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Compelling Question: Should 19th century women speak publicly and about 
women’s rights? 
In this inquiry, students will examine primary material written by and about women 
championing abolition and whether it was appropriate for them to speak publicly. Public speaking 
for women, and especially on issues like abolition, which were seen as political, was considered 
outside the women’s sphere. This debate was sparked in response to a speaking tour of two 
abolitionist sisters, Angelina and Sarah Grimké originally from a slaveholding family in South 
Carolina. The Grimkés shocked people with their advocacy of immediate abolition and, 
importantly, by lecturing in public before audiences of mixed genders. What arguments did 
people of the time make? Should women speak publicly about abolition? 
 
Inquiry 
Below are differing documents in favor and against women speaking about abolition 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that give clear reasons for including or 
excluding women’s voices in the fight to end slavery. 

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which 
information is most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least 
persuasive to you? Mark that #1. 

 
Rank 

Evidence Against  Evidence In Favor 
Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it 

worked out that way? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. In conclusion, should 19th century women speak publicly and about women’s 
rights? 
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Document A: Theodore Weld Letter to Sarah and Angelina Grimké, 1837 
Theodore Weld was a fellow abolitionist and later married Angelina Grimké. He wrote this letter 
to the sisters while they were out on speaking tour. He was doubtful that they would be effective. 
 
My dear sisters 
 
I had it in my heart to make a suggestion to you in my last letter about your course 
touching the “rights of women”, but it was crowded out by other matters perhaps of less 
importance... 
 
As to the rights and wrongs of women, it is an old theme with me. It was the first subject 
I ever discussed. In a little debating society when a boy, I took the ground that sex 
neither qualified nor disqualified for the discharge of any functions mental, moral or 
spiritual; that there is no reason why woman should not make laws, administer justice, 
sit in the chair of state, plead at the bar or in the pulpit, if she has the qualifications, just 
as much as tho she belonged to the other sex… Now as I have never found man, woman 
or child who agreed with me in the “ultraism” of woman’s rights… What I advocated in 
boyhood I advocate now, that woman in EVERY particular shares equally with man 
rights and responsibilities… Now notwithstanding this, I do most deeply regret that you 
have begun a series of articles in the Papers on the rights of woman. Why, my dear 
sisters, the best possible advocacy which you can make is just what you are making day 
by day. Thousands hear you every week who have all their lives held that woman must 
not speak in public. Such a practical refutation of the dogma as your speaking furnishes 
has already converted multitudes… Besides you are Southerners, have been 
slaveholders; your dearest friends are all in the sin and shame and peril. All these things 
give you great access to northern mind, great sway over it...You can do more at 
convincing the north than twenty northern females, tho’ they could speak as well as you. 
Now this peculiar advantage you lose the moment you take another subject… 

Let us all first wake up the nation to lift millions of slaves of both sexes from the 
dust, and turn them into MEN and then when we all have our hand in, it will be an easy 
matter to take millions of females from their knees and set them on their feet, or in other 
words transform them from babies into women… I pray our dear Lord to give you 
wisdom and grace and help and bless you forever. 
 
Your brother T. D. Weld 
 
*ultraism: holding of extreme opinions 
 
Weld, Theodore. “The Letters of Theodore Weld, Angelina Grimké Weld and Sarah M. Grimké, 

1822−1844.” New York: Da Capo Press, 1970. 425−432. 
 
Guiding Question: What is Weld most concerned with? See the underlined line. Why?	  
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Document B: Sarah and Angelina Grimké to Weld and Whittier, 1837 
*ultraism: holding of extreme opinions 
 
Brethren beloved in the Lord. 
 

As your letters came to hand at the same time and both are devoted mainly to 
the same subject we have concluded to answer them on one sheet and jointly. You seem 
greatly alarmed at the idea of our advocating the rights of woman ...These letters have 
not been the means of arousing the public attention to the subject of Womans rights, it 
was the Pastoral Letter which did the mischief… This Letter then roused the attention of 
the whole country to enquire what right we had to open our mouths for the dumb; the 
people were continually told “it is a shame for a woman to speak in the churches.” Paul 
suffered not a woman to teach but commanded her to be in silence. The pulpit is too 
sacred a place for woman’s foot etc. Now my dear brothers this invasion of our rights 
was just such an attack upon us, as that made upon Abolitionists generally when they 
were told a few years ago that they had no right to discuss the subject of Slavery. Did 
you take no notice of this assertion? Why no! With one heart and one voice you said, We 
will settle this right before we go one step further. The time to assert a right is the time 
when that right is denied. We must establish this right for if we do not, it will be 
impossible for us to go on with the work of Emancipation … 

And can you not see that women could do, and would do a hundred times more 
for the slave if she were not fettered? Why! we are gravely told that we are out of our 
sphere even when we circulate petitions; out of our “appropriate sphere” when we 
speak to women only; and out of them when we sing in the churches. Silence is our 
province, submission our duty. If then we “give no reason for the hope that is in us”, 
that we have equal rights with our brethren, how can we expect to be permitted much 
longer to exercise those rights?... If we are to do any good in the Anti Slavery cause, our 
right to labor in it must be firmly established…What then can woman do for the slave 
when she is herself under the feet of man and shamed into silence? … 

With regard to brother Welds ultraism on the subject of marriage, he is quite 
mistaken if he fancies he has got far ahead of us in the human rights reform. We do not 
think his doctrine at all shocking: it is altogether right… 
 
May the Lord bless you my dear brothers... 
A. E. G. 
[P.S.] We never mention women’s rights in our lectures except so far as is necessary to 
urge them to meet their responsibilities… 
 

Weld, Theodore. “The Letters of Theodore Weld, Angelina Grimké Weld and Sarah M. 
Grimké, 1822−1844.” New York: Da Capo Press, 1970. 425−432. 

 
Guiding Question: Why does Grimke feel she needs to speak on women’s rights first?	  
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Document C: Catherine Beecher, 1837 
Catharine Beecher, the older sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe, was an avid writer and reformer. 
She opposed the Grimke sisters' public speaking efforts.  
 
My Dear Friend … 
 

It is the grand feature of the Divine economy, that there should be different 
stations of superiority and subordination, and it is impossible to annihilate this 
beneficent and immutable law… In this arrangement of the duties of life, Heaven has 
appointed to one sex the superior, and to the other the subordinate station, and this 
without any reference to the character or conduct of either. It is therefore as much for the 
dignity as it is for the interest of females, in all respects to conform to the duties of this 
relation. And it is as much a duty as it is for the child to fulfil [sic] similar relations to 
parents, or subjects to rulers. But while woman holds a subordinate relation in society to 
the other sex, it is not because it was designed that her duties or her influence should be 
any the less important, or all−pervading…  

Woman is to win every thing by peace and love; by making herself so much 
respected, esteemed and loved, that to yield to her opinions and to gratify her wishes 
will be the free−will offering of the heart… But the moment woman begins to feel the 
promptings of ambition, or the thirst for power, her [protection] is gone... 

Whatever… throws a woman into the attitude of a combatant… throws her out 
of her appropriate sphere. If these general principles are correct, they are entirely 
opposed to the plan of arraying females in any Abolition movement: because it enlists 
them in an effort… it brings them forward as partisans in a conflict that has been begun 
and carried forward by measures that are any thing rather than peaceful in their 
tendencies; because it draws them forth from their appropriate retirement, to expose 
themselves to the ungoverned violence of mobs, and to sneers and ridicule in public 
places; because it leads them into the arena of political collision, not as peaceful 
mediators to hush the opposing elements, but as combatants… 

If petitions from females will operate to exasperate… if they will increase, rather 
than diminish the evil which it is wished to remove; if they will be the opening wedge, 
that will tend eventually to bring females as petitioners and partisans into every political 
measure that may tend to injure and oppress their sex… then it is neither appropriate 
nor wise, nor right, for a woman to petition for the relief of oppressed females... 

In this country, petitions to congress, in reference to the official duties of 
legislators, seem, IN ALL CASES, to fall entirely[outside] the sphere of female duty.  

 
Beecher, Catherine. "An Essay on Slavery and Abolitionism, in Reference to the Duty of 

American Females." Philadelphia: Henry Perkins, 1837. 96−107. 
 
Guiding Question: Why does Beecher feel women’s role is special? What concerns her 
about public speaking and women’s rights?	  
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Document D: Sarah Moore Grimke, 1837 
Sarah Grimke published the following series of letters in 1837 in order to further promote her 
ideas.  
 
LETTER III. THE PASTORAL LETTER OF THE GENERAL ASSOCIATION OF 
CONGREGATIONAL MINISTERS OF MASSACHUSETTS. No one can desire more 
earnestly than I do, that woman may move exactly in the sphere which her Creator has 
assigned her; and I believe her having been displaced from that sphere has introduced 
confusion into the world… The New Testament has been referred to [as justifying the 
inferiority of women], and I am willing to abide by its decision, but must enter my 
protest against the false translation of some passages by the MEN who did that work… 

‘Her influence is the source of mighty power.’ This has ever been the flattering 
language of man since he laid aside the whip as a means to keep woman in subjection. 
He spares her body; but the war he has waged against her mind, her heart, and her soul, 
has been no less destructive to her as a moral being. How monstrous, how anti-christian, 
is the doctrine that woman is to be dependent on man! Where, in all the sacred 
Scriptures, is this taught? Alas, she has too well learned the lesson which MAN has 
labored to teach her. She has surrendered her dearest RIGHTS, and been satisfied with 
the privileges which man has assumed to grant her... 
 
LETTER X. INTELLECT OF WOMAN. It will scarcely be denied, I presume, that, as a 
general rule, men do not desire the improvement of women. There are few instances of 
men who are magnanimous enough to be entirely willing that women should know 
more than themselves, on any subjects except dress and cookery; and, indeed, this 
necessarily flows from their assumption of superiority…  

 
LETTER XII. LEGAL DISABILITIES OF WOMEN. Woman has no political existence… 
That the laws which have been generally adopted in the United States, for the 
government of women, have been framed almost entirely for the exclusive benefit of 
men, and with a design to oppress women, by depriving them of all control over their 
property… Men frame the laws, and, with few exceptions, claim to execute them on both 
sexes… Although looked upon as an inferior, when considered as an intellectual being, 
woman is punished with the same severity as man, when she is guilty of moral 
offences…  
 
Thine in the bonds of womanhood, SARAH M. GRIMKÉ 

 
Sarah M. Grimké, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, and the Condition of Woman 
(Boston: Isaac Knapp, 1838), 12, 15-17, 23, 27, 33, 40-41, 45, 54-55, 61, 74, 81, 83, 86-
87, 121-123. 
 
Guiding Question: What topics on women’s rights does Grimke tackle?	  
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Document E: Woman in the Nineteenth Century, 1843 
Margarett Fuller was a writer and an editor. In the 1840’s she was an editor for the 
Transcendentalist journal, Dial. In the July 1843 issue she wrote an article titled "The Great 
Lawsuit: Man Versus Men: Woman Versus Women." This piece is considered a classic among 
feminist literature. The larger version discusses controversial topics such as prostitution and 
slavery, marriage, employment, and reform. 

 
Much has been written about woman's keeping within her sphere, which is 

defined as the domestic sphere. As a little girl she is to learn the lighter family duties, 
while she acquires that limited acquaintance with the realm of literature and science that 
will enable her to superintend the instruction of children in their earliest years. It is not 
generally proposed that she should be sufficiently instructed and developed to 
understand the pursuits or aims of her future husband; she is not to be a help-meet to 
him in the way of companionship and counsel, except in the care of his house and 
children. Her youth is to be passed partly in learning to keep house and the use of the 
needle, partly in the social circle, where her manners may be formed, ornamental 
accomplishments perfected and displayed, and the husband found who shall give her 
the domestic sphere for which she is exclusively to be prepared. 

Were the destiny of Woman thus exactly marked out; did she invariably retain 
the shelter of a parent's or guardian's roof till she married; did marriage give her a sure 
home and protector; were she never liable to remain a widow, or, if so, sure of finding 
immediate protection of a brother or new husband, so that she might never be forced to 
stand alone one moment; and were her mind given for this world only, with no faculties 
capable of eternal growth and infinite improvement; we would still demand for her a far 
wider and more generous culture, than is proposed by those who so anxiously define 
her sphere. 

 
Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century. New York: Greeley & McElrath, 160 

Nassau Street, 1845. 
 
Guiding Question: What concerns Fuller about the idea that women need male 
protection? 


