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The Women’s War

Let the woman learn in silence with all submissiveness. I do not suffer a 
woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over men, but to be in silence.

—1 Timothy 2:11-12

Man for the field and woman for the hearth: 
Man for the sword and for the needle she: 
Man with the head and woman with the heart: 
Man to command and woman to obey; 
All else confusion. 

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1847

O N  J U N E  1 8 ,  1 8 6 0, Reverend Theophilus Packard committed his wife 
Elizabeth to the Illinois Hospital for the Insane. A staunch Calvinist, 
Theophilus held that his wife’s refusal to accept the orthodoxy of his 
religious views, her refusal to echo his thinking, spoke unequivocally 
of a deranged mind. Theophilus acted quite legally. Illinois law per-
mitted a husband (but not a wife) to authorize the involuntary com-
mitment of a spouse. Elizabeth Packard, forty-four, the mother of 
their six children, and completely sane, had not given her consent and 
was literally dragged off. Elizabeth spent three years imprisoned in the 
state insane asylum as punishment for her refusal to bend to her hus-
band’s commands. She won her release only in 1863 when her eldest 
son reached the age of majority and asserted legal standing to petition 
for her freedom. Months later Theophilus again, stubbornly, locked 
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Elizabeth in a room whose windows had been nailed shut. This time 
she was freed only after a court trial in which a jury declared her sane.1
 Elizabeth Packard’s fate was the consequence of male action. In ad-
dition to her husband’s, the decisions of fathers, brothers, sons, male 
legislators, sheriffs, and doctors contributed to her imprisonment. 
Even the final—felicitous—ruling of a local jury declaring her sane 
was a judgment of men. At every step, Elizabeth Packard contended 
with norms and laws established and carried out by men. 
 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the power of men was 
so far reaching that god-fearing Abigail Adams entreated her husband 
John, later to become the second president of the United States, to 
join with others at the Continental Congress to shape a code of laws 
that would expand the rights of women. “Remember the Ladies,” she 
wrote in the spring of 1776, “and be more generous and favourable to 
them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the 
hands of the Husbands.”2 
 The Revolutionary War created opportunities for women to par-
ticipate in the fight against England. However, neither the Declara-
tion of Independence nor the United States Constitution took note 
of women’s rights. Despite this silence, in 1798 writer Judith Sargent 
Murray felt confident about the future of her sex, arguing that female 
rights were now understood and the new nation was now ready “to 
do justice to women.”3 While it was true that white women shared in 
many of society’s fundamental liberties—including the right to speak, 
worship, assemble, petition, and protest—custom, and the legal doc-
trine of coverture (under which a married woman lost much of her 
individual legal identity to her husband), worked against all women 
in significant ways: by law, married women could not own property 
or dispute abusive husbands; they could not sign legal documents, 
enter into contract, sue in court, or be sued; they could not vote (a 
short-lived experiment in New Jersey ended in 1807) or serve on ju-
ries, and would have been belittled—or worse—had they attempted 
to run for political office. Before and after the Revolutionary War, 
they were celebrated as mothers of the republic. In this important 
domestic and civic role they were expected to uphold the ideals of 
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republicanism—liberty, inalienable rights, honesty, sovereignty—
to counsel husbands, and to educate their sons and daughters in the 
virtues of republican citizenship.4 Yet in the first decades of the nine-
teenth century, despite the war for liberty and independence, in the 
world of politics traditional male power prevailed and social custom 
did not change. The nastiness of political party conflict, the expansion 
of male but not female suffrage, and the rise of deal making in smoky 
back rooms conspired to marginalize women, at least where electoral 
politics were concerned. Men counseled politically inclined women 
to become peacemaking negotiators—“non-partisan patriots”—rather 
than full-fledged players.5 
 Women were quieted, but this did not end the debate that had flow-
ered during the Revolutionary period about women’s role in society. 
Ironically, as men pushed women away from electoral politics, nine-
teenth-century improvements in transportation, increased literacy, 
and urbanization encouraged new ideas about what was right, proper, 
and possible, opening other roles to women. In the early repub-
lic, the daughters of republican mothers, ordinary women, stepped 
out of their homes and into their communities ready to expand the 
ways in which they improved the lives of their children, their com-
munities, and themselves. This activism was led by a handful of cou-
rageous women who proved to be exceptionally able theoreticians, 
agitators, and organizers: African American abolitionist and lecturer 
Maria Stewart; Quaker minister Lucretia Mott; abolitionists Angelina 
and Sarah Grimké; intellectual Margaret Fuller; writer and social re-
former Frances Wright. Each asserted the right of respectable women 
to talk in public even when what they had to say was controversial. 
They insisted that all women had the right and duty, as equals to men, 
to speak on matters of public importance. Sarah Grimké argued that 
God had created woman equal to man.6 Fuller made the radical claim 
that men “could never reach [their] true proportions while [woman] 
remained in any wise shorn of hers.”7

 In the 1840s, in new charitable societies, benevolent organizations, 
and nascent social movements, women joined forces, sometimes with 
men, to promote temperance, Sabbath observation, and social purity 

9780814758625_norgren_text.indd   3 1/3/13   10:22 AM



4 The Wo m en ’s  Wa r

as well as the abolition of slavery. Many women had come to believe 
that society could be reformed by renewed religious faith coupled 
with worldly good works. They claimed the right to control and to 
change society, and to define the idea, and practice, of fairness and 
justice. Many, like Elizabeth Packard, turned away from Calvinism 
and were sustained by the optimism and liberalism of new scriptural 
interpretations. The Methodists’ belief in individual responsibility, di-
vine love freely bestowed upon humankind, and faith confirmed by 
good works nurtured many a woman’s sense of her own worth and de-
sire to improve the world. Unitarianism emphasized the innate good-
ness of humans, in contradiction to the Calvinist creed of original sin. 
The 1827 break of Hicksite Quakers from the conservative core of that 
religion drew the interest of sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimké, who 
were active in anti-slavery and women’s rights politics.
 Not surprisingly, taking power out of the “hands of the Husbands” 
did not come easily. Many women labored under the belief that their 
sex was governed by emotion rather than reason, and that women 
were, by God’s design, inferior to men. Although they were confident 
in their homes, self-assurance in public was something women had to, 
and did gradually, learn. A slow but dramatic transformation in wom-
en’s civic life began in the 1840s and 1850s, aided by increased access 
to education and interest in reform causes, among them abolition and 
temperance. In this coming out, activist women concluded that the 
perfection of society, including greater equality for women, required 
their participation in political, civic, and, for some, even professional 
life. Barred from voting, women nonetheless evaluated political par-
ties and their candidates, and began to investigate the decisions of 
local tax, zoning, and school boards. Stepping forward even more 
publicly, the most courageous of these mid-century leaders traveled 
to conventions and state legislatures where they lobbied for an end 
to slavery, funds for schools, shorter work weeks, and laws to expand 
married women’s rights to property.
 The boldest reformers called for the public discussion of women’s 
rights. Although only one of several local gatherings in this period, the 
1848 convention at Seneca Falls, New York emerged as the moment 
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of epiphany and public notice. Meeting on two warm July days, par-
ticipants drew up, debated, and endorsed a Declaration of Sentiments 
and Resolutions. The short document took the natural-law language 
of the Declaration of Independence as its model, thus emphasizing 
the idea of a universal, unalterable law derived from nature and na-
ture’s God, bestowing equal and independent rights to all human be-
ings. The Declaration of Sentiments described women as “aggrieved, 
oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights.”8

 The facts submitted “to a candid world” by convention leaders 
Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and members of the local 
M’Clintock family, among others, spelled out women’s civic, social, 
economic, and legal disabilities. These included the denial of the 
right to vote, forced submission to laws they did not make, a double 
standard in matters of morality, and limited access to education and 
to well-paying employment. In tough language the authors attacked 
man’s desire to destroy woman’s confidence in her own powers, “to 
lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent 
and abject life.” The authors took particular care to spell out the abuse 
of women in marriage, condemning a system of law that gave hus-
bands, like Theophilus Packard, the power to deprive their wives of 
liberty, property, and wages. One hundred women and men signed 
the Seneca Falls Declaration. They demanded that women “have im-
mediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to 
them as citizens of these United States.”
 Women’s right to education, fair wages, and a place in the profes-
sional life of the country came up five times in this short document. 
In 1848 the United States was an agricultural society, a way of life in-
creasingly affected by the growth of cities and the expansion of manu-
facturing industries. Girls and women farmed, served—on farms or in 
urban settings—and sewed. Women nursed and served local and far-
flung communities as midwives, attending a majority of births. With 
increasing frequency, single young women found employment as fac-
tory workers. Some fell into prostitution.
 The authors of the Seneca Falls Declaration laid out the stark re-
ality of women’s position in the professions, saying simply that their 
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presence was unknown because men had closed to them “all the av-
enues to wealth and distinction.” Communities hired women, at low 
pay, as schoolteachers, but in 1848 educated women could expect no 
other professional opportunities: “As a teacher of theology, medicine, 
or law, she is not known.”
 Elizabeth Blackwell broke the mold in the field of medicine a year 
after the Seneca Falls meeting. Rejected from every medical school in 
Philadelphia and New York City, as well as Harvard, Yale, and Bow-
doin, Blackwell had been accepted at Geneva College in New York 
State, and upon the award of her medical degree in 1849 became the 
first woman physician in the United States. A biographer describes 
the difficult decade that followed as one in which the new doctor was 
“barred from practice in city dispensaries and hospitals, ignored by 
medical colleagues, and insultingly attacked in anonymous letters.”9 
 At the time of the meeting at Seneca Falls, the profession of law 
was completely closed to women: no woman taught, mentored, or 
practiced legal work in the United States. 
 Apart from the Society of Friends, mainstream religious denomina-
tions similarly refused to open any calling to the ministry to women. 
The Quakers had recognized women as ministers since the seven-
teenth century, but Quaker ministers were called by God, and not 
ordained. In other mainstream denominations, women wishing the 
status and authority that accompanied ordination fought deep, long-
standing prejudice. Antoinette Brown, later the wife of Elizabeth 
Blackwell’s brother, Samuel, was one of the few to try, and to succeed. 
In 1847 as a student at Oberlin College, Brown transformed the reli-
gious precociousness of her childhood into the insistent intention to 
take a theological degree. Family and friends, previously pleased by 
her desire for an education, recoiled. She reported being reasoned 
with, pleaded with, and told that “masculine headship everywhere was 
held to be indispensable to morality, and grounded in the inmost fit-
ness of things.”10 Still, she persisted, and finished the program, but was 
not allowed to graduate. Taking matters into her own hands, Brown 
arranged professional pulpit engagements and established a success-
ful career as a lecturer who spoke on women’s rights, temperance, and 
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abolition. During her speaking engagements fellow clergymen often 
attempted to shout her down. Brown’s spirit was strong, and in 1853 
she found a Congregational church whose members understood her 
vocational calling. In that year she became the first American woman 
ordained as a minister in the church of a recognized denomination.
 In contrast, by the 1840s, the profession of teaching had opened to 
women, following the enrollment of an ever-growing number of fe-
male students who would serve the nation, and commerce, with their 
literacy and school-instilled discipline. Educator Catharine Beecher, 
one of the several illustrious Beecher siblings, argued that in addi-
tion to their intellect, women instructors would bring a moral sen-
sibility to the nation’s classrooms. They would, she said, serve their 
communities as “a new class of moral guardians.”11 As early as 1830 
Beecher wrote that women could achieve the “influence, respectabil-
ity and independence” inherent in a teaching career without stepping 
outside “the prescribed boundaries of feminine modesty.”12 School 
boards quickly discovered that district tax rates could be kept low if 
they practiced wage discrimination. They commonly offered women 
instructors half the salary paid to men. Educated women made their 
pact with the devil and took these teaching positions, being welcome 
in no other profession.13

* * *

Seneca Falls was a call to action. The plan devised in July 1848 pro-
posed that there be more conventions, traveling agents employed to 
talk up the cause, petitioning, and a campaign to win over ministers 
and newspaper editors. 
 The creation of “an equal station for women” meant the reshap-
ing of society with a new balance among marriage, work, and gover-
nance. The vision was radical and, not surprisingly, immediately after 
Seneca Falls the press pilloried the women leaders, describing them 
as “unwomanly” and “unnatural.”14 Elsewhere, public name calling 
demeaned outspoken ladies as “personally repulsive.”15 One messen-
ger of reform, who dared to link the future success of temperance to 
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woman suffrage, was attacked in a newspaper editorial as a woman 
who labored “under feelings of strong hatred toward male men, the 
effect we assume of jealousy and neglect.”16 While the movement had 
some supporters in the press and among community leaders, clergy-
woman Antoinette Brown’s experience of being shouted down was 
typical of what women endured. Rotten eggs and soft tomatoes were 
also common weapons of insult.
  The work of building a movement benefited from women’s en-
ergy, intelligence, and determination, but simultaneously bent un-
der prevailing disabilities. Deeply engrained deferential behavior 
made outreach and networking a challenge, as did the lack of funds 
for the most basic organizational tasks. An equal station demanded 
that ideas of obedience and reserve be rethought. Movement leaders 
were disputing core orthodoxies at a time when advice books told 
women to be domestic, pious, and submissive, to “avoid a contro-
versial spirit, to repress a harsh answer.”17 Newcomers did not make 
lightly the decision to join their ranks and to dispute the “inmost 
fitness of things.”18

 Aspirations, personal slights, and inspirational talks brought girls 
and women to the movement. Susan B. Anthony said that she became 
involved after reading reports of activist Lucy Stone’s 1850 speech at 
the first national women’s rights convention. Before an audience of 
one thousand in Worcester, Massachusetts, speaking in favor of wom-
en’s property rights, Stone insisted, 

[My sisters and I] want to be something more than the appendages of So-
ciety; we want that Woman should be the coequal and help-meet of Man 
in all the interest and perils and enjoyments of human life. We want that 
she should attain to the development of her nature and womanhood; we 
want that when she dies, it may not be written on her gravestone that she 
was the “relict” (widow) of somebody.19 

A year later abolitionist reformer Wendell Phillips, a prominent male 
advocate of women’s rights, challenged Americans not to be content 
with the status quo, and to open its institutions to women: 
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Throw open the doors of Congress; throw open those court-houses; 
throw wide open the doors of your colleges, and give [women] the same 
opportunity for culture that men have, and let the results prove what their 
capacity and intellect really are. When woman has enjoyed for as many 
centuries as we have the aid of books, the discipline of life, and the stim-
ulus of fame, it will be time to begin the discussion of those questions: 
“What is the intellect of woman?” “Is it equal to that of man?” Till then, 
all such discussion is mere beating of the air.20

 When not being hectored, Antoinette Brown urged women to en-
ter all of the traditionally male professions, including the ministry. 
The Bible, she lectured, did not forbid it. Along with other women 
leaders, she raised questions about the ability of a man-made law to 
represent and protect women. Slights and ambition brought upstate 
New York teacher and later attorney Belva Bennett Lockwood into 
the circle. She never worked for a school board willing to match her 
salary to that paid to male instructors. The discrimination continued 
even after she reminded board officials that she was a widow with a 
small child to support. Never altogether content to be a teacher, Lock-
wood quietly played with the then-absurd idea of becoming an attor-
ney. By 1858 she was ready to take up Susan B. Anthony’s proposal that 
women teachers agitate for equal professional status and pay. In public 
speeches, Lockwood demonstrated the speaking skills she would later 
bring to local and federal courtrooms.
 Debate about the need for a national woman’s rights association 
began early in the 1850s at the national conventions where Stone, 
Phillips, and many others spoke. The issue of creating an association 
at first was sidestepped. These conventions, nevertheless, provided 
spirited forums for the education of a public still both naïve and at 
odds over questions of divorce for the wives of alcoholics and abusers, 
equal inheritance and child custody rights, and trials before a jury of 
female peers, along with the better-known issues of suffrage, educa-
tion, and property rights. 
 The beginning of the Civil War in 1861 quieted talk of women’s 
rights as reformers adopted a dignified silence. Only after Lee’s 
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surrender to Grant at Appomattox in April of 1865 were women activ-
ists free to pick up the threads of their earlier arguments.
 In 1865 most reformers expected that the energy and strategic 
know-how of the abolitionist and women’s movement would be 
focused upon promoting national legislation, or a constitutional 
amendment, barring the use of race and sex as a qualification for 
voting. For more than two decades members of the antislavery and 
women’s movement had worked together, sharing leaders and the 
common language of natural rights. However, only weeks after the 
victory of the North, Elizabeth Cady Stanton learned that promi-
nent advocates of African American citizenship and voting rights 
planned to abandon the fight to enfranchise women, limiting their 
campaign to black manhood suffrage. Wendell Phillips, president of 
the Anti-Slavery Society, said that Reconstruction politics could not 
bear the weight of women’s aspirations, declaring that the “hour be-
longs to the negro.”21 Stanton, a long-time friend, fired off a letter in 
which she asked Phillips, “Do you believe the African race is com-
posed entirely of males?”22

 A fight to define the terms of this suffrage-reform debate envel-
oped the civil rights community. In the course of debate the embry-
onic women’s movement split in two. Lucy Stone, Julia Ward Howe, 
and Henry Blackwell formed the American Woman Suffrage Associa-
tion (AWSA), which supported ratification of the Fifteenth Amend-
ment even if it excluded women. Stanton, her close friend Susan B. 
Anthony, and other proponents of an immediate universal or woman 
suffrage amendment to the U.S. Constitution created the opposing 
National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA).
 The fledgling National Woman Suffrage Association held its first 
annual convention in 1870 in Washington, D.C.’s Lincoln Hall. Belva 
Lockwood, who had moved to Washington at the end of the Civil 
War, was one of the activists who joined the Nationals and came to 
the meeting. She supported immediate voting rights for freedmen and 
women. The National also attracted Lockwood because its founding 
members championed equal educational and employment oppor-
tunities for women, and for more than twenty years had lobbied for 
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the reform of laws that gave husbands absolute control of their wives’ 
assets and earning. She was typical of the activists who wanted to 
build more than a suffrage movement. As Lockwood later told an in-
terviewer, she had first taken an interest in woman suffrage because 
of the “inequality that prevailed between the payment of men and 
women for identical work.”23 
 The 1870 NWSA meeting was a morale-boosting occasion that, to 
some, must have resembled a revival jamboree. Stanton opened the 
convention with a speech that rejoiced in the decision of the Wyo-
ming territorial legislature granting women the right to vote. She said 
that the hour of universal woman suffrage throughout the United 
States was near, and read a letter of support from the English philoso-
pher John Stuart Mill. Delegate Pauline Davis delivered a lengthy his-
tory of the women’s rights movement in the United States, Britain, 
and parts of Europe. Primed with history and exhortation, the dele-
gates listened to Anthony call for the approval of four resolutions. The 
first requested that members of Congress submit a woman suffrage 
amendment to the states. A second resolution asked that Congress 
strike the word “male” from the federal laws governing the District of 
Columbia, while a third urged officials to enfranchise the women of 
the Utah Territory as a “safe, sure, and swift means to abolish the po-
lygamy of that Territory.”24 A final resolution petitioned Congress to 
amend federal law to provide equal pay for women government em-
ployees. All of the motions received approval. It pleased Lockwood 
that she was not alone in wanting to lobby for equal educational, em-
ployment, and property rights.25 For Lockwood, the women’s move-
ment would always be about the naturally complementary issues of 
economic and political rights. 
 Movement leaders were keeping an approving eye on Lockwood, 
who, in applying to law school, had challenged what Catherine 
Beecher called the “boundaries of feminine modesty.” Lockwood, and 
the other members of the first generation of women who sought to 
open the profession of law, understood the far-reaching power of men 
but believed, nevertheless, in the possibility of a just society governed 
by natural law and reform ideals. 
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