Was the Declaration of the Seneca Falls Convention a critique or endorsement of the US Declaration of Independence?

The date of July 1848 was a significant point in gaining women’s suffrage, this was when the Seneca Falls Convention held at the Wesleyan Chapel, New York took place. The convention was organized by prominent women’s right and anti-slavery advocates such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott and Mary McClintock, the event billed itself as “a convention to discuss the civil, social and religious rights of women”. The result of the Seneca Falls Convention culminated in the signing of the Declaration of Sentiments by thirty-two men and sixty-eight women. The document the Declaration of Sentiments was modelled after the US Declaration of Independence in 1776 signed by Founding Fathers that included Thomas Jefferson. In the Declaration of Independence Jefferson writes that “all men are created equal”, Stanton writes in the Declaration of Sentiments that “all men and women are created equal”. I believe that Stanton modelled the Declaration of Sentiments after the Declaration of Independence as a sign of endorsement as both documents strived for the freedom of the American people but critiqued it as it excluded women and their issues. In this essay I will discuss grievance and praise that the Declaration of Sentiments had towards the US Declaration of Independence.

Background Information on the US Declaration of Independence and Sentiments
As aforementioned the Seneca Falls organised by Elizabeth Cady Stanton modelled the Declaration of Sentiments in 1848. It was to bring light that attention to women’s rights were not being payed attention to. The convention in 1848 was attended by approximately three-hundred people and was a critical point in gaining women’s suffrage that would eventually led to the nineteenth amendment in 1920, which the Declaration of Sentiments was used as a foundation for.
The US Declaration of Independence signed on 4th July 1776 by the Founding Fathers which included Third President of the United States; Thomas Jefferson. In the Declaration it states that they were not to be denied certain rights which included in the Declaration; Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness[footnoteRef:1]. Jefferson goes on to say that should any Government infringe on their fundamental rights of the people that they are representing, then they have to abolish it. Jefferson continues by stating that should their rights be infringed upon the people have a right to change their Government and replace it with one that will ensure their rights are protected and represented as Governments purpose is to support man and that their influence is derived from the people. [1:  http://www.constitution.org/us_doi.pdf - Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776] 

The exclusion of woman is an aspect as to why the Seneca Falls Convention is a critique to the US Declaration of Independence, which I will discuss in the next paragraph.

Seneca Falls Convention – Critique of US Declaration of Independence

The exclusion of woman is a significant aspect as to why the Seneca Falls Convention was a critique to the US Declaration of Independence. Using the same sentence from the declaration “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal”[footnoteRef:2]; Stanton modelled the Declaration of Sentiments by writing; “We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men and women are created equal”[footnoteRef:3]. While the Founding Fathers were seeking liberty and freedom from Britain in 1776, women in the Declaration of Sentiments were seeking liberty and freedom in their own county. Stanton in the Declaration of Sentiments paints men not as an equal to women but rather superior and their oppressor. This is evident as the Declaration of Sentiments states: [2:  http://www.constitution.org/us_doi.pdf - Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776]  [3:  http://www.womensrightsfriends.org/pdfs/1848_declaration_of_sentiments.pdf - Declaration of Sentiments] 

“He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective 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 oppressed her on all sides.[footnoteRef:4]” [4:  http://www.womensrightsfriends.org/pdfs/1848_declaration_of_sentiments.pdf - Declaration of Sentiments] 

While this is only a partial extract from the Declaration of Sentiments this very much paints the image that women were indeed treated as second class citizens to their male counterparts. Women prior to the ratifying of the 19th amendment on August 1920 did not have to the right to vote, the right to an education, the right to own their own property and the right to a career. This is a significant critique to the US Declaration of impendence as the freedom and liberty that the founding father were seeking from Britain was deprived from their female counterparts, the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. This is supported by Stanton herself by a quote from the Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments:
“Now, in view of this entire disenfranchisement 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 feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed, 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 these United States.”
This critique of the US Declaration of Independence was extremely important to Elizabeth Cady Stanton in particular as she was the daughter of a lawyer who made it clear for a preference for a son, she excelled in academically at a young age in order to be as successful as her male counterparts[footnoteRef:5]. Being a strong women’s rights advocates she retained her maiden name during her marriage to her husband Henry Stanton, this is worthy of mention as retaining one’s maiden name was not afforded to most if not all women in society[footnoteRef:6]. As the Seneca Falls convention was the first of its kind reactions to the convention were both positive and negative. An example would be Horace Greely who was the editor of the New York Tribune, while he was hesitant at the idea of enfranchising women, he argues that if the constitution is valued its imperative that women gain equal rights.  [5:  https://www.biography.com/people/elizabeth-cady-stanton-9492182 - Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Elizabeth Cady Stanton Biography.com]  [6:  https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/historpedia/home/personal-group-identities/an-analysis-of-the-1848-seneca-falls-convention-for-women-s-rights-fall-2012 - An Analysis of the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention for Women’s Rights] 

“When a sincere republican is asked to say in sober earnest what adequate reason he can give, for refusing the demand of women to an equal participation with men in political rights, he must answer, None at all. However unwise and mistake the demand, it is but the assertion of a natural right, and such must be concealed.[footnoteRef:7]” [7:  http://www.history.com/topics/seneca-falls-convention - Seneca Falls Convention] 

It is important to note that the discussion of women’s right was ridiculous as the role of women in society were limited to that of a homemaker and housewife and the convention was branded as “a dreadful revolt” by its opposition. Women at this time could not represent themselves within society as they were defined by their relationships to the men in their life, whether it be wife, sister or mother. This again is a critique towards the US Declaration of Independence as women had no agency in the society in which they lived, instead they were relegated to their traditional role of domesticity.
As discussed in this section, I strongly believe that Stanton’s Declaration of Sentiments was a critique of the Declaration of Independence; while the founding fathers in 1776 were seeking freedom from Britain they had paid no mind to those who were seeking freedom within the United States.
Seneca Falls Convention – Endorsement of the US Declaration of Independence
While I believe that the Declaration of Sentiments was a critique of the Declaration of Independence, I also think because Elizabeth Stanton modelled the former against the latter that it was in some way an endorsement. Due to the fact that both Declarations were seeking the fundamental rights of freedom and liberty it was praising the declaration of independence. However, it is worthy of mention that while both did seek freedom, the two Declarations were seeking liberty from two different circumstances, the founding fathers in 1776 were trying to attain freedom from Britain. While in 1848 women were seeking liberty from their oppressors (in this case being; men).  
Conclusion
It is important to note that the different time periods and circumstances of the two declarations will no doubt have a factor on what Liberty and Freedom is perceived to be. This is extremely evident as the US Declaration of Independence was written at a time when the United States was under British Colony, their interpretation of freedom was very much to be politically free from being subordinates to King George III. On the other hand, the Declaration of Sentiments was written as liberty and freedom meant they equality between men and women.
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