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THE CULT OF TRUE WOMANHOOD:
1820-1860

Barbara Welter

prestions in the Uh:‘ted States woday directly fnvolve the

place of women in society:
wage discrimination, affirmative action aml promotion,

, abortion and freedom of

In “The Cait of Trae Womanhood: 1820 1860, historian Barbara Weiter looks at
the amebelium decades of the nineteenth centery and describes an imporunt stage
in public expression of gendes stereotypes. By making virrues of domesticity, submis-
siveness, passivity, and chastity for womes, and leaving men free to exhihis g mch
wider range: of bebaviors, Ameriean cuiture hoped to promote inchustrintization white
preserving some semblasoe of premodern values, The Irony, of course, was that the

relevance of the "cult of womanhood " dedined in direcy PRoportion to the pace of in-

WORCH, Was #nger, guiii, and extracrdinary frustention. Bven witer the Nineteenth
Amendment was ratified in 1920, the * 3 "

attitades, and the modern feminist movement had t0 turn #s attention 1o changing
those aetitudes as 2 prerequuisite 1o realiziog frecdom and equality for both genders.
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r]:ie pineteenih-century American man was a
tusy builder of bridges and railroads, ar work long
hours in a materialistdc sociery. The refigious values
of his forebears were peglected in practice if not in
intent, and he occasionally felt some guife that he
had turned this new knd, this temple of the cho-
sen people, into one vast countinghouse. But he
could safve his conscience by reflecting that he
fiad jeft behind a hostage, not only to fortune, but
to ali the values which he held so dear and treated
so Hehedy: Woman, in the cult of True Womanhood
presented by the womuen’s magaeines, gift annuals
ant redigions Hrerture of the ninctcenth century,
was the hostage in the home. In a society where
vatues changed froguently, where fortunes rose
and Relt with frightening rapidity, where social and
economic mobility provided instability a3 well as
hope, one thiog 8t least remained the same-—3 rue
woman was 4 true woman, wherever she was
found. If anyone, maie or female, dared to tamper
with the complex virtues which made up True
Womanhood, e was damned immediately as an
enemy of God, of civilization ad of the Republic.
It was a fearful obligation, o solemn responsibilicy,
which the nineteenth-cenmiry American woman
fack—10 uphold the pifars of the temple with her
frail white haned.

The attributes of True Womanhood, by which
2 woman jndged herself and was judged by her
msband, her neighbors, and society conld be di-
vided into four cardingl virtees--picty, purity,
submissiveness, and domesticity. Put them alf to-
pether and they spell mothern, daughter, sister,
wife—woman. Without them, no matter whether
there was fame, achievemens, or wealtly, all was
ashes. With them she was promised happiness
and power,
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Religion or plety was the core of woman's
virtue, the source of her strength, Young men
looking for a nrte were Cantioned 1o search first
for piety, for if that were there, all else would fol
low. Religion belonged o woman by divine righs,
a gift of God and nature. This “peculiar suscep-
tibifity” to religion was given her for a reason: “the
vestal Bamie of piety, Heghted up by Heaven in the
breast of woman® would throw its beams ing the
aaughty world of men. So far would its canclie
power reach that the "Universe might be Enlights
ened, Improved, and Harmonized by WOMAN!IY
She would be anotler, better, Eve, working in co-
operation with the Redesoer, bringiog the workd
back “trom i revolt and sin”The world would be
reclaimed for God through her suffering, for “God
increased the cares and sorrows of woman, that
she might be sooner constrained 1o accept the
teens of salvation” A popular posm by Mrs
Frances Osgood. “The Triumph of the Spiritual
Over the Sensual” expressed past this sentiment,
woman's puriving passionless love bringing an
crring man back to Christ.

Dr. Charles Meigs, cxplaining t0 a graduating
class of medical students why wormen were naln-
sally religious, said that “hers is 4 plous mind, Her
confiding nature leads her more readlily than men
to accepr the proffered grace of the Gospel”
Caleb Atwater, Esq., writing in The Ladies’ Repos-
fory saw the haed of the Lord in female piety:
“Religion Is exactly what a woman needs, for it
gives her that dignity thar best suits her depen-
dence ” And Mrs. John Samtford, who had no very
high opinion of her sex, agreed thoroughly: “Reli
gion is just what 3 woman peeds, Without it shels
ever festless or nnhappy. - 7 Mres, Sandford and
the others did not speak only of that restlessness
of the human heart, which 5t Augustine notes,
that can ondy find its peace in God. They spoke
rather of religion as a kind of tranquilizer for the
many undefined fongings which swept even the
most pious voung giel, and about which it wag
better to pray than to think.

Gne reason rebigion was valued was that it did
not take a woman away from her “proper sphere,”
her home. Uniike participation in other socicties




L v B s

154 Part Four ADJUSTING TQ AMERICA

or movements, church work would not make her
less domestic or submissive, less a True Worman.
In religious vineyards, said the Young Ladies’ Lit-
erary and Missionary Report, “you may labor
without the apprehension of detracting from the
charms of feminine delicacy” Mrs. 5. L. Dagg, writ-
ing from her chapter of the Society in Tuscaloosa,
Alabama, was equaily reassuring: “As no sensible
woman will suffer her intellectual pursuits to
clash with her domestic duties” she should con-
centrate on religious work “which promotes
these very duties”

The women’s seminaries aimed at aiding
women to be religious, as well as accomplished.
Mt. Holyoke’s catalogue promised o make fe-
male education “a handmaid 1o the Gospel and
an efficient anxiliary in the great task of renovat-
ing the world” The Young Ladies' Seminary at
Bordentown, New Jersey, declared its most im-
portant function to be “the forming of a sound
and virtuous character” In Keene, New Hamp-
shire, the Seminary tried to instill a “consistent
and useful character” in its students, to enable
them in this life to be “a good friend, wife and
mother” but more important, to qualify them for
“the enjoyment of Celestial Happiness in the life
to come” And Joseph M. D. Matthews, Principal
of Oakland Female Seminary in Hillsborough,
Ohio, believed that “female education should be
preeminently religious.”

If religion was so vital to a woman, irreligion
was almost too awful to contemplate. Women
were warned not to let their literacy or inteflectual
pursuits take them away from God. Sarah Josepha
Hale spoke darkly of those who, like Margaret
Fuller, threw away the “One True Book” for others,
open to error. Mrs. Hale used the unfortunate Miss
Fuller as fateful proof that “the greater the intel-
lectual force, the greater and more fatal the errors
into which women fall who wander from the Rock
of Salvation, Christ the Saviour. . . 7

One gentleman, writing on “Female Irreligion”
reminded his readers that “Man may make himseif
a brute, and does so vety often, but can woman
brutify herself to his kevel—the lowest jevel of
human nature—without exerting special won-
der?” Fanny Wright, because she was godiess,

“was no womai, mother though she be” A few
years ago, he recalls, such women would have
been whipped. In any case, “woman never looks
jovelicr than in her reverence for religion” and,
conversely, “female irreligion is the most revol:-
ing feature in human character” )

Purity was as essential as piety 10 a young
womar, its absence as unnatural and unfeminine.
Without it she was, in fact, no woman at all, buta
member of some lower order. A “fallen woman”
was a “faHlen angle” upworthy of the celestial |
company of her sex. To contemplate the loss of
putity brought tears; to be guilty of such a crime, '
in the women's magazines at least, brought mad-
ness or death. Even the language of the flowers
had bitter words for it: a dried white rose symbol-
ized “Death Preferable to Loss of Innocence” The
marriage night was the single great event of a
womat’s life, when she bestowed her greatest
treasure upon her husband, and from that time oa
was completely dependent upon him, an empty
vessel, without legal or emotional existence of P
her own.

Therefore all True Women were urged, in the
strongest possible terms, 10 maintain their virtue, |
although men, being by nature more sensual
than they, would try to assault jt. Thomas Brana-
gan admitted in The FExcellency of the Female
Character Vindicated that his sex would sin and
sin again, they could not help it, but woman,
stronger and purer, must not give in and let man
“take liberties incompatible with her delicacy”
“If you do,” Branzgan addressed his gentle reader,
“You will be left in silent sadness to bewail your
credulity, imbecility, duplicity, and premature
prostitution.”

Mrs. Eliza Farrar, in The Young Ladies’ Friend,
gave practical logistics to avoid trouble: “S8it not
with znother in a place that is too natrow; read
not out of the same book; let not your €agerness
to see anything induce you to place your head
cose to another person’s”

If such good advice was ignored the conse-
quences were terrible and inexorable. In Girl-
bood and Woemanhood: Or Sketches of My
Schoolmates, by Mis. A. J. Graves (a kind of mid-
nineteenth-century The Group), the bad ends of 2

.
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boarding school class of girds are scrupulousty
reeorded. The worse end of all is reserved for
“Ametia Dorrington: The Lost One” Amelia died in
the aimshouse “the wretched victim of depravity
and intemperance” all becavse her mother ha Iet
ber be “high-spirited not prudent” These girtish
high spirits had been misinterpreted by a YOung
man, with disastrous results. Amelia's “thought
fess levity” was “followed by a towl loss of virtu-
ous principle” and Mrs. Graves edieorializes that
“the coldest reserve is more admimble in a
Woman § man wishes 10 make his wife, than the
feast approach fo undue familiarity”

A popular sod oftea-reprinted story by Fanny
Forester told the sad wle of *Tucy Durton.” Lucy
“sith the seal of mnocence upon her heart, and a
rose-feat’ on her cheek” came out of her vine
covered cottage and ran into a ity slicker, “And
Lucy was beautiful and trusting, and thoughtless:
and he was gay, sclfish, and profligate. Needs the
story be tokd? L . . Nay, censor, facy was a child—
consider how young, how very un-taught—oh!
her innocence was no march for the sophistey of
a gay, city youth! Spring came and shame was
staumped upon the cottage at the foot of the Wi
The baby died; Lucy went mad at the funeral and
finally died herself. “Poor, poor Lucy Dutton! The
grave 15 a4 blessed couch and pillow tw the
wretched. Rest thee there, poor Lucy!” The fre-
quency with which derangement follows loss of
virwe suggests the exquisite sensibility of
womn, and the possibility that, in the women's
fmagazines at least, her inteliect was geared 1o ber
hymen, not ber hrain.

If, however, a woman managed to withstand
mans assavits on ber virtoe, she demonstrated
her superiority and her power over him. Hliza
Farnhagn, trying o prove this female superiority,
concluded smugly thar “the pority of women is
the everdasting barrier against which the tdes of
man’s sensual aazure surge.”

A seory in Fhe Lady's Amaranth ustrates this
dominance. It is set, improbably, in Sicily, where
wa lovers, Blanca and Tebaldo, have been sepra-
rated heexuse her family insisted that she marry a
#ich old man. By seme strange circumstance the
WO are in a shipwreck and cast on a desert s
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land, the only survivors. Even here, however, the
vigid standards of True Womanhood prevail.
Tebaldo unfortunately forgets himself stightly, so
that Bianca must warn bim: “We may not indeed
gratify our fondness by caresses, but it s sl
something to bestow our kindest language, and
ltooks and prayers, and all Jawful and honest at-
tentions an vach other” Something, perhaps, but
not enovgh, and Blanca must further remon-
strae: “Jr is ue that another man is my hushand,
hat you are my guardian anged? When even thar
does not work she says in 2 voice of sweet rea-
son, passive and proper to the end, that she
wishes he woukdn't but “still, if vou insist, T wili
become wiat you wish; but T beseech VOU {0 cone
sidder, ere that decision, that debasement which I
must suffer in your esteerm” This appeat to his
own double standards holds the beast in him at
by, They are rescaed, discover that the ofd hus-
band s dead, and after “mowrning a decent sea-
son” Blance finally gives in, kegally,

dea could be counted on o he gratefal when
women thus saved them from  themmselves,
Witliam Alcott, guiding voung men in their rels.
tions with the opposite sex, told them that *Noth-
ing is hemter calculated 10 preserve 2 voung man
from contamination of low pleasures and Pursuits
than frequent intercourse with the tore refined
and virtuous of the other sex.” And he added, one
assumies i equal innocence, that youths should
‘observe and leamn to admire, that purity and ig-
nornce of evil which is the chagacteristic of welk
educated young ladies, and which, when we are
near them, radses us above those sordid and sen-
sual considerations sehich hold such sway over
men i their intercourse with cach other”

The Rev. Jopathan B Stearns was also im-
pressed by female chastity in the face of male pas-
ston, and warned woman never to compromise
the source of her power: “Let her lay aside debi-
cacy, and her influence over our sex is gone”

Women themselves accepted, with pride but
suitable modesty, this priceless virtue, The fadios’
Wreath, in *Woman the Creature of God and the
Manufacturer of Society) saw purity as her greatest
gifi and chief means of disclarging her duty 1o
swve the world: “Purity is the highest beauty—the
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trae polestar which is o guide humanity aright i
s ong, varied, and perilons voyage”

Sometimes, however, 2 woman did not see the
dangers to her treasure, T that case, they must be
pointed out to hey, usaally by @ maic. In the nine
teenth centioy any form of social change was tan-
@mount 10 an attack on woman's virtue, if only it
was correctly understood. For example, dress re-
form  seemed  naocuous enough  and the
bioomers worn by the lady of that name and her
followers were certainly modest attive. Such was
the reasoning only of the ignorant. In another
issue of The Ladies’ Wreath & voung lady is repre.
sented in diglogue with her “Professor” The girl
Xpresses admication for the bloomer costume—
it gives freedom of moron, is healthiul and atreae-
tive. The “Professor” sers her suaight. Trousers,
e explains, are “only one of the roany manifesta-
tons of that wild spirit of sociulism and agrarian
radicalism which is at presest so rife in our land.”
The young lady recants irrunediately: “If this dress
has any connection with Fousierism or Soe iatism,

or fapaticism in any shape whatever, { have 1o dis
position to wear it ar ail - RO mue woman
would so far compromise her delicacy as o es
pouse, however unwittingly, such a cause”

America could boast that her daughters were
particuiatly innecent, In a poens on “The Ameri-
can Girl" the author wrote prondiy:

Her eye of ight is the diamond birigh,
Her itnnocence the pear,

Aud these are ever the bridal Sems
Thet are worn by the American g,

Lydiz Maria Chiid, giving advice to muothers,
asned at preserving that spiric of innocence. She
regrevted that “want of confidence bepween
mothers and danghiers on delicate subjects” and
suggested & wornan tell her daughter a few facts
when she reached the age of owelve 1o “set her
mind at rest” Then Mrs. Child confidently i‘mped
that a young lady's “instincive modesty” wonld
“prevent her from dwelling on the information
untit she was calied tpon to use it” In the same
vein, a book of advice to the newly married was ti-
ted Wiisper to a Bride. As far as intimate infor-

not the tribunal o which her heart and inteflect

mation was concerned, tiere was no need
whisper, since the book contained none az all,

A musculine swmimary of this viclue was ex
pressed in a poem “Female Charms™

I wwouldd bave ber as pure as the snow
O IBE MGUNE—AS e s the smile
bt to infamy’s given—As pure ay
the wave of the erystailine fount,

Yor as warm in the beart as the
swendight of beaven,

With a mind cultivated, not boastingly
se,

I could gaze on such beanty, with
exqiisite bliss,

With ber beart on ber My and her soul
in ber eyes—Wagt more could 1
WISk in dear woman than this.

Man might, in fact, ask no more than this i
waoan, but she was begianing 1o ask more of her
self, and in the asking was threatening the third
powerful and necessary value, subnmssion, Purity,
comsidered a5 2 moml impesative, set up
difermma which was hard to resolve. Woman nust
preserve her virtue unil WMArrage and marriage
was necessary for her happiness. Yet marriage
was, literally, an end to innocence. She was wid
not te question this dilerama, but simply to accept
it.
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Submission was perhaps the most feminine
virtue expected of women. Men were supposed
ta be religious, although they rarely had time for
it, and supposed to be pure, although it cate ww-
Fully band to thern, but men were the movers, the
duers, the actors. Women were the passive, sub-
missive responders, The order of dialogue was, of
course, fixed in Heaven, Man was “woman's su-
perior by God's appointment, if not in intellecrual
dowry, at feast by officlal decree” Therefore, as
Charles Eliott argued in The Ladies’ Reposiory,
she should submit to him “for the sake of good
order at least "I The Ladies’ Companion a young
wife was quoted approvingly as saying that she
did not think woman should “feel and act for her
self” because “When, next 10 God, her hushane is
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estcity was considered a greal virue, The' e womanr” was expectad (o stey at home and serve her

appeais—the golden bowl of affection is broksn”
Women were warned that if they tampered with
this guality they wsnpered with the opder of the
Universe,

The Yoeng Luclys Book summarized the ne
cessity of the passive virtues in {8 readers’ Bves:
it i5, howevey, cortain that in whatever situation
of lifc 2 woman is placed Fom ber ciadie o ber
grave, 4 spirit of obedience and submission, pha-
bility of emper, and hopslity of mind, are re-
Gudred from her”

Woman anderstood her position i she was the
gty kind of woman, 2 trpe woman, “She fecls
hepself weak and mid. $he needs 2 protecton” de
claped George Burnap, in his lectures on The
Sphere and Duties of Woman, “She is in a mea-
sure dependent. She asks for wisdom, constancy,
firmness, porseveragee, and she is willing o

repay it all by the surrender of the full treasure of
her affections. Woman Jespiscs in mwn every
shing Hke herself excepd a tender hewt It s
enough that she is efferninate and weak; she doey
1051 Wail anothey ke hersel? Or put even mone
spongly by Mrs, Sandford: A reslly sensible
woman feels ber dependence, 3he does what she
car, but she is conscious of nferioriy, and therg-
fore gratefud for support”

Mrs. Sigourney, bowever, assured young ladies
that aithough they were sepavate, they weme
eqgual. This difference of the sexes did pot imply
infieriority, for itwas part of that same order of Na-
tipe established by Fbm “who bids the osk brave
the fury of the tempest, and the alpine flower lean
fts check on the hosom of ctertal sagws” D
Meigs had a different andlogy to make the same
point conpasting the anatomy of the Apollo of
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the Belevedere (illustrating the male principle)
with the Venus de Medici (ilustrating the female
principle). “Woman,” said the physician, with a
kind of climical gallantey, “has a head almost w0
small for intellect but just big enough for love”

‘This love itself was to be passive and respon-
sive “Love, in the heart of 4 woman,” wrote Mrs,
Farrar, “should partake largely of the nature of
gratitude. She should love, because she is already
loved by one deserving her regard.”

Woman was to work in silence, unseen, like
Wordsworth's Lucy. Yet, “working like nature, in
secret” her love goes forth to the world “to regu-
late its pulsation, and send forth from its heart, in
pure and temperate flow, the life-giving current”
She was to work only for pure affection, without
thought of money or ambition. A poem, “Wosnan
and Fame,” by Felicia Hemans, widely quoted in
many of the gift books, conciudes with a spirited
renunciation of the gift of fame:

Away! to me, a woman, bring
Sweet flowers from affection’s spring.

“True feminine genius,” said Grace Greenwood
(Sara Jane Clarke) "is ever rimid, doubtful, and
clingingly dependent; a perpeiual chifdhood.” And
she advised literary ladies in an essay on “The In-
tellectual Woman”~*Don’t trample on the flow-
ers while longing for the stars” A wife who
submerged her own talents to work for her hus-
band was extolled as an exampie of a true woman.
in Women of Worth: & Book for Girls, Mss. Ann
Flaxman, an artist of promise herself, was praised
because she “devoted herself to sustain her hus-
band’s genius 2na aid him in his arduous career”

Caroline Gilman’s advice to the bride aimed at
establishing this proper order from the beginning
of a marriage: “Oh, young and lovely bride, watch
well the first moments when your will conflicts
with his to whom God and society have given
control. Reverence his wishes even when you do
not his opintons”

Mrs. Gilman's perfect wife in Recollections of a
Soutbern Matron realizes that “the three golden
threads with which domestic happiness is woven”
are “to repress a harsh answer, to confess a fault,

and to stop (right or wrong) in the midst of self-de-
fense, in gentle submission.” Woman could do this, -
hard though it was, because in her heart she knew
she was right and so could afford to be forgiving,
even a trifle condescending. “Men are not uarea-
sonable;” averred Mrs. Gilman, “Their difficulties
lie in not understanding the moral and physicat na-
ture of our sex. They oftenn wound through igno-
rance, and are sucprised at having offended.” Wives
were advised to do their best to reform men, but if
they couldn't, to give up gracefully. “If any habit of
his annoyed me, I spoke of it once or twice calmly,
then bore it quietly”

A wife should occupy herself “only with do-
mestic affairs—wait tifl your hushand confides to
you those of a high importance-—and do not give
your advice until he asks for it advised the Lady’s
Token. At all times she should behave in a manner
becoming a woman, who had “no arms other
than gentleness” Thus “if he is abusive, never re-
tort" A Young Lady's Guide to the Harmonious
Development of a Christian Character suggested
that females should “become as little children”
and “avoid a controversial spirit." The Mother's As-
sistant and Young Lady's Friend listed “Always
Conciliate” as its first commandment in “Rules for
Conjugal and Domestic Happiness.” Small wonder
that these same rules ended with the succinct
maxim: “Do not expect too much.”

As mother, as welt as wife, woman was required
to submit to fortune. In Zetters tu Motbers Mrs.
sigourney sighed: “To bear the evils and sorrows
which may be appointed us, with 2 patient mind,
should be the continual effort of our sex. .. .It
seems, indeed, 1o be expected of us; since the pas-
sive and enduring virtues are more immedizely
within our province” OF these trials “the bardest
was to bear the loss of children with submission”
but the indomitable Mrs. Sigourney found strength
to murmur to the bereaved moiher: “The Loed
loveth a cheerful giver” The Ladies’ Parlor Com-

panion agreed thoroughly in ‘A Submissive
Mother”in which a mother had already burled two
of her children and was nursing a dying baby and
saw her sole remaining child “probably scalded to
death. Handing over the infant to die in the arms
of a friend, she bowed in sweet submission to the
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double strake” But the child “through the good-
ness of God survived, and the mother learned 1o
say "Thy will be done”

Woman then, in all her toles, recepted sub-.
oission as her lot, It was 2 lot she had pot cha-
sen or deserved. As Godeys said, “the lesson of
subindssion Is forced upon woman” Withoyt
COMMERL or criticism the writer affirms that “To
sutfer and 1o be sifent under suffering seems the
great command she has o obey” George Burnap
referred 10 8 weman's e as “a series of sup.
pressed emotions” She was, a4 Emerson said,
“more vulnerable, more infirm, more mortal
than man " The death of 2 beautifel womarn, chep
ished in fiction, represented woman as the inno-
cent victim, suffering withour sin, tGo pure and
good for this world but too weak and passive o
resist its evil forces, The hest refuge for such a
delicate cremture was the warmth and safety of
her home,

The true woman's place was unquestion; iy
by her own fireside—as daughter, sister, g most
of al} 25 wife and mother. Therefore domesticity
Wit among the virtues most prized by the
WOMEN'S Magazines, “As society is constitated”
wrote Mrs. S, E. Farley, on the *Domestic anel 3o
clal Claims on Woman? “the trae dignity and
beaury of the female character seemed 1o consist
in 4 right understanding and faithful and cheertul
petformanee of social and family duties. Sacred
Seripture re-enforced socil pressure; “St. Paul
knew what was best for women when he advised
them 1o be domestic,” said Mrs. Sandford, "There
18 composure at home; there is something seda-
tive in the duties which home involves, It affords
Security not only fom the world, but from, deh
sions and erpors of every kind”

From her home woman performed her greag
task of bringing men back m God. The Young
Ladies” Class Book was sure that “the domestic
fireside is the great guaardian of society against the
excesses of human passions” The Lady at Home

| EXpressed its convictions in s very title and con-

clided that “even if we cannot reform the world
In & moment, we can begin the work by reform-
ing ourselves and our househotds—It is woman’s
misston. Let her not look away from her own litde

family circle for the mesns of producing moral
andt socist reforms, but begin at home”

Home was supposed to be a cheerful place, so
that brothers, hasbands, and sons would 0ot g0
elsewhere in scarch of 4 good thme, Woman was
cxpected w dispense comfort and cheer In WL
ing the biography of Margaret Mercer {every inch
& true womman) her blographer (male) notes: “She
never forgot that # js the peculiar province of
women 1o minisier to the comfort, and promoie
the happiness, first, of thase most newidy aliied o
her, and then of those, who by the Providence of
God are placed in a state of dependence upon
her” Many other e58AYS 0 e women's journals
showed woman a5 comforter: “Womsn, Man's
Best Friend” “Worman, the Greatest Social Benefi”
“Woman, A Being to Come Home To." “The Wife:
Sourcs of Comfort and the Spring of joy"

One of the most important functlons of womar
as comforter was her tole as nurse, Her own heaith
was probably, although tegrettably, delicate. Many
homes had “Htde sufferes” those pale children
who wasted away to saintly demths. And theee
wore enough other flinesses of youth and age,
maEfor and minor, to give the ninelecmh{:emuw
American woman nursing experience. The sicke
oom called for the exercise of her higher quatities
of patience, mercy, and gentleness as well as for
her housewifely arts. She could ths Fulfil her dual
ferining fanction—beauty and usefiulness.

The cookbooks of the period offer formalas
for gout cordials, vintment for sore nlppdes, hioe
cough and cough remedies, opening pills and re-
freshing drinks for fever, along with recipes for
pound cake, jumbles, stewed calves head and
curmat wine, The Ladies' New Book of Cenkery
believed that “food prepared by the kind hand of
a wife, mother, sister, friend” tasted better and
had 2 “restorative power which money cannot
purchase”

A chapter of The Young Lady's Friend was de-
voted to wonmn's privifege as “ministering spirit
at the couch of the sick” Mrs, Fargar advised 4 soft
voice, gentle and clean hands, and 2 cheerfil
smile. She cautioned AgANST A8 ex0ess of female
deficacy. That was ajl right for 4 young lady in the
patdor, but not for bedside manners. Lecches, for
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example, were to be regarded as "4 curious piece
of mechanism. . . their ornamental steipes should
recommend them even to the eye, and their valu-
able services 10 our feelings” And she went on
calmly to discuss their use. Nor were women o
shrink from medical terminology, since “If you cul-
tivate right views of the wonderful structure of the
body, you will be as willing to speak to a physician
of the bowels as the brains of your patient”

Nursing the sick, particularly sick males, not
only nade a woman feel useful dnd accom-
plished, but increased ber influence. In a piece of
heavy-handed humor in Godey’s a man confessed
that some women were only happy when their
husbands were ailing that they might have the joy
of nursing him to recovery “thus gratifying their
medical vanity and their love of power by making
him more dependent upon them.” In a similar vein
a husband sometimes suspected his wife “almost
wishes me dead-~for the pleasure of being uiterly
inconsolable”

In the home women were not only the highest
adotnment of civilization, but they were sup-
posed to keep busy at morally uplifting tasks. For-
winately most of the housework, if looked 4t in
true womanty fashion, could be regarded as up-
lifting. Mrs. Sigourney cxtolled its virtues: “The
science of housekeeping affords exercise for the
judgmeat and energy, ready recollection, and pa-
tient self-possession, that are the characteristics
of a superior mind.” According to Mrs. Farrar, mak-

- ing beds was good exercise, the repetitiveness of

routine tasks inculcated paticnce and persever-
ance, and proper management of the home was a
surprisingly complex art: “There is more to be
learned about pouring out tea and coffee than
most young ladies are willing to believe” Godey's
went 50 far as o suggest coyly, in “Learning vs,
Housewifery” that the two were complimentary,
not opposed: chemistry could be utitized in cook-
ing, geometry in dividing cloth, and phrenology
in discovering talent in children.

‘Women were to master every vatiety of needle-
work, for, a5 Mrs, Sigourney pointed out, “Needle-
work, in all its forms of use, elegance, and
ornament, has ever been the appropriate occupa-
tion of woman.” Embroidery improved taste; knit-

ting promoted serenity and economy. Other
forms of artsy-craftsy activity for her leisure mo-
ments fnciuded painting on glass or velvet,
Poonah work, tussy-mussy frames for her own
needlepoint or water colors, stands for hyacinths,
hair bracelets, or baskets of feathers.

She was expected to have a special affinity for
flowers. To the editors of The Lady's Token “A
woman never appears more truly in her sphere,
than when she divides her time berween her
domestic avocations and the culture of flowers”
She could write letters, an activity particularly fem-
inine since it had to do with the outpourings of the
heart, or practice her drawingroom skills of singing
and playing an instrument. She might even read.

Here she faced a bewildering array of advice.
The female was dangerously addicted to novels,
according to the literarure of the period. She
should avoid them, since they interfered with “se-
rious piety” If she simply couldn't help herself and
read them anyway, she should choose edifying
ones from Ysts of morally acceptable authors. She
should study history since it “showed the deprav-
ity of the human heart and the evil nature of sin”
On the whole, “religious biography was the best”

The women's magazines themselves could be
read without any loss of concern for the home.
Godey’s promised the husband that he woutd find
his wife “no less assiduous for his reception, or
less sincere in welcoming his renurn” as a result of
reading their magazine. The Lily of the Valley
won its rights to be admitred to the boudoir by
confessing that it was “like its namesake humble
and unostentatious, but it s yet pure, and, we
trust, free from moral imperfections.”

No matter what later authorities claimed, the
nineteenth century knew thar girls could be ru-
ined by book. The seduction stories regard “excit-
ing and dangerous books” as contributory canses
of disaster. The mar without honorable intentions
always provides the innocent maiden with such
books as a prelude to his assault on her virtue.
Books which artacked or scemed to attack
woman's accepted place in society were regarded
as equally dangerous, A reviewer of Harriet Mar-
tineaw’s Socdety i America wanted it kept out of
the hands of American women. They were so sus-
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ceptible o persuasion, with thelr “gentle vielding
aarupes” that they might fisten to "the bold ravings
of the hurdfeatured of their own sex” The fright-
epag result “Such reading will unsettle them for
thelr true station and pursuits, and they will
shrow the world back again into confusion”

The debate over women's education posed the
question of wheiher & “funshed” cducation de-
tracted from the practice of houwsewifely ants.
Again it proved to be g case of semamics, fora gue
wonan's education was never “finished” untd she
was instructed in the gentle scleace of homemak-
jng. Helen Irving, writing on “Literary Women,”
made it very clear that if women iovoked the
omse, it was as 2 genie of the hovsehold famp, "I
the necessities of her position reguire these duties
at her hands, she will perfonn them ponetheless
cheerfuily, that she keows herself capable of
higher things” The literary woman must conform
o the same standards 28 any other woman: “That
her home shall be made = loving plce of rest anid
toy and comfort to those who are dear to her, will
be the first wish of every true woman's heare " Mrs.
Ann Stephens told women who wrote [0 make
sure they did not szcrifice one domestic duty. “As
for genlus, make it a domestic plant. Let #3 roots
sidke deep o your house. . 7

The fear of “blue stockings” (the eighteenth-
centary male’s term of derision for educated or
iterary women) need not persist for nineteenth-
century American men. The magazines pre
seated sputious dislogues in which bachelors
were convinced of their fallacy in fearing edu
eated wives. One snch dizfogue took place be-
tween & young man and his female cousin. Erpest
deprecates learned tadies (A Woman s far more
fovable than a phifosopher™) bul Alice refutes
Tim with the beautiful example of their Aunt Bas-
bara who, “akhough she bas perpetrated the
heinous crime of writing sotne half dozen folies™
is stili “a moxdel of the spirit of feminine gesntie-
ness” His memory prodded, Emest concedes
that, by George, there was 3 wonian “When I last
had 3 cold she not only made me 3 bottle of

cough syrup, but when | complained of nothing
“new to read, she set to work and wiole some
twenty stanzas on consumption”
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The magszines were filled with domestic
tragedics in which spoiled young gisls learned
that when there was a hungry man 1o feed
French and ching painting were not helpful, Ac
cording to these stories many a marriage is jeop-
ardized because the wife has not keacned 1o keep
house. Harriet Beechor Stowe wrote 2 sprightly
picce of personal experience for Godey's, ridicul
ing her own bad housckeeping as a bride, She
used the same theme in 2 story “The Only Daughe
ter” in which the pampered beawty fearns the
facts of domestc life from a rather difficalt
source, her motherin-law. Mrs, Hamilton tells
Carcline in the sweetest way possible to shape
up in the kitchen, reserving her rebuke for her
som “You are her husband—her guide-her pro-
tector—now see what vou can do.” she admeon-
ishes him. “Give her credit for every effort: ereat
her faudts with tenderness; encourage and praise
whenever you can, and depend upon it, you will
sec another woman i her” He is propesdy mas-
rerful, she properly domestic and in a few
months Caroline is making lumpless gravy and
feeping up with the darning. Domestc wanguii-
fity has been sestored and the young wife moral-
izes: “Bring up a gitl to feed thur she has @
responsible pact to bear in promoting the happi-
ness of the family, and you make a reflectng
being of her at once, and remove that lightuess
and frivolity of character whdch makes her sheink
from graver stadies” These storles end with the
heroine drving her hands on her apron and vow-
ing that ber daughter will he propertly edncated,
in piecrust as well as Poonah work.

The female seminarics wore guiek 0 defend
themselves against any suspicion of interfering
with the role which pature’s God had assigned to
women. They hoped 1o enlarge and deepen that
roie, but not to change its seiting. At the Young
Ladies Seminary and Colleglate Instirute in Mon-
roe City, Michigan, the catalogue admitted few of
its graduates would be Hkely “to 6l the learned
professions” Sll, they were called o “other
seenes of usefulness and honor” The average
woman is to be “the presiding genius of love” in
the home, where she 5 to “give a coprrpct and ele-
vated literary taste to her children, and 10 assumer
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that infivertial station that she ought 1o passess as
the compunion of an educated man”

AL Miss Pierce's famous school in Lirchfield,
the students were taughe that they had “attained
the perfection of their characters when they
could combine their elegant accomplishmernts
with 2 wm for solid domestic virtues® My,
Holyoke paid pious tribute to domestic skills: "Let
& young lady despise this braach of the duties of
woman, and she despises the appointments of
her existence” God, pature and the Bible “enjoin
these duties on the sex, and she cannot vioae
them with impunity” Thus warned, the young
indy would have to seek Inowiedge of these da-
ties elsewhere, since it was not in the curriculum
at M. Holyoke. *We would not take this privilege
from the mother”

One reason for knowing her way around a
kitchen was that America was “a fand of precari-
s fortunes,” as Lydia Maria Child pointed out in
her back The Frugat Howusewife: Dedicated to
Tbose Who dre Not Ashamed of Beorony, Mrs.
Child's chapter “How tn Endure Poverty” pre-

suribed a combination of plety and kaowledge—
the kind of knowledge found in a true WO 'S
education, “a thorough religious wsefid educa-
tion” The womaa who had servanes today, might
tomorrow, because of 2 depression or pasic, be
forced 1o do her own wark, I that happened she
knew how to sct, for she was to be the same
cheerful consoler of her hushand in their cottage
as in their mansion.

An essay by Washingtor Irving, much quoted
in the gift annuals, discussed the value of 2 wiife in
case of business reverses: “I have observed that a
married man falling into misforrune is more apt to
achieve his situation in the world than a single
one ... it is beautifidly ordatned by Providence
that woman, who is the ornament of nwan in his
happier hours, should be his stay and solace
when smitten with sudden calamity?

A story titled simply buae clogueatly “The Wife”
deals with the quier heroism of Elien Graham dur
ing hes busband’s plunge from fortune to poverty.
Ned Graban said of her: “Words AL TOO POOY {0
tell you what T owe to thus noble wornan. In our
darkest seasong of adversity, she has been the

angel of consolation—usterly forgetful of self and
anxious only 0 comfort and susmin me” Qf
course she had g lede help from “Raithiul Chnah
who absoturely refused to leave her beloved mis-
tress,” but even so Eilen did ne more than would
be expected of any true woman,

Most of this advice was directed to woman as
wife. Marriage was the proper state for the exer
cise of the domestic virtues, “Trae Love and 4
Happy Home? an essay in The Young Ladies’
Owasiy, might have been carved on Lvery gic's
tiope chest, But although marriage was hest, it
Wwas not absolutely necessary, The women's wEga-
zines tried 1o memove the stigma from being an
“GHd Maid " They advised no masriage at all rather
than an unbappy one contracted oug of selfish
motives. Thelr storles showed maiden ladies as
unselfish ministers to the sick, teachers of the
young. or moral precepiors with their pens,
beloved of the entire vitlage, Usually the life of
single blessedness resulted from the premature
death of 2 flancé, or was chosen through fidelity
to some high mission, For example, i “Twe Sis-
ters” Mary devotes horself 1o Ellen and her abat-
doned children, giving up ber own chance for
marriage. “Her devetion to her sister's happiness
has met its revard [n the conscicusness of having
fulfilfed a sacred duty” Very rarely, 3 “woman of
genius” was absolved from the nECCssity of mar
tage, being so exiraovdinary that she ¢d pot
need the security or status of being a wife, Most
eften, however, if girls praved “difficutr? marriage
and a family were regasded as 2 cure, The “seda
Hve quality” of & home could be counted on to
subdie even the mest restiass spirits,

George Burnap sdw martiage as “that sphere
for which woman was originally intended, and to
which she is 50 exactly fited to adom and biess,
as the wife, the mistress of a home, the soface, the
aid, and the counsellor of that ONE, for whose
sake atone the workd #s of Y CONSCYUENTE 16
ber"Samuel Miller preached a sermon on WO
“How interesting and mportant are the duties de-
volved on females as WIVES . | | the counsellor and
fricnd of the hushand; who makes it her daily
study 1o lighten his cares, 1o soothe his SOETOWS,
and 0 sugment his jovs: who, like 2 guardian
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angel, watches over his interests, warns him
against dangers, comforts htim under trials; and by
her pious, assiduous, and attracrive deportment,
constantly endeavors to render him mote virte-
ous, more useful, more honourable, and more
happy” A woman's whole interest should be fo-
cused on her husband, paying him “those num-
berless attentions to which the French give the
title of petits soins and which the woman who
loves knows so well how 1o pay. . . she should
consider nothing as trivial which could win a
smile of approbation from him.” ’

Marriage was scer not only in terms of service
but as an increase in authority for women., Bur-
nap concluded that marriage improves the fe-
male character “not only because it puts her
under the best possible tuition, that of the affec-
tions, and affords scope to her active energies,
but because it gives her higher aims, and a more
dignified position” The Lady’s Amaranth saw it
as a balance of power: “The man bears rule over
his wife’s person and conduct. She bears rule
over his inclinations: he governs by law; she by
persuasion. . . . The empire of the woman is an
empire of softness .. .her commands are ca-
resses, het menaces are tears”

‘Woman should marty, but not for money. She
should choose only the high road of true love and
not truckle to the values of a materialistic society.
A story “Marrving for Money” (subtlety was not
the strong point of the ladies’ magazines) depicts
Gertrude, the heroine, rueing the day she made
her crass choice: “It is a terrible thing to live with-
out love. . . . A woman who dares to marry for
aught but the purest affection, calls down the just
judgments of heaven upon her head”

The corollary to marriage, with ot without true
love, was mothethood, which added another di-
mension to her usefulness and her prestige. It also
anchored her even more firmly to the home. “My
Friend,” wrote Mrs. Sigourney, “If in becoming a
mother, you have reached the climax of your hap-
piness, you have also taken a higher place in the
scale of being . . . you have gained an increase of
power” The Rev. J. N. Danforth pleaded in The
Ladies’ Casket, “Oh, mother, acquit thyself well in
thy humble sphere, for thou mayest affect the
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world” A true woman naturally loved her chil-
dren; to suggest otherwise was monstrous.

America depended upon her mothers to raise
up a whole generation of Christian statesmen
who could say “ail that I am I owe to my angel
mother” The mothers must do the inculcating of
virtue since the fathers, alas, were too busy chas-
ing the dollar. Or as The Ladies’ Companion put
it more effusively, the father “weary with the heat
and burden of Hfe’'s summer day, or trampling
with unwilling foot the decaying leaves of life’s
autum, has forgotten the sympathies of life’s joy-
ous springtime. . . . The acquisition of wealth, the
advancement of his children in worldly honor—
these are his selfimposed tasks™ It was his wife
who formed “the infant mind as yet untainted by
contact with evil . . , like wax beneath the plastic
hand of the mother”

The Ladies’ Wreath offered a fifty-dollar prize to
the woman who submitted the most convincing
essay on “How May An American Woman Best
Show Her Patriotism.” The winner was Miss Eliza-
beth Wetherell who provided herself with a hus-
band in her answer. The wife in the essay of
course asked her husband’s opinion. He ttied a
few jokes first--"Call her eldest son George Wash-
ington” “Don’t speak French, speak American™—
but then got down to teliing her in sober
prize-winning truth what women could do for
their country. Voting was no asset, since that
would result only in “a vast increase of confusion
and expense without in the smallest degree affect-
ing the result’ Besides, continued this oracle,
“looking down at their child, if “we were to goa
step further and let the children vote, their first act
would be to vote their mothers at home.” There is
no comment on this devastating male logic and he
continues: “Most women would follow the lead of
their fathers and hushands,” and the few who
would “fly off on a tangentfrom the circle of home
influence would cancel each other out”

The wife responds dutifully: “I see all that, I
never understood so well before” Encouraged by
her quick womanly perception, the master of the
house resolves the question—an American
woman best shows her patriotism by staying at
home, where she brings her influence to bear
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"upon the right side for the country's weal? That
WoInan will instinctively choose the side of right
he has no doube. Brsides her “narural refinement
and closeness o Gad® she has the “blessed advap.
tage of a quict ffe” while man is eXposed o con-
flict and evis, She stays home with, “her Bible and
A welkbalanced mind” and rises her sons to he
good Ameticans, The fudges rejoiced in this L0t
clusion and paid the prize money cheerfully, ve.
aarking “they deemed it cheap a2 the price
if aoy woman asked for greater scope for her

#ifts the MAgarines wege sharply critical. Such
Women were tampering with socicty, undermin.
ing eivilization, Mary  Wollstonecraft, Franges
Weight, and Hasriet Martineau were condenned
in the strongest possible Iax}gmge«fhey were
read out of the sey, “They are only sembwornen,
memal bermaphrodites” The Rev. Harrington
keew the women of America could not possibiy
4pprove of such perversiong and WERE 10 some
wives and mothers to ask if they did not W A
“wider sphere of fnterest” ag these AOIWomen
chimed. The answer was ressuring. “NQP they

eried siemulfatcousiy, et the e take care of poi-
ey, we will take care of the childreny= Again feo

male discontent resulted ondy from g lack of
undcrsmncfing: Women were pot subservient,

they were rather “chosen vessels® Looked aoin

this fight the conclusion was inescapable: “Nohie,

sublime & the sk of the American mother”

“Women's Rights” mean: one thing o reform-

ers, but guite another o the True Woman. She
Knew her rights,

The right o love whom otlters seor,

The riphe 1o COMPNT 31 10 oy X

The right 1o shed new Jar an eqarth,

The vight 30 fool the SOuts bigh worth, | |

Such women’s FIRDES, and God will Bless

And crown their champrions with
SHUCRLS,

The American woman had her choice—she
could define her rights in the wity of the women’s
Tagazines and insure them by the practice of the
fequisite virtues, or she corld go ouside the
home, sceking other rewards than fove. fr was a

decision on which, she was iofd, everything in
her world depended. “Youss it i o determine”
the Rev. Mr. Stearns solemuly warned from the
pulplt, “whether the beautiful order of sociery, |,
shall continee as it has been”® or whether “society
shatt break up and become & <haos of disjointed
and unsightly elements® If she <hose to listen o
other voices than those of her proper meittors,
sought ather rooms than those of her hame, she
lost both her beppiness and her power— tha a.
MOSY magie power, which, in her proper sphere,
she now wields over the destinies of the workd”

But even while the WOmMeA’s magazines and

refated Btessrure encouraged this ideal of the
perfect woman, forces were o work in the nine.
teenth century which impelled woman herself
o change, 1o play 2 more creagive role in spcfety,
The movements for social reform, westward -
gratiog, missionary activity, utopian COommimni-
ties, industrialism, the it War—ail calied forth
responses from woman which differed from
those she was trained to believe were hers by ma-
ture and divioe decrep, The vary perfection of
True Womanhood, moreover, carried within -
self the seeds of g own destruction. For if
WOMEAR Was so very Hule less than the angets,
she should surely take a more active Part i ruge
ning the world, especialy since men wese mak-
ing such a hash of things.

Reat women often foit they did not live up to
the ideai of True Womanhood: some of they
hlamed 1‘hems¢:1v€:a_‘ some challenged the Stan-
dard, some tried 1o keep the virues ang enlarge
the scope of womanhood. Somehow thesugh this
mixture of challenge and receptance, of change
and continuity, the True Woman evelved ingo the
New Woman—g tansformation as startling in jts
Wiy 23 the aholition of slavery or the Coining of
the machine age. And ver the stereotype, the
“mystique” if you will, of what woman was and
ought 1o be persisied, bringing guilt and confu-
sion in the midst of Oppotunity.

The women's Hagazines and refated fiterature
hiad feared this very dislocation of values anc blur-
ring of roles, By careful manipulation and intep
pretation they- sought 10 convince woman that
she had the best of both worlds— power andg
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virtue—and that a stable order of sociery dee  home. Cleasly and confidently these authorities

pended wpon ber maintaining her traditional prochimed the True Woman of the ninerecnth

place in it To that end she was identified with century o be the Valiant Woman of the Bible, in

everything that was benutifil and holy, whom the heart of her husband rejoiced and
Who Can Find 2 Valitat Woman?™ was asked  whose price was above rubies,

frequenily from the pulpic and the editorial pages.

There was only one place to look for her—at

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Summmatize the “colt of true womanhood” and the behavioral expeciations i im-
posed o American womes,

2. Welter argues that the “cult of true womanhood™ was an attempt ) preserve pre-
maodern values it the industrial age, What does she mean? In what sense was Hidus-
trighization incompatible with the “cult of true womanhood®? Why did the “cult of
true womanhood” often leave ﬁiﬂetc:c‘.ﬁth—omtmy women feeking gilty?

3. To what exteat was the “cult of true womarthood” an attempt by men in Rterary
circles to provent women from raking advantage of new opportuaities provided by
the vise of an industrial society? Was this a CORSPTACY of an unconscious cultural ae
wmpt 1o prevent change?

4. I the cult of true womanhood” was indesd an attempt to retard modernization,
what were people worried about? I they demanded domesticity, submissiveness, and
chastity of women, why did they so fear professionalism, assertiveness, and sexual
freedom?
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