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VOLUNTARISM AND POLITICAT, MOBIT.IZATTON:
THE CASE OF WOMEN
IN THE UNITED STATES AND GREAT BRITATN

Voluntary associations played a critical role in the
integratioﬁ of women into the political system in the United
States and Graet Britain. These societies provided the earliest
vehicle for women's involvement in society outside the home, and
this social presence supplied the justification for an expanded
political voice. Women demanded such political legitimization
because of their need to influence the political agenda in order
to fulfill the obligations associated with their charitable

endeavors.

The actual birth of the women's rights movement in the
United States and Great Britain was preceded by a long tradition
of female activity in a variety of social, economic, and
political organizations. The links between feminism and moral
reform in the United States and England were numerous, and it was
through their involvement in these movements that women pioneered
the pressure group techniques that they were later to adopt in
their own organizations. Nineteenth century women attained a
vast range of experience from their involvement with
philanthropic, economic, and political groups, one of the more

)important being the knowledged they gained through the committee

work, fund raising, and bookkeeping tasks they undertook. Beyond

strengthening their ability to maintain an organization,



involvement these activities allowed women to interact with one
another, and through the sharing of ideas, gain a sense of their

own political potential.

The suffrage organization in the United States and Great
Britain drew its supporters from the ranks of the middle and
upper middle classes. For the most part, Nineteenth century
definitions of female emancipation skirted political issues, and
were often hostile to specific legal and political reforms like
votes for women. Very few of these reformers were critical of
the economic order of American or British society. As one might
expect, their interests and program were influenced at least as
much, if not more, by their position in society as by their
gender.l Their particular brand of reform, therefore presumed
differentiation according to class standards, and a large
proportion of the movement saw the extension of political rights

to women constrained by the century old distinctions of class.

Generally, the association between upper/middle class women
and those of the working class was limited to organized
philanthropic endeavors. The intention of these women was to
reinforce the morality and standards of the American and English

;middle class among the poor. Such interaction reinforced the

class differentials among women, and presented little opportunity

1 Josephine Kahn, Rapiers and Battleaxes: The Women's
Movement and its Aftermath (London, England: George Allen & Urwin
Ltd., 1966).




for a consolidated movement for women's rights. Women within
organized philanthropy not only defined "equality" in a way
reflective of their social position, the strategy they undertook
to secure their objectives was grounded in their social
complexion. The extension of political rights was expected to
occur only on a limited basis, although this resolution was cause
for debate within the two movements. At the same time aggressive
political action was not characteristic of these early reformers,
instead they to depend upon awakening the sense of justice among
political elites to achieve reform. Their behavior was
cooperative and informative rather than disruptive and demanding.
Women among a number of philanthropic societies strengthened
their affiliations and interactions with the hope of attaining
greater political rights, and that the achievement of expanded
political rights would result in the extension of women's power
to transform society. The pursuit of equality, taken as the
freedom from the customary restraints which defined a women by
her household obligations and not her community duties, was

overwhelmingly supported by these charitable women. 2

The view that women were meant to extend their special
virtue and superior morality which they had for centuries
ycultivated within the home to society became common among

campaigners for women's rights in the late 1800s, as women often

2Josephine E. Butler, ed., Women's Work and Women's Culture
(1869), pp. 278-=9.




cited their obligation for philanthropic activity as
justification for their right to vote. The strongest argument
advanced in favor of votes for women was based on the tenet that
women were 'different from men, a difference manifested in those
qualities of "sympathy and insight which are particularly
female"3. This perspective, intrinsic to the early American and
British movements, is best expressed by one of the early
Presidents of the National Union of British Suffrage Societies
and perhaps its most notable leader, Millicent Garrett Fawcett,

when she argued:

But this difference between men énd women, instead of
being a reason against their enfranchisement, seems to
me the strongest possible reason in favour of it; we
want the home and the domestic side of things to count
for more in politics and in the administration of
public affairs then they do at present....

I advocate the extension of the franchise to women
because I wish to strengthen the womanliness in women,
and because I want to see the womanly and domestic side
of things weigh more and count for more in all public

concerns. 4

3Josephine E. Butler, ed., Women's Work and Women's Culture
(1869), pp. 278-9.

4Millicent Garrett Fawcett, Home and Politics, p. 38.




Aside from providing the theoretical defense for extending
the franchise, women drew on their range of charitable experience
in the organization of Nineteenth century suffrage societies.

The remarkable speed which suffrage societies emerged in the two
countries was largely due to the networks of philanthropic
organizations alréady established by the late 1800s. The
strategy of these early suffragists can also be attributed in
some degree to the influence of social reformers. Much of the
energies and resources of both organizations was spent attempting
to win prominent political leaders to their cause. Their
political "protest" was limited to educational testimonials
before Congressional and Parliamentary committees, lecture tours,
and general fund-raising activities. Although the objective of
these early suffragists was certainly to increase their relative
political strength, they were far from ready to fundamentally
challenge the distribution of political authority within the

system.

PHITLANTHROPY AND WOMEN'S RIGHTS IN THE UNITED STATES

The birth of a women's rights movement in the United States
was preceded by a long tradition of female activity in a variety
of social, economic, and political organizations. The links
between women's suffrage and moral reform movements in the United
States were numerous, and it was actually through their
involvement in these reform organizations that women pioneered

the techniques they were later to adopt in their own



organizations. Beyond the influence of participating in other
causes of the Nineteenth century, the ideas that inspired the
American Revolution found expression within the early movement
for equality of rights. The language of natural rights was
institutionalized by American women in their first convention,
held in Seneca Falls, New York in 1848. 1In the Declaration of
Sentiments composed at the convention, the participants borrowed
from the Declaration of Independence to propose their own demands
for equality of rights._ This document served as the theoretical

foundation for the movement in the years following 1848.

Although women like Abigail Adams had written about the
subordinate position of women throughout the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth centuries, and organization for the coordination of
movement ideas and activities did not emerge until the late
1800s. The antislavery movement provided the resdurces for the
development for and organization directed at securing female
equality in the United States. Throughout the 1800s a number of
female anti-slavery societies were founded, and many women who
participated in these societies later constituted the core
leadership of the suffrage movement in the United States.
Propelled by the rhetoric to free the slaves, women began to

;sdemand that all human beings, regardless of race or sex, should
be granted the same privileges under law. Beyond serving as an
intellectual focus, the anti-slavery campaign brought many women

together, affording them with the opportunity to express their



demands to one another and to develop the political skills

necessary to launch their own movement for equality.

In addition to supplying the structure and experience to the
members of the early women's rights organization, the
abolitionists also provided the event which stimulated women to
begin the push for their own emancipation. 1In 1840, while
attending the International Anti-Slavery convention in London,
women were denied participation privileges in the conference.
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott recognized that women
would need an independent political forum to attain their own
independence, and to thereby increase their latitude in the
pursuit of other reforms. Due to the constraints both women
faced by their own family commitments, a meeting to resolve these
issues did not take place for many years. It was not until soon
after the passage of the New York Married Woman's Property Act,
which granted married women sole possession of the property they
owned before marriage, that the Seneca Falls meeting was
convened. In the years following Seneca Falls a number of such
conventions were organized, and many women like Susan B. Anthony
joined the ranks of the organization. At the commencement of the
Civil War the activities of these women's organizations were

;) suspended, reflecting the commitment of most of these women to

the cause of the abolitionists.

After the Civil War the notion of equal rights was



understood by most to mean political rights, manifested in the
extension of the franchise. Women presumed that their demands
would be included in the program which extended citizenship
rights to the ex-slaves. Their disillusionment with the
indifference of many within the ranks of the abolitionists, to
whom they had conﬁributed much support in the past, led many to
oppose the proposed Fourteenth Amendment, which would insert the
word "male" into the Constitution for the first time. The
Fourteenth Amendment presented a significant point of contention
among the supporters of women's rights, and divided the
organization between those who sought broader political freedoms
in their own right, and those who intended to use such privileges
to secure other reforms. A contingent headed by Anthony and
Stanton argued that it was best to oppose the Amendment and hold
out for the inclusion of sexual equality in its provisions, while
others led by Mott and Stone argued that even if it should take
women longer to secure their equality they should continue to
assist the black men in their endeavors. The debate which
erupted within the organization resulted in the formation of two
separate women's organizations in 1869, the National Women's
Suffrage Association (NWSA) and the American Women's Suffrage
Association (AWSA). It was not until 1890 when these two

; factions merged into the National American Women's Suffrage

Association (NAWSA) that women began to represent a viable

political force.



Although women did formally unite in 1869, the differences
in perspective that characterized the earlier split left its
legacy on the movement. 1In the early 1900s this legacy
instigated another split within the ranks of the movement.
Disagreement centered on questions of strategy, principally over
what was regarded.as the passive orientation of the NAWSA in
their pursuit of political reform. Many women saw the need, and
recognized the opportunity for a more politically aggressive
campaign. The eventually broke for the ranks of the NAWSA to form
the Congressional Union of Woman's Suffrage (CU), the forerunner
of the Woman's Party. The CU was a quasi-militant organization,
which pursued an aggressive strategy to secure votes for women.
The NAWSA severely criticized the activities, fearing that the CU
would undermine whatever support the larger movement had gained
for the cause. The campaign for suffrage, although seemingly the
quintessence of the women's rights crusade, represented an uneasy

partnership between divergent groups.

WOMEN'S RIGHTS AND THE ABOLITIONISTS

The mobilization of women in the pursuit of universal
suffrage is commonly dated from the 1848 Seneca Falls

;conventions. This meeting was convened with the intention of

3> A second meeting involving the same principals was held
in Rochester, New York, just two weeks after Seneca Falls. There
was a year and a half break before the next meeting was convened
in Salem, Ohio, but beginning in 1850 a meeting was organized
every year, except 1857, until the year directly before the
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considering a wide variety of conditions believed to be
detrimental to a women's place in society, reflecting the broad
itinerary of the movement in the early 1800s. Eleven resolutions
were adopted on the "Declaration of Sentiments", a document
composed by the individuals in attendance along identical lines
of the American Declaration of Independence. The ninth
resolution of this document, proposed and almost exclusively
supported by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, read as follows: "Resolved.
That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to
themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise."® This
constitutes the first time that reference to the franchise was
formally made by the movement for equal rights, although it was
anything but overwhelmingly received by the convention as a

whole.

The inclusion of the demand for female suffrage was regarded
by many as potentially harmful to the viability of their broader
struggle for equal rights, and they argued that it should
certainly not command an important place in the agenda of the

movement. Not only did suffrage prove "to be the most

outbreak of the Civil War.

6 Mari Jo Buhl and Paul Buhl, The Concise History of Woman
Suffrage: Selections From the Classic Work of Stanton, Anthony,

Gage, and Harper (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press,
1978) .
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contentious plank of the platform",7 unlike the other ten
resolutions which passed the assembly unanimously, it passed by
only a small majority and only with the assistance of the
charismatic¢ Frederick Douglas.8 Between Seneca Falls and the
outbreak of the Civil War very few proponents of equal rights for
women placed greaf emphasis on the extension of the franchise
except for Mrs. Stanton. Instead, they concentrated their
efforts gaining control of property and earnings, attaining the
rights to divorce and retain custody over children, securing an
expanded legal status, and increasing the opportunities for

education and employment.

After the Civil War the formulation of movement objectives,
especially concerning what priority was assigned the suffrage
issue, was as much a product of the interaction between the equal
rights movement and other organizations, as among'women
themselves. In many respects the agenda of the equal rights
organization was established in response to the behavior of other
organizations, and this provides some explanation as to why the
vote became such a critical issue to the organization in the
1800s. It is the extension of the franchise to the exslaves
which begins to transform the debate within the movement from one

¢ focused on the issue of the relevant importance of the vote among

7 Elizabeth cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda J.
Gage, ed., The History of Woman Suffrage, vol. 1 (New York:
Fowler and Wells, 1818), p. 146.

8 1bid.
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a variety of demands, to the question of how best to secure the
vote for women. This evolutionary process continues through the
interaction of the woman's rights organization and the labor and

temperance ‘movements.

The evolutioﬁ of the women's rights movement in the United
States is inseparable from the development of the antebellum
reform movements, particularly the abolitionist movement. It is
difficult to conclude with any validity what stimulated women's
activity in the abolitionist cause, whether it was the desire to
secure their own equality, or the desire to achieve the right to
work for the emancipation of the slave. It appears that interest
in women's rights among abolitionist women gained momentum as
they saw the need for reforms which would enabled them to
participate more fully in the crusade against slavery.?

Whatever the underlying reasons, it is clear that the early
women enlisted their strongest and most visible support

from the abolitionist movement.

The abolitionist movement controlled the resources for and
provided the structure to the women's rights organization in the
United States. From the early stages of an organized movement
for women's rights, women used journals published by the American

Anti-Slavery Society to outline their own issues and agenda.

9 Gerda Lerner, The Grimke Sisters (New York: Schocken
Books, 1967).
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They also participated in abolitionist conventions as a means of
making public their demands, while attempting to gather support
for their cause. Their involvement with the female branches of
the American Anti-slavery Society gave women the opportunity to
develop the political experience necessary to pursue their own

objectives.10

Although it provided a means by which many women entered and
gained knowledge of the political process, this close association
with the abolitionist movement had its negative effects on the
development of the independent movement for women's rights. The
dependence of women on the abolitionist organization restricted
the development of a women's agenda and restrained the movement's
organizational growth. The ability of the women's rights
movement to rely on the American Anti-Slavery Society produced a
women's organization that did not develop adequate resources for
the pursuit of its own interests. Advocates of women's equality
published in the abolitionist journals and made use of the
abolitionist platform to spread their ideas and attract support
for their own cause. They were, therefore, dependent upon the
support of the abolitionists for the execution of their own

program and for their constituent appeal. This influence

10 When the American Anti-Slavery Society was founded in
Philadelphia in 1883 women were in attendance but they were not
allowed to join the society or to sign the "Declaration of
Sentiments and Purposes" prepared by the assembled delegates.
These women gathered after the convention ended to form the first
female Anti-Slavery Society.
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extended so far that many within the leadership of the women's
rights campaign were tied to the women's cause principally
because of their support of the demands advanced by the
abolitionist movement. This lack of a strong organizational
foundation, based upon a coherent set of objectives and a clear
strategic approacﬁ, contributed to the intense conflict which
erupted within the movement over the direction it should pursue

once the abolitionists withdrew support.

After the Civil War most abolitionists expected the women's
rights movement to continue to accept the political leadership of
the American Anti-Slavery Society, ana to defer their demands
until the freedmen's were achieved. Women were content at first
to continue to receive their direction from the Anti-Slavery
Society, but only as long as they believed that their interests
would be addressed along with those of the former slaves. At the
January 1866 Anti-Slavery meeting in Boston, Lucy Stone and Susan
Anthony proposed that the achievement of universal suffrage
should be the objective of both the abolitionist and women's
rights movements. Although some abolitionists were willing to
discuss the idea, the majority of the leadership of the
abolitionist organization prevented a vote on the inclusion of
woman's franchise in their agenda. The extension of rights to
women was, at the very least, not considered a top priority to
most of the members of the Anti-slavery Society. Many of its

members believed that the inclusion of women in the reforms of



