against the harsh forces of
nature. In such a view, unencumbered competition among individuals
was crucial to the progress of civilization. That version of individualism
ran through one of Cady Stanton’s most important speeches, “The Soli-
tude of Self,” which she delivered to the NAWSA convention in 1892.66

She began by evoking an image of woman with rights that belong to
her as an individual, “in a world of her own, the arbiter of her own
destiny, an imaginary Robinson Crusoe, with her woman, Friday, on a
solitary island. Her rights under such circumstances are to use all her
faculties for her own safety and happiness.”67 As citizens, women must
have the same rights as others, and, as “an equal factor in civilization,
her rights and duties are still the same—individual happiness and devel-
opment.”68 She then explained that the “strongest reason” for giving
women equality in all realms of life was “the solitude and personal re-
sponsibility of her own individual life” and “because, as an individ-
ual, she must rely on herself.” Although women might choose to be
protected,

they must make the voyage of life alone, and for safety in an emergency,
they must know something of the laws of navigation. To guide our own
craft, we must be captain, pilot, engineer; with chart and compass to
stand at the wheel; to watch the winds and waves, and know when to
take in the sail, and to read the signs. . . .

It matters not whether the solitary voyager is man or woman; na-
ture, having endowed them equally, leaves them to their own skill and
judgment in the hour of danger, and, if not equal to the occasion, alike
they perish.69

As its title suggests, “The Solitude of Self” is permeated by the theme
that each individual is alone in life and must be equipped with the nec-
essary tools to compete in the struggle for survival. Again and again,
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Cady Stanton warned her audience that the individual is unceasingly
alone in the struggle of life and, therefore, must be prepared: “So it ever
must be in the conflicting scenes of life, in the long weary march, each
one walks alone. We may have many friends, love, kindness, sympathy
and charity, to smooth our pathway in everyday life, but in the tragedies
and triumphs of human experience, each mortal stands alone.”70

Cady Stanton made an easy link between the Darwinian—or Spen-
cerian—never-ending struggle for existence and women’s rights by un-
derscoring how, in a world where each soul must depend wholly on
itself, so long as women were denied equal rights, they would remain
unfit to join the competition and therefore would be destined to lose. If
they remained hampered by such disabilities, women would hold back
the progress of society. Thus, Cady Stanton demonstrated that it was es-
sential for women to be recognized as individuals on an equal footing
with men and to be given equal rights: “Seeing then, that life must ever
be a march and a battle, that each soldier must be equipped for his own
protection, it is the height of cruelty to rob the individual of a single
natural right.”71 The following passage also underlines the interrela-
tionship of women’s rights, the struggle for survival, and the progress of
civilization, as well as the inevitable solitude of the individual:

But when all artificial trammels are removed, and women are recognized
as individuals, responsible for their own environments, thoroughly edu-
cated for all positions in life they may be called to fill; with all the re-
sources in themselves that liberal thought and broad culture can give;
guided by their own conscience and judgment, trained to self-protec-
tion, by a healthy development of the muscular system, and skill in the
use of weapons and defense; and stimulated to self-support by a knowl-
edge of the business world and the pleasure that pecuniary indepen-
dence must ever give; when women are trained in this way, they will in
a measure be fitted for those hours of solitude that come alike to all, . . .
As in our extremity we must depend on ourselves, the dictates of wis-
dom point to complete individual development.72

While Cady Stanton’s revision of her earlier liberal individualism was
consistent with social Darwinism, it was not in itself ascriptive. Indeed,
in her hands it was an argument for women’s equality based not on nat-
ural rights so much as on the importance of equality for the survival of
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the individual and progress for society. Nevertheless, her analysis must
be considered in conjunction with her antiforeign, Anglo-Saxonist per-
spective and her ascriptivist assertions that women’s special qualities
would enable them to improve public life.

Cady Stanton drew on Darwinian ideas to develop her own theory to
explain the development of women’s subordinate position from an evo-
lutionary perspective. In the “Matriarchate,” an essay she wrote for the
meeting of the National Council of Women in 1891, she appealed to
anthropology to support her arguments for women’s equality. Taking
her theory of the Matriarchate, or Mother-Age, from Lewis Henry Mor-
gan’s Ancient Society, she argued that “savage” woman had been free
and independent and the originator of civilization and that woman’s
caring for her children had led to the development of love, altruism, and
domesticity. She rejected the argument, however, that women had been
held back in the evolutionary process as a result of men’s domination
and argued instead that woman’s present inferiority was not an evo-
lutionary but a cultural inheritance—one that could be corrected by
“truer education and by educational devices such as the ballot.”73

Evolutionary thinking is also echoed in some of her most sweeping
statements about the past and the future—in relation to religion, for ex-
ample: “People seem to think we have reached the very end of theology;
but let me say that the future is to be as much purer than the past as our
immediate past has been better than the dark ages.”74 Finally, she envi-
sioned a future in which women had gained their rightful place in the
world: “The true woman is as yet a dream of the future. A just gov-
ernment, a humane religion, a pure social life await her coming. Then,
and not till then, will the golden age of peace and prosperity be ours.”75

Cady Stanton would have known that the “golden age” would not be
a reality during her lifetime. Still, she could contemplate a much im-
proved future populated by humans who had developed to the point
where they could transcend the injustices and inequalities of the nine-
teenth century.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the impact of prevailing intellectual currents
on Cady Stanton’s work during the last two decades of her life. The
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ubiquitous social Darwinism and the overlapping ideology of Anglo-
Saxonism played an important role in pushing her ideas in a more as-
criptive direction. Her own predilections, as well, made Anglo-Saxon-
ism an attractive vehicle for airing her anti-immigrant sentiments. Popu-
lar nativist views reinforced her own inclinations and provided her with
material with which she could articulate her views. Similarly, Cady
Stanton had earlier expressed some of the ideas that were identified
with the social Darwinism that became popular in the 1880s. Social
Darwinism was used by a variety of thinkers of various persuasions to
prescribe progressive reforms, as well as the laissez-faire policies es-
poused by Spencer and Sumner. Thus, the stark, rather pessimistic, indi-
vidualism that Cady Stanton articulated in “The Solitude of Self” was
not determined simply by the fact that she was influenced by social Dar-
winism but rather was a result of the interaction of her own normative
preferences with popular intellectual forces. In short, she made creative
use of the prevailing intellectual forces, utilizing them in a way that was
consistent with her analysis of the problem of women’s subordination
that she had been developing during the previous forty years.
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Multiple Feminisms and 
Multiple Traditions
Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 
American Political Thought

When Cady Stanton died, on October 26, 1902, she was
nearly eighty-seven years old and had been working for women’s rights
for fifty-five years. Women’s lives had changed a great deal during that
half century: the states had changed their laws so that married women
had property rights, and in cases of divorce women could gain custody
of their children, although judges tended to interpret the laws narrowly
out of deference to common-law rules that established the husband
as head of the household.1 Women frequently attended and graduated
from colleges and universities, and a few women had managed to enter
the professions and the clergy. Two of the reforms that were most im-
portant to Cady Stanton, however, had not been achieved. Suffrage was
still eighteen years in the future.2 In addition, a husband still had the
right to demand sex from his wife. In short, the equal union between
two autonomous individuals that Cady Stanton envisioned remained
out of reach for the overwhelming majority of Americans. Moreover,
the doctrine of separate spheres persisted, albeit in a less rigid form, and
religious institutions continued to perpetuate women’s subordination.

At the end of Cady Stanton’s life, the term “feminism” was not yet in
use, and it would be more than ten years before women’s rights advo-
cates began to divide consciously over the ideas, strategies, and goals
that would eventually create the wide variety of feminisms that are so
familiar in the early twenty-first century. As we have seen, Cady Stan-
ton’s work included many arguments that twenty-first century feminists
would consider contradictory, even incoherent. She frequently formu-
lated her arguments in terms that are associated with liberal feminism
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as she argued that women were essentially the same as men and de-
manded equal rights and political and legal reform to end women’s ex-
clusion from public life. She also relied on the argument, apparently
with no idea that she was switching course, that women were different
from and morally superior to men—an argument that difference femi-
nists, radical feminists, and dominance feminists would later embrace.

She often worked within the framework of liberal feminism, using a
conception of women as individuals who had the right to pursue any in-
terest or enterprise that was available to men. Yet her work also reveals
a conception of woman as a sex class—a group that needed to over-
come its false consciousness and that had an obligation to organize for
change. In that part of her work, her ideas are less akin to liberal femi-
nism and more in line with radical and socialist feminisms. Indeed, that
she transcended liberal feminism is evidenced by her statement that
“Our religions, laws, customs are all founded on the belief that woman
was made for man.”3 Cady Stanton’s ideas departed from liberal femi-
nism in the way she constructed her criticisms of religion, marriage, and
the doctrine of the separate spheres so as to go far beyond an empha-
sis on legal change as the solution to inequality. Indeed, her conviction
that fundamental cultural and social change would be necessary before
women’s subordination could end runs though her work.

Instead of attempting to identify Cady Stanton with any one variety
of twenty-first-century feminism, we will do well to simply emphasize
that she devoted most of her life to reforming the laws and the culture
of the United States in order to end women’s oppression. Or, perhaps
paralleling the terms of the multiple traditions, we can say that Cady
Stanton’s work encompassed the multiple feminisms.

The overarching goal of this study of Cady Stanton’s work has been
to demonstrate how her ideas reflect the same tensions that run through
the dynamic of the multiple traditions. The three traditions of liberal-
ism, republicanism, and ascriptive Americanisms combined to form her
political thought. The multiple traditions of American political culture,
what Rogers M. Smith characterized as “a complex pattern of appar-
ently inconsistent combinations of the traditions,”4 are clearly reflected
in Cady Stanton’s long campaign to end women’s subordination. More-
over, her thought reflects a fourth category of ideas, as well. Her radi-
calism emerges in her critique of religion, which began early and cul-
minated in The Woman’s Bible, her views on marriage and divorce, her
association with radical movements and radical people such as free-love
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advocates and Victoria Woodhull, her attempts to form alliances with
other reform movements, including temperance and labor, and her con-
ception of women as a group—what later came to be known as a sex
class. More generally, the radical elements of Cady Stanton’s thought are
revealed by the breadth of her reform vision and by her conviction that
legal and political reform would not be sufficient to end the subordina-
tion of women. Instead, a major transformation in American culture
and society was necessary if women were to gain their rightful place.

We have seen that over time the emphasis shifted in the way Cady
Stanton combined the multiple traditions. In the antebellum years, be-
ginning with the first Woman’s Rights Convention, in 1848, she relied
primarily on liberal claims of natural rights and equality, for example,
modeling the Declaration of Sentiments on the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. Likewise, in her campaign for women’s property rights in New
York, she drew heavily on liberal arguments to convince the legislature
of the need for legal reform. In those early years, the ideas of the aboli-
tionists played an important role in shaping her ideas. Nevertheless, in-
terspersed with her liberal claims were republican and ascriptive (in re-
gard to both race and sex) themes, emphasizing the need for redressing
the imbalance of power created by the male monopoly and pointing out
the advantages that women’s participation would bring to political life.

In the years following the Civil War, when the politics of Reconstruc-
tion severed the link between women’s rights and abolitionism and Pos-
itivism began to influence her work, Cady Stanton’s arguments began to
reflect a stronger ascriptivist emphasis. Finally, in the last twenty years
of her life, the illiberal, inegalitarian strains of her thought became even
more prominent as she drew from popular intellectual currents that
were informed by Darwinian theory.

During the course of Cady Stanton’s long career, a variety of ideolog-
ical, intellectual, and political trends influenced her work, including the
ideas of the American Revolution, abolitionism, the cult of domesticity,
transcendentalism, free love and sexual radicalism, the politics of Re-
construction, with its emphasis on securing the vote for black males, de-
velopments in the religious establishment, social Darwinism, and Anglo-
Saxonism. In combination, these currents of thought also encompass
the conflicting strands of the multiple traditions.

Liberal claims of natural rights and equality declined in prominence
but never entirely disappeared from Cady Stanton’s arguments even as
she turned increasingly to ascriptive claims. Thus, the tension remained;
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liberalism never prevailed over the illiberal, inegalitarian components of
her thought. Likewise, ascriptivism never entirely supplanted Cady Stan-
ton’s commitment to liberal principles of natural rights and equality.
Finally, her radicalism, although she never developed it fully, led to ma-
jor disagreements with her colleagues in the woman’s rights movement
and led to her isolation and marginalization and, finally, to her com-
plete separation from the organized movement.

This study of the dynamics of Cady Stanton’s thought has empha-
sized that from the 1840s until the end of her life, the underlying themes
in her work exhibit a definite continuity. Thus, for example, she modi-
fied the liberal individualism that dominated her thought in the early
years with her acceptance of Positivism in the 1870s. Subsequently, her
individualism was reawakened in the 1880s under the influence of the
extreme individualism of social Darwinism. Moreover, from the begin-
ning of her career, Cady Stanton argued that the vote would not be suf-
ficient to remove all obstacles to women’s freedom and equality. She
maintained that position for the rest of her life, focusing in her later
years on the ways in which organized religion was a major source of
women’s oppression. Finally, the hereditarian bent that is discernible in
Cady Stanton’s arguments as early as 1850 when, advocating divorce
reform in New York, she declared that drunkards should not be allowed
to marry5 and that a woman who bears a child with a drunkard should
be punished by the state, became increasingly pronounced as the years
passed until it became a major theme in her work that was consistent
with social Darwinism and the early eugenics movement.

One of the objectives of this study, in addition to demonstrating the
presence of the different traditions in Cady Stanton’s ideas, has been to
make a convincing claim that the presence of inconsistencies in an in-
dividual’s political thought should not be taken as an indication of a
weakness in her or his work. Inconsistencies in Cady Stanton’s ideas
should not by any means detract from her position as a major figure in
the history of American political thought. As I noted in chapter 1, ideas
are invariably connected to the circumstances in which they are for-
mulated. They cannot be severed from the prevailing intellectual forces
and the historical context. Ideas are also inevitably intertwined with
goals and strategies. As we have seen, there were major strategic ele-
ments in Cady Stanton’s arguments throughout her career. She was not
only a political thinker but also a political actor. As such, she was atten-
tive to whether her arguments were effective; she considered the impact
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that they had on her audience—both supporters and opponents—and
attempted to appeal to men in positions of power, large numbers of
women, and other reform movements. Consequently, her arguments
shifted as she gauged the responses and modified her tactics accordingly,
trying different approaches that might prove to be more effective in her
quest to overcome the massive obstacles to reform.

This study was motivated by my conviction that following a histori-
cal institutional approach and using the Multiple-Traditions Thesis as a
framework to examine Cady Stanton’s political thought would contrib-
ute to an understanding of a major figure in the history of American
political ideas. This approach facilitated the focus on the interplay be-
tween the development of her ideas and a variety of contextual factors,
including the changing political conditions and the shifting climate of
ideas in the nineteenth century. It also encouraged an exploration of the
connections between the strategic components of her arguments and her
normative commitments.

My study of Cady Stanton’s thought has sought to fill a gap in the lit-
erature in American political thought, as well as the history of women’s
rights. Women have been fully included in only the most recent histories
of American political thought.6 Moreover, Cady Stanton was badly ne-
glected in analyses of the history of women’s rights in part as a result
of the relationship she had with the NAWSA during the last ten years
of her life. Her radicalism also had much to do with that neglect. Her
decisive stand against the religious establishment and her continuing
commitment to the idea that suffrage alone could not bring an end to
women’s subordination and that fundamental social and cultural change
would be essential resulted in general disregard for her among the
younger suffrage leaders, who were by then in control of the NAWSA.7

Biographies of Susan B. Anthony appeared within a few years of her
death, but there was no full-length biography of Cady Stanton until
1940. Although the work of historians and social scientists has gone far
to bring Cady Stanton the attention her work deserves, she still suffers
from the legacy of a hundred years during which her contributions were
ignored or undervalued. It is my hope that this study will help to give
Cady Stanton the prominent place that she deserves in the history of
women’s rights.

My analysis of Cady Stanton’s work suggests that her ideas mattered
to nineteenth-century American political thought and that she should be
recognized as a major figure in the history of American ideas. Why?
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What was her contribution? She combined liberalism, republicanism, as-
criptivism, and radicalism, as did many others. In that, the study of her
ideas serves to support the Multiple-Traditions Thesis. There is more,
however. As we have seen, Cady Stanton used ascriptivist themes in a
variety of ways. When she relied on liberal arguments she refuted as-
criptive notions of women’s nature, but she also employed ascriptivism
in a subversive way to challenge women’s subordination by arguing that
women were morally superior to men. Moreover, especially after the
Civil War, she frequently used ascriptive ideas about black men and for-
eigners in a way that reinforced inequalities. Indeed, when she argued
that black men were not worthy of suffrage but white women were, she
challenged the enfranchisement of black males and gave her support to
arguments that would lead to black disenfranchisement before the end
of the nineteenth century. She virtually ignored black women through-
out her campaign for woman suffrage and when she spoke of refined,
educated women who deserved the franchise, she was clearly speaking
of white women. There were undoubtedly strategic concerns in her ar-
guments. She needed the support of white Southerners if women were
to get the vote. But such arguments put her on the side of white racists
against the rights of black people—both men and women.

Cady Stanton was defending victims of gender ascriptivism, arguing
against a firmly entrenched tradition that posited women’s natural infe-
riority. One would not expect her to use the same kind of arguments
that she was rejecting and especially not to reinforce racial and nation-
ality ascriptivism. Yet she did so. Did she believe in equality for all of
humanity or only for certain people who deserved it (white women)? Is
her thought more akin to that of John C. Calhoun and George Fitzhugh
—who believed that inequality was natural—or to the ideas of someone
like Thomas Jefferson, who professed a belief in equality but pulled
back when it came to blacks? In spite of her long association with the
Garrisonians, she seems not to have shared William Lloyd Garrison’s
belief in the natural right to liberty of all human beings. In any case, the
unpleasant reality—the nasty secret—of American political culture is
ascriptivism, and, as we have seen, Cady Stanton, just like other nine-
teenth-century thinkers, relied on it and often used it strategically to
further her own goals. She adapted theories to fit her purposes and for-
mulated arguments that would be useful, that is, arguments that seemed
most likely to succeed. Her pragmatism is part of what places her work
squarely in the American political tradition.
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Still, there is more. Was she a racist? Yes. But racism was a thor-
oughly entrenched, long-standing tradition in the nineteenth century.
As a result, she was able to make use of racism to further the goals of
woman’s rights. That by no means excuses her racism. But the fact
of the matter is that she shared the racial views of the overwhelming
majority of thinkers and activists in the nineteenth century. Her racial
ascriptivism simply reaffirms that in the history of American political
thought no single tradition has been strong enough to overcome the
others. In sum, Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s racism, like her liberalism,
her republicanism, and her radicalism, is what makes her an important
American political thinker.
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