T'he Myth
of Seneca Falls

Memory and the Women's

Suffrage Movement,

'1848—1898

LISA TETRAULT



The Myth of
Seneca Falls

< Memory and the Women’s
Suffrage Movement, 1848-1898

LISA TETRAULT

The University of North Carolina Press | Chapel Hill



This volume was published with the assistance of the

Greensboro Women’s Fund of the University of North Carolina Press.
Founding Contributors: Linda Arnold Carlisle, Sally Schindel Cone,

Anne Faircloth, Bonnie McElveen Hunter, Linda Bullard Jennings,

Janice J. Kerley (in honor of Margaret Supplee Smith), Nancy Rouzer May,
and Betty Hughes Nichols.

© 2014 The University of North Carolina Press
All rights reserved
Set in Charis

Manufactured in the United States of America

The paper in this book meets the guidelines for permanence and
durability of the Committee on Production Guidelines for Book
Longevity of the Council on Library Resources.

The University of North Carolina Press has been a member

of the Green Press Initiative since 2003.

Complete cataloging information for this title is available

from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-1-4696-1427-4 (cloth: alk. paper)
ISBN 978-1-4696-1428-1 (ebook)

1817161514 54321

MIX
by
®
FSC responsible sources

wuicou  FSC® C013483




< The Myth of Seneca Falls



Gender and American Culture

COEDITORS
Thadious M. Davis
Mary Kelley

EDITORIAL ADVISORY BOARD
Nancy Cott
Jane Sherron De Hart
John D’Emilio
Linda K. Kerber
Annelise Orleck
Nell Irvin Painter
Janice Radway
Robert Reid-Pharr
Noliwe Rooks
Barbara Sicherman
Cheryl Wall

EMERITA BOARD MEMBERS
Cathy N. Davidson
Sara Evans
Annette Kolodny
Wendy Martin

A complete list of books published in
Gender and American Culture is available
at www.uncpress.unc.edu.



«i+ For Jeanne Boydston

with love and profound gratitude



Acknowledgments

It took me a long time to decide I wanted to be a historian. I left the profes-
sion several times to test other waters, but each time I found my way back.
The reasons are many, and the people who animated my life in that journey
are chief among them. I take this opportunity to thank them in print. Al-
though their names appear as simple preface to the many pages to follow,
their spirit is present in each and every word.

This project had invaluable financial support that was critical to its re-
alization. For long-term fellowships, I thank the National Endowment for
the Humanities, the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Newberry Library,
the National Museum of American History at the Smithsonian Institution,
the Library of Congress, and the American Historical Association. For short-
term funding, I thank the Huntington Library, the American Antiquarian So-
ciety, the Sophia Smith Collection, the Wisconsin Historical Society, and the
Nantucket Historical Association. Two grants from Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity, the Berkman Faculty Development Fund and the Falk Research Fund,
also aided this project immeasurably. The archivists, staff, librarians, histo-
rians, and fellows at each institution played critical roles in the research pro-
cess and the testing of ideas. Special thanks to Carolyn Brown, Sue Collins,
Peter Drummey, Paul Erickson, Lisa Kathleen Grady, James Grossman, Lar-
issa Kennedy, Andrew Marshall, Arthur Patton-Hock, Rosemary Fry Plakas,
Mary Lou Reker, Barbara Clark Smith, and Conrad Wright.

I had the good fortune of gifted readers, who read the manuscript, at
different stages, in its entirety. For their thoughts, questions, and encour-
agement, I thank David Blight, the late Jeanne Boydston, Colleen Dunlavy,
Paul Eiss, Nan Enstad, Albrecht Funk, Glenda Gilmore, Lori Ginzberg, Linda
Gordon, Melanie Gustafson, Nancy Hewitt, Stephen Kantrowitz, Mary Kel-
ley, Lisa Levenstein, David McDowell, Annelise Orleck, Grey Osterud, Roger
Rouse, Scott Sandage, Judith Wellman, and an anonymous reviewer for UNC
Press. Kathi Kern and Allison Sneider also offered helpful feedback on con-
ference papers. Their collective insights and generosity have made this book
immeasurably better. I alone bear responsibility for its continued shortcom-
ings. I found sage guides in my wonderful editors, Mary Kelley and Mark



Simpson-Vos. And I'm grateful for the expertise of the staff at UNC Press—
particularly Caitlin Bell-Butterfield and Paul Betz, with the assistance of
freelancer Liz Gray—who helped turn my scribblings into an actual book.
Russell Kutzman also lent invaluable photographic assistance.

All of us at work in this field owe a tremendous debt to Ann D. Gordon,
editor over many decades of the magisterial Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Su-
san B. Anthony Papers Project. Her work has vastly enriched our knowledge
about women, history making, and social movements. I also owe a debt of
thanks to the incomparable women of the Women’s Rights National Histori-
cal Park in Seneca Falls, Vivien Rose and Anne Derousie, as well as to Judith
Wellman for her support, her scholarship, and her activism. I cherished my
days in upstate New York.

The advantage of a long graduate career is that you have the opportunity
to build and deepen friendships over many, many years. Judy Houck still
keeps me laughing and thinking anew. Lisa Levenstein enriches my life in
countless ways. Her enthusiasm for this project kept me going. I am also
grateful to her for reading chapters on much shorter timetables than anyone
should ever be asked to. Sharmila Rudrappa helped me to heal at a difficult
time in my life and has held my hand ever since. As I scribbled, David Ciarlo
and Lisa Schreibersdorf kept me company on the other side of the table. Lisa
S. also distracted me, bringing invaluable play and adventure into my life,
not to mention ongoing humor, faith, and understanding. Other Madison
friends supported me in all sorts of imaginative ways. Some even put me
up on sojourns away from home. I'm grateful to Cynthia Gill, Colin Haller,
Julie Holfeltz, Story Matkin-Rawn, Lisa Nakamura, Joy Newman, Louise Rob-
bins, Lisa Saywell, Ayesha Shariff, and Teri Woods. Teaching with Nancy
Worcester and Mariamne Whatley was the highlight of my graduate career.
I've learned so much from them about how to be in the world. Thank you
as well to Gerda Lerner, who built the program I had the privilege to join,
and whose recent death reminds me never to take the existence of this field
for granted.

Since leaving Wisconsin, I’ve had the good fortune to land in all sorts of
stimulating places. From my fun-filled days at Hobart and William Smith
Colleges, I thank all my colleagues, including Anna Creadick, Kevin Dunn,
Nic Sammond, Michael Tinkler, Kanchana Ruwanpura, and John Shovlin.
Laura Edwards and Dylan Pennigroth taught me a great deal during my days
at the Newberry Library. I then learned more than I could have hoped from
the wonderful mix of scholars who made up the Charles Warren Center’s
Seminar on Politics and Social Movements: Dorothy Sue Cobble, Francoise

[xii] ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Hamlin, Maartje Janse, Albrecht Koschnik, Dan Kryder, Lisa Materson,
Timothy McCarthy, Lisa McGirr, Manisha Sinha, and Susan Ware. The invi-
tation to be a part of the Remarque Institute’s Kandersteg Seminar joyfully
broadened my horizons. I had a cheerful and dedicated research assistant in
Dawn Winters, a talented historian in her own right. The footnotes and re-
search herein reveal her skill and care. Abigail Wright also offered valuable
research assistance along the way. I have gladly shared the ups and downs
of junior faculty life with Allyson Creasman, whose friendship has been
invaluable. We too spent many amusing hours across the table from one
another, scribbling away. Here in Pittsburgh, I have benefited from the rich
environment created by my talented colleagues at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity. One deserves special mention. Scott Sandage has read and commented
upon more drafts than anyone should ever be expected to. Thanks, Scott.

Amidst the production of this book, I became a parent, which made the
writing both harder and easier. Aya reset my priorities, reminded me to put
things into perspective, and brought me untold joy. That joy has carried me
through this process. Thanks to her for cheerfully enduring my absence.
Being returned to her is the best part about finishing this book. The people
who cared for my daughter while I cloistered myself away are also due a
word of thanks, including the astoundingly talented educators at the Cyert
Center for Early Education. My parents, A. Richard Tetrault, Gerry Tetrault,
and Mary Ellen Parker have made this all possible. I owe more than I could
ever repay to my father, who has sustained me in ways large and small, and
who has helped make dreams come true. This book is also for you, dad.
My brother will be happy to know that “that paper” is finally done. Thanks
especially to David McDowell, whose loving support has been unflagging
over a lifetime, and thanks to Cindy McDowell for joining in the fun along
the way. Thanks more recently to Pittsburgh friends, who have become
cherished parts of my life: Amy Crosson, Paul Eiss, Michal Friedman, Al-
brecht Funk, Joey Murphy, Lara Putnam, Jessie Ramey, Roger Rouse, Judith
Schacter, John Soluri, Shoba Subramanian, Patricia Wright, and John Zim-
merman. The chance meeting of Lori Geist has truly made Pittsburgh home.
Her friendship and kinship means more than I could ever say.

I dedicate this book to Jeanne Boydston. As a misguided youth, I became
curious about U.S. women'’s history, and I snuck into the back of one of
her ginormous lecture courses. I wasn’t enrolled. I wasn’t even in school.
But I never missed a lecture. I was spellbound. At the end of the course, I
timidly introduced myself. She was her usual wonderful self about it: open,
generous, and inviting. In the ways that accidents often redirect our lives,

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS [xiii]



I count this one among the most fortunate of my life. Eventually, I began
graduate work, with Jeanne as my advisor. I had a long way to go, but she
never doubted I could do it. That faith meant more than she could have
ever known. I am deeply grateful to have found my way into her orbit, and
eventually to myself. Her generous, compassionate blend of creativity, bril-
liance, and humility amaze me still. Over time, we became family, and then
one day, quite suddenly, cancer took her life. Although she did not live to
see it, she is present in every page of this book. I miss you, Jeanne.

[xiv] ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



< The Myth of Seneca Falls



Contents

Acknowledgments xi

Prologue: Getting Acquainted with History 1

. Woman’s Day in the Negro’s Hour: 1865-1870 19

. Movements without Memories: 1870-1873 46

. Women’s Rights from the Bottom Up: 1873-1880 75
. Inventing Women'’s History: 1880-1886 112

. Commemoration and Its Discontents: 1888-1898 145
Epilogue: The Bonfires of History 181

Notes 201

Bibliography 247

Index 269



Illustrations

Lucretia Mott 13
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper 23
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony 25

Ticket for lecture by George Francis Train,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Susan B. Anthony 26

Frederick Douglass 30
Lucy Stone 32
Victoria Woodhull 58

Ilustration of the Henry Ward Beecher—
Elizabeth Tilton sex scandal 66

Cartoon of Victoria Woodhull as Mrs. Satan 67
“Flocking for Freedom” 104
Matilda Joslyn Gage 118

Newspaper clipping about controversy surrounding

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Woman’s Bible 172
The Declaratjon of Sentiments Table 175

Ida Husted Harper and Susan B. Anthony working
in Anthony’s attic archive 179

The Portrait Monument 191

Makeshift commemoration for the 130th

anniversary of Seneca Falls 195



Prologue
< Getting Acquainted with History

The problem of a beginning is the beginning of a problem.
—UNKNOWN

The Eleventh National Woman’s Rights Convention came to order on 10 May
1866. The guns of the Civil War had quieted a year before, and many felt
the time had come to revisit unfinished business. The woman’s rights move-
ment, which had suspended activity during the bloodiest war in American
history, held its first postwar convention in New York City’s Church of the
Puritans. Lucretia Mott, aged seventy-three and an elder stateswoman of the
movement, looked out over the enormous crowd and saw the cause passing
into new hands. “It is no loss,” she explained to those assembled, “but the
proper order of things, that the mothers should depart and give place to
the children.” The fact that Mott appeared battle scarred, with hoarse voice
from a head cold and bruised face from a recent streetcar accident, added
poignancy to her remarks. She recalled the long history of women’s rights
activism that had led to this day. “Young women of America,” she urged, “I
want you to make yourselves acquainted with the history of the Woman’s
Rights movement.”

Mott highlighted the importance of collective historical memory to the
operation of social movements—the central preoccupation of this book.
Mott was not alone in urging women to learn their history. After the Civil
War, women’s rights activists with similar concerns held commemorative
conventions, gave speeches on women’s rights history, celebrated the ac-
complishments of pioneering women, held birthday celebrations, observed
anniversaries, wrote historical accounts, and more. All of it was instructive.
Indeed, activists rebuilt a movement after the disruptions of the Civil War,
in no small part, by getting acquainted with history—that is by consciously
and unconsciously creating collective memories for the movement. Remem-



bering played a critical role in providing a foundation, justification, and
rallying point for rebuilding. Remembering also sustained movement activ-
ists over the second half of the nineteenth century, as it became clear that
women’s rights would not be won anytime soon.

Remembering was a fiercely contentious process, however. It would take
the remainder of the century for most white women’s rights activists to
agree upon a shared history. A shared history they recognized as best repre-
senting their collective past—a past used to chart their future. The eventual
triumph of one particular story, over any other number of possible stories,
was the product of a long-lived contest within and outside the movement.
That story was no more “true” than any other. But as a few activists pushed
it to the fore, and growing numbers took it to heart, it took on the veneer
of truth. As this mythological tale took shape, it did more than simply re-
flect activists’ understanding of the past. It would fundamentally reshape
the movement over the second half of the nineteenth century. Put another
way, the myth itself became an important actor in the development of nine-
teenth-century feminism.

That eventually triumphant mythology went something like this: In 1848,
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott convened the first women’s rights
meeting the world had ever known, the historic Seneca Falls convention in
upstate New York. Here, Stanton famously made the first public demand for
women’s voting rights. A demand enshrined in that convention’s manifesto,
the “Declaration of Sentiments.” That demand, along with the convention
itself, marked the beginning of a women’s rights movement. According
to this telling, the idea for the convention had arisen far away and years
earlier, at the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840. British
abolitionists had denied seats to U.S. women delegates. Incensed, Mott and
Stanton (who first met in London) agreed to hold a protest convention upon
their return to the United States. Pulling it off took eight years, when the
women finally implemented their long-delayed convention plans. In many
accounts, Susan B. Anthony also entered the story, even though she had not
been present at the creation associated with 1848. By the turn of the cen-
tury, this founding myth had become all anyone needed to know about “the
history of the Women’s Rights movement.”?

Curiously, when Mott urged young women to learn their history, she did
not tell the story we all know, because that story—as a foundational story —
did not yet exist in 1866. It was not that Mott favored some other memory.
Her historical remarks were notable for the absence of any familiar or co-
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gent story. Mott’s movement remained merely a loose collection of events.
She made vague allusion to women’s rights having begun “more than twenty
years since,” putting the origin in the early 1840s, or perhaps the 1830s.
But then Mott reached back further still. She urged young women to learn
their history “from the days of Mary Wollstoncraft [sic],” British woman
of letters, who published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, the
first extended Enlightenment treatise on women’s rights. Having gone back
to the previous century, Mott treated the 1848 meeting as mere footnote.
Surveying the large audience before her in 1866, she could not help but
compare it to the relative “handful who met. . . in the first Convention . . .
at Seneca Falls.” The comparison underscored how the movement had ma-
tured, but it hardly cast the 1848 convention as a central event, much less
the birthplace of a movement. Later, after praising women literary figures
and God’s moving grace, Mott recalled women’s exclusion from the 1840
World’s Anti-Slavery Convention, but she drew no causal connection be-
tween it and plans for the 1848 convention. These two events, which would
eventually become tightly linked in feminist lore, had no connection at all
in Mott’s remarks. “I like to allude to these things,” she explained by way
of closing, “to show what progress we are making.” Beyond assessing prog-
ress—from small to large numbers, from exclusion to inclusion, from con-
demnation to acceptance —Mott’s remarks followed no particular sequence.
Although she urged those assembled to learn their history, she offered them
no memorable stories to hold onto—no story at all, in the sense of a linear,
unified narrative. Mott’s “history” was literally incoherent: without causal-
ity or even chronology and without any overarching sense of design. It sim-
ply did not cohere into what scholars would call a “master narrative.”
Stories are made, not found, and in 1866, the story of Seneca Falls had yet
to be made. Even those activists who considered Seneca Falls to be the first
U.S. women’s rights meeting did not give it the seminal status it would later
occupy. Someone, or some collection of people, at some time had to put the
story together. And they had to persuade others to accept that story as their
own. When, then, did Seneca Falls emerge as a familiar pattern of details, as
arecognizable tale, and as nineteenth-century feminism’s watershed event?
This book locates the origins of the Seneca Falls story in the post-Civil War
years, some twenty to thirty years after the actual meeting, arising from the
messy, contentious world of post-Civil War politics. It interrogates how the
meeting at Seneca Falls became the myth of Seneca Falls. And it examines
the consequences of this development for the women’s rights movement.

PROLOGUE [3]



By tracing that history and its implications, this book tackles one of the
still-intractable mythologies of U.S. history and, in the process, offers a new
genealogy of American feminism.

Seneca Falls is perhaps the most enduring and long-standing myth ever
produced by a U.S. social movement. If schoolchildren learn anything about
U.S. women’s history, they learn the story of Seneca Falls. The location of
the convention is today the site of a national park, the only such park ded-
icated to women’s rights.” Given the stature of this story, it is surprising
that we do not yet have a history of it. We have many good histories of
the meeting, but none of the story.® This gap in our knowledge is perhaps
less surprising when we consider the internal logic of origins tales them-
selves. Origins myths work to legitimate and unify the messy contingencies
of political struggle, making both the outcome and the story of that struggle
seem unmanipulated, if not inevitable. At the same time, an origins story,
once dominant, promotes the forgetting of struggles within the struggle,
the debates and rivalries within the movement itself. Eventually, several
competing narratives give way to a dominant collective memory, and hav-
ing won, that story appears to tell itself, being self-evidently true. So it has
been for over a century with the story of Seneca Falls. That tale has so suc-
cessfully erased its own contested origins that it has become sacrosanct. It
has become “a kind of natural fact, as if it had always been meant to be.”

Precisely because of its revered status, questioning this founding myth
of feminism—indeed, even to call it a myth—may, at first glance, smack
of disrespect. But we might just as easily conclude that querying this story
is to finally grant it the respect it deserves. Scholars have taken nearly all
the great “myths” of American history seriously enough to investigate and
decipher them. In the process, they have given us a much deeper apprecia-
tion for such tales and an ability to effectively grapple with and analyze the
power dynamics within them. We know, for example, that the civil rights
movement did not really begin when Rosa Parks, tired and fed up, spon-
taneously refused to give up her seat at the front of the bus—a story that
obscures the planned and calculated nature of black protest, the scope of
white supremacy’s operations, and the complexity of Parks herself.” And we
know that Betty Friedan’s 1963 groundbreaking work, The Feminine Mys-
tique, did not emerge solely from her discontent as an isolated middle-class
housewife—a myth that overlooks Friedan’s and other postwar feminists’
deep roots in the radical labor movement and the devastating effect of Mc-
Carthyism on feminist politics.® We tell these canonical stories of American
history for the lessons they possess (about the possibilities and limits of the
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