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What You Will Learn… 
In this chapter you will learn about dramatic changes in the United States in the early to mid-1800s. Ships filled with goods 
sailed back and forth across the Atlantic Ocean between Europe and the United States, as this painting of a busy port city 
shows. Many of these ships also brought people. The United States experienced a dramatic increase in immigration 
during this time period, particularly from Europe. Irish immigrants, forced from their homes by the potato famine, moved to 
the United States and built thriving communities. The photograph above shows a modern parade on Saint Patrick’s Day, 
an Irish celebration day.  

 

 



Section 1 

Immigrants and Urban Challenges 
 

If YOU were there… 

It is 1850, and you are a German immigrant standing on the deck of a steamboat, crossing Lake Erie. 

Other immigrants are on board, but they are strangers to you. Soon, you will arrive at your new home 

in Cleveland, Ohio. You’ve been told that other Germans have settled there. You hope to find friends 

and work as a baker. Right now, America seems very big and very strange. 

What would you expect from your  

new life in America? 

BUILDING BACKGROUND The revolutions in industry, transportation, and technology 

were not the only major changes in the United States in the mid-1800s. Millions of 
immigrants, mostly from Europe, swelled the population. Some settled in the rich farmland 
of the Midwest, while others moved to cities. 

 

 

Millions of Immigrants Arrive 
In the mid-1800s, large numbers of immigrants crossed the Atlantic Ocean to begin new lives in the United 

States. More than 4 million of them settled in the United States between 1840 and 1860, most from Europe. 

More than 3 million of these immigrants arrived from Ireland and Germany. Many of them were fleeing 

economic or political troubles in their native countries. 

 

 

Fleeing the Irish Potato Famine 
Most immigrants from the British Isles during that period were Irish. In the mid-1840s, potato blight, a disease 

that causes rot in potatoes, left many families in Ireland with little food. More than a million Irish people died of 

starvation and disease. Even more fled to the United States. 

     Most Irish immigrants were very poor. Many settled in cities in Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, and 

Pennsylvania. They worked at unskilled jobs in the cities or on building canals and railroads. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Push-Pull Factors of Immigration 
 

 

Starvation and poverty pushed many Irish families such as this one from their homes, while economic opportunities pulled 
them toward the United States. 

 

Irish women often worked as domestic servants for wealthy families, laboring 16 or more hours per day. In 

1849 a Boston health committee reported that low wages forced most Irish immigrants to live in poor housing. 

     Still, many immigrants enjoyed a new feeling of equality. Patrick Dunny wrote home to his family about this 

situation. 

 

“People that cuts a great dash [style] at home… think it strange [in the 
United States] for the humble class of people to get as much respect as 
themselves.” 

—Patrick Dunny, quoted in Who Built America?  
by Bruce Levine et al. 

 

 

A Failed German Revolution 
Many Germans also came to the United States during this time. In 1848 some Germans had staged a revolution 

against harsh rule. Some educated Germans fled to the United States to escape persecution caused by their 

political activities. Most German immigrants, however, were working class, and they came for economic 

reasons. The United States seemed to offer both greater economic opportunity and more freedom from 

government control.  While most Irish immigrants were Catholics, German immigrant groups included 

Catholics, Jews, and Protestants. 

 

     German immigrants were more likely than the Irish to become farmers and live in rural areas. They moved to 

midwestern states where more land was available. Unlike the Irish, a high percentage of German immigrants 



arrived in the United States with money. Despite their funds and skills, German immigrants often were forced to 

take low-paying jobs. Many German immigrants worked as tailors, seamstresses, bricklayers, servants, clerks, 

cabinetmakers, bakers, and food merchants. 

 
Anti-Immigration Movements 
Industrialization and the waves of people from Europe greatly changed the American labor force. While many 

immigrants went to the Midwest to get farmland, other immigrants filled the need for cheap labor in towns and 

cities. Industrial jobs in the Northeast attracted many people. 

     Yet a great deal of native-born Americans feared losing their jobs to immigrants who might work for lower 

wages. Some felt implicitly threatened by the new immigrants’ cultures and religions. For example, before 

Catholic immigrants arrived, most Americans were Protestants. Conflicts between Catholics and Protestants in 

Europe caused American Protestants to mistrust Catholic immigrants. Those Americans and others who 

opposed immigration were called nativists. 

     In the 1840s and 1850s some nativists became politically active. An 1844 election flyer gave Americans this 

warning.  

 

“Look at the…thieves and vagabonds [tramps] roaming our 
streets…monopolizing [taking] the business which properly belongs to our 
own native and true-born citizens.”    

—Election flyer, quoted in Who Built America?  
by Bruce Levine et al. 

 

     In 1849 nativists founded a political organization, the Know-Nothing Party, that supported measures 

making it difficult for foreigners to become citizens or hold office. Its members wanted to keep Catholics 

and immigrants out of public office. They also wanted to require immigrants to live in the United States for 21 

years before becoming citizens. Know-Nothing politicians had some success getting elected during the 1850s. 

Later, disagreements over the issue of slavery caused the party to fall apart. 
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many immigrants went to the Midwest to get farmland, other immigrants filled the need for cheap labor in 

towns and cities. Industrial jobs in the Northeast attracted many people. 
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streets…monopolizing [taking] the business which properly belongs to our 
own native and true-born citizens.”    
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     In 1849 nativists founded a political organization, the Know-Nothing Party, that supported 

measures making it difficult for foreigners to become citizens or hold office. Its members wanted to keep 

Catholics and immigrants out of public office. They also wanted to require immigrants to live in the United 

States for 21 years before becoming citizens. Know-Nothing politicians had some success getting elected 

during the 1850s. Later, disagreements over the issue of slavery caused the party to fall apart. 
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Rapid Growth of Cities 
The Industrial Revolution led to the creation of many new jobs in American cities. These city jobs drew 

immigrants from many nations as well as migrants from rural parts of the United States. The Transportation 

Revolution helped connect cities and made it easier for people to move to them. As a result of these two 

trends, American cities grew rapidly during the mid-1800s. Cities in the northeastern and Middle Atlantic 

states grew the most. By the mid-1800s, three-quarters of the country’s manufacturing jobs were in these 

areas. 

     The rise of industry and the growth of cities changed American life. Those who owned their own 

businesses or worked in skilled jobs benefited most from those changes. The families of these merchants, 

manufacturers, professionals, and master craftspeople made up a growing social class. This new middle 

class was a social and economic level between the wealthy and the poor. Those in this new middle class 

built large, dignified homes that demonstrated their place in society.  

     In the growing cities, people found entertainment and an enriched cultural life. Many enjoyed visiting 

places such as libraries and clubs, or attending concerts or lectures. In the mid-1800s people also attended 

urban theaters. Favorite pastimes, such as bowling and playing cards. The rules of baseball were formalized 

in 1845, and the game became increasingly popular. 

     Cities during this time were compact and crowded. Many people lived close enough to their jobs that they 

could walk to work. Wagons carried goods down streets paved with stones, making a noisy, busy scene. One 

observer noted that the professionals in New York City always had a “hurried walk.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

History Close-up 

New York City, mid-1800s 

 

In the mid-1800s, cities such as New York City lured thousands of people in search of jobs and a better life. Many city dwellers 
found life difficult in the crowded urban conditions. 
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Urban Problems 
American cities in the mid-1800s faced many challenges due to rapid growth. Because public and private 

transportation was limited, city residents had to live near their workplaces. In addition, there was a lack of safe 

housing. Many city dwellers, particularly immigrants, could afford to live only in tenements—poorly designed 

apartment buildings that housed numbers of people. These structures were often dirty, overcrowded, and 

unsafe. 

     Public services were also poor. The majority of cities did not have clean water, public health regulations, or 

healthful ways to get rid of garbage and human and animal waste. Under these conditions, diseases spread 

easily, and epidemics were common. In 1832 and 1849, for example, New York City suffered cholera 

epidemics that killed thousands.  

     City life held other dangers. As urban areas grew, they became centers of criminal activity. Most cities—

including New York, Boston, and Philadelphia—had no permanent or organized force to fight crime. Instead, 

they relied on volunteer night watches, which offered little protection. 

     Fire was another constant and serious danger in crowded cities. There was little organized fire protection. 

Most cities were served by volunteer fire companies. Fire-fighters used hand pumps and buckets to put out fires. 

In addition, there were not enough sanitation workers and road maintenance crews. These shortages and flaws 

caused health and safety problems for many city residents. 

 

SUMMARY AND PREVIEW Immigrants expected a better life in America, but not all Americans welcomed 

newcomers. The rapid growth of cities caused many problems. In the next section you will read about how America 

developed its own style of art and literature. 
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Section 3 

Reforming Society 

 

If YOU were there… 

You live in New York State in the 1850s. You are the oldest daughter in your family. Since childhood 

you have loved mathematics, which puzzles your family. Your sisters are happy learning to sew and 

cook and run a household. You want more. You know that there is a female seminary nearby, where 

you could study and learn much more. But your parents are undecided. 

How might you persuade your parents  

to send you to the school? 

BUILDING BACKGROUND Along with changes in American culture, changes were 

also taking place in American society. A religious revival swept the country. Reform-
minded men and women tried to improve all aspects of society, from schools to taverns. 
Reforms in education opened up new opportunities for young women. 

 

 

Second Great Awakening 
During the 1790s and early 1800s, some Americans took part in a Christian renewal movement called 

the Second Great Awakening. It swept through towns across upstate New York and through the frontier 

regions of Kentucky, Ohio, Tennessee, and South Carolina. By the 1820s and 1830s, this new interest in 

religion had spread to New England and the South. 

     Charles Grandison Finney was one of the most important leaders of the Second Great Awakening. After 

experiencing a dramatic religious conversion in 1821, Finney left his career as a lawyer and began preaching. 

He challenged some traditional Protestant beliefs, telling congregations that each individual was responsible for 

his or her own salvation. He also believed that sin was avoidable. Finney held revivals, emotional prayer 

meetings that lasted for days. Many people converted to Christianity during these revivals. Finney told new 

converts to prove their faith by doing good deeds. 

     Finney’s style of preaching and his ideas angered some traditional ministers, like Boston’s Lyman Beecher. 

Beecher wanted to prevent Finney from holding revivals in his city. 

“You mean to carry a streak of fire to Boston. If you attempt it, as the Lord liveth, I’ll meet you…and fight 

every inch of the way.” Despite the opposition of Beecher and other traditional ministers, Finney’s appeal 

remained powerful. Also, the First Amendment guarantee of freedom of religion prevented the government 

from passing laws banning the new religious practices. Ministers were therefore free to spread their message of 

faith and salvation to whomever wished to listen.  

     Due to the efforts of Finney and his followers, church membership across the country grew a great deal 

during the Second Great Awakening. Many new church members were women and African Americans. The 

African Methodist Episcopal Church spread across the Middle Atlantic states. Although the movement had 

begun in the Northeast and on the frontier, the Second Great Awakening renewed some people’s religious faith 

throughout America. 

Social Reformers Speak Out 

javascript:top.hrwSpawnGlossaryTerm('Second%20Great%20Awakening');
javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_154').doEvent('onClick');


Renewed religious faith often led to involvement in movements fix the problems created by urban growth. One 

solution was political action. For example, in 1844 New York City created the first city police force. 

     Members of the growing middle class, especially women, often led the efforts. Many of the women did not 

work outside the home and hired servants to care for their households. This gave them time to work in reform 

groups. 

 

Temperance Movement 
Many social reformers worked to prevent alcohol abuse. They believed that Americans drank too much. In the 

1830s, on average, an American consumed seven gallons of alcohol per year. Countless Americans thought that 

alcohol abuse caused social problems, such as family violence, poverty, and criminal behavior. 

     Americans’ worries about the effects of alcohol led to the growth of a temperance movement. This reform 

effort urged people to use self-discipline to stop drinking hard liquor. 

Reform Movements 

 

 

Reform movements in America included religious meetings called revivals, where preachers urged 
huge crowds of people to seek salvation. The temperance movement, an effort to convince people to 
avoid drinking alcohol, promoted posters like the one shown here. 
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Reformers asked people to limit themselves to beer and wine in small amounts. Groups like the American 

Temperance Society and the American Temperance Union helped to spread this message. Minister Lyman 

Beecher spoke widely about the evils of alcohol. He claimed that people who drank alcohol were “neglecting 

the education of their families—and corrupting their morals.”  

 

Prison Reform 
Another target of reform was the prison system. Dorothea Dix was a middle-class reformer who visited prisons 

throughout Massachusetts beginning in 1841. Dix reported that mentally ill people frequently were jailed with 

criminals. They were sometimes left in dark cells without clothes or heat and were chained to the walls and 

beaten. Dix spoke of what she saw to the state legislature. 

     In response, the Massachusetts government built facilities for the mentally ill. Dix’s work had a nationwide 

effect. Eventually, more than 100 state hospitals were built to give mentally ill people professional care.  

     Prisons also held runaway children and orphans. Some had survived only by begging or stealing, and they 

got the same punishment as adult criminals. Boston mayor Josiah Quincy asked that young offenders receive 

different punishments than adults. In the 1820s, several state and local governments founded reform schools for 

children who had been housed in prisons. There, children lived under strict rules and learned useful skills. 

     Some reformers also tried to end the overcrowding and cruel conditions in prisons. Their efforts led to the 

creation of houses of correction. These institutions did not use punishment alone to change behavior. They also 

offered prisoners education. 
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Improvements in Education 
Another challenge facing America in the early 1800s was poor public education. During this era, childhood was 

beginning to be viewed as a separate stage of life in which education was of the utmost importance in creating 

responsible citizens. However, many children worked in factories or on farms to help support their families. If 

children could read the Bible, write, and do simple math, that was often considered to be enough. 

 

Education in the Early 1800s 
The availability of education varied widely. New England had the most schools, while the South and West had 

the fewest. Few teachers were trained. Schoolhouses were small, and students of all ages and levels worked in 

one room. 

     McGuffey’s Readers were the most popular textbooks. William Holmes McGuffey,  an educator and 

minister, put selections from British and American literature in them as well as instruction in moral and social 

values. 

     Social background and wealth affected the quality of education. Rich families sent children to private 

schools or hired tutors. However, poor children had only public schools. Girls could go to school, but parents 

usually thought that girls needed little education and kept them home. Therefore, few girls learned to read. 

 
Common-School Movement 
People in the common-school movement wanted all children taught in a common place, regardless of 

background. Horace Mann was a leader of this movement. 

     In 1837 Mann became Massachusetts’s first secretary of education. He convinced the state to double its 

school budget and raise teachers’ salaries. He lengthened the school year and began the first school for teacher 

training. Mann’s success set a standard for education reform throughout the country. 

 
Women’s Education 
Education reform created greater opportunities for women. Catharine Beecher started an all-female academy 

in Hartford, Connecticut. The first college-level educational institution available to women was the Troy 

Female Seminary, opened by Emma Willard in 1821. Several other women’s colleges opened during the 1830s, 

including Mount Holyoke College. The first medical college for women, who were barred from men’s medical 

schools, opened in Boston in 1848. 

 

Teaching People with Special Needs 
Efforts to improve education also helped people with special needs. In 1831 Samuel Gridley Howe opened the 

Perkins School for the Blind in Massachusetts. Howe traveled widely, talking about teaching people with visual 

impairment. Thomas Gallaudet improved the education and lives of people with hearing impairments. He 

founded the first free American school for hearing-impaired people in 1817. 
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Biography 
 

 

 

Horace Mann 
1796-1859 

 

Born in Franklin, Massachusetts, Mann had little schooling, but he educated himself well enough at the 
local library to get into Brown University and attend law school. Despite a busy law practice, he served in 
the Massachusetts legislature for 10 years. He was also an outspoken advocate for public education. In 
1837 the state created the post of secretary of education for him. His achievements in that office made him 
famous. He later served in the U.S. House of Representatives and as president of Antioch College in Ohio. 
His influence on education is reflected by the fact that many American schools are named for him. 

 

Primary Source 

SPEECH 

 

Horace Mann to the Board of Education 
In a speech to the newly created Massachusetts Board of Education, Horace Mann, the board’s first secretary, 
described the purpose of the public school system.  

 

“[T]here should be a free district school, sufficiently safe, and sufficiently good, for all of the 

children   …where they may be well instructed in the rudiments [basics] of knowledge, formed to 

propriety of demeanor [good behavior], and imbued [filled] with the principles of duty… It is on this 

common platform, that a general acquaintanceship [friendship] should be formed between the 

children of the same neighborhood. It is here, that the affinities [qualities] of a common nature 

should unite them together.”  
—Horace Mann, quoted in The Republic and the School,  

edited by Lawrence A.Cremin 

  

New Opportunities 

 

 

javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_87').onClickHandler();
javascript:code.getNodeByID('id_94').onClickHandler();


 

African American Communities 
Free African Americans usually lived in segregated, or separate, communities in the North. Most of them lived 

in cities such as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia. Community leaders were often influenced by the Second 

Great Awakening and its spirit of reform. 

     Founded by former slave Richard Allen, the Free African Religious Society became a model for other groups 

that pressed for racial equality and the education of blacks. In 1816, Allen became the first bishop of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church, or AME Church. This church broke away from white Methodist churches 

after African Americans were treated poorly in some white congregations. 

     Other influential African Americans of the time, such as Alexander Crummel, pushed for the creation of 

schools for black Americans. The New York African Free School in New York City educated hundreds of 

children, many of whom became brilliant scholars and important African American leaders. Philadelphia also 

had a long history of educating African Americans. This was largely because Philadelphia was a center of 

Quaker influence, and the Quakers believed strongly in equality. The city ran seven schools for African 

American students by the year 1800. In 1820 Boston followed Philadelphia’s lead and opened a separate 

elementary school for African American children. The city began allowing them to attend school with whites in 

1855. 

     African Americans rarely attended college because few colleges would accept them. In 1835 Oberlin College 

became the first to do so. Harvard University soon admitted African Americans, too. African American colleges 

were founded beginning in the 1840s. In 1842 the Institute for Colored Youth opened in Philadelphia. Avery 

College, also in Pennsylvania, was founded in 1849. 
 

While free African Americans had some opportunities to attend school in the North and Midwest, few had this 

chance in the South. Laws in the South barred most enslaved people from getting any education, even at the 

primary school level. While some slaves learned to read on their own, they almost always did so in secret. 

Slaveholders were fearful that education and knowledge in general might encourage a spirit of revolt among 

enslaved African Americans. 
 

SUMMARY AND PREVIEW The efforts of reformers led to improvements in many aspects of American life in the 

early to mid-1800s. In the next section you will learn about reform-minded people who opposed the practice of slavery. 

 

 

This photograph (above) of the 1855 class at Oberlin 

College shows the slow integration of African 

Americans into previously white colleges. Some 

churches also became more integrated, and 

preachers like the one pictured at left began calling 

for equality between races. 



Section 4 

The Movement to End Slavery 
 

If YOU were there… 

You live in southern Ohio in the 1850s. A friend who lives across the river in Kentucky has asked you 

to join a network that helps escaping slaves. She reminds you that your house has a secret cellar 

where you could easily hide fugitives for a few days. You are opposed to slavery. But you know this 

might get you in trouble with your neighbors—and with the law. 

Would you become an agent for the  

Underground Railroad? Why? 

BUILDING BACKGROUND The early 1800s brought many movements for social 

reform in the United States. Perhaps the most important and far-reaching was the 
movement for the abolition of slavery. While reformers worked to end slavery, many also 
took risks to help slaves to escape. 

 

 

Americans Oppose Slavery 
Some Americans had opposed slavery since before the country was founded. Benjamin Franklin was the 

president of the first anti-slavery society in America, the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of 

Slavery. In the 1830s, Americans took more organized action supporting abolition, or a complete end to 

slavery. 
 

 

Differences among Abolitionists 
Abolitionists came from many different backgrounds and opposed slavery for various reasons. The Quakers 

were among the first groups to challenge slavery on religious grounds. Other religious leaders gave speeches 

and published pamphlets that moved many Americans to support abolition. In one of these, abolitionist 

Theodore Weld wrote that “everyman knows that slavery is a curse.” Other abolitionists referred to the 

Declaration of Independence. They reminded people that the American Revolution had been fought in the name 

of liberty. 

 

 

“Where there is a human being, I see God-given 

rights…”  
—William Lloyd Garrison 
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African American Abolitionists 
Many former slaves were active in the anti-slavery cause. Frederick Douglass escaped from slavery when he 

was 20 and went on to become one of the most important African American leaders of the 1800s. Douglass 

secretly learned to read and write as a boy, despite a law against it. His public-speaking skills impressed 

members of the Anti-Slavery Society. In 1841 they asked him to give regular lectures. 

     At a Fourth of July celebration in 1852, he captured the audience’s attention with his powerful voice. 

 

“The blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in 
common…This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must 
mourn.” 

—Frederick Douglass, quoted in From Slavery to  
Freedom by John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss Jr. 

 

In addition to his many speaking tours in the United States and Europe, Douglass published a newspaper called 

the North Star and wrote several autobiographies. His autobiographies were intended to show the injustices of 

slavery. 

     Another former slave, Sojourner Truth, also contributed to the abolitionist cause. She claimed God had 

called her to travel through the United States and preach the truth about slavery and women’s rights. With her 

deep voice and quick wit, Truth became legendary in the antislavery movement for her fiery and dramatic 

speeches.  

     Other African Americans wrote narratives about their experiences as slaves to expose the cruelties that many 

slaves faced. In 1861, Harriet Jacobs published Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, one of the few slave 

narratives by a woman. William Wells Brown wrote an antislavery play as well as a personal narrative in the 

form of a novel called Clotel. 

 
The Underground Railroad 
By the 1830s, a loosely organized group had begun helping slaves escape from the South. Free African 

Americans, former slaves, and a few white abolitionists worked together. They created what became known as 

the Underground Railroad. The organization was not an actual railroad but was a network of people who 

arranged transportation and hiding places for fugitives, or escaped slaves. 

     Fugitives would travel along “freedom trails” that led them to northern states or sometimes into Canada. At 

no time did the Railroad have a central leadership. No one person, or group of people, was ever officially in 

charge. Despite the lack of any real structure, the Underground Railroad managed to achieve dramatic results. 

     Often wearing disguises, fugitives moved along the “railroad” at night, led by people known as conductors. 

Many times, the fugitives had no other guideposts but the stars. They stopped to rest during the day at 

“stations,” often barns, attics, or other places on property owned by abolitionists known as station masters. The 

station masters hid and fed the fugitives. 
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The Underground Railroad 

 
Enslaved African Americans followed many routes to escape from southern slavery. Once in the free states, however, 
fugitive slaves could not be certain of their freedom. U.S. law still considered them as property, and bounty hunters were 
paid to capture and return any fugitive slaves they found. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Primary Source 
 

HANDBILL 

 

Anti-Abolitionist Rally 
Members of an anti-abolitionist group used this flyer to call people together in order to disrupt a meeting of 
abolitionists in 1837. 

 

 

The most famous and daring conductor on the Underground Railroad was HarrietTubman. When 

Tubman escaped slavery in 1849, she left behind her family. She swore that she would return and lead her 

whole family to freedom in the North. Tubman returned to the South 19 times, successfully leading her family 

and more than 300 other slaves to freedom. At one time the reward for Tubman’s capture reportedly climbed to 

$40,000, a huge amount of money at that time. 

 
Opposition to Ending Slavery 
Although the North was the center of the abolitionist movement, many white northerners agreed with the South 

and supported slavery. Others disliked slavery but opposed equality for African Americans. 

     Newspaper editors and politicians warned that freed slaves would move north and take jobs from white 

workers. Some workers feared losing jobs to newly freed African Americans, whom they believed would accept 

lower wages. Abolitionist leaders were threatened with violence as some northerners joined mobs. Such a mob 

killed abolitionist Elijah Lovejoy in 1837 in Alton, Illinois. 

     The federal government also obstructed abolitionists. Between 1836 and 1844, the U.S. House of 

Representatives used what was called a gag rule. Congress had received thousands of antislavery petitions. Yet 

the gag rule forbade members of Congress from discussing them. This rule violated the First Amendment right 

of citizens to petition the government. But southern members of Congress did not want to debate slavery. Many 

northern members of Congress preferred to avoid the issue.  
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     Eventually, representative and former president John Quincy Adams was able to get the gag rule overturned. 

His resolution to enact a constitutional amendment halting the expansion of slavery never passed, however. 

     Many white southerners saw slavery as vital to the South’s economy and culture. They also felt that 

outsiders should not interfere with their way of life. 

 
Sojourner Truth was a former slave who became a leading abolitionist. 

 
 

After Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831, when Turner led some slaves to kill slaveholders, open talk about slavery 

disappeared in the South. It became dangerous to voice antislavery sentiments in southern states. Abolitionists 

like the Grimké sisters left rather than air unpopular views to hostile neighbors. Racism, fear, and economic 

dependence on slavery made emancipation all but impossible in the South. 

 

SUMMARY AND PREVIEW The issue of slavery grew more controversial in the United States during the 

first half of the nineteenth century. In the next section you will learn about women’s rights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Biography 
Frederick Douglass 

 

As a freed slave, how would you help people still enslaved? 

 

KEY EVENTS 

1817 Born a slave in Maryland 

 

 
1837 Escapes slavery disguised as a sailor 

 

 
1841 Begins his career as a speaker on abolition 

 

 
1845 Writes Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 
his first autobiography 

 

 
1847 Publishes first issue of the North Star 

 

 
1863 Meets President Lincoln and becomes an adviser 

 

 
1889 Named American consul general to Haiti 

 

 
1895 Dies in Washington, D.C. 

 

 
When did he live? 1817–1895 
 
Where did he live? Frederick Douglass was born in rural Maryland. At age six he was sent to live in Baltimore, and at 
age 20 he escaped to New York City. For most of his life, Douglass lived in Rochester, New York, making his home into a 
stop along the Underground Railroad. He travelled often, giving powerful antislavery speeches to audiences throughout 
the North and in Europe. 
 
What did he do? After hearing the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison speak in 1841, Douglass began his own speaking 
tours about his experiences as a slave. In mid-life he wrote an autobiography and started an abolitionist newspaper called 
the North Star. During the Civil War, Douglass persuaded black soldiers to fight for the North. 
 
Why is he important? Douglass was the most famous African American in the 1800s. His personal stories and elegant 
speaking style helped the abolitionist movement to grow. His words remain an inspiration to this day. 



 

Frederick Douglass began publishing the North Star, an abolitionist newspaper, in 1847. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Section 5 

Women’s Rights 
 

If YOU were there… 

You are a schoolteacher in New York State in 1848. Although you earn a small salary, you still live at 

home. Your father does not believe that unmarried women should live alone or look after their own 

money. One day in a shop, you see a poster about a public meeting to discuss women’s rights. You 

know your father will be angry if you go to the meeting. But you are very curious. 

Would you attend the meeting? Why? 

BUILDING BACKGROUND Women were active in the movements to reform prisons 

and schools. They fought for temperance and worked for abolition. But with all their work 
for social change, women still lacked many rights and opportunities of their own. 
Throughout the 1800s, the women’s rights movement gradually became stronger and 
more organized. 

 

 

Women’s Struggle for Equal Rights 
Fighting for the rights of African Americans led many female abolitionists to fight for women’s rights. In the 

mid-1800s, these women found that they had to defend their right to speak in public, particularly when a woman 

addressed both men and women. For example, members of the press, the clergy, and even some male 

abolitionists criticized the Grimké sisters. These critics thought that the sisters should not give public speeches. 

They did not want women to leave their traditional female roles. The Grimkés protested that women had a 

moral duty to lead the antislavery movement. 

 

 

Early Writings for Women’s Rights 
In 1838 Sarah Grimké published a pamphlet arguing for equal rights for women. She titled it Letters on the 

Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Women. 

 

“I ask no favors for my sex…All I ask our brethren [brothers] is that they will 
take their feet from off our necks, and permit us to stand upright on that 
ground which God designed us to occupy.” 

—Sarah Grimké, quoted in The Grimké Sisters from South Carolina,  
edited by Gerda Lerner 

 

 Sarah Grimké also argued for equal educational opportunities. She pointed out laws that negatively affected 

women. In addition, she demanded equal pay for equal work. 

     Sarah Grimké never married. She explained that the laws of the day gave a husband complete control of his 

wife’s property. Therefore, she feared that by marrying, she would become more like a slave than a wife. Her 

sister, Angelina, did marry, but she refused to promise to obey her husband during their marriage ceremony. 

She married Theodore Weld, an abolitionist. Weld agreed to give up his legal right to control her property after 

they married. For the Grimkés, the abolitionist principles and women’s rights principles were identical. 

     In 1845 the famous transcendentalist Margaret Fuller published Woman in theNineteenth Century. This book 

used well-known sayings to explain the role of women in American society. Fuller used democratic and 

transcendentalist principles to stress the importance of individualism to all people, especially women. The book 

influenced many leaders of the women’s rights movement.  



 

Sojourner Truth 
Sojourner Truth was another powerful supporter of both abolition and women’s rights. She had been born into 

slavery in about 1797. Her birth name was Isabella Baumfree. She took the name Sojourner Truth because she 

felt that her mission was to be a sojourner, or traveler, and spread the truth. Though she never learned to read or 

write, she impressed many well-educated people. One person who thought highly of her was the author Harriet 

Beecher Stowe. Stowe said that she had never spoken “with anyone who had more…personal presence than this 

woman.” Truth stood six feet tall and was a confident speaker. 

     In 1851 Truth gave a speech that is often quoted to this day. 

 

“That man over here says that women need to be helped into carriages and 
lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever 
helps me into carriages or over mud puddles, or gives me any best 
place…Look at me! I have ploughed and planted and…no man could head 
[outwork] me. And ain’t I a woman?” 

—Sojourner Truth, quoted in A History of Women in  
America by Carol Hymowitz and Michaele Weissman 

 

Truth, the Grimké sisters, and other supporters of the women’s movement were determined to be heard. 

 

Time Line 
Women’s Voting Rights 

 

 

 
Opposing the Call for Women’s Rights 
Publications about women’s rights first appeared in the United States shortly after the American Revolution. 

However, women’s concerns did not become a national issue with strong opposition for many more years. 

 

The Movement Grows 
The change took place when women took a more active and leading role in reform and abolition. Other social 

changes also led to the rise of the women’s movement. Women took advantage of better educational 

opportunities in the early 1800s. Their efforts on behalf of reform groups helped them learn how to organize 

more effectively and to work together. 

     Another benefit of reform-group work was that some men began to fight for women’s rights. Many activists, 

both men and women, found it unacceptable that women were not allowed to vote or sit on juries. They were 

also upset that married women in many states had little or no control over their own property. 

 

Opposition to Women’s Rights 
Like the abolitionist movement, the struggle for women’s rights faced opposition. Many people did not agree 

with some of the goals of the women’s rights movement. Some women believed that they did not need new 

rights. They said that women were not unequal to men, only different. Some critics believed that women should 

not try to work in public for social changes. Women were welcome to work for social change, but only from 

within their homes. “Let her not look away from her own little family circle for the means of producing moral 



and social reforms,” wrote T. S. Arthur. His advice appeared in a popular women’s magazine called The Lady at 

Home. 

     Some people also thought that women lacked the physical or mental strength to survive without men’s 

protection. They believed that a woman should go from the protection of her father’s home to that of her 

husband’s. They also thought that women could not cope with the outside world; therefore, a husband should 

control his wife’s property. Despite opposition, women continued to pursue their goal of greater rights. 

 

Primary Source 

HISTORIC DOCUMENT 

 

Declaration of Sentiments 
At the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention, 100 people signed the Declaration of Sentiments, a document declaring 
the rights of women. The wording of the document purposely echoed the Declaration of Independence. 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal;  that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain inalienable1 rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; 

that to secure these rights governments are instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed. Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of those who 

suffer from it to refuse allegiance2 to it, and to insist upon the institution of a new government,  laying its 

foundation on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to 

affect their safety and happiness. 

 

Seneca Falls Convention 
In 1840 Elizabeth Cady Stanton attended the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention in London, England, while on 

her honeymoon. She discovered that, unlike her husband, she was not allowed to participate. All women in 

attendance had to sit behind a curtain in a separate gallery of the convention hall. William Lloyd Garrison, who 

had helped found the American Anti-Slavery Society, sat with them in protest. 

     The treatment of women abolitionists at the convention angered Stanton and her new friend, Lucretia Mott. 

Apparently, even many abolitionists did not think that women were equal to men. Stanton and Mott wanted to 

change this, so they planned to “form a society to advance the rights of women.” Eight years passed before 

Stanton and Mott finally announced the Seneca Falls Convention, the first public meeting about 

women’s rights held in the United States. It opened on July 19, 1848, in Seneca Falls, New York. 

 

Declaration of Sentiments 
The convention organizers wrote a Declaration of Sentiments. This document detailed beliefs about social 

injustice toward women. They used the Declaration of Independence as the basis for the language for their 

Declaration of Sentiments. The authors included 18 charges against men—the same number that had been 

charged against King George III. The Declaration of Sentiments was signed by some 100 people. 

     About 240 people attended the Seneca Falls Convention, including men such as abolitionist Frederick 

Douglass. Many other reformers who also worked in the temperance and abolitionist movements were present. 

Several women who participated in the convention worked in nearby factories. One of them, 19-year-old 

Charlotte Woodward, signed the Declaration of Sentiments. She worked long hours in a factory, making gloves. 

Her wages were very low, and she could not even keep her earnings. She had to turn her wages over to her 

father. 

 

Women’s Rights Leaders 
After the convention, the struggle continued. Women’s rights activists battled many difficulties and much 

opposition. Still, they kept working to obtain greater equality for women. Among the many women working for 
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women’s rights, three became important leaders: Lucy Stone, Susan B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. 

Each brought different strengths to the fight for women’s rights. 

     Lucy Stone was a well-known spokesperson for the Anti-Slavery Society. In the early years of the women’s 

rights movement, Stone became known as a gifted speaker. Elizabeth Cady Stanton called her “the first who 

really stirred the nation’s heart on the subject of women’s wrongs.” 

      Susan B. Anthony brought strong organizational skills to the women’s rights movement. She did much to 

turn the fight for women’s rights into a political movement. Anthony argued that women and men should 

receive equal pay for equal work.  

She also believed that women should be allowed to enter traditionally male professions, such as religion 

and law. Anthony was especially concerned with laws that affected women’s control of money and property. 

     Anthony led a campaign to change laws regarding the property rights of women. She wrote in her diary that 

no woman could ever be free without “a purse of her own.” After forming a network to cover the entire state of 

New York, she collected more than 6,000 signatures to petition for a new property-rights law. In 1860, due 

largely to the efforts of Anthony, New York finally gave married women ownership of their wages and 

property. Other states in the Northeast and Midwest soon created similar laws.  

 

The Antisuffragists 

 
 
As the suffrage movement picked up speed, opponents to women’s suffrage also began to organize. The antisuffragists, 

or “antis,” formed statewide groups opposing the suffrage movement during the late 1800s. In 1911, Josephine Dodge 

united many of these groups’ efforts by creating the National Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage in New York City. 

Dodge and other antisuffragists argued that women’s suffrage would distract women from building strong families and 

improving communities. 
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton wrote many of the documents and speeches of the movement, which were often 

delivered by Anthony. Stanton was a founder and important leader of the National Woman Suffrage 

Association. This organization was considered one of the more radical groups because of its position that 

abolition was not a more important cause than women’s rights. 

     Not every battle was won. Other major reforms, such as women’s right to vote, were not achieved at this 

time. Still, more women than ever before became actively involved in women’s rights issues. This increased 

activity was one of the movement’s greatest accomplishments. 

 

SUMMARY AND PREVIEW Women’s rights became a major issue in the mid-1800s, as women began to 

demand a greater degree of equality. In the next chapter you will read about western expansion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lucy Stone worked for equal rights for women and 
African Americans. 

 


