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There was a natural affinity between black women who resisted the bonds of slavery and white women 
who resented their being consigned to an inferior position in a male-dominated world. 
 
 Black women were doubly oppressed, as blacks and as women. White women were seen either as 
fodder for the new industrial system— factory workers who could be put to work at an early age and 
literally worked to death— or as obedient helpers of their husbands, servants of a sort who bore 
children and then took care of them.  
 
In the early part of the nineteenth century, women rebelled on all fronts— mill girls going out on strike, 
black women speaking out on enslavement, white women joining the anti-slavery movement. 
 
Sarah Grimké, a Southern white woman, and sister of the fiery abolitionist Angelina Grimké, wrote, in 
the 1830s: “I ask no favors for my sex. I surrender not our claim to equality. All I ask of our brethren, is 
that they will take their feet from off our necks, and permit us to stand upright on that ground which 
God designed us to occupy.” In another letter, she added, “[ To] me it is perfectly clear that whatsoever 
it is morally right for a man to do, it is morally right for a woman to do.”  
 
Women worked in antislavery societies all over the country, gathering thousands of petitions to 
Congress. In 1840, a World Anti-Slavery Society met in London. After a heated debate on the issue, it 
was voted to exclude women and that they could attend the meetings only in a curtained enclosure. The 
women sat in silent protest in the gallery. That experience heightened their determination to continue 
their struggle for equality.  

• • • 
Here are the words of the pioneer African-American activist Maria Stewart. Stewart began writing and 
lecturing against slavery in the early 1830s, despite pressure from peers to keep silent, and became a 
contributor to William Lloyd Garrison's abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator. In this 1833 speech, she 
advances the cause of abolition, but her comments (“ we have planted the vines, they have eaten the 
fruits of them”) speak also to sexism and the degradation of women's work. 
 
 Maria Stewart, “An Address Delivered at the African Masonic Hall, Boston,” (February 27, 1833)  
 
 Most of our color have been taught to stand in fear of the white man, from their earliest infancy, to 
work as soon as they could walk, and call “master,” before they scarce could lisp the name of mother. 
Continual fear and laborious servitude have in some degree lessened in us that natural force and energy 
which belong to man; or else, in defiance of opposition, our men, before this, would have nobly and 
boldly contended for their rights. But give the man of color an equal opportunity with the white from 
the cradle to manhood, and from manhood to the grave, and you would discover the dignified 
statesman, the man of science, and the philosopher. But there is no such opportunity for the sons of 
Africa, and I fear that our powerful one's are fully determined that there never shall be. For bid, ye 
Powers on high, that it should any longer be said that our men possess no force. O ye sons of Africa, 
when will your voices be heard in our legislative halls, in defiance of your enemies, contending for equal 
rights and liberty? How can you, when you reflect from what you have fallen, refrain from crying 
mightily unto God, to turn away from us the fierceness of his anger, and remember our transgressions 



against us no more forever. But a God of infinite purity will not regard the prayers of those who hold 
religion in one hand, and prejudice, sin and pollution in the other; he will not regard the prayers of self-
righteousness and hypocrisy. Is it possible, I exclaim, that for the want of knowledge, we have labored 
for hundreds of years to support others, and been content to receive what they chose to give us in 
return? Cast your eyes about, look as far as you can see; all, all is owned by the lordly white, except here 
and there a lowly dwelling which the man of color, midst deprivations, fraud and opposition, has been 
scarce able to procure. Like king Solomon, who put neither nail nor hammer to the temple, yet received 
the praise; so also have the white Americans gained themselves a name, like the names of the great 
men that are in the earth, while in reality we have been their principal foundation and support. We have 
pursued the shadow, they have obtained the substance; we have performed the labor they have 
received the profits; we have planted the vines, they have eaten the fruits of them.  

• • • 
The sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimké were not only outspoken abolitionists, denouncing the evils of 
slavery, but were early advocates for women's rights. In 1848, Angelina Grimké addressed a crowd at 
Pennsylvania Hall, in Philadelphia, her last public speech. While she spoke, thousands gathered to 
protest, and attacked the hall, throwing stones and breaking its windows. Later that night, they burned 
the hall to the ground.  
 
Angelina E. Grimké Weld's Speech at Pennsylvania Hall (May 17, 1838)  
 
Men, brethren and fathers— mothers, daughters and sisters, what came ye out for to see? A reed 
shaken with the wind? Is it curiosity merely, or a deep sympathy with the perishing slave, that has 
brought this large audience together? [A yell from the mob without the building.] Those voices without 
ought to awaken and call out our warmest sympathies. Deluded beings! “[ T] hey know not what they 
do.” They know not that they are undermining their own rights and their own happiness, temporal and 
eternal. Do you ask, “what has the North to do with slavery?” Hear it— hear it. Those voices without tell 
us that the spirit of slavery is here, and has been roused to wrath by our abolition speeches and 
conventions: for surely liberty would not foam and tear herself with rage, because her friends are 
multiplied daily, and meetings are held in quick succession to set forth her virtues and extend her 
peaceful kingdom. This opposition shows that slavery has done its deadliest work in the hearts of our 
citizens. Do you ask, then, “what has the North to do?” I answer, cast out first the spirit of slavery from 
your own hearts, and then lend your aid to convert the South. Each one present has a work to do, be his 
or her situation what it may, however limited their means, or insignificant their supposed influence. The 
great men of this country will not do this work; the church will never do it. A desire to please the world, 
to keep the favor of all parties and of all conditions, makes them dumb on this and every other 
unpopular subject. They have become worldly-wise, and therefore God, in his wisdom, employs them 
not to carry on his plans of reformation and salvation. He hath chosen the foolish things of the world to 
confound the wise, and the weak to overcome the mighty.  
 
As a Southerner I feel that it is my duty to stand up here tonight and bear testimony against slavery. I 
have seen it— I have seen it. I know it has horrors that can never be described. I was brought up under 
its wing: I witnessed for many years its demoralizing influences, and its destructiveness to human 
happiness. It is admitted by some that the slave is not happy under the worst forms of slavery. But I 
have never seen a happy slave. I have seen him dance in his chains, it is true; but he was not happy. 
There is a wide difference between happiness and mirth. Man cannot enjoy the former while his 
manhood is destroyed, and that part of the being which is necessary to the making, and to the 
enjoyment of happiness, is completely blotted out. The slaves, however, may be, and sometimes are, 
mirthful. When hope is extinguished, they say, “let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.” [Just then 



stones were thrown at the windows,— a great noise without, and commotion within.] What is a mob? 
What would the breaking of every window be? What would the leveling of this Hall be? Any evidence 
that we are wrong, or that slavery is a good and wholesome institution? What if the mob should now 
burst in upon us, break up our meeting and commit violence upon our persons— would this be any thing 
compared with what the slaves endure? No, no: and we do not remember them “as bound with them,” 
if we shrink in the time of peril, or feel unwilling to sacrifice ourselves, if need be, for their sake. [Great 
noise.] I thank the Lord that there is yet life left enough to feel the truth, even though it rages at it— 
that conscience is not so completely seared as to be unmoved by the truth of the living God. 
 
Many persons go to the South for a season, and are hospitably entertained in the parlor and at the table 
of the slave-holder. They never enter the huts of the slaves; they know nothing of the dark side of the 
picture, and they return home with praises on their lips of the generous character of those with whom 
they had tarried. Or if they have witnessed the cruelties of slavery, by remaining silent spectators they 
have naturally become callous— an insensibility has ensued which prepares them to apologize even for 
barbarity. Nothing but the corrupting influence of slavery on the hearts of the Northern people can 
induce them to apologize for it; and much will have been done for the destruction of Southern slavery 
when we have so reformed the North that no one here will be willing to risk his reputation by 
advocating or even excusing the holding of men as property. The South know it, and acknowledge that 
as fast as our principles prevail, the hold of the master must be relaxed. [Another outbreak of 
mobocratic spirit, and some confusion in the house.]…  
 
Every Southern breeze wafted to me the discordant tones of weeping and wailing, shrieks and groans, 
mingled with prayers and blasphemous curses. I thought there was no hope; that the wicked would go 
on in his wickedness, until he had destroyed both himself and his country. My heart sunk within me at 
the abominations in the midst of which I had been born and educated. What will it avail, cried I in 
bitterness of spirit, to expose to the gaze of strangers the horrors and pollutions of slavery, when there 
is no ear to hear nor heart to feel and pray for the slave. The language of my soul was, “Oh tell it not in 
Gath, publish it not in the streets of Askelon.” But how different do I feel now! Animated with hope, nay, 
with an assurance of the triumph of liberty and good will to man, I will lift up my voice like a trumpet, 
and show this people their transgression, their sins of omission towards the slave, and what they can do 
towards affecting Southern mind, and overthrowing Southern oppression.  
 
We may talk of occupying neutral ground, but on this subject, in its present attitude, there is no such 
thing as neutral ground. He that is not for us is against us, and he that gathereth not with us, scattereth 
abroad. If you are on what you suppose to be neutral ground, the South look upon you as on the side of 
the oppressor. And is there one who loves his country willing to give his influence, even indirectly, in 
favor of slavery— that curse of nations ? God swept Egypt with the besom of destruction, and punished 
Judea also with a sore punishment, because of slavery. And have we any reason to believe that he is less 
just now?— or that he will be more favorable to us than to his own “peculiar people?” [Shoutings, 
stones thrown against the windows, etc.]  
 
There is nothing to be feared from those who would stop our mouths, but they themselves should fear 
and tremble. The current is even now setting fast against them. If the arm of the North had not caused 
the Bastille of slavery to totter to its foundation, you would not hear those cries. A few years ago, and 
the South felt secure, and with a contemptuous sneer asked, “Who are the abolitionists? The 
abolitionists are nothing?”— Ay, in one sense they were nothing, and they are nothing still. But in this 
we rejoice, that “God has chosen things that are not to bring to naught things that are.” [Mob again 
disturbed the meeting.]  



 
We often hear the question asked, “What shall we do?” Here is an opportunity for doing something 
now. Every man and every woman present may do something by showing that we fear not a mob, and, 
in the midst of threatenings and revilings, by opening our mouths for the dumb and pleading the cause 
of those who are ready to perish.  
 
To work as we should in this cause, we must know what Slavery is. Let me urge you then to buy the 
books which have been written on this subject and read them, and then lend them to your neighbors. 
Give your money no longer for things which pander to pride and lust, but aid in scattering “the living 
coals of truth” upon the naked heart of this nation,— in circulating appeals to the sympathies of 
Christians in behalf of the outraged and suffering slave. But, it is said by some, our “books and papers do 
not speak the truth.” Why, then, do they not contradict what we say? They cannot. Moreover the South 
has entreated, nay commanded us to be silent; and what greater evidence of the truth of our 
publications could be desired?  
 
Women of Philadelphia! allow me as a Southern woman, with much attachment to the land of my birth, 
to entreat you to come up to this work. Especially let me urge you to petition. Men may settle this and 
other questions at the ballot-box, but you have no such right; it is only through petitions that you can 
reach the Legislature. It is therefore peculiarly your duty to petition. Do you say, “It does no good?” The 
South already turns pale at the number sent. They have read the reports of the proceedings of Congress, 
and there have seen that among other petitions were very many from the women of the North on the 
subject of slavery. This fact has called the attention of the South to the subject. How could we expect to 
have done more as yet? Men who hold the rod over slaves, rule in the councils of the nation: and they 
deny our right to petition and to remonstrate against abuses of our sex and of our kind. We have these 
rights, however, from our God. Only let us exercise them: and though often turned away unanswered, 
let us remember the influence of importunity upon the unjust judge, and act accordingly. The fact that 
the South look with jealousy upon our measures shows that they are effectual. There is, therefore, no 
cause for doubting or despair, but rather for rejoicing.  
 
It was remarked in England that women did much to abolish Slavery in her colonies. Nor are they now 
idle. Numerous petitions from them have recently been presented to the Queen, to abolish the 
apprenticeship with its cruelties nearly equal to those of the system whose place it supplies. One 
petition two miles and a quarter long has been presented. And do you think these labors will be in vain? 
Let the history of the past answer. When the women of these States send up to Congress such a 
petition, our legislators will arise as did those of England, and say, “When all the maids and matrons of 
the land are knocking at our doors we must legislate.” Let the zeal and love, the faith and works of our 
English sisters quicken ours— that while the slaves continue to suffer, and when they shout deliverance, 
we may feel the satisfaction of having done what we could. 

• • • 
When Boston capitalists, making use of the new canal system, began building textile mills in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, in the early nineteenth century, they recruited young women from rural New England as 
their labor force. They assumed these “girls” would be docile and easily managed. Instead, the young 
women in the Lowell mills formed reading circles, organized to demand their rights as laborers and as 
women, and agitated for better workplace conditions. They printed leaflets and published their own 
newspaper, the Lowell Offering. Here, Harriet Hanson Robinson, who started work in the mills when she 
was only ten, recounts a “turn out,” or strike, of the Lowell women, and describes the conditions of 
women factory workers in the 1830s.  
 



Harriet Hanson Robinson, “Characteristics of the Early Factory Girls” (1898)   
When I look back into the factory life of fifty or sixty years ago, I do not see what is called “a class” of 
young men and women going to and from their daily work, like so many ants that cannot be 
distinguished one from another; I see them as individuals, with personalities of their own. This one has 
about her the atmosphere of her early home. That one is impelled by a strong and noble purpose. The 
other,— what she is, has been an influence for good to me and to all womankind.  
 
Yet they were a class of factory operatives, and were spoken of (as the same class is spoken of now) as a 
set of persons who earned their daily bread, whose condition was fixed, and who must continue to spin 
and to weave to the end of their natural existence. Nothing but this was expected of them, and they 
were not supposed to be capable of social or mental improvement. That they could be educated and 
developed into something more than work-people, was an idea that had not yet entered the public 
mind. So little does one class of persons really know about the thoughts and aspirations of another! It 
was the good fortune of these early mill-girls to teach the people of that time that this sort of labor is 
not degrading; that the operative is not only “capable of virtue,” but also capable of self-cultivation. 
 
At the time the Lowell cotton-mills were started, the factory girl was the lowest among women. In 
England, and in France particularly, great injustice had been done to her real character; she was 
represented as subjected to influences that could not fail to destroy her purity and self-respect. In the 
eyes of her overseer she was but a brute, slave, to be beaten, pinched, and pushed about.  
 
It was to overcome this prejudice that such high wages had been offered to women that they might be 
induced to become mill-girls, in spite of the opprobrium that still clung to this “degrading occupation.” 
At first only a few came; for, though tempted by the high wages to be regularly paid in “cash,” there 
were many who still preferred to go on working at some more genteel employment at seventy-five 
cents a week and their board.  
 
But in a short time the prejudice against the factory labor wore away, and the Lowell mills became filled 
with blooming and energetic New England women. They were naturally intelligent, had mother-wit, and 
fell easily into the ways of their new life. They soon began to associate with those who formed the 
community in which they had come to live, and were invited to their houses. They went to the same 
church, and sometimes married into some of the best families. Or if they returned to their secluded 
homes again, instead of being looked down upon as “factory girls” by the squire's or lawyer's family, 
they were more often welcomed as coming from the metropolis, bringing new fashions, new books, and 
new ideas with them.  
 
In 1831 Lowell was little more than a factory village. Several corporations were started, and the cotton-
mills belonging to them were building. Help was in great demand; and the stories were told all over the 
country of the new factory town, and the high wages that were offered to all classes of work-people,— 
stories that reached the ears of mechanics' and farmers' sons, and gave new life to lonely and 
dependent women in distant towns and farmhouses. Into this Yankee El Dorado, these needy people 
began to pour by the various modes of travel known to those slow old days. The stage-coach and the 
canal-boat came every day, always filled with the new recruits for this army of useful people. The 
mechanic and machinist came, each with his home-made chest of tools, and oftentimes his wife and 
little ones. The widow came with her little flock of scanty housekeeping goods to open a boarding-house 
or variety store, and so provided a home for her fatherless children. Many farmers' daughters came to 
earn money to complete their wedding outfit, or buy the bride's share of housekeeping articles.  
 



Women with past histories came, to hide their griefs and their identity, and to earn an honest living in 
the “sweat of their brow.” Single young men came, full of hope and life, to get money for an education, 
or to lift the mortgage from the home-farm. Troops of young girls came by stages and baggage-wagons, 
men often being employed to go to other States and to Canada, to collect them at so much a head, and 
deliver them to the factories….  
 
These country girls had queer names, which added to the singularity of their appearance. Samantha, 
Triphena, Plumy, Kezia, Aseneth, Elgardy, Leafy, Ruhamah, Lovey, Almaretta, Sarepta, and Florilla were 
among them.  
 
Their dialect was also very peculiar. On the broken English and Scotch of their ancestors was ingrafted 
the nasal Yankee twang; so that many of them, when they had just come down, spoke a language 
almost unintelligible. But the severe discipline and ridicule which met them was as good as a school 
education, and they were soon taught the “city way of speaking.” …  
 
One of the first strikes of the cotton-factory operatives that ever took place in this country was that in 
Lowell, in October, 1836. When it was announced that wages were to be cut down, great indignation 
was felt, and it was decided to strike, en masse. This was done. The mills were shut down, and the girls 
went in procession from their several corporations to the “grove” on Chapel Hill, and listened to 
“incendiary” speeches from early labor reformers.  
 
One of the girls stood on a pump, and gave vent to the feelings of her companions in a neat speech, 
declaring that it was their duty to resist all attempts at cutting down the wages. This was the first time a 
woman had spoken in public in Lowell, and the event caused surprise and consternation among her 
audience.  
 
Cutting down the wages was not their only grievance, nor the only cause of this strike. Hitherto the 
corporations had paid twenty-five cents a week towards the board of each operative, and now it was 
their purpose to have the girls pay the sum; and this, in addition to the cut in wages, would make a 
difference of at least one dollar a week. It was estimated that as many as twelve or fifteen hundred girls 
turned out, and walked in procession through the streets….  
 
My own recollection of this first strike (or “turn out” as it was called) is very vivid. I worked in a lower 
room, where I had heard the proposed strike fully, if not vehemently, discussed; I had been an ardent 
listener to what was said against this attempt at “oppression” on the part of the corporation, and 
naturally I took sides with the strikers. When the day came on which the girls were to turn out, those in 
the upper rooms started first, and so many of them left that our mill was at once shut down. Then, when 
the girls in my room stood irresolute, uncertain what to do, asking each other, “Would you?” or “Shall 
we turn out?” and not one of them having the courage to lead off, I, who began to think they would not 
go out, after all their talk, became impatient, and started on ahead, saying, with childish bravado, “I 
don't care what you do, I am going to turn out, whether anyone else does or not;” and I marched out, 
and was followed by the others.  
 
As I looked back at the long line that followed me, I was more proud than I have ever been at any 
success I may have achieved.  

• • • 
 In 1845, Margaret Fuller published the groundbreaking work Woman in the Nineteenth Century, an 
expanded version of an essay she had written for The Dial in 1843, called “The Great Lawsuit— Man 



versus Men; Woman versus Women.” The book, part of which is excerpted here, had a profound impact 
on the women's rights movement in the United States. 
 
 S. Margaret Fuller Ossoli, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845)  
 
Though the national independence be blurred by the servility of individuals; though freedom and 
equality have been proclaimed only to leave room for a monstrous display of slave-dealing and slave-
keeping; though the free American so often feels himself free, like the Roman, only to pamper his 
appetites and his indolence through the misery of his fellow-beings; still it is not in vain that the verbal 
statement has been made, “All men are born free and equal.” There it stands, a golden certainty 
wherewith to encourage the good, to shame the bad. The New World may be called clearly to perceive 
that it incurs the utmost penalty if it rej ect or oppress the sorrowful brother. And, if men are deaf, the 
angels hear. But men cannot be deaf. It is inevitable that an external freedom, an independence of the 
encroachments of other men, such as has been achieved for the nation, should be so also for every 
member of it. That which has once been clearly conceived in the intelligence cannot fail, sooner or later, 
to be acted out….  
 
We sicken no less at the pomp than the strife of words. We feel that never were lungs so puffed with 
the wind of declamation, on moral and religious subjects, as now. We are tempted to implore these 
“word-heroes,” these word-Catos, word-Christs, to beware of cant above all things; to remember that 
hypocrisy is the most hopeless as well as the meanest of crimes, and that those must surely be polluted 
by it, who do not reserve a part of their morality and religion for private use. [Walter Savage] Landor 
says that he cannot have a great deal of mind who cannot afford to let the larger part of it lie fallow; and 
what is true of genius is not less so of virtue. The tongue is a valuable member, but should appropriate 
but a small part of the vital juices that are needful all over the body. We feel that the mind may “grow 
black and rancid in the smoke” even “of altars.” We start up from the harangue to go into our closet and 
shut the door. There inquires the spirit, “Is this rhetoric the bloom of healthy blood, or a false pigment 
artfully laid on?” And yet again we know where is so much smoke, must be some fire; with so much talk 
about virtue and freedom, must be mingled some desire for them; that it cannot be in vain that such 
have become the common topics of conversation among men, rather than schemes for tyranny and 
plunder, that the very newspapers see it best to proclaim themselves “Pilgrims,” “Puritans,” “Heralds of 
Holiness.” The king that maintains so costly a retinue cannot be a mere boast, or Carabbas fiction. We 
have waited here long in the dust; we are tired and hungry; but the triumphal procession must appear 
at last.  
 
Of all its banners, none has been more steadily up-held, and under none have more valor and 
willingness for real sacrifices been shown, than that of the champions of the enslaved African. And this 
band it is, which, partly from a natural following out of principles, partly because many women have 
been prominent in that cause, makes, just now, the warmest appeal in behalf of Woman.  
 
Though there has been a growing liberality on this subject, yet society at large is not so prepared for the 
demands of this party, but that its members are, and will be for some time, coldly regarded as the 
Jacobins of their day.  
 
“Is it not enough,” cries the irritated trader, “that you have done all you could to break up the national 
union, and thus destroy the prosperity of our country, but now you must be trying to break up family 
union, to take my wife away from the cradle and the kitchen-hearth to vote at polls, and preach from a 



pulpit? Of course, if she does such things, she cannot attend to those of her own sphere. She is happy 
enough as she is. She has more leisure than I have— every means of improvement, every indulgence.”  
 
“Have you asked her whether she was satisfied with these indulgences?”  
 
“No, but I know she is. She is too amiable to desire what would make me unhappy, and too judicious to 
wish to step beyond the sphere of her sex. I will never consent to have our peace disturbed by any such 
discussions.”  
 
“' Consent— you?' it is not consent from you that is in question— it is assent from your wife.” 
 
“Am not I the head of my house?”  
 
“You are not the head of your wife. God has given her a mind of her own.”  
 
“I am the head, and she the heart.”  
 
“God grant you play true to one another, then! I suppose I am to be grateful that you did not say she 
was only the hand. If the head represses no natural pulse of the heart, there can be no question as to 
your giving your consent. Both will be of one accord, and there needs but to present any question to get 
a full and true answer. There is no need of precaution, of indulgence, nor consent. But our doubt is 
whether the heart does consent with the head, or only obeys its decrees with a passiveness that 
precludes the exercise of its natural powers, or a repugnance that turns sweet qualities to bitter, or a 
doubt that lays waste the fair occasions of life. It is to ascertain the truth that we propose some 
liberating measures.”  
 

• • • 
 
In 1848, a historic assembly of women gathered in Seneca Falls, New York, the home of Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton. Stanton organized the Seneca Falls Convention with Lucretia Mott, who, like her, had been 
excluded from the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London eight years earlier. Modeling her 
declaration closely on the Declaration of Independence, Stanton extended it to list the grievances of 
women. The Declaration also called for the right for women to vote, a radical demand that helped 
launch the women's suffrage movement, leading, ultimately, to the recognition of voting rights for 
women in the Nineteenth Amendment, in 1920.  
 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions,” Seneca Falls Convention (July 
19, 1848)   
 
When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the family of man to 
assume among the people of the earth a position different from that which they have hitherto occupied, 
but one to which the laws of nature and of nature's God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions 
of mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course.  
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just powers 
from the consent of the governed. Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these 



ends, it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist upon the institution 
of a new government, laying its foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as 
to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath shown that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to 
right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses 
and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce them under absolute 
despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future 
security. Such has been the patient sufferance of the women under this government, and such is now 
the necessity which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.  
 
The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward 
woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let 
facts be submitted to a candid world.  
 
He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.  
 
He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice. 
 
He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and degraded men— both natives 
and foreigners.  
 
Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby leaving her without 
representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her on all sides.  
 
He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.  
 
He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns.  
 
He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes with impunity, 
provided they be done in the presence of her husband. In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to 
promise obedience to her husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master— the law 
giving him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.  
 
He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in case of separation, to 
whom the guardianship of the children shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of 
women— the law, in all cases, going upon a false supposition of the supremacy of man, and giving all 
power into his hands.  
 
After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the owner of property, he has taxed 
her to support a government which recognizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it.  
 
He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, 
she receives but a scanty remuneration. He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction 
which he considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not 
known.  
 



He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all colleges being closed against her. 
He allows her in Church, as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming Apostolic authority for her 
exclusion from the ministry, and, with some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of 
the Church. 
 
 He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different code of morals for men and 
women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, are not only tolerated, but 
deemed of little account in man. He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his 
right to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and to her God.  
 
He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own powers, to lessen 
her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject life.  
 
Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this country, their social and 
religious degradation— in view of the unjust laws above mentioned, and because women do feel 
themselves aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we insist that 
they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of the 
United States. 
 
 In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of misconception, 
misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every instrumentality within our power to effect our 
object. We shall employ agents, circulate tracts, petition the State and National legislatures, and 
endeavor to enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed by a 
series of Conventions embracing every part of the country.  
 

• • • 
 
Here, the black abolitionist Sojourner Truth, who was freed from slavery in 1827, speaks to a gathering 
of feminists in Akron in 1851, denouncing the religious arguments commonly made to justify the 
oppression of women. No exact transcript of the speech, which electrified its audience, exists, but the 
president of the Akron convention, Frances Gage, later recounted Truth's words. An alternate version as 
remembered by Marcus Robinson is also worth reading.  
 
Sojourner Truth, “Ain't I a Woman?” (1851)   
 
Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of kilter. I think that ‘twixt 
the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a 
fix pretty soon. But what's all this here talking about?  
 
That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to 
have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me 
any best place! And ain't I a woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and 
gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain't I a woman? I could work as much and eat as 
much as a man— when I could get it— and bear the lash as well! And ain't I a woman? I have borne 
thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with my mother's grief, 
none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a woman?  
 



Then they talk about this thing in the head; what's this they call it? [a member of audience whispers, 
“intellect”] That's it, honey. What's that got to do with women's rights or negroes' rights? If my cup 
won't hold but a pint, and yours holds a quart, wouldn't you be mean not to let me have my little half 
measure full?  
 
Then that little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights as men, ‘cause Christ 
wasn't a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where did your Christ come from? From God and a 
woman! Man had nothing to do with Him. If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn 
the world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right 
side up again! And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them.  
 

• • • 
 
Lucy Stone was not only the first woman in Massachusetts to earn a college degree, but the first woman 
in the United States to keep her own name after marriage. When Stone married Henry Blackwell in 
1855, she and Blackwell registered the following protest, which was read at the ceremony and then 
published in abolitionist newspapers.  
 
Marriage Protest of Lucy Stone and Henry B. Blackwell (May 1, 1855)  
 
While we acknowledge our mutual affection by publicly assuming the relationship of husband and wife, 
yet in justice to ourselves and a great principle, we deem it a duty to declare that this act on our part 
implies no sanction of, nor promise of voluntary obedience to such of the present laws of marriage, as 
refuse to recognize the wife as an independent, rational being, while they confer upon the husband an 
injurious and unnatural superiority, investing him with legal powers which no honorable man would 
exercise, and which no man should possess. We protest especially against the laws which give to the 
husband:  
1. The custody of the wife's person. 
2. The exclusive control and guardianship of their children.  
3. The sole ownership of her personal, and use of her real estate, unless previously settled upon her, or 
placed in the hands of trustees, as in the case of minors, lunatics, and idiots.  
4. The absolute right to the product of her industry.  
5. Also against laws which give to the widower so much larger and more permanent interest in the 
property of his deceased wife, than they give to the widow in that of the deceased husband.  
6. Finally, against the whole system by which “the legal existence of the wife is suspended during 
marriage,” so that in most States, she neither has a legal part in the choice of her residence, nor can she 
make a will, nor sue or be sued in her own name, nor inherit property. We believe that personal 
independence and equal human rights can never be forfeited, except for crime; that marriage should be 
an equal and permanent partnership, and so recognized by law; that until it is so recognized, married 
partners should provide against the radical injustice of present laws, by every means in their power.  
 

• • • 
In November 1872, Susan B. Anthony was one of fourteen women who defied the law to cast a ballot in 
the presidential election. Anthony was arrested for “knowingly voting without having a lawful right to 
vote,” and on June 18, 1873, was found guilty. The next day, when her lawyer appealed the verdict, she 
addressed the court in response to a question from the judge, Ward Hunt.  
 



Susan B. Anthony Addresses Judge Ward Hunt in The United States of America v. Susan B. Anthony 
(June 19, 1873)  
 
Judge Hunt—( Ordering the defendant to stand up). Has the prisoner anything to say why sentence shall 
not be pronounced?  
Miss Anthony— Yes, your honor, I have many things to say; for in your ordered verdict of guilty you 
have trampled under foot every vital principle of our government. My natural rights, my civil rights, my 
political rights, my judicial rights, are all alike ignored. Robbed of the fundamental privilege of 
citizenship, I am degraded from the status of a citizen to that of a subject; and not only myself 
individually but all of my sex are, by your honor's verdict, doomed to political subjection under this so-
called republican form of government.  
Judge Hunt— The Court cannot listen to a rehearsal of argument which the prisoner's counsel has 
already consumed three hours in presenting.  
Miss Anthony— May it please your honor, I am not arguing the question, but simply stating the reasons 
why sentence can not, in justice, be pronounced against me. Your denial of my citizen's right to vote, is 
the denial of my right of consent as one of the governed, the denial of my right of representation as one 
of the taxed, the denial of my right to a trial by a jury of my peers as an offender against law; therefore, 
the denial of my sacred right to life, liberty, property and—  
Judge Hunt— The Court can not allow the prisoner to go on. 
Miss Anthony— But your honor will not deny me this one and only poor privilege of protest against this 
high-handed outrage upon my citizen's rights. May it please the Court to remember that, since the day 
of my arrest last November, this is the first time that either myself or any person of my disfranchised 
class has been allowed a word of defense before judge or jury—  
Judge Hunt— The prisoner must sit down— the Court can not allow it. 
Miss Anthony— Of all of my prosecutors, from the corner grocery politician who entered the complaint, 
to the United States marshal, commissioner, district attorney, district judge, your honor on the bench— 
not one is my peer, but each and all are my political sovereigns; and had your honor submitted my case 
to the jury, as was clearly your duty, even then I should have had just cause of protest, for not one of 
those men was my peer; but, native or foreign born, white or black, rich or poor, educated or ignorant, 
sober or drunk, each and every man of them was my political superior; hence, in no sense, my peer. 
Under such circumstances a commoner of England, tried before a jury of lords, would have far less cause 
to complain than have I, a woman, tried before a jury of men. Even my counsel, Hon. Henry R. Selden, 
who has argued my cause so ably, so earnestly, so unanswerably before your honor, is my political 
sovereign. Precisely as no disfranchised person is entitled to sit upon a jury, and no woman is entitled to 
the franchise, so none but a regularly admitted lawyer is allowed to practice in the courts, and no 
woman can gain admission to the bar— hence, jury, judge, counsel, all must be of the superior class. 
Judge Hunt— The Court must insist— the prisoner has been tried according to the established forms of 
law.  
Miss Anthony— Yes, your honor, but by forms of law all made by men, interpreted by men, 
administered by men, in favor of men and against women; and hence your honor's ordered verdict of 
guilty, against a United States citizen for the exercise of the “citizen's right to vote,” simply because that 
citizen was a woman and not a man. But yesterday, the same man-made forms of law declared it a 
crime punishable with $ 1,000 fine and six months' imprisonment to give a cup of cold water, a crust of 
bread or a night's shelter to a panting fugitive tracking his way to Canada; and every man or woman in 
whose veins coursed a drop of human sympathy violated that wicked law, reckless of consequences, and 
was justified in doing so. As then the slaves who got their freedom had to take it over or under or 
through the unjust forms of law, precisely so now must women take it to get right to a voice in this 
government; and I have taken mine, and mean to take it at every opportunity.  



Judge Hunt— The Court orders the prisoner to sit down. It will not allow another word.  
Miss Anthony— When I was brought before your honor for trial, I hoped for a broad and liberal 
interpretation of the Constitution and its recent amendments, which should declare all United States 
citizens under its protecting aegis— which should declare equality of rights the national guarantee to all 
persons born or naturalized in the United States. But failing to get this justice— failing, even, to get a 
trial by a jury not of my peers— I ask not leniency at your hands but rather the full rigors of the law.  
Judge Hunt— The Court must insist—( Here the prisoner sat down.) The prisoner will stand up. (Here 
Miss Anthony arose again.) The sentence of the Court is that you pay a fine of $ 100 and the costs of the 
prosecution.  
Miss Anthony— May it please your honor, I will never pay a dollar of your unjust penalty. All the stock in 
trade I possess is a debt of $ 10,000, incurred by publishing my paper— The Revolution— the sole object 
of which was to educate all women to do precisely as I have done, rebel against your man-made, unjust, 
unconstitutional forms of law, which tax, fine, imprison and hang women, while denying them the right 
of representation in the government; and I will work on with might and main to pay every dollar of that 
honest debt, but not a penny shall go to this unjust claim. And I shall earnestly and persistently continue 
to urge all women to the practical recognition of the old Revolutionary maxim, “Resistance to tyranny is 
obedience to God.” 
 
 


