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Women in America--1607 to 1860 

 
In this class I seek to address the diversity of women’s experience in the United States, while at the same 
time preserving a historical narrative and analysis that makes connections between the drastically 
different conditions, identities and opportunities of American women.  White middle-class women, for 
example, occupy the privileged position that they do in this society precisely because of the positions 
that women of color and lower class women hold. A white woman in the ante-bellum South could 
preserve her “gentility” because she could command the labor of her slave women.  This class will seek 
to understand these differences and the interrelations that make these differences possible.  
 
This class is designed as an upper level lecture course. Although it would be helpful if students have a 
background in American History, it is not absolutely necessary.   
 
Course Requirements: 
 
This class has a midterm, a final and one 10-15 page research paper.  In addition, attendance at lecture 
and section is mandatory.   
 
Your grade in this course will be based on the following breakdown: 
  
 Class Participation  20% 
 Midterm   20% 
 Paper    30% 
 Final     30% 
 
Readings:  
  
Bulk Pack 
Ramon Gutierrez,  When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality and  Power 
in New Mexico, 1500-1846.  
Lori Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence:  Morality, Politics and Class in the  
 19th Century United States. 
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl.  
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct:  Visions of Gender in Victorian America.  Christine 
Stansell, City of Women:  Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860. 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich. A Midwives Tale:  The Diary of Martha Ballard. 
 
The books for this course are available at a House of Our Own, 3920 Spruce Street, and the bulkpack for 
the course can be purchased at Kinko’s copies.  In addition, all of the readings are on reserve in 
Rosegarten Reserve. 
  
 
M Sep 13  “And Some of Us Are Brave”: Gender, Diversity and Women’s    
 History 
 
W Sep 15   The Corn Mother’s America:  Gender and the North American Indian   
 World View  
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Readings: 
Evelyn Brooks-Higginbotham, "African-American Women's History and the Metalanguage of  Race." 
Elsa Barkley Brown, "Polyrhythms and Improvisation:  Lessons for Women's History."  
 
 
The introductory lecture will focus on the development of women’s history as a field, beginning with its 
origins in the feminist movement of the late 1960’s  (Joan Scott, “Gender as a Useful Category for 
Historical Analysis,” Linda Kerber’s “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds and Woman’s Place” and 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s “Hearing Women’s Words:  A Feminist Reconstruction of History”). I will 
finish with a discussion of Evelyn Brooks-Higginbotham’s article and the ways in which diversity  is not 
simply hearing many different women’s voices, but is also understanding the ways in which many 
different kinds of social categories affect the lives of women in America. I will stress Elsa Barkley 
Brown’s idea that part of the value of understanding women’s history comes from attempting to 
discover the connections between women.  In the second lecture I will begin with a discussion of what 
we know about the belief systems of Eastern North American Indian women at the time of contact. I will 
focus on lineage, land use, gender divisions in work and family, and religion, to highlight the ways in  
which American Indians organized their world and their ideas about gender.  I will end with a brief 
comment on how their organization of power and gender would conflict rather abruptly with English 
conceptions of these categories.  (I base this lecture on Eleanor Leacock’s “Women in Egalitarian 
Societies,” Joan Jenson, “Native American Women and Agriculture:  A Seneca Case Study,”  Anthony 
Wallace’s discussions in Death and Rebirth of the Seneca, as well as documents on American Indian 
cosmology found in Ruether and Keller’s Women and Religion in America).    
 
Evelyn Brooks-Higginbotham’s article on the metalanguage of race will give the students a framework 
for understanding the often fractured nature of women’s identity as well as the ways in which social 
categories such as race, class, gender and sexuality interact.  It demonstrates how race affects the 
experience of class and gender as well as showing the opportunities for repression and resistance 
inherent in those tensions. It is a theoretical discussion, but it is beautifully written and includes 
accessible examples. I have taught it before with excellent results; the students really liked it. One 
exercise I might assign for section would be for my students to write a paragraph about an example from 
their own lives about how race functions as a metalanguage. It also helps students think critically about 
language and ideology.  Elsa Barkley Brown’s essay brings home the importance of studying the 
connections between women. She gets beyond the celebration of diversity to look at the impact of that 
diversity of experience on the lives of American women. 
 
 
M Sep 20   The World They Left:  English Women and Gender in  the Old   
 World  
W Sep 22   Cultures in Conflict 
 
Readings: 
Ramon Gutierrez, When Jesus Came the Corn Mothers Went Away, Introduction and Parts I&II. 
 
In the first lecture I will describe the world that the English left, their ideas about gender and power and 
the different reasons that women left the Old World.  I will emphasize the difference in motivation and 
experience for women migrating to the different colonies, particularly Virginia and Massachusetts (Peter 
Laslett’s The World We Have Lost, Mary Beth Norton, “The Evolution of White Women’s Experience 
in Early America” and Richard Greaves, “The Role of Women in Early English Nonconformity”). The 
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second lecture will take Ramon Gutierrez’s model of cultural contact and conflict and will construct a 
similar model for North American/English contact.  Like Gutierrez, I will focus on the importance of 
gender and sexuality in the clash of cultures (William Cronon, Changes in the Land, Francis Jennings, 
The Invasion of America).    
 
I assign Gutierrez’s book because I feel that it is the best discussion of culture and conflict. It also has an 
excellent section of the role of gender and sexuality in Pueblo culture and it ties that directly in with the 
clash between Spaniards and Pueblo Indians.  Finally, the Spanish conquest of New Mexico is not just a 
part of American history, it is a part of the history of the United States, and needs to be addressed if 
students are to understand that the history of the colonial United States did not take place solely in 
Massachusetts and Virginia. 
 
   
M Sep 27   Puritan Women in the Hands of an Angry God: Ann Hutchinson and   
 the Antinomians 
W Sep 29   The Domestication of Saintly Women in the Puritan Church  
 
Readings: 
Lyle Koehler, “The Case of the American Jezebels:  Ann Hutchinson and Female Agitation  during 
the Years of the Antinomian Turmoil.” 
Examination of Mistress Ann Hutchinson.  
Exerpts from John Winthrop’s Diary on the Trial and Hutchinson and Dyer’s subsequent  Miscarriages.  
Nancy Cott, "18th Century Family and Social Life Revealed in Massachusetts Divorce  Records."  
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, “The Ways of Her Household.” 
   
My first lecture for this week will detail the antinomian crisis and discuss it as both a religious conflict 
and a conflict over social power.  I will identify the destabilizing potential that Antinomianism could 
have on the hierarchical social order so dear to the hearts of men like John Winthrop.  I will end my 
lecture by describing the role of midwives in early Puritan society.  Using Winthrop’s vindictive 
commentary on Hutchinson’s miscarriage, I will explore the connections in the Puritan mind between 
women, reproduction, sin and guilt  (Laurel Thatcher Ulrich,  Goodwives and A Midwives Tale, Ben 
Barker-Benfield, “Anne Hutchinson and the Puritan Attitude toward Women” and Koehler’s article).  In 
the second lecture I will turn to the disempowerment of women in the Puritan church in the wake of 
Hutchinson’s exile.  In addition I will address the increasing femininization of the Church.   Turning to 
women’s everyday life, I will explain some of the reasons that women might still turn to the church 
despite their increasingly mediated participation.  
   
I assigned the trial of Ann Hutchinson and the exerpts from Winthrop’s diary because they are extremely 
interesting to read and will give students a chance to think about what kind of a trial Hutchinson had, 
what the issues seemed to be and how she defended herself and finally what some of her contemporaries 
(adversaries) thought of her defense.  The secondary source readings  provide excellent background for 
understanding both the trial and the everyday experience of women in New England in the colonial 
period. In particular, Nancy Cott’s article paints a vivid portrait of the social and physical space of New 
England life and the ways in which that had an impact on social power and social behavior. 
 
   
M Oct 4   Tempted by the Devil: Mary Rowlandson in the Wilderness 
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W Oct 6   “I am not a witch!”: Ann Hibbens and Witchcraft in New England 
 
Readings: 
Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative. 
Court Trial Of Mistress Ann Hibbens. 
Execution of a Witch at Sea. 
John Demos, “Poor and Powerless Witches.”   
 
In my first lecture I will introduce the background of King Philip’s War and its impact on the lives of 
people, Indian and English, in New England.   Then I will turn to Mary Rowlandson and will relate 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s theories about “Jael” and women’s role in war in New England.  I will end 
with Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s argument about Rowlandson, race, gender and voice, teasing out how 
Rowlandson claims a authorship and authority for herself on the basis of her role as a instrument of God 
and her demonization of Indians as savages.  As Smith-Rosenberg argues, it is a rather blatant example 
of what Gyatri Spivak identified as white European women empowering themselves though their 
characterization of colonial women as “other”  (Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Goodwives, Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg, “Red, Black and Female” and Gyatri Spivak, “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of 
Imperialism”).  In the second lecture I will discuss the Salem witch trials.  I will begin with Boyer and 
Nissenbaum’s theories about class and will finish triumphantly with Carol Karlsen’s economic thesis 
presented in Devil in the Shape of a Woman.  
 
The primary sources assigned will give students a sense of the period and will allow them to judge the 
theories that I present in class about the importance of these extraordinary women and events.  In the 
past my students were  particularly incensed by the documents on Hibbens whom they saw as a 
sympathetic if perhaps aggravating person.  John Demos’ article is a good introduction to witchcraft and 
historians’ views on it. 
 
 
M Oct 11   Unfree Labor in the South:  White Women and Indenture 
 
W Oct 13   Unfree Labor in the South:  Black Women and Slavery 
 
Readings: 
Lois Carr and Lorena Walsh, “The Planter’s Wife.” 
Mary Beth Norton, “Gender and Defamation in 17th Century Maryland.” 
Eliza Lucas, exerpts from her letters. 
Joan Gundersen, “Race and Gender in 18th Century Virginia.” 
Teresa Singleton, Archeology of Slavery, chapter on gender. 
“According to the Condition of the Mother.” 
 
In the first lecture I will describe the motivations for English women who migrated to the Southern 
colonies and the development of indentured servitude in Virginia.  Then I will describe the possibilities 
of their advancement after indenture and compare their lives to those of women in England, taking into 
account the positive and negative aspects of marriage rates and isolation from networks of kin. I will end 
with a discussion of the solidifying of gender roles as society and social structure matured in 18th 
century Virginia (Alan Kulikoff, “A Man’s World:  Family Life in the Chesapeake,” Mary Beth Norton, 
“The Evolution of White Women’s Experience in Early America,”  Marylynn Salmon, “Women and 
Property in South Carolina:  The Evidence of Marriage Settlements”).  In the second lecture I will trace 
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the development of slavery in the Southern colonies and identify the liminal period between 1617 and 
the 1660’s when the status of slaves seemed up in the air.  I will discuss the effect of the shift from 
indenture to slavery on the lives of African and African-American women, the imbalance of sex ratios 
and the crucial period in the development of African-American slave community and culture in the 
middle of the 18th century (Winthrop Jordan, White Over Black, Edmund Morgan, American Slavery, 
American Freedom, Gordon Wood, Black Majority and Philip Curtain, The Atlantic Slave Trade). 
 
The readings for this week proved extremely difficult to select (I am eagerly awaiting the publication of 
Kathy Brown’s dissertation). There is very little written on white women in the colonial period in the 
South, and even less on slave women.  The Carr and Walsh piece is a good introduction to the lives of 
white women and the ways in which the high death rates and high marriage ages of men served to 
expand the options and power of the white women who survived seasoning.  For African-American 
women, I assigned Gunderson’s article, which I have serious problems with, but perhaps  I can teach 
against it.  I also asked the students to read an article by Teresa Singleton on material culture and the 
ways in which archeology can help us learn more about the lives of African American Women in this 
period.  This will spark discussion of the kinds of evidence that historians rely on and how that favors 
certain groups of people.  It will also help them grapple with the issue of how a historian could study the 
lives of people who left no written record, and how historians can and should try to “read” artifacts. 
 
 
M Oct 18   FALL BREAK 
 
W Oct 20  MIDTERM   
 
 
M Oct  25   What Revolution?:  Domesticity, Work and the Family Economy in   
 the 18th century 
W Oct  27   “I have Don as Much to Carrey on the War”:  Revolution and   
 Republican Motherhood 
 
Readings: 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwives Tale. 
 
This lecture will focus on the economic and social  lives of white women in the colonial period. Relying 
on Ulrich and others, I will describe women’s participation in economic life, and their limited role in the 
cash economy.  I will compare and contrast the experience of Northern and Southern white women as 
well as rural and “urban” women.  I will focus on the often interdependent nature of their households as 
well as the events and rituals around which they organized their lives. I will describe the physical space 
of women’s lives, their role in economic production and the ways in which they moved in and out of the 
“public” sphere.  I will end with brief discussion of the question,  “What is colonial women’s history,” 
and why I feel Ulrich’s book fits into colonial history rather than history of the early national period.   In 
the second lecture I will use Linda Kerber’s work on the Revolution to trace the shift in gender ideology 
that the war produces and her concept of “republican motherhood” (Linda Kerber, Women of the 
Republic).   
 
Ulrich’s A Midwives Tale is one of the best books in American women’s history that I have ever read. I 
am assigning it because it raises interesting questions about “national trends” in American history, as 
well as providing a beautiful and intricate portrait of women’s lives on the Maine frontier. Her 
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discussion of the metaphor of the checked cloth to describe the economic and social lives of women and 
men provides an excellent image for the interrelation and separation of the lives of women and men in 
the late 18th century.  
 
 
M Nov 1  Transformation of Civic Virtue 
 
W Nov 3  Separation of Spheres 
 
Readings: 
Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood.”  
Carroll Smith Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct, “The Female World of Love and Ritual,” “Davy 
 Crockett as Trickster.” 
Catharine Beecher, “The Peculiar Responsibilities of American Women.” 
 
In the first lecture I will describe the transformation in notions of republican virtue after the American 
Revolution and the effect that that had on gender ideology (Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, “Engendering the 
Political: Women in the Public Sphere”).  In the second lecture I will tie these developments and Linda 
Kerber’s “republican motherhood” to the emergence of a notion of “separate spheres” for middle-class 
white northern women.  I will focus mostly on the ambivalent position of the clergy in this relationship 
and the ways in which the new ideology both bound women down and bound them together (Nancy Cott, 
The Bonds of Womanhood). 
 
The Barbara Welter article will give students an overview of the new ideology of “womanhood.”  
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s two articles will explore the ramifications of new gender ideologies and will 
call attention to the ways in which they functioned to express the views and anxieties of the emerging 
bourgeoisie.  
 
M Nov 8  “We Remain Daughters of Free Men Still”:  The Lowell Mills 
 
W Nov 10   Piecework and Housework:  The Market Revolution and Urban   
 Women 
 
Readings:   
Christine Stansell, City of Women. 
 
In the first lecture I will discuss America’s first factory workers, their motivations for entering the 
factories, the culture they developed while there, and their vehement self-identification as “daughters of 
free men.”  I will address the ways in which many other women and children entered factory work, and 
the irony of traditional values being served by the modernizing forces of the market (Thomas Dublin, 
Women at Work and Mary Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class). In the second lecture I will turn to the 
urban work environment in the early 19th century. Focusing on the breakdown of traditional artisinal 
work patterns I will discuss the ways in which piece work served to involve working class women in 
“industrial” labor while allowing them and their labor to remain under patriarchal control in the family. 
Then I will turn to Carol Pateman’s work on the sexual contract and the employment contract and will 
explore the reliance of capitalism and “the public” on the private unpaid work of women.  I will end 
with the early labor movement’s call for a family wage, trade unionists’ desire to maintain patriarchal 
relationships in the family in the face of the degradation of artisanal skills and the refusal of male trade 
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unionists to organize women workers (Jean Boydston and Mary Blewett).  
 
I assigned City of Women because it provides an excellent sketch of women’s lives and survival 
strategies in the early republic.  It also problematizes the developing ideology of separate spheres and 
vividly portrays the battles between working class-women and middle-class reformers over the uses of 
the streets and women’s presence in them.   
 
 
M Nov 15  The Second Great Awakening 
 
W Nov 17   Working for the Millennium:  Women and Reform 
 
Readings: 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct, “Beauty the Beast and the Militant Woman,” “The 
 Cross and the Pedestal.” 
Lori Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence, chapters 1-3. 
 
The first lecture will provide a general overview of the Second Great Awakening. I will focus on the 
egalitarian and perhaps revolutionary implications of perfectionism and the ways in which women could 
use their conversions to claim public space and voice (Whitney Cross, The Burned Over District, Carroll 
Smith-Rosenberg, Religion and the Rise of the American City and The Cross and the Pedestal” and 
Ronald Walters, American Reformers, 1815-1860).  In the second lecture I will describe the myriad of 
ways in which women sought to reform American Society (Ronald Walters, American Reformers, 1815-
1860).   
 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s article on the Second Great Awakening will introduce students to the gender 
and class implications of the revival.  Her second article will show the ways in which women justified 
their reforming impulses as well as the ways in which participating in reform activities radicalized 
women.  In contrast, Lori Ginzberg’s discussion of women and benevolence will show the ways in 
which women’s involvement in different kinds of reform and their relative social power allowed for 
both conservative and radical implications and developments in their world view. I think that her ideas 
about the ways in which more conservative affluent women used concepts of femininity and 
respectability to criticize more radical and less socially privileged women reformers will give them a 
good sense of the limits of “sisterhood” in an movement or series of movements. 
 
M Nov 22  Women on the Frontier in Western New York 
 
W Nov 24  The Trail of Tears 
 
Readings:   
Ramon Gutierrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away, Part III. 
 
The first lecture will focus on the old west.  Using Mary Ryan’s Cradle of the Middle Class, I will 
compare and contrast these migrants with their Puritan ancestors and will look at the choices they make 
about family life, community life and economic systems.  I will also address the ways in which 
capitalism transforms the experience of migration and the rural economy.  I will end with a comment on 
the Market Revolution following the pioneers to their new homes in the wilds of western New York.  In 
the second lecture I will describe the fight over Indian lands in the old Southwest and the valiant attempt 
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of the Cherokees first to assimilate and then to hold onto their land. The Cherokee removal and the trail 
of tears exemplifies the definition of the west as a white man’s west and the imposition of inflexible 
color lines on American society. Although the Cherokee adopted European patterns of land owning and 
often of gender roles, their legal rights to property could not stand in the face of the increasing 
expansion of capitalism, North or South (Theda Purdue, “Southern Indians and the Cult of True 
Womanhood” and “Cherokee Women and the Trail of Tears”, Henry Watson, Liberty and Power, and 
Anthony Wallace, That Bitter Trail).  
 
I have assigned the last third of Ramon Gutierrez’s When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away 
because I think it raises interesting questions about the nature of slavery and servitude as well as 
different and often conflicting notions of race. (Let’s face it, I also assigned it because I made them buy 
the book and I didn’t think it was fair to have them only read half of it.)  The southwest under Spanish 
and then Mexican rule provides a very different model for understanding race in American history as 
well as the role of American Indians in the formation of American culture.  I do expect, however, that 
my section leaders will have their hands full juggling all of this different information.  I hope that they 
would be able to tie it into the discussions of slavery and racial ideology in the next week’s lectures and 
readings. 
 
M Nov 29  “Arn’t I a Woman”:  Slave Women in the Plantation South 
 
W Dec 1    Celia and Linda Brent: Resistance in Sisterhood or Alone? 
 
Readings:  
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. 
 
My first lecture will be a straightforward and rather factual  discussion of women’s experience under 
slavery. I will rely on Deborah Grey White’s Arn’t I a Woman and will introduce her theories about 
slave women’s culture and resistance. In the second lecture I will discuss the responses of two 
extraordinary women to the sexual exploitation of slave women by white men.   I will begin with Celia, 
the woman who was executed for killing her master.  I will focus on the inability or unwillingness of the 
white women in her life to protect her from that violence, emphasizing the unlikeness of feelings of 
“sisterhood” developing between slave women and their mistresses.  In the second half of the lecture I 
will turn to Harriet Jacobs and discuss her resistance to sexual exploitation and the vision of sisterhood 
that she laboriously creates in her narrative.  I will end with a discussion of her motivations as an author 
and her manipulation of a variety of literary conventions, including slave narratives, seduction narratives 
and domestic novels (Melton McLaurin, Celia:  A Slave.  For Harriet Jacobs,  I will rely on my  review 
of the literature on her narrative). 
 
I assigned Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl because it raises fascinating issues of power, 
powerlessness, language, gender, race and sexuality.  I have taught it twice before and I can safely say 
that it was the best text I have ever found for pushing students to explore the complicated nature of race, 
sexuality and gender in American Society. 
 
 
M Dec 6  Gender and Slavery I:  Abolition and the Woman Question 
 
W Dec 7  Gender and Slavery II:  Proslavery Ideology 
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Readings: 
Sarah Grimke, “Letters on the Equality of the Sexes” (exerpts). 
Angelina Grimke, “An Appeal to the Women of the Nominally Free States.” 
Lousia McCord, exerpts from her writings.  
Lori Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence, Chapters 4-6. 
 
I have designed these two lectures to address the question of the naturalization of gender and race as a 
category that allows for inequality in a society increasingly dedicated to the political equality of white 
men. The first lecture will focus on “the woman question” in abolition and the split in the movement that 
ensued.  I will relate the narrative of the split, the Grimkes’ increasingly public voice, the divisions 
between radicals and moderates over the issue, the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840 
and Seneca Falls in 1848 (Gerda Lerner, The Grimke Sisters, Ellen DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage, 
Lori Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence, Nancy Hewitt, Women’s Activism and Social 
Change). I will discuss the ways in which destabilizing race as a “natural” category of social 
organization destabilized the concept of a gender hierarchy and natural differences between women and 
men.  In the second lecture I will focus on the use of gender in proslavery ideology.  Relying heavily on 
Stephanie McCurry’s fascinating discussion in her article “The Two Faces of Republicanism:  Gender 
and Proslavery Politics in Ante-bellum South Carolina,” I will show the ways in which slave holders 
used the notion of family organization, patriarchy and the “natural” subordination of women to gain the 
support of non-slaveholders. I will conclude with Lousia McCord’s assertion that abolitionists played 
right into the hands of proslavery theorists because of the necessary connections in “natural” hierarchy 
between the subordination of women and the subordination of slaves (Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within 
the Plantation Household).  I will end with a comment on the increasing cultural differences between the 
North and the South and the ways in which each felt as though they fought a defensive war of words.   
 
The primary sources for this week will emphasize the obvious conflict emerging between the North and 
South, as well as the differences in the ways in which both sides perceive their world.  The trauma over 
the women question in the among the abolitionists indicated the increasing juncture between how the 
North spoke of itself, and how it really was. Lori Ginzberg’s book will bring the students through the 
war and will describe the shifts in ideas about gender and class in Northern reform movements. 


