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To Arnie for the future, and to my mother for the past






Introduction

A seventy-five-year marathon through the very core of American history, the suffrage movement brought half the American people into the body politic, gave them fundamental political rights, and recognized their existence as individuals above and beyond immersion in family roles. It opened the road women would need to travel to gain genuine political power. It ushered in a pair of fundamental changes: dramatic alterations in what it meant to be an American woman, and a grand step forward toward true democracy, the largest mass enfranchisement in national history. The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution barring disfranchisement on account of sex was ratified in 1920, but even after that victory, the full meaning of women’s enfranchisement continued to evolve.

The demand for woman suffrage meant one thing when its mid-nineteenth-century aspirants imagined full voting rights for women. It meant quite another when tens of thousands of American women mobilized for the amendment in the early twentieth century as the country entered the modern era and stepped onto the global stage. The significance of woman suffrage continues to change today, as hopes and fears for American democracy rise and fall. Its meaning alters as American women become ever more assertive in public life, and the issues that concern them, notably the right to abortion, move to the center of national politics. Its legacy grows as women’s votes are solicited by political parties, even as female candidates encounter enduring misogynist taunts and sexist prejudices. Its consequences change as some women candidates for political office experience unexpected, crushing defeats, even as others win surprising victories.

This book was first conceived to coincide with the hundredth anniversary of the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. But it was also written and completed when American democracy was—as it has been in the past—in great upheaval, perhaps even peril. When I began this book, I was hopeful—actually certain—that it would coincide with the first female presidency. As I wrote, that hope was dashed by a radically different presidency, one awash in misogyny, racism, and nativism. Nothing could illustrate more starkly the unpredictable path of women in American politics than the unanticipated defeat of a female presidential candidate widely expected to take the highest office, followed by unprecedented numbers of enraged women taking to the streets in the largest political demonstration in American history, and two years later by the election to Congress of a virtual flood of women candidates new to electoral politics and extremely diverse in their backgrounds and experiences.

The woman suffrage movement had incredible range. It was sustained and transformed through massive political, social, and economic changes in American life and carried forward by at least three generations of American women. The women who first raised the call for their political rights did so with limited educational and occupational opportunities, but also with memories of the American Revolution still fresh and hopes for their young nation great. They would be forgiven if they could not recognize themselves in the women who finished the struggle: “New Women,” as they called themselves, with college educations and aspirations for economic independence, visions of companionate marriage and sexual freedom, insisting that they be fully empowered citizens.

The suffrage movement was shaped by—and shaped—the different political eras through which it grew. First expressed in the 1840s, when abolition, temperance, and other social movements were riling politics, suffrage hopes initially peaked in Reconstruction years. Subsequent decades witnessed massive social and political reaction to the dramatic changes which the nation had undergone, and the suffrage movement was set back by the Jim Crow racism and untrammeled capitalism of those very conservative years.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, democratic politics revived, and with it, the suffrage movement. The growing class conflict within the nation’s booming economy began to be challenged and the suffrage movement advanced in its wake. Great masses of wage-earning women flooded into suffragism in its last decades. So too did a new, twentieth-century determination to use governmental resources and power to address national social and economic issues. The franchise for women might not have been won when it was had it not been for the political culture of the Progressive Era.

Some of the women who were drawn to the suffrage standard during these different phases were undeniably radical; others were conventional, even conservative. All, however, were determined that women and their concerns must be allowed to shape political debates and affect political decisions. The first important lesson of the woman suffrage movement can be found here, in the incredible determination of advocates—and their daughters and their granddaughters—who refused to stop fighting for their right to vote. To appropriate a reprimand against a defiant female fighter on the national political stage: “nevertheless she persisted.” Generations of suffragists persisted, and their descendants reap the benefits of their stubborn heroism.

Because the woman suffrage movement was of such long duration, because it went through so many iterations, categorical claims about what suffragism was—and wasn’t—are suspect. This book confronts two of those claims in particular. The first is that suffragism was a “single issue” movement, that as its advocates determined to win political equality for women, they ignored other claims for social justice.

This characterization may have been true of the suffrage militancy of the final decade—the picketers and jailed hunger strikers whose heroic actions have lodged in historical memory as the essence of suffrage activism. But even in the 1910s, this insular suffragism was more characteristic of a few leaders than it was many of their followers, suffragists who were also dedicated peace activists, birth control advocates, and trade unionists. For the most part and in every suffrage era, as the foremothers who called the first national convention in 1850 put it, suffrage passions and beliefs were always of a piece with “the upward tending spirit of the age.”1

Nor was it true that the woman suffrage movement was voiced exclusively by and in the name of white women and that deep-seated racism was its fatal flaw. For much of its history, the demands for woman suffrage and black suffrage were bound together, but that statement must be carefully parsed. Women’s right to the vote would not have been demanded and not have entered into the political discourse in the first place if its initial leaders had not been deeply involved with the abolitionist and black suffrage movements. But in the post-Reconstruction years, this bond was broken as the mainstream woman suffrage movement excluded black women. This development was of a piece with the larger social and political reaction to Reconstruction. We have to recognize and examine that white racial exclusivity and its consequences for suffragism. The grand conclusion of the suffrage movement was tainted by the ironic fate of its coinciding with the very nadir of post-slavery racial politics.

Still it must be said that every other white-dominated popular political movement of that era similarly accommodated to insurgent white supremacy. And yet only the woman suffrage movement—not the Gilded Age labor movement or the People’s Party or even Progressivism itself—has been so fiercely criticized for the fatal flaw of racism. Historical memory recognizes the cautious gains of other reform movements of that era, even as they, like woman suffrage, turned away from the rights of black people. Without minimizing the seriousness of that shift in racial politics, we must restore the historical context of the suffrage movement’s decisive turn away from equal rights for African Americans in those years.

Throughout the entire seventy-five years of the woman suffrage movement, and continuing into the post-suffrage era, African American women remained stalwart defenders of women’s political rights, their numbers growing over time. Some of these women were well-known national figures—Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Mary Church Terrell—but most were not. I recognize less well known activists who were part of the larger current of suffrage history. They understood what W. E. B. Du Bois preached in the pages of The Crisis in 1912: “Every argument for woman suffrage is an argument for negro suffrage. Both are great movements in democracy.”2

This history cannot stop at 1920 because it is important to examine the evolution of equality and empowerment for women in the electoral and political arenas. That full story must be the subject of another book—or several. As New York suffragist Crystal Eastman observed in 1920: While “men are saying thank goodness that everlasting women’s fight is over!” women are saying “now at last we can begin.”3 Winning the vote, as Carrie Chapman Catt told her followers in 1920, had come at unbelievable cost. They must therefore prize it and use it “intelligently, conscientiously, prayerfully.… Progress is calling to you to make no pause. Act!”4 Greater work even than winning the right to vote was getting men to let women into the circles of political power and influence, changing the way American politics was done. That surely is a second lesson of this history: The conclusion of woman suffrage efforts, if there ever is one, depends on the continuing struggle of women.

As the triumph of woman suffrage is celebrated and remembered, as the heroism of these many devoted activists is fully incorporated into our national history, Americans should also remember the long, troubled, embattled history of woman suffrage and see it as evidence of the fragility of democracy. To this day there are forces that oppose its full realization. Today’s voter suppression is the contemporary manifestation of the opposition to extending the franchise to African Americans and women. Women’s right to vote was consistently resisted for three- quarters of a century, with every political tool and specious argument known to man, in state and federal constitutions, legislative debates and voter referenda. Men’s active opposition lay at the root of that long history of anti-suffrage.

Throughout the history of woman suffrage, established political parties were fearful of and acted against women’s enfranchisement. Starting with Reconstruction Republicans and concluding with Progressive Era Democrats, parties which were otherwise open to reform failed to support the enfranchisement of women. Sometimes politicians feared women’s supposed conservatism, other times their alleged reform-mindedness, but always they feared the disruption that the doubling of the electorate would bring, especially the threat it meant to an enduring political patriarchy. Today the suspicion and harassment of women political candidates and officeholders is of a piece with that record, and knowing the history of woman suffrage can be a tool in resisting this form of voter suppression.

The woman suffrage movement can be said to have succeeded, but like the civil rights movement which has been its historic twin, it has never ended.
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It was a hot July Sunday in 1848. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, thirty-three years old and the busy mother of three rambunctious boys, was invited to tea at the home of Jane Hunt. Cady Stanton and Hunt lived in the twin towns of Seneca Falls and Waterloo, just off the bustling Erie Canal in upstate New York. The gathering was in honor of Lucretia Coffin Mott, in town from Philadelphia to see her sister, Martha Wright. Three other local Quaker women—Mary Ann M’Clintock and her two daughters Elizabeth and Mary Ann—joined them at the round parlor table.

Lucretia Mott was a tiny, serene fifty-year-old whose modest Quaker dress and demeanor belied her standing as one of the most courageous, widely respected—and radical—female voices in the world of American social reform. Along with her Quaker convictions, her roots in the whaling community of Nantucket had taught her about the strength and capacities of women. Her marriage to James Mott was, by all accounts, exceptionally loving and compatible. They had five children and shared strong reform commitments, beginning with a passionate hatred of slavery. James gave up his business as a cotton trader, and their household was kept absolutely free from anything produced by slave labor. Despite Mott’s pacifist convictions, she was no stranger to violence. When a wild Philadelphia mob attacked an 1838 meeting of abolitionist women and burned the meeting hall to the ground, Mott calmly led the women outside to safety. Her reform convictions were broad. While visiting her sister in western New York, she took time to investigate the conditions and heard the concerns of nearby Seneca Indians and inmates at Auburn Prison.

That afternoon, the tea talk soon turned to a discussion about women’s wrongs. Many such discussions no doubt took place around many such tables, but this time the outcome was different. The discussion was led by Cady Stanton, recently relocated from exciting Boston to relatively sleepy Seneca Falls, her growing family and modest middle-class resources leaving her little time or energy for anything else. Her torrent of emotions was still vivid to her a half century later when she wrote her autobiography. “I suffered with mental hunger,” she wrote, “which, like an empty stomach, is very depressing.… Cleanliness, order, the love of the beautiful and artistic, all faded away in the struggle to accomplish what was absolutely necessary from hour to hour. Now I understood, as I never had before, how women could sit down and rest in the midst of general disorder.”1 Housewives from then until now would recognize themselves in her description.

Cady Stanton’s unhappiness had reached a breaking point, and finding herself surrounded by a sympathetic group of women like herself, she “poured out, that day, the torrent of my long-accumulating discontent, with such vehemence and indignation that I stirred myself, as well as the rest of the party, to do and dare anything.”2 The small group was determined to organize a “convention,” a term that had recently come into usage for public meetings to discuss and take action around compelling issues. Political parties held conventions and so did established reform movements such as temperance and antislavery. But this convention would be different; it would be the first to focus on women’s wrongs and women’s rights.

Time was short if they wanted to take advantage of Lucretia Mott’s presence, experience, and reputation. The women placed an announcement in the local paper of a two-day public meeting for protest and discussion, to be held ten days hence at the Wesleyan Chapel, a progressive religious congregation in Seneca Falls. They would discuss “the social, civil, and religious conditions and rights of women”—note the absence of “political” in the list.3 Then they began to consider what to do next, for they had few days to prepare. Only Lucretia Mott had ever planned such a public event, so they were a combination of bold and timid in calling this one. They did not sign their names to the announcement, and when it came time, none of them, not even Lucretia Mott, was willing to chair the proceedings. Writing with her characteristic verve, Cady Stanton looked back: “They were quite innocent of the herculean labors they proposed.… They felt as helpless and hopeless as if they had suddenly been asked to construct a steam engine.” But the power of the Declaration they produced belies that modest memory.

They started by drawing up a statement of principles. Instead of writing something from scratch, they decided to use as their model the Declaration of Independence, perhaps because they had just heard it a week earlier at local July 4th celebrations. We are used to hearing the Declaration of Independence cited and read often, but in the 1840s Americans had just begun to turn back to it as a powerful statement of the democratic ambitions of their still young country. What they finally produced was a bold choice, a thoroughly political statement, lacking any of the moralistic or religious flourishes expected of the “gentler” sex. And, by supplying both language and legitimacy, the Declaration of Independence also made their task easier.

They incorporated the original Preamble with a few alterations, but these were enough to make their document enduringly memorable. To the “self-evident” truth that “all men are created equal” they added the words “and women.” And instead of the “repeated injuries and usurpations… of the present King of England,” they charged the actions of “man toward woman, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny.”

Next came the grievances. Few Americans study the eighteen grievances of the 1776 Declaration, which cite imperial taxation, standing armies, impressment, and other concerns no longer relevant to us. But many of the grievances cited in the Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments, the document that the women wrote, remain meaningful to this day. Marriage leaves woman man’s subordinate, obliges her to obey him, and turns her into an “irresponsible being,” unable or unwilling to be accountable for her own actions. Men have “monopolized nearly all the profitable employments,” exclude women from “the avenues to wealth and distinction” which they most prize, and provide only “scanty remuneration” for the work left. A different moral standard punishes women severely for “moral delinquencies… not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man.” The last two grievances, expansive in their reach, remain particularly powerful: that man usurps the right to define the “sphere of action” appropriate to woman; and that he does all he can “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.” Their target was not “men” but “man” in the aggregate; they might have spoken of “patriarchy” if the word was then used that way.

Finally, the group listed thirteen powerfully worded resolutions. At the core was a grand statement of autonomy and equality: “All laws which prevent woman from occupying such a station in society as her conscience shall dictate, or which place her in a position inferior to that of man, are contrary to the great precept of nature, and therefore of no force or authority.” Once the Declaration had been drafted, Cady Stanton returned home to reflect on what the group had done. It seemed to her that something was missing. The document protested woman’s obligation to “submit to laws, in the formation of which she has had no voice,” but wasn’t this grievance the core of all the others? If so, something must be done. She resolved to call for a collective effort by women to confront women’s ultimate political powerlessness, so out of place in a democratic society. She returned the next day with a proposal for a final resolution: “that it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.”4

The right to vote eventually became the central demand of the American women’s rights movement for the next three quarters of a century, changing women’s lives and American politics in the process. In retrospect, this development might seem inevitable, that American democratic rights would eventually have to be extended across the gender divide to incorporate the omitted half of the nation’s citizens. But at the time it was voiced by that small group of women, it had rarely been expressed anywhere. During the French Revolution, radical clubs of women had demanded the right to vote, but to no avail. In the United States, only in New Jersey between 1776 and 1807 were unmarried, property-holding women able to vote. In general, women’s equal right to the franchise was a controversial and by no means obvious proposition.

An occasional advocate of women’s rights or political democracy had previously contended that women should be men’s political equals. But for the most part, the notion of women voting was considered ludicrous, counter to common sense, and beyond the limits of the democratic community. Political democracy, still a radical experiment in human government, required independent and rational citizens, and women were considered neither of these things. “Men bless their innocence are fond of representing themselves as beings of reason…,” Cady Stanton said just after the convention, “while women are mere creatures of the affections.… One would dislike to dispel the illusion, if it were possible to endure it.”5 It was widely assumed that women were an emotional, not a rational, sex, and wives were thoroughly—and properly so—dependent on their husbands. How could they be trusted to cast an intelligent vote? Often the possibility of women voting was discussed only to call into question other efforts to expand the franchise. Allow black men to vote? You might as well allow women! The absurdity of the notion was enough to shut down all discussion and leave voting rights in the hands of white men.

The convention was scheduled to begin on Wednesday, July 19, at 11 a.m. That morning the planners assembled early. Lucretia Mott came the fourteen miles from Auburn with her sister and husband. Elizabeth Cady Stanton walked less than a mile from her house on the outskirts of town to the Wesleyan Chapel, accompanied by her five-year-old son Henry Jr., her sister Harriet, and Harriet’s son Daniel. In all the difficult work that the women had done to draft their declaration, they had forgotten a small detail, to make sure that the door of the church was opened, which it wasn’t. Daniel was small enough to crawl through an open window and unlock it. Then they waited to see whether they would have an audience for their ambitious undertaking.

They did. Two-thirds of them were women, some publicly associating themselves with the convention by signing their names to its Declaration of Sentiments. Probably two or three times as many as signed actually attended. Of the hundred signers, one quarter were associated (as were the Motts) with the radical “Hicksite” wing of Quakers, and the rest were varieties of Methodists. Economically, they ranged from wealthy town-based families to farmers and their wives and daughters, who came in horse-drawn carts from villages as far as fifteen miles away. Immigration and slavery were two of the big political issues of the day, but there were no immigrants and only one second-generation young Irishwoman there. And there was one ex-slave. Ten years earlier Frederick Douglass had escaped his Maryland master. Eventually he would become one of the most famous African American men in history. In 1848, he was living and editing a weekly newspaper in nearby Rochester. He had met Elizabeth Cady Stanton seven years earlier in Boston, and each had been impressed with the other. Douglass had advertised the upcoming convention in Seneca Falls in his paper, and on the first morning he was present. Everyone else was native born, white, and Protestant.

Most of those who listened that day and the next are lost to history. But one, Charlotte Woodward Pierce, who was just eighteen at the time, lived to the age of ninety, when she was able to witness the final victory of the woman suffrage movement and to share her memories. She was one of the few working girls in the audience, though working for her meant sitting alone in her home, hand-sewing precut gloves and then returning the finished goods to the manufacturer in the aptly named village of Gloversville. “I do not believe that there was any community anywhere in which the souls of some women were not beating their wings in rebellion,” she recalled. “For my own obscure self, every fiber of my being rebelled, although silently, all the hours that I sat and sewed gloves for a miserable pittance which, after it was earned, could never be mine. I wanted to work, but I wanted to choose my task and I wanted to collect my wages.”6 She brought five friends with her, and as their wagon neared Seneca Falls they joined a large flow of traffic headed for the chapel. Charlotte Woodward Pierce was an advocate of woman suffrage through the entirety of her long life.

Although the first day of the meeting had been called for women only, Charlotte and her friends found a group of men, leaders of the village, waiting to get into the church. How to involve men had put the organizers in a bind. Women meeting in public in the company of men was still considered morally questionable, in the disturbing phrase of the period, a “promiscuous assembly.” Also the organizers expected that as difficult as it would be to get women to speak, the presence of men would make it that much more so. On the other hand, excluding men seemed to violate their most fundamental principles, that of sexual equality and individual rights. They decided on a compromise, to admit men but to allow only women to speak on the first day. Men would be able to speak—and they did so at considerable length—on the second day.
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This last-minute small-town gathering on behalf of women’s rights was not, at the time it was held, a historic event, and there are only scant records of what actually went on during those two days. Of all the women there, only a handful dared to speak. Mott, a seasoned speaker, gave a version of remarks on “the Law of Progress,” which she had delivered at an antislavery meeting two months before. She spoke of the thrilling cascade of developments—chief of all the progress of the antislavery movement—“of ‘peace on earth, and good will to man.’ ”7 Now she added her hope that women’s rights would soon find a place in the pantheon of reform. For all her fierce convictions, Cady Stanton dared to make only some impromptu humorous remarks meant to soften any lasting impression that the convention was set against “the Lords of Creation.”8

As Cady Stanton recalled, woman suffrage was the only point on which there was any disagreement. Quakers, a large minority of the audience, found the realm of politics too corrupt, the government too sullied by its collusion with slavery, political parties too self-serving, for women to seek involvement. Others may have found it a step too far outside of woman’s traditional sphere. Even Lucretia Mott, usually unwilling to give way to conservative popular opinion, thought the notion of women’s equal political rights would “make us seem ridiculous. We must go slowly.”9 If they were not careful, they would undermine the entire women’s rights effort they were daring to initiate.

But Cady Stanton was determined “then and there” to insist on the right to vote.10 To her lasting gratitude, support came from Frederick Douglass, the only man there who knew what it was to be disfranchised. Forty years later, he paid tribute to Cady Stanton for seeing “more clearly than most of us that the vital point to be made prominent, and the one that included all the others, was the ballot, and she bravely said the word.… There are few facts in my humble history to which I look back with more satisfaction,” he recalled, “than… that I was sufficiently enlightened at that early day, and then only a few years from slavery, to support [her] resolution for woman suffrage.”11 Between them they carried the day. At the last session, one hundred people, two-thirds of them women, publicly pledged to fulfill the final resolution and give “zealous and untiring efforts” to support all of the resolutions, including suffrage.12

What did women having the right to vote, so unimaginable to others, mean to Cady Stanton? As she explained in a series of articles written later, she dissented fundamentally from the widespread conviction that nineteenth-century Anglo-American society was the pinnacle of possibility for women. Women’s lives in modern America were as full of “degradation and woe” as those in Turkish harems, Biblical patriarchies, and a backward Old World. In a modern society boasting political democracy, the exclusion of women from the nation’s proud claim that the people were sovereign only underlined women’s continuing subordination.

Cady Stanton herself was not the classic victim of women’s wrongs. Most everything about her life and situation except her sex favored her, but it was this which was the source of her fierce conviction and revolt against women’s subordination. Still, despite her rage against the humiliation that “drunkards, idiots, horse-racing, rum-selling rowdies, ignorant foreigners, and silly boys” had political rights while she did not, she came to a more, not less, egalitarian conclusion, insisting not on a contraction but an extension of democracy.13

News of a public protest meeting in favor of women’s economic, civil, educational, and political rights went viral throughout New York state and into Pennsylvania and Massachusetts. Cady Stanton and her sister organizers knew that what they were doing was unprecedented, but they did not anticipate the mean-spirited, demeaning ridicule that came down on them, drawing on every possible negative stereotype of manly women and effeminate men. The women were called “Amazons,” their dignified proceedings “A Petticoat Revolution.” “A woman is nobody. A wife is everything…,” editorialized a Philadelphia paper.14

Behind these insults were basic and widespread beliefs about women and what role they should play in a larger society. “Woman’s sphere,” as it was called, was intended by God and nature to be thoroughly domestic and private, self-sacrificing and modest, passive and deferential. It was a self-enclosed world in complete distinction from man’s sphere, where men pursued their ambitions and took action in the public arena of money-making and politicking. Deviations from these defined roles, especially by women, were more than social gaffes; they were moral errors of the highest order. An unwomanly woman was a monster of nature and a threat to society. Sacrificing what was called her “delicacy,” she might even find herself thrown off her pedestal to become the object of men’s baser impulses.

This belief in mutually exclusive masculinity and femininity was more than a set of prescriptions for men’s and women’s behavior. Without the antidote of woman’s selflessness, a nation made up only of “self-made men” would have no center, nothing binding its members together. It would fly apart, torn to shreds by the individualism and vigorous competition of which Americans in these years were so proud. Here was the root of the lurking fear that women gaining their individual rights would come at men’s—and society’s—expense. Rights were a zero-sum game. Were women to break through the barriers enclosing man’s sphere, men must take up women’s neglected role. Women at the ballot box would send men to the kitchen and nursery.

Against this barrage, advocating women’s rights would take more than conviction; it would take courage and endurance. Unwilling to be the object of such unbridled mockery, some of the people who signed the Declaration withdrew their names. But the organizers were not to be intimidated. Where others saw withering public attack, they recognized an opportunity to go even further to defend and advance their demands. “Ridicule will not have any effect on those who seriously feel themselves aggrieved,” Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Elizabeth M’Clintock wrote in a letter to a local newspaper. This time they signed their names.15

The organizers of the Seneca Falls Convention were determined to make it the start of something bigger, to use every tool available to them to advance their goals in a steady and consistent fashion. They could refuse to pay taxes, assault their legislatures with petitions, protest publicly on election day “bearing banners, with inscriptions thereon of great sentiments handed down to us by our revolutionary fathers.”16 The word “movement” had begun to take on a new meaning in these years, designating the organized efforts of a group with a shared social or political goal. Their purpose was to give “direction to the efforts of the many women, who began to feel the degradation of their subject condition, and its baneful effects upon the human race.”17 They wanted, in other words, to start a movement.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was not the first to recognize the centrality of disfranchisement to women’s oppression and advocate full political equality. Two years before the Seneca Falls Convention, a group of six women from a rural district far away had petitioned the New York legislature for their suffrage rights. However, she was certainly the most formidable of the early advocates of suffrage.



What Cady Stanton said of her mentor Lucretia Mott was certainly true of her: she was “a woman emancipated from all faith in man-made creeds, from all fear of his denunciations.”18 A century and a half later her words still speak more clearly and compellingly to us of women’s wrongs and rights than do any of her contemporaries. She could deliver a speech of several hours’ length, as did many orators of the time, without it seeming excessive, antiquated, or flowery. One reason no doubt is that she had early on shed the thick Protestant ideology and language to which most social prophets of the age held. Her faith was in humanity rather than the divine. She rooted her hopes for progress in the inescapability of the here and now and the obligation of right-minded people to take action to make sure society’s direction was forward and democratic.

Unlike most of her sister collaborators, Elizabeth Cady Stanton came not from the middle class, but from an upper-class family. She was born in 1815 in Johnstown, New York, to a father who had risen through the law and judiciary and by marrying a woman with money and standing. Her mother was Margaret Livingston, descended from the old Dutch-based New York landed aristocracy. It is tempting and not entirely untrue to look to this class background to credit Cady Stanton’s astonishingly stubborn and resilient self-esteem, alas too rare in women, even now. When insults and male arrogance became too much to bear, which happened frequently, her self-confidence would turn to arrogance. She would default to a haughty—and infuriating—elitism, speaking in the name of the “blood of the Pilgrims,” the “daughters of the Revolution,” and the power of her “Saxon” heritage to explain her talents and convictions.

Margaret Cady gave birth to eleven children, seven of which lived. Elizabeth was the fifth. All the surviving children were girls except for one son, who died when Elizabeth was eleven. In Cady Stanton’s telling of her life, her father’s grief at this loss, her desire to fill her brother’s shoes, and her inability as a girl to do so laid the foundation of her women’s rights convictions. She rode horses, studied Greek and Latin, and served her father as an apprentice law clerk, but no matter what—as she recalled repeatedly—her father would say, “Oh my daughter, I wish you were a boy!”19 Still, her father was the parent who mattered the most to her, doted on her, recognized her intelligence.

Her family’s wealth provided Elizabeth Cady with as good an education as was available to girls then. At the age of fifteen, she went off to boarding school in Troy, New York, where Emma Willard had modeled the curriculum on that of men’s colleges of the time. There Elizabeth studied history, mathematics, philosophy, geography, science, and literature. Her later abilities as a writer testify to the excellence of her education there. But her memories of her time at Willard’s school show her already to be mischievous and high-spirited, anything but a proper young lady of means. “Our chief delight was to break the rules,” she recalled.20 Because of her family’s wealth, she did not need to work, earn money for her family, or even help her mother with domestic chores after graduation.

Seventy-five miles to the west of Johnstown, just south of Syracuse, lived her cousin Gerrit Smith, and she visited there often over the next eight years. Smith was scion of one of the wealthiest families in upstate New York. His daughter, also named Elizabeth, was Elizabeth Cady’s best friend. Gerrit Smith was one of the most influential reform figures of the era. He gave away an estimated eight million dollars, much of it in the form of small land grants to Mohawk Indians and African Americans. Of all the great causes of the age which he supported, antislavery was closest to his heart. It was in his home in 1858 that the first plans for John Brown’s futile slave rebellion were laid.

Smith was renowned for his hospitality, and around his table an impressive array of figures ranging from descendants of “the old Dutch aristocracy” to “scholars, philosophers, philanthropists, judges, bishops, clergymen and statesmen” met and debated ideas.21 By no means did they agree on important matters. Slave owners debated with abolitionists, ministers with free-thinking atheists. Elizabeth Cady listened to and became entranced with the intelligence and bold opinions of her cousin’s many guests. “There was never such an atmosphere of love and peace, of freedom and good cheer, in any other home I visited,” she recalled. “To go anywhere else, after a visit there, was like coming down from the divine heights.”22 It was here that she received her education in the ways of social change.

The Smith home was a major stop on the underground railroad, where fugitive slaves received temporary shelter, were hidden from their pursuers, and were aided in their flight to Canada. “One day, as a bevy of us girls were singing and chattering in the parlor,” she recalled, “Cousin Gerrit entered and, in mysterious tones, said: ‘I have a most important secret to tell you.’ ” He took them to the third floor of the house and introduced them to another young woman, Harriet Powell, who was escaping from her slave master. “You may never have another opportunity of seeing a slave girl face to face, so ask her all you care to know of the system of slavery,” he instructed. Elizabeth Cady learned that Harriet had been sold “for her beauty in a New Orleans market,” which everyone knew was notorious for advertising light-skinned black girls for sale to masters for sexual purposes. “We all wept together as she talked, and when Cousin Gerrit returned to summon us away, we needed no further education to make us abolitionists.”23

In the Smith house, Elizabeth Cady met the second figure in her transformation from a smart and eager young woman into a dedicated social activist. This was the man who would become her husband. When she met Henry Stanton in 1839, she was twenty-four; her mother had married at age sixteen. She was a romantic at heart and had suitors aplenty, but she was in no hurry to leave behind the enjoyments and freedom of her youth for marriage. Nor had she met the man to whom marriage would bring anything like the excitement of the Smith household.

Henry Brewster Stanton was ten years older than Elizabeth, handsome and unmarried. His early family life had been tumultuous, highlighted by something that was almost unheard in that era: his mother had sought and secured a divorce from his father.24 Henry Stanton had grown into a high-spirited and self-confident man. As Cady Stanton later remarked, they agreed as a pair “they were as nearly perfect as mortals need be.”25 He was also, like Cousin Gerrit, a devoted abolitionist, one of the best speakers in the movement, and on the verge of taking the antislavery movement out of the realm of moral appeal into party politics. Drawn to each other, the two took off on a horseback ride. “We stopped often to admire the scenery,” Cady Stanton recalled, “and, perchance, each other.”26 Returning many hours later, they told their astonished friends and family that they were going to get married.

This hasty engagement was too much for Elizabeth Cady’s parents. Her father could not abide her intent to tie her life to a political radical, a man who had no employment other than that as an antislavery agitator, and to make a choice that lowered her social rank. All of his other daughters were married to lawyers who had trained with him. He protested that this daughter’s suitor “cannot in my judgment be overstocked with prudence—or feel much solicitude for her whom he seeks to marry.”27 Even Cousin Gerrit was brought into the family intervention, and Elizabeth Cady, subjected to intense pressure from those closest to her, agreed to break her engagement.

Cady Stanton later observed that the entire episode deeply tainted her ideas about marriage, previously “painted…in the most dazzling colors,” but now “represented as beset with dangers and disappointments, and men, of all God’s creatures as the most depraved and unreliable.”28 But despite the broken engagement, she stubbornly remained determined to marry Henry Stanton. Cady Stanton’s biographer observed that this decision was one of the most fateful of her life, freeing her from “the conservative atmosphere, the aristocratic surroundings” of her Johnstown home.29 On May 1, 1840, they were married by the Cady family minister. Despite the minister’s stern sermon on the obligations of marriage, the two pledged “to love” but not “to obey” to each other.

By marrying Henry Stanton, Elizabeth Cady had also wed herself to the abolitionist movement. Women had been involved in the movement since William Lloyd Garrison founded the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833. Albeit confined to auxiliary female societies, as Cady Stanton later reflected, “Mid violence and persecution, they learned the a, b, c of individual rights.”30 Among the most important of these early women abolitionists were Sarah and Angelina Grimké, daughters of one of the wealthiest and most powerful slaveholders in South Carolina.

As young women, the Grimké sisters had fled their father’s home, sickened by the treatment of enslaved people. Moving to Philadelphia, they became devout Quakers and abolitionists. Then, because of the incomparably intimate knowledge they had of slavery, they agreed to speak forthrightly and publicly against slavery. Testifying to the sexual abuse visited on slave women and drawing men as well as women to hear them, they found themselves in 1836 at the center of a massive retaliation from the entire Congregational Church clergy of New England. For their multiple violations of woman’s sphere, they were denounced publicly from every Congregational pulpit from Maine to Pennsylvania. When a woman “assumes the place and tone of a man as a public reformer,” a pastoral letter thundered, “our care and protection of her seem unnecessary… she yields the power which God has given her for protection, and her character becomes unnatural.”31

Instead of shrinking from this harsh criticism, the sisters added to their original abolitionist offense a second heresy, a forthright defense of women’s rights. Arguably this was the first comprehensive statement of women’s equality with men in American history. “Whatever it is morally right for a man to do, it is morally right for woman to do,” Angelina Grimké declared. “I recognize no rights but human rights.… for in Christ Jesus, there is neither male nor female.”32 Soon after, she married the abolitionist Theodore Weld, one of Henry Stanton’s closest and dearest colleagues. Then the couple retired along with sister Sarah to New Jersey, where they ran a progressive school to which many reformers sent their children.

In 1839, controversy broke out again, this time within the abolitionist movement. William Lloyd Garrison, who had become a full-fledged anarchist, led one side, arguing that all human institutions fettered individual conscience and action, none more so than the American government and the Constitution on which slavery rested. Accordingly, he urged his followers to have nothing to do with politics. Henry Stanton and Gerrit Smith, leaders of the other side, were labeled “political abolitionists.” They were much more pragmatic and insisted that “slavery is the creature of law and can be entirely abolished only by the repeal of those laws which create and sustain it.”33 Voting for parties and candidates that could further the demise of slavery was, they argued, the duty of all true abolitionists. They were already beginning to form the Liberty Party, which, although tiny, would be the first of a series of antislavery political parties, culminating in the Republican Party, under whose banner Lincoln would become president.

In the 1839–1840 split, most abolitionist women, who after all had no votes to wield, sided with the Garrisonian wing and against the political abolitionists. In 1840, when the political abolitionists withdrew from the American Anti-Slavery Society, the Garrisonians were free to open the way for women to leave their auxiliary position and become full and equal participants. Starting with Abby Kelly Foster, many women became traveling agents, paid organizers, and abolitionist preachers throughout New England and the Midwest. Here was one of the first places in American public society where women experienced full equality with men.

Just as Elizabeth and Henry were facing down family opposition to their marriage, this split spilled out into the international abolitionist community. British abolitionists had called for a World’s Anti-Slavery Convention to be held in London in June 1840. Both Garrisonians and political abolitionists arranged to go and to try to win the endorsements of British abolitionists for their side in the quarrel. Henry’s plans to leave for London had no doubt hastened his marriage to Elizabeth—the lovers did not wish to be parted. What a honeymoon they would have, sailing the ocean, visiting the Old World, and watching history be made!

Before they left, Henry took his new bride to meet Sarah and Angelina Grimké. Initially, Elizabeth found the sisters a bit dowdy and Quaker-severe, but after three days—having learned the basics of the antislavery heritage, within which her own women’s rights commitments would flourish—she was entranced. She began to correspond with them regularly and read everything they wrote. The sisters, for their part, immediately saw her for the promising and unusual woman that she was. “We were very much pleased with Elizabeth Stanton, who spent several days with us,” Angelina wrote to Gerrit Smith. “I could not help wishing that Henry was better calculated to help mould such a mind.”34

From the Grimké/Weld New Jersey household, the newlyweds went to New York and sailed to London. By her own recollections, the new bride had a grand time onboard ship. She was surrounded by notable abolitionists, most important the Liberty Party’s presidential candidate, James Birney. She recognized that she was “a little too gay, & much too ignorant on the subject of slavery for the circumstances in which I am placed,” and she listened and learned all she could.35 But she was still the frolicsome and irreverent young woman who had entranced Henry Stanton, skittering around the decks and generally driving Birney, who was no fan of unconventional women, to distraction. He reprimanded her for calling her husband by his first name in public, which was a decidedly improper thing for a well-brought-up young lady to do.

The party arrived in Exeter and then hurried to London for the World Anti-Slavery Convention. Among the five hundred American abolitionists, there were eight women who had come as part of the Garrisonian faction. Coming to London was a courageous act for these women, who knew they were headed for a confrontation. The London organizers had to decide whether to take sides in the split of American abolitionists by granting them formal credentials. After a day’s debate, the convention members decided that women delegates violated British abolitionist practice. The American women were relegated to the visitors’ galleries, to watch and listen but not to participate. Although not a delegate, Cady Stanton was “humiliated and chagrined” at the exclusion of women.36

To commemorate this historic event, a London painter created a monumental group portrait, with individualized renderings of many of the delegates. Henry Stanton was seated in the front row, in the only surviving portrait of him as he must have looked when Elizabeth Cady met him—long noble nose, curly brown hair, thick sideburns. The painter found the Americans unpleasant and their women impious, but nonetheless he included portraits of more than a half-dozen women placed along the edge, including Lucretia Mott. In sketchy strokes and across the back of the painting, he drew the people sitting in the visitors’ galleries. Though not individuated, all those portrayed are bonneted women, among whom must have been Elizabeth Cady Stanton.37

Because of the indomitable women abolitionists with whom she was cast, this event was a turning point in Cady Stanton’s life. Prior to this, all of the people who had impressed her for their intelligence, their forthrightness, and their liberal thought were men. She had met the Grimké sisters, but they were retired from active reform. Now she met other women with whom to communicate and connect her instincts and aspirations. “These were the first women I had ever met who believed in the equality of the sexes and who did not believe in the popular orthodox religion.… It was intensely gratifying to hear all that, through years of doubt, I had dimly thought, so freely discussed by other women.”38

None of these women had a more profound impact on Cady Stanton, and through her on the future of the women’s rights movement, than Lucretia Mott. “I often longed to meet some woman who had sufficient confidence in herself to frame and hold an opinion in the face of opposition.” Lucretia Mott was that woman. “Wherever our party went I took possession of Lucretia,” she recalled, “much to Henry’s vexation, as we were just then married.”39 Reminiscing many years later at Mott’s memorial, she wrote that when they met, Mott was “the greatest wonder of the world—a woman who thought and had opinions of her own.”40 In the days after the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention, Cady Stanton marveled at the calm, confident, and efficient way Mott disposed of the arguments by opponents of women’s participation. Mott was the third of her reform mentors, and it was under her tutelage that Elizabeth Cady Stanton grew into a great women’s rights thinker. Walking the halls of the British Museum, the two vowed someday to call a public reform meeting on behalf of women’s rights.

Lucretia Mott freed her young protégé from the last vestiges of the religious cloud that had hung over her since childhood. The daughter of severe Scotch Presbyterians, Elizabeth Cady had struggled against the obligation to obey the dictates of clerical authority without question. As a radical Quaker, Mott was an absolute believer in the authority of “the inner voice,” and she urged her new friend to rely on her own internal sense of justice, not the pronouncements of learned theologians. “When I first heard from the lips of Lucretia Mott that I had the same right to think for myself that Luther, Calvin and John Knox had… I felt at once a new-born sense of dignity and freedom.”41 Breaking away from conventional religious thought was the key step for Cady Stanton. Nowhere was the power of the established Protestant churches and the men who led them greater than when acting as the gatekeepers over women’s proper behavior and beliefs. Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s rage at “priestcraft” only grew over the years.

The couple spent much of the next year and a half under the Cady family roof in Johnstown. To acquire a genuine profession, support his wife, and please his in-laws, Henry followed the other brothers-in-law and studied law with Daniel Cady. Under her mother’s care, Elizabeth gave birth to her first child, named Daniel after her father. In 1844 and 1846 she had two more sons. She referred to these births as “productions,” by which she meant not difficult labors but creative projects. In 1844, after Henry had set up his law practice in Boston, Elizabeth and the children joined him. No longer surrounded by the luxury of her parents’ home, she wrote to a friend that she was absorbing “the effect of ‘lessons of economy’ upon my extravagant nature.”42

Boston was an exciting city, brimming with intellectual and political stimulation, “a kind of moral museum,” as she called it.43 She attended lectures by the famous Unitarian minister Theodore Parker and socialized with William Lloyd Garrison and other important reformers. She was in Boston during the years that Margaret Fuller, the most intellectually accomplished woman in America, was regularly meeting with other women, sharing her education, knowledge, and philosophy. Perhaps Cady Stanton attended her salon. In Boston, she also met a recently escaped slave named Frederick Douglass, beginning a lifelong relationship of deep mutual appreciation. Then, in the fall of 1847, because her husband’s health appeared to require it, Elizabeth began to remodel a small house given to her by her father far away in the Finger Lakes country of New York and to prepare to move her family there, to the village of Seneca Falls.

Meanwhile the promise Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott had made to each other in London to initiate a women’s rights movement remained unredeemed. Why then was it, eight years later, that they, along with the other women around that Waterloo tea table, suddenly and decisively moved to take action? As Cady Stanton herself observed, in considering the “preceding causes” of what happened that summer in Seneca Falls, “Fortunately, progress is not the result of pre-arranged plans of individuals, but is born of a fortuitous combination of circumstances that compel certain results, overcoming the natural inertia of mankind.”44 What were those multiple circumstances and how did they combine in that time and place to produce that outcome?



Far away from the village of Seneca Falls, 1848 was a historic year, as a wave of revolutions swept across Europe, driving out autocratic rulers in favor of greater political democracy. The organizers of the Seneca Falls Convention no doubt read the on-the-scene dispatches posted from Europe in the New York Daily Tribune by Margaret Fuller. Now, in addition to her other accomplishments, she had become America’s first woman war correspondent. In June 1848, the Tribune published her account of revolutions across the Italian peninsula and throughout Europe. Carefully and always she described the revolutionaries in the streets as both “men and women” and proudly noted that her friend and hero the Polish patriot Adam Mickiewicz had explicitly called for “entire equality of rights” for women.45 She wrote with the hope that the men and women of her own country, “stupid with the lust of gain, soiled by crime in its willing perpetuation of slavery,” would share in the “nobler spirit” emerging across the Atlantic.46

As if answering Fuller’s call, the Seneca Falls group recognized that its call for votes for women was of a piece with “the upward tending spirit of the age.”47 As Cady Stanton wrote at the time, women were fighting for the very rights “the maintenance of which is even now rocking to their foundations the kingdoms of the old world.”48 Newspapers covering the Seneca Falls Convention also observed the coincidence. “To whatever part of the world the attention is directed, the political and social fabric is crumbling to pieces…” reported the New York Herald. “By the intelligence, however, which we have lately received, the work of revolution is no longer confined to the Old World, nor to the masculine gender.”49

Meanwhile, there was political upheaval in the United States. The United States had just won its war with Mexico, annexing enormous swaths of western lands into the country. Heretofore, the issue of slavery, which was established and maintained by state laws, had been the most incendiary issue of national politics. Now with the status of slavery in these new federally controlled territories in the forefront, the issue could no longer be avoided. Many northern Democrats gathered behind a congressional resolution refusing to admit states formed out of the “Mexican cession” into the union—the first of which would be California—unless they explicitly banned slavery. Even former Democratic president Martin Van Buren, successor and advisor to pro-slavery President Andrew Jackson, joined them, insisting that states formed from the new western territories must be kept “free soil.”

To Henry Stanton, it began to appear that a new party, which “fused” antislavery Whigs and Democrats, was a real possibility. A month after the Seneca Falls women’s rights convention, he traveled to Buffalo to help form the Free Soil Party. The new party’s political base would be broader than the Liberty Party he had formed eight years before, but its platform would be more confined: it would oppose not slavery itself but its extension into the territories, arguing that, if slavery could not expand, it would surely wither and die. Non-expansion in federal territories, the Free Soilers believed, rather than a head-on attack on slavery, was the only way for any part of the abolition platform to be brought into national politics. Van Buren was nominated as its candidate, and with a former president heading its ticket, the new party polled a very impressive 15 percent of the vote.

The increasingly political direction that abolitionist activism was taking, and her husband’s leading role in it, surely underlay Cady Stanton’s growing conviction in 1848 that not only should women’s rights include political rights, but that suffrage must be the movement’s leading demand. She was still attached to the Garrisonians for insisting on equality between the sexes within the abolitionist movement, but she shared the pragmatism of the political abolitionists. She was a kind of women’s rights fusionist, combining the political focus of Henry’s wing of the abolitionists with the egalitarian principles of the Garrisonians. “I am an admirer of Garrison,” she wrote to a friend. But at the same time, “I am in favour of political action.… So long as we are to be governed by human laws, I should be unwilling to have the making & administering of those laws left entirely to the selfish & unprincipled part of the community.”50

One other historical change in that momentous year was especially close to Cady Stanton’s determination in the Seneca Falls Convention to insist that law and the power to shape it were as crucial to women’s status as they were to the abolition of slavery. For over a decade, many state legislatures, including in New York, had been debating reform of the laws that governed married women’s economic rights. To anyone surveying women’s legal disabilities, the denial to married women of the independent right to own, purchase, sell, and contract for property was foremost. Such legal practices derived from the long-standing Anglo-American legal principle of “coverture,” that the rights and interests of women, once married, were absorbed into those of their husbands. Thus, as far as the law of property was concerned, married women had no legal existence, or as Cady Stanton put it, they suffered “civil death.”51 Marriage was the condition of the overwhelming majority of adult women. The denial of property rights to wives affected not only their real and personal property but also the wages they earned, because their labor was not their own either.

When the New York legislature first confronted this issue in 1836, the only woman lobbying for reform was Ernestine Rose, a young Polish immigrant of Jewish descent. Born Esther Polotowski, she fled to England to escape her confining religious heritage. Nonetheless, her Jewish background left her relentlessly opposed to Christian influence. She came under the influence of early British socialists, who were committed to ending coverture. The socialist attack on coverture was an assault both on the tyranny of private property and the material basis of women’s subordination within marriage. In 1836, Ernestine Rose moved with her husband to New York, bringing her anti-coverture campaign with her.

In 1846, when a New York constitutional convention was called to undertake comprehensive legal reform, the decade-long campaign that Rose had helped to initiate came to a head. The constitutional convention briefly considered legalizing wives’ independent rights to hold property, but at the last minute, a conservative legislator quashed it when he argued that any such reform would threaten “the sacred ordinance of marriage, and the relations growing out of it.”52 Two years later, in the spring of 1848, however, the legislature passed the proposed reform. As Cady Stanton observed, “If men who make the laws were ready for some onward step, surely the women themselves should express interest in legislation.”53 The Seneca Falls women’s rights convention occurred three months later.



The Seneca Falls Declaration concluded with the ambitious hope that it would “be followed by a series of Conventions embracing every part of the country.”54 Just two weeks later, many of the same participants, including Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, and Martha M’Clintock, traveled the fifty miles to Rochester for a quickly called second meeting. This time there was no longer any debate over the propriety of political equality for women, wage-earning women’s situation was included in the consideration of women’s rights, and—to Cady Stanton’s initial shock—a woman chaired the proceedings. Soon women’s rights meetings began to pop up, “as if by magic,” in New York, Ohio, Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts.55

In understanding how women were inspired by news of these women’s rights conventions, consider the story of Emily Collins. Collins lived in “one of the most secluded spots” in western New York state. She was Cady Stanton’s age, with much less education and wealth but similarly aware of and enraged at the laws and customs that oppressed women. A man in her neighborhood, a Methodist preacher, “esteemed a worthy citizen… every few weeks, gave his wife a beating with his horsewhip… to keep her in subjection, and because she scolded so much.” When news of the Seneca Falls Convention “gave this feeling of unrest form and voice,” Collins gathered together fifteen other women and formed a suffrage society. They met every other week in one or the other’s parlor, circulated a petition, and sent it on to the state legislature, where it was dismissed “as something absurdly ridiculous.” Undeterred, Collins remained an active suffragist until she died in 1904.56

Although all of the previous women’s rights conventions, including Seneca Falls, had been local and hastily called, so much excitement had been stirred that it seemed time for something more. In 1850, eight New England women, most of them veterans of antislavery work, announced that the first National Women’s Rights Convention would be held in Worcester, Massachusetts, in October. “To consider the great question of Woman’s Rights, Duties, and Relations,” the organizers invited “all Men and Women of our country who feel sufficient interest in the subject, to give an earnest thought and effective effort to its rightful adjustment, to meet each other in free conference.”57 In retrospect, Cady Stanton regarded this gathering rather than the Seneca Falls meeting as the genuine start of the American woman suffrage movement.58 It was followed by similar meetings every year (except 1857) for the rest of the decade.

The organizers agreed to divide among themselves the names of all the supporters of women’s rights of whom they were aware and write to them asking for support. They appealed especially to “all the women who are accustomed to speaking in public—every stick of timber that is sound.”59 Paulina Wright Davis, a Rhode Island abolitionist who had distinguished herself by educating women about their reproductive health, was the convention’s leading force, and she took it on herself to contact Cady Stanton. The Worcester meeting lasted for four days and one thousand people attended. The largest group came from Massachusetts, but sizable delegations attended from Ohio, New York, and the rest of New England. One woman came from California, another from Iowa. Great effort was made to render women’s rights as a cause equally important to men as well as women, and many of the men leading the antislavery cause—including Garrison, Wendell Phillips, Stephen Foster, and Frederick Douglass—attended and spoke.

The Worcester convention did more than any other prewar women’s rights convention to link African American and women’s rights, and to bring attention to the sufferings of women under slavery. “The cause we have met to advocate… bids us remember the two millions of slave women at the South, the most grossly wronged and foully outraged of all women,” the convention resolved, “and omit no effort to raise [them] to a share in the rights we claim for ourselves.”60 This was no doubt a response to Congress’s recent passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, the first major piece of federal pro-slavery legislation in many decades. By federalizing the crime and punishment of slaves’ running away from their masters and obligating citizens to participate in their capture, this law sent shock waves through the abolitionist community. People who had escaped slavery could now be hunted down and re-enslaved, a fate which Frederick Douglass had dodged by fleeing to England. Even black people who had never been enslaved were being illegally dragged South, as Solomon Northrup recounted in his harrowing 1853 tale, Twelve Years a Slave.
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Sojourner Truth, 1863.



Here also for the first time an African American woman appeared on the stage of a women’s rights convention. Tall, dark-skinned, and in her early fifties, Sojourner Truth had been born Isabella Baumfree in New York sometime around 1797 and was enslaved there until 1826. Self-emancipated, she was a rising figure in the antislavery community. Her manner was humorous and folksy. She spoke with an accent, although the “dese” and “dose” that contemporaries remembered were not that of a southern black person but rather a remnant of Dutch, her first language. “She advocated woman’s rights,” the newspapers reported. “She had looked on men and was sorry for them. The slaves all came on them, and now the women came on them.” A self-taught itinerant preacher (thus the post-slavery name she picked as a sojourner after truth), she took on and refuted biblical excuses for women’s subordination. If Eve is credited with turning “the world upside down…,” she suggested to the audience’s great delight, “what should hinder her to turn it back again?”61 Sojourner Truth is more widely remembered for a women’s rights speech she gave the next year in Akron, Ohio, in which she challenged the notion that women were privileged and protected. She knew she had certainly not been, and asked “arn’t I a woman?”62

Reports of this first National Women’s Rights Convention circulated widely, in the United States and beyond. In England, the news caught the eye of Harriet Taylor, who published a long article describing it and laying out her own elaborate exposition of the subject in the distinguished British political journal the Westminster and Foreign Quarterly Review. Her readers would be especially surprised, she noted, to learn that “the agitation… is not a pleading by male writers and orators for women.” Rather, it constitutes “a political movement, practical in its objects, carried on in a form which denotes an intention to persevere,” and, of greatest importance, “it is a movement not merely for women but by them.”63 Taylor was the intimate companion and soon-to-be wife of the most famous political economist in the world, John Stuart Mill, and it was to Mill that the article was attributed for many years. Sixteen years later, after Taylor’s death, Mill incorporated his wife’s ideas in The Subjection of Women, which became the most widely circulated women’s rights tract of the era, reaching an international audience and translated into numerous languages.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was not able to attend the 1850 Worcester meeting. Her husband was often in Albany serving in the state legislature and she was now thoroughly swamped and increasingly dispirited by her household responsibilities. “Men and angels give me patience!” she wrote. “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!”64 She had just sent her eldest son, nine-year-old Daniel, to the boarding school that Theodore Weld and the Grimké sisters had started to help him learn to “manage” himself better. (This may have included bedwetting. A note from Angelina mentions protecting a new mattress from being ruined by Daniel’s “difficulty.”)65 Elizabeth was also pregnant again, four months later giving birth to her fourth son. Her longing for a daughter was intense but not to be fulfilled until the birth of a daughter two years later. Her household struggles were lifted somewhat when Amelia Willard, a young Quaker woman, became her housekeeper. Thirty years later, Elizabeth thanked her as “one of the best gifts of the gods” without whom “much of my public work would have been quite impossible.”66 This was not a compliment she ever extended to her husband.

Now other women’s rights advocates came to the forefront. Chief of these was Lucy Stone, whose name headed the call for the 1850 national convention. Born in central Massachusetts in 1817, she was the only daughter of a typical middle-class patriarch. Francis Stone was a successful farmer, a heavy drinker, abusive to his children, and overbearing to his wife. His daughter silently watched and resented her mother’s unrelenting labor, numerous pregnancies, and absolute and humiliating economic dependence. From a young age Lucy Stone contributed economically, first on the farm, then hand-sewing the shoe “uppers” for a local manufacturer, and finally as a teacher no older than many of her students. Her women’s rights instincts crystallized when, sitting in a gathering of her state’s assembled clergy, she heard a minister read the famous pastoral letter condemning the Grimké sisters for daring to speak in public about the horrors of slavery.

The effort at clerical intimidation backfired. Lucy Stone realized that she wanted nothing more than to follow the Grimkés’ path and become a public speaker on behalf of the slave. For this she needed an education, which her father refused to support. With her own money, she enrolled in nearby Mount Holyoke Academy, the predecessor of the college of that name and the best school for girls in the area. But the institution was too conservative for her, so she withdrew and waited for something better. After a decade, she found it in Oberlin Collegiate Institute, the first full-fledged college to admit women alongside men, and an institution with a solid antislavery perspective. She was twenty-seven, self-supporting, and pinching every penny she had saved for her education. In the third year of college, her father relented and helped pay.

Stone’s Oberlin education was a good one but for one problem: the college refused to train her as an orator, which was her goal. So she organized a secret club of other women students to meet in the woods in the cabin of a local African American woman and teach themselves the skills of public speaking. When after five years she graduated, in the spring of 1848, Lucy Stone became the first woman in the United States with a baccalaureate degree. She immediately joined the ranks of antislavery lecturers. Her sweet voice and girlish looks in contrast to her hard-hitting antislavery lectures made her famous, and she was soon able to earn over $7,000 in three years of lecturing. Everywhere she went to advocate for the slave, she also talked about women’s rights.

Stone was scheduled to be the major speaker at the 1850 National Women’s Rights Convention when she was called to Illinois to nurse her brother, who had contracted cholera. After he died, she was laid low by her own severe bout of typhoid fever. As she slowly made her way back to Massachusetts, she stopped in Cincinnati to cash a paycheck she had from her antislavery employers. Henry Blackwell, an abolitionist and local hardware merchant seven years her junior, obliged her. She arrived in Worcester weak and depleted but in time to say a few words to the convention she had helped set in motion. Speaking with what a New York newspaper described as “great simplicity and eloquence,” “unburdening her heart,” she lamented “the inferior and slavish position of Woman,” and looked to a future in which women, no longer “the appendages of Society,” had become “the coequal and help-meet of Man in all the interests, and perils and enjoyments of human life.”67

Meanwhile, Henry Blackwell had become smitten with Lucy Stone and relentlessly wooed her. He was no stranger to women’s rights. His older sister, Elizabeth, was the first U.S. woman to become a fully licensed physician. For five years, Lucy Stone remained committed to her vow never to become a wife, willingly accepting the “privations” and “isolation” but also the deep satisfaction of her solitary path in life.68 Blackwell wrote her long impassioned letters, assuring her that he would never claim authority over her and would support her heart and soul in her women’s rights work. Then when he broke the law to help rescue a young woman fugitive slave, Stone was deeply moved and relented. On an early morning in the spring of 1855, dear reader, she married him. At the wedding, they read a statement that they had written together, “acknowledging our mutual affection” but repudiating any law or custom that did not “recognize the wife as an independent, rational being” or that conferred “upon the husband an injurious and unnatural superiority.”69

To signal their determination to undertake a new kind of marriage, they agreed that Lucy Stone would not take the name Blackwell and would remain Lucy Stone even though married. Well into the twentieth century, a woman who kept her own name upon marriage was called, in her honor, a Lucy Stoner. Cady Stanton wrote that “nothing has been done in the woman’s rights movement for some time that so rejoiced my heart as the announcement by you of a woman’s right to her name.… A proper self-respect demands that every woman may have some name by which she may be known from the cradle to the grave.”70 Henry Blackwell’s promises notwithstanding, however, the marriage was a difficult one, and over time, Stone found her hard-won independence, emotional as well as financial, slipping away.

The third of the women’s rights pioneers in the movement’s first decade was Susan B. Anthony. Unlike Stone and Cady Stanton, Susan Brownell Anthony had an extremely warm and supportive family, including a father who inspired and stood behind her in all her endeavors. Her mother was born Baptist and her father Quaker, though his independent-mindedness repeatedly ran up against the local elders’ sense of propriety. Like so many other Americans in the tumultuous late 1830s, the nation’s first great depression, the Anthonys suffered the dramatic economic ups and downs of the collapse. The family gained, then lost, then regained financial security. Finally, in 1845, they settled in Rochester, New York, which remained Susan’s hometown for the rest of her life.

Susan and her older sister Guelma were sent to a Quaker boarding school, where a harsh schoolmistress imbued her with a lingering doubt as to her intellectual abilities. Then, when her father’s fortunes again collapsed, he was forced to withdraw his daughters, and her formal education ended. Nonetheless, like so many other young women of her background, Anthony became a teacher. After fifteen years, however, she had become bored by the work and frustrated by the reality that, no matter how experienced she was, no matter how well she did her job, no matter how successful she was at taming the ill-behaved boys in her care, she was paid far less—a quarter as much!—as the men she often replaced. The experience left her with an understanding that economic independence for women was a matter not just of equal rights to property but also of equal wages for equal work. Her lifelong commitment to self-supporting women was unequaled by Cady Stanton, Stone, or any other first-generation women’s rights contemporaries.


[image: image]
Elizabeth Cady Stanton with her second daughter, Harriot, c. 1857.



Nor did her dedication to women’s rights have its roots in festering youthful resentment and thwarted aspiration. Rather, her restless desire to do something important, to make an impact on the world, to experience directly the fast-moving society around her seems the more likely candidate. Soon after leaving her final teaching job, she wrote her mother that she would have joined the crowds going to gold-rush California “if I were but a man.”71 Instead she decided to become a public reformer, to find some “service which I can render humanity… to right the wrongs of society.”72 It was a path she would follow the rest of her life, though not one that ever provided her with anything like economic security or a reliable income. In her parents’ home, among Rochester Quakers, she had met abolitionist leaders. But what she chose instead, perhaps because she was not ready for the disapprobation that abolition drew, was temperance. By the summer of 1851, Susan B. Anthony had risen to a leadership role in the women’s wing of the western New York temperance movement.


[image: image]
Susan B. Anthony, age twenty-eight, 1848.



In 1850, the abolition of slavery and temperance were the two issues most riling American society, shaking up political parties, and—of particular importance—igniting women’s energies. Indeed, if at that time you were asked to pick which was the more likely to become the major reform movement of the day, you might have guessed temperance. The temperance movement’s call for individual self-control struck a note for people living in an often chaotic society. It meant the tempering—indeed the elimination—of the widespread use and abuse of alcohol, especially by men and therefore of direct concern to women. But “temperance” meant more than that: it meant a lifestyle of moral and physical restraint in the face of any sort of uncontrolled “appetite”—be it for drink or sex or even making money. We call an uncontrolled appetite an addiction, but advocates of temperance often spoke of it as a form of enslavement.


[image: image]
Lucy Stone with daughter, Alice, c. 1858.



Cady Stanton could write, Stone could speak, but Susan B. Anthony could do something the others could not do. Temperance activism unleashed her tremendous talent and enthusiasm as a reform organizer. Beginning in the early 1850s, and continuing almost without interruption until the end of the century, she traveled day after day, year after year, recruiting women and weaving them into networks in which they could act collectively and make an impact—not just on their families and neighborhoods but on the welfare of the larger society. Practical and energetic, she did the basic work in those years of turning women’s rights aspirations and principles into an actual reform movement.

Anthony was five-feet-five and weighed about 140 pounds. After she gave up Quaker garb, her one personal vanity was buying occasional pieces of elegant clothing, a way perhaps of expressing and enjoying the principle of self-support to which she was so dedicated. But none of this was obvious to the public. Cady Stanton and Stone were both crowd pleasers. Anthony was not. People rarely smiled in photographs in those days, but in her pictures, her expression is more sober than most. Her seemingly severe persona fit the stereotype of the strong-minded woman. But in personal relations she was warm and generous, and in her devotion to women’s rights, unparalleled. Over time this made her uniquely beloved within the nineteenth-century women’s rights movement.

While Cady Stanton married in her twenties and Stone in her thirties, Anthony remained single her whole life. This inspired a great deal of curiosity as to her private love life, which she always met by indirection. She could not attach herself intimately to one man, she explained, until she was no longer a “political slave and pariah” and could meet her husband on a level field of equality and citizenship.73 There were never-married women of the era who developed romantic, almost conjugal attachments to other women, but even this does not seem to have been the case with Anthony. What she did have were devoted and sustained friendships, none more profound and consequential than her bond with Elizabeth Cady Stanton. The Stanton/Anthony friendship was one of the most important working partnerships in American history. Cady Stanton would write thirty years later, that the two were “fastened heart to heart with hooks of steel in a friendship that… years of confidence and affection have steadily strengthened.”74

By legend, the two women first met in the spring of 1851 on a Seneca Falls street. Anthony’s sister Mary had attended the 1848 women’s rights convention in their hometown of Rochester and told her about it. Anthony was “not yet quite convinced that these [rights] included the suffrage.”75 She was, however, seeking women of purpose and courage, and eager to meet the charismatic woman living in nearby Seneca Falls about whom they spoke. “There she stood with her good earnest face and genial smile… the perfection of neatness and sobriety,” Cady Stanton recalled many years later. “I liked her thoroughly.”76

The woman who introduced them was Amelia Bloomer, a Seneca Falls resident and proprietor of the Lily, a local temperance journal for women, to which Cady Stanton was now regularly submitting articles. Bloomer is largely forgotten to history but for one thing: her name became attached to the “reform dress” adopted in the early 1850s by bold women, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucy Stone, and Susan B. Anthony. Originally known as “the Turkish costume,” it was made up of a dress raised just below the knees and worn over a pair of loose trousers that reached the ankles. It was to these “under pants” that the name “bloomer” became permanently affixed. Women who sought any entry into men’s traditional sphere had long been accused of wanting to “wear the britches,” and now this dire prediction had come to pass.


[image: image]
Amelia Bloomer in reform dress, 1851.



The “bloomer” dress was a historic women’s rights development. Fashionable dress was then—as it is still—confining and bothersome. It carried the message that women are only their bodies, mere ornaments, not thinking, working, serious people. “Both our bodies and minds are now rendered weak and useless from the unhealthy and barbarous style of dress adopted,” explained Amelia Bloomer.77 Women’s health was said to be impaired by the many pounds of fabric that weighed on their hips, and their organs and breath were confined by tight corsets. Shorter skirts made all of women’s activities easier. Cady Stanton could climb the narrow steps of her Seneca Falls house carrying babies, laundry, and candles without struggling to hold up her long skirts; Stone could get in and out of trains and wagons and walk through the muddy streets of the towns and villages she visited without trailing mud and dust behind her. Anthony was sure that simpler, more utilitarian clothes would help women earn equal wages with men.

For a supposedly avant-garde style favored by only the most radical of women, the bloomer craze gained attention and followers far and wide. In Santa Cruz, California, Eliza Farnham and Georgiana Kirby, left alone to do their own farming because local men had all rushed to the goldfields, wore the outfit as they hoed and planted. In London, a few women of “some standing” made the news when they showed up at the famous Crystal Palace Exposition “attired according to the Bloomer fashion.”78 And from an Apalachicola, Florida, newspaper came reports of three of the “fairest daughters” of the South causing unprecedented excitement when they debuted bloomers in Pensacola.79

To the women for whom dress reform was not a fashion fad, however, the bloomer episode eventually became a prolonged misery. “People would stare,” Cady Stanton recalled, “many men and women make rude remarks, boys followed in crowds with jeers and laughter.”80 Her whole family, including her husband, objected to the dress. Stone had the same experience. “When I go to each new city a horde of boys pursue me and destroy all comfort.”81 Especially if they were taking on new public roles, the bloomer brought them heightened and unwanted visibility and ridicule. Bloomers represented an important principle—women’s freedom—but the symbol came to overshadow and interfere with the principle itself. As Cady Stanton wrote when she gave in after two years, “We put it on for greater freedom, but what is physical freedom compared with mental bondage?”82 Anthony was the last to put on the bloomers, and the last reluctantly to give them up. Fashion is still a challenge for freedom-seeking women, but each time a woman zips up her jeans or puts on her presidential pantsuit, let us give a silent thanks to the courageous women who first put on the bloomers.

For the first two years after that meeting in Seneca Falls, Cady Stanton and Anthony worked together in the temperance movement. Chafing under restraint from male leaders, Anthony determined to establish an independent New York State Women’s Temperance Society. She convinced her new friend to serve as its president. In her inaugural speech in December 1852, Cady Stanton refracted temperance activism through her own radical women’s rights ideas. She pointed out that, like abolitionism, the temperance movement was also being drawn into partisan politics. In 1851, state legislatures, beginning in Maine, began to shut down virtually all sales of alcohol. Surely women could recognize that helping to pass temperance law was so much more effective than prayer and moral supplication. “Just so soon as the women of this State say they will vote on the Temperance question,” Cady Stanton argued, “the work is done.”83

Cady Stanton went even further. Women’s temperance activism must confront the inequalities that lurked within marriage itself. Temperance women already understood that men’s drinking led not only to domestic violence but also to what we would call marital rape. As a solution, Cady Stanton shockingly declared, “it has been left for Woman to preach the doctrine of Divorce” and called for liberalizing New York law to permit divorce on the grounds of drunkenness. Thus began Cady Stanton’s lifelong exploration into the laws, custom, and practice of women’s subordination in marriage. The image of women suffering poverty and abuse from, and losing custody of their children to, drunken, irresponsible husbands eventually became a staple of the argument that women needed the ability to make laws that protected them and their families. But in 1852, Stanton’s audiences must have gasped.

The temperance movement could not tolerate such radicalism, and within a year Cady Stanton and Anthony had lost control of the organization they had formed. In the process, however, Anthony came to believe heart and soul in woman suffrage. She realized that for women to follow their best moral inclinations, they needed to have economic independence, and to have that, they needed legal change, and to have that they needed the right to vote. Never was a more loyal, energetic, and above all practical convert found. She determined to take “prompt and efficient action.”84 But how?

Until now, the only action that suffrage proponents advocated was to follow the Revolutionary fathers and call for a tax protest until such time as women could represent the interests of their own property. Starting in 1852 and continuing for many years after, Harriot Hunt, a pioneering Massachusetts physician who had helped to call the Worcester convention, refused to pay her taxes. However, tax protest was an individual act, moreover, available only to the minority of women who owned property and paid taxes.

To find a more robust lever for change, one that recognized that all women were disfranchised, not just the propertied, was the question to which Anthony applied herself. There were several serious strategic obstacles. First, neither the U.S. Constitution nor federal law had anything to say about who could vote—yet. Franchise reform must be achieved state by state. Moreover, unlike wives’ property rights, which could be changed by ordinary legislation, changes in suffrage had to be accomplished by state constitutional revision. Women had only one political tool to use here, the petition. Woman suffrage petitions had been submitted to constitutional conventions in 1850 in Ohio and 1853 in Massachusetts, only to be summarily rejected. Nonetheless, Anthony was determined to undertake a petition campaign for a woman suffrage amendment to the New York constitution. She was faced with a daunting procedure in pursuing a state constitutional amendment: passage through two successive state legislative sessions and then submission to a vote of the general electorate.

Such a task required a great deal of woman power, planning, and execution, all done with virtually no funds. Within months of her conversion to suffrage, Anthony was planning a campaign to petition state legislators. Cleverly she worked on two fronts: to reform the laws that disabled women economically; and to go deeper by enfranchising women to shape the laws themselves. In two months, after canvassing more than half the state’s counties, she and others had collected ten thousand signed petitions, four thousand for suffrage.

Cady Stanton’s role was to make the legal and political case to accompany the petitions. She had just given birth to her fifth child, her daughter, and was still breastfeeding. She tried to resist her friend’s pleas, but “I find there is no use saying ‘no’ to you.” Describing a daily routine that still speaks to women, she explained:


While I am about the house, surrounded by my children, washing dishes, baking, sewing, I can think up many points but… I seldom have one hour to sit down and write undisturbed. Men who can shut themselves up for days with their books and thoughts know little of what difficulties a woman must surmount.85



Finally, Cady Stanton relented and agreed to outline an argument, but wanted Susan to fill the speech with specific laws. Did Anthony know an “acute lawyer” nearby?

A month later, Cady Stanton had completed her address. She went up to her attic and practiced over and over again. While Anthony babysat, Cady Stanton took the train to Rochester to read the speech to a trusted mentor, William Henry Channing. Then with her two youngest children in tow, off she went to Albany. There was one last obstacle: her father was deeply concerned, though whether it was because she spoke at all or just not well is unclear. Daniel Cady was “an audience of one, and that the one of all others whose approbation I most desired, whose disapproval I most feared.” He was distressed that his coddled daughter knew so much of women’s sufferings, but he reluctantly gave her his approval, offered a few other legal examples, and sent her off with a kiss.86

Her words were addressed to an even more intimidating audience, the state’s legislators. “We the daughters of the revolutionary heroes of ’76,” she began, “demand… the redress of our grievances—a revision of our state constitution—a new code of laws.” In compelling detail, she examined the wide range of laws that disabled women—first “women as women” (the category that included disfranchisement), then women as wives, women as widows, finally women as mothers faced with laws that made the child “the absolute property of the father, wholly at his disposal.” Women’s rights were not the demand of a few, she insisted. No, we speak for the masses of women, the workingwomen, the wives of drunkards, “a very large majority [who] support themselves and their children.”

Above all, it was her rage at women’s humiliating subordination to which she gave voice. “Would to God you could know the burning indignation that fills woman’s soul… how like feudal barons you freemen hold your women.”87 Bloomers had been amusing, but now newspapers reacted with fury at those who dared to bring their women’s rights heresies into the legislative sanctuary. The women who “stalk into the public gaze” were unsexed; the men with them—“weak minded… with fingers locked across their stomachs… and with upturned eyes”—were hardly any better. Public sentiment would not bear this “egregious and ridiculous humbug” much longer.88

Cady Stanton read her address to a women’s rights convention in Albany. With a loan from a male supporter, the convention made 50,000 copies of the speech, a copy of which was received by each legislator one week later when the petitions were submitted. The language of the legislators’ response was more tempered than that of the newspapers, but the sentiments were the same. No law could alter the divine “mandate that man and woman shall not be equal.”89 Women could rest assured that they were faithfully represented in their families by their husbands and then in their governments by the legislators elected by their husbands’ votes. Over the next many decades, innumerable legislators and congressmen would offer women endless versions of the same excuses in denying their rights.

The newspapers and legislators underestimated Anthony. Not one to give up easily, she planned for a second year’s campaign, with speakers and public meetings in all the state’s sixty counties, and a goal of twice as many petitions. During the frigid winter of January 1855, she traveled back and forth across the state. Many of her audiences were small. In Corning, she laid the blame for the public’s “apathy” at the feet of the local clergy. In Elmira, she lost her audience to a popular Baptist itinerant preacher. To keep her expenses to a minimum she found sympathizers with whom she could stay, but in Penn Yan, her hosts turned out to be a couple quarreling over their property, and she fled to a rare hotel room.90 After all her effort, the legislators’ response was more insult and opposition. A state senator recommended that instead of the right to vote, the women petition for a law authorizing husbands to wear petticoats and wives to wear breeches.91

Anthony continued this New York petition work for the next half decade. Clergymen delivered sermons condemning the godless work she was doing; fearful women slammed doors in her face. As her sister activists married and had children, fewer and fewer were able to share the work. Anthony, the only unmarried childless woman in the leadership, found herself carrying more and more of the movement’s burden by herself. “To leave poor brainless me to battle alone,” she lamented, “It is a shame.”92 The loss of Stone, who Anthony thought might remain unmarried like herself, was particularly painful. After Stone’s marriage to Henry Blackwell, the birth of her daughter and her husband’s improvidence left her exhausted and depressed, with little time, energy, or confidence for public work.

Meanwhile, Cady Stanton could barely contain her eagerness to join with Anthony. These years of isolation for Anthony and frustration for Cady Stanton would cement their friendship. They each gained something essential from the bond. Anthony’s closeness to Cady Stanton and the place she found in her home soothed her intense loneliness. “How I do long to be with you this very minute, to have one look into your very soul,” she wrote from the campaign trail in 1857. “I have very weak moments, and long to lay my weary head somewhere… I sometimes fear that I too shall fall by the wayside and drop out.”93

As for Cady Stanton, with Henry gone more often on political business, Anthony was her real domestic partner, almost a second mother to her children, the person who could share her burdens enough to allow her time to draft a women’s rights appeal or letter to a convention she could not attend. “With the cares of a large family, I might in time, like too many women, have become wholly absorbed in a narrow family selfishness.” But when Anthony entered her life, “I soon felt the power of my convert in goading me forward to ever more untiring work.” At the core they shared an essential unflinching conviction about the intolerability of women’s subordination. “For Miss Anthony and myself,” Cady Stanton declared, “the English language had no words strong enough to express the indignation we felt in view of the prolonged injustice to women.”94



Complicating these personal challenges in slowing down the woman suffrage work were larger developments. After long being suppressed, the issue of slavery came crashing into American politics and the women’s rights movement in the form of the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Proposed by Illinois Democratic senator (and future presidential candidate) Stephen Douglas, the bill was meant to determine whether the last remaining territories of the Louisiana Purchase to petition Congress for statehood would do so with or without slavery. In February 1854, Anthony arrived in Washington, D.C., in time to witness the debate on the Kansas-Nebraska Act. It was her first venture into slavery territory, and the experience was a shock and an education. In a hotel in Mount Vernon, “I ate my dinner without once asking myself, are these human beings who minister to my wants Slaves…,” she wrote in her diary.95

Antislavery forces opposed the Kansas-Nebraska Act in order for Congress to retain full power to control the admission of states into the union. Pro-slavery forces approved of the bill because it authorized the people in the territory themselves to make the choice, a superficially democratic procedure that in reality threatened anarchy on the ground. When the bill passed, the real struggle over slavery began. Pro- and antislavery forces rushed to the territories. Each side was determined that it would control the constitution proposed by the new state, Kansas. Pro-slavery forces came from Missouri, where slavery was legal. Northern abolitionists also came in large numbers, especially from New England and New York. Among them were Anthony’s two brothers, Daniel and Merritt. Were it not for the women’s rights work, Anthony would have probably gone (as she did a decade later). The one women’s rights activist who did join the abolitionist emigrants was Clarina Howard Nichols, a seasoned lecturer from Vermont. Just as soon as the law was passed, Nichols went to Kansas with her two older sons (her husband came later). She not only supported the antislavery forces but also recognized that, in shaping the first constitution for the new state of Kansas, she might find an opening for woman suffrage. Ultimately, she succeeded in winning a wedge, the right of women to vote for school boards. This was the first female franchise in any state constitution in the nation.

The battle in Kansas between the pro and antislavery forces, lasting until late 1856, was violent and murderous. The leader of the antislavery forces was a Connecticut tanner named John Brown, the fiery figure who in 1859 attempted and failed to ignite a slave rebellion at the federal armory in Harpers Ferry, Virginia. As a self-appointed martyr to the obliteration of slavery, Brown became an intensely polarizing figure between North and South. Merritt Anthony was suspected of harboring Brown in Kansas. Cady Stanton may have met John Brown through Frederick Douglass, but the conflict came even closer to her when her cousin Gerrit Smith was found to have helped to fund the abortive slave rebellion. Smith had a nervous breakdown. “The worse than death of my dear Cousin Gerrit, the martyrdom of the grand and glorious John Brown—all this conspires to make me regret more than ever my dwarfed womanhood,” Cady Stanton wrote to Anthony just before New Year’s Day, 1860.96

Women’s rights activists became increasingly eager to participate in this historic political moment. Stone, who had followed her improvident husband to the wilds of Wisconsin, was no longer in demand nationally as a lecturer, but she still carved time out of her wifely and maternal duties to address the locals on antislavery principles. “The cause of Kansas, and of the country are still our cause, even tho, we are disfranchised,” she wrote to Anthony.97 Anthony’s organizing skills caught the eye of abolitionist leaders. “The efficiency and success of our operations in New York this winter will depend more on your personal attendance and direction than upon that of any other of our workers,” they wrote her. “We need your earnestness, your practical talent, your energy and perseverance.”98 She agreed to direct antislavery work for the whole of New York state but made sure she retained the right to speak for women’s rights as well.

The Kansas-Nebraska events had their most lasting impact in the creation of the Republican Party. Democratic support for the law fractured the party. Many northern Democrats came together with former Whigs who also opposed slavery in “anti-Nebraska meetings,” out of which the Republican Party was born. At first abolitionists had great hopes of the new party. “I am rejoiced to say that Henry is heart and soul in the Republican movement,” Cady Stanton wrote Anthony.99 So was she, forcing her way into a Republican rally that was supposedly reserved for voters. In 1856, the Republicans ran their first presidential candidate, John Frémont of California Gold Rush fame. Frémont was married to Jessie Benton, daughter of a powerful Missouri senator, and the highest profile woman in presidential politics since Abigail Adams. Republican campaign buttons advertised Jessie as often as they did her husband. Women’s rights activists had hopes that the new party would not only oppose slavery but also follow its commitment to freedom all the way to women’s rights.

By the election of 1860, however, many members of the abolitionist and women’s rights communities had become skeptical about the determination of the Republicans to end slavery. They did not support Abraham Lincoln as president, because his antislavery record was so vague and vacillating. The Stantons were especially disappointed that the party’s nominating convention passed over their neighbor and friend New York senator William Henry Seward. In the months between Lincoln’s election and inauguration, abolitionists sought to counterbalance pressure on him coming from southern threats to secede by holding public meetings designed “to rouse the people to the necessity of holding that party to its declared principles and pushing it if possible, a step or two forward.” Anthony was still in charge of New York antislavery work, and now Cady Stanton, her seventh (and last) child a year and a half old, was able to join her.

It was not an auspicious moment to go on the stump for the abolition of slavery. “The whole State was aflame with the mob spirit,” Cady Stanton recalled, and the meetings they held from Albany to Buffalo were interrupted and attacked.100 Henry urged his wife and Anthony to stop speaking. “I think you risk your lives,” he wrote from Washington, D.C. “I assure you, this nation is going to destruction as fast as it can.… Civil war is upon us.” The mobs in the North, the seceding states in the South, the concerns about a Lincoln presidency, “These are mere eddies in the grand current which is sweeping Slavery to perdition. Stand out of the way & let the current run,” he counseled.101

That current would eventually move women’s rights forward, but not until the years immediately following the war. Woman suffrage would come to the fore, the movement behind it would gain new solidity, unity, and purpose, but—most consequential for the long historical record—the bond between antislavery and women’s rights would be threatened.
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