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PRAISE FOR DAUGHTERS of the DECLARATION


“Claire and David have written a remarkable book that brings to life the unsung early heroes in American philanthropy who happen to be women. Each story brings to life a fearless, entrepreneurial woman whose creativity, focus and perseverance ben-efitted the American social sector in immeasurable ways. Without a doubt, these women laid the cornerstones for American fundraising, public, private and government partnerships, and even micro credit.”—Eileen R. Heisman. President/CEO, National Philanthropic Trust

 



 



 



“We all stand on the shoulders of those who have come before us. Claire and David’s book honors our sisters who have preceded us. Their examples, their spirit and their history still inspire modern day women to be this generation’s daughters of the declaration. It is a timely and powerful living legacy. A must-read!”

—Colleen S. Willoughby, Founder, Washington Women’s Foundation, Seattle

 



 



 



“This engaging book establishes the prominent role that women have long played in the great breakthroughs that have shaped American history. It offers a broad definition of social change that reminds all of us that the daughters of the declaration are still alive in their work today. That’s a very good thing.”—Paul C. Light, Professor of public service at NYU’s Robert F. Wagner School of Public Service and author of Driving Social Change


“Daughters of the Declaration is a gift to this nation and the world about the role of women in American civil society. The untold stories of countless social entrepreneurs are now available to inspire future generations of female leaders from all walks of life. Claire and David provide such an intimate and compelling historical account—anyone who reads this book will feel personally connected to the women behind important social movements. What a beautiful—and needed—book!”—Susan Taylor Batten, President & CEO Association of Black Foundation Executives (ABFE)







With great love and admiration 
To our mothers, 
Olive Burnett and Vera Gaudiani, 
and our mothers’ mothers, 
Annie Wagner Graham and Rosa Cosenza Rossano, 
Who were each benevolent and even sometimes entrepreneurial 
republican mothers, 
in gratitude, especially for the virtues they taught.







If opinion and manners did not forbid us to march to glory by the same paths as the Men, we should at least equal and sometimes surpass them in our love of the public good.


—Esther Reed, The Sentiments of an American Woman, 1780







INTRODUCTION


This is a book about how America became successful. Our nation is built on three interdependent sectors: the governmental sector, the private or for-profit sector, and the voluntary or not-for-profit sector. None of these existed when the Declaration of Independence was written. All three sectors have been created by the work of American citizens. This three-part system is a unique American asset. We believe that the synergy of these sectors is responsible for our record of social, scientific, economic, and political success over our nation’s 350-year history.


Daughters of the Declaration focuses on the development of the not-for-profit sector and on the citizens who created it. There are many democratic governments and market-driven economies around the world, but Americans have invented a unique third sector that mobilizes citizen idealism and responsibility. It provides a marketplace where buyers and sellers of ideas to improve the nation (and the world) can meet and do business. Millions of organizations offer their ideas for making the world a better place in which to live. Some of these organizations are quite large—universities, mega-churches, and medical research institutes—but most are small and local, for example, soup kitchens, county museums, animal welfare groups, park conservancies, and health clinics, to name but a few.1 They are all sellers of ideas, competing for investments of money and time by volunteer donors.

All investors in this marketplace, in turn, hope for a return on their investments. Their returns are not measured in personal financial gains, but in what we call “social profit,” that is, improvements in the collective well-being of our communities and our nation.2 Some cases of social profit are obvious. We all benefit when researchers supported by voluntary contributions discover a cure for a debilitating disease or a way to improve our food supply. All members of a community benefit when they raise enough money to build a community center that everyone can use. But “we, the people” also profit from educating all children of all citizens to their highest potential. Who knows which one may produce the next great job-creating business idea or medical breakthrough? We profit collectively when any citizen in need is helped to regain his or her self-reliance and optimism about the future. Cynicism is democracy’s greatest enemy, and any loss of hope for the future is a loss to our collective well-being. Daughters of the Declaration recounts the stories of some of America’s greatest ideas for the generation of social profit and the entrepreneurs who delivered their value for all of us.

 



Many Americans (and most foreigners) believe that famous capitalists created the tradition of citizen investment to improve the nation—Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller in the late nineteenth century, or Andrew Mellon and Henry Ford in the early twentieth—all of whom created private foundations devoted to the betterment of society. These great entrepreneurs certainly made important contributions to our nation, both through their business leadership and their personal philanthropy. As the nation prospered after the Civil War and great fortunes accumulated, these men set an important example for wealthy citizens.

But the notion that the great industrialists created America’s social profit sector is simply wrong. It suggests that citizen responsibility for building a just society was led by very wealthy, politically connected men, and that the effort began in the second half of the nineteenth century: In fact, the social profit sector was developed not by the great men of industry, but by women. Idealistic and determined women embraced the production of social profit in the new nation long before the “robber barons” created foundations and universities bearing their names. Women did so before elected officials defined a meaningful role for government in such matters as public health, education, workplace safety, or the ownership of slaves. Women began this work at a time when they were not even entitled to own property or inherit wealth.

We call these women “social entrepreneurs” because they display the same drive, imagination, and resourcefulness as their capitalist counterparts. The Founders established an idealistic framework for America’s national experiment in democratic governance. They asserted that the new nation would be built on the belief that all men are created equal, and are endowed with the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Over the subsequent decades, a set of energetic women took up the challenge to make these great ideals into a lived reality for their fellow citizens. In addition to their domestic duties, these women defined engaged citizenship and a system of governance “by the people.” They led the hard work of turning good intentions expressed in the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution into improvements in the lives of citizens. They turned a general “spirit” of mutual support into a working civil society by formulating plans, selling their ideas to investors, and delivering on their promises to their fellow citizens. These women embody the American spirit of enterprise, and American optimism, energy, and persistence. They are social entrepreneurs as surely as Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, and Frick were business entrepreneurs.

The great issues of our nation were debated among citizens throughout the nineteenth century because of the efforts of social entrepreneurs. These women were students of their times, whether they enjoyed the benefits of formal education or not. They insisted that the gaps they perceived in the social fabric of the nation be addressed, and they made certain to engage a variety of voices in the debates, perhaps more effectively than their elected representatives. Their organizational and listening skills, as well as their genuine interest in the well-being of others, produced the kind of democratic discourse that would have made the Founders proud.

As they debated the Declaration of Independence, the Founders recognized that their ideal republic would hinge on a critical balance between “competing goods.” The nation would require individual enterprise and personal freedom to prosper, but it would also require a spirit of generosity and mutual support among citizens. One could not prosper individually at the expense of a fellow citizen. We will say more about this tension in Chapter 1, but it seems clear to us that the social profit sector, as invented by women entrepreneurs, kept this tension in balance over the first 150 years of our nation’s history. The resulting balance produced unprecedented economic and social progress.

 




Daughters of the Declaration traces the work of social entrepreneurs from the Revolutionary War through the passage of the Fair Labor Standards Act in 1938. During this period, women aimed to abolish slavery, limit child labor, integrate immigrants, bathe the poor, educate blacks, beautify their cities, and, of course, obtain the right for all citizens to vote, regardless of race or gender, to name but a few of their social enterprises. During this same period, women’s role in the affairs of the nation expanded from “republican motherhood” carried out in their own homes to the cabinet  of the president of the United States. This evolution is certainly in part the story of women’s gender-based fight for recognition and equality. But that story is not our focus. We wish to recount the nation’s progress in building a fairer, more just society, one in which citizens have managed to balance the competing goods of personal enterprise and concern for fellow citizens, and to maintain a commitment to “self-interest, rightly understood.”3 To achieve this delicate balance, women built new institutions, challenged elected officials to redefine the role of government in light of changing social conditions, and demonstrated to all concerned that little platoons of citizens are the best source of energy and imaginative problem-solving for the greater good.4


Women social entrepreneurs did what we are all supposed to do as citizens of the Republic, according to Thomas Jefferson. He affirmed that “for the support of this Declaration . . . with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence . . . we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.” The pledge to support the document was a pledge to make “the self-evident truths” into a reality for all fellow citizens. It is impossible to know whether Jefferson envisioned the kind of work these women would undertake when he penned those words, but many women social entrepreneurs quote the Declaration as a reason for their work and as a way to inspire and involve others in it.

 



The ideals proposed in our founding documents can only be pursued. They will never be achieved. It is that pursuit that defines American culture. Our social entrepreneurs have enabled America to live in the dynamic present. America lives in its own “present becoming future,” always calling itself out of less and worse and into more and better. Living in the present progressive is an act of idealism, optimism, and confidence. The origins of this  attitude are found and sustained in the myriad of social enterprises over the past 230 years. These efforts are a source of inspiration and wisdom for all who care about ensuring the continuing pursuit of the Constitution’s ideals.

The creativity and energy of an engaged citizenry is our most valuable asset. As the nation struggles with the effects of economic destabilization and embarks on the second decade of the new millennium, we believe it is relevant to study the history of social entrepreneurship and to recognize what our foremothers accomplished in much more challenging times. Many students now pursue the study of entrepreneurship and philanthropy; some will enter the business world having taken a course in social enterprise or venture philanthropy and will do a better job of recognizing the interdependence of social and financial profit as a result. Others will bring their business school or public policy training to the social profit sector and enhance the sector’s efficiency and accountability practices. This is all to the good. But social entrepreneurship is a function of the hearts and minds of citizens who believe that the future of the Republic depends on their individual capacity to deliver access to the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to their fellow citizens. The stories in Daughters of the Declaration will, we hope, both inspire and instruct succeeding generations of concerned citizens as they have inspired us.






ONE

The American Creed


America is the only nation in the world founded on a creed.
 That creed is set forth with dogmatic and even theological lucidity in
 the Declaration of Independence....


—G. K. Chesterton, What I Saw in America, 1923

 



 



 




The American colonies had established a 140-year history by 1776. It had taken plenty of optimism, idealism, and personal enterprise for the colonists to survive and prosper. Such “virtues in the people” encouraged the men drafting a declaration of independence from England to think boldly. After months of debate, they produced a creed that commits all Americans to personal responsibility for defending the rights of their fellow citizens. This belief also forms the basis for our social profit sector.


All men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that, to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed....



This creed established a new set of relationships among individual citizens and between citizens and their government. In  Europe, monarchs had ruled by “divine right” and the people were subjects. Laws and moral authority flowed down from the seat of governmental power. In America, the government would be of, by, and for the citizens themselves. Each citizen would therefore be responsible for contributing judgment, energy, and personal virtue to building the just society that the Declaration announced. In return for the personal freedom that a successful democracy could offer, everyone would have to accept at least some responsibility for the well-being of fellow citizens.

Of course, the Declaration of Independence did not simply drop from the sky in 1776. It was produced by a group of men whose thinking was shaped by the debates of their time. One such debate had to do with “human nature.” Were free individuals predisposed to constructive, virtuous behavior to support the common good? Or did self-interested, shortsighted, even destructive behavior follow when man was left to his own devices? Although such questions seem rather theoretical to us today, they had great relevance for the group of men considering a form of government that would turn over “power to the people.”

The questions were difficult to answer empirically. Nevertheless, the Founders focused on matters of virtue and self-discipline, and whether these qualities, with proper education, would dominate the behavior of the majority. The issue of whether men could be counted on to behave in responsible ways lay at the heart of the democratic proposition. Without at least a general tendency toward virtuous behavior on the part of the citizenry, a government by the people would surely deteriorate into competing subgroups intent upon exploiting each other. The Founders’ concern for virtue is very important to the origins of our social profit sector.

The Founders’ vision of an ideal government was shaped by the thinkers they knew best. Most were classically educated men who had studied the political writings of Aristotle. Declaration  signer John Witherspoon, the president of Princeton University, affirmed the centrality of Aristotle: the “political rather than the metaphysical Aristotle [continued] his impressive influence as an analyst of ‘mixed government.’”1 One track of Princeton’s curriculum prepared young men for government leadership through extensive readings and a thesis that “became a training ground for the application of Aristotle, Cicero, Polybius and other classical masters to the debates on the Declaration and the Constitution.”2


Aristotle taught that human beings desire only one thing as an end in itself and that is the good life. Achieving this goal creates our happiness and is necessarily linked to the relationships we have with others. The good life depends on the practice of virtue.3 Thus, our governmental institutions should call on us to practice these behaviors because we are naturally predisposed to act virtuously in the pursuit of the good life. Aristotle envisions displays of courage, self-restraint, generosity, magnanimity, sociability, justice, prudence, and wisdom in the activities and relationships of citizens in a republic. In The Politics, free men are identified through their virtues. These virtues are not to be practiced for the sake of ensuring wealth. Wealth building is defined by what is necessary to support a virtuous life. Aristotle contends that one must stick to the path of virtue in the reasonable hope that the strong connection between doing good and living joyfully will eventually assert itself and give way to the improvement of one’s fortunes. Clearly, this was an encouraging perspective for those contemplating a government of and by the people.

The Founders were also familiar with contemporary thinking about the relationship between governments and individuals. It was a popular topic across Europe. These eighteenth-century writers argued that human beings, rather than focusing on their imperfections and shortcomings and begging God for mercy, should perhaps see their capacity to reason as a great and powerful  gift from a less judgmental God. They argued that human reason was to be celebrated and cultivated rather than condemned as a dangerous source of human pride. All humans, endowed with this great gift, were by definition worthy of respect and had a claim to equality. All were responsible for their own salvation, rather than predestined to Heaven or Hell. Taken to the extreme, this view suggested that citizens possessed the capacity to govern themselves, provided they could manage their “free will” through the practice of self-discipline.

Foremost among such thinkers in the minds of the Founders was Charles Secondat, better known as (baron de) Montesquieu, the man who is credited with proposing a three-part system of representative government. Historian Peter Gay has written: “Montesquieu was the most influential writer of the eighteenth century and the . . . Founding Fathers used the writings of ‘that great man’—the epithet that Hamilton used in The Federalist Papers, No. 9—probably more than anyone else.”4


In the preface of The Spirit of the Laws, Montaigne discusses moral virtue, Christian virtue, and political virtue.5 Each is distinct, but the last “entailed a devotion to equality before the laws of a republic. . . .” Today, we generally refer to this idea as the “rule of law.” Political virtue pursues justice for each citizen and thus the collective “greater good” of all citizens.

Montesquieu calls political virtue the “life force of democracy.” It is synonymous with love of country, love of equality, and with the self-sacrificing patriotism that defines an energetic public-spiritedness devoted to building the greater good. For the virtuous citizen, there is never a conflict between private interests and the democratic government the citizen loves.

When citizen virtue does not provide the basis of governance, as is the case in a monarchy, Montesquieu points out that things can go very badly. “When virtue is banished, ambition invades  the hearts of those who are capable of receiving it, and avarice possesses the whole community. Desires then change their objects; what they were fond of before becomes now indifferent; they were free with laws, and they want to be free without them. . . .”6


Montesquieu illustrates his point with some unflattering examples from European court life. He had clearly witnessed plenty of the self-serving intrigue that dominated the royal courts. He has this to say about the failings of royalty:
Ambition with idleness, the thirst for riches without labour; flattery, treason, perfidy, violation of engagements, contempt of civil duties, fear of the prince’s virtue, hope for his weakness, but above all, the perpetual ridicule of virtue; are, I think, the characteristics by which the courtiers of all ages and countries have been constantly distinguished.7






Presumably, Jefferson and the Founders feared a similar fate might befall their republic in several decades, should self-discipline break down among the male citizenry.

Montesquieu defines virtue differently from earlier European court writers such as Machiavelli (1469–1527). The system of monarchy had its own ideals of virtuous behavior. According to the author of The Prince, “virtu” meant a soldier’s code of honor, a willingness to sacrifice the self for those to whom one had pledged loyalty. Montesquieu advances a less martial notion; virtue in a working republic is a love of country felt by citizens at all levels, rich and poor, educated and illiterate. Virtue causes citizens to act out their love of their democracy through their work toward equality and frugality, and when acquisitions or wealth make citizens unequal, they should be eager to share their bounty generously.8 The Founders embraced this ideal throughout the crafting of the Declaration and the Constitution. It became  a cornerstone of American exceptionalism and an opportunity for women to play a particularly vital role in the development of the new nation.

The Founders had more than theory to go on as they developed a vision for the new nation. They knew that their fellow colonists, for all their differences and competing interests, shared some important commitments and habits of mind that would be essential to making democracy work. Foremost among these were a tradition of mutual assistance and a commitment to a spirit of enterprise. Interdependence among citizens became a key building block in the Founders’ vision for a new, independent nation. So, too, did individual economic enterprise.

John Winthrop had laid out the need for both enterprise and collaboration with fellow citizens in a speech he delivered on the Arabella, the ship that brought him and 400 others to the shores of Massachusetts in 1630:
In this newe lande, we must work as one man and abridge ourselves of our superfluities for the supply of each other’s necessities. . . .9






Winthrop imagined in his community of 400 souls a new kind of society, “a city on a hill.” Everyone, in the “newe lande,” was expected to share. At a practical level, this strategy promised the only hope of survival. Gradually, a tradition of barn raisings, corn-huskings, potluck meals, and quilting bees flourished in the villages of New England. Neighborly generosity was supplemented by frugality and diligence, and the Massachusetts Bay Colony survived. The citizens even agreed to provide education for the sons of colonial families. The first public school, the Boston Latin School, opened in 1635. Sons of farmers, candle makers, and blacksmiths received “scholarships” to Harvard College, beginning in the 1640s. In the following decade, colonists whose sons  had gotten such tuition subsidies began sending gifts of grain and other supplies to the college to express their gratitude.

Winthrop, the devout and idealistic Puritan minister, was also the chair of the board of the Massachusetts Bay Company, a fur and lumber trading enterprise chartered by the king of England. The sale of shares in the company had financed the initial trip across the Atlantic. All community members were shareholders in Winthrop’s company. They all (men, that is) had a vote on issues of importance, and all stood to profit from the success of their mutual enterprise. Of course, they all remained subjects of the British king, but Winthrop had cleverly edited the Massachusetts Bay Company charter, leaving out the section about returning to England for the “annual meeting” of the board. Winthrop planned to stay put in the “newe lande.” He also understood that financial enterprise was essential to the success of the colonists.

Historians have noted the mindset of immigrants to America before the Revolutionary War: “Almost all, searching rationally for personal betterment or greater security, were, or hoped to be, family-scale entrepreneurs.”10 There was ample evidence that this spirit translated into action in the New World as well. Road builders linked the New England towns and villages together, and increases in land values followed rapidly.11 Developers built meetinghouses, negotiated with Native Americans, and recruited ministers and other settlers for their towns. They profited only if settlements were successful. Most of the colonists were not content with simple maintenance of existing levels of productivity and well-being. Edwin J. Perkins estimates that “half of all farm households met the basic qualifications . . . for inclusion in the entrepreneurial category. Few of them may have actually achieved great wealth, but they nonetheless aimed at steadily accumulating productive assets.”12


Prosperity was greatly to be desired and there seems to have been great admiration for men who could provide for their families and actually achieve a measure of comfort. In the years immediately before the disastrous conflicts with King George III over tax and trade policies, there was a growing interest in what at the time would have been considered luxury goods imported from England and France. Even small farmers and their wives might consider the purchase of a clock or some cutlery for their modest homes.13 So the Founders’ debates were certainly influenced by the need for a government that would advance private enterprise.

Self-interest proved to be a powerful force in motivating colonial entrepreneurs and building the first cycles of prosperity. But by 1776, the challenge was to devise a form of government that honored this powerful individualism while preserving the tradition of mutuality. The accumulation of wealth, as positive as it might be, always harbored the danger of greed, even given the remarkable examples of selfless behavior among the colonists from the earliest days up to the time of the Revolution. The Founders were well aware of human tendencies to deviate from the path of virtue. Self-discipline was the only force that could enable citizens to assure their own self-control.14 John Adams shared the concern that sufficient wealth could lead to weakened male self-control:
The generation of the American Revolution believed that the success of their experiment in republican government required male self-control. Jefferson and Benjamin Rush joined Adams’ concern and wrote about the dependence of the republican society on male self-control.15






Thus, deliberations turned to the delicate issue of what role, if any, the government could or should play in the area of “self-management.” The Founders did benefit from their knowledge  of a recent case study in nation building, that of Scotland. Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, Henry Knox (first secretary of war), Edmund Randolph (first attorney general), and George Washington were all of Scottish ancestry. Nine of the thirteen governors of the original colonies shared Scottish roots, including Patrick Henry of Virginia. Jefferson’s tutors were Scottish. Franklin had traveled extensively through Scotland in 1759 and maintained an active correspondence with the scholars in Edinburgh before and after his second visit in 1771. Benjamin Rush, another signer of the Declaration, studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh, graduating in 1768. In that same year, he succeeded in convincing the Reverend John Witherspoon to leave Scotland and accept the presidency of Princeton University, where both Rush and James Madison had been educated.

Scotland in the early eighteenth century was a nation at the margins of civilized Europe, and very much under English control. By the second half of the century, the Scots had managed to escape both famine and financial collapse, and they were enjoying remarkable economic and social gains. How had this been achieved? Perhaps there were some lessons to be learned from these achievements.16


The Scottish case did seem to involve groups of influential men debating those same Enlightenment concerns that preoccupied the American revolutionaries.


The Scottish Enlightenment, then, consisted of a self-conscious band of programmatic intellectuals . . . seeking to enlist private wealth on the side of their country’s public good.17




The Scottish leaders were persuaded that “human reason could indeed integrate the productive values, the civic virtues, and personal liberty through a dedication to human flourishing.”18


One of the most influential, Francis Hutcheson, believed firmly that personal liberty was essential to the pursuit of happiness. But, he argued, the source of happiness for human beings is helping others to achieve happiness. Hutcheson held that man’s ability to reflect on his own actions provided a powerful tool for self-control. His most famous pupil, Adam Smith, had embraced this view in his The Theory of Moral Sentiments, written well before his more famous treatise, The Wealth of Nations. Smith, the first modern economist and champion of free enterprise, wrote both The Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations in response to the problem of freedom and self-control. In The Wealth of Nations, Smith wrote:
The natural effort of every individual to better his own condition . . . is so powerful a principle that it is alone, not only capable of carrying on the society to wealth and prosperity, but of surmounting a hundred impertinent obstructions with which the folly of human laws too often incumbers [sic] its operations.19






No wonder Smith has earned the admiration of free marketers worldwide. But years earlier, following his mentor Hutcheson, Smith had carefully defined the virtuous, principled men who could be entrusted with the freedom to pursue their self-interest. He argued that self-awareness enabled men to discern the reactions of others to their actions and to be shaped by those reactions. Thus, any action that reduces the happiness of the other (greed, avarice, selfishness) reduces our own happiness when reflected back to us. Echoing Aristotle, Smith puts it as follows: “Virtue is the surest and readiest means of obtaining both safety and advantage [i.e., prosperity].” The achievement of prosperity (through the pursuit of self-interest) depended on the energetic pursuit of the good life, a life in which our actions are positively  viewed by, and create happiness for, our fellow citizens. This piece of synthetic reasoning—the interdependence of prosperity and virtue—is perhaps the most important “theoretical” idea that the Founders learned from the Scottish case study. It should remind us that Smith’s famous “invisible hand” in the marketplace was a product of virtuous behavior by the human beings creating the marketplace.

 



There were additional practical lessons from the Scottish experience. England and Scotland had had a fraught relationship for centuries. The desperate state of the Scottish economy at the turn of the eighteenth century induced the leaders to petition England to drop the heavy taxes imposed on Scottish trade. Long resistant to these entreaties, English officials finally struck a compromise. In 1707, the Act of Union was signed, permitting Scottish ships open access to English ports and free trade, but the price of this economic opportunity was high indeed. The Scots were forced to agree to surrender a significant element of their hard-won political autonomy. They would give up their own Assembly of elected representatives and instead send representatives to the English Parliament.

Faced with the loss of their own representative body, the Scots had to forge new structures to support Scottish society. To their credit, they developed a system of extragovernmental societies that drew citizens together to advance both commercial interests and social well-being. In 1723, the Honorable Society of Improvers began as a group of citizens dedicated to sharing ideas for progress in agriculture. Just two years later, the Society for the Improvement in Medical Knowledge was launched. Next began the Edinburgh Society for Encouraging Arts, Sciences, Manufactures, and Agriculture, followed by the Society for Improving Philosophy and Natural Knowledge (science). This latter group  became the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1783. Societies acted as venture investors and as social service providers. They sponsored the work of young inventors such as James Watt, who developed the steam engine in 1769. They provided a form of life insurance for the widows and children of fellow members.

These private associations were not entities of government or any business. They were designed and run by private citizens for the betterment of their own interests and those of their country. The scheme proved remarkably powerful. Production grew; trade grew; and the population of the nation increased. By the end of the century, Scotland was cited as a beacon of economic and social progress.

Benjamin Franklin created an improvement club in the colonies long before the Revolution. In 1727, he brought his personal and professional acquaintances together for weekly meetings governed by a set of strict rules.


I should have mentioned before, that, in the autumn of the preceding year [1727], I had form’d most of my ingenious acquaintance into a club of mutual improvement, which we called the JUNTO; we met on Friday evenings. The rules that I drew up required that every member, in his turn, should produce one or more queries on any point of Morals, Politics, or Natural Philosophy [physics], to be discuss’d by the company; and once in three months produce and read an essay of his own writing, on any subject he pleased. Our debates were to be under the direction of a president, and to be conducted in the sincere spirit of inquiry after truth, . . .20




In 1743, Franklin and his colleague John Bartram launched the American Philosophical Society. Franklin drafted “A Proposal for Promoting Useful Knowledge among the British Plantations  in America,” announcing that progress in the colonies now enabled the inauguration of a formal Improvement Society. Here was perhaps the first of many imports from Scotland of the idea that voluntary, extragovernmental associations of citizens could, and should, strive for the improvement of society.


The first Drudgery of Settling new Colonies, which confines the Attention of People to mere Necessaries, is now pretty well over; and there are many in every Province in Circumstances that set them at Ease, and afford Leisure to cultivate the finer Arts, and improve the common Stock of Knowledge. To such of these who are Men of Speculation, any Hints must from time to time arise, may Observations occur, which if well-examined, pursued and improved, might produce Discoveries to the Advantage of some or all of the British Plantations, or to the Benefit of Mankind in general.21




Franklin went on to point out that the American colonies were so large and diverse that many great ideas were simply being lost, and he proposed centrally located Philadelphia as the seat for the society. The society’s focus became the study of the “useful” sciences. Its members sought to improve animal husbandry and crop production, with a particular interest in grains useful in the production of beer. They also took an interest in mining, geology, and ways of assaying ore. Their interest in land development led to investigations of improved mapmaking and surveying techniques.

Above and beyond the specific accomplishments of the Philosophical Society, Franklin demonstrated the power of citizens to organize effectively to address social and commercial needs outside a governmental framework, just as the Scots had done so successfully.

There was a second important lesson in the Scottish case that caught the attention of the colonial thinkers, and it had to do with the role of women in society. As early as 1725, Francis Hutcheson had written that women were both the means and the beneficiaries of social progress. His contemporary, Henry Home (Lord Kames), echoed this idea: “The gentle and insinuating manners of the female sex,” Kames wrote, “tend to soften the roughness of the other sex; and where-ever women are indulged with any degree of freedom, they polish sooner than men.”22


Here was a quite provocative idea—that women, so often associated with the sensual, the emotional, and the self-indulgent, could have a beneficial effect on the male of the species. Eventually, the idea of women’s civilizing power was extended among Scottish thinkers to the realm of marriage. John Witherspoon wrote extensively on the primacy of marriage over single life. He advanced the notion that love in the context of marriage illustrates the human capacity for selflessness, for living beyond self-interest. He saw this experience as a powerful learning opportunity for men, one that could readily be extended to the civic sphere. He wrote:
while other passions concentrate man on himself, love makes him live in another. It subdues selfishness, and reveals to him the pleasure of ministering to the object of his love.... The lover becomes a husband, a parent, a citizen.23






Here was a line of reasoning that confirmed the optimism expressed by Hutcheson and the other Scots earlier in the century. A loving marriage illustrates the life well lived, in which happiness for oneself comes through the creation of happiness for someone else. Fifty years after Kames wrote these words, the touring Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville identified Americans’ embrace  of what he called “self-interest, rightly understood.” This idea, that by helping others one advances one’s own happiness, became a cornerstone of the American experiment with democracy.24


The Scots provided the Founders with a rich legacy. They had built a theoretical bridge between the freedom to pursue self-interest and the responsibilities of democratic citizenship. They offered practical guidance in the establishment of citizen-based improvement organizations that could serve the interests of both economic and social progress. And, most important for our purposes, the Scots offered new ways of thinking about the role of women in a democratic society.






TWO

The Women of the New Nation

A woman of virtue and prudence is a public good—a public benefactor.

—Gentlemen’s and Ladies Magazine, 1789

 



 



 




At the time of the American Revolution, women in America were in much the same shape as the men in Scotland after their deal with England in 1707. Both groups were excluded from the formal political sphere. In fact, American women had little formal standing at all. The American Founders retained most of the traditional English civil laws concerning marriage and sought to apply them consistently across all the states.1 These included the notion that women’s legal standing was defined by their marriage status, an idea called couverture, derived from the French word for “covering or covered.” A woman’s relationship to the state was firmly subordinated to her relationship to her spouse. She and her physical property became her husband’s property at the time of marriage. Married women were prohibited from entering into legal contracts, according to legal writer Tapping Reeve of Connecticut, not because they had no property to serve as collateral as one might expect, but because they were not at liberty to act as independent agents.

Reeve provided a helpful example of his reasoning. “What if a married woman were found to have breached a contractual obligation and were sentenced to a prison term?” he hypothesized. Then the husband would be deprived of access to his conjugal rights and this would be unacceptable before the law.2


Married women’s lives were confined, rather severely, to the domestic sphere. Life revolved around home responsibilities: child rearing, provisioning and cooking, cleaning, and sewing, and very often, helping a spouse with his trade or business through record keeping and the like. It was considered “unwomanly,” or unacceptable, for women to venture beyond these zones except for church attendance and inappropriate for a woman to “earn” money or even speak in public. Her physical and intellectual efforts were dedicated to the maintenance and morality of her family and community.

These limitations, however, did not eliminate the potential of the “weaker sex” to contribute to the creation of the new Union. Because the success of a democratic republic relied on the character of citizens, women’s potential to influence the character of their spouses and to raise virtuous children took on great importance to the political success of the emerging nation.

The idea that a loving family provided a model of loyal citizenship in a democracy—the idea originally advanced by John Witherspoon—was embraced by the popular press of the new nation. 3 The family should be based on the love of the couple and their commitment to lives as virtuous helpmates. This design would make future citizens fit for democratic citizenship. The family was the critical transmitter of customs, morals, and manners. Although no writer identified a direct political role for women akin to that of man—for example, voting or holding elective office—women brought husbands the joy of a true partner and companion, and were recognized as influential polishers of  men’s more brutish proclivities. Mothers were essential educators of children whose virtues would ensure the progress each generation should seek to achieve. In short, a functioning family would serve as a microcosm of a successful society.


(Woman) has the power to make public decency . . . a fashion—and public virtue the only example. And how is woman to accomplish that great end? By her influence on the manners of men.4




Such appreciation of women’s power in matters of manners and virtue represents a rather remarkable shift in thinking in revolutionary America. The virtues normally associated with women—temperance, prudence, faith, and charity—were not typically seen as the building blocks for male leaders of society. The virtues of strength, courage, loyalty, and sacrifice had traditionally been taught to young men by older male leaders. So it was “revolutionary” in its own way that women would be entrusted with shaping the virtue of men and boys.

Additionally, it is fair to say that women had not always been associated with virtuous behavior in the Judeo-Christian tradition, in fact, quite the contrary. Given the pervasive power of biblical literalism among regular folks in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,5 most would have more likely identified women as a source of evil than of virtue. Puritan leaders of the “new England” colonies such as Massachusetts and Connecticut had interpreted the story of Adam and Eve as an illustration of woman’s waywardness and her responsibility for evil in the world. As daughters of Eve, women had been derogated as co-destroyers (with the Devil) of men’s purity and joy in Eden. They were more frequently portrayed as sentimental, fickle temptresses absorbed with useless finery and idle chatter than as essential contributors to the success of a nation. Women (and some men)  had been accused of witchcraft throughout the seventeenth century, culminating in the infamous Salem witch trials of the 1690s. Of the twenty persons ultimately put to death, fifteen were women. It is difficult to generalize about these various persecutions, but they surely suggest a certain nervousness on the part of powerful men about women’s potential to destabilize God’s order in the world as they saw it.6


Fortunately, several contemporary colonial women provided the Founders with clear evidence that women deserved consideration in the plans for a new nation. There were, for instance, the many stories of “Molly Pitcher,” a composite characterization of brave women who fought the British alongside their husbands at Valley Forge, Monmouth, and elsewhere. Although the name seemingly refers to their assigned task of carrying water to the front lines to cool the cannons, many accounts suggest that more than one of these women kept the cannons firing when their husbands were felled by enemy fire.7


Female leadership was also found far from the front lines. Such is the lesson to be drawn from the life of Esther DeBerdt Reed, whose patriotism and organizational skill influenced a generation of political leaders concerning the value of women to the future of the Republic.

 



Esther Reed’s life was much too brief. She died in 1780, at the age of thirty-three. But what a precedent she established. In 1778, when the Republic was more an idea than a reality, she developed a remarkable national goal: All American women should contribute to the Revolutionary War effort. Women’s self-sacrifice and self-discipline would equal that of the men leading the political and military efforts. So she devised a system for collective action and went to work to make it happen. Given what we know about the status of women at the time, this was a genuinely ambitious goal. Reed did not live to see her grand vision fully implemented, but all builders of national service organizations can trace their roots to her audacious thinking.

Reed had lived in America for less than a decade in 1778, having been raised in England by prosperous Huguenot parents. She met an American student, Joseph Reed, when he boarded with her family in London while studying law. They married in 1770 and arrived in Philadelphia on the eve of the Revolutionary War. Joseph joined the American army, rising rapidly to the rank of general, while Esther gave birth to five children in rapid succession. Philadelphia was a war zone at the time, and Reed was obliged to live life on the run. As a general’s wife, she became a “high-profile target” for both rampaging British troops and for the equally rabid local royalists who opposed the Revolutionary War effort. Over a period of three years, she relocated her family and household four times in the Philadelphia–South Jersey region.

In 1778, Joseph was elected “president” (governor) of Pennsylvania, and Esther was expecting their sixth child. Nevertheless, she penned a document in that year that is still admired today, entitled “Sentiments of an American Woman.”8 Published as a broadsheet (a handbill to be passed out in public), “Sentiments” is a masterpiece of social entrepreneurship. In two pages, Reed laid out a bold vision, a creative strategy, and a detailed plan to put the strategy into action.

Her vision was simple and compelling: American women must contribute to the “deliverance of their country” with the same courage and energy as the soldiers fighting in the field. She invoked Esther, Judith, and Joan of Arc, “heroines of antiquity, who have rendered their sex illustrious, and have proved to the universe, that, if the weakness of our Constitution, if opinion and manners did not forbid us to march to glory by the same paths as the Men, we should at least equal, and sometimes surpass them  in our love for the public good.” Then she called for sacrifice by women. Sacrifice entailed denying themselves fine things and contributing the savings to the war effort:
If the house in which we dwell, if our barns, our orchards are safe at the present time from the hands of those incendiaries, it is to you (our men) that we owe it. And shall we hesitate to evidence to you our gratitude? Shall we hesitate to wear clothing more simple; hair dressed less elegant, while at the price of this small privation, we shall deserve your benedictions? Who, amongst us, will not renounce with the highest pleasure, those vain ornaments, when she shall consider that the valiant defenders of America will be able to draw some advantage from the money which she may have laid out and these presents will perhaps be valued by them [the soldiers] at a greater price, when they will have it in their power to say: This is the offering of the Ladies.






She then set out (on the reverse side of her broadsheet) an eleven-point “strategic plan” for the collection of funds and the delivery of same to General Washington, the commander of the revolutionary troops. She called for women to solicit contributions door-to-door. She specified fund-raising targets in paper money and in specie (gold and silver coins, the preferred form). She gave detailed “bundling” strategies to ensure that donations forwarded from the local level would reach a minimum size. She outlined whether and how donors should be recognized, and to whom collected funds should be sent (always to a local [female] treasurer and then on to the wife of the governor of the state or directly to Martha Washington).

Reed proposed that the funds collected should be used to boost the soldiers’ morale, not to replace basic supplies such as ammunition and rations that the government should provide. She lost  this argument with General Washington, who believed that it was all too likely that a gift of cash to “boost a soldier’s morale” would inevitably encourage the purchase of strong local spirits. He wanted the funds to go toward better uniforms for his men. At his urging, many groups of women used their collected funds to buy cloth and sew uniform shirts, often embroidering their own names under the collars.

Esther’s tract spawned its first female “association” in her hometown of Philadelphia. Women went door-to-door in pairs to collect from every woman in town. The call of patriotic duty made the work an honor to perform, even for the wives of wealthy men. The Philadelphia group raised some $7,000. As reports came in that the soldiers took great pride in the solidarity, sacrifice, and gratitude of the Philadelphia women, Reed used the feedback to leverage her vision. She wrote personal letters to ladies of high standing in other cities to seek their engagement in the work of the women of the Republic. Always enclosing a copy of her “Sentiments,” she requested that the recipients each send their own personal letters to notable women in their circles. Her idea reached women all over the colonies through what might well be the first direct-mail campaign.

Sadly, Esther, or Hettie, as she was known to all, died as her efforts were taking root in additional states—Maryland, New Jersey, and Virginia were launching their own women’s fund-raising organizations following her model. It would fall to Sarah Bache, Benjamin Franklin’s daughter, to carry on Reed’s work to support the soldiers in the Revolutionary Army. An estimated $300,000 was raised nationally by the campaign, equal to tens of millions of dollars today.

 



Reed had demonstrated a woman’s capacity to envision, design, and implement an ambitious social profit enterprise that mobilized  the talents and resources of her sisters for the good of the nation. John Adams famously got a reminder from home from his own “partner” while he labored on the Declaration, when on March 31, 1776, his wife, Abigail, reminded him in no uncertain terms about the importance of women to the success of the new Republic:
I long to hear that you have declared an independency‚ and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary to make I desire that you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to ferment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.9






Although the stirring example of Esther Reed and the sharp encouragement of Abigail Adams were not sufficient to persuade the already divided delegates to propose the direct enfranchisement of women, they did accept the notion that women were uniquely suited to exert their moral authority in domestic settings, and that such authority was important to the future of the Union. They believed that the earlier children were taught self-discipline and virtuous behavior, the more likely these teachings would shape their character as adults. Declaration signer Benjamin Rush wrote simply that “the first impressions upon the minds of children are generally derived from women.”10


Linda Kerber calls the role “republican motherhood.”11 Women would be expected to perform a critical task for the nation: imbuing their offspring with the virtues that would sustain self-control, thus avoiding the dreaded tyranny alluded to by Abigail Adams. In the new nation, a woman’s most important role was to train her sons for citizenship by instilling in them self-reliance and self-control.12 Republican women could “perpetuate the republic by their refusal to countenance lovers who were not devoted to the service of the state, and by commitment to raise sons who were educated for civic virtue and for responsible citizenship. They would also raise self-reliant daughters who, in their turn, would raise republican sons.”13


These responsibilities for virtue on the part of women were ultimately enshrined, somewhat amusingly for the modern reader, in the same law books that had elaborated the workings of couverture. Under this system, given that women were virtually invisible as legal agents, husbands were responsible for crimes committed by their wives in their presence or with their approval. There were, however, two exceptions to this rule: the first being treasonous behavior by the wife (too serious a crime to allow a substitute party to shoulder blame) and the second being the keeping of a brothel, even with the knowledge of her husband. In this case, the keeping of a brothel is “an offense of which the wife is supposed to have the principal management.” In other words, this domain of moral turpitude was women’s responsibility before the law, and could not, in fact, be shared with, or pushed off onto, her husband.14


 



Whatever the merits of such legal reasoning, women benefited from their role as transmitters of virtue in a variety of ways. The confluence of private family life and public life encouraged the expectations that good women shaping good families would create good citizens leading good lives in a good community nested in a good nation. These responsibilities, in turn, raised the issue of education for women. Education became the key to making 
our women virtuous and respectable; our men brave, honest, and honorable—and the American People in general an EXAMPLE of HONOUR and VIRTUE to the rest of the world.15






To their credit, several of the Founders identified the issue of women’s education. Benjamin Rush16 laid out the Founders’ thinking, carefully working around the issue of direct enfranchisement:
The equal share that every citizen has in the liberty and the possible share he may have in the government of the country make it necessary that our ladies should be qualified to a certain degree by a peculiar and suitable education, to concur in instructing their sons in the principles of liberty and government.17






Secondly, the institution of marriage became, at least for some, a quasi-patriotic act. The press and literary productions ridiculed parents who tried to force their daughters to marry self-indulged fops for their money instead of republican gentlemen for their character. The contemporary writer Judith Sargent Murray and her husband were models of an egalitarian marriage just as that ideal began to emerge in the new nation.

“I expect to see our young women forming a new era in female history,” wrote Murray in 1798.18 Her optimism was matched by a Miss Jackson. Upon graduation from a girls’ academy, she waxed even more eloquent:
A woman who is skilled in every useful art, who practices every domestic virtue, may by her example inspire her brothers, her husband, or her son with such a love of virtue, such just ideas of the true value of civil liberty, that future heroes and statesmen, who arrive at the summit of military or political fame shall exultingly declare, it is to my mother I owe this elevation.19







This perspective reflects a core principle of the Founders’ intent for the nation. Virtue was not an element of government or its institutions, but of individuals. The government’s job was to protect the individual liberties essential to the development of personal integrity. The aspirations of the Founders created great expectations that women could, in fact, become reliable guarantors of the virtues that the Republic would need from its male citizens. In this way, it was hoped, individual citizens would retain a personal sense of responsibility for the well-being of their fellow citizens. They would retain the motivation and the capacity to make the promises of the Declaration a reality for all citizens.

A skeptic might argue that such reasoning conveniently left those in charge of virtue, that is, women, firmly outside the government. Many of the Founders would have been surprised by how women responded to the challenge presented to them. Most presumed that women’s work in building virtue in the citizenry would occur within their private domestic spheres. After all, women were already fully occupied keeping hearth and home together. Mothers know, however, that children (and some men) learn good behaviors only when they see them being practiced. How could a mother teach her children to “love your neighbor” if she marched them past a poor widow and her little ones looking for food in the town square? Inevitably, the town square became that mother’s classroom.






THREE

Enterprise: Commercial and Social

Mothers do hold the reins of government and sway the ensigns of national prosperity and glory.

—A nineteenth-century minister

 



 



 



 




The image of a patriotic mother on her way to church through a New England town square, accompanied by her children, is not difficult to envision. Nor is her possible confrontation with a mother widowed by the Revolutionary War who had been reduced to begging. The importance of this imaginary encounter lies in the response of the woman whose family was intact. Would Christian charity suffice in such circumstances, or did the new nation expect more of its citizens? We believe that a certain number of women interpreted their responsibilities more broadly. They recognized the importance of the entrepreneurial spirit of the colonists to the future of the new nation, and they were prepared to apply these principles to their civic duties in the same way that men had sought to advance their commercial enterprises.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 










OEBPS/clai_9781610390323_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
CLAIRE GAUDIANI aNp

DAVID GRAHAM BURNETT

DAUGHTERS -+ DECLARATIO

[

HOwW WOMEN
SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS BUILT

THE AMERICAN DREAM





OEBPS/clai_9781610390323_oeb_001_r1.jpg
DAUGHTERS of the DECLARATION

How Women Social Entrepreneurs
Built the American Dream

CLAIRE GAUDIANI &
DAVID GRAHAM BURNETT

PublicAffairs
New York





