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Lrface

Women of the Republic began as an essay to honor the memory of Rich-
ard Hofstadter. I intended to write a brief account of Americans’ re-
sponse to Mary Wollstonecraft’s explosive Vindication of the Rights of
Woman, a simple report on the passage of political ideas across the
Atlantic. But it quickly became apparent to me that some American
women and men had begun to wrestle with Wollstonecraft’s major issues
—the place of women in the political system, and the extent to which
women’s independence and intelligence ought to be encouraged—long
before the Vindication arrived in America. When the Philadelphian Eliza-
beth Drinker, a conservative Quaker, read the radical Vindication, she
observed calmly, “In very many of her sentiments, she ... speaks my
mind.”

The Revolutionary era is one of the most exciting periods in the Ameri-
can past, a time of innovation and risk taking in political theory and
practice, a period of spiritual revival and social change. American women
shared in the turmoil of their times, and many thought hard about their
place in the new republic. Their testimony endures in letters and diaries,
court records, petitions to legislatures, pamphlets, and books. With the
notable exception of Mary Sumner Benson, historians have not read
these records with sufficient care. Libraries have often cataloged women’s
papers as “family miscellany” or “Letters from Ladies”; writers have
been content to draw upon them as a source of local color or charming
anecdote. The “real” story of the Revolutionary years has been thought
to lie in accounts of battles or constitutional conventions—events from
which women were necessarily absent—and women’s work has been
treated as service to men, women’s words treated as trivial.

This book assumes that women’s work and women’s words did make
a difference, and that our understanding of the general contours of the
American past will be more accurate if we assess women’s experience as
carefully as we do men’s experience. The early Republic does look differ-
ent when seen through women’s eyes. The Revolutionary army turns out
to have been dependent on women for nursing, cooking, and cleanliness.
Both patriot and tory forces could recruit men not because cheerful
women waved them off to war, but because those same women bravely
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PREFACE

stayed on alone, keeping family farms and mills in operation, fending off
squatters, and protecting the family property by their heavy labor, often
at grave physical risk. Political theory appears less radical and more
conservative when measured against the conscious refusal of constitution
makers to recognize women’s presence in the Republic and to change
women’s status. And the catalog of significant American literature is en-
riched by the addition of essays, memoirs, and fiction written by women
that have awaited careful evaluation.

When in 1848 Elizabeth Cady Stanton came 10 write the Declaration
of Sentiments for the New York Women’s Rights Convention in Seneca
Falls, she shaped it as a direct echo in form and substance of the Declara-
tion of Independence. This did not represent a failure of imagination—
Stanton would show in the course of a long career that she could write
forcefully in her own voice. Rather, it was a conscious effort to make
a political point. There had been a blind spot in the Revolutionary vi-
sion. The promises of the Revolution had not been explored for what
they might mean to women. The obvious way to make this point was
to write a parallel declaration; to ask what the Declaration of Inde-
pendence might have been like had women’s private and public demands
been included.

The paired female images of so many engravings of the Revolutionary
era that show both Minerva, emblem of force and intelligence, and Co-
lumbia, surrounded by emblems of domestic work and prosperity, sug-
gest the difficulty of merging the two themes. A synthesis was needed that
would facilitate women’s entry into politics without denying women’s
commitment to domesticity. The search for this synthesis has permeated
women’s history in America from the time of the Revolution to our own;

this book explores the early stages of that search. 1 hope it will be clear
that 1 have treated women’s history both as a subject to be studied for
its own intrinsic interest, and as a strategy by which we can test long-
accepted generalizations about the past.

It is a pleasure, at last, to thank the archivists, librarians, and curators
of manuscripts and prints who welcomed me to their institutions and in-
troduced me to the rare materials under their care. | am especially grate-
ful to Peter Parker, Historical Society of Pennsylvania; William Joyce and
Georgia Baumgardner, American Antiquarian Society; Eunice Gillman
DiBella, Connecticut State Library; Tom Dunnings, New-York Historical
Society; Carolyn Sung, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress; Ken-
neth Harris and George Chalou, National Archives; Winifred Collins,
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Massachusetts Historical Society; George Stevenson and Ellen McGrew:.
Nortb Carolina Division of Archives and History; Allan Stokes Sout};
Carol¥mana Library, University of South Carolina; Charles Lessor’ South
Carolina Department of Archives and History; George C. Roge;s The
Papers of Henry Laurens, University of South Carolina; Kenneth,Lohf
and Ene Sirvet, Columbia University; Mrs. Granville :F Prior, South
Carolina Historical Society; Suzanne Boorsch, Metropolitan Mu;eum of
Art; Roberta Wadell, Prints and Drawings, New York Public Library;
Susan Burrows Swan and McSherry Fowble, Winterthur Museum Keiz,},l
R.ageth has been an indefatigable director of the interlibrary loa;l divi-
sion of the University of Iowa libraries. Mary-Jo Kline of The Papers
of Aaron Burr, New-York Historical Society, generously shared herpex-
tensive knowledge of the period and pointed me to collections I would
have missed. ’

. The American Bar Foundation, the American Council of Learned So-
cieties, and the National Endowment for the Humanities provided funds
that supported both research and writing. 1 am deeply grateful, not least
for Fhe confidence that these foundations offered in the early sta,ges of the
project. I am indebted to the University of Iowa for an environment
cond1'1c1ve to writing and for a research leave in 1976. My colleagues in
the. history department have encouraged this work from the beginnin
Michel Dahlin of Stanford University and Robert Humphreyg Stevei'
Krumpe, and Jill Harsin of the University of Towa have been’ helpful
research assistants. Eunice Prosser and Elaine Melcher of the Universi
of Iowa typed the manuscript with precision and understanding,. v

. [ hav¢ been a beneficiary of the heightened interest in early American
hlst-ory Fhat accompanied the Bicentennial. Audiences at the Columbia
U.mversny Early American History Seminar, the University of Pennsylva-
nia, .the University of California—Irvine, Indiana University Temple);Jni-
versity, Brigham Young University, Baruch College—City ’University of
New Y.ork, Marquette University, and at annual meetings of the Ameri-
can H.lstorical Association, the Minnesota Historical Society the South-
ern Historical Association, and the Organization of Americar,l Historians
have asked questions that helped me refine my ideas. Portions of this
;vlo;k h;ve been.published in Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, eds., The
X;)( i9;‘;1Hte(r Aegis: A Memorial (New York, 1974); American Quarterly,
Y pIe9a76;£ 1817—.205 ; and Jaroslaw Pelenski, ed., The American
e sn(I evo uttzons, 1776—1848: Sociopolitical and Ideological

: owa City, lowa, 1980).
Friends and colleagues have shown that a community of scholars really
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exists. Sydney V. James of the University of lowa read the entire manu-
script in a rough and early stage and his thoughtful reactions helped me
to reshape and reform it. Donald Sutherland, another colleague, shared
his immense knowledge of legal history. John S. Rosenberg of Arlington,
Virginia, took time from his own work to read the entire draft with a fine
editorial eye; he refined the prose and asked incisive questions. Anne
Firor Scott of Duke University read the entire manuscript and helped me
place it in pers pective. Bric McKitrick, Stanley Elkins, John Diggins, and
Joseph Ellis offered good counsel on early versions of chapters I and 7;
Gerda Lerner, Blanche Wiesen Cook, and Dorothy Ross read the com-
pleted manuscript. Norman Fiering of the Institute of Early American
History and Culture decided early that this book ought to be published;
[ appreciate the combination of patience and criticism that he, Clare
Novak, and Cynthia Carter have displayed as they edited the manuscript.

My parents, Dorothy Haber Kaufman and Harry Hagman Kaufman,
have made their belief in this book clear, and I appreciate their love and
support. My greatest debt is to my husband, Richard Kerber, whose
confidence has sustained me from the beginning. He has made many
sacrifices in his own work so that mine could proceed unhindered, and
his wise advice has sharpened my argument and clarified every page of
my prose. This book is offered to our sons Ross and Justin, with grati-
tude for their patience, thanks for their love, and the resolve that my next
book will have some boys in it.



THE WOMEN’S WORLD OF

THE EARLY REPUBLIC

The word ““idiot” comes from a Greek root
meaning private person. Idiocy is the female
defect; intent on their private lives, women
follow their fate through a darkness deep as
that cast by malformed cells in the brain. It is
not worse than the male defect, which is
lunacy: they are so obsessed by public affairs
that they see the world as by moonlight, which
shows the outlines of every object but not the
details indicative of their nature.

—Rebecca West, Black Lam.b and
Grey Falcon



Benjamin Tanner after John J. Barralet, America Guided by Wisdom (1820). In
Barralet’s allegorical vision of the Republic, the major characters are female. The
goddess of liberty, accompanied by Minerva, presides over a rich land. Nearby,

Ceres sits with implements of agriculture and another woman spins. Washington,
on a charger, is relegated to a niche in the background.

Courtesy The Henry Francis du Pont Winterthur Museum.




THE PRE-REVOLUTIONARY colonial world antedated both the
political and industrial revolutions. Circumscribed by the lack of roads,
bounded by the strength of local traditions, limited by the constraints
of the preindustrial family economy, most people in pre-Revolutionary
America lived out their lives in a rural culture and an agricultural
economy. Like most women in preindustrial societies, eighteenth-century
American women lived in what might be called a woman’s domain. Their
daily activities took place within a feminine, domestic circle: infants were
delivered by midwives, the sick were cared for by nurses, women who
traveled stayed overnight at boardinghouses owned or run by females.
We may think of women as forming a tradition-bound, underdeveloped
nation within a larger, more politically sophisticated one; the early Revo-
lutionary crisis found most women and a substantial minority of men
living lives shaped by local isolation, political apathy, and rudimentary
literacy.

In the late eighteenth century, this traditional world was battered by
the storms of political and technological change. Industrial technology
reshaped the contours of domestic labor and thus began to erode the
stability of households. The war of the Revolution and the constitutional
experiments that followed composed one of the great ages of politi-
cal innovation in Western history; in these years the terms were set by
which future Americans would understand their relationship to the social
order. A restrained, deferential democracy characteristic of American
colonial localities gradually gave way to an aggressive, egalitarian, mod-
ern participatory democracy. A republican ideology redefined the politi-
cal order and challenged fundamental assumptions: What does it mean
to be a citizen? Who has a right to rule? Who ought to be content with
being ruled?

But republican ideology primarily concerned a single sex rather than
an American community of both sexes. Americans had inherited their
political vocabulary from Aristotle, who believed that the good life could
be realized only in the context of the public sector, a strictly male arena.
Women were thought to make their moral choices in the context of the
household, a woman’s domain that Aristotle understood to be a non-
public, lesser institution that served the polis. Having learned from Aris-
totle that politics was the affair of men, Americans continued to discuss
political affairs in terms that largely excluded women, and that reflected
the assumption that women were, as the political scientist Jean Elshtain
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writes, “idiots in the Greek sense of the word, that is, persons who do
not participate in the polis.””?

The assumption that women were not a central part of the political
community continued to be made by the political theorists of the Enlight-
enment and of the British Whig Opposition. For at least a generation
before 1776, American activists and pamphleteers had used the occasion
of each imperial crisis to challenge American men to change their habi-
tual obedience to elites and to England, to emerge from a world of
custom and tradition, to behave as a serious political opposition. These
pre-Revolutionary agitators addressed themselves to men. It was men
who passed resolutions in town meetings, men who refused to try le-
gal cases with stamped writs. The pre-Revolutionary crises were their
political education.

Since the days of Anne Hutchinson, however, no secular group or
institution had consistently sought to articulate the impact of imperial
policy on women. There were many isolated exceptions: the crowds of
women who fought the establishment of smallpox inoculation centers
too close to their homes, the women who accompanied Maj. Gen. Ed-
ward Braddock’s troops as cooks and nurses during the French and
Indian War, the women merchants and traders who signed the famous
“petition” of New York’s “«she-Merchants.” Not until economic boycott
became a major mode of resistance to England did it become obvious
that women would also have to be pulled out of the privacy of their
traditional domain and propelled into the public world of political deci-
sions. A set of political arguments, explored in some detail in chapter 2,
emerged to persuade—and to pressure—women to adhere to consump-
tion codes. These arguments may be read as an effort to define the
obligations women owed to the state, of which they were at last conceded
to comprise a part.

How did the Revolution affect women? This is a difficult question

. to answer. The men who made the Revolution assumed that the war
was theirs to make. There was no formal political context in which
women might be consulted or might develop their collective judgment.
But the war itself did speed the integration of women into the civil polity.
Whether a woman was whig or tory, her services in a largely guerrilla
war were much sought after—as a provider of essential services for
troops, as a civilian source of food and shelter, as a contributor of funds

1. Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Moral Woman and Immoral Man: A Consideration of the
Public-Private Split and Its Political Ramifications,” Politics and Society, IV (1974), 455-
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and‘ :supplies, as a spy. Women were challenged to commit themselves
politically and then to justify their allegiance. The war raised once again

! the old question of whether a woman could be a patriot—that is, an

essentially political person—and it also raised the question of what form
female patriotism might take.

These questions were not resolved by the war’s end. For example, one
well-known element in British common law, which few Americans (’lues—
tioned, was coverture, the absorption of a married woman’s property
into her husband’s control during the life of their marriage. Since only
the citizen with independent control of property was thought to be able
to exercise free will, it seemed to follow that the married woman had no
independent political capacity. State legislatures in the new republic took
care to show they understood that male and female political behavior
required judgment by different standards. On the one hand women—
married or unmarried—were responsible for acts of espionage or treason
and were subject to the full penalties of the law. But except for overt acts
of treason, the assumption still prevailed that married women could make
no political choices of their own; for example, the wife of a tory was
judged to be under such clear control of her husband that she perforce
became a tory herself. '

During wartime this assumption caught women in a double bind:
women left at home while their husbands fought for the loyalists were
often ostracized by their communities and forced into exile without being
asked their own political opinions. But women with property may have
been somewhat less vulnerable to patriot pressure. Confiscation acts nor-
mally excluded dower portions from seizure. Once the war was over,
Americans permitted themselves to be even more sympathetic to the
awkward position of the married woman and assumed she had been
apolitical unless proven otherwise. Courts did not try to catch the loyal-
ist’s wife between the reality of dependence on her husband for support
and th.e radical claim that she should have established her own individual
commitment to the Republic; the woman who had gone into exile with
her h.usband was generally able to reclaim her own property.

This sympathetic treatment was commendable and fair—judges did
not change rules midstream—but it also suggests the conservatism of the
legal revolution. Even the most radical American men had not intended
to m.ake a revolution in the status of their wives and sisters. Coverture
continued into the early Republic and continued to shape the relations of
:‘:;;:l:]h;ot the state. Separatc equity jurisdiction, which had always been

more accessible to women, declined as postwar court systems
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were rationalized, but such safeguards of women’s control of property as
married women’s property acts, which were designed to replace equity
jurisdiction, were more than a generation away. (The first was not passed
until 1839.) Less and less care was taken in the postwar years to preserve
dower thirds as commerce and speculation made land an even more
liquid commodity than it had ever been—how was a man whose holdings
changed annually and fluctuated wildly in value to tell what portion his
wife ultimately ought to claim as one-third of all real property he had
ever held?

Although the Revolution diluted the laws of coverture only slightly, it
did have a clear impact on the law of divorce. The principles of the
Revolution, after all, had laid great stress on the right to be free of bur-
densome masters, and the rhetoric of the Revolution had drawn heavily
on the imagery of the happy and the unhappy family. After the war, a
number of states passed laws that the British had disallowed in the colo-
nial era, making divorce more accessible. In states such as Massachusetts
and Connecticut more people seem to have taken advantage of existing
laws, and the divorce history of these states suggests that some women
became increasingly assertive and autonomous in their private behavior.

The new republic leaned on the law for structure. In turn, an edu-
cated citizenry was expected to maintain the spirit of the law; righteous
mothers were asked to raise the virtuous male citizens on whom the
health of the Republic depended. This assumption added political and
ideological overtones even to technical discussions of education. A revo-
lution in women’s education had been underway in England and America
when the Revolution began; in postwar America the ideology of female
education came to be tied to ideas about the sort of woman who would
be of greatest service to the Republic. Discussions of female education
were apt to be highly ambivalent. On one hand, republican political
theory called for a sensibly educated female citizenry to educate future
generations of sensible republicans; on the other, domestic tradition con-
demned highly educated women as perverse threats to family stability.
Consequently, when American educators discussed the uses of the female
intellect, much of their discussion was explicitly anti-intellectual.

Caught between the rationalists of the Enlightenment and the roman-
tics, ignoring ideologues who tried to tell them what to read, middle-class
women of the early Republic persisted in choosing to write and to read
fiction that with few exceptions acknowledged, even celebrated, female
weakness and emotionalism. Excluded from the world of politics, women
were understandably cool to Montesquieu, Gibbon, Rousseau. Female
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reafiers sought accounts of women grappling with reality; in epistolary
fiction and in religious memoirs they found detailed accounts of women
Who overcame evil by purity, who overcame force by apparent conces-
sion. They learned that the seduced were likely to be abandoned; they
were taught not to trust their own passions. Ambition, energy origi’nalit

—Ilaudable in men—were to be distrusted in women. , 4

The new nation also witnessed the development of an ambivalent ide-
ology cgncerning the political role of women. Charles Brockden Brown
Benjamin Rush, and a few other men thought seriously about the implij
cations of the new republic for women’s lives. But the central architects
of the new female ideology were women: not only Judith Sargent Murray
and Susannah Rowson, but also the anonymous “Female Advocate” of
Hartford, Connecticut, novelists like Hannah Webster Foster and her
daughters, and playwrights like Mercy Otis Warren. Equally important
were the throngs of anonymous women who read these female writers
wrote letters to each other, kept personal diaries, tested the responsivez
ness c?f the government to their needs by petitions to legislatures and
lgws.ults in courts, and began to organize themselves in benevolent and
charitable societies.

F.or many women the Revolution had been a strongly politicizing ex-
perience, but the newly created republic made little room for them as/
political beings. The female experience of both the Revolution and the
Republic was different from that of men, and not only because women
di.d not fight in the army. Long before the famous New York Women’s
nghts Convention in 1848, American women had begun to explore the
1mplications of the republican revolution for their lives. Searching for a
po.htical context in which private female virtues might comfortably co-
exist with the civic virtue that was widely regarded as the cement of the
Republic, they found what they were seeking in the notion of what might
be c'alled “Republican Motherhood.” The Republican Mother integrated
political values into her domestic life. Dedicated as she was to the nurture
of publlic-spirited male citizens, she guaranteed the steady infusion of
virtue into the Republic. Political “virtue,” a revolutionary concept that
zlafs ltroubled Yvriters from Edmund Burke to Hannah Arendt, could be
B o cae oo 8 B G B s ™

S : $ civic morality.?

anguage of Republican Motherhood provided the justification of

2. For a discussion of the

it On Rareton s ( dangers of absolute concepts of political virtue, see Hannah

New York, 1965), 74—83.

I
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. women’s political behavior; it bridged the gap between idiocy and the
polis. The woman now claimed a significant political role, though she
played it in the home. This new identity had the advantage of appearing
to reconcile politics and domesticity; it justified continued political edu-
cation and political sensibility. But the role remained a severely limited
one; it had no collective definition, provided no outlet for women to
affect a real political decision. If women were no longer prepolitical, they
certainly were not fully political. The image of the Republican Mother
could be used to mask women’s true place in the polis: they were still on
its edges.

~ It is a measure of the conservatism of the Revolution that women
remained on the periphery of the political community; it is possible to
read the subsequent political history of women in America as the story of
women’s efforts to accomplish for themselves what the Revolution had
failed to do. From the time of the Revolution until our own day, the lan-
guage of Republican Motherhood remains the most readily accepted—
though certainly not the most radical—justification for women’s political
behavior. This book is an account of its origins.

‘““EMPIRE OF
COMPLACENCY”’: THE

INHERITANCE OF THE

ENLIGHTENMENT

Are not women born as free as men?

— James Otis
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“WE OWN THAT
LADIES SOMETIMES READ’;
WOMEN?’S READING IN

THE EARLY REPUBLIC

After my Funeral Charges and just Debts are
paid, I recommend, give & Bequeath to my
Beloved Daughter Idea Strong, my Bibles and
inferior, orthodox Treatises on Religion and
Morality, or relative or appertaining to vita]
Piety or practical Godliness, & all other Books,
Pamphlets or Manuscripts, except Romances
(if any left extant) which I have long since
(though not early enough) intentionally con-
signed or destinated to deserved Oblivion in
native Shades of Chaos,

—Will of Jedidiah Strong,
Litchfield, Connecticut,
March 31, 18071




Frontispiece from Columbian Magazine, or Monthly. Miscellany (1787). )
Columbia presents two children to the goddess of vsflsdom, wh(? lejms O:j]
pedestal inscribed, ““Independence the reward of Wisdom, Fortitude an

Perseverance.” .
Courtesy The Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

THE VisioN oF the Republican Mother owed a debt to the Enlight-
enment and to the Revolution. To the mother’s traditional responsibility
for maintenance of the household economy, and to the expectation that
she be a person of religious faith, were added the obligation that she also
be an informed and virtuous citizen. She was to observe the political
world with a rational eye, and she was to guide her husband and children
in making their way through it. She was to be a teacher as well as a
mother.

All agreed that this Republican Mother should be alert and reasonably
well acquainted with public affairs. But advice to women on what they
should read was accompanied by insistent warnings—of which Jedidiah
Strong’s is the most extreme—of what not to read.! The literary culture
of republican America was bifurcated. Men were said to read newspapers
and history; women were thought to exercise their weaker intellects on
the less demanding fare of fiction and devotional literature. A vigorous
proscriptive literature warned of dangers women risked if they persisted
in what was said to be their taste for frivolous and romantic fiction.
Occasionally we even come upon condemnation of reading itself, on
the grounds that the new generation of women was being diverted from
their proper household tasks. Women made their own responses to this
campaign—aquietly persisting in their choice of fiction and religious biog-
raphy, writing romantic fiction that counseled against the loss of self-
control, and revising their understanding of housekeeping to make room
for their own participation in the world of the imagination.

“Sent the amiable Woodbridge his shirt and with it a letter—What the
Consequence will be I know not,” confided Polly Rogers to her diary.

Read in a sweet novel the D——r brought me. It affected me so,

I could hardly read it, and was often obliged to drop the Book to
suppress my grief! Went to bed, Lay, and thot of the Lovely
Woodbridge—shed a torrent of tears, at the Recollection of past
interviews with him! . . . he (Woodbridge) press’d me to his Bosom
with a fondness 1 thought expressive of approbation never never
P——y hesitate a moment to Let me know if 'tis in my power to make
you happy! would you would you no Sir! said 1, at the same time

I. .}l:didiah Strong’s will is on file in the Conn. State Lib., Hartford. Strong was famous
or hig headsrmng temper and his irascibility. His divorce case, which took much of the time
of the Connecticut legislature, appears in Conn. State Recs., VI, 206, 282.
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kissing his Hand with trembling Lips! . .. I flew to my Chamber,
& with the avidity of a Lover opened the Seal and read! sheding
tears as | read.

By May, “the amiable Woodbridge” had apparently transferred his affec-
tions to someone else, and Polly wrote, “O had I less sensibility I should
not feel so much, nor so severely my present situation.”?

As this diary of a young woman in a small western Massachusetts
town suggests, reading fiction could play a very important part in a
woman’s private life and imagination. In the eighteenth century the novel
first came into its own as a genre, and the best fiction—Tom Jones,
Clarissa, La Nouvelle Héloise—won a large audience. In their substitu-
tion of individualized, realistic plots for the traditional plots taken from
history and mythology, novels were different from earlier prose fiction.
Their abandonment of traditional structure, accompanied by widespread
and easy use of quasi-autobiographical detail, resulted, as Ian Watt has
put it, in a genre marked by its “defiant . . . assertion of the primacy of
individual experience.” It was this assertiveness that made the new fiction
startling and appealing. The classical unities of place and time were
broken by time sequences imitative of human experience. Characters
became real people with real names who led lives much like those of their
readers.?

But women did not always confine their reading to fiction. Surviving
lists from booksellers, lending libraries, and diarists indicate clearly that
it is impossible to make absolute gender distinctions about the reading
audience of any book. Women read Cato’s Letters and Paley’s Natural
Theology; men read fiction.*

Lists alone, however, cannot suggest much about what might be called
the psychodynamics of reading. What did novels mean to the people who

2. Journal of Polly Rogers, Jan. 1o-11, May 14, 1785, Am. Antq. Soc., Worcester, Mass.

3. lan B. Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (Berke-
ley, Calif.,, 1957), 15, This paragraph relies heavily on chap. 2. See also Joseph J. Ellis’s
shrewd observations in After the Revolution: Profiles of Early American Culture (New
York, 1979), 9497

4. See, for example, Mary Thomas’s Book Catalogue, Isaiah Thomas Papers, Am. Antg.
Soc., and the inventory of Mary Ann Woodrow Archbald’s library, Archbald Papers, Soph'ia
Smith Collection, Smith College Library, Northampton, Mass, Library loan lists appear it
Chester T. Hallenbeck, “A Colonial Reading List from the Union Library of Hatboro,
Pennsylvania,” PMHB, LVI (1932), 289—340; the Salem (Mass.) Social Library, Tapley,
Salem Imprints, 247; the Brentwood (New Hampshire) social library, 1823, Am. Antg.
Soc., Worcester, Mass.; Thomas Bradford’s bookstore and library, 1772, Hist. Soc. Pa.
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" not nearly as easily available as they would be after the iny
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bought or borrowed them? What role did reading play in their imagina-

. .
tive lives? Books were cheaper, and more widely available, for the post-

Revolutionary generation than they had been for their parents (although

entio :
better methods of type founding in the 18308).5 "l

For an understanding of the role of reading in one woman’s life, we
can turn to the revealing diary of Elizabeth Drinker. “It looks as,if I
spent most of my time reading, which is by no means the case,” she wrote
in 1795. “A book is soon run over. ... I believe I may s’ay without
vanity, that I was never an indolent person, or remarkably Boc’)kish the
more 50 for 5 or 6 years past, than at any other period since I was r,nar-
ried, having more leisure [now as a grandmother]—when my Children
were young, I seldom read a volume.”6

Elizabeth Drinker’s memory was accurate. Her diary entries are very
scanty in the years before the Revolution, and she rarely mentioned a
book. During the excitement of the war years, especially during the time
her bqsband was exiled, she kept a careful account of events in which she
participated or which she observed, but once Henry Drinker returned she
drifted out of the habit of regular entries. When she reached her fifties
the yellow fever epidemic of 1793 sent her back to her diary as a chronij
cler of the course of the disease, and thereafter book titles appear with
great regularity in her journal.

Although she never failed to feel guilty about it, she did read fiction
“Read a romance or novel, which I have not done for a long timc;
.before,” she remarked on March 30, 1795. “It was a business I followed
In my younger days, not so much as many others, ‘tho more than some
oth.ers.” Even Royall Tyler’s The Contrast, widely honored as the first
native American play, made her uncomfortable. She called it “a small
ridiculous novel” (meaning, one supposes, that it was fiction) and felt it
necessary to account for her weakness in reading it: ““S. Kidd’s brother
brings them to her, he lives, I believe at a book shop tho I have read some

5 Women could be very conscious of the increased avail
:)lﬁe;;me. Ig 1836, Margaret Browne wrote to her friend Eliz

ar ; “incr i i
Do (:/la]lrth,i [:ta:hsafl!:E:';::I.t:‘gyizuth(:; ]lr}:;l ‘:T:V :?j{clrctlktnmf of m;w bocks” a mixed blessing.
conversant as we then were with tll'nr: English cl UUf *:”’ iy i s S
ik ; inglish classics and poets, which are now reposing in
gnity on her bookshelves, while every table is littered with annuals and monthly

and weekly journals?™ (Eliza Sus i j ;
o0, 1861], age). ¢" (Eliza Susan Quincy, Memoir of the Life of Eliza S. M. Quincy [Bos-

6. Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, May 22, 1795, Hist. Soc. Pa.

ability of books in their own
a Quincy, wife of the president
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of them myself, I have been talking to her against the practice.”” She
thought Ann Radcliffe’s The Italian “trash” and could justify Radcliffe’s
The Mysteries of Udolpho only because she did needlework while her
married daughter read the book aloud: “Molly has been for some days
past, at times reading while we work’d, three romantic vol. intitled The
Misteries of Udolphia—a tremendous tale—but not quite like the old
fashion Gothick stories that I was fond of when young. ’tis seldom [
listen to a romance, nor would I encourage my Children doing much of
that business.”® But Mrs. Drinker found it hard to stay away. When she
finished reading “a foolish Romance entitled The Haunted priory,” she
made a point of reporting that she had also “finished knitting a pair large
cotton stockings, bound a petticoat and made a batch of Gingerbread—
this I mention to shew that I have not spent the day reading.”®

“I'read a little of most things.” Because she was a serious and commit-
ted Quaker, a member of an old and prominent Quaker family, instruc-
tive Quaker tracts and histories appear and reappear in her diary entries,
Although her politics were unambivalently conservative and Federalist,
her reading was catholic. She read Thomas Paine as well as attacks on
him; she read criticisms of *“Peter Porcupine” as well as “Porcupine’s”
attacks on the Federalists. She even perused the Confessions of Jean
Jacques Rousseau, remarking, ““I like him not, or his ideas.”1° She ordered
“Bolinbroke on the study and use of History”” from the library, but was
dismayed to conclude “that it set at nought the Holy Scriptures.” She was
even embarrassed that it was signed out in her name and “sent it back
unread.”!!

The sheer volume of Elizabeth Drinker’s reading is impressive. In 1796,
the year she read Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication and made her well-
known elliptical remark about it, Elizabeth Drinker read a collection of
fifty Cheap Repository tracts and at least twenty-eight pamphlets on reli-
gious and political subjects. She read both sides of the pamphlet war for
and against William Cobbett (three years later she followed the published
transcript of the Rush-Cobbett trial). In 1796 she read at least sixteen
books in addition to Wollstonecraft’s, some in several volumes. Among
her selections were Dante’s Inferno, Erasmus Darwin’s The Botanic Gar-

7. Ibid., Mar. 30, 1795, July 26, 1797.
8. Ibid., July 11, 1797, June 20, 1795.

9. 1bid., Feb. 29, 1796.
10. Ibid., end of 1800; Reading list of Elizabeth Drinker, May 6, 1800.

11. Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, July 24, 1800.
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den (which she liked very much), and Madame de Genlis’s Adelaide and
Theodore. Though she was no Jacobin, she read six volumes of Woll-
stonecraft’s friend Helen Maria Williams, and several books of poetry
including the sentimental verse of the Della Cruscans. Despite all her emi
barrassment, Elizabeth Drinker read at least eight novels, including Wil-
liam Godwin’s Caleb Williams, a book she felt free to like since she as yet
knew nothing of the author’s politics.

Reading was an integral part of Elizabeth Drinker’s daily life, but it
was an element about which she always felt self-conscious. She needed to
reassure herself and the descendant whom she imagined to be the ultimate
reader of her diary that she had not been irresponsible in the amount of
time she devoted to reading. She retained from her younger years the
sense that there was something inappropriate, even immodest about
fiction. “It may appear strange to some,” she wrote, “that an inérm old
Woman should begin the year reading romances—tis a practice I by no
means highly approve, yet I trust [ have not sined,”12

Dripker’s self-consciousness suggests the impact of the enormous pro-
scriptive literature that counseled everyone, but especially women against
reading novels. Young women were thought to be most vulnerabie to the
attractions of irresponsibility and passion as depicted in novels, and few
observers credited women with a catholicity of tastes and interest ap-
proaching Drinker’s. “Novels are the favourite, and most dangerous
kind of reading, now adopted by the generality of young ladies,” thun-
dered Hannah Webster Foster in 1798. “I say dangerous. .. [,because
they] fill the imagination with ideas which lead to impure desires . . . and
a fondness for show and dissipation. . . . They often pervert the. j.udg-
ment, mislead the affections, and blind the understanding.” The American
Lad;}z’s Preceptor, a collection of “essays and poetical effusions, designed
to direct the female mind,” which was widely used in schools warned
that reading novels would encourage self-indulgent “set:sibility.""3

It was assumed that romantic fiction could affect its readers’ actual
?{(z;:::l:;?d::lj:io!;:le::(}:[:e “I\Iie'\t'(?r let my poor Child Read a Novel or

ppy Elizabeth Gouverneur, divorced by her
|1L;lsl)and for bearing a child that was not his. “These I am sure helped to
[shape] Ideas in my head which perhaps I never should have had, and the

"5;]?: ; ‘r‘;:f.. Jarx 7> 1796. She had just read The Victing of Magical Hlusions. See also Scott,
e rais,” in Bushman et al., eds., Uprooted Americans, 4655,

A 3 annah Fustc'r,. The Boarding School; ¢ Ir, Lessons of a Preceptress to Her Pupils . .,
Ston, 1798), 18; The Anrerican Lady’s Preceptor (Baltimore, 1810), r4—17.
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person who brought them to me took care to pick out such as would Suit
his Purpose.”'* The young William Gaston, lonely in boarding school,
wrote to warn his younger sister against romantic novels: “Under those
stories, which are thought entertaining, lies a venomous poison. . . . set-
ting aside religion, they never fail to inspire those who read them, with
romantic ideas, to give them a disgust for all serious employments.” Even
Mercy Otis Warren, who wrote her own fiction in the form of plays,
warned a niece about to marry that novel reading made for inefficient
housewifery: “Throw away no part of your time, in the perusal of . . . the
puerile study of romance.” John Trumbull versified the fears and dangers.

We own that Ladies sometimes read,

And grieve that reading is confined

To books that poison all the mind

The bluster of romance, that fills

The head brimfull of purling rills

And swells the mind with haughty fancies

For while she reads romance, the Fair one
Fails not to think herself the Heroine

Thus Harriet reads, and reading really
Believes herself a young Pamela,

The high-wrought whim, the tender strain
Elate her mind and turn her brain . . .15

Fiction itself warned against fiction. The first step in the seduction of
the title character of Laura is taken when her suitor, Belfield, provides
her with Pope’s “Letter of Eloise to Abelard” and copies of romantic
novels. Alicia Sheridan LeFanu’s Lucy Osmond was written “‘to exem-
plify the danger attending the early study of works of mere imagination,”
and the young heroine is early cautioned against novels. Emily Hamilton
was offered by “A Young Lady of Massachusetts” as “a Novel founded

14. Isaac Gouverneur Jr. v. Elizabeth Gouverneur, Chancery No. 41, Mar. 31, 1787,
Historical Documents Collection, Queens College, City University of New York. I am in-
debted to Leo Hershkowitz for this reference.

15. William Gaston to Mrs. Gaston, Jan. 4, 1792, William Gaston Papers, Southern His-
torical Collection, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, N.C.; Mercy Otis Warren to
Rebecca Otis, n.d., 1776, Mercy Otis Warren Letterbook, Warren Papers, Mass. Hist. Soc:;
John Trumbull, “The Progress of Dulness,” in Edwin T. Bowden, ed., The Satiric Poems of

Jobn Trumbull (Austin, Tex., 1962), 88.
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on incidents in real life,” and therefore more wholesome than the usual
novel, which was frequently “in the highest degree prejudicial to young
minds, by giving them wrong ideas of the world, and setting their tastes
so high as to occasion a disrelish for those scenes in which they are neces-
sitated to take a part.16 The famous Irish novelist Maria Edgeworth
wrote an epistolary novel, reprinted in America, in which one sister
Julia, indulges her taste for romances and acquires “the eager genius thf;
exquisite sensibility of enthusiasm” rather than her sister Caroline’s “;toi—
cal serenity of philosophy.” Julia’s preference for romance leads her
d'irectly.to the choice of a flashy but unreliable husband, causing her
disappointment in marriage, her separation from her beloved children
and her premature death.” It was warnings like these that Elizabet};
Drinker took to heart, and that are reflected in her diary entries begrudg-
ing the time spent on fiction.

When some twenty young women organized the Boston Gleaning Circle
in 1805, they defined it as a self-improvement society. They met every
week to read and discuss “any book favourable to the improvement of the
mind”’—by which they meant “Divinity, History, Geography, Astronomy.
Travels Poetry &c but Novels and Romances are absolutely excluded.’:
The danger of reading novels, these young women told each other, was
that young people “will expect to meet in life the romantic incidents
portrayed by the pen of the Novelist. . . . [In life,] the roses and thorns
are intermixed, but in Novels the thorns come first, and the roses after-
wafds.” They thought even virtue was too neatly rewarded in fiction
as it often was not on earth, and so a misleading impression of thé
instrumentality of good behavior might be given.18

These attacks on fiction, it is clear, were in large part attacks on emotion,
on passion, and on sexuality. Even cautionary fiction, like Charlotte Tem-
ple, could be dangerous because it offered details of seduction in the very
act of warning young women to be on their guard against rakes. The worst
books were those that seemed to endorse the passionate way of life as a
course to be emulated. The very worst example, the one fulminated against
most vehemently, was Julie, Rousseau’s Nowuvelle Héloise. Had La Nou-

{p[i":‘ M 5. LE().IIEIF& Sansay or Rebecca Rush?), Lawura, By a Lady of Philadelphia . . .
: Ladclphm, 1809), 40-44; Alicia Sheridan LeFanu, Lucy Osmond (New York, 1804);
[Sukey Watson|, Emily Hamilton (Worcester, Mass., 1803), iii—iv. ’ ’
s I{?S LLI‘Ittcrslnl’ Julia and Caroline,” reprinted in Edgewbrth, Letters For Literary Ladies
o otmar plot outlines were used by Judith Sargent Murray in The G ;
Bl’ﬂ;kden Brown in Ormond. ; ’ PR
18. Boston Gleaning Circle, Record Book R i
‘ _ : X , Regulation #s, Boston Pub. Lib.: B
Gleamng Circle, Minute Book, 25, Boston Pub. Lib. ; : e

C2471 ¢



F—

WOMEN OF THE REPUBLIC

velle Héloise been a typical Sturm und Drang novel, Judith Shklar has
observed, “the heroine would have defied her parents, run off with her
lover, given birth to an illegitimate child, killed the child out of shame, and
then died alone and in misery. The hero would, after similar disasters, have
killed himself, or gone mad.” But Julie invites her lover to visit while her
own husband is home, she maintains throughout her love and affection for
both men, and all major characters find a measure of happiness by the
novel’s close. This ending made Rousseau seem the more dangerous. For
the English educator Hannah More, “novel” was a shorthand way of
referring to Rousseau, and when she said Rousseau, she was thinking of
La Nouvelle Héloise. “Novels . . . are continually shifting their ground,
and enlarging their sphere, and are daily becoming vehicles of wider
mischief,” she complained in Strictures on the Modern System of Female
Education, published in London in 1799 and in Connecticut in 1801.
“Rousseau ... annihilates the value of chastity, and with pernicious
subtlety attempts to make the heroine appear almost more amiable with-
out it.”’19
Julie—her name is sometimes mistranslated as Eloisa—appears and
reappears in American fiction as a leitmotif, warning against the pleasures
of passion. Martha Read’s heroine Monima, browsing in her father’s
library, comes upon Rousseau’s Eloisa, but she is forbidden to read it.20
In 1802 a Washington, D.C., publisher reprinted an English cautionary
novel in which an adulteress reflects: ““In the impassioned letters of Helo-
ise, I found sentiments so congenial to my own, that, regardless of the
danger of perusing them in my present situation, I could read nothing
else: and 1 was soon so fascinated with the beauties of the style, and the
originality of the thoughts, that I considered every doctrine they con-
tained as infallible. . . . like Heloise, [1] persuaded myself that there were
moments of happiness for which life and honor would not be too great a
sacrifice.”! As late as 1823, La Nouvelle Héloise was still considered
dangerous. From Augusta, Georgia, Henry H. Cumming wrote to his
fiancée that he suspected from her last letter that she was secretly read-
ing ““the enthusiastic (but unfortunately, crack-brained) Rousseau.” Al-

19. Judith N. Shklar, After Utopia: The Decline of Political Faith (Princeton, N.]J., 1957)
29—30; Hannah More, Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (Hartford,
Conn., 1801), 25.

20. Martha Read, Monima; or, The Beggar Girl (New York, 180z}, 367—369.

21. The Adulteress, or Memoirs of Characters Now Living In The Fashionable World
(Washington, D.C., 1802), 16, 42—48. Another extensive attempt to use a fictional vehicle
to condemn Rousseau is Lucy Osmond, a British novel republished in New York in 1804
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though he admired some of Rousseau’s work and promise,
with ber in French, he warned that “Julia or the modern ‘Eliqa ol
contains as many glowing expressions of both sentimental & kuuli Jn i
love,' and as much immorality as any book in any language,22 F

Historians of American ideas have generally concluded that Rous
seems to have had relatively little appeal to Americans of his own iy
eration. He was not quoted, for example, in the debates at the Constgiin_
tional anvenri(m; major political theorists like Madison, Jefferson ar?ci
Adams made little use of his work. The Social Contract was not w,idel
available in American libraries until well into the nineteenth century anzi’
when influential Americans encountered it, they seem to have fou,nd it
cither perplexing or frightening.23 But what has been missed in this
analysis is the widespread popularity of Rousseau’s less theoretical works
i{) America, particularly of Emile and Héloise. Each of these books had
significant, even revolutionary, things to say about women and their role
in society. As we have seen, Emile’s Sophie provided the terms for much
debate on the appropriate education for women, and she figured in Woll-
stonecraft’s seating attack on Rousseau. Héloise’s celebration of wom-
en’s passion and instinct prompted an equally intense debate on the
nature of women’s emotions and the extent to which they could be
truste.d. There was thus a gender-distinction to be made on the ways
Americans used the major works of the European Enlightenment. If The
Social Contract or The Spirit of the Laws were “men’s books,” Emile and
Hélo?'se were in some sense women’s books. The throngs of second-rate
heroines with names like Julia or Eleisa evince the extraordinary appeal
of Rousseau’s passionate women. The continued attack on romantic
fiction for suggesting to young women that they might give free rein to
their passions was in some measure a response to Rousseau.

.Fiction that taught women to trust their passions was criticized in the
picaresque Fermale Quixotism, published in Boston in 1801 and specifi-
cally addressed to “all Columbian Young Ladies, who read Novels and
Romances.”?4 It took as its subject a romantic girl whose head had been

d to srudy it

22. Henry H. Cumming to Julia A. Bryan, May 17, 1823, Hammond-Bryan-Cummin
Papers, 8. Caroliniana Lib., Univ. 5. C., Columbia. ¢
Q:j’;??vu)l( l;(u\:rl;!]h;:g and Henry F. May, “The Enlightened Reader in America.” American

rly, 1976), 285; Paul Merri i j o
{Umvcmiry, s 5 errill Spurlin, Rousseau in America: 17601809
anyé (Tabitha Gilman Tenney], Female Quixotism: Exhibited in the Romantic Opinions
tende;ctmuagzmt Adventures of Dorcasina Sheldon, 1 (Boston, 1801), iii. The book is an ex-
o parody of C}}arl?ttc Lennox's The Female Ouixote; or the Adventures of Arabella

on, 1752), which in turn is an extended parody of romantic heroines.
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? i riting under
turned by the «unrestrained perusal” of fiction. Its authorli wn aSgSion ,
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25. [Tenney], Eemale Quixotism, 1,7, 15-
26. Ibid., 17, 129, 171.
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raries found to criticize in the new fiction. Novels celebrated passion;
they suggested that women were well guided by their own emotions. They
encouraged people to break out of socially accepted roles, roles thought
to be guided by reason. These novels may be understood as examples
of the new sensibility that would be labeled romanticism, with which
Americans would eventually make their peace. Dorcasina’s experiences
of romantic love were set against the requirements of the republican
enlightenment: rationality and self-control. As Murray argued, the Re-
public had defined an ideal filled with political implications for woman:
she was to be clearheaded and in control of her own emotions so that she
could in turn control her husband and her children and thereby guarantee
the virtuous behavior on which the security of the Republic depended.
The Republic did not need emotional women who could easily be ma-
nipulated by men for their own gratification or who would lure men
away from the path of virtue. Novels seemed to offer approbation for
precisely the sort of behavior that political and didactic literature had
labeled a danger to the Republic.

Thus the extensive didactic literature critical of women’s interest in
fiction served an implicit political purpose. It began with a political ideal
of what women ought to be and attempted to persuade women to emulate
one social type—the Roman—at the expense of another—the romantic.
It sought to substitute civic virtue for passion. The continued popularity
of the criticized fiction, however, suggests that the didactic literature fell
on deaf ears. Even so conservative a woman as Elizabeth Drinker read
the forbidden genre, though not without embarrassment.

Some demographers have shown that there was a sharp rise in the
incidence of premarital pregnancy in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries. This increase in what can easily be called “passionate
behavior” accompanied the proscriptive literature against novel read-
ing; in that context, the attacks on romantic fiction may be seen as a
response to a perceived rise in deviant sexual behavior. It is not com-
pletely clear how this apparent rise in premarital pregnancy ought to be
interpreted. It is, however, safe to suggest that it almost certainly is not a
mark of increased options and freedom for women; it may well have
signified the reverse. At least one historian has suggested that pregnancy
may have been a tactic by which young couples pressured parents into al-
locating property earlier than they otherwise might have, and so may be

seen as an emblem of declining prosperity. But the proscriptive moralizers
blamed the alleged decline in morality not on economic pressures, but
on women who indulged their passions because fictional models had
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made the previously unthinkable seem possible. Though the demographic
record suggests that most of these seduced women ultimately married,
the didactic purpose of the cautionary novelists dictated that fictional
heroines who were seduced must ultimately also be abandoned.?”
If women were not to read fiction, what ought they to read? Admoni-
tions against novel reading were characteristically accompanied by the
recommendation that women read history instead. Mercy Otis Warren’s
“rational system” left no time to be “thrown away in the perusal of
books that have not a tendency to instill lessons of virtue and science.”
She thought women ought to read “authentic history, which is now
written in a style equally elegant to the many volumes of romance, which
in the present age croud upon the public.”” As Warren’s endorsement
suggests, there was a double rationale for encouraging the study of his-
tory. The entire literate culture agreed that knowledge of history helped
develop a sense of social perspective. The classic statement is David
Hume’s brief essay “Of the Study of History,” published in 1741. Hume
limits his analysis to a very specific recommendation “to my female
readers” of historical study “as an occupation, of all others, the best
suited both to their sex and education.” Hume contrasted histories with
novels, which he believed offered “false representations of mankind.”
Novels encouraged, he thought, an expectation of human perfection and
a belief that love is the primary “passion which governs the male world,”
rather than the “avarice, ambition, vanity, and a thousand other pas-
sions” that in fact regularly overcame love. Women read fiction self-
indulgently. Hume urged them to satisfy their passion for intrigue with
real plots instead of fictional ones: with Cato’s sister and Brutus, rather
than Fulvia and Philander. At the same time that history satisfied the
taste for excitement and for magnificent spectacles, it was also ““a most
improving part of knowledge.” Much of “what we commonly call erudi-
tion . . . is nothing but an acquaintance with historical facts.” History,
he thought, was an easy way to achieve a reputation as an intellectual,
for it “opens the door. .. to most of the sciences” and “extends our
experience to all past ages, and to the most distant nations.” Nearly a

27. Daniel Scott Smith and Michael §. Hindus, “Premarital Pregnancy in America,
1640—1971: An Overview and Interpretation,” Jowrnal of Interdisciplinary History, '
(1975), 537—570. Nancy Cott has linked the skepticism of passion to the role of evangelical
religion and to women's desire to demonstrate their strength in overcoming sexual tempta-
tion, a strength that could then be used in support of a claim to increased independence and
political autonomy (**Passionlessness: An Interpretation,” Signs, 1V [1979], 219—236).
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century later, the young women of the Boston Gleaning Circle ec
Hur‘ne. “The mind enlarges, its local prejudices subside.” th el
urging each other to read history. The struggles of the pet; le cfy hWFOtE.
suggested §olutions to private problems and to public dilemr:na0 "lt“l i
made of lnstqrical precedent in the political debates of the car]Sl R il
are ample evidence of the pervasiveness of this assumption Cyouepul}')[m
women to read history was in part to encourage them to b-e .,
involved in the intellectual life of the Republic.28 -
In the endorsement of historical study there was also an appreciati
of the .narrative value of good history and a lurking hope that E tast fo ;
narrative could be more wholesomely satisfied by true tales of li;ee Oc;
manners, of kings and queens, of battles and leaders, than by ficti anl
accounts of the emotional struggles of ordinary youn:az womcr}: Hi:t)na
seemed “safe” in a way that the sciences, the classics, and p};iloso OITY
were 1'10?.'.29 It promised learning, but not too much Iear;ing The cssap o
who' believed that “history and natural philosophy are alont:: sufﬁ::ien:“tst
furnish women with an agreeable kind of study”” also recommended th :
women “avoid all abstract learning, all difficult researches, which m o
- ..change the delicacy in which they excel into pedantic ,coarscnes a’}:
Serious mental exercise was thought to be literally dangerous to wom =
T}'me Port Folio, for example, published the widely reprinted memoi en.f
Elizabeth Graeme Ferguson, a Philadelphia bluestocking who had t ans
lated Télémaque in order “‘to relieve and divert her mind” from a b ra;(ns_
engagement. “But this, instead of saving,” had the result of “im e
he.r health.” Historical narrative seemed to promise to improve thlf):alr'mg
without exciting the passions. Women were urged to read history, buI:l:(l)t

28, Me is
Warren ;;:KSZ;6W?;;c9dt; Mar{‘wa"m‘ Nov. 1791, Mercy Otis Warren Letterbook
o lins;on (slca vi (\tvlrrjc, Qf the Study of History,” in Phil. Works of Hume, IV‘
I‘im’r}'; s::t: Noah Webmng '-;il'tlc, Minute Book, ro1. For other advice to women to n:ad'
369; Wkiy. Mag., A ster, " Importance of Female Education,” Am. Mag. (May 1788)
Fors Folic. 3 gsir. (f\[:;; ?;;;")8, Aug. 4, 11, 1798; and Milnor, “On Female Eidtlcatiﬁn":
29, Hume felt cunﬁdy }?)‘ g% o
el cn;1 ‘t‘ at fusmnans minds, constrained by reality, were protected
"moral distinctions™ whe he amoral Machiavelli did not deny the reali
< il ::::z;:t;r:d gwh;{n he acted primarily as a historian rather than :mYa phiIosu;{w(:f
e s or ‘umc, as for so many others who wrote on this subject, the addeci
e oot wi[‘h ,0::;" so prepared would be more attractive to men: “A woman may be-
et mind is so un?urn' r:::lnncﬁ’ ’zmd ha.ve even some vivacity in her turn of wit; but where
Bt of seIasc v :s e‘ , Ii,fb impossible hcz: conversation can afford any entertainment
and reflection” (Hume, “Of History,” in Phil. Works of Hume, 1V, 531)
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to study it intensely; they might read Th? History of Enlil.and, buta:}z;);
were not to think of themselves as Catharine Ma.caui:;ys. istory w
anti-intellectual’s compromise with higher learning. e
The line between the novel and the history, however, was not so )
Samuel Richardson’s implicit promise that he wquld .report. humgn expe(-l
rience in accurate detail seems to have had a hlstorxcal dlmensmn,tan
the immense care novelists took to render a setting accurately sugk;g:ils amf
interest historians would share. It 1s no Jacc1dent that the su (;te t())
Clarissa is The History of a Young Lady. The novel that purporte doh‘ e
“founded on fact” sought to straddle the gr(.mnd Eetwee}? ﬁctli)r} arihe :se.
tory. The novel that masqueraded as “true hlstory so.ug. t toc ;;;n::ritidze
spectability of history and the appeal of romantic fiction: it cou '
fiction at the same time that it capitalized on the taste for romance.

One of the most popular of these masquer?des was The Coquetrte;'an
epistolary novel set in Massachusetts that claimed to be a tru}f n?rra 1;):1
of the lives of real people. It was written by Hannah Webster 1(()8 ef ,bvsil 0
had also compiled The Boarding Schoql, a populjar textbook of belles
lettres for women. The Coquette is the history of Eliza Wharton,. a yOlgl’}llg
woman who scorns a virtuous minister because be seems too Zenohus.' e
throws herself at a young gentleman of uncertain backgroun hw ) c;st};:s
rakish as it is possible to be in a small New Englan.d town. In the en 1 the
minister finds another virtuous woman and .settles into a hapgy marn;?ge;
while the fallen coquette, who has maintained her romant1c1sr? agai)ms
the advice of mother and friends, is seduced and ahandoned. Left L(l deizz
her illegitimate child alonde in '{he b.ecliroom of a distant tavern, s

of exposure and malnutrition.
S0"(1)}}11:1ftt\:/rentiethricentury reader cannot help I.mting an un,caF;ly re;etr}r;
blance between the pattern of the fictional Eliza Wharton.s 'IT Z ar;l ! o
progression that Edith Wharton described a centur);1 later (;n . eiven "
of Mirth. The protagonist ErSt rﬁjectcs1 'flftman ;NES u'csee gr;:ste(r) ! ei o

nd is suitable for her, then drifts as . !

l\jir;i(;ri:lrough the establishments of the rich, where she hlS ;up}::irnﬁcilz
welcomed, but made to know t}}llat she dol:,s Eot bzlri)sr;ig(.)l"ll;l ;: r:asde };gerself

out wish only to use her; yet she has ;
if}:l(;rls::;:le to their irresponsibility. Eliza Wharton ﬁnally rgcogr;lztiiss t:;f
the cause of her ruin “may be found in that unrestrained levity o p

1 of read-
30. American Lady’s Preceptor, 25—26; Port Folio, 1(1809), 521 For the merger

ing history with Republican Motherhood, see Johf‘l Adams to Ab1g6all Adams 2d (
Aug. 13, 1783, Butterfield et al., eds., Book of Abigail and John, 360.
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tion, that fondness for dissipation and coquetry . . . the delusive dream

of sensual gratification.”3! At the very end, she makes a moral choice
that results in her death.

Although the tone of the narrative suggests that Eliza is young as well
as emotionally immature, a closing footnote identifies her as thirty-seven
years old at the time of her death. This detail points to the germ of fact at
the core of the fiction. Hannah Foster’s novel was indeed a history,
loosely based on the life of a distant relative, Elizabeth Whitman.?? But
The Coquette only masquerades as history; in fact it is a novel that
attempts to teach the reader not to read novels. It offers itself as a
permissible indulgence in a mildly wicked form. Like others of its genre
—Clarissa, Charlotte Temple—it offers sexual adventure, but blames the

heroine for it. Eliza Wharton loses her control of reality because she
misreads her novels.

If one variant of the attack on novel reading was the fear that novels
taught women to trust their own passions, another variant was the criti-
cism that fiction wasted women’s time. It may be that the increase in
leisure reading by women implies that women had increasing amounts of
leisure time. But leisure does not happen, it is made. Nothing is more
easily manipulated than one’s use of time. Within broad limits, leisure is
a matter of priorities. If women were in fact reading more, it may not
mean that more leisure was given to them by increased urban services

31. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa: Or the History of a Young Lady, ed. John Angus Burell
(New York, 1950); [Foster], The Coquette, 221-222.

32. Elizabeth Whitman and the poet Joel Barlow carried on an extended flirtation and
correspondence while Barlow was contemplating marriage to another woman, The poet’s
biographers have trivialized the correspondents’ references to each other as husband and
wife, but these endearments may signify a physical relationship between the two. “O you
are certainly the paragon of Husbands—" Whitman wrote Barlow on Feb. 16, 1779. “Were
all married men like you; what a happy world for our Sex!” (BN 435, Baldwin Family Col-
lection, Henry E. Huntington Library, San Marino, Calif.). After Barlow’s marriage the let-
ters dwindle. See James Woodress, A Yankee's Odyssey: The Life of Joel Barlow (Philadel-
phia, 1958), 63—64, and Elizabeth Whitman to Joel Barlow, Feb. 9, 16, 1770, Mar. 17, 29,
1770, Apr. 15, 1770, May 12, 1770, June 8, 1770, Baldwin Family Collection, Huntington
Library. Caroline Healey Dall’s account of the affair in The Romance of the Association; or,
One Last Glimpse of Charlotte Temple and Eliza Wharton: A ( ‘uriosity of Literature and
Life shields Whitman’s reputation by using the fictional name Foster had used, but identifies
the minister as Joseph Buckminster and the seducer as Pierpont Edwards, Dall complained
that The Coguette smeared Whitman's name and represented the work of a “warm imagi-
hation , . . heated by the reading of Richardson's novel” (The Romance of the Association
:++ [Cambridge, Mass., 1875], 68). For a defense of the men, see Charles Knowles Bolton,
The Elizabeth Whitman M ystery at the Old Bell Tavern in Danvers (Peabody, Mass., 1912)
and Woodress, Yankee's Odyssey, 64.
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i
Needlepoint embroidery by Mercy Otis Warren. Warren wrote privately of the
difficulty of merging intellectual interests with traditional female responsibilities.
She herself practiced elegant needlework, as this embroidered tabletop attests.
Courtesy Pilgrim Society, Plymouth, Massachusetts, Photograph by Anthony J. Baker.

and industrial inventions, but that they had themselves rearranged their
priorities and were making time to read. If so, that development would
account for the shrill complaint that reading absorbed time that normally
would be spent on household tasks and household production. When
Mercy Otis Warren warned her niece against fiction, she set her caveat
Squarely in the context of the use of time in the domestic economy: “As
your rank in life has not, nor perhaps ever will set you above an attention
to the economy of domestic life; an acquired habit of continual industry
will enable you to discharge the duties of prudence, decency and elegance

Johninelie Lonb e (; z)(/é's)iow Warren In family affairs, and yet leave you leisure to improve your taste to culti-
i Boston; bequest of Wins .
Courtesy Museum of Fine Arts,

L2260
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i i rovided
vate your mind, and enlalf'ge yottli;lllr:if;rstandmg by reading, p
yo?tthrzfc‘; iv::ci’l; (l))f ;:i[:n(i)ed}](t)}l:;t “profound or abstruse learni‘xtlg’’Czl(;l(;l:i
o ion—what one writer
i i d concentrated attention—w . ; |
Ef)alr;)gst[::lrclt(i)(()irsl (c))fft:qurilrij’l’l—which were thought to be ‘.‘mcoinpa‘trl:l(; ::;}1
. [women’s] duties in life, which, thoug,h comparatlvelyeisslilkepBritiSh
-t}.lan those of men, are hourly recurring.’ Ame.rlcan :)VOIZ a,nd o
women, were supposed to work to bfaneﬁt the;?r hu; t aznsthe Educatio?;
In the explicitly titled The Female Guide; or, T 01;51 sners e
of That Sex, accomodated to the State of Society, i En ' Cr,easmg S
ment in the United States, John Ogden déplored the mn T
ous stile of living in America” and complained that worlnereaders e
hat “it is not genteel to work.” He warned his fematzm T
E‘the pernicious consequences c.)fhthatt d?,nv%f:f(us cu;dle ;ftemoons ing
i without an B
WhOIF a?e:)r;(r)l(lmts i?r:eosr,nlt)}?:yy make bad wives anfi gay -daughters, they
Prolf f(zlmcilies goor and a country wretched, by circulating scanfizill anzi1
?cl)?ly? instead of industrious and useful grts, 1whlchd nv:i)l;zel:tﬁlecb;;r
innocent.”34 Stating the popular case agamst“earne e
to answer it, Maria Edgeworth prepared a ,I:ett}eir g et
his friend, Upon the Birth of a Daughter.” The essaly,h p ]
K)melrsica in 1,8 10, cautioned, “I would not expect that m}iln o;ljzras:me
would be with haste dispatched by a I?esdemon;, weep gat o
unvarnished tale, petrified with some history o,f bc?lrlr’czsr: P
time when she should be . . . paying the butcber STL . eal that 8
Comments like these were not meta[;h;:(c)ilr.lts O?}fl (:useh()ld ol
. i |
mOde?h:()rr:r(:am?Zfz;}:oitho il::: (})11‘01111;)(3 in the nineteenth and t}\lverllltlitl};
Zleonnt'uries has tended to obscure the economic fulllct}onsw(;lfe ;1 anothe
and the housewife, but the stcady.drone of the spu;)nmagrl i
loom persisted long after industrlal. de\.'e.lopment eg S Even RS
d middle-class women who lived in c%tles and towns P "
an mts of time at work. Elizabeth Drinker began her dla}ry w ¢
:::lellit of the work she did between 1757 and 1760, a list cov

ook.
W, is Warren Letterbook,
Mercy Otis Warren to Rebecca Otis, n.d., 1776, Mercy Otis War

33'

/ hn O d I [7 F ale ( ;u;dg o7, T‘?Oug 7ts
34. West, Letters to a iouﬂg La Vs 31035 JO n gden, e rem ] B
> bl

j s, and Govert-
he Education of That Sex, accomodated to the State of Society, Manner
on the Educ A o
ment in the United States (Concord, N.H.,‘I793), 34, 39—4
35. Edgeworth, Letters for Literary Ladies, 23—24.
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nearly eight closely written pages. It includes frivolous gifts like braided
watchstrings and pincushions, but it also included b
ings, and shifts for herself. Long after the Re
her fifties—her children grown and married,
both permanent and day-hired servants— g}
the houschold necessities, “tireing . ,

aby clothes, stock-
volution, when she was in
her household staffed with
e still produced many of
. [her] eyes, cutting out Shirts and
drawing threads.” She measured her days by the rhythms of household
production; “To day, like yesterday, only that instead of knitting 1 was
mending stockings.” Poorer women worked longer and harder on heavier
materials; they made their own mattresses and bed ticking as well as their
clothes. Poor relief was often furnished in terms of wool to spin. It
seemed a commonsense assumption that women should bhe constantly
busy.3¢ A taste for literature—like a taste for dissipation—drew women’s
attention away from domestic work. In this context, reading of any sort
was self-indulgent; it was an assertion of individual chojce,

This emphasis on the efficient management of domestic responsibili-
ties, and the notion that domestic work is a woman’s business, has a
curiously modern ring. Alex Inkeles’s classic Jist of the characteristics of
the modern personality mentions an acute sense of time and a need for
efficiency in using it as leading traits. Mercy Otis Warren suggested this
notion privately; Judith Sargent Murray spread it publicly in her writ-
ings. Both popularized the home as an efficient workplace as well as the
locale of domestic production, a definition that foreshadows the home
economics movement of the eg rly twentieth century. Judith Sargent Mur-
ray’s “new era in female history™ was to be marked by women opposed
“to every trivial and unworthy monopolizer of time.” She spoke expli-
citly of “female administration” and of the impact efficient housekeepers
could have. Her choice ofwurds—-“lauaclline,“ “methodical,” “economi-
cal”—conveys the sharp edge of her vision of the household. ““Tt would
be pleasant to obserye the contrast between a family, the females of
which were properly methodical, and economical in their distributions
and expenditures of time, and one accustomed to leave everything to the
Moment of necessity. . . . The one is the habitation of tranquillity; it is a

36. Diary of Elizabeth Drinker, Mar. T3, 1798, Sept. 14, 1798, See also the detailed ac-
tounts of work kept by Ruth Henshaw of Leicester, Mass., beginning in 1801, Ruth Hen-
Shaw Bascom Diaries, Am. Antq. Soc. For poor relief furnished as wool for spinning, see

t"t'md Book, “Out of Doors Spinners Accounts, 1806—1807," Record Group 35.97,
'Phliﬂdelphia City Archives, Of the 2 §6 recipients, all bur a single male weaver were women,
"l’-'_ﬂccting the common occupational segregation, For detailed description of women’s work
Within the New England houschold, see Cott, Bonds of Womanhood, 19—62.
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Bed rug made by Abigail Foote of Colchester, Connecticut. Abigail Foote's diary Y /""/”‘/ or Mhe -._y)?:'/fﬂ}"/(’f:; /7; . )orve
testified to the contributions to the family economy made by the work of young ) Beoikaells C J* a0 4‘;',”(/ T
women. “Fix'd gown for Prude—Mend Mother’s Riding-Hood—Spun short _ A G
thread—Fix'd two gowns for Welsh’s girls—Carded two—Spun linen— Worked
on Cheese basket, Hatchel'd flax with Hannah, we did 51 |bs a-picce—-!’lcatt‘d
and ironed—Read a sermon of Doddridge’s. . . . Had two scholars from Mrs.
Taylor’s— 1 carded two pounds of whole wool and felt Nationaly” she wrote o |
the eve of the Battle of Lexington. Quoted in Thomas H. Woody, Wormen's
Education in the United States (New York, 1929), 1, 162.
Courtesy Historic Deerfield, Inc., Deerfield, Massachusetts.

Cover frolll U?‘li 7 Vium ’1d o] uﬂ'lb an g 790).
ve Sd[ AS lu a C I 7
' 1 Ma azlne, V(I o]
:Ouitesy Ihe lerary Company Of Philadelphia. ( )
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well ordered community; it is a complicated machine, the component
parts of which are so harmoniously organized, as to produce none but
the most concordant sounds. . . . While the other . . . is a restoration of
the reign of chaos.””37
Mercy Otis Warren wrestled valiantly throughout her life with the
problem of finding time for writing and reflection while raising four
children and maintaining a large, elegant household. At intervals she
reflected on these competing claims for female attention and recognized
that the answers were not simple. Warren took these issues more seri-
ously than virtually any other woman of her generation. Often the occa-
sion for writing down her thoughts was the marriage or betrothal of a
young woman relative or friend, when she would try to describe the new
life her correspondent faced.

When she considered the domestic economy, Warren used the quasi-
official term “‘department.” She recognized that when a woman married
she took on substantial economic responsibilities that resisted rearrange-
ment. “Whatever delight we may have in the use of the pen,” Mercy
Warren wrote, “however eager we may be in the pursuit of knowledge
... yet heaven has so ordained the lot of female life that every literary
attention, must give place to family avocations.” All reading except the
Bible, she reported, “must” be postponed “till all matters of economy
which belong to her department are promptly adjusted.” Warren did not
think these responsibilities could be evaded, though she did occasionally
describe women as “confined to the narrow circle of domestic cares,”

and she did indulge herself in a bit of envy of unmarried women who
were “free from those constant interruptions that necessarily occupy the
mind of the wife, the mother and the mistress.”

But for the long run Warren counseled a careful allocation of time that
would permit the model woman to live in both the world of intellect and
the world of domesticity. “A methodical and uniform plan of conduct,
united with an industrious mind” would make a double life possible. She
even permitted herself a deprecating comment on women who could not
blend both worlds. She was scornful of those “who swim on the surface
of pleasure,” but she also pitied the woman who “is wholly immersed” in
her household “and has no bigher ideas than those which confine her to
the narrow circle of domestic attention.” Mercy Otis Warren’s vision of
the fully domestic woman was not unlike that of Mary Wollstonecraft,

37. Murray, The Gleaner, 111, No. 87, 189, II, No. 35, 6, I, No. 3, 29—-30.
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who decri : Zes
ey dark.a::e\ci{:iﬁicr\::ou r(.:maimcd ‘lm.mured in their families groping in
aged this immersion “éﬂli’:ﬂf that ordinary household dynamics encour-
et Bty “.We ) ? 1ave one advantage peculiar to ourselves,” she
side; the neg}e-ct o tlcan mnceal.m the obscure retreat, by our own fire-
ek 11'0‘?3 mental !mprovements to which the more domes-
o rouf-_whe:e ;it e nee:d of, as it is not necessary for her to leave the
abilitien Bug gf (e S man 1s generally called out to a ful] display of his
was shallow and sh WO{HEH who drowned her mind in domestic detail
taste for literapy o oz"t.si{;’ted, the woman who had “both genius and
e g i ,_-c;l:.“y fJEt could not “chearfully leave the pursuit to
B o Moy ¢s of the g)rudetu housewife” was also to be pitied.
whooulis k, aI:)’ pursu:f:s were a form of luxury, and the woman

ot keep their attractions under tight rein was indulging in her

written from the point of view of a woman wh
i o desperately seek
husb;:il:[] I;?nsri)c:i‘ye h«:\ms.r;hnold. onF}«' to be_ outdone by a selﬁs:, sl(wsnj;
mode freed the write:fgﬂlbt‘a[nce of [‘l{.?l‘ work. It may be that the satirical
I ——— bhro ¢ leéss cautious than usual; certainly the senti-
6ill5, hommen ok e :harp and oft.r:n shrewd. When pursued energeti-
T Sy z}vnhtolbe ’dtsiupnvc. “The rage for scouring and
ST the ladies,” wrote one satirist. “Mops, pails
i n«m ¢ Le:)tcrs of cnntf‘ol." Men in these caricatures are
Sl i By re how much disorder they create or how much
tracks mudy' gl;;c their wives and servants, “The Drone” splatters ink
s El:_:nt; :10;136;: stashcs thmgs on the mantelpiece, convenientl}:
b o .barIO; I-‘h tiahnr:ls.Holpkmsun’s “Nitidia” the husband de-
B o pern.s fo‘::t [ ;s scientific f:xpe'riments. and then expects his
household as her “busii}i‘;sal’“a':“g fOl' his frlenc!s,.“Nitidia" refers to her
i;ltr:llectual dewlopmm“;.had e :nujlg:?:fet?::ilrt] tl:;::rfcre]s with women’s
the . Ctual matters, surc
evel)‘!y‘:tztial::e[:i;\; . b;rter use than men do. “You hear it echoe’d ;lrl:g
st o id?' wife cannot n:aake verses, it is true; but she makes
pudding. . .. she can’t unravel the intricacies of political

38. Mercy Otis Warren to
the daughter of a d g
terbook ghter of a deceased friend, n.d. d
©%, Warren Papers, r 17; Mercy Otis Warren to Abigail ;\darr;sM ;;EY gt;zvgzr';n e
> . »1oid., 145,
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economy and federal government; but she can knit charming stockings—
and this they call praising a wife, and doing justice to her good character
—with much nonsense of the like kind.””3°

Critics thought that instead of reading ﬁctio.n, women OTl.ghrl :‘o be
reading something else (history) or doing s.nmct!f.mg ei.se (househo ¢ pro;
duction). But women seem to have persisted in their consumption o
fiction; their loyalty to the genre was not |:1r=derl111necl. .

Only Jane Austen sought to explain this loyfilty. H(?r e.xplanatllcl)n ap-
peared in 1818 in Northanger Abbey. Henry Tilney, hls:. sister Cat derme,
and their friend Miss Morland are out for a walk. M153l Morlan C(/;n_
fesses her fondness for popular novels like The.Mystertes of Udolp ‘(‘).
She is aware that most people would consider history more sultable: I
read it a little as a duty, but it tells me nothing t.hat does not eltber vex or
weary me. The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, 12
every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women a
e ; ' ised to teach statecraft

The last phrase is the telling one. History promise to teach sta b
human nature, the management of political affalrs.. Ev.en the.f.armier j
son, were he ambitious, might be persu.adcd that historical wr:mglwt:tl
some personal significance for him. The mstrl'lmcnta] a.rgnment YW mi(]
history was justified for boys was inapproprlate. for .glris: wor:fen C;?m,
not be statesmen, they could not preside over leglsl.atwc assemblies. Even
Catharine Macaulay’s History of England had v1.rtua11y n(,> women as
principal actors, nor, for that matter, did Mercy Otis Warrf.:n 8 stt.ory.(f)if
the American Revolution. The best that could be f)ffered glrls'as a ]ustli -
cation for reading history was either the very distant PI’OI‘I‘IISC thaLrn
history they learned could ultimately be taugh.t to tht?lr as y.l:; un. 0[:3

sons, or the argument that history was attractive for its anec u‘tcslathe
example. If history were reduced to human interest, anecd(i)tt]:, ‘";f !
idiosyncrasies of individual behavi;:r, ltsould easily be argued that fic

the same material—perhaps better. =y
prelsfe:tsgung woman, or her teacher, acted on t}.xe adyice of Eenlanlllig
Rush or Judith Sargent Murray and took to reading history, she wo

39. “On Saturday and abused Cleanliness,” Connecticut (;ourant'(Hartli(‘);;i.),.dsiz;:,t.e;i
1788" “The Drone,” Burlington Advt., Feb. 22, 1791; Francis Hopkinson, “Nitidia,

i K. Kerber, Signs, IV (1978), 402—406. . . ,
L“;ia ]aneeAusten,gNorthanger Abbey and Persuasion, ed. John Davie (London, 1971)
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find very little that was not vulnerable to Jane Austen’s criticism. In the
years of the early Republic, the only history about women consisted of
assortments of biographical sketches, many lacking chronological order
and usually lacking interpretative force. One of the most obvious uses of
these compilations was made in the Philadelphia fund-raising broadside
of 1780 which, as shown eatlier, justified itself in part by reference to he-
roic women of biblical and historical times. Little was offered to explain
the behavior of the women named in this list extending from Deborah to
Catherine the Great. Other compilers could be more ambitious; the list in
The American Lady’s Preceptor was chronologically ordered and more
coherently discussed: Cornelia, Boadicea, Margaret of Anjou, Cather-
ine of Aragon, Anne Boleyn, Marie Antoinette. All except for Elizabeth
Graeme Ferguson—who had been conveniently written about by a friend
in a recent issue of the Philadelphia Port Folio—were European.41
Judith Sargent Murray’s Gleaner essays, though they also marshaled
scattered examples, were considerably more purposeful. Murray’s vi-
sion of women’s collective past was a history of strength and fortitude.
“Courage,” she wrote, “is by no means exclusively a masculine virtue.”
She admired the Spartan women for their “uncommon firmness.” She
believed women could be patriots, though she did think they displayed
that patriotism in sacrifice rather than in legislation or fighting. Her
interpretation of politics was mildly defensive: “If the trinmphs and
attainments of THE SEX, under the various oppressions with which
they have struggled, have been thus splendid, how would they have
been augmented, had not ignorant or interested men, after clipping their
wings, contrived to erect around them almost insurmountable barriers.”
Murray tumbled her historical examples about, heedless of chronology:
Charlotte Corday and Lady Jane Grey, Jane of Flanders and Margaret
of Anjou, Portia, Julia, Aspasia, Volumnia, Mary Astell and Catharine
Macaulay. To name them was not to provide an analytical history; her
purpose was to use historical data as evidence against the “idea of the
incapability of women.””42
Women’s history as a subject of study in America may be said to have
begun with the late eighteenth-century search for a usable past, begun by

41. The American Lady’s Preceptor had a subtitle: “A compilation of observations, es-
says, and poetical effusions, designed to direct the female mind in a course of pleasing and
Instructive reading.” It was designed as a textbook for female academies: “No volume of

selections has been published in this country especially designed for the reading of females.”
42. Murray, The Gleaner, 111, 192, 193, 197, 191,
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compilers of “Ladies’ Repositories,” la?dies’ magazines,.a.n}cli te)((itll)i(;(;ks
for girls’ schools. Much of their material came ﬁ.'om British an o-
pean sources. When literary nationalists com.plamed about th:a persis-
tence of European reading materials in America, these women’s books
were among the offenders they had in mind. Long after Polmcal indepen-
dence had been accomplished, women’s reading rcr‘namtj:d a .part of a
transatlantic literary culture, of which cultural nationalists like Noah
Webster were deeply skeptical. Books reflecting the European class-based
social order would, it was feared, give young women a tas.te of suc.:h
hierarchies and undermine the effort to build a democratic social ord‘er in
America. In this sense, imported women’s reading seemed unrepublican.

But there were no ready solutions to this problem, even for those w'ho
would agree that women ought to pay more attention to worksf speaking
to the American experience. It would be nearly another generation before
there were coherent histories of American women a\iallable for the ftj-
male audience. Samuel L. Knapp’s Female Biography dld.nbot appear unti]
1834, Lydia Maria Child’s Brief History of the Con::imon of l‘iﬁ’o;}nen
until 1845, Sarah Josepha Hale’s Woman's Record ll!‘lFlI 1853. E u,la .eth
Ellet’s great compilation of the activities of women during t}.w. Rcvo‘ uttﬁn
appeared in 1850. Not until the 1840s did Benson Lossing begin the
travels that culminated in his Pictorial Field Book of the Revolution,
which included many accounts of women’s deeds.’43 .

In the years of the early Republic, very few histories could meet th,e
demands of educators like Rush and Webster, yet reful’:e. Jane .Austen s
criticism that they treated “hardly any women at all’ in .the:r pages.
When they were available, they were likely to bfe unsophlst!cated, e\l;en
boring. But another sort of history was indeed widely available, ?r;c t ?t
met general approval and one in which there was no death of female
heroes: women’s confessional tracts, religious autobiographies, accounts
of conversion experiences, even, occasionally, funeral sermons de!w’ered
in honor of a notable woman and published by her family or her mmtstml'.
The appeal of these accounts had something in common with the novel,

43. Samuel L. Knapp, Female Biography,; containing .J\hm'c.es of I_)isfir{gfcisbt?d :f:?::r:z drz
D:‘f,r-‘fmm Nations and Agels (N];w York, ; 83?1;51;;:3;;:::;[;‘:&;{1::{ ;;;(:: so,i; ccgr‘d,' a5

i T...5 2 vols, (Boston, 1845); t 5 tale, " 2
ér;czist:;,:;’[)isﬁnguﬂhed 5k).”omen ... (New York, 1853); Elizabeth Fries Lfr::::g Effr]‘:,':
Domestic History of the American Revolution {New York, 1850); Benson _L ?bhj I}i o
Pictorial Field Book of the Revolution, 2 vols, (New York, 1 B 52). The wmkr -Oj,qf‘pﬂucﬂfdf
Ellet is perceptively discussed in Susan Phinney Conrad, I’eﬂsb the Tb(mg t: Inte
Women in Romantic America, 18301860 (New York, 1976), 103—122.
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which itself often masqueraded as fictional confession, Among the stan-
dard ingredients was the struggle of the heroine against temptation. Her
letters to parents and to friends might be included, giving the narrative
the coloration of history and the shape of an epistolary novel. Her court-
ship—sometimes by one man, sometimes by several—was recounted.,
The saga usually culminated either in a conversion experience or in a
triumphant deathbed scene, two public successes for which no woman

Emerson in 1808 in Salem, Massachusetrs, In this sermon, Mrs, Emerson
appears as the model woman; the minister celebrates “the superior en-
dowments of her mind; her quick and clear intelligence, her brilliant
imagination, her animating vivacity, her ingenuous disposition, and her
engaging social qualities. You knew how admirably she was formed. . .
to diffuse a useful and benign influence around her, 744

The sermon is followed by a lengthy memoir of Mrs. Emerson’s life,
extracts from her diary, and copies of her letters. While the funeral ser-
mon is composed of glowing generalities, the historical materials intro-
duce us to a woman who had not found her life simple or easy. Her health
had been frail from childhood, but her mind was vigorous and her morale
evidently high, When she was only fourteen she “commenced her beloyed
employment of school-keeping.” Eleanor Read “kept” school steadily for
the next twelve years; she was something of an entrepreneur, traveling to
nine different Massachusetts towns int order to establish schools. She de-
veloped her own curriculum: reading, spelling, writing, grammar, com-

give energy to the character, and perfect the pupil in the art of reading,”
She refused to teach painting and embroidery, thinking them “unneces-
sary.” By the time of her death at the early age of thirty-one, she had

taught “hundreds of young persons, whose minds she imbued with the
rudiments of knowledge,'*s

44. Samuel Worcester, ed., The Christian Mourning rwith Hope. A Sermon, Delivered at
Beverly, Noy, t4, 1808, on occasion of the Death of Mrs. Eleanor Emerson, Late Consort
of the Reu, Joseph Emerson . . . To which are Annexed Writings of Mys, Emerson, with a
Brief Sketch of her Life (Boston, 1809), 20,

45 1bid,, 2728, 21,

26T
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Throughout her career Eleanor Read considered the state of her soul,
attending revival meetings of all sorts, anxiously hoping to be saved. She
chose the towns in which she set up schools in part because of her
expectations of the ministers or churches there; she introduced “public
prayer” in her schools even though she had reason to fear that school
prayer “would be deemed ridiculous enthusiasm. . .. Here I began to
hesitate. I searched the scriptures, to see, if the injunctions to women, not
to speak in the church . .. would not excuse me. . . . But I found noth-
ing. ... how can I ever describe the conflict in my mind between pride
and duty.”46

Eleanor Read’s world was a small one. Counseled to seek salt air for
her health, she went to Salem, where she found the minister Samue]
Worcester willing to be the patron for her school. In Salem she met
Nancy Eaton, who was living with Worcester’s family while she waited
to marry another minister, Joseph Emerson. Nancy Eaton was fitting her-
self to become a minister’s wife by living with and observing Worcester’s
family. The two women became close friends; after Nancy Eaton Emer-
son’s death Eleanor Read married Joseph Emerson, and when Eleanor
Read Emerson died, Worcester delivered her funeral sermon.

The two women “discoursed upon the importance of improving the
female mind.” It is clear that they were sensitive to the public argument
about the limits of female intelligence. Eleanor Read reported their con-
clusions in her journal: “Let the man of real piety carefully examine the
origin of the detested sentiment which leads him to consider learning and
mental improvement as undesirable in a female. . . . will not the honest
christian blush before his God for the unchristian and cruel degredation
of the female mind? . . . We expatiated largely on the folly of multitudes
of our unthinking sex.”%7 Ironically, when Nancy Eaton Emerson died
eight months after her marriage, Joseph Emerson blamed her death on
the intensity of her studies. “Her bereaved husband is now convinced,”
wrote their friend Worcester, “that her education was not conducted
upon the most judicious plan. While he entertains the same opinion of
the capacity of females to understand everything, that man can under-
stand, and also of the importance of improving their minds . .. He is
fully of that opinion, that, if females wish to do the greatest possible
good, they must not attempt to know every thing; but consent them-

46. 1bid., 49-50.
47.1bid., 72.
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selves to limit their attention to such pursuits, as
and ical i
: practical m‘l‘portance.” Emerson thought that every hour thar ¢ |
e taken from “domestic pursuits” ought to be spent “in secret d}Ll ’
. . . . . . ev{)-
tlfon},1 in rehglf)us conversation, in social worship,” and in reading 3 fe
of the best histories”— activities preferable to spending time * .
geometry, algebra, or natura] philosophy.”4s
T . . . ’
; tf}lj) n;ex:ou'f ends with a detailed account of Eleanor Read Emerson’s
eathbed, her far i i
, arewells to family and friends, her eloquence in calling on

relatives to repent, and fi
, » finally, her funeral and burial i
al next t
Nancy Eaton Emerson, E—

are of the greatest mora

‘studying

was a girl of respectahle family who developed a career in a relativel

new sort of work. She did not merely “keep school”: éhe traveleda lIVe d
to towns where she thought she could keep it most a’dvanta eousl . ;)}rlle
developed a curriculum of her own, EXercising some origingali 1)1,1 the
process. She formed a very close female friendship, and shery dh i
friend Sf:rlously considered whether it was appropriat,e to set bosgd "
femal(.e intellectuality. Under the trappings of a traditional devot'S orl1
tract is a biography of an intense young woman whé explored -

widely Fhan most of her peers the optidns open to her commu[;u' a g’}(:re
generation. A book like this one must be classified as women’ 2’ =y
well as religious history. e =

The novel was the only other widely available form of narrative th

Fended to place women at the center. Women were determined] B
in the fictional “histories” of Charlotte Temple or The Coquett}; z:e:lfg;

feelfsympathy for heroines in the cautionary tales,
o fa Woman sought to learn how other women coped with reality, she
3
ew printed resources other thap fiction to which she might turn. The

48.1bid., gon.
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novel that claimed to be “founded on Fact” smudged the clear line be-
tween fact and fiction, and may well have seemed to its readers to fulfill
some of the functions of narrative history.#® The unrealistic elements
could be discounted, the elements of truth sifted out, To deny women ac-
cess to novels, as Jedidiah Strong had done, was to deny them access to a
rich imagery of what women were and what they might hope to become.

49. See especially Eliza Foster Cushing’s Yorktown: An Historical Romance [Boston,
1826), and Saratoga; A Tale of the Revolution (Boston, 1824). For a treatment of novels by
and about women in the 19th century congruent with the interpretation offered here, sce
Mary Kelley, “The Sentimentalists: Promise and Betrayal in the Home," Signs, IV (1979),

434-446.

Chapter 9

THE REPUBLICAN MOTHER:

FEMALE POLITICAL IMAGINATION

IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC

The Spirit that prevails among Men of all degrees
all ages, and sex’es is the Spirit of Liberty. ,

—Abigail Adams, 1775




