
3'°' Class and Race 
in the Early Women's 
Rights Campaign 

A, Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton w~ 
arm in arm down great Queen Street that night, reviewing the 
exciting scenes of the day, they agreed to hold a woman's righb 
convention on their return to America, as the men to whom they 
had just listened had manifested their great need of some education 
on that question. Thus the missionary work for the emancipation 
of woman in "the land of the frce and the home of the brave" wa, 
then and tht.;c inaugurated, 1 

This conversation, which took place in London on the opening 
day of the , 840 World Anti-Slavery, Convention, is frequently 
"'umed to contain the real story behind the birth of the orga-
nized women', movement in the United States. As such, it has 
acquired a somewhat legendary significance, And like '. most le-
gend,, the truth it presumes lo embody is far Jes, unequivocal 
than it appears_ This anecdote and its surrounding circumstances 
have btcn made the basb of a popular interpretation of the 
WOmt-n's righ t, movement as having been priman1y inspired--Or 
rather provoktd-1,y the insufferable male supremacy within the anti-slavery campaign, 

:-.:o doubt the U.S. women who had ""Pected lo participate in th
, Ulndon <>inference WtTe quite furious when they found them-

1elvt~ excluded by lllaiority vote, "fenced off behind a bar and a 

7 ..tlJin similar to those used in ch ·h ctJ•..... "2 L . urc es to screen h bliC gaze, ucretta Mott, lil(e th t . e choir. from 
pu . th A . e other w ei,resenting e mencan Anti-Sia . . omen officially 
r use for anger and indignation Fvery hSociety, had further 
ca f b · or se hd · . emerged. r~m. a tur ulen_t -struggle around . a . Just recently 
1,o)itionasts nght to participate on a b . )he issue of female 

:ork of the Anti-Slavery Society. yet f;•: w full equality in the 
--eluded from membership in the Societ oman who had been ..,,. . . Y some seven years . . 
ouslY, this was no new expenence. If she was ind . . . . prev1-
6ght for women's rights by the London eve +---i..~dhmspued to 

f • . n ...--vy t e fact that 
as two contemporary em1mst authors put it "t·h 1 d' . ' . h . . ' e ea mg male 
radic~ls~ t ose ~ost concern,~ ":1th social inequalities . . . also 
discrumnate agamst women 3- it was an inspiration that had 
struck her long before 1840. 

Unlike Lucretia Mott, E]izabeth Cady Stanton was not 
experienced political activist wht.'11 the London convc11tion «:,i 
place. Accompanying her husband of only several week.\ on what 
she called their "wedding journey''," she was attending her first 
anti-slavery meeting not as a delegate but, rather, as the wife of 
an abolitionist leader. Mrs. Stanton was thus somewhat hamli-
capped, Jacking the perspective forged by years of struggle in 
defense of women's right to contribute to the anti-slavery cause. 
When she wrote {along with Susan B. Anthony, in their History 
of Woman Suffrage ) that during her convc..-rtation in 1840 with 
Lucretia Mott, "a missionary work for the emancipation of 
women . . . was then and there inaugurated,"' her remarb did 
not account for the accumulated leffOOJ wrought by almost a 
decade during which abolitionist women had battled for their 
political emancipation as women, , 

Although they were defeated at the London ':°nventLOn, the 
abolitionist women did discover evidence that ,their part struggles 
- F th ere supported by had achieved a few positive resultJ. or ey w 

d 
ho p..,.,.,,,.,t the move to 

some of the male anti--slavery lea ers, w O 
· pv.J><.,U 
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4 · "b bl .11 . m Lloyd Garnson- rave no e Carr· ,1 h W1 1a . 1son•·6 exclude t em. I t to participate m the debate, refused t · d too a e O tak 
-who amve . . d ring the entire ten-day convention ''a .

1 
e 

. t emammg u . 1 · b h s1 ent his sea , r II ry "7 According to E 1za et Cady Stant · the ga e · on' 
spectator m h . I p Rogers of Concord, New Hampshire s 

t Nat ame · . . h , Was 
accoun ' h le abolitionist who Jomed t e women in th h nly ot er ma e 
t e 

O 
Wh th Black abolitionist Charles Remond is not rn allery a y e . en. 

g_ · . Sta t n's description of the events 1s rather puzzlin boned m n o . . I bl. h g. 
!so as he himself wrote m an arhc e pu 1s ed in the He was a , . ,,

9 Liberator, "a silent listener. . 
Charles Remond wrote that he expenen~ed one of the few 

great disappointments of his life when he discovered, upon his 
arrival, that the women had been excluded from the convention 
floor. He had good reason to feel distressed, for his own travel 
expenses had been paid by several women's groups. 

I was almost entirely indebted to the kind and generous members 
of the Bangor Female Anti-Slavery Society, the Portland Sewing 
Circle, and the Newport Young Ladies' Juvenile Anti-Slavery Soci-
ety, for aid in visiting this country. IO 

Remond felt compelled to refuse his seat in the convention, 
because he could not otherwise be the "honored representative of 
the three female associations, at once most praiseworthy in their 
object and efficient in this cooperation." 11 Not aH of the men, th

erefore, were the "bigoted Abolitionists"l2 to whom Stanton 
refers in her historical account. At least some of them had learned 
to detect and challenge the injustices of male supremacy. 

~ereas Elizabeth Cady Stanton's interest in abolitionism was quite recent she h d d d . 
th h ' a con ucte a personal fight against sexism roug out her y th E d 
unab h di ou · ncouraged by her father-a wealthy an as e Y conserv f · d 
studies a II . a ive JU ge-she had defied orthodoxy in her s we as 10 her I · · · • d 

ersure activities. She studied Greek an 
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thernatics and learned horseback riding all f h' rna d t · 1 A • 0 w 1ch were 
erallY barre o gir s. t age sixteen El ' b th gen . 

1 
. ' iza e was the onl 

. 
1 
in her high schoo graduating class B Before h . Y g1r d · er marriage the 

young Stanton passe much of her time with her father and' had 
even begun to study the law s~riously under his guidance. 

By 1
848 Stanton was a full-time housewife and th L' . . mo er. 1vmg 

with her husband m Seneca Falls, New York, she was often unable 
to hire servants because they were so scarce in that area. Her own 
anticlimactic and frustrating life made her especially sensitive to 
the rniddle-class white woman's predicament. In explaining her 
decision to contact Lucretia Mott, whom she had not seen for 
eight years, she mentioned her domestic situation first among her 
several motives for issuing a call to a women's convention. 

The general discontent I felt with woman's portion as wife, mother, 
housekeeper, physician and spiritual guide .. . and the wearied, 
anxious look of the majority of women, impressed me with the 
strong feeling that some active measures should be taken to remedy 
the wrongs of society in general and of women in particular. My 
experiences at the World Anti-Slavery Convention, all I had read 
of the legal status of women, and the oppression I saw everywhere, 
together swept across my soul, intensified now by many personal 
experiences. It seemed as if all the elements had conspired to impell 
me to some onward step. I could not see what to do or where to 
begin-my only thought was a public meeting for protest and 
discussion.14 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton's life exhibited all the basic elements, 
in their most contradictory form, of the middle-class woman's 
dilemma. Her diligent efforts to achieve excellence in her studies, 
the knowledge she had gained as a law student, and all the other 
ways she had cultivated her intellectual powers-all this had come 
to naught. Marriage and motherhood precluded the achievement 
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h h d set for herself as a single woman. Moreov 

of the goals s e the abolitionist movement during the Yeer, 
h · )vement m ars 
er m:o the London convention had taught her that it Was 

following . e a political challenge to oppression. Many f 
ossible to organrz d h o 

P h ould answer the call to atten t e first women' the women w o w . s 
. t'on in Seneca Falls were becommg conscious of 

rights conven 1 . . . d h d J'k . 
. .1 t dr'ctions m their hves an a I ewise seen from simr ar con ra . ' 

the example of the anti-slavery struggle, that It was possible to 
fight for equality. 

As the Seneca Falls Convention was being planned, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton proposed a resolution which appeared too radical 
even to her co-conventioner Lucretia Mott. Although Mrs. 
Mott's experiences in the anti-slavery movement had certainly 
persuaded her that women urgently needed to exercise political 
power, she opposed the introduction of a resolution on woman 
suffrage. Such a move would be interpreted as absurd and outra-
geous, she thought, and would consequently undermine the im-
portance of the meeting. Stanton's husband also opposed the 
raising of the suffrage issue- and kept his promise to leave town 
if she insisted on presenting the resolution. Frederick Douglass 
was the only prominent figure who agreed that the convention 
should call for women's right to vote. 

Several years before the Seneca Falls meeting Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton had firm! · d F . ' h Y convince redenck Douglass that the vote 
s ould be extended to women. 

I could not meet her arguments except with the shallow plea ~f 
"custom," "natural division of duties " "indelicacy of woman l 
taking part in politics," the common talk of "woman's sphere," ~n th

e like, all of which that able woman who was then no less logical th
an now, brushed away by those argu~ents which she has so often 

and effectively used since and which no man has successfully 
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refuted. If intelligence is t~e only true and rational basis of govem-
t it follows that that 1s the best government which draws its rnen , 

l·f nd power from the largest sources of wisdom, energy and 
I e a d 15 

dness at its comman . goo 

"rnong the approximately three hundred wome d n an men at-
tending the Seneca Falls Co~vention, the issue of electoral power 
for women was the only ma1or point of contention: the suffrage 
resolution alone was not unanimously endorsed. That the contro-
versial proposal was presented at all, however, was due to Freder-
ick Douglass' willingness to second Stanton's motion and to 
ernploy his oratorical abilities in defense of women's right to 

vote.16 
During those early days when women's rights was not yet a 

legitimate cause, when woman suffrage was unfamiliar and un-
popular as a demand, Frederick Douglass publicly agitated for the 
political equality of women. In the immediate aftermath of the 
Seneca Falls Convention, he published an editorial in his newspa-
per, the North Star. Entitled "The Rights of Women," its con-
tent was quite radical for the times: 

In respect to political rights, we hold woman to be justly entitled 
to all we claim for men. We go further, and express our conviction 
that all political rights which it is expedient for men to exercise, it 
is equally so for woman. All that distinguishes man as an intelligent 
and accountable being, is equally true of woman, and if that govern-
ment only is just which governs by the free consent of the governed, 
there can be no reason in the world for denying to woman the 
exercise of the elective franchise, or a hand in making and adminis-
tering the law of the land.17 

F d 
. ·bl f officially introducing 

re enck Douglass was also respons1 e or 
the issue, of women's rights to the Black Liberation movem~nt, 

h 
. . . d A s Jay Walker points 

w ere It was enthusiastically welcorne · s · 

• 
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out, Douglass spoke out at t e abona Convention f 
Freedmen that was held in Cleveland, Ohio, around t~e ~;°1orf!<) 
the Seneca Falls meetmg: rne of 

He succeeded in amending a resolution defining de) 
it would be "understood 'to include women, ' "an am:g~tes so that 
was carried "with three cheers for women's rights! "I~ ment that 

Eliz.abeth Cady Stanton devoted expressions of pr . a1se to 
Douglass for his steadfast defense of the Seneca Falls Conve . 

'd d 'd' I . d · h ntton in face of the w1 esprea n 1cu e vmce m t e press. 

So pronounced was the popular voice against us, in the parlor, press 
and pulpit, that most of the ladies who had attended the conven-
tion and signed the declaration, one by one withdrew their names 
and inffuence and joined our persecutors. Our friends gave us the 
cold shoulder and felt themselves disgraced by the whole proceed-
ing.19 

The uproar did not dissuade Douglass, nor did it achieve its goal 
of nipping the battle for women's rights in the bud. Parlor, press 
and pulpit, try as they might, could not reverse this trend. Only 
one month passed before another convention took place in 
Rochester, New York-whose daring innovation and precedent 
for future meetings was a female presiding officer. 2° Frederick 
Douglass again manifested his loyalty to his sisters by arguing 
once more for the suffrage resolution, which passed in Rochester 
by a much larger margin than at Seneca Falls.21 

The advocacy of women's rights could not be forbidden . Not 
yet acceptable to th k . . . · f 

, . e ma ers of public op1mon the issue 0 women s equality no , ho . . ' 
supparted b BI 'k \\ em died m an embryonic movement, 
dom estab/sh da~t plfeople who were fighting for their own free-

' e I se as . d I 'bl . . h an m e 1 e element of public hfe m t e 
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Vnited States. But what was it all abo t? H , 1· d u . ow was the q t· f women s equa 1ty efined other th b h ues 10n 
0 d an Y t e suffra · 
which had prompte the derogatory publ' ·t b ge issue 

t . ? W h ic1 y a out the Seneca 
Falls Conven 10n. ere t e grievances O tl' d . h . d h u me m t e Declara-
tion of Sentiments an t e demands put fo th • th . . f h b r m e resolutions 
truly reflective o t e pro lems and needs of the . d St t ? women of the 
Vmte a es. 

The emphatic focus of the Seneca Falls Decla t· h . . . ra 10n was t e 
institution of mamage and its many injurious effects on women: 
marriage robbed women of their property rights, making wives 
economically-as well as morally-dependent on their husbands. 
Demanding absolute obedience from wives, the institution of 
marriage gave husbands the right to punish their wives, and what 
is more, the laws of separation and divorce were almost entirely 

. based on male supremacy. 22 As a result of women's inferior status 
within marriage, the Seneca Falls Declaration argued, they suff-
ered inequalities in educational institutions as well as in the 
professions. "Profitable employments" and "all avenues to wealth 
and distinction" (such as medicine, law and theology) were abso-
lutely inaccessible to women.23 The Declaration concludes its list 
of grievances with an evocation of women's mental and psycho-
logical dependence, which has left them with little "confidence 
and self-respect."24 

The inestimable importance of the Seneca Falls Declaration 
was its role as the articulated consciousness of women s rights at 
midcentury. It was the theoretical culmination of years of unsure, 
often silent, challenges aimed at a political, social, domestic and 
religious condition which was contradictory, frustrating . ~nd 
downright oppressive for women of the bourgeoisi~ and the nsmg 
middle classes. However, as a rigorous consummation of the con-
sciousness of white middle-class women's dilemma, the ~eclara-
tion all but ignored the predicament of white workmg-class 

d. • f Bl ck women in the South 
women, as it ignored the con 1bon ° a 
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1
_ 1 other words, the Seneca Falls Declar . 

d \ orth ah"-e, n I d' . h. h at10n an · I . of the fema e con 1bon w 1c disrco,, d 
-~,,,t an ana Y515 • • -r cd pr~ . f women outside the social class of the -!~-

the circ.1lfnstances o UUl1J. 

ment's framers. h k-J f 
bout those women w o wor; ea or a living-th 

But what a ed h .1 e: . f example who operat t e texh e mills in th white women, or , , . d . <: 

h 
, 1 g31 when the textile m ustry was still the rna· 

\ ort eait n 1 , • JOr 
focus of the new industrial r~olution, women comprised the: 
nd' ted majority of industrial workers, In the textile mills 

throughout :',1C"' England, there were 38,927 women' 
worieu as compared to 18,539 men.25 The pioneering "mm 
·rts" had been recruited from local farm families. The profit. 

!:eting millowners represented life in the mills as an attractive 
and inst:ructi\'t prelude to married life. Both the Waltham and 
Lowell systems were portrayed as "surrogate families" where the 
roun~ fa rm women would be rigorously supervised by matrons in 
an atmosphere al.:in to the fi nishing school. But what was the 
reality of mill life? Incredibly long hours-twelve, fourteen or 
even sixteen hours daily; atrocious working conditions; inhumanly 
crov.·de<l li\'ing qUJrtm; and 

S'J httlt: time was a!kr.,,<;{l for meals---One half hour at noon for 
drnlltT- that tht women raced from the hot, humid weaving room 
ir,eral bhl s to their boarding houses, gulped down their main 
me..l of the day, and ran back to the mill in terror of being fined 
if th!.j ~trt late ln v.1ntc.1' thc.-y dared not stop to button their coats 
and ofu:r1 alt 1,ithoot tabng thc.m off. This was pneumonia season. 
ln rommt1', tv-nled food and poor sanitation led to dysen tery. 
T ulx-rc.ulr.A1.; 11,as 11,1th thc.--m in c.-very season. 26 

'nit mill \l, (Jffi(TI fuunh t L '- B . . . 
8 k , L f 1 , u;.i • v-ac.-., cgmnmg m the late 1 2os-

JTJg IX'. Ort lnt 115 k Ser • 
1..-.,.td "t · .: ieca falls Convc11tion-working women 
"-'5 Urn-Quts and t l . . . bl s n ~, militantly protesting the dou e 

ejlll,Y woMes ' s ril CHTS CAMPAI C,S ;, 

O
npression they suffered as women and as industr' 1 1, _ _ r- . Ha h' f ta WOT.as In 

pover, ~ew mps ire, exa~ple, the mill women walked off 
the job in 1828 to ~;amatize then opposition to newly inrututed 
restrictions. They sh~ked the community by parading with 
1,anners and flags, shootmg off gunpowder."27 

By the summer of 1843, when the Seneca Falls Convention 
to0k place, conditions in the mills-hardly ideal to begin with-
bad deteriorated to such an extent that the l\ew England farmers' 
daughters were fast becoming a minority in the textile labor force. 
Replacing the women from "well-born," "Yankee" backgrounds 
were immigrant women who, like their fathers, brothers and 
husbands, were becoming the industrial proletariat of the nation. 
These women-unlike their predecessors, whose families owned 
}and-had nothing to rely upon but their labor power, When they 
resisted, they were fighting for their right to survive, They fought 
so passionately that "in the 1840's, women workers were in the 
leadership of labor militancy in the United States."

28 

Campaigning for the ten-hour day, the Lowell Female Labor 
Reform Association presented petitions to the Massachusetts 
State Legislature in 1843 and 1844. When the Legislature agreed 
to hold public hearings, the Lowell women acquired the distinc-
tion of winning the very first investigation of labor conditions by 
a government body in the history of the United States.

29 
This was 

clearly a blow for women's rights-and it predated, by four years, 
the official launching of the women's movement. 

Judging from the struggles conducted by white working women 
-their relentless defense of their dignity as workers and as 
women, their conscious as well as implicit challenges to the sexist 
ideology of womanhood-they had more than earned the right to 
be lauded as pioneers of the women's movement But their trail-
blazing role was all but ignored by the leading initiators of the new 
movement who did not comprehend that women workers ex-
perienced ~nd challenged male supremacy in their own special 
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·f d . this point home, history has imparted a fi 
way As , to nve . 8 Of I na) . · h ement initiated m 184 : a I the wo 
irony to t e mov . h I rnen 

d
. th Seneca Falls Convention, t e on y one to live I atten mg e . ong 
h t t ally exercise her nght to vote over seventy y 

enoug o ac u ears 
later was a working woman by the name of Charlotte Wood. 

ward.30 
Charlotte Woodward's motives for signing the Seneca Falls 

Declaration were hardly identical to those of the more prosperous 
women. Her purpose for attending the convention was to seek 
advice on improving her status as a worker. As a glovemaker h 
occupation was not yet industrialized: she worked at home rec' _er , e1v-
ing wages legally controlled by the men in her family. Describing 
the circumstances of her work, she expressed that spirit of rebel-
lion which had brought her to Seneca Falls: 

We women work secretly in the seclusion of our bed chambers 
because all society was built on the theory that men, not women, 
earned money and that men alone supported the family ... I do 
not believe that there was any community in which the souls of 
some women were not beating their wings in rebellion. For my own 
obscure self I can say that every fibre of my being rebelled, although 
silently, all the hours that I sat and sewed gloves for a miserable 
pittance which, as it was earned, could never be mine. I wanted to 
work, but I wanted to choose my task and I wanted to collect my 
wages. That was my form of rebellion against the life into which 
I was born. 31 

Charlotte Woodward and the several other working women pre-
sent at the convention were serious-they were more serious 
about women's rights than about anything else in their lives. 

At the last session of the convention, Lucretia Mott proposed 
a final resolution calling both for the overthrow of the pulpit 
and "for the securing to women an equal participation with men 

i .-._ 
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. the various trades, professions and commerce." [my empha-
1~ ]32 Was this a mere afterthought? A charitable gesture toward 
~harlotte Woodward an_d her working-class sisters? Or did the 

ll contingent of workmg-class women protest the exclusion of 
sma f th . · I l · · 
h ir interests rom e ongma reso uhons, causmg Lucretia 

t e · t· l · · d M tt the long-time an 1-s avery activist, to stan up on their 
be~alf? If Sarah Grimke had been present, she might have in-
. t d as she said on another occasion: 

SIS C , 

There are in the poorer classes many strong honest hearts weary of 
being slaves and tools who are worthy of freedom and who will use 
it worthily. 33 

If the recognition accorded working women at the Seneca Falls 
meeting was all but negligible, there was not even a cursory 
mention of the rights of another group of women who also "re-
belled against the lives into which they were born."3

4 In the 
South they rebelled against slavery and in the North against a 
dubious condition of freedom called racism. While at least one 
Black man was present among the Seneca Falls conferees, there 
was not a single Black woman in attendance. Nor did the conven-
tion's documents make even a passing reference to Black women. 
In light of the organizers' abolitionist involvement, it would seem 
puzzling that slave women were entirely disregarded. 

But this problem was not a new one. The Grimke sisters had 
previously criticized a number of female anti-slavery societies for 
ignoring the condition of Black women and for sometimes mani-
festing blatantly racist prejudices. During the preparations for the 
founding convention of the National Female Anti-Slavery Soci-
ety, Angelina Grimke had to take the initiative to guarantee more 
than a token presence of Black women. Moreover, she suggested 
that a special address be delivered at that convention to the free 
Black people of the North. Since no one-not even Lucretia Mott 
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t
h address, Angelina's sister Sarah had t d 

would prepare e h G . k . o e-- h 35 As early as 1837 t e nm e sisters chasr 
liver the speec · S · f f ·1 · tsed 

k F ale Anti-Slavery oc1ety or a1 mg to inv I 
the New Yor em " f h . o ve . their work. On account o t e1r strong arist 
Black women in ·d 0-. 

1 
f 1. ,, Angelina regretfully sat , 

cratica ee mgs, 

h most exceedingly inefficient. . . . We have had ser· . . . t ey were . . 1ous 
thought of forming an An_ti-~lavery_ Soc1~ty a_mong o~r colored 
. d getti·ng them to invite their white fnends to Join the S1Sters an . m, 

in this way we think we could get the most efficient white females 
. . . th 36 in the city to 10m em. 

The absence of Black women at the Seneca Falls Convention 
was all the more conspicuous in light of their previous contribu-
tions to the fight for women's rights. More than a decade before 
this meeting, Maria Stewart had responded to attacks on her right 
to deliver public lectures by emphatically asking, "What if I am 
a woman?"37 This Black woman was the first native-born female 
lecturer who addressed audiences of both men and women. 38 And 
in 1827 Freedom's journal-the first Black newspaper in this 
country-published a Black woman's letter on women's rights. 
"Matilda," as she identified herself, demanded education for 
Black women at a time when schooling for women was a contro-
versial and quite unpopular issue. Her letter appeared in this 
pioneering New York journal the year before the Scottish-born 
Frances Wright began to lecture on equal education for women. 

I would address myself to all mothers, and say to them, that while 
it is necessary to possess a knowledge of pudding-making, some-
thing more is requisite. It is their bounden duty to store their 
daughters' minds with useful learning. They should be made to 
devote their leisure time to reading books, whence they would 
derive valuable information, which could never be taken from 
them.39 
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d l 
convention 'ddl 1 women ha strugg ed for the right t d '. mi e-c ass white 

..nents- later confirmed by the ea 
O 

~thucat~on. Matilda's corn-••· se w1 which p d 
d

all recruited Black girls for her b . d ru ence Cran-es1ege sch 1 · C 
.-demonstrated that white and Black 

00 10
_ onnecticut . d . f d . women were mde cl . cl 

in their esire ore ucahon. Unfortun t 1 h' e . umte 
k l d d d 

· a e Y, t is connection 
not ac now e ge urmg the conventio t S was ·1 . n a eneca Falls 

The fa1 ure to recogmze the potent' 1 f . · , . ia or an integrated 
womens movement-particularly against se · · cl . · l . xism m e ucahon-
was dramatica ly revealed m an episode occu · cl . . . rrmg unng the 
crucial. summer of 1848. lromcally, it involved the daughter of 
Fred~nck Douglass. After her official admission to a girls' semi-
nary m Rochester, New York, Douglass' daughter was forrnall 
prohibited from attending classes with the white girb. The princi. 
pal who issued the order was an abolitionist woman! When 
Douglass and his wife protested this segregationist policy, the 
principal asked each white girl to vote on the issue, indicating that 
one objection would suffice to continue the exclusion. After the 
white girls voted in favor of integrating the classroom, the princi-
pal approached the girls' parents, using the one resulting objec-
tion as an excuse to exclude Douglass' daughter.

40 

That a white woman associated with the anti-slavery move-
ment could assume a racist posture toward a Black girl in the 
North reflected a major weakness in the abolitionist campaign-
its failure to promote a broad anti-racist consciousness. This seri-
ous shortcoming, abundantly criticized by the Grimke sisters and 
others, was unfortunately carried over into the organized move-

ment for women's rights. 
However oblivious the early women's rights activists may have 

been to the plight of their Black sisters, the echoes of the new 
women's movement were felt throughout the organized Black 

L
. . • d b e the National Conven-
1beration struggle. As mentione a ov , . 

tion ~f: Colored Freedmen passed a resolution °~ _eq~ahty ~f 
. 8 8 41 U Frederick Douglass m1tiative, this 

women m 1 4 . pon 

" 
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Cleveland gathering had resolved that women should he t 
delegates on an equal basis with men. Shortly thereaft elected 
vention of Negro people in Philadelphia not only inv ·ter, a con. 

.. ht· .. f •edBI k women to parbc1pate, u m recogmbon o the new ac 
launched in Seneca Falls, also asked white women to ?1?vernent 
Lucretia Mott described her decision to attend in 

10
;" thern. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton: a etter to 

We are now in the midst of a convention of the colored people of 
the city. Douglass and Delany-Remo~d and Gamet are here-an 
taking an active part-and as they mclude women and white 
women too, I can do no less, with the interest I feel in the cause 
of the slave, as well as of woman, than be present and take a little 
part-So yesterday, in a IX)Uring rain, Sarah Pugh and self walked 
down there and expect to do the same today.42 

Two years after the Seneca Falls Convention, the first National 
Convention on \\!omen's Rights was held in Worcester, Massa-
chusetts. Whether she was actually invited or came on her own 
initiative, Sojourner Truth was among the participants. Her pres-
ence there and the speeches she delivered at subsequent women's 
rights meetings symbolized Black women's solidarity with the 
new cause. They aspired to be free not only from racist oppression 
but also from sexist domination. "Ain't I a Woman?"43-the 
refrain of the speech Sojourner Truth delivered at an 1851 
women's convention in Akron, Ohio-remains one of the most 
frequently quoted slogans of the nineteenth-century women's movement. 

Sojourner Truth · I h d di , . fr smg e- an e y rescued the Akron women s meeting om the d. . . h 
. isruphve Jeers of hostile men. Of all t e women attending th h . 

aggress· I th e gat ermg, she alone was able to answer Ive Y e male · 
provocateur p . supremacist arguments of the boisterous 

s. ossessmg a d . bl f I oratorical ab ·J·t· S . n un enia e charisma and power u , , ,es OJou T h 
' mer rut tore down the claims that 
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fernale w~kness was in~ompatible with suffrage-and she did 
h. with irrefutable logic. The leader of the provocateurs had t is . .d. 1 f ed that 1t was n icu ous or women to desire the vote since argu ' 
hey could not even walk over a puddle or get into a carriage 

t 'thout the help of a man. Sojourner Truth pointed out with 
WI rnpelling simplicity that she herself had never been helped over 
CO d puddles or into carriages. "And ain't I a woman?" With a 
rn~ e like "rolling thunder,"44 she said, "Look at mel Look at my 
voic " and rolled up her sleeve to reveal the "tremendous muscu-artn, 45 
lar power" of her arm. 

I have ploughed, and planted, and gathered into barns and no man 
could head me! And ain't I a woman? I could work as much and 
eat as much as a man-when I could get it-and bear the lash 
as well! And ain't I a woman? I have borne thirteen children and 
seen them most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out 
with my mother's grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain't I a 
woman?46 

As the only Black woman attending the Akron convention, 
Sojourner Truth had done what not one of her timid white sisters 
was capable of doing. According to the chairperson, "there were 
very few women in those days who dared to 'speak in meeting.' " 
Having powerfully pleaded the cause of her sex, having com-
manded the attention of the white women as well as their disrup-
tive male adversaries, Sojourner Truth was spontaneously 
applauded as the hero of the day. She had not only dealt a 
crushing defeat to the men's "weaker sex" argument, but had also 
refuted their thesis that male supremacy was a Christian princi-
ple, since Christ himself was a man: 

That little man in black there, he says women can't have as mu~h 
. • 't woman Where did Chnst 

nghts as men, because Chnst wasn a · 
come from?47 
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d
. th presiding officer, "rolling thunder couldn't h 

Accor mg to e ave 
·ned th t wd as did those deep, wonderful tones, as she t sb . a cro ' " 48 s Ood 

h ·th tstretched arms and eyes of fire. t ere WI OU 

Wh d.d your Christ come from? From God and a woman, \., ere 1 • 1v1an . h h. 49 had nothing to do wit ,m. 

As for the horrendous si~ comm~t_t~d by Eve, this was hardly an 
argument against women s capab1hties. On the contrary, it was an 
enormous plus: 

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the 
world upside down all alone, these women together ought to be able 
to get it right side up again! And now they are asking to do it, the 
men better let them. 50 

The men's belligerence was quieted and the women were bursting 
with pride, their "hearts beating with gratitude" and "more than 
one of us with streaming eyes."51 Frances Dana Gage, the presid-
ing officer of the Akron convention, continued her description of 
the impact of Sojourner Truth's speech: 

She had taken us up in her strong arms and carried us safely over 
the slough of difficulty, turning the whole tide in our favor. I have 
never in my life seen anything like the magical influence that 
subdued the mobbish spirit of the day, and turned the sneers and 
jeers of an excited crowd into notes of respect and admiration. 52 

. So_iou~er Truth's "Ain't I a Woman?" address had deeper 
•m~hcations, for it was also, it seems, a comment on the raciSt 
attitudes of the same h·t • Bl k . , w I e women who later praised theu ac Sister. Not a few of th Ak d 
to Bla k e ron women had been initially oppose 

a c woman havin · · d h 
g a vmce m their convention, an t e 
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anti-women's righters had tr· d 63 ie to tak d 
In the words of Frances Dan C ea vantage of this racis a age: m. 

The leaders of the moveme t t . n rembled on · woman m a gray dress and h. seemg a tall, gaunt black w 1te turba 
uncouth sunbonnet, march d 1.be . n, surmounted with an e I rately mto th h 
the air of a queen up the aisle d k e c urch, walk with ' an ta e her seat 
steps. A buzz of disapprobatio h upon the pulpit n was eard all h h 
there fell on the listening ear "A bol" . o_ver t e ouse, and 
"Go it, darkey!"53 ' n a itmn affau!" "I told you so!" 

' en °1oumer Truth rose On the second day of the convention wh S . 
, ea mg w 1te women to answer the male supremacist assault 1 ·d· h. 

attempted to persuade Gage to prevent her from speaking. 

"Don't let her speak!" gasped half a dozen in my ear. She moved 
slowly and solemnly to the front, laid her old bonnet at her feet 
and turned her great speaking eyes to me. There was a hissin~ 
sound of disapprobation above and below. I rose and announced 
"Sojourner Truth," and begged the audience to keep silence for a 
few moments. 54 

Fortunately for the Ohio women, for the women's movement 
in general-for whom Sojourner Truth's speech established a 
militant fighting spirit-and for us today who still receive inspira-
tion from her words, Frances Dana Gage did not succumb to 
these racist pressures of her comrades. When this Black woman 
did rise to speak, her answer to the male supremacists also con-
tained a profound lesson for the white women. In repeating her 
question "Ain't I a woman?" no less than four times, she exposed 
the class-bias and racism of the new women's movement. All 
women were not white and all women did not enjoy the material 
comfort of the middle classes and the bourgeoisie. Sojourner 
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BI k she was an ex-slave-but she was no 1 
Truth herself was afc white sisters at the convention Thess 

man than any o . . d 'ff . at a wo d h conomic condition were I erent from the· 
her race an er e BJ k irs . 1 h womanhood. And as a ac woman, her clai 
did not annu er h h f h' rn 

I . ht as no less legitimate t an t at o w 1te middle to egua ng s w , · · 
At national women s convention two years Jate class women. a f . r, 

she was still figh ting efforts to prevent her rom speakmg. 

I know that it feels a kind of hissing and tickling like to see a colored 
woman get up and tell you about things and Woman's Rights. We 
have all been thrown down so low that nobody thought we'd ever 
get up again; but we have been long enough trodden now; we will 
come up again, and now I am here. 55 

Throughout the 1850s local and national conventions attracted 
increasing numbers of women to the campaign for equality. It was 
never an unusual occurrence for Sojourner Truth to appear at 
these meetings, and despite inevitable hostiJity, to rise and have 
her say. In representing her Black sisters-both slave and "free" 
-she imparted a fighting spirit to the campaign for women's 
rights. This was Sojourner Truth's unique historical contribution. 
And in case white women tended to forget that Black women 
were no less women than they, her presence and her speeches 
served as a constant r:eminder. Black women were also going to 
get their rights. 

Meanwhile large b f BJ k 'f . . , num ers o ac women were mam estmg 
their commitment to & d d . . 
l l 

ee om an equahty m ways that were Jess 
c ose y connected with th I . 
Th U d 

e new Y orgamzed women's movement. 
e n erground Ra ·1 d I . Northe Bl k I roa c aimed the energies of numerous 

rn ac women Ja Le . f f New Leb Oh ' · ne wis, or example, a resident o anon, JO reg l l d . 
River, rescuing man; a f u Y rowe her boat across the Oh10 
a dedicated feminist and ~;~bve slave. 56 Frances E. W. Harper, 

most popular Black poet at midcen-
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tufY, was one of the most active lecturers associated with the 
anti-slavery movem_ent. Charlotte_ ~orten, who became a leading 
Black educ_a~or ~urmg the post-Civil War period, was likewise an 
active abohtiomst. Sarah Remond, who lectured against slavery in 
England, Ireland and ~cotland, exercised a vast influence on pub-
lic opinion, and accordmg to one historian, "kept the Tories from 
intervening on the side of the Confederacy."57 

Even the most radical white abolitionists, basing their opposi-
tion to slavery on moral and humanitarian grounds, failed to 
understand that the rapidly developing capitalism of the North 
was also an oppressive system. They viewed slavery as a detestable 
and inhuman institution, an archaic transgression of justice. But 
they did not recognize that the white worker in the North, his or 
her status as "free" laborer notwithstanding, was no ~i~erent 

f the enslaved "worker" in the South: both were victims of 
rom I d C . . economic exploitation. As militant as William Loy amson 1s 
pposed to have been, he was vehemently against wage laborers' 

:~ht to organize. The inaugural issue of the Liberator included 
an article denouncing the efforts of Boston workers to form a 
political party: 

. . .11 • th making-we regret to 
An attempt has been made-it is sh m e . h 
say-to inflame the minds of our working classes adgamstdt e ;~rp~ 

. d that they are con emne an 
opulent, and to persua men It is in the highest degree 
pressed by a wealthy anstocracy . . . echanics to deeds of vio-
criminal, therefore, to exasperate our bm 58 

d Party anner. Jenee or to array them un er a 
. . . . her defended the industrial capi-

As a rnle, white abohtiomsts. eit I l lty at all. This unques-
d c10us c ass oya 'd talists or expresse no cons . . mic system was ev1 ent 

f h P1tahst econo 
tioning acceptance o t e ca . h ovement as well. If most 's ng ts m in the program of the women 

'411 
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abolitionists viewed slave7 a~ a nasty ?]emish which needed to be 

I
. . d ost womens righters viewed male supremacy . 

e 1mmate , m ff . h • h . in a . .
1 

as an immoral aw m t eir ot erw1se accept b 
s1m1 ar manner- a le 
society. , . . 

The leaders of the women s nghts _movement did not suspect 
that the enslavement of Black people m the Sou~h, the economic 
exploitation of Northern wo~kers and the soc1~I ~ppression of 
women might be systematicall~ related. ~1thm the early 
women's movement, little was said about white working people 
-not even about white women workers. Though many of th 
women were supporters of the abolitionist campaign, they fai]e; 
to integrate their anti-slavery consciousness into their analysis of 

' . women s oppression. 
At the outbreak of the Civil War, the women's rights leaders 

wer_e persuaded to redirect their energies toward a defense of the 
Union cause. But in suspendi~g their agitation for sexual equality, 
they learned how deeply racism had planted itself in the soi] of 
U.S. society. Eliz.abeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott and Susan 
B. Ant~ony traveled throughout the state of New York delivering 
pro-U~10n_ lectures demanding "immediate and unconditional 
emancipahon."59 

h · · dandfthey received the roughest treatment of their lives at the 
an 5 0 aroused mobs in · Buffalo and Alban In every city where they stopped between 

of men bra cl' h. y. k . Syracuse the hall was invaded by a crowd 
n 15 mg mves and pistols. 60 

If they had not previous] . 
monopoly on racism th . y reco_gmzed that the South held no 
cause should have ~u iir ~xpenences as agitators for the Union 
the North-and that ~t t t em that there was indeed racism in 

When the milit d1 fcould be brutal. . 
· . ary rat wa · · . nots m major urban ce t s mShtuted m the North, large-scale 

. n ers were f d omente by pro-slavery forces. 
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'fheY broug t v10 ence and death to th f 
July, 1863, mobs in New York City e ree Black population. In 

... destroyed the recruiting stations t fi . , se re to an armory atta k d 
the Tribune and prominent Republic b d ' c e 

d 
ans, urne a Negro orphan 

asylum, an generally created chaos throughout th ·ty Th b . d h . f . e c1 . e mo s 
d1recte t eu ury especially against the Negroe .1. h s, assa1 mg t em 
wherever found. Many were murdered It •s 1 1 t d h · · · • 1 ca cu a e t at 
some 1 ,ooo people were killed and wounded . . _61 

If the degree to which the North itself was infected with racism 
had formerly gone unrecognized, the mob violence of 1863 
demonstrated that anti-Black sentiment was deep and widespread 
and potentially murderous. If the South had a monopoly on slav-
ery, it was certainly not alone in its sponsorship of racism. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony had agreed 
with the radical abolitionists that the Civil War could be hastily 
ended by emancipating the slaves and recruiting them into the 
Union Army. They attempted to rally masses of women to their 
position by issuing a call to organize a Women's Loyal League. 
At the founding meeting, hundreds of women agreed to promote 
the war effort by-circulating petitions demanding the emancipa-
tion of the slaves. They were not so unanimous, however, in their 
response to Susan B. Anthony's resolution linking the rights of 
women to the liberation of Black people. 

The proposed resolution stated that there ca~. neve~ be a true 
peace in this Republic until the "civil and political ~ights of all 
. . d 11 en" are practically estab-

c1hzens of African descent an a worn . 
,lished.62 Unfortunately, in light of the po5twar de:elopdmebnts,hit 

. have been motivate Y t e 
appears that this resolution_ may ft behind when the slaves 
fear that (white) w?men might be leBut Angelina Grimke pro-
emerged into the hght of freedom. . b t een Black Libera-
posed a principled defense of the unity e w 

', 
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'b t 'on- "I want to be identified with th 

d W n's Lt era t . . . h e 
tion an o~e. d "Until he gets his ng ts, we shall never 
N " she ms1ste • egro, 

"63 have ours. 

ceed. 1 that the resolution should combine us With 
I · · e ex mg Y · h h" h h · re101c I feel that we have been wit im; t at t e non has 
the Negro. 1 True we have not felt the slave-holder' 

t eel into our sou s. ' I d s en er h ot had our hands manac e , but our hearts lash! true we ave n 
have been crushed. 64 

h. f d' g convention of the Women's Loyal League-At t 1s oun m . . . . 
h. h II the veterans of the abohbomst campaign and the 

to w 1c a . d A 1. C . k 
women's rights movement were invite - ~ge ma n_m e char-

. t· II proposed the most advanced mterpretabon of the actens 1ca Y l . ,,65 war she described as "our second revo ubon. 

The war is not, as the South falsely pretends, a war of races, nor 
of sections, nor of political parties, but a war of Principles, a war 
upon the working classes, whether white or black .. . In this war, 
the black man was the first victim, the workingman of whatever 
color the next; and now all who contend for the rights of labor, 
for free speech, free schools, free suffrage, and a free govern-
ment . . . are driven to do battle in defense of these or to fall 
with them, victims of the same violence that for two cen-
turies has held the black man a prisoner of war. While the South 
has waged this war against human rights, the North has stood 
by holding the garments of those who were stoning liberty to 
death . . . 

The nation is in a death-struggle. It must either become one vast 
slaveocracy of petty tyrants, or wholly the land of the free . . . 66 

Angelina Grimke's brilliant "Address to the Soldiers of Our Sec-
ond Revolution" dem t t d h h . . . ons ra e t at er political consciousness 
was far more advanced th f · an most o her contemporaries. In her 

tA!tL y WOMEN'S RIC HTS CAMPAIGN 

speech she pro~osed a radical theory and practice which could 
h,,,,e been realized through an alliance emb . 1 b "' If racmg a or, Black 
eople and women. , as Karl Marx said "l b • h' . p , a or m a w 1te skm 

Can never be free as long as labor in a black skin is b d d " ·t 
A 1. G . ran e , 1 

was also true, as nge m~ nmke lucidly insisted, that the demo-
cratic struggles of the times-especially the fight for women's 
equality-could be most effectively waged in association with the 
struggle for Black Liberation. 

1 
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