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DITORS’
INTRODUCTION

Through the growth of their consciousness women across the country
are etching a profound criticism of daily life in modern society which
traces power relations from the nursery to the schoolroom to the
work place. For radicals and for feminists the most frustrating
contradiction of this movement lies between the total revolutionary
implications of an analysis which requires the total transformation of
all social relations, and the essentially limited nature of the present
demands such as child care, abortion, and equal pay for equal work.
Socialist women especially find themselves making the most painfully
mechanical mediations between what can be accomplished now and what
must be done in the process of social revolution. Committed to the
Marxist proposition that the gap between consciousness and action is
crossed in history and enabled by an understanding of it, Radical
America is here publishing an exploratory study of women’s history.

“Women in American Society” was conceived as a response to the
conceptual problems confronted by all who seek to comprehend the
historically - rooted sources of today’s oppression. As the authors
argue, those who believe women have no history are poorly equipped
to affect that struggle, and those whose alternative to a historyless past
has been the exaltation of individual outstanding women are doomed to
misunderstand the centrality of the lives of ordinary women upon whose
destiny the fate of women as a group rests. Moreover, the most
fundamental changes in society have been at all points mediated through
changes in social and sexual patterns expressed by different classes,
so that to misunderstand women’s history is to misunderstand American
history as a whole.

The radical movement which was inspired in the Sixties by a vague
sense of “alienation” is now seeing its feelings documented with a
staggering specificity. In the most “private” of experiences, intimate
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sexual contact, one suddenly finds the glaring presence of one’s family,
and their families and their ethnic community, and the raucous voices
of teachers, preachers, and ad-men. Lights on. Nature dissolves as
the very sensations of the body are seen to be censored by sex roles.
Personality itself becomes a historical phenomenon until we all appear
ventriloquists speaking in the voices of those who went before us.
To suggest an image : a world in a cage, and in that world another cage,
and in that cage a person, and in that person yet another cage, and
there all the other people who made the cage.

By raising personality as historical the women’s movement raised
the most total revolutionary goal, the creation of the possibility of a
freed humanity. By raising the question of contradictions among men
and women within the working class, the women’s movement challenged
all limited forms of cultural revolution. Sex came to be recognized
not merely as sexuality, but as a social relationship. Women repudiated
their parents only to find the patriarchal system in bed with them.
So much for liberated zones, for finding the solution to personal
alienation through transcendent “sex”, transcendent “nature”, or
utopian communities.

The women’s movement has revealed personal life as collective,
as the proletariat had earlier revealed economic life as collective;
yet the question remains how either movement will realize the
totalizing potential of its collectivity to lead a social transformation.
The full analysis of women’s historical background will lay bare the
complex interactions of forces behind present social roles, allowing
a view of the interrelationship between the rise of bourgeois society
and the creation of a specific culture in family, education, and all
social mores. The “class question” which is now tearing at the women’s
movement may through this analysis cease to be a matter of moralistic
castigation of “middle-class” attitudes and become, instead, the serious
question of objective differentials in the working class which are the
primary obstacle to social reconstruction in America. As we examine
how women’s class relations have been defined and have changed, we
can begin to see the interaction of work place and home, and begin to
face the strategic priorities for the radical movement.

The women’s movement has been rebellious against all moral
imperatives to revolution. Rightfully. Women have long been frozen
in their compassion and are not about to displace it from their personal
to their political lives. As the radical movement develops, alliances
will be made around common problems and historical consciousness
can emerge as we understand the common basis of those problems.
When that consciousness grows fuller amd more self-confident, the
particularity of the women’s movement will not be abolished but may
be linked to the generality of the tasks ahead.

The Editors
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PART I

The rise and fall of concern for women’s history has followed the
intensity of organized women’s movements. Not since 1920, when the
suffrage movement ended, has there been the interest evident today.
As women were forced back into individual lives, understood through
the personal lens of psychological adjustment (a process examined in
the last part of this article), history as a study of their collective
experience over the centuries no longer seemed to explain their
condition. Historians, always more interested in writing about the
powerful, studied a history without women. Only social scientists
documented the changing presence of women at fixed times in a variety
of situations, but their fragmented analyses did not provide a way to
understand the totality of daily life for women. Neither did these
evaluations describe the overall changes in society. But today, women
with renewed caste-consciousness are returning to historical questions
in a search for their collective identity and for an analysis of their
condition.
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Within the last decade, blacks have shown the role history plays in
defining a social movement. The search to understand the collective
conditions and the relation of the race to the dominant society has
enabled black people in America to locate their strengths, their social
importance, and the sources of their oppression. Further, this process
has provided the analytical framework for recognizing their unity
through their experiences, rather than simply through their racial
difference from the ruling caste. Similarly, feminists of the Nineteenth
Cebtury looked to the past to describe their common bond as women
and to explain their current situation. That inquiry supported their
theoretical development.

Nineteenth Century feminist writers enlarged the perspective of
their analysis by making explicit the connections between the lives
of individuals and the social movement for their emancipation, thus
offering women definitions of the changes necessary to alter their
lives. They studied women who overstepped the boundaries of
prescribed roles and made important contributions to society or to
a re-definition of female possibilities; and they created the chronology
and analysis of women’s historical subjection to men. But this search
through women’s history basically described the limits on their lives
without a sense of the changes which had occurred in their “sphere”.
They isolated a few women or the relations of women to men from the
total history of civilization. These women were notaware, for example,
that the current family structure was of recent historical origin. They
ignored the history of what was closest to them and placed their hopes
for change outside their own lives in the industrial revolution or in the
inevitable progress of democracy.

This feminist definition of women’s historical role was challenged
by @@m her book Woman as Force in History (1). Principally
she addressed herself to the emphasis on an endless history of
subjection. That streSt, she argued, led to a misunderstanding by
women of their own strength in the past. Women had internalized the
“myth” of their secondary status and enshrined it in their analysis.
By emphasizing only the obstacles to their fulfillment, women were
prevented from understanding the power they had held historically in
other avenues of social activity.

-> Mary Beard went on to propose an outline of a rewritten world

history capable of describing the contributions women made to world
civilization. At the base of her work and the source of her concern
was her acceptance of the notion that women, in(1946, were about to
cast off their chains and emerge as leaders in the advance of
civilization. Because she accepted .the inevitability of democratic
rogress, she conceptualized the reconstruction of women’s history
as limited to their role as a civilizing force, Without accepting her
faith, we believe it is important to recognize and respond to her
realization that women must come to a history which does not negate



their activities in the past. Mary Beard believed that the real history
of women’s lives was more important than society’s limitations of their
activities.

Faced again with the task of defining women’s history in relation to
the re-emergence of women as a collective force, we find it essential
to define what we understand to be our past. Through a historical
critique we can begin to transcend the imposition of contemporary
institutions and values on our lives. Without such a critique our view
of daily life remains at the level of individual reaction to what strikes
us as intolerable. Our analyses tend to document our feelings of
subjection rather than the underlying historical conditions of the
subjection of all women.

The forms of history familiar to the women’s movement in the
United States have re-appeared with the addition Hf histories of that
earlier movement. They expand our knowledge, but their limitations
also must be examined. Documentation and analysis of the women’s
rights movement offers a tradition of struggle: We see that women
in the past not only were aware of their oppression as a sex, but also
organized themselves and devoted their lives to changing the conditions
they saw between themselves and freedom for their sex. The history
of women who ignored social conventions and sexual restrictions
serves both to probe the proscriptive roles imposed on them and to
offer a sense of the possible to all women. But our advantage of
hindsight over the earlier feminist assault and our overall perspective
on the development of American capitalism necessitate a larger
definition of our past. Our vision must mediate between the objective
historical conditions and the changes in daily life. We cannot afford to
locate the logic of our movement in apparently anonymous forces, such
as technology, lying outside the lives of women, and measure our
transcendence by our ability to respond masterfully to that external
development. By doing so, we would accept the dominant ideology that
the inner logic of “women’s sphere” is too slight to examine and too
slight to have a significant effect on the course of society.

That women have not had access to the means of social definition
and have not lived and worked in the spheres of reward and recognition
is obvious. They have lived in what Simone de Beauvoir has described
as the historical anomaly of “the Other”. The problem remains: As
objects, do we have a history, properly speaking? As long as historical
enquiry is constrained by equating initiative and mastery with life, the
lives of women are, at best, a “situation”, as Juliet Mitchell has
noted. (2) The seeming timelessness of women’s lives may describe
one source of the lack of female consciousness through long periods;
the processes affecting their lives are frequently slow and without
immediate impact on their awareness. But to assume that their lives
were, as a result, without time and without change, ignores the role
that the subjection of women has played in world development.
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Historians’ chronic blindness to that fact prevents them from probing
the fullest meaning of history. If we can succeed in defining the
“specificity of their oppression” (3), we will as well have moved closer
to realizing the dynamics of all historical development — a necessary
prerequisite for changing it.

Margaret George, in her recent biography of Mary Wollstonecraft,
One Woman’s Situation, suggested that we are examining women’s
pre-history. Within that pre-history is a variety of experiences and
responses, some of them initiated by women, most of them not. The
experiences of women, she noted, have a time and space dimension
that is subject to inquiry and capable of enlarging our understanding
of the historical conditions of all women. (4) The world women have
inhabited has its own history, intimately related on one hand to the
changes in their lives, and on the other to the progress of world
history, encompassing the lives of all people. The organization of
society around age, the privatization of the family, and the emergence
of a culture of motherhood around the biological function are instances
of women’s sphere being subject to historical analysis. As Philippe
Aries demonstrated in Centuries of Childhood, the history of that
intimiate world is at the root of the changes in all modern social
relations (5). The disintegration of pre-industrial family relations both
symbolized and mediated the transformation of all personal relations,

based on changes of the means of production and the new stratification
of social classes.

oo

Historians and feminists alike have assumed that “woman” is a
transhistorical creature who for purposes of discussion can be isolated
from social development. Recently, some writers for the Women’s
Liberation Movement have appropriated this concept, designating all
other class, race, and historical conditions of women as secondary
and derivative. For these writers, sex becomes the primary
contradiction of life, and the male/female antagonism or dichotomy
is therefore transformed into the theoretical principle underlying their
view of the world and history. Women’s history is consequently
divorced from its content and reconstructed around the peculiar bond
women share. The conditions imposed by gender relegate women to
a caste, that is, a group located outside itself by its visible (sexual)
characteristics, applicable to all present and past forms of social
organization. “Caste” in this usage is an idea imposed on women,
a definition derived from their subordinate position in male-dominated
culture. Caste, then, defines the negativity of women’s relationships
within the larger society. Within the historical and social experience
in which power is denied to their sex, the caste situation contains —
in this view — the inherent seed for liberation through the collective



identity of women’s peculiar situation. The oppressive isolation from
male culture, which defines caste, is then transformed into the
positive metaphor of shared consciousness.

The major dilemma of any collective recognition of woman’s
peculiar situation revolves around the simple functionalism that the
caste notion implies as being both the condition of woman’s oppression
and the source of her as yet unrecognized strength. First of all, an
essentially static concept of oppression does not account for the
changing degree to which women have been conscious of sharing a
collective identity. Thus, Simone de Beauvoir, who made a decisive
contribution in defining the usefulness of what women have shared,
specifically rejected the idea that women have been a caste, because
they have not reached a required consciousness of self. (6) Our history
in fact must record the movement of women toward that consciousness
and not assume that caste relationships necessarily define its
inevitability. For example, in describing the bond between women in
any particular period or across centuries, caste fails because it
ignores the forms that oppression took at different times for different
women. Women have been kept apart in their oppression, separated
from one another; yet the notion of caste tends to presuppose a greater
recognition of shared history than women have ever actually exhibited.
To assert centuries of sisterhood will not explain — or help overcome
—the historic reality of antagonisms and conflicting experience. It is
precisely the interrelationship between women’s oppression and the
“rest” of history that enables us to understand why, for example, black
and white women in the ante-bellum South could not unite around their
“common” oppression.

An example from American colonial history illustrates the relatively
recent development of women’s self-identification as a caste. Some
women recognized their sexual identity but did not differentiate
themselves from men according to any common female experience,
and therefore did not express their discontent in sexual terms. Anne
Bradstreet, one of the few to articulate a sense of women’s subjection,
reflected on the harships of motherhood in her poetry, yet accepted
these burdens as natural to woman’s condition on earth. The passing
of an English culture which had respected the mental capacities of
women under Queen Elizabeth symbolized for her the secondary status
of her sex. While she wrote her poetry in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, other women such as Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer gained
notoriety for their pursuit of religious diversity in a male theological
world. Anne Bradstreet’s caste sense, if it may be called that, had
distinet limitations, and her resentments against male culture were
defined primarily in terms of its denial of women’s reason and did not
extend to include the disagreements of the mind which other women
were having with men. (7)

Nineteenth Century women, for the first time in history, recognized
a collective experience for members of their sex and defined that as



a position of subjugation. Their belief in an eternal, special condition
of women helped provide power for their movement, for it gave them
collective identification as a caste (although they did not specifically
use the term) and a separate location for their history. Yet those
perceptions were marred by identifying the sens. of oppression they
felt in their lives with the specific forms that se:ual subjection had
taken over the centuries. Their particular historical situation was
obscured. The caste feeling blurred the reality that their own
consciousness had been made possible by their class position based on
the new roles of woman as producer and reproducer introduced by
Nineteenth Century industrialization.

A paradoxical view of woman’s proper role in society has developed
out of the caste idea of women’s historical condition. On the one hand,
women were said to have been denied the feeling of strength and the
possession of real power which defined men’s control over the world.
On the other hand, by virtue of powerlessness women were assumed
to have retained a kind of moral superiority over aggressive, warlike
men. A major argument for the introduction of women’s suffrage was
the public necessity for an expression of moral values that had been
saved in the isolation of women’s sphere, the defense of the family,
and the uplifting of all humanity. Today, as Branka Magas has noted
in a recent New Left Review essay, some feminists have returned to
the essence of this argument by contending that women will make the
Revolution. (8) Women, according to this view, will mend the world
because their hands are clean from the blood, profit, and power with
which men have ruled the world. Thus distance from decision-making
in society is translated from a description of oppression into a virtue
of transforming proportion. This argument not only accepts a view of
the past in which women were outside of history, but also asserts that
now, and in the future, that condition which has separated them from
men will be the basis for their entrance into history.

The bond women have had and currently share is, in the caste
argument, the nature of their oppression. That women have suffered
oppression is not to be denied. Sexual exploitation, ego damage, the
double standard, stereotyping, and discrimination are past as well as
present realities. But oppression has meant different things at different
times to different groups and classes of women. A historical
perspective on the realization that sexual exploitation forms a core of
female oppression clarifies some of the weakness in leveling historical
differences. Today women explain sexual exploitation partially in terms
of the repressive nature of monogamy that binds a woman to one man,
depriving her of the gratification of her capacity for multiple orgasms.
While men utilize women for their own gratification, they deny women
the right to sexual fulfillment by specifying the forms of sexual activity.
Many of the special complaints center on the denial to women of equal

pleasure. For Nineteenth Century feminists, sexual exploitation was



also focused on the unnatural marriage relationship: the form which
gave the husband command over his wife’s body. But they accepted
much of the Victorian double standard and denied feminine sexuality,
expressing their grievance at the necessity of vile sex to satisfy their
vulgar, sensual husbands. Liberation in practice meant chastity rather
than free love. The forceful reaction of feminists to Victoria Woodhull’s
association with their movement reflected this tension.

Within one period of time, the conceptual confusion created by the
unvarying and undifferentiated term “oppression® can be illustrated
by the debate over the validity of using the same word to describe the
condition of the white plantation mistress and the black slave woman.
For the slave woman, oppression meant physical cruelty and sexual
exploitation. For the leisured, financially comfortable plantation
mistress — feminist — oppression, consciously realized or not, was
not physical hardship but social and legal constriction and repressive
sexuality. The limitations of focusing entirely on this one factor of
their lives, this bond they shared by their sexual characters,
underscore the essentially static nature of the caste/oppression
framework. The concept of oppression does little to explain the
dynamic of either woman’s life or the historical conditions underlying
it. In addition, to ignore the important differences which distinguish
the lives of the two women is to do violence to the lives of black men
and women under slavery.

The middle-class base of Nineteenth Century feminism is frequently
noted, lamented, and rejected as a model for today’s movement.
To transcend that limitation we must know as much about what kept
women apart as we know about what brought them together. The
Women’s Liberation Movement has reached sufficient consciousness of
its own class background to endorse the need to include working-class
and colonized women in the movement. But the expansion of view from
the generality of our Nineteenth Century sisters is apparently forgotten
when historical conditions are analyzed. Working-class womeén in the
last century felt their oppression in class terms and organized around
their work. Women in ethnic communities recognized the alienation and
subjection they shared with men of the same nationalities more than
they identified common bondage with upper-class or WASP sisters.

The rejection of class in the modern liberation movement is often
based on the observation that a woman received her class (or race or
nationality) through a man — father, brother, or husband — and not
through her own productive relations. The historical relevance of such
an assertion in a period when women increasingly enter the work force
is immediately suspect. But more important, the insight explicit in that
assertion, which is related to the concept of subjection, must not
become a simple conceptual negation of the differences in class



experience in America. Economic well-being, social relations, life
expectancy, ranges of personal choice are dependent on the changing
relations among classes, and those conditions of daily life have been
as real for women as for men.

The very real powerlessness felt and frequently expressed by
women of the last two centuries becomes, ironically, a source of
misunderstanding about the complexity of women’s role throughout the
history of humanity. Generalizations from specific forms of subjugation
may serve only to mystify the real sources of women’s strength in
their historical evaluation and the specific form of their dependency
on the predominantly male world. Out of a caste analysis, women,
as the subject of study, are projected into a static role rather than one
which allows for change. In essence, history becomes an external
process, a force which presses against women’s lives without a
reciprocal interaction. Women become in the truest sense the objects
of history, bound by their peculiar situation as victims of oppression.

Without denying what we share as women we must develop categories
to fit women into history that transcend feelings of oppression. Our
subjection as a philosophical description mobilizes us by articulating
the alienation we feel. It can be concretized within any particular
period. As an element in the history of civilization it must be clearly
recognized and overcome. But that still makes oppression a truth
which stands above all other historical or philosophical observations.

AXY SUPPLIMENT MILWAUKKE FAXE FRESS BESICN FOR A BACHTLONS WALL PATER
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The contours of women’s history have been determined in large part
by the questions historical writers have been interested in exploring,
the assumptions researchers have brought to their work, and the
sources available for examining the lives women led in previous
centuries. What quickly becomes apparent to someone interested in
learning about the historical development of women’s status and
consciousness in the United States is the limited scope of the work
which fall into the category of women’s history. Most historical
studies fall into one of three categories: institutional histories of
women’s organizations and movements; biographies of important
suffragists and “token® women — First Ladies, isolated Nineteenth
Century professional women, reformers, and eccentrics of one sort
or another; and “prescriptive history” — that is, discussions of class
or societal ideals rather than actual cultural practices. Such studies
analyze articles on Nineteenth Century childrearing practices, for
example, in order to gain insights into how parents actually may have
raised their children.

The majority of historical studies fall into the first category:
institutional history. Often, institutional studies are not women’s
history, but feminist history. Hence the history of women has often
been conceptualized as women in organizations — women’s rights,
suffrage movements, and unions. These organizational studies are
limited further by the fact that many historians have tended to
concentrate almost exclusively on the suffrage campaign within the
larger women’s movement. One is led to assume through such studies
as Eleanor Flexner’s Century of Struggle and Mildred Adams’s The
Right to Be People that American feminism — or even women’s history
in general —is virtually synonymous with the fight for the vote. (9)

Because so much of what is called “women’s history” has
concentrated on the women’s rights movement and the suffrage
campaign, it is important to ask why historians and other writers
have attributed so much importance to organized feminism to the
neglect of the historical experience of women outside an organized
movement. Part of the reason for such a heavy emphasis on
institutional history lies in the nature of available source materials
with which to work. There is a wealth of material dealing with the
women’s rights movement. Historians have at their disposal not only
the standard memoirs and autobiographies of the leading suffragists,
such as Stanton and Gage’s mammoth compendium The History of the
Women’s Suffrage Movement and Carrie Chapman Catt’s Woma.n
Suffrage and Politics, butalso the enormous quantity of correspondence,
newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets that accumulated throughout the
Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries. The early histories of the
suffrage movement, written by participants, are sources in themselves,
rich in personal insight and reminiscences. (10)
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The abundance of sources available on the women’s rights movement
does not completely explain why so many historical studies of women
have concentrated exclusively on organized feminism. This fact is
readily attested to by the lack of historical studies dealing with women
in the years after the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, despite
an overwhelming variety and abundance of materials: economic studies,
census returns, Women’s Bureau bulletins, and personal papers. Even
studies which are not confined to a narrow organizational framework,
such as Andrew Sinclair’s The Better Half, do not deal with the years
after 1920 in any depth. Institutional studies such as Flexner’s Century
of Struggle often conclude with a short impressionistic sketch of
women’s history since 1920, making reference to women’s gains in
education, employment, and legal status. Too often, then, women’s
history has been defined solely as the history of an organized
movement. As such, the history of women begins in 1848 with the
Seneca Falls Convention, and ends abruptly in 1920. The subjects for
institutional women’s history are women who were articulate,
conscious, and members of organizations.

The questions which individuals concerned with women’s history
have brought to their research also have played a key role in
determining the way in which their subject is defined. Part of the
reason for the lack of interest in women’s history since 1920 is the
fact that there was no organized and vital feminist movement during
these years. Just as the recent interest in black history was
reawakened in response to the black movement, the recent resurgence
of interest in women’s history is due in good measure to the Women’s
Liberation Movement. Because interest is generated by an organized
movement, it is understandable that many of the questions writers have
asked of their material revolve around organizations and institutions.
This was particularly true of the early historians of the suffrage
movement, who, as participants in the suffrage struggle themselves,
sympathetically chronicled their sisters’ activities.

In addition, underlying assumptions and conceptions of women,
American society, and the nature of social change have been important
influences on historical writing dealing with women. The general lack
of attention accorded to women outside the women’s rights movement
reflects the implicit assumption that it is only when women are
behaving in ways usually attributed to men — that is, politically — that
they deserve mention. In all other matters, these writers seem to
assume, women’s experience is either unimportant (that is, dismissed
as women’s work and therefore not the proper sphere of history, which
has traditionally dealt with power relations and institutions)or identical
to that of men.

Then too, underlying the emphasis on organizations is the implicit
assumption that an organization in and of itself initiates social change.
Although some historians have made passing bows to the forces of
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industrialization, urbanization, and socio-economic changes, often
these are not meaningfully integrated into the institutional narratives
or seriously analyzed. Both the early suffrage studies and their recent
counterparts seem unaware of the changes that the Nineteenth Century
brought to women’s lives. (11)

Finally, the writers who have dealt extensively with the women’s
right and suffrage movements have tended to share a view of
American society and institutions and have held in common certain
assumptions about the nature of historical change which make
institutional history a natural focus for their investigations. All share
a faith in American political democracy and social institutions, and a
belief in the linear progression of history. For most of them, women’s
history is set in an evolutionary framework depicting the development
of Western civilization as the unfolding progress of mankind toward
democracy. In this conception, the women’s movement is interpreted
as “another chapter in the struggle for liberty”. (12) Although recent
studies have been more sophisticated in writing and research, they
share the optimistic Progressive notion of historical development and
change. Mildred Adams, for example, writes: “It was a remarkably
selfless campaign. The women who spent their lives in it were working
not for themselves, but for the common good. They were working for
the better status of women in a democracy and for the better conduct
of that democracy. They honestly believed that women...should have
the vote because they were citizens and as a tool with which to improve
not only their own legal status, but also the laws and government of
the nation.” (13) This Progressive approach, largely unconscious in
the early writers who wrote of their own movement in terms of
optimism and sincerity, obscures many important facets of the
women’s rights movement and of the condition of women in general
throughout history. Women enlisted in the suffrage cause for a variety
of reasons and motivations. A women’s club member generally had
far different reasons for becoming a suffragist, came from a very
different background, and worked for different goals than a young
factory worker, for example. This Progressive approach also obscures
the fact that the altruistic concern for the common good was the
dominant ideological theme of the suffrage movement only in its last
years, when the Progressive reform impulse had largely overtaken
the original feminist concerns of the movement. The racist aspects
of the early suffrage movement, its limited middle-class concerns,
and the lack of feminist ideology are neglected in institutional studies.

Aileen Kraditor’s The Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement and
William O’Neill’s Everyone \Vas " Brave serve in some ways as
correctives to the older institutional studies. (14) Kraditor traces the
development of the suffragists’ ideology from the natural rights
arguments of the Nineteenth Century to the reform arguments of the
early Twentieth Century. Her work, with its exegesis of the movement’s
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ideological underpinnings, sheds much-needed light on the class base
of the suffragists. She emphasizes the middle-class nature of the
movement and its basic failure to overcome the boundaries of class
interest and outlook. William O’Neill, in Everyone Was Brave and in
“Feminism as a Radical Ideology”, also emphasizes the middle-class
base of the suffrage movement and the suffragists’ failure to formulate
a radical critique of the existing social structure. He documents the
heterogeneity of the movement in which feminism as an ideology
disappeared in favor of broad-based political reform to be enacted by
women. Both Kraditor and O’Neill, however, despite their greater
sophistication in analyzing the women’s movement and its ideological
limitations, still are confined by the traditional emphasis on institutions
and organizations. Both authors define the history of women through an
organizational perspective and are primarily concerned with the
thought and activities of women who participated in the movement.

Even the best of institutional studies, then, are inherently limited
in the scope of their inquiry. Because the history of women is defined
in these studies as the history of organizations, little opportunity is
available for exploring the insights and issues raised by recent
psychological, sociological, and biological findings and theories dealing
with the family, childrearing practices, individual differences, and
sexuality.

History of the feminist movement can and should be important, and,
despite a plethora of studies already published on the early movement,
many questions remain unanswered. New questions need to be asked,
drawn from our experience in the present movement: Why did the first
feminist movement ultimately lose sight of feminist goals? What can
we learn from the suffrage movement in the way of tactics ? How did
the tactics of the first movement relate to its ideology? How and why
did the early feminists fail to transcend class boundaries ? In addition,
the movement has much to tell us about the nature and development of
feminist consciousness? By studying the early movement, we will
hopefully learn more about when and why women began to think of
themselves as women, with a distinct status and distinct problems.
Future investigators should be bound less by organizational framework
and should try to relate the movement to a larger social context.
Although questions dealing with familial and social relationships and
the effects of industrialization generally lie outside of an institutional
orientation, they are central to understanding the movement itself.

Biographical history, the second major form in which women’s
history has been written, manifests many of the same difficulties,
assumptions, and weaknesses as institutional studies. Narrative
biographies of women have served as the only way to reconstruct the
lives women led, for the historical sources which exist for writing
about the world of men — electoral politics, institutional organization,
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industry, and war — have not existed for the majority of women during
most periods of history. The work of reconstructing the history of the
inarticulate has just begun, and women make up the largest and
probably the most silent of society’s inarticulate groups. Anyone who
has tried genealogical and demographic research knows that even basic
facts about birth, death, and parenthood of a woman, particularly in
the colonial period of American history or in any undeveloped region,
are difficult to obtain.

Only a small number of women have left diaries, letters, and other
sources with which to assess their role and their experience, and often
these written sources prove sadly inadequate to reconstruct their
history. Efforts to learn about women on the frontier, for example,
are fraught with such difficulties. Although the lives of such atypical
women as Cattle Kate and the San Francisco madams are well
documented, finding out about the typical woman —or even defining
what “typical” means —is far more difficult. The lack of feminist
consciousness characteristic of a pre-industrial, organic society made
it highly unusual for a woman to write of herself in letters or diaries
in a self-conscious, detailed way, distinguishing her experience from
that of her husband or children. For the same reasons, then, that
historians have concentrated on the women’s movement, biographers
have concentrated on a small number of atypical women: those on
whom sources are available.

Like the organizational studies, biographies are inherently limited.
They tell us very little about the life style and status of the
overwhelming majority of women who went to medical, law, or divinity
school before the Twentieth Century, and were not members of a small
elite social class, married to wealthy or famous men. The very
existence of written materials on a woman tells us that she was
atypical: She had the leisure and ability to write; she had the
opportunity to experience something other than basic production for
her household; and she lived in a family conscious enough of its
heritage to preserve family records. Often the existence of sources
indicates nothing in particular about the woman except the fact that she
was married to a famous man. Alice Desmond’s biography, Alexander
Hamilton’s Wife (1954) is a good case in point.

Biographies are usually narrative and anecdotal; thus characteristics
singled out as quaint or eccentric are often emphasized at the expense
of trying to see how the subject fit into her social environment.
In essence, the woman is removed from history: The uniqueness of
her life is exaggerated, because the biographer does not know the
options and the expectations his subject had, or have a historical
perspective on the time, place, and conditions in which the woman lived
and worked. The history of women then, when confined to a biographical
approach, is defined in ahistorical terms.

Biography can be a useful tool in understanding the exceptional
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woman who stands out in history, such as Anne Hutchinson, the Grimke
Sisters, Margaret Sanger, and Emma Goldman. Perhaps sympathetic
and analytical studies which attempted to come to terms with both the
inner motivational factors and the external social environment could
tell us a great deal about women’s consciousness. Margaret George’s
biography of Mary Wollstonecraft is a good example of a study which
attempts to delineate its subject in a social as well as a personal
context. (15)

Often, however, exceptional women have been ignored, written off
as quaint (such as the much-misunderstood Amelia Bloomer), or
written about not as women but as professionals or reformers. Jane
Addams has been the subject of a number of special studies, but
generally the focus of the works has been Jane Addams as a social
reformer, and not Jane Addams as a woman interested in women’s
special problems. When she is written about as a woman, it is for the
purpose of exploring the psychological alienation of middle - class
individuals, and not really about herself. (16) At the opposite pole, as
Aileen Kraditor notes, is the effort to re-introduce these “abnormal”
women into the mainstream of American womanhood. Hence many
suffragists and reformers have been placed in the context of their
homes and families and portrayed primarily as wives and mothers in
an effort to lessen the taint of deviance which surrounded a woman who
did not fit the prescribed role. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, for example,
is the subject of numerous biographies which stress her role as wife
and mother as well as her activities in the suffrage movement.
Forgotten are her elaborate theories on marriage, divorce, and
religion.

The psychological assumptions about women which historical writers
have brought to bear on their subjects has also been an important
factor in the writing of women’s history and biography. In general,
it is safe to say that American historians have assumed that a woman
is a passive creature. While much of their conceptualization has
previously been based on Freudian constructs, the recent discussions
of the validity of psychoanalytic theories have made historians more
reticent in making broad generalizations. Nevertheless, comprehension
and use of Freud’s ideas continue at a popular level, providing norms
for judging deviance, and particularly for assessing women. The
frequently appearing statement that Mary Wollstonecraft (or any other
feminist) refused her passive social role because of an extreme case
of penis envy is the most obvious example of such usage. Further, the
assumption of innate feminine passivity has led historians to explain
all feminist outbreaks as a result of immensely disruptive social
forces — such as industrialization, war, or atheism — which threatened
the sound bases of all earlier social relations (female deference
included). Initiation in her own behalf would be out of feminine
character, or at best a rationalization of some individual problem.
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Recently, historians have dismissed the trend of using psychoanalytic
assessments as mere conjecture. However this rejection of orthodox
Freudian schemas is often replaced by an unsystematized form of
personality theory — that is, a common-sense reasoning used to explain
the peculiarities of outstanding individuals. The historian, therefore,
imagined his task as determining what unique factors forced outstanding
women to step outside their “natural” role. Needless to say, this
process decidedly detracts from the historical validity of distinct
contributions made by exceptional women. For example Robert Reigel,
in American Feminists, criticized historians for misjudging the
complexities of feminists’ personalities. Too often, he asserted, these
women were portrayed as old maids or as simple humanitarians
devoted to an essentially maternal concept of social reform. In contrast
Reigel intended to assess the peculiar personality make-up of individual
feminists, concluding that most shared characteristics of good health,
physical vigor, good education, et cetera. Substituting this framework,
Riegel arranged a series of biographical vignettes, centered on the
personal lives of his subjects. While correcting some of the unfair
stereotypes, Riegel’s concentration on life-style detail detracted from
the accomplishments of these women, and almost completely ignored
the conditions under which they fought. (17)

The third form in which women’s history has been written — what
we have called “prescriptive history” — also has failed to tell us much
about women’s experience in American history. Prescriptive studies
ask important and broad-based questions about the nature of social
institutions such as the family and marriage. They attempt to chart
changes and developments in childrearing practices, marriage and
divorce customs, and sexual mores, and to relate these developments
to a larger ideological framework. For example Edmund Morgan, in
The Puritan Family, used sermons and Puritan writings to relate
Seventeenth Century New England childrearing practices to Puritan
theology. Bernard Wishy, in The Child and the Republic, attempted to
put changes in attitudes toward childrearing within a context of changing
intellectual conceptions of the importance of environment in shaping a
child’s character. (18)

Although prescriptive studies ask important questions, they are weak
in the evidence they employ. From reading such studies, we are left
with hazy and often inaccurate ideas about the nature of actual cultural
behavior. We cannot assume, when trying to learn about women’s
historical experience, that the models of behavior and attitudes found
in sermons, books, or magazines accurately reflected how people acted.
Was a Puritan minister describing how his congregation behaved when
he wrote about childrearing or woman’s role, or was he describing
ideals for behavior and attitudes which he held up for his congregation
to emulate? Did articles in Godey’s Ladies’ Book and other women’s
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magazines describe how middle-class and upper-class parents treated
their children, or were the articles largely unrelated to daily life?
Hence prescriptive studies assume a relationship between ideology and
attitudes and actual practice which may very well not exist. In addition,
such writers seem to be talking about all families or all women without
differentiating clearly between time periods and class lines. Finally,
such studies presuppose a causal relationship between intellectual
trends and a group’s behavior. Too little attention is given to
socio-economic factors in determining changes in behavior.

In conclusion, a woman today trying to understand herself in
historical perspective has, despite myriad studies, precious little
knowledge to rely on. Because institutional studies have defined
women’s history narrowly in terms of organizations, a woman today
cannot get a sense of historical continuity or development outside the
realm of the feminist movement. Changes in women’s experiences and
the nature of women’s societal role during the years of the women’s
rights movement are left largely unexamined in the standard accounts,
and questions about the patterns of familial and social relationships
and the effects of industrialization on woman’s role and on family
structure are often left unasked. Finally, we still know very little about
how women lived; how they interacted with their children, husbands,
and parents; and how they began to develop a consciousness of their
distinct role in society. Perhaps now, with a renewed feminist

onsciousness and with better, more sophisticated tools of historical

nalysis, we can begin to ask new questions about the actual historical

experience of women, about the social and economic forces which
shaped and changed women’s lives, and about the nature of and factors
involved in shaping feminist consciousness.

oLt

Underlying the analysis presented in this article is our belief that
when history describes the totality of the female experience, it provides
the essential identification for women to recognize their collective fate
and to build a force that can move forward. The raw materials of the
article are the books and studies which historians — mostly male —
have written about the lives of women in the American colonies and
the United States. At present, despite their limitations, they are the
only tools we have to comprehend the historical experience of American
women. We have tried to place the information contained in these works
within a framework that American women can utilize to come to terms
with their past. Through that history we can make personal connections
previously unavailable to us. Our discomfort appears in terms of
historical development rather than in terms of our personal failure
or our unique perception. Our situation appears to us as a moment in
history rather than as a condition of history.
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The changes which took place in the lives of women during the
colonial period —a span of almost two centuries — provide a valuable
framework for an understanding of the relationship between greater
economic and social complexity and the emergence of a distinct, and
limiting, notion of femininity. At one end of the period there was the
Virginia House of Burgesses describing why they granted land to wives
as well as to husbands in 1619: “...ina new plantation it is not knowen
(sic) whether man or woman be the most necessary.” (19) At the other
there was Mercy Otis Warren (1728-1814), a writer and historian,
writing to a young woman that learning was useless to a lady (as
useless as virtue to a gentleman). (20)

In this discussion we can point out some of the general outlines of
colonial growth and some of the signs that transformations were
occurring in daily life. At a minimum, the suggestions here should
provide background for the more familiar tale of the Nineteenth
Century, when the proscriptions on women and the definitions of their
limited sphere were fully developed.

Colonial history was in part a beginning again. Each new coastal
settlement and each move westward entailed a return to the simplest
social organization: A family or a single man produced enough for
survival and used virtually all available time for essential work. There
were numerous sequences of development in different locations, and
while one city may have resembled an English city, farms on the
frontier were no doubt more similar to the earliest settlements. Still
no one moved for long beyond the influence of colonial governments,
and in most areas churches were established as rapidly as settlers
moved in.

Colonial forms of increasing complexity, models for institutions and
for social relations, came out of the European (primarily English)
experience of the settlers. The majority of colonists, for example,
accepted the logic of monogamous marriage, built single family houses,
and assumed their right to own property. (21) They became members
of churches with British or European counterparts, adopted elements
of English common law, and organized their production and marketing
along familiar lines. By the middle of the Eighteenth Century, when
commerce, or reliance on commerce, created not only greater
involvement with the mother country but greater similarities with it
as well, colonists increasingly sought to duplicate the forms of English
social life. (22)

Women throughout the period were tied to the fate of the family.
Towns in New England assumed and legislated a family basis for social
life, and single women were urged to live withina family household. (23)
In some of the Southern colonies where settlement was initially
conducted as an adventure by English investors, men were sent alone
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to begin productive work. It was found that little incentive for producing
a surplus existed without families, so women were imported and sold
to men for the cost of their passages. (24) That brief period may
express as much about the importance of women in colonial development
as any time when they were more conspicuous by their presence.
Throughout the colonies the sex ratio between men and women favored
women —a development unique to American society. As a resulta
woman’s chance of marrying, her economic support, were very high,
and the age at which she married was significantly lower than in
England. It may have been true, as well, that the scarcity of women
resulted in greater social mobility for women; they were in such
demand that they could afford to choose. (25)

Purchase brides for the Adventurers in Virginia, about 1621. (From the
Collections of the Library of Congress)
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The simplicity of economic and social organization concentrated a
variety of essential activities in the family. In family production each
member contributed work of equal importance to the group’s survival.
Two aspects of this were no doubt important in providing women with
useful roles: the independence of each family’s work and the immediate
necessity of it. The division of work was mostly along sex lines, but
within that basic division of labor there were different patterns,
depending on the relative wealth of the family, the degree of
participation in a cash economy, the organization of the husband’s
work, and the size of the household — relatives, servants or slaves,
numbers of children, et cetera. Most families were farming, producing
their own food, some surplus for trade, and their own clothing, soap,
candles, and fuel. In this setting a large family was an asset, and thus
the reproductive role of the mother, as well as her productive work,
was valued. (26)

Education for the majority of colonists was something that took place
in the family and consisted of teaching skills and morals. Boys and
girls learned those from the work and daily life of their families.
Where families were concentrated and homogeneous, as in New England
towns or religious settlements, children occasionally attended schools
or were traded into another family to learn skills or manners. (27)
Mrs. Anna Grant, resident in New York before the Revolution, recorded
in her Memoirs that among the Dutch in Albany, mothers took primary
responsibility for educating children, especially for religious teaching.
Janet Schaw, an Eighteenth Century traveler in North Carolina, noted
that the sharp contrast in civility between men and women was a result
of daughters being raised in the cultured environment of their homes
while sons learned the rough and fighting ways of the woods from their
fathers. Whatever its particular form, this responsibility to society,
resting with the family, defined a major part of the work of both
mothers and fathers. Not until education was more clearly defined as
something that changed the relationship between parents and children
by introducing new values into a society, and until the family unit was
no longer concentrated with the work of both men and women, did
learning require new structures and distinct duties of each parent. (28)

The accompanying rhetoric about marriage described a partnership
between man and woman. The institution existed to produce offspring
and, at least in Puritan thought, to control the natural sexual appetites
by providing an outlet for their monogamous expression.In New England
grounds for divorce applied equally to each sex: adultery, impotency,
refusal of sexual favors, and desertion. However the Puritans, so often
chided for their repressive attitudes toward sex, delimited only two
major forms of deviation: Sexuality must never interfere with the
ultimate relationship, that between human and God; and it must never
take place outside of marriage. In practice, those restrictions may
in fact have loosened during the Eighteenth Century, as records of

21




children born to couples after less than nine months of marriage
indicate. Other colonies appear to have accepted a double standard of
sexual behavior somewhat earlier, at least in the application of the law.
The partnership had economic reality when the family worked the land
or in a craft and so long as the wealth provided for children derived
from that common work. (29)

Throughout most of the Seventeenth Century, colonial society was
relatively unfragmented, either by sex or by age. (30) Individual women
occasionally stepped outside the limits set for them (Anne Hutchinson’s
doctrinal challenge to Massachusetts leaders, Quaker missionaries
asserting the necessity of religious tolerance, a Southern woman
refusing to utter the word “obey” in her marriage vow); but in general,
neither men nor women seemed concerned with defining what women
were or what their unique contribution to society should be. (31)
Similarly, studies of children’s toys, books, and care reveal very little
special attention to children’s particularity in the society. (32) The
cultural expressions of the time indicate lack of consciousness about
the possible differences which later came to characterize all discussion
of women and children.

The emphasis on the social necessity of women in a wilderness
:nvironment and the consequent respect given to their labor must not
Je mistaken for a society without discriminations against women.
Distinctions were made in laws, in education, in theology and church
affairs, and in political and property rights. No one asserted equality.
But there was flexibility in drawing the lines around women’s work and
men’s work. Abstract theories about the proper role of women did not
stand in the way of meeting familial and social needs. There is
considerable evidence that women were engaged in numerous business
and professional activities in the colonial period. Their work was not
simply in those jobs extending their traditional domestic work out into
more complex organization, such as production of foodstuffs and
clothing. Women published and printed newspapers, managed tanneries,
kept taverns, and engaged in just about every occupation existing in the
colonies. Many of these women, who had learned the skills of the trade
while sharing the work of their husbands, were working as widows to
support their families. (33)

This “unique” presence of women is frequently taken to be a sign of
the liberating effect of frontier conditions on traditional roles; but this
view ignores the work experience of English women.In England, women
had been members of craft guilds, had worked in their husbands’ jobs
as widows, and had been accepted in such professional capacities as
midwives and attorneys in lieu of their husbands. But by the end of the
Seventeenth Century women had lost those positions. Comparison with
the more carefully documented English events throws new light on the
origins of the colonial freedom so often located. Nothing in English
culture or production militated against utilizing the talents of men and
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women in a variety of occupations as long as the economy needed their
strength and numbers. When that need ended, and when women found
their access to jobs limited by law or by their inability to gain the
prerequisites, their presence sharply declined. However, a series of
transformations in the organization of work protected the opportunities
for male work (in the dying craft guilds, for example) and at the same
time excluded women by edict or default. Two activities in'the colonies
underwent this limiting process: midwifery and the informal exercise
of power of attorney. (34)

Midwifery was notonly open to women; their monopoly was protected.
In 1675 officials of York County, Maine presented “Captain Francis
Raine for presuming to act the part of a midwife”, and fined him fifty
shillings. (35) But less than a century later formal learning began to
replace practical experience for the job. Doctor William Shippen Junior
—a leader in medical education in Philadelphia — announced a series
of lectures on midwifery in 1765. He did not exclude women from
training, but offered his expertise to women with “virtue enough to
own their ignorance”. Not only was there a serious problem about
mortality rates in childbirth, but the situation was aggravated “by the
unskillful old women....” (36) A similar process in the granting of
powers of attorney has been documented in Maryland. Law became a
career with prerequisites denied to women, and gradually the practical
flexibility which had allowed women to appear in court in their own
behalf if single or in behalf of their husband in his absence was
abandoned. (37)

Similarly, by the middle of the Eighteenth Century the manifestations
of a distinct world for upper-class women with its own standards of
success and necessities were clearly emerging in the colonies. The
culture was in part imported from England, but rapidly developed
parallel but indigenous forms. A frequently cited instance is the
interest in women’s education. Special schools were opened in the
major coastal towns of Boston, Newport, New York, Philadelphia, and
Charleston. After the Revolution, female seminaries extended further
inland. (38) These schools were designed to prepare women for their
roles as wives and mothers. Some academic subjects such as appeared
in the schools for boys were selected as suitable, but primarily the
schools concentrated on styles of ladylike qualities and skills. Some
theorists of this new education particularly aimed at providing what
Abigail Adams called the “groundwork...of more durable colors”;
they wanted to teach women to respect the serious literature of
philosophy and morality, to read history and thus to be better prepared
to talk intelligently with their husbands and to introduce their children
to the great works of civilization. Others were more concerned with
needlework and table manners, with dancing and carriage. To attract a
suitable husband, to be a credit to his success, and to keep a good
house after marriage seemed the primary goal for educated girls.

23




Education as a means to expand experience and to enlarge the
opportunities of an individual was not considered for this particular
field of learning and teaching.

Benjamin Rush, the alleged truly American theorist of female
education, brought home in his writing the new needs that the society
had to meet. (39) In an agressive and competitive economic system
some stability was needed next to each man to protect the wealth of the
family; thus women needed training as stewards and guardians of their
husbands’ money. Without a docile servant class, American women
needed special skills to manage their domestic work force. Fathers
were no longer at home all the time, and the burdens of raising
children fell particularly on women who had to recognize their new
duty toward children and receive some training to perform the work.
Education according to Rush and the other theorists would condition
women to their limited sphere in the home.

Prior to the middle of the century the primary source of ideas to
“define” woman in an objective way was in theology, where her
secondary status was clearly established, but not without granting her
equal access to the final and more important rewards in the hereafter.
The change came first through imported and reprinted English essays,
novels, and prescriptive books. Later educated colonial men (and, even
later, colonial women) wrote their own contributions presenting their
views on fashions, on what and how women thought, on the manners of
courting these odd creatures and the doom of marrying one. Such
manner of writing had developed earlier in England, particularly
addressed to men, as the idea grew that gentility or whatever qualities
were valued in society were not inherited but could be acquired. Men
delighted in describing their ideal woman, an ideal which women were
then expected to emulate. The Lady — stylish, learned within limits,
inconspicuously managerial with her servants, and tolerant of
masculine foibles —existed, in this literature, for a gentleman’s
pleasure and display. Everything about the feminine life turned around
her ability to please her husband by standards that he established.
Although it is unlikely that women lived out or up to this ideal, their
self-conscious attention to an earthy, domestic ideal was assumed. The
life of Nancy Shippen, an upper-class Philadelphia belle unhappily
married by her father’s wishes, reveals some of the practical pain of
living through the literary images of female life. (40)

In the literary record the progress of femininity was not altogether
smooth. Despite a few native articles, some individual reactions to the
published descriptions of women and the tyrannical practice of men,
and widespread knowledge of the ideas of Mary Wollstonecraft in her
Vindication of the Rights of Women, no framework was established to
integrate the individual responses. Women might use their learning for
more than their domestic success and teach school or try to support
themselves by writing, but those changes did not serve as a basis for
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challenging the essential limitations of women’s lives. (41)

British “sentimental” novels were more widely read than vindications
and feminist dialogues. They were tales of seduction and of battles for
female virtue against lustful male tempters, in which sensibility and
domestic love triumphed over the temptations of flesh and passion. (42)
Samuel Richardson’s Pamela won readers’ hearts by her heroic
struggles against her employer who was, as Pamela saw it, intent on
seducing her. In a later American counterpart, The Coquette, the
heroine tried to rebel against decorum but died ignominiously for her
efforts. In each of these stories the essential human struggle was
transferred from one with abstract evil to one between the sexes. And
the first victim in that transformation was healthy sex.

The morality of sentimentalism, however, defined a series of almost
religious tests faced only by women and met by successfully avoiding
participation in a masculine world of physical and degrading passion.
Not only was the course charted highly repressive of both men and
women, but it also set the central conflict of life between the sexes.
The success of this formula for the upper class continued well into the
Nineteenth Century, but its rules and some of its best best-sellers
made their appearance before the Revolution in the colonies.

oo

By the end of the Eighteenth Century, the development of a market
economy had begun to disrupt and transform the social relations of the
family. Pre-industrial labor, as Marx noted, was based on a
spontaneous or natural division of work within the family, depending on
tradition and differences in age and sex to determine productive roles.
The labor power of each individual member was only a “definite portion
of the labor power of the family” expressed in products — whether
crops, livestock, or clothing. By the first decades of the Nineteenth
Century, the growth of manufacturing in home industries had already
challenged the basis of these relations by widening the division of labor
within the family, and by widening class divisions between families.
The development of a true factory system was slow during this period:
As late as 1810 two-thirds of the clothing and household textiles of
persons living outside the cities was produced by family manufacture.
Yet for women this shift was significant. As products formerly produced
at home came to be accessible on the common market, whether
textiles, (several) food products, or household supplies like soap and
wax, the prestige of women’s labor inevitably declined. Moreover, the
increasing expression of products as commodities, defined not
primarily by their use value but rather by their exchange value on the
market, dichotomized those produced under market conditions by
socially-organized labor (that is, almost entirely by men) and those
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relationships between things.” (43) In a society of commodities, the
subordinate anq secondary value of women’s work and of women
themselves was necessarily degraded. To replace the spontaneous and
relatively egalitarian division of labor in pre-industrial society had

ion which far more than before thrust women
while men engaged in activities to
. Furthermore women’s participation in the market
économy was mediated through their husbands, thus relegating their

Own class, status, or privilege to a social function of their husbands’
work,

\
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Similarly, the development of industrial capitalism transformed the
roles of the family. While previously the family structure had
encompassed a variety of forms and functions, the Nineteenth Century
family tended to contract into an increasingly privatized set of
relations. The compartmentalization of work and home activities was
accompanied by a re-evaluation of women (and especially leisured
women) as the guardians of traditional moral values. Within rapid
industrialization men were necessarily an increasing part of social
changes while women were ironically sacrificed for the preservation
of a home which had lost its functional role in the economy. The home
became “woman’s sphere”, fixed in terms of an Ideal rather than a
realistic evaluation of women’s potential roles. The older traditions of
feminine usefulness, strength, and duty were cast aside for moral and
decorative functions, and subjugation to domesticity became the most
revered feminine virtue. Men, on the other hand, commonly were
expected to show the inevitable effects of materialistic and base
associations of a business life: aggression, vulgarity, hardness, and
rationality. (44)

From these new definitions of men and women flowed the reappraisal
of the Lady. Earlier, certain colonial imitations of British writings on
manners and morals prescribed the gentility, style, limited education,
and tolerance that could be expected from women of fashion; and in the
South, this Imperial practice was greatly emulated. But not until the
late Eighteenth Century did the Lady become the paragon for all
American women. Colonial women generally, by contrast, had been
respected because of the strength and sensuality of their characters,
attributes which complemented their participation in the rugged family
arrangement of an agricultural and frontier economy. As late as 1890,
nearly half of all American women lived and worked in this immediate
social environment of a farm family, providing many necessities for
the home through daily hard work. Yet the farm wife lost her cultural
standing to a new sector of women: the wives and daughters of the
rising entrepreneurs and merchant capitalists of the urban Northeast.
This new sector remained a numerical minority, while its ethos
became central to the American Woman’s self-definition. Because of
their class position, these women gained a hegemony over female
cultural patterns never attained by the Eighteenth Century elites.
Taste, customs, religious and political principles, and above all
morality were reshaped in the Nineteenth Century through the cultural
equivalent of the economic power that capitalists themselves wielded.
Thus for all women in the society, this new ideal of femininity became
the model, however unrealizable it might be in their own lives. (45)

The Nineteenth Century replacement for woman’s earlier role in the
family was in fact idleness, expressed positively as gentility. The
cultural manifestation of this ideal has been aptly called “The Cult
of True Womanhood”, for the rigid standards held by society amounted
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to religious-like rites. The True Woman symbolized and actualized
stability, expressed in her own cardinal virtues of piety, purity,
submissiveness, and domesticity. Religious literature and feminine
novels continued and broadened a chaste idealization begun in the
Eighteenth Century, and the newer women’s journals emphasized the
superficial and fashionable glamor of woman’s new image. The
functional character of household life was in effect replaced with an
ornamental attraction of the Fair Lady. Since industrial ethics defined
work as masculine, labor of almost any kind was deemed unsuitable
for this Lady. Even gardening, a family necessity and appropriate
pastime for colonial women, was perceived as a violation of the dainty
image. While some. contemporary journalists approved of flower
cultivation (itself an apparent reflection of Victorian femininity), the
usual editorial position unqualifiedly condemned the sight of a virtuous
women tending an onion patch. Thus woman was in a sense transformed
from a human being into a living object of art, existing for the pleasure
and pride of her husband. She was a creature of solely decorative
worth, possessing a beauty which rested on her frailty, delicacy,
purity, and even asexuality. Woman’s aesthetic contribution was
herself, with her sensuality sublimated in the same sense in which
Freud suggested that all Art was sublimated sexuality. Feminine
culture was a highly romanticized shell, containing an apparently
barren interior. (46)

The new demands on woman were expressed in a subtle but
significant language of repression, reflecting and reshaping the very
conceptions of its users. During this period, for instance, the
substitution of “limb” for leg or arm first appeared, to the point of
ruthless false consciousness where a breast of chicken was renamed
“light meat®. Correct table manners forbade offering a lady the
chicken’s leg; rather, she always received the “bosom”, a common
euphemism for this part. In polite company women were referred to as
“ladies” or “females”, in deference to the risque connotations of the
womb in the more familiar generic label. In the areas of children and
family, linguistic repression demanded a sheer absence of some vital
discussions. Woman’s newer interest in child rearing and infant care
was paralleled by an accompanying secrecy involving pregnancy.
Despite the rich detail in women’s magazines on children’s clothing,
stories, and habits, pregnancy itself was proscribed even in the
intimate relations of mother and daughter. Gestation was hidden as
long as possible and then obscured by the retiring of the prospective
mother into confinement. At last, even the term “pregnant” was
replaced with the more delicate indirect suggestions like “with child”
or “woman’s condition”. Such conditions viewed as mysterious and
wonderful beyond contemplation involved a new level of Victorian myth
making, such as the strange appearance of the stork. (47)
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THE SPAHIL:

New cultural restrictions in Victorian fashion dictated the spread of
sexual repressiveness to all aspects of social life. Feminine passivity
was ensured by clothing which, through the sheer weight and number of
garments, literally enclosed women from the outside world and
severely limited their physical mobility. The home was transformed
from functionalism to the atmosphere of the showplace, an apt
surrounding for the Victorian woman. Similarly, cleanliness standards
of domestic life matched the purity associated with such a feminine
setting. More subtle circumscriptions were easily noticed by European
travelers such as Harriet Martineau, who, in her accounts of American
society, frequently remarked on the relative severity of woman’s
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domestic subjugation. Martineau implied that the discrepancy between
the self-proclaimed democratic ideals of the Republic and the actual
condition of American life was best exemplified in the treatment of
women. Her books, which pointed to romantic chivalry as sheer
substitution for real freedom were not considered proper reading
materials for American ladies. With Mary Wollstonecraft and other
rebels, she was vilified as a half-woman or mental hermaphrodite. (48)

Nineteenth Century repressive sexuality was in fact only one
manifestation of the total work ethic that required suppression of all
social values previously associated with leisure and enjoyment. While
the appearance of new wealth nominally provided new free time, the
ascending capitalist norms demanded an individual sacrifice to work,
especially among male members of the rising entrepreneurial classes.
The accompanying social relationships altered the fundamental
conditions of life for man and woman, based substantially on a sexual
polarity established through the industrial revolution. This polarity
took various forms of expression. While sex came to be considered
dirty, base, and vile, gratification became part of masculine culture,
based on the materialistic functions of male social life. Woman’s

uperior nature depended on the absence of painful and humiliating

xual participation, save for the satisfaction of her husband and the

opagation of the race. Since the relationship between husband and

ife was considered based on property, the male could easily acquire
added property without seriously affecting his current holdings.
Consequently, promiscuity was allowed only for men, who thereby
participated in the rise of prostitution. (49)

Evidence of the effectiveness of female repression may be
ascertained in the decline of the birth rate from 1820 to the end of the
century. For a society lacking in knowledge of contraceptive measures,
such decline could only signify the moderation of sexual relations for
the prescribed bearers of society’s children. Simultaneously the
increasing urbanization and privatization of life had enhanced the
importance of family individual members. The new status within the
family tended to derive from individual worth rather than from group
function. Thus while the existence of many children imposed a financial
hardship upon the father’s income, the single child became more
precious and idealized. Childhood was extended to nearly marriageable
age, since the presence of few children lowered the burden of
dependency. Repression thereby was provided with a new outlet, if not
a resolution, through the intensified relationship of mother and
child. (50)

The double standard ironically intensified the sexual connotations of
all social roles. Critics of Victorian society complained of an “over
sexed” concern for life, referring not to the presence of uncontrollable
urges but rather to the overly obsessive consciousness of the gender
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of the individual. European travelers often noted the inhibiting effects
of the separation of men and women in all public affairs and attributed
the low level of American intellectual culture to the stifling effect of
women’s segregation. Yet isolation both allowed and forced an advanced
sector to search out a special identity, to comprehend and finally act
on it. The very nature of Victorian society encouraged women to regard
themselves as a special group, as womanhood. (51)

Abore: Efects of lacing o2 the female body (Ilungr, Miser,
Jstemech, arest gut. Samall intestine. 6-Bledder).

<

The assertion of woman’s moral superiority had some important
implications. For the first time, women as a group had been attributed
an independent power of moral guardianship that, however intellectually
degrading, contained the potential of a hidden challenge to woman’s
traditional political and social passivity. In community reforrtls, such
as sewing and literary circles, middle-class women recognized the
advantages in their forced isolation. Through closer contact with each
other, these women gained a new sense of sorority for their common
plight and their common aspirations. (52)
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These early organizational forms provided models for the later

* women’s rights movement. Political consciousness was added through

women’s participation in the major reform movements of the times,
most of all Temperance and Abolitionism. Women gained organizational
skills and a recognition that leadership was not an exclusively male
capacity. By the end of the 1840s, many activists realized that they
would not be satisfied with shaping the world indirectly through their
moral influence, and demanded the right to personal liberty and control
of their own property. The debates on slavery attended by women
especially sharpened their awareness, since many of the issues posed
concerning basic human rights carried implied analogies to women’s
deprivation and its basis in their material possession by white
men. (53)

Most American women in the relatively leisured middle classes
rejected the Feminist implications in the moral-guardian theory which
would extend their traditional domain to social controversy. While
these women shared with the feminists an uneasiness with the ideals of
gentility and idleness, they responded to a new functionalism of
woman’s domestic role. The growth of “domestic science” for the
home, the spread of women’s teachers’ schools, and the rationalization
of new modes of child-rearing all provided reassertions in new forms
of woman’s distinct contribution to society. However the attempt to
shore up family life and wifeliness through further training inevitably
undercut the very aim of domestication, for a few women exposed to
outside influences were bound to create, as did Jane Addams and other
reformers, still newer patterns for women’s social guardianship.

In a popular tract written in 1885, Mrs. A.J. Graves expressed a
warning against the danger inherent in over-refinement. Luxurious
habits were sapping the strength of the female character, drawing
women out of their true sphere. “Home is our palladium” she explained,
“our post of honor and of duty, and here we must begin the work of
reform.” Thus practicality became the counterpart of moral greatmess.
But in order for women to accept this responsibility, other sources of
activity had to be provided within the home. The new standards focused
on women as supervisor of a renewed domestic life, responsible for
quality of consumption and expanded childcare. Similarly, new
standards of cleanliness arose in the Nineteenth Century, complemented
by mechanical developments making housework less burdensome but
not less time-consuming for the devoted housewife. Catherine Beecher,
Emma Willard, and others publicized new forms of domestic science,
stressing the demands of the newer business and scientific methods on
woman’s responsibilities. Meanwhile the influential Godey’s Lady’s
Book mixed colorful fashions with detailed advice on domesticity. And
various writers warned women against the “foreign influences”
represented by the emerging servant class of Irish rather than native
born women, resolving on the necessity of able women to manage
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without such help. (54)

In the early years of the Nineteenth Century literature addressed
to women had come increasingly to focus on their motherhood,
encouraging them to raise good, Christian citizens. This literature
glorified the contributions mothers made to society by careful attention
to the environment and potential of each child, thereby providing a
career-like responsibility to the job. Theology slowly discovered
children and offered a religious experience for young people different
from that of their parents: Descriptions of their experience and the
expectations set for them became less strict, and the Calvinist stress
on their original sin was replaced by notions of childhood innocence.
The psychology of John Locke and the pedagogues following him was
transferred into popular writings about children, popularizing the
impressionability of the human at birth and the need to implant the best
hopes for each child and to discover the individual potential for each.
These ideas were sharpened and their consequences for women
deepened by the growing dichotomy established between men and
women. Between passion and sensibility, mind and heart, the abstract
and absent father and the leisured and confined mother, the gaps grew
enormously. Women came to be viewed as peculiarly suited by nature
and training to care for infants and their needs in the home. Culture
was considered a feminine province in the world at large, but within
each family respect for culture and commumication of values was
directly manifested by the relations between mother and child. The
biological function of motherhood became elevated into a sophisticated
and future-oriented definition of woman’s social impact. The growing
set of ideas with a wide range of detail about home, food, health, toys,
clothing, and religious training was disseminated almost universally in
sermons, women’s magazines, books, and newspapers. (55)

Meanwhile, special schools had been established, such as Mount
Holyoke in 1837, for the purposes of domestic science and the care and
teaching of children. The very existence of these schools helped to
legitimatize women’s education, and led to the establishment of the
first true women’s colleges, such as Vassar in 1867. Women who
graduated from the colleges or the transformed special schools became
the first professionals and many of the leading feminists of the late
Nineteenth Century. Thus, the concern for rationalizing women’s
domestic role had at last been transformed, in part at least, to its
opposite. Woman’s moral guardianship was re-interpreted by such
reformers as Florence Kelley and Vida Scudder to be responsibility
for influencing the organic evolution of society. (56)

By mid-century, women’s roles in the modern clas§ structure of
America were becoming clear. The needs of the increasingly complex
society called into existence a new middle class of doctors, lawyers,
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and other professionals. In the main, women attained this status
vicariously through marriage; but in part, women too shared in_the
increase of opportunities for direct upward mobility through a variety
of experiences and institutions including women’s colleges. At the
same time, a proletarianization process began on a wide scale for
formerly rural populations, urban dwellers, and new immigrants. Here
too women were for the most part wives, but with increasing frequency
industrial workers for at least a portion of their lives.

At the beginning of industrial capitalism in America, women
constituted a basic industrial work-force. As early as 1775, women .had
been employed during the first widespread use of spinning jennies.
Government officials and entrepreneurs alike assumed women were the
best candidates for service in this promising sector, in part because
work in the developing textile industry involved no encroachment on
traditional male-dominated trades or crafts. Women were similarly
encouraged to enter early factories because their presence as a
surplus labor force allowed men and boys to labor in agricultural
production or in the exploration of the West. The first women workers

ere typically recruited from the town poor-roles, and for several
racades thereafter orphans, widows, and unmarried women formed the

anks of the unskilled industrial laborers. (57)

New England textile mills provided the first opportunity for large
numbers of women to work outside their immediate families in
non -domestic labor. By the 1820s and 1830s, thousands of young
women were attracted by the lure of the factory as an alternative to
patriarchical farm life, and they traveled to the company towns of
Massachusetts and Rhode Island searching employment. On the other
hand, due to the migration of young men to the West, Eastern women
between the ages of fifteen and thirty greatly outnumbered their male
counterparts and were forced to provide their own living as single
working girls. Thus the choice for factory labor was, for many, more
apparent than real, especially when faced with the alternative of
servitude in a brother’s family. Moreover, the prevailing secondary
value attached to woman’s work restricted women from receiving an
education or training to enable them to compete in professional or
skilled occupations. Nevertheless, their preference for self-sufficiency
obscured this discrepancy, and women competed with one another to
gain entry into these new occupations. (58)

The early mills commonly operated under the Waltham system, a
form of paternalism which provided the women with boarding houses
and a strict code of moral conduct. Despite the lack of individual
freedom, the mill environment offered a chance to live in a community
of women, to accumulate a small savings from earnings, and to set a
pattern for independent living. Although the hours were long, the work
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was not essentially hard, involving comparatively much free time and
allowing the operative a chance for conversation and companionship.
The first factories had not yet systematized the work process, and
therefore production — although often experimental, sporadic, and
irregular —had not yet been integrated into a rational routine of labor.
Consequently the discipline of the wage-earner was far from complete.
The early sirikes were usually spontaneous outbursts against
announcements (or even rumors) of changed policies: wage-cuts, speed
ups, or lengthening of hours. Most important, this semi-agricultural
factory population could respond to intolerable changes in working
conditions and periods of unemployment by returning to the family
farm. (59)

These first mills attracted attention for their superficially idyllic
conditions. European visitors who were familiar with the grim plight
characteristic of British textile industries marveled over the quaint
towns operated by the mill owners and over the gentility and beauty of
the young operatives. They were equally fascinated with the Lowell
Offering, a journal devoted to the poetry written by the mill girls.
However, these European promoters often missed the subtle fact that
the Offering was published and funded by the employers to advertise
their enterprise rather than to popularize the cultural achievements of
their operatives. Conditions in the mills were tolerable, and wages
were high enough to enable these early industrial workers to set aside
a small savings. After four or five years of service, most women left
the industry permanently: Some moved West where women (especially
teachers) were in demand; some secured an education to set themselves
g;l_ a brighter path; and others retreated to a life of alleged marital

iss.
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By the 1830s, industrialism was developing rapidly, introducing new
social and mechanical changes that would fundamentally alter the work
situation. Technological improvements in machinery allowed greater
efficiency and established the contest for speeding up the work process.
The new ethos of discipline destroyed the aura of gentility of earlier
days, making the mill girl’s position less appealing for a rising middle
class of women. The depressions of the 1830s and Western competition
destroyed a large number of New England family farms, forcing many
daughters into a permanent factory population. Similarly, the Irish
immigration beginning in the mid-1830s introduced a new class of
women into the mills. Thus, while factory conditions deteriorated
(more looms to tend, speeding up, more noise, dust, longer hours, et
cetera) the women who entered the textile industries represented a
transformed working population and took these jobs for their lives’
work. Labor in the mill became a permanent experience and was no
longer the first step toward a broader range of opportunities.

By mid-century, the growing work-force of women had developed an
internal hierarchy. While the unskilled, industrial workers showed life
styles and attitudes characteristic of the proletariat, women in the
growing professions such as teaching and nursing set themselves apart
from their sisters. Moreover, the dichotomy between women who
worked and those who remained at home was accentuated by the
culturally-defined “proper sphere” of women. Thus, while a working
woman of colonial American had been considered on her own merits,
by 1850-1860 her counterpart was no longer perceived as an individual
attempting to earn a living; rather, she was likely to be judged as @
woman who had stepped out of her place and who had thereby invited
negative evaluation from her society. (60)

Middle-class women who had gained their new leisure in part from
the sweat of their working-class sisters customarily returned the favor
with deprecation. Although the realization of True Womanhood was
possible only as an aspiration for most women, its acceptance by the
influential and educated groups in society furthered the degradation of
lower-class women beyond their physical exploitation. A middle-class
or upper-class woman who was privileged to work in the privacy of
her own home was spared from the spectacle of her indelicacy, while
her laboring counterpart was easily identifiable by appearance, dress,
manner, and attitude toward life.

Working-class women were inevitably marked by their participation
in activities considered masculine. They shared with men a life in the
world of business, a material existence which seemed inherently
lacking in virtue and purity. In a Victorian culture, class stratification
was culturally broadened to divide women into The Good and The Bad.
Because the American ideal of femininity was so widely held, even
minor deviations from the image such as dress, carriage, speech, and
manners placed lower-class girls outside the pale of respectability.
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For their part, working women had only one advantage: They alone
retained a right to sexual fulfillment. But without birth control and
general sexual freedom, this right constituted a negative differentiation.
Lower-class white and black women became recognized as ideal
objects of sexual exploitation, thus preserving the most precious virtue
of the Fair Lady. Most lower-class women who entered prostitution did
so because the way of life appealed to them, particularly as an
alternative to the tedious and restrictive patterns of factory work.
Meanwhile, middle-class reformers organized into social purity
associations designed to “save” women from a life of degradation.
Reformers were usually careful to attribute the rise of the Social Evil
to the new industrial and urban order rather than to the individual
wickedness of the prostitutes, but in general ascetic sexual standards
were considered the appropriate alternative. Interest in prostitutes
was usually limited to charity orphanages and female reform schools
designed to educate lower-class children into the ethics of self-control
and repressive sexuality. For the individual prostitute, “rehabilitation”
was thought unlikely, for Victorian morality was based on a standard
which considered the woman who had lost her virginity as “ruined”. (61)
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With their own particular needs and desires, working women
discerned only slight significance in the demands of organized middle
class women. The ballot, legal rights, and other social reform issues
seemed irrelevant or secondary compared to the more pressing
problems of daily life. As they expressed to social workers later, they
wished the “secret” of preventing contraception, and when told it was
abstinence, scoffed at such a solution as unreal. They envied the
leisure of women who complained of boredom in their Victorianhouses.
And they viewed from afar the women’s educational movement, designed
for those of a privileged class.

Working women shared with their men the opportunities for earning
money and participating in social production. Consequently, their first
expression of feminist consciousness was determined by their status
as a worker. By and large, they tended to join men in the ranks of
organized labor and experienced their own sense of strength and power
in trade unions. During the late 1830s, factory girls became involved in
the first genuine trade-union protests against the fundamental
technological changes in the industrialization process. The formation
of a Factory Girls Association which soon attracted a membership of
2500 marked an organizational stage which transcended the spontaneous
forms of earlier protests and strikes against employers. By the late
1840s, the Lowell Female Reform Association was strong enough to
buy out the Voice of Industry, a paper which had long benefitted from
female participation. The Voice projected a profound critique of True
Womanhood, urging its female readers to attend the meetings of the
New England Workingmen’s Association “without false delicacy”. Thus,
in 1848, while their middle-class sisters met at Seneca Falls to discuss
property rights and voting discrimination, advanced factory operatives
such as Sarah Bagley and Huldah Stone directed their attention to
subjects of wages and hours. They realized their wages were three to
four times lower than those of men working in comparable jobs due to
the inferiority ascribed to their position as workers. As working
women, they pronounced a total rejection of the ideal woman which
prevented their full participation and remuneration in industry. They
rejected notions of feminine frailty, of weakness, of social purity and
moral superiority, and of passivity. (62)

Nineteenth Century industrialization and urbanization had led to a
fragmentation of social relations between classes and between men and
women, transforming the form and content of women’s roles. From the
natural association of the family within pre-industrial farm life,
American women passed to newer and more specialized relationships
with each other through the situation of factory labor and the growth of

political and social organizations. Gentility had become a widespread
1deal but even where realizable in middle-class and upper-class
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homes, it was undermined by the activist re-definition of moral
guardianship. Working-class women, a marginal force in the early
decades of the century, were by its end beginning to discover their
existence as a class and their own special problems. In the Twentieth
Century these changes in women’s conditions were to become fully
developed, intensifying for a period those class and generational
differences which separated women from each other.

Several major themes emerge in Twentieth Century women’s
history. First, because of the breakdown of the organic family unit in
which men, women, and children shared productive economic functions,
women (particularly middle-class women) became society’s primary
consumers. At the same time, structural changes in the economy and
two world wars brought ever-increasing numbers of women into the
labor force. Work for women, including married middle-class women,
became respectable and desirable in the Twentieth Century. Despite
dramatic changes in the social and economic conditions affecting
women and altering their role in society, however, the ideological
gestalt of assumptions and stereotypes concerning the nature of woman
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and the role she was to play in society — the Cult of True Womanhood
— proved remarkably adaptable to Twentieth Century conditions. Ideas
about woman’s sexuality have changed strikingly in the last seventy
years, but the basic traditional values associated with woman as the
protector of moral values and guardian of the home which developed
in the ambiance of Nineteenth Century industrialism persisted into the
Twentieth Century. This traditional conception of woman’s role is
integrally linked to women’s economic function of consumption. The
mature corporate economy has depended on the consumption patterns
of married middle-class women buying for their homes. The “feminine
mystique® was not the creation of post-World War II advertisers,
social scientists, and educators, but rather was the updated version of
the Cult of True Womanhood which was in evidence throughout the
Twentieth Century. Finally, most of the Twentieth Century has been
marked by the lack of both a feminist movement and a strong feminist
consciousness. Much has been written about the nature of women and
about their fulfillment, but almost invariably it has been phrased in
individualistic terms. After the decline of organized feminism with the
passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, women have generally
had little sense of their common difficulties and their collective power,
and thus have attempted individual solutions to problems of identity,
exuality, work, and self-fulfillment.

The fact that middle -class women became America’s primary
:onsumers in the first decades of the Twentieth Century is enormously
important in understanding women’s recent history. The same industrial
developments which broke up the organic family unit by sending men
into factory employment also affected women’s traditional duties in the
home. What women had once produced in their own homes they now
bought. By 1900 most of the items which women had customarily “put
up” could be purchased as canned goods. By 1910, for example, the
mass consumption economy had fully developed and technological
changes greatly increased American industry’s production capacity.
An even greater number of products were designedfor use in the home.
Appliances such as washing machines and electric refrigerators came
into wide use in the early yearsof the Twenties; electric and gas stoves
followed a few years later. (63)

These structural and economic changes did not, in and of themselves,
transform women’s historical experience. Rather, these economic
developments further altered and fragmented the relationships between
men and women and between middle-class women and working-class
sisters. Men and working-class women, unlike middle-class women,
worked outside the home in what society deemed productive occupations.
As Margaret Bengston has stated, a capitalistic society honors the
production of exchange value, but regards the production of use value
as non-productive because it does not receive financial remuneration.
Hence, because women have not been paid for the work they have done
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in the home, society has judged such work to be devoid of productive
value. The middle-class housewife’s work has been separated further
from the “productive” work of men because it is essentially
unspecialized and unregimented. Whereas industrial production became
increasingly specialized and routinized in the late Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries, the work women did in the home underwent little
structural transformation. In addition, unlike the “real” and important
world of industrial production, woman’s work has been geared not to
clock time, but to task orientation. This fact has made housework even
more of an anomaly in a society with norms based on industrial
production methods. (64)

Middle-class women have been separated from their working-class
sisters also in that modern technology gave middle-class women an
abundance of leisure. The maturation of the corporate economy was
accompanied by a growing recognition of the fact that housework no
longer needed to be a full-time occupation. Many social commentators
in the first decades of the Twentieth Century described the middle-class
woman’s “restlessness”. In the early 1920s, psychotherapists and
sociologists increasingly wrote about the “nervous housewife® faced
with an overabundance of spare time and feelings of inadequacy,
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boredom, and uselessness. Alice Beal Parsons’s 1924 study Woman’s
Dilemma delineated the frustrations and tensions of the middle-class
housewife who had nothing to do. Her analysis was strikingly similar
to works of the 1950s and 1960s. Other social theorists and feminists
in the early part of the century decried the middle-class woman’s lack
of a productive economic function. Simon Patten stated that “once the
household industries gave to the staying-home woman a fair share of
the labor, but today they are few and the ‘homemaker’ suffers under
enforced ‘idleness, ungratified longing, and non-productive time killing
....” (65) Feminists such as Olive Schreiner and Lorinne Pruette
argued that middle-class women were social parasites, doomed to a
symbiotic existence dependent on the more productive members of
society. (66)

The middle-class woman’s unused energy and tensions found outlets
in the feminist movement, in social reform and volunteer activities,
in psychoanalysis, and in employment outside the home. Increasingly,
she defined personal liberation in terms of productive and meaningful
work in the world of men. World War I marked the large-scale
movement of middle-class women, including married women, into
the labor force. By the mid-1960s, over a third of all married women
were employed. In part, this shift was due to the role of the world wars
in forcing acceptance of married women workers and making work
outside the home a respectable avenue for self-fulfillment. War work,
however, was generally industrial in nature and was usually regarded
as a temporary patriotic duty rather than as a permanent career. This
was one of the factors involved in the temporary shrinkage of the
number of middle-class women in the labor force after both wars.
More important than the wars in changing the nature of middle-class
women’s employment outside the home were the structural changes in
the economy which resulted in the increasing emphasis on service
industries employing large numbers of “white-collar” workers. The
number of telephone operators, secretaries, typists, clerks, and
stenographers rose phenomenally in the 1920s, thus shaping the
contours for the majority of middle -class women’s employment
patterns since that decade. Other well-educated middle-class women
trained for careers in professions traditionally filled by men. It is
interesting, however, that proportionately fewer women trained for
professional careers after the Twenties than in the two decades before
the First World War. In the early decades of the Twentieth Century,
to train for a professional career usually involved a conscious choice
to forsake marriage. In the 1920s, younger women, alienated by the
older feminists’ denial of sexuality, were more attracted to occupations
they felt could be easily combined with marriage and children. (67)

Although an abundant amount of literature was devoted to problems
facing women who wanted to combine marriage with a job, very few
collective solutions were proposed. The responsibility for being able
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to manage what amounted to two jobs at once fell on the individual
woman alone. This reliance on individual solutions to solve problems
working women faced in managing a home and a job was evident even
during the world wars, when the media and the state encouraged
married women to work outside the home. During World War II, for
instance, a propaganda tract urging women to work as a patriotic duty
offered only individual solutions for the problems involved in combining
two jobs. Women were told to budget theirtime better, move to smaller
homes, and buy prepared food. (68)

Despite the fact that many middle-class women entered the labor
force during the Twentieth Century, their experience differed in many
respects from that of working-class women. Whether a middle-class
woman worked as a file clerk or studied to be a physician, work was
a consciously-made choice and an effort to find self-fulfillment and
independence, not an economic necessity. Exactly the reverse has been
true of the Twentieth Century working-class woman, who has entered
the industrial work force because it was the only choice open to her.
With the shift from industrial home work to factory machine production
in the late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries, an ever-increasing
number of women moved into industrial employment. Such factory jobs
were hardly liberating: The hours were long (often well over sixty a
week in the years before protective legislation), the working conditions
poor, and sexist discrimination widespread. Women generally earned
about half of men’s wages for the same work. In addition, women, like
blacks, were often assigned tasks which were considered too degrading
for white men to accept, such as scrubbing the factory floor. (65
Working women’s conditions were exacerbated by the scant attentiol
paid them by the organized labor movement. Although the American
Federation of Labor passed annual resolutions calling for organization
of women workers, no action was taken until well into the century.
Women workers in a number of industries formed their own unions,
with the help of organizations like the Women’s Trade Union League,
but these unions affected only a small minority. Unions considered
women poor risks. Despite the efforts of groups like the Working
Girls’ Societies and the Women’s Trade Union League to show otherwise
the traditional belief that women were invariably temporary workers
and the notion that a woman must only be working for “pin money® or
out of selfish disregard for her familial responsibilities remained
strong for many years in the Twentieth Century. Most men union
organizers considered unions incompatible with “femininity”. “Do they
not tend to unsex them and make them masculine?” an AFL official
asked Agnes Nestor, president of the women glove makers’ union. (70)
Thus working-class women, despite the fact that they were living
contradictions to the “Cult of True Womanhood” ideal of frail, passive,
and delicate femininity, suffered from the imposition of the same
stereotype. (71)

43



.

Not surprisingly, working-class women who have worked out of
necessity throughout the Twentieth Century have generally regarded
marriage as liberation from the tedium and exhaustion of industrial
employment. In addition, because working-class women have viewed
work as an economic necessity and not as a kind of luxury, they have
been more interested in collectively organizing to change the conditions
under which they have worked rather than relying totally on individual
solutions. By contrast, middle-class white-collar employees are only
beginning to organize around common demands and in resistance to
common forms of exploitation.

The differences in economic roles and personal expectations between
working-class women and middle-class women were also reflected in
the feminist movement in the early part of the century. Working-class
women were generally apathetic to the goals of the organized feminist
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movement. They did not see the movement as furthering their collective
aims of better working conditions and unionism, The National American
Women’s Suffrage Association, for example, was at best indifferent to
the unionization of women workers, and some important suffragists
were openly hostile toward organized labor. Then too, working women
generally did not regard obtaining the vote as a tangible improvement
in their condition, while middle-class suffragists often saw the vote
as the only important goal of the movement., For them, suffrage was
an end in itself. (72)

Women in the organized feminist movement accepted the economic
transformation of middle-class women from co-producer to consumer
and incorporated it into their thinking about their own lives and about
their place in society. Some hailed woman’s new role and the
technological forces that had created it as the final prerequisite for
the liberation of women from household drudgery. Charlotte Perkins
Gilman, for example, urged that technological developments and labor
saving devices be employed to liberate women from the unspecialized
and inefficient ways housework was organized: Community kitchens
and technological innovations would revolutionize the organization of
the home and leave women free for other pursuits. Early Twentieth
Century feminists combined this acceptance of consumerism with an
acceptance of the Nineteenth Century ideal of woman as imbued with
fixed and unchanging moral and biological characteristics and
responsibilities to care for children and the home.
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No longer advancing the individualistic political and legal arguments
of Nineteenth Century feminism, early Twentieth Century feminists
argued that women were different, morally and socially. For precisely
these reasons should women be allowed to vote; the political system
needed women’s influence. Spokesmen in the movement constantly
stressed that the home and the community were interrelated and
interdependent, and that to women as buyers fell the responsibility for
insuring that the work they used to perform inside the home was now
performed efficiently, safely, and equitably outside it. Accordingly,
women campaigned for pure food legislation and for other consumer
oriented reforms. (73)

The arguments employed by organized feminism early in the Twentieth
Century were not only ahistorical; they also disregarded many of the
contemporary trends involving women — particularly the increasing
participation of working - class women in the industrial labor force.
Although some organizations within the feminist movement attempted
to bridge the gap between working-class women and their middle-class
counterparts, and although there was a great deal of talk about
“sisterhood” within the movement, early Twentieth Century feminism
remained tied to its middle-class moorings. Generally, attempts at
cross-class co-operation were based on urging middle-class women
to use their buying power as a way to help their working-class sisters.
The consumer league movement, the union label organizations, and the
~vomen’s labor groups like the Women’s Trade Union League stressed
that women controlled their communities’ purchasing power, and thus
should be knowledgeable about labor conditions. For example, middle
class women were urged to insist on the waistmaker’s union label when
buying shirtwaists: “Now is the time for the women of New York,
Philadelphia, and in fact everywhere where American shirtwaists are
worn, to rise in their might and demonstrate that with them bargain
hunting can be subordinated to principle and that they have said goodby
to the products of the sweatshop....Friends, let us stop talking about
sisterhood and MAKE SISTERHOOD A FACT.” (74) But despite some
earnest efforts, serious cross-class co-operation within the feminist
movement failed.

The feminist movement’s emphasis on the middle-class woman’s
consumer role, its acceptance of the basic Nineteenth Century ideal
of women as morally superior to men, and its single-minded emphasis
on winning the vote help to explain not only the movement’s failure
to reach working-class women, but also its increasing inability to
move beyond its immediate goal of the franchise. By the time the
Nineteeenth Amendment was enacted into law, the vote was no longer
a means to an end, it was the only end most suffragists envisioned.
Most of the women who had been involved in the movement turned to
non-feminist political activity in organizations such as the League of
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Women Voters, a group which prided itself on its lack of “feminist
consciousness”.

In the years after 1920 feminism as a movementand as consciousness
became increasingly isolated. The fortunes of the National Woman’s
Party in the 1920s tell us a greatdeal about why feminist consciousness
and a strong, organized movement declined so radically in the years
after the suffrage amendment. Early in the 1920s, the NWP began to
campaign for an equal-rights amendment to the Constitution, arguing
that legislation was the only way to achieve equality for women.
Legislation had been successful in getting women the vote; when it was
apparent that the vote was not enough, what was obviously necessary
was more legislation. In this sense, the NWP was a victim of functional
fixedness: It saw the solution to women’s role in society solely in
political terms.

The NWP’s single-minded emphasis on the proposed equal-rights
amendment alienated working-class women and labor organizations,
who viewed the proposed amendment as destructive of their efforts
for protective labor legislation. (75) In addition, the NWP and feminists
such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Carrie Chapman Catt, who lived
and wrote in the 1920s, were unable to appeal to young women. The
Students’ Council of the Woman’s Party, for example, organized in
1924, had fifteen charter members. It quickly faded away. (76) Much of
the reason for the lack of appeal that the feminist tradition had for
young women lay in changing attitudes toward feminine sexuality. In this
respect feminists accepted the “Cult of True Womanhood” stereotype
of woman as devoid of sexual needs, and thus somehow more pure.
Liberation for Nineteeenth Century feminists, then, included the right
to abstain from sexual relations. By 1920, ideas about sexuality had
changed and feminine sexuality was openly discussed. What was really
“new” about the “New Woman® early in the century was not so muck
her desire for meaningful work outside the home as her affirmation of
sexuality and her search for sexual fulfillment. In contrast, National
Woman’s Party members and other feminists decried the New Morality.
Not surprisingly, the young women of the Twentieth Century did not
respond to the traditional feminist ideology which stressed sexual
repression and denial. (77)

The new ideas and attitudes about sex did not emerge suddenly.
By the turn of the century, changing ideas about women’s sexuality
were evident in the novels of writers such as Kate Chopin, Robert
Herrick, and Theodore Dreiser. The life styles of women such as
Mabel Dodge Luhan and Edna Saint Vincent Millay, although their
number was very small before the First World War, were indicative
of social change. Freudian psychology was one of the factors which
contributed to changing notions about feminine sexuality, particularly
because of Freud’s emphasis on the centrality of sex in human
motivation. Other factors were important as well. New attitudes toward
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feminine sexuality emerged in a larger social context of the dramatic
transformation of marriage and the family. The contours of family
relations have been changing rapidly throughout the Twentieth Century.
In an industrial, urbanized society, a large number of children was no
longer an economic asset. This fact may account for the relatively
rapid acceptance which middle-class families gave to the birth-control
movement. Although Margaret Sanger’s early efforts in the years
before World War I met with public indignation, by the 1920s young
middle-class women approved of contraceptive use. (78)

N Ve

The changes in ideas and norms surrounding feminine sexuality
have generally been regarded by women and by students of women’s
history as totally liberating. For most of the Twentieth Century women
have not had to endure the sexual repression that marked Nineteenth
Century Victorian ideas. On the other hand, the new definition of
woman’s sexuality has divided women from each other throughout the
Twentieth Century. With the reaffirmation of feminine sexuality, the
traditional notion of sisterhood broke down. In the Nineteenth Century,
many women, because they accepted the societal view of themselves
as more moral, pure, and pious than men, often found emotional
fulfillment in friendships with other women. Women in the Twentieth
Century learned that they were expected to have emotional attachments
only to men. In this way, because women competed on an individual
basis for men’s attention, the possibilities for women coming together
to develop feminist consciousness and realize their own power lessened.

In addition, the new definition of feminine sexuality further divided
middle-class and working-class women. In the Nineteenth Century,
women had been divided in similar fashion, but with some important
variations. The working-class woman in the previous century was not
affected by many of the repressive aspects of Victorian sexuality.
Working-class women were expected to enjoy sexual relations. In the
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Twentieth Century, however, working-class women generally have not
shared the personally liberating aspects of the New Morality. They
were not affected by the tenets of Freudian psychology and the open
discussion of sexual matters that the popularization of Freud’s theories
engendered. Often, because of religious sanctions or lack of knowledge,
they have not had access to new, effective methods of birth control.
Studies such as Mirra Komarovsky’s Blue Collar Marriage document
views on sexuality marked by fear of unwanted pregnancies, ignorance
of contraceptive techniques, and often unfulfilling sexual relations. (79)

One is faced with an apparent paradox when studying Twentieth
Century women’s history. On one hand, ever increasing numbers of
women, particularly married women, worked outside the home.
In addition, for the middle-class woman at least, sexuality and the
biological aspects of motherhood were no longer unspeakable topics.
On the other hand, throughout the Twentieth Century, social theorists,
psychologists, educators, advertising executives, and clergymen have
told women that their “natural® place is in the home and that their
“real” job is motherhood. In other words, the Twentieth Century has
had its own updated version of the “Cult of True Womanhood”.

The reason for perpetuating this traditional ideal in spite of its
increasing incongruity with historical reality has been a simple one:
As consumers, middle-class women have filled avital and indispensable
role in an economy based on mass consumption. In order to carry out
this prescribed role, women had to be educated to accept their economic
function.

The set of stereotypes and assumptions which has characterize
most of Twentieth Century thinking on woman’s nature and role mig
best be defined by Betty Friedan’s term “the feminine mystique”
distinguish it from the Nineteenth Century “Cult of True Womanhood
ideal. (80) Twentieth Century thinking about women has differed from
the previous century in several important respects. Although women
were still taught that their place was primarily in the home, a new
rationale had to be formulated to replace the obsolete reasons and
theories behind the Nineteenth Century “Cult of True Womanhood”.
In addition, because historical changes had taken away any productive
economic and social reasons why women should stay in the home,
women needed to be invested with a contemporary sense of importance
and productivity.

The Nineteenth Century ideal of woman was based in large part on
biological arguments: Women were inferior biologically to men — they
were weak, frail, incapable of strenuous mental and physical exertion.
This biological “anatomy is destiny” argument was carried into the
Twentieth Century in the writings of such theorists as Havelock Ellis.
Ellis, in Man and Woman, expressed the view that biological differences
were fundamental in determining the different social roles of men and
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women, He stressed that women’s capacities did not “limit” her, but
rather especially ordained her for certain functions. Ellis bolstered
his thesis with an evolutionary biological schema based on painstaking
anatomical measurements. He concluded that women were infantile
types and, hence, better fitted by nature to take care of children. Ellis
also theorized that women’s “functional periodicity” made them
vulnerable to dramatic and dangerous mood changes because they
always lived on the “upward or downward slope of a curve”. (81) Early
in the century, Alice Beal Parsons and Leta Hollingsworth made
impressive refutations of Ellis’s theories. Parsons pointed out that
Ellis’s measurements had no statistical validity. Hollingsworth, a social
psychologist, brought forth experimental evidence which revealed that
women did not have a period of maximum efficiency or an emotional
cycle. These new theorists stressed the importance of individual
differences and concluded that women varied, just as men varied, from
individual to individual. Hence one could not draw conclusions about
woman’s pre-ordained role from biological evidence. (82)

Strictly biological arguments could no longer be used convincingly
to bolster the “Cult of True Womanhood”. In their place rose a new
internal, psychological rationale for explaining woman’s nature and
justifying her traditional role in society. The Twentieth Century

mation of feminine sexuality was essential to the psychological
-ationale behind the “feminine mystique”. Whereas in the Nineteenth
Jentury women were defined — and defined themselves — by careful
avoidance of sexuality, in the present century women have often been
defined with reference to their sexuality alone. Sexuality has been
elevated above any other factor in explaining woman’s nature. In one
sense, this recognition of feminine sexuality has made women more
similar to men: They both have been recognized as sexual beings. But
because sexuality has been isolated as the only major factor necessary
to explain women’s motivations and behavior, women have been further
separated from male-oriented society. The popular psychological
construct of women as innately passive, narcissistic, and masochistic
parallels the Nineteenth Century biological argument that women were
innately weak and frail. Both construct a picture of woman which is
fixed and eternal and bears no relation to cultural factors. Many
Twentieth Century psychologists have stressed that women find
fulfillment only through marriage and motherhood, and that deviation
from these norms indicates psychological maladjustment. Hence, to be
a feminist has meant being “maladjusted” sexually. This emphasis on
individual sexual and psychological adjustment has been another
important factor in the decline of feminist consciousness which has
characterized the years from 1920 to the very recent present. (83)

Two societal institutions which have had a major influence on the
lives of women in the Twentieth Century — advertising and education
—have done much to instill the view that woman’s psychological
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fulfillment and “adjustment” depended on her natural role in the home.
In addition, both advertising and educational institutions have attempted
to stress the importance of the middle-class woman’s roles as mother,
housewife, and consumer in an effort to invest women with a sense of
productivity, Much of the advertising directed to womenin the Twentieth
Century, for example, has attempted semantically to turn consumption
into production. The housewife managing her home has been compared
to the businessman running his firm. “Through her dealings as business
manager of the home,” one advertisement in the 1920s read, “the
modern woman brings sound commercial sense to bear on her judgment
of a Ford closed car.” “Retail buying is a productive act,” wrote one
praiser of the new economic order. (84)

Feminists such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman had welcomed the
appearance of new appliances and technological improvements as a
way to help solve the dilemma of the married woman who wanted a
career. Advertisements and women’s colleges emphasized that women
now had time to “put motherhood first”, not embark on a professional
career outside the home. In the Twentieth Century homemaking and
motherhood became specialized professions for the first time. At the
same time that technological developments made it possible for women
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to spend less time at housework, cultural values demanded that they
spend more time perfecting household arts.

Education for women changed in the early Twentieth Century to
stress the professional aspects of woman’s role inthe home. Educators
began to emphasize that woman’s economic role was different from
man’s and that she should be educated accordingly. (85) Home economics
and child-study courses were introduced into college curricula. It was
unfortunate, thought many educators and social critics, that women’s
education gave the impression that homemaking required no special
preparation. Preparation for homemaking as aprofessionwas conceived
to give the position dignity. Women should know how to buy and prepare
food, sew, and manage a well -run, attractive home. Such thinking
represented a complete shift in the original rationale for education of
women, which was to give women the same education that men could
obtain. Some institutions continued to emphasize educating women to
break away from their traditional role, but increasingly more common
in the 1920s was the philosophy that women should be educated for their
traditional status rather than encouraged to change it. (86)

Hence, despite economic, technological, and social changes, the
ideological assumptions affecting women have remained strikingly
familiar. Throughout the Twentieth Century, society has defined women
in terms of distinct and limiting stereotypes, despite those stereotypes’
increasing irrelevance to changing economic and social realities. For
the most part, American women in the Twentieth Century have accepted
and internalized the “feminine mystique”, or have reacted to it as
individuals. Because women have been divided from one another on
class lines, because the Twentieth Century definition of sexuality has
discouraged the concept of collective sisterhood, and because in the
years since the early part of the century, women, like men, have been
educated to act and think in a framework of individualism, feminism
has been in decline throughout most of the century. Only in very recent
years has feminist consciousness re-emerged. Like the women’s rights
movement of the late Nineteenth Century and early Twentieth Century,
contemporary feminism arose out of a larger social and political
movement. Unlike the first movement, however, the present movement
is attempting not only to understand and change the facts of middle
class women’s condition, but also to understand and surmount effects
of class division and social fragmentation.




“Woman’s awareness of herself,” Simone de Beauvoir has noted,
“is not exclusively defined by her sexuality; it reflects a situation that
depends on the economic organization.” In the course of three and a
half centuries, that awareness was reflected through the prisms of
a new and labor-scarce colonial society, a transitional Victorian
industrializing society, and a commodity-rich but labor -alienated
modern Capitalist society. There has been no single definition of
woman, but rather a succession of definitions in which self-conscious
feminism has been provoked, transformed or suppressed, and provoked
again. At the epochally Last Moment of the current order, the
self-consciousness has gained new heights and promises to reach still
further. Yet, for this to happen, women must comprehend the interior
and exterior worlds of that growth, both the heightened perceptions of
self and the heightened contradictions of a society whose most basic
problems remain unresolved (and, to that degree, endanger all of
women’s progress). It is hoped that this essay will have made some
small positive contribution to that comprehension. =
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cards of the American Antiquarian Society and in Rush’s collected
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Education”, Pennsylvania History XXXIV (1967), Pages 147-157. Neither
of these, however, discusses his ideas in relation to social history.
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Elizabeth Southgate Bowne: A Girl’s Life Eighty Years Ago..., with
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Brown and the Rights of Women”, Comparative Literature Series 2,
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his originality. Thomas Paine published a plea for enfranchisement of
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45, For examples of colonial definitions see Wallace Notestein : “The
English Woman, 1580-1650”, in J. H. Plumb : Studies in Social History:
A Tribute to G. M. Trevelyan (London, 1955), Pages 69-107, describing
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Dingwall : The American Woman: A Historical Study (New York, 1956),
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A Medical History of Contraception (Baltimore, 1936). David Kennedy:
Birth Control in America, previously cited, contains a most useful
second chapter: “The Nineteenth Century Heritage: The Famuly,
Feminism, and Sex”, Pages 36-76.

51, William O’Neil : Everyone Was Brave..., previously cites
Pages 4-14.

52. William R. Taylor and Christopner Lasch: “Two Kindred Spirits
Sorority and Family in New England, 1839-1946, in the New Englanc
Quarterly XXXVI (March 1963), and Keith Melder : “Beginnings of the
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PhD dissertation, Yale University, 1965).
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Women Against Slavery (1955), Aileen Kraditor: Means and Ends in
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Rights (1949).

54, Mrs. A. J. Graves: Woman in America (New York, 1855), Page
954, Catherine Beecher’s best work is The American Woman’s Home :
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Or Principles of Domestic Science (Boston. 1869). Also, Woman’s
Profession as Mother and Educator (Philadelphia, 1872) is useful.
Helen Papasivily: All the appy Endings (New York, 1956) traces the
glorification of the common woman in the popular domestic novels of
the Nineteenth Century. Other contemporary works on domesticity
include : Anonymous : The Young Lady’s Own Book (Philadelphia, 1832);
Lydia Maria Child: The American Frugal Housewife (Boston, 1836);
Marie McIntosh : Woman in America; Her Works and Her Reward (1950);
Mrs. L. Abele: Woman in Her Various Relations : Containing Practical
Rules for American Females (New York, 1851).

55. Changes in theology and church practice are described in
Sandford Fleming: Children and Puritanism..., previously cited. The
most complete mtellectual l'ustory of the motherhood literature is Ann

Concepts, 1830-1860 (New Haven, 1947). Neither book pays attention
to the possible chasm between ideas and practice, but their sense of
development of the ideas is quite good. The elements of the new care
are discussed by Monica M. Kiefer : American Children Through Their
Books ..., previously cited, and in a short but provocative article by
Barbara Garlitz, “The Immortality Ode: Its Cultural Progeny”, Studies
n English Literature VI (1966), Pages 639-649, in which the influence
f Wordsworth and the haloed child is the center of discussion. Charles
Strickland : “A Transcendentalist Father : The Child-Rearing Practices
of Bronson Alcott”, Perspectives in American History III (1969), Pages
5-73, tells an interesting tale of a male theoretician setting rules for
his wife. Although his ideas were not particularly successful, more
telling is the mother’s failure to transcend herself and to meet the
standards of idealized warmth and understanding toward her difficult
daughters. She simply could not avoid hitting her children or making
speedy punishments with the pressures she lived with.

States, previously cxted Volume 1; Eleanor Thompson: Education for for
Ladies, 1830-1860 (New York, 1947); Helen Campbell: Household
Economics (New York, 1897); and AlbertH. Leake : Vocational Education
of Girls and Women (New York, 1918).

57. David Montgomery: “The Working Classes of the Pre-Industrial
American City, 1780-1830", Labor History IX (Winter 1968). For some
information on women who were wards of the state, indentured servants,
or simply trained as laborers, see Edith Abbott: Women in Industry,
previously cited; Marcus W. Jernagan : Laboring and Dependent Classes
in Colonial America, 1607-1783 (Chicago, 1931); Richard B. Morris:
Government and Labor in Early America (New York, 1946); and A. E.
Smith: Colonists in Bondage: White Servitude and Convict Labor in
America (Chapel Hill, 1947). Abbott is the only one of these authors
who deals particularly with women, but the others provide invaluable
information about landless residents of the colonies and provide the
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Report of the Condition of Woman and Child Wage-Earners in the US,
US Senate Document 645, 61st Congress, 2nd Session (Washington, 1911)
is an invaluable source. Alice Hyneman Rhine: “Woman in Industry”,
in Annie Meyer (editor): Women’s Work in America (New York, 1891).
Edith Abbott assessed Martineau’s findings on the extent of occupations
open to women: “Harriet Martineau and the Employment of Women in
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Girlhood (Boston, 1889), Chapters 7-11. She also composed an epic
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61. William Sanger: A History of Prostitution (New York, 1898) *
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G. Ellington : The Women of New York, Or The Underworld of the Great
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of Two Ladies as Factory Girls (New York, 1903).

70. Letter from Frank Carpenter to Agnes Nestor, March 15, 1908
(Chicago Historical Society, Agnes Nestor Papers); also quoted in
Philip Foner: History of the Labor Movement in the United States,
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1968), and William O’Neill : Everyone Was Brave..., previously cited.
Helen Marot: American Labor Unions, ky a Member (New York, 1915)
also is useful.

73. Charlotte Perkins Gilman: Women and Economics (New York,
1966) and What Diantha Did (New York, 1910). For discussions of the
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86. Iva Peters: Social and Vocational Orientation for Collggg omen
(Richmond, 1926). (e -

| /n

66




Afterword <

This is a reprint of the article as it appeared in Radical America
Volume 5, Number 4. We have not revised or corrected anything in the
original text. A list of errata has been prepared to clear up the biggest
errors, and supplementary footnotes have been added to update some
of the sources. Articles, dissertations, and books which either appeared
since the publication of our article or were discovered by us since that
time are coded to the original footnotes where they are applicable. We
owe you this explanation in part because the articlehasbecome a work-
ing paper for us since it appeared. We are revising and expanding it to
clarify some of the theoretical points and augment the historical dis-
cussion. Each of us is filling out particular segments of the historical
sections. We want to develop more fully the process of cultural trans-
mission by which the “cult of true womanhood” came to dominate the
American mind and social structure; to identify more carefully the so-
cial forms that were in tension with the cult, particularly in the South
and in the West. But this is all in the future, in what will become the
revised edition.

Since we published the article, Juliet Mitchell’s Woman’s Estate (New
York, 1971) appeared. Because of its importance to the issues in Part I
of our article, we think it deserves particular comment. She writes :

The Women’s Liberation Movement is at the stage of organ-
izing our “instinct” of our oppression as women, into a con-
sciousness of its meaning. This will become a rational con-
sciousness as we come to understand the objective conditions
which determine this oppression. (92)

While her focus is current conditions, in Western European countries
and the United States her argument supports historical work as well,
since the specificity of conditions within any historical moment is both
unique and necessary.

The notion of undifferentiated male domination from the ear-
liest to the latest times simply gives a theoretical form to the
way oppression is usually experienced....This is an aspect
of oppression, or exploitation, and should not be ignored, but
nor should it be made to stand for the total situation. (93)
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Surveying the socialist literature on women from Fourier to Simone de
Beauvoir, and more recently from Kate Millett to Shulamith Firestone,
Juliet Mitchell points out the absence of a historical dialectic in most
of its arguments. None provide the critical links between all forms of
oppression within the social structure.

Her analysis revolves around four structures whose interrelation-
ships, she argues, define the relative position of women in any society.
These four structures, first proposed in her 1966 article “Women : The
Longest Revolution” (New Left Review, Number 40), are a woman’s re-
lation to production, to reproduction, to sexuality, and to socialization.
Within each of these, and among them, there are contradictions which
singly are reformable, but which united define the oppression in daily
life that must be transformed. Thus the “terrain”, to use her word, on
which socialist analysis must be charted encompasses the variety of
female social experience, not simply its one-dimensional “oppression”
or its single overlap with male experience at the point of production.
It is this unique totality of women’s lives which we have tried, in this
article, to sketch out for the United States.

Before leaving you with the minutiae of bibliography and errata, we
would like to express our thanks to the people who have encouraged us
and offered suggestions about the article. As anyone knows who has
assumed the obsessive task of pulling together information, we began
to think we were talking to ourselves and doing that in Greek. Friends
bring us out of that.

May ’72 A.D.G
M.J.B
N.E.S

ERRATA

Page 5, Line 2: than a documentation of society’s limitations on their
activities.

Page 10, Line 22 : But that still does not make oppression....

Page 19, Line 6: describing why it granted

Page 20, Line 8 : was very high

Page 24, Line 35: to an earthly, domestic ideal

Page 36, Line 4: established the context for speeding...

Page 40, Line 43 : Benston

Page 56, Footnote 26 : Alice Morse Earle

Page 58, Footnote 36 : a history of male contributions
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FOOTNOTES (Supplement)

(1A) (for Page 5) For an extreme reliance on technology to liberate
women see Shulamith Firestone: The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for
Feminist Revolution (New York, 1970).

(5) Peter Laslett : “The Comparative History of Household and Fam-
ily”, Journal of Social History IV (Fall 1970), Pages 75-87, on the nuc-
lear family extending into pre-industrial society.

(22) Although about England, Peter Laslett’s The World We Have
Lost: England Before the Industrial Age (New York, 1965, paperback)
is useful to this discussion.

(27) David Rothman: “A Note on the Study of the Colonial Family”,
William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, Number 23 (1966), Pages
627-634, reviews Bailyn and Morgan in light of Aries.

(42) Leslie Fiedler: Love and Death in the American Novel (New
York, 1960), especially Chapters 2-5.

(44) C.Richard King (editor) : Victorian Lady on the Texas Frontier :
The Journal of Ann Raney Coleman (Norman, Oklahoma, 1971).

(45) Janet James : “Changing Ideas About Women in the United States,
1776-1825”, PhD dissertation, Radcliffe, 1954.

(46) Ronald Hogeland : “The Female Appendage : Feminine Life Styles
in America, 1820-1860”, Civil War History XVII (June 1971), Pages
101-111,

(48) Thorstein Veblen: Theory of the Leisure Class (New York, 1899).

(49) Milton Rigoff: Prudery and Passion (New York, 1971).

(52) Carroll Smith Rosenburg: “Beauty, the Beast, and the Militant
Women: A Case Study in Sex Roles and Social Stress in Jacksonian
America”, American Quarterly XXMI (October 1971), Pages 562-584;
Keith Melder: “Ladies Bountiful : Organized Women’s Benevolence iy
Early 19th Century America”, New York History XLVIII (1967), Page
231-255.

(53) James McPherson: “Abolitionists, Woman Suffrage, and the N
gro, 1865-1869”, Mid America XLVII (January 1965), Pages 40-47,

(54) Elizabeth Bacon: “The Growth of Household Conveniences in the
United States, 1865-1900", PhD dissertation, Radcliffe, 1942.

(55) Barbara Ga”rlitz: “The Cu]t' of Childhf)od in 19th Century Eng-
1aréd ;mz u:)l;xerlca}; Pl}l?qdl:lssertano& Radcliffe, 1959.

61 iography of Nell Kimball (New York H
bury: Microbes and Morals: The Strange sh;}_?g?;[g:::::;g}% Sez
(New York, 1971); D. R. M. Bennett : Anthony Comstock : His Caroer. o
Cruelty and Crime (New York, 1971); Charles Wini e et of

o A » 190L); Charles Winick and Paul M. Kin-
sie : The Lively Commerce : Prostitution in the Unj Q

e United States (Chi
1971), Chapter 1. § (Lhicago,
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(62) Israel Kugler: “The Woman’s Rights Movement and the National
Labor Union, 1866-1872”, PnD dissertation, New York University, 1954.

(69) For discussions of the settlement workers’ experience, see Al-
len Davis : Spearheads of Reform (New York, 1967); J. P. Rousmaniere :
“Cultural Hybrid in the Slums : The College Woman and the Settlement
House, 1889-1894”, American Quarterly XXII (1970); Christopher Lasch
(editor) : Jane Addams: A Centennial Reader (New York, 1960). For an
overview of women’s entry into the work force, see Joseph Hill: Wom-
en in Gainful Occupations, 1870-1920: A Study of the Trend (Washing-
ton, 1929), and Elizabeth Baker: Technology and Women’s Work (New
York, 1964). For a good recent analysis of the conditions under which
women work, see Elinor Langer : “Women in the Telephone Company”,
in William O’Neill (editor): The Long Day (Chicago, 1972). This book
is a new edition of Dorothy Richardson’s bookof the same title, already
cited in the original footnotes. (The Langer article is also available as
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