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WOMEN’S RIGHTS

In the first part of the nineteenth century, women in increasing num-
bers began asking for equality before the law and asserting their right
to be educated, enter the professions, and participate in public affairs
along with men. Some women became active in reform, participating
in the temperance movement, the fight against slavery, and the crusade
for world peace. But even as reformers they were required to take a
subordinate position. When a woman tried to speak at a temperance
convention in New York she was shouted down. One man velled,
“Shame on the woman, shame on the woman!” And when several
women attended the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in
1840, men refused to seat them as delegates and made them sit in a
curtained enclosure out of the public view. Two delegates—Lucretia
Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton—began talking of holding a conven-
tion to battle for their own rights.

In July 1848 the first organized meeting for women'’s rights ever held
met in Seneca Falls, New York, attended by two hundred delegates, in-
cluding thirty-two men. Stanton drew up the Declaration of Senti-
ments, using the Declaration of Independence as a model. She also
drafted a series of resolutions that were adopted by the convention.
Only one of her demands ran into trouble: the right to vote. Woman
suffrage still seemed so outlandish that it took the eloquence of Fred-
erick Douglass, a black abolitionist and journalist, to persuade the del-
egates to adopt it by a small majority. Many people were shocked by
the Seneca Falls convention. They denounced the “Reign of Petticoats”
and warned against the “Insurrection among Women.” But many dis-
tinguished Americans—including Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Green-
leaf Whittier, and William Lloyd Garrison—supported the movement.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who drafted the Seneca Falls Declaration,
was born in Johnstown, New York, in 1815. She attended Emma
Willard’s seminary in Troy, and while studying law with her father, be-
came aware of the injustices suffered by women from American legal
practices. When she married the abolitionist lawyer Henry B. Stanton
in 1840, she insisted that the word obey be omitted from the cere-
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mony. At an antislavery convention that she attended with her husband
the same year, she got to know Lucretia Mott, and the two of them be-
gan working together for women’s rights. Following the Seneca Falls
Conference, Stanton joined Mott (and later Susan B. Anthony) in spon-
soring conyentions, writing articles, delivering lectures, and appearing
before legislative bodies on behalf of the cause. Despite Stanton’s
grace and charm, she was considered a dangerous radical for espous-
ing woman suffrage and easier divorce laws for women. During the
Civil War she helped organize the Women’s Loyal National League
and urged emancipation. After the war she resumed her work for
woman suffrage, became president of the National Woman Suffrage
Assomation, lectured on family life, wrote for Revolution, a women’s
rights weekly, and contributed to the three-volume Hfstor;/ of Woman
Suffrage, published in the 1880s. One of the most distinguished femi-
nist leaders in the country, she died in New York City in 1902.

Questions to Consider. Many years passed before the women's rights
movement in America began achieving some of its objecti»;es. But the
Seneca Falls convention marks the formal beginning of the organized
movement to advance women's position, so it merits careful study. Do
you think there were any advantages in using the Declaration of Inde-
pendence as a model for the Declaration of Sentiments? Does the
Seneca Falls Declaration emphasize legal, economic, or political rights?
Were any rights overlooked? Some of those who signed the declaration
withdrew their names when the suffrage resolution met with ridicule.
Why do you suppose this happened? How radical do the Seneca Falls

ds seem today? Which demands have been me iclati
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since 1848? y legislation
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The Seneca Falls Declaration of 1848
ELIZABETH CADY STANTON

When, in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of
the family of man to assume among the people of the earth a position differ-
ent from that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws
of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton with two of her children about the time of
the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848. (Elizabeth Cady Stanton Trust)

mankind requires that they should declare the causes that impel them to
e.
Suc\il’: }fc?l?irtshese truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are crfaated
equal; that they are endowed by their Creator V\{ith certain inalienable rights;
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of h’fxp‘pmess ; that to secure
these rights governments are instituted, deriving t‘helr just powers from the
consent of the governed. ... But when a Iong train of a‘buses and usurpa-
tions, pursuing invariably the same object evinces a design to reduce them
under absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such govemmt, and to
provide new guards for their future security. Such has be'en the patient sufff:r—
ance of the women under this government, and such is now the necessity
which constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled.
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The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations
on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment
of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a can-
did world. :

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elec-
tive franchise. -

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had
no voice. :

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and
degraded men—both natives and foreigners.

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise,
thereby leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has
opposed her on all sides.

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns.

He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many
crimes with impunity, provided they be done in the presence of her husband.
In the covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her
husband, he becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giv-
ing him power to deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement.

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper
causes, and in case of separation, to whom the guardianship of the children
shall be given, as to be wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the
law, in all cases, going upon a false supposition of the supremacy of man, and
giving all power into his hands. ‘

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the
owner of property, he has taxed her to support a government which recog-
nizes her only when her property can be made profitable to it.

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from
those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. He
closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction which he consid-
ers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she
is not known.

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all col-
leges being closed against her.

He allows her in Church, as well as State, but a subordinate position,
claiming Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and, with
some exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the Church.

He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different
code of morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which ex-
clude women from society, are not only tolerated, but deemed of little ac-
count in man.

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right
to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and
to her God.
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He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence
in her own powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead
a dependent and abject life.

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this
country, their social and religious degradation—in view of the unjust laws
above mentioned, and because women do not feel themselves aggrieved, op-
pressed, and fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we insist that
they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong
to them as citizens of the United States.

In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount
of misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every in-
strumentality within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents,
circulate tracts, petition the State and National legislatures, and endeavor to
enlist the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be
followed by a series of Conventions embracing every part of the country.

Resolutions

WHEREAS, The great precept of nature is conceded to be, that “man shall
pursue his own true and substantial happiness.” Blackstone in his Commen-
taries remarks, that this law of Nature being coequal with mankind, and dic-
tated by God himself, is of course superior in obligation to any other. It is
binding over all the globe, in all countries and at all times; no human laws are
of any validity if contrary to this, . . . therefore,

Resolved, That such laws as conflict, in any way, with the true and sub-
stantial happiness of woman, are contrary to the great precept of nature and
of no validity, for this is “superior in obligation to any other.”

Resolved, That all laws which prevent woman from occupying such a sta-
tion in society as her conscience shall dictate, or which place her in a position
inferior to that of man, are contrary to the great precept of nature, and there-
fore of no force or authority.

Resolved, That woman is man’s equal—was intended to be so by the Cre-
ator, and the highest good of the race demands that she should be recognized
as such.

Resolved, That the women of this country ought to be enlightened in re-
gard to the laws under which they live, that they may no longer publish their
degradation by declaring themselves satisfied with their present position,
nor their ignorance, by asserting that they have all the rights they want.

Resolved, That inasmuch as man, while claiming for himself intellectual
superiority, does accord to woman moral superiority, it is pre-eminently his
duty to encourage her to speak and teach, as she has an opportunity, in all re-
ligious assemblies.

Resolved, That the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of be-
havior that is required of woman in the social state, should also be required
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of man, and the same transgressions should be visited with equal severity on
both man and woman.

Resolved, That the objection of indelicacy and impropriety, which is so of-
ten brought against woman when she addresses a public audience, comes
with a very ill-grace from those who encourage, by their attendance, her ap-
pearance on the stage, in the concert, or in feats of the circus.

Resolved, That woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed
limits which corrupt customs and a perverted application of the Scriptures
have marked out for her, and that it is time she should move in the enlarged
sphere which her great Creator has assigned her.

Resolved, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to
themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.

Resolved, That the equality of human rights results necessarily from the
fact of the identity of the race in capabilities and responsibilities.

Resolved, therefore, That, being invested by the Creator with the same ca-
pabilities, and the same consciousness of responsibility for their exercise, it is
demonstrably the right and duty of woman, equally with man, to promote
every righteous cause by every righteous means; and especially in regard to
the great subjects of morals and religion, it is self-evidently her right to par-
ticipate with her brother in teaching them, both in private and in public, by
writing and by speaking, by any instrumentalities proper to be used, and in
any assemblies proper to be held; and this being a self-evident truth growing
out of the divinely implanted principles of human nature, any custom or au-
thority adverse to it, whether modern or wearing the hoary sanction of antig-
uity, is to be regarded as a self-evident falsehood, and at war with mankind.



