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To the girls who come after






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 foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.

—Abigail Adams













Introduction

On February 14, 2018, a gunman who had stalked an ex-girlfriend shot and killed seventeen people at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. Almost immediately after the tragedy, a group of high school students, the young people who’d survived the mass shooting, began their own campaign to end gun violence and take on the National Rifle Association (NRA). The NRA represents gun manufacturers and funnels donations into lawmakers’ political campaigns to get them to oppose any restrictions on guns. Perhaps the most furious of the teenagers was eighteen-year-old Cuban American X González (who is nonbinary but identified as female at the time), who wiped away their tears and bellowed into a microphone, “The people in the government who were voted into power are lying to us.… Politicians who sit in their gilded House and Senate seats funded by the NRA telling us nothing could have been done to prevent this; we call BS.” In another outburst, González’s classmate Sarah Chadwick let loose some expletives on social media directed at the president at the time, Donald Trump. She later apologized for using profanity, but went on: “I’m a grieving sixteen-year-old girl who lost friends, teachers, and peers yesterday. I was and am still angry. I am apologizing for my comment but not for my anger.”

Watching González, Chadwick, and their fellow students flash their fury without apology, and then use that anger to fuel a movement to try to loosen the grip of gun companies on American politicians was startling. And thrilling. It occurred to me that in the United States, we have rarely been taught how rebellious, insistent, and furious women, girls, gender-fluid people, and nonbinary people have shaped our history and our present, our activism and our art. We should be. This realization was part of what inspired me to write a book about the women, girls, and gender nonconformists who helped mold this country through their fury.

Though you will see emotions expressed colorfully on the pages that follow, this book is not an exploration of women’s ire, fury, frustration, wrath, indignation, rage, or any other synonym for anger as emotion. Rather, it is about the specific link between anger and American politics, about how the particular dissatisfactions and resentments of America’s women and girls have often ignited movements for social change and progress. It is an examination of how an impulse that many women have taken pains to hide or disguise or distance themselves from—the impulse to get really mad—has been crucial in determining their political power and social standing, how women’s rage has played parts in revolutionary social movements, and how it has shaped the way women, including women who are leaders, activists, artists, and political candidates, have been received.

The poet June Jordan wrote a tender chronicle of rage at having her liberties restricted “because I am the wrong sex, the wrong age, the wrong skin.” In A Place of Rage, a 1991 documentary about Black women activists and artists, she recalled the event that shaped her approach to politics. In her childhood in Brooklyn, New York, a young man in her neighborhood was beaten on his roof by the police in a case of mistaken identity. “To see this boy I idolized, who belonged to us, in the sense of our block… disfigured by these strangers who came in with all this force and license to use that force was really terrifying. And also it hardened me early on in a kind of place of rage.” Out of Jordan’s rage came her art, and art is among the forces that reshape our world.

Our nation has been transformed by women’s anger in response to all forms of prejudice and discrimination: sexism against women, racism against people of color, homophobia and transphobia against people in the LGBTQ+ community. Women’s anger has pushed up against the excesses of capitalism—the American economic system in which companies exploit workers for profit—and classism—which discriminates against the poor and enables the wealthiest to take advantage of working people. Women’s anger ignited fights for policies to make our world cleaner, greener, healthier, safer, smarter, more kind, and more fair. Women’s anger helped abolish slavery and enfranchise women and people of color with voting rights. It has fueled feminist movements for women’s equal rights and independence, in opposition to a patriarchal system in which women are ruled by men.

Even so, women’s anger most often has been received and defined as negative: often vilified as evil and ugly, or marginalized as ineffective or useless. Black women’s fury is treated differently from white women’s rage; poor women’s frustrations are heard differently from the ire of the wealthy. Yet despite the varied and unjust ways America has dismissed or ridiculed the rages of women, those rages have often created real, practical change to the nation’s rules and practices and customs, to its very fabric. In the coming pages, you’ll encounter some of these stories.

This book is about women so angry at slavery and lynching that they risked their lives and reputations and pioneered new forms of public expression, including speeches in front of mixed-gender and mixed-race audiences that were considered scandalous and dangerous at the time. It’s about women so furious at their lack of a franchise—the right to vote—that they walked 150 miles from New York City to Albany to petition for the vote, went on hunger strikes, and picketed outside the White House. Women so livid that they stayed angry for the decades—their lifetimes—it took to get the right to vote, first via the Nineteenth Amendment to the US Constitution, which was ratified in 1920, and then the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which ensured that citizens of all races had the right to vote. Their rage led them to acts of civil disobedience—marches and sit-ins and voting when it was not legal to do so—for which they were threatened, jailed, and sometimes beaten. Women who took conversations that had historically been whispered and chose instead to broadcast them via open-air rallies and in the pages of newspapers and in lawsuits before courts and juries and judges and in front of political conventions and committees in Congress.

Anger has often been the spark for long-lasting, legal, or institutional reform in the United States. In fact, most of us have been taught, as part of our patriotic American story, about how the founding fathers were driven by anger at injustice to break away from England during the American Revolution. Yet somehow rage has rarely been acknowledged as righteous and patriotic when it has originated with women, though women have often taken pains to mimic or reference the language and sentiments of America’s founding while making their own angry demands for liberty, independence, and equality. So this book includes the story of an enslaved woman who demanded her freedom after hearing the stirring words of the Declaration of Independence. It includes the story of girls who toiled in dangerous, filthy factories and angrily walked off the job inspired by the ideas of America’s founders to proclaim that they deserved fair pay and better working conditions. Yet despite the fact that these quests for freedom and fairness were directly inspired by the revolutionary language we have been taught to admire, these women’s stories—unlike that of the founding fathers and their furious dumping of tea into Boston Harbor—have not been passed along to us as righteous or nation-shaping.

This book also aims to show how this anger—so instrumental to the nation’s growth and progress—has never been celebrated, rarely even been noted in mainstream culture; how women are not praised for their fury and too often have had their righteous passions simply erased from the record. We are told about Rosa Parks as the reserved, elegant woman whose refusal to give up her seat kicked off the Montgomery Bus Boycott that in 1955 would set ablaze the civil rights movement. But we are not taught that Parks was also a fervent activist with the civil rights organization the NAACP, investigating rape claims in the Jim Crow South, where discrimination and segregation were the law. We are never forced to consider that rage—and not just patience, sadness, or strength—was behind the actions of the few women’s heroes we’re ever taught about in school, from Harriet Tubman, who escaped slavery and went on rescue missions to free scores more enslaved people, to Susan B. Anthony, a lead agitator for gaining women the right to vote, who died before she ever got the chance to cast a ballot legally. Instead, we are regularly fed cultural messages that suggest that women’s rage is at best a footnote and at worst irrational, dangerous, or laughable.

This book is about how anger has worked for men in ways that it has not for women, how men can wage yelling campaigns and be credited with understanding—and compellingly channeling—the passion felt by their supporters, while their female opponents can be booed and mocked as shrill or screechy for speaking too loudly or forcefully into a microphone. This is about women, some of whom have been angry for a long time but didn’t have an outlet for it, didn’t realize how many of their neighbors, their coworkers, their friends and mothers and sisters felt the same until someone yelled, loud and fierce, and everyone heard her. It’s about women—maybe even your mothers, aunts, grandmothers—who found themselves holding signs at the Women’s March in January 2017 and experienced a kind of awakening there, and wondered for the first time how on earth they’d been lulled to sleep in the first place. (One-third of those women had never been to a political protest before.)

Which means that this is also a story about women’s anger at one another: at the kinds of privileges and incentives certain women, often white or wealthy, have been offered in exchange for shutting off or turning down their anger, and about the price other women—nonwhite and especially Black women—have paid, always having had reasons to be angry and having rarely been offered relief or reward for the act of suppressing it.

This is a book that seeks to identify the warmth and righteousness of women’s rage, but not simply to cheer it. Because it does have limits and dangers; of course anger can do harm. Anger at injustice and inequality is in many ways exactly like fuel. It can drive—on some level must drive—noble and difficult crusades. But it is also combustible, explosive; its power can be unpredictable and can burn.

Here it’s important to note that while often in this country we like to tell ourselves flattering stories about our history, much of what you will read in the volume ahead (and even some of what’s already happened in this introduction!) is difficult, sometimes violent, and troubling. The United States is a country that was founded on land stolen from its original inhabitants; it became a nation via violent overthrow, built its economic power in large part on the enslavement of human beings, denied the majority of its citizens a right to vote over centuries. The long battles to address these injustices have often been brutally difficult, and sometimes deadly, for the people who fought them, and this book will contain tough language and descriptions of events that were cruel and are sometimes hard to read about. A cleaner, neater story wouldn’t be a fully honest one, but please prepare for some material that might distress or alarm you.

As we survey snapshots of the history of women’s political anger, what becomes obvious is the ebb and flow of its uses and reach, how anger births progress, which in turn often triggers a backlash so fierce it in turn provokes new reasons for rage, though they may only find their expression decades later. The first part of this book describes the low status of women in precolonial American society and how their anger over centuries of deep inequality spurred them to push for the right to vote, to abolish slavery, and to improve the conditions and wages of working people. Part Two is broken up into eight short chapters and focuses on political battles waged by women after they (or at least some of them) finally gained the right to vote in 1920, including struggles for civil rights, abortion rights, protections for the LGBTQ+ community, and more. Part Three tells the story of what happened after the 2016 election, when a woman for the first time achieved enough political power to win the nomination of a major political party to compete for the presidency but lost the election to a proud chauvinist, a moment that unleashed a new epoch of women’s political anger, which in turn provoked a furious backlash, resulting in the 2024 defeat of another female candidate for the presidency by the same chauvinist. Because the impact of that 2016 election continues to shape our present political reality, I slow down and stretch out this part of the story. A lot changed after 2016 and continues changing right now, and I hope this book helps you find your way into and through this intense and sometimes scary period in our country’s history.

In our era of renewed rage—and punishment for having expressed it!—this is a volume that examines how this emotion has functioned in our past, what it has brought us, and what damage it has done, at the same time that it questions where it will take this nation next. On some real level, it is bananas that women’s rage has never been given its proper due, its historical credit, that too few historians and journalists have noticed the catalytic role, the spark, that furious women—speaking alone or working together against tyranny or oppression or injustice—have played in shaping and reshaping this country, in moving it closer to where it must be if it is to fulfill its patriotic, and yet unmet, promise of equality. This book is a start: exploring how women’s and girls’ anger has brought us to where we are today and, I hope, fortifying your impulse to use your anger to lead us now and in the future.







PART ONE Colonial Period–1920








• 1 • CONTAINMENT OF WOMEN


For centuries, women have been treated in law and custom as inferior to men, the very men who wrote those laws and enforced those social customs. This would logically make anyone mad. But the furious female is—we are told to this day in countless ways, both subtle and stark—unnatural. She is ugly, emotional, out of control, sick, unhappy, unpleasant to be around, unpersuasive, irrational, crazy, childish. Above all, she must not be heard.

The brank—also known as a scold’s bridle or a witch’s bridle—was a sixteenth-century European torture device used to muzzle a defiant or cranky woman, her head and jaw clamped into a metal cage. Some of the bridles, which were made of iron, included tongue depressors that would be inserted into the woman’s mouth; some of those had spikes on the bottom to pierce the tongues of unruly women should they insist on speaking out of turn. The Tower of London features an internally spiked metal neck collar dating from 1588, labeled a “collar for torture,” but described in guidebooks as a device to be “put around the necks of scolding or wayward wives.”

Despite attempts to physically or otherwise shut them up, angry women have been waging their battle for independence and equality, against politicians, preachers, and the popular press, since well before America’s founding. But some of the earliest, most formative battles were on a smaller, closer scale: at home, pushing back against the institution of marriage. Why? Because women’s oppression was not limited to the public sphere, where they were denied the rights of citizenship—like voting rights—and equal opportunity to work or own property or get an education. Women’s oppression started in, and all those other facets of it were enabled by, one of the smallest units of society: the family.

There was no way to imagine women’s social and political independence if they were not fully free even in their own homes. Marriage laws in colonial America were highly restrictive contracts, which some crusading married women fought to change. There were also women who chose to live singly. These unmarried women were considered pitiable or abnormal, but they were partly responsible for the social and economic upheavals that have made the possibility of independent life for today’s women so much more plausible.

In the early colonial United States, the family was the center of social control. In Plymouth, in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, and in New Haven, in Connecticut, during the seventeenth century, unmarried people were required to live with families that were “well governed” by a churchgoing, land-owning man. Unmarried women were expected to stay home and serve the families with whom they lived and never enter the world in a way that might convey independence.

Keeping women dependent on men—their husbands and fathers and brothers, the kinds of people who at the time could hold jobs, earn money, and own land—was a way of keeping them powerless. Permitting them land gave them some degree of economic autonomy, and even opened up the possibility that they could demand a vote in the communities in which they owned land, so the practice was quickly discouraged.

For example, the town fathers of Salem, Massachusetts, very briefly allowed unmarried women their own property, until the governor amended the oversight by noting that in the future it would be best to avoid “all presedents & evil events of graunting lotts unto single maidens not disposed of.” Because, as historian Alice Kessler-Harris has observed, the possibility of land ownership created a path to existence outside marriage, other colonies “began to recognize that giving land to women undermined their dependent role” and thus took measures to limit the option. In 1634, a bill was introduced to the House of Delegates in Maryland proposing that land owned by a spinster must be forfeited should she fail to marry within seven years. This was just part of how women who were not married, for one reason or another, were shamed socially and punished through policy. The term “spinster” was derived from the word “spinner,” which, since the thirteenth century in Europe, had been used to refer to women, often widows and orphans, who spun cotton, wool, and silk into thread for fabric. By the sixteenth century, spinster referred to unmarried women, many of whom made themselves valuable in households by taking on the ceaseless, thankless work of textile manufacture into old age. In the New World, “spinster” gained a more precise meaning: In colonial times, it indicated an unmarried woman over the age of twenty-three and under the age of twenty-six. At twenty-six, women without spouses became “thornbacks,” a reference to a sea-skate with sharp spines covering its back and tail. It was not a compliment.

Boston bookseller John Dunton wrote in 1686 that “an old (or Superannuated) Maid, in Boston, is thought such a curse as nothing can exceed it, and look’d on as a dismal spectacle.” But in fact, the “dismal spectacle” of unmarried womanhood was quite rare in the colonies. Many more men than women were settlers, creating a high sex ratio, in which men outnumber women, a dynamic that usually results in high marriage rates and low marriage ages. As Benjamin Franklin noted in 1755: “Hence, marriages in America are more general, and more generally early, than in Europe.”

Almost the only kind of woman who might assert individual power was the wealthy widow, afforded social standing since she had been married and was a legal inheritor of money or property, but left without a master. This was rare. Most widows were poor, with no means to support themselves or their children, and lived at the mercy of their communities for help in feeding and housing themselves and their families. Mostly, unmarried women were considered a drain on society and on the families with whom they were forced to find refuge.

The early American attitude toward marriage, and men’s and women’s roles within it, was influenced by the English policy known as coverture, in which a woman’s legal, economic, and social identity was “covered” by the legal, economic, and social identity of the man she married; her identity as a separate person was wiped away the moment she said “I do.” William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England interpreted coverture as meaning that “the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband: under whose wing, protection, and cover, she performs every thing.… A man cannot grant any thing to his wife, or enter into covenant with her: for the grant would suppose her separate existence; and to covenant with her, would be only to covenant with himself.”

“In its strictly economic aspect the traditional marriage contract resembled” the relationship “between master and servant,” writes historian Nancy Cott. Coverture prevented wives from keeping their own wages, entering into contracts, or suing someone in court, what legal historian Ariela Dubler has called “a stunning array of status-defining legal restrictions.” And while scholars have shown that many women in Europe and the New World found ways to act independently, both within their homes and in the outside world, the foundational unfairness of marriage laws made it a tough battle. For women who escaped marriage and coverture, there were other roadblocks to thriving. There were only a few poorly paid professions at which they could earn a meager wage; they might be midwives, seamstresses, caretakers, governesses, or tutors, all jobs that mirrored broader ideas about women’s nature as nurturers.

The colonies’ violent break from England, the American Revolution, on which the nation was officially founded, complicated gender relations. For one thing, it drained households of their able-bodied men, who fought the British in the 1770s, the 1780s, and in the War of 1812. These conflicts, followed by an era of exploration, which would draw men west and leave tens of thousands of women back east, scrambled sex ratios across the country, with disproportionately high numbers of women on the East Coast and disproportionately high numbers of men in the West.

But the rethinking of women’s relationship to marriage wasn’t just about numbers. The end of the eighteenth century was a time of political instability; the War of American Independence was followed by the French Revolution, which helped spawn the Saint-Domingue revolution that freed enslaved people and established the Republic of Haiti in 1804. Power structures were crumbling under the weight of ideas about liberty, personal freedom, and representation in this period known as the Enlightenment. In England, author Mary Wollstonecraft challenged the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s vision of women as submissive to their husbands and instead pushed for female education and independence. She angrily declared war in 1792’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman on “the sensibility that led [Rousseau] to degrade woman by making her the slave of love.”

Women were angry at the laws and customs that boxed them in. The language of freedom and equality that fired the Revolution “provided the women’s rights movement with its earliest vocabulary,” historian Mary Beth Norton argues. Lee Virginia Chambers-Schiller describes how “beginning in about 1780 women in the middle and upper classes… manifested a dramatic new form of female independence. In increasing numbers, the daughters of northeastern manufacturers, merchants, farmers, and ‘poor professionals’ rejected the ‘tie that binds’ ”: marriage.



All Men Would Be Tyrants

Married and single, women began to use revolutionary rhetoric to push for their own rights.

In the spring of 1776, Abigail Adams wrote a letter to her husband John in which she warned, “Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands.” John would become America’s first vice president and its second president, and in that 1776 note, Abigail cautioned him that women denied equal rights and opportunities would ultimately rise up, just as had the male colonists who birthed this nation over their ire at being taxed and policed without government representation. “Remember all men would be tyrants if they could,” Abigail noted sharply. “If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion.” Abigail was purposely using language that mirrored that of her husband’s revolutionary rhetoric: In the period in which she was writing to him, the “tyrant” was King George of England, against whom the colonists were fomenting a “rebellion” that was a war that formed this nation. Her assertions extended beyond the domestic: They were pointed and political. And yet, in the founding documents of the new nation, the revolutionary white men had promptly codified into law precisely the kinds of inequalities that they had so furiously fought; they built their country out of a genocide of its native inhabitants, the enslavement of African Americans, the denial of the vote and full economic, legal, and social equality to women.

The notion of individual liberty during the revolutionary era was sharply at odds with the limitations put on some of America’s inhabitants by marriage and by slavery. Marriage and slavery were not equivalent practices. Enslaved people were treated as chattel, counted in the Constitution as three-fifths human; they could be purchased and sold and had no freedom, no rights over their own bodies. Marriage, while a contract by which women lost rights and identities, was one that free people, acknowledged as human beings, officially entered into of their own choice (though any number of economic, family, or community pressures may have pushed them into choosing marriage). Through marriage, wives gained economic advantage, the rights of inheritance; they also enjoyed social and religious approval and an increase in status.

But the similarities between slave and marital law show how political, social, and sexual power over a population can be enforced by both urging marriage and by forbidding it, as well as how systems of racism and sexism doubly oppressed Black women. In the United States in the years before the Civil War, marriages between enslaved people were not legal, which both prevented the formation of legally sanctioned unions and allowed slavers to have sexual relations with people they enslaved without violating a marital bond. Conversely, some slave owners forced enslaved people into unwanted marriages, perhaps to produce more enslaved children or to cement family ties that might discourage escape. “[W]hen they could not marry whom they chose under circumstances of their own choosing, some enslaved people chose not to marry at all,” historian Frances Smith-Foster writes, citing Harriet Jacobs, an enslaved woman who, prevented from marrying the free man she loved and told to choose a husband from among other men her owner enslaved, asked, “Don’t you suppose, sir, that a slave can have some preference about marrying?”

Of course, enslaved women and men fell in love, married on their own terms, and created loving families all the time. But those families often were separated by sale; women and girls were forced to bear children by their owners and their owners’ sons. Control over women’s marital and reproductive lives was one of the surest ways to suppress their power.

And yet, despite tremendous risk, some enslaved women found ways to protest their treatment, and ultimately to free themselves and others using the very tools created by America’s founders. Elizabeth Freeman, known then as Mum Bett, was born into slavery in upstate New York around 1744. When she was just seven years old, she was torn away from her parents and sent to serve in the household of their owner’s daughter in Massachusetts, who was said to be particularly vicious and violent. The master of the house was less cruel, but Freeman understood that whether kind or abusive, no human should enslave another. “Any time while I was a slave, if one minute’s freedom had been offered to me, and I had been told I must die at the end of that minute I would have taken it—just to stand one minute on God’s earth a free woman—I would.”

She grabbed her opportunity at freedom after she happened to hear a reading of the revolutionary rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence. In angry response to abuses she suffered at the hands of the people who enslaved her, including being hit with hot kitchen tools, she used the principles of the Declaration to petition for her freedom. The next day she went to the office of a local attorney, Theodore Sedgwick, and said, “I heard that paper read yesterday, that says, ‘all men are born equal,’ and that every man has the right to freedom. I am not a dumb critter; won’t the law give me my freedom?” Sedgwick filed a lawsuit on Freeman’s behalf, which she won. Her case was among those that would become the basis for the abolition of slavery in Massachusetts several years later. It was a demonstration of how outrage at injustice could in time spark the reform of law and policy.








• 2 • DECLARATION OF SENTIMENTS


The mid-1800s were a time of growing political agitation and changed possibilities for American women. Improvements in infrastructure—better roads, canals, and the building of railroads—made it easier for women to leave rural homes and head to growing cities to work as seamstresses and hatmakers, governesses and laundresses. Many of the poorest, including free Black women in the North and South, worked in domestic service—as housekeepers, maids, cooks, and servants—for the growing class of urban industrialists who owned factories or mills or financed industry as bankers and investors. Poorly paid and overworked, these female laborers’ behaviors were monitored by bosses, neighbors, clergy, and boardinghouse mistresses. But the concentration of them within cities, where they could encounter a wider variety of potential partners and friends and earn a little bit of money, meant that for the first time in the United States, single women were taking up space in economic, public spheres.

In these places, and in others, including the religious revivals of the period, which encouraged people to improve and morally uplift society, women were meeting one another outside the home. As the nation grew, the question of whether new territories would be slave or free was forcing a crisis. Women, encountering one another in schools and factories and religious contexts, were participating in that conversation and forming networks around a handful of social movements that would alter the future of the nation.

The social crusades of the nineteenth century included struggles against slavery; for women’s right to vote; to protect workers, including children, from exploitation; and for temperance. The concerns behind these efforts were connected to one another. For example, many organizers for workers’ rights understood that without the right to vote for elected officials, women workers could not create public policy to regulate businesses that harmed laborers. One of the fights that seems strangest to us today was the temperance movement, which eventually successfully outlawed the sale of alcohol, but it too had its roots in gender inequality: Women who fought for temperance did so in part out of a desire to protect wives and daughters abused by drunk husbands; it is, in fact, a reflection of the suffocating sexist limitations of that period that it seemed more practical and realistic to make drinking illegal at a federal level, than to alter the laws and customs that gave husbands power over their wives, and wives little remedy against violence and ill treatment within their marriages. Despite the very real limits on women’s liberty, these movements were made possible by the changing nature of female engagement with the world and new ideas about identity and dependence, and by a growing impatience and anger among women.

Abolitionist thinking naturally overlapped women’s rights advocacy. In 1835, a founder of the American Anti-Slavery Society, William Lloyd Garrison, would publish a letter written by Angelina Grimké, the daughter of a Southern plantation owner, in his abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator. Grimké and her sister Sarah would go on to be leading abolitionists, sympathetic also to the fight for women’s rights, and among the first women in America, along with Maria Stewart, to give speeches to “promiscuous” crowds—meaning mixed audiences of men and women. It was in the early 1830s that Stewart, the daughter of free Black parents from Connecticut, became the first American woman to address mixed-race audiences, and the first Black woman to give public lectures on both the abolition of slavery and women’s rights. In 1837, Black and white American women came together for the first of three conferences on ending slavery. The second of those three conventions, held in Philadelphia, was seen as posing such a threat to the powerful that the hall in which it was to be held was burned to the ground. At the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840, women attendees—including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott—were barred from speaking, but many met one another for the first time, and, furious about being excluded, together started to put down the roots of the American movement for women’s suffrage, the right to vote.

In 1848, two hundred women and forty-odd men met in Seneca Falls, New York, to draft the Declaration of Sentiments, a document modeled on the Declaration of Independence. The Declaration of Sentiments was also a statement of independence—noting that “all men and women are created equal.” It was a direct attack on male power to keep women down and a seeming return on Abigail Adams’s promise of rebellion: “The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman,” the Declaration read in part, claiming that the purpose of taking away women’s control over their own lives had been “the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.”

And then they described that tyranny:


He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise. [In other words, he has forbidden her from voting…]

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice… [… and has controlled her with laws she had no opportunity to shape.]

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. [In other words, a wife has no individual rights…]

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns. [… and he takes ownership over everything that belongs to her.]

… In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement… [In other words, a wife is essentially the slave of her husband…]

He has so framed the laws of divorce… as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon the false supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all power into his hands. [… who has all the power in the relationship, legally.]

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. [In other words, women’s opportunities to work for pay are very limited…]

He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known. [… by men who do not allow women to work in profitable or noble fields…]

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges being closed against her. [… or even to learn and advance through a college education.]

He allows her in Church as well as State, but a subordinate position… [In other words, no matter where she goes, she is treated as less than…]

He has endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life. [… and he makes sure she knows it.]



It was a deeply rebellious document. By making it a play on the Declaration of Independence, the suffragists were using the language and logic of righteous rage that America admired—the rage of the founders, white men who were furious about impositions on their liberty by the king—and using that blueprint to express anger on behalf of women whose freedoms had been limited by those very founders.

The women who wrote it knew that it wasn’t going to be warmly received. “We anticipate no small amount of misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule.”

They predicted correctly. As the historian Marjorie Spruill has noted of the Seneca Falls meeting, “Outraged newspaper editors denounced the convention as shocking, unwomanly, monstrous, and unnatural, or ridiculed them as Amazons or love-starved spinsters.” The New York Herald publisher James Gordon Bennett, Sr., a rabid opponent of both the abolition of slavery and suffrage for women, called the activists a “motley gathering of fanatical mongrels, of old grannies, male and female, of fugitive slaves and fugitive lunatics.” He predicted that the activists’ goals would lead to total societal breakdown: “Full consummation of their diabolical projects would reduce society to the most beastly and promiscuous confusion.” More pathetically, one unsigned article in the Daily Oneida Whig of Utica, New York, wondered, “Was there ever such a dreadful revolt? This bolt is the most shocking and unnatural incident ever recorded in the history of womanity. If our ladies will insist on voting and legislating, where, gentlemen, will be our dinners?”


Repression and Convulsion

Sometimes the mere public expression of women’s anger was its own innovation. “Men and angels give me patience,” Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote to Susan B. Anthony in 1852, frustrated by how the demands of motherhood and wifely duty stifled her ability to express her political anger through writing and speaking. “I am at the boiling point! If I do not find some day the use of my tongue on this question I shall die of an intellectual repression, a woman’s rights convulsion.”

The speeches of female suffragists of the nineteenth century to audiences of mixed genders and races, starting with Maria Stewart and the Grimké sisters, provided a radical new model for women’s participation in public, civic, and political life. Suffragists’ open-air rallies and parades in support of the vote overturned expectations for female behavior and manners. Suffragists made practical inroads in other ways as well.

Many reformers were single, or at least excruciatingly aware of the gender limitations of the marriage model. When abolitionist and suffragist Lucy Stone married Henry Blackwell in 1855, the couple asked their minister to distribute a statement protesting marriage’s inequities. It read, in part, “While acknowledging our mutual affection by publicly assuming the relationship of husband and wife… this act on our part implies no sanction of, nor promise of voluntary obedience to such of the present laws of marriage, as refuse to recognize the wife as an independent, rational being, while they confer upon the husband an injurious and unnatural superiority.” Stone kept her last name, and generations of women who have done the same have been referred to as “Lucy Stoners.”

The Polish-born Jewish suffragist and abolitionist Ernestine Rose, angry that her inheritance had been forfeited when she refused to marry the man her father had promised her to against her will, dedicated herself in part to a legal campaign to reform women’s property laws in the United States. She lobbied through the 1850s alongside Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony for a set of reforms called married women’s property acts, which would eventually pass in New York and be adopted by other states, and permit wives to keep more rights to inheritances and property than ever before.

Suffragists and abolitionists often battled alongside one another. Frederick Douglass, the great abolitionist leader who had escaped slavery, was one of the few men who attended the convention at Seneca Falls at which Stanton drafted the Declaration of Sentiments. Of Stanton, Douglass would later note that she considered the right to vote the most important: “She saw more clearly than most of us that the vital point to be made prominent, and the one that included all others, was the ballot, and she bravely said the word.” Douglass would also later claim that “there are few facts in my humble history to which I look back with more satisfaction than to the fact… that I was sufficiently enlightened at that early day, and when only a few years from slavery, to support [her] resolution for woman suffrage.”

It seemed there was a possibility that the young nation’s majority, enslaved Black men and women along with all American women and especially those in the exploited working class on whose labor the country’s economy and political power were being built, might come together, uniting around what they understood to be their linked conditions, ready to do battle against the white patriarchal minority power that oppressed them. The fight would be for abolition, for women’s suffrage, and for reform of exploitative capitalism.




The Ballot Box Divide

But power, especially power held by a minority population, has ways of preserving itself against attack by an allied majority. After the Civil War ended in 1865 and enslaved people were officially freed, Americans were faced with the question of who should get the vote: The Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution would give the right to vote to Black men, but not to women of any race. Some of those who were most committed to both abolition and women’s suffrage sided with the granting of Black men the vote over women; Frederick Douglass, for example, believed Black men to be in greater need, due to the violent treatment they faced, and because white women already enjoyed some political power via their white husbands.

But other activists saw the move to grant citizenship and the vote to Black men as a way to strengthen systemic sexism by defining fully enfranchised citizenship for the first time as masculine. Nowhere in the Constitution had women been explicitly denied the right to vote until the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment. “The sons of pilgrims” in Congress, Stanton wrote, were simply “trying to get the irrepressible ‘male citizen’ into our immortal constitution.” And the formerly enslaved abolitionist and suffragist Sojourner Truth is reported to have said, “There is a great stir about colored men getting their rights, but not a word about the colored women. And if colored men get their rights, and colored women not theirs, the colored men will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it was before.”
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