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Compelling Question: Was the Abolition movement sexist and classist? 
Read the following primary documents, as you do, record your hypothesis related to the question. New 
documents may shift your perspectives.  
 
Document A: The Declaration of Sentiments, American Anti-Slavery Society, 1833 
The American Anti-Slavery Society was founded in 1833. The group’s organizer was William Lloyd 
Garrison, who authored this document. He was well-known as an uncompromising advocate for immediate 
emancipation. No female members of AASS signed this document. 
 

More than fifty-seven years have elapsed since a band of patriots convened in this place, 
to devise measures for the deliverance of this country from a foreign yoke. The corner-stone 
upon which they founded the Temple of Freedom was broadly this—“that all men are created 
equal; and they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these 
are life, LIBERTY, and the pursuit of happiness.” At the sound of their trumpet-call, three 
millions of people rose up as from the sleep of death, and rushed to the strife of blood; deeming 
it more glorious to die instantly as freemen, than desirable to live one hour as slaves. They were 
few in number—poor in resources; but the honest conviction that Truth, Justice, and Right were 
on their side, made them invincible. 

We have met together for the achievement of an enterprise, without which that of our 
fathers is incomplete…Their grievances, great as they were, were trifling in comparison with the 
wrongs and sufferings of those for whom we plead. Our fathers were never slaves—never 
bought and sold like cattle—never shut out from the light of knowledge and religion—never 
subjected to the lash of brutal taskmasters. 

But those for whose emancipation we are striving—constituting, at the present time, at 
least one-sixth part of our countrymen—are recognized by the law, and treated by their fellow-
beings, as marketable commodities, as goods and chattels, as brute beasts; are plundered daily of 
the fruits of their toil without redress; really enjoying no constitutional nor legal protection from 
licentious and murderous outrages upon their persons, are ruthlessly torn asunder—the tender 
babe from the arms of its frantic mother—the heart-broken wife from her weeping husband—at 
the caprice or pleasure of irresponsible tyrants. For the crime of having a dark complexion, they 
suffer the pangs of hunger, the infliction of stripes, and the ignominy of brutal servitude. They 
are kept in heathenish darkness by laws expressly enacted to make their instruction a criminal 
offence. 

These are the prominent circumstances in the condition of more than two millions of our 
people, the proof of which may be found in thousands of indisputable facts, and in the laws of 
the slaveholding States. 

Hence we maintain,—that in view of the civil and religious privileges of this nation, the 
guilt of its oppression is unequalled by any other on the face of the earth… We further 
maintain,—that no man has a right to enslave or imbrute his brother—to hold or acknowledge 
him, for one moment, as a piece of merchandize—to keep back his hire by fraud—or to brutalize 
his mind by denying him the means of intellectual, social, and moral improvement. 

The right to enjoy liberty is inalienable.  
 
American Anti-Slavery Society. Declaration of sentiments of the American anti-slavery society. Adopted 

at the formation of said society, in Philadelphia, on the 4th day of December, . New York. 
Published by the American anti-slavery society, 142 Nassau Street. William S. New York, 1833. 
Pdf. https://www.loc.gov/item/rbpe.11801100/.  
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Guiding Questions: 

1. On what occasion was this document written? 
 
 

2. What pronouns are used throughout this document to describe Americans? 
 
 

3. In what capacity are women referenced in this document? 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on this document, was the Abolition movement sexist and classist? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Document B: Lucretia Mott 
Lucretia Mott was a leader in the first wave of feminism in the United States and one of four women 
present at the inaugural meeting of the AASS. She would go on to form the Pennsylvania Female Anti-
Slavery Society four days later and was a leader at the first Women’s Rights Convention in 1848 in Seneca 
Falls, NY.  

At that time I had no idea of the meaning of preambles, and resolutions, and votings. 
Women had never been in any assemblies of the kind. I had attended only one convention — a 
convention of colored people — before that; and that was the first time in my life I had ever 
heard a vote taken. . . . When, a short time after, we came together to form the Female Anti-
Slavery Society, there was not a woman capable of taking the chair and organizing that meeting 
in due order; and we had to call on James McCrummel, a colored man, to give us aid in the 
work. 
 
Anna Davis Hallowell, ed., James and Lucretia Mott, Life and Letters (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1884), 

121. 
 
Document C: Seal of the Pennsylvania Female Anti-Slavery Society 
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Society, Female Anti-Slavery. Female Anti-Slavery Society Seal. 
 
Document D: Letter from Sarah Grimke to Angelina Grimke 
Concord, Massachusetts 
September 6, 1837 

 
My Dear Sister, 

 
There are few things which present greater obstacles to the improvement and elevation of 

woman to her appropriate sphere of usefulness and duty, than the laws which have been 
enacted to destroy her independence, and crush her individuality; laws which, although they are 
framed for her government, she has had no voice in establishing, and which robe her of some of 
her essential rights. Woman has no political existence. With the single exception of presenting a 
petition to the legislative body, she is a cipher in the nation; or, if not actually so in 
representative governments, she is only counted, like the slaves of the South, to swell the 
number of law-makers who form decrees for her government, with little reference to her benefit, 
except so far as her good may promote their own. . . . 

Here now, the very being of woman, like that of a slave, is absorbed in her master. All 
contracts made with her, like those made with slaves by their owners, are a mere nullity. Our 
kind defenders have legislated away almost all of our legal rights, and in the true spirit of such 
injustice and oppression,, have kept us in ignorance of those very laws by which we are 
governed. They have persuaded us, that we have no right to investigate the laws, and that, if we 
did, we could not comprehend them. . . . 

What a mortifying proof this law affords, of the estimation in which woman is held! She 
is placed completely in the hands of a being subject like herself to the outbursts of passion, and 
therefore unworthy to be trusted with power. Perhaps I may be told respecting this law, that it is 
a dead letter, as I am sometimes told about the slave laws; but this is not true in either case. The 
slaveholder does kill his slave by moderate correction, as the law allows; and many a husband 
among the poor, exercises the right given him by the law, of degrading woman by personal 
chastisement. And among the higher ranks, if actual imprisonment is not resorted to, women are 
not unfrequently restrained of the liberty of going to places of worship by irreligious husbands, 
and of doing many other things about which, as moral and responsible beings, they should be 
the sole judges. . . . 

I do not wish by any means to intimate that the condition of free women can be 
compared to that of slaves in suffering, or in degradation; still, I believe the laws which deprive 
married women of their rights and privileges, have a tendency to lessen them in 
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their own estimation as moral and responsible beings, and that their being made by civil law 
inferior to their husbands, had a debasing and mischievous effect upon them, teaching them 
practically the fatal lesson to look unto man for protection and indulgence. . . Hoping that in the 
various reformations of the day, women may be relieved from some of their legal disabilities, I 
remain, 

 
Thine in the bonds of womanhood, 

 
Sarah M. Grimké 
 
Sarah M. Grimké, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of Women, addressed to Mary S. 

Parker (Boston: Isaac Knapp, 1838), 74-83. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, was the Abolition movement sexist and classist? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Document E: History of Woman Suffrage 

The question of woman's right to speak, vote, and serve on committees. . .disturbed the 
peace of the World's Anti-Slavery Convention, held [in 1840] in London. The call for that 
Convention invited delegates from all Anti-Slavery organizations. Accordingly several American 
societies saw fit to send women, as delegates, to represent them in that august assembly. But 
after going three thousand miles to attend a World's Convention, it was discovered that women 
formed no part of the constituent elements of the moral world. In summoning the friends of the 
slave from all parts of the two hemispheres to meet in London, John Bull never dreamed that 
woman, too, would answer to his call. Imagine then the commotion in the conservative anti-
slavery circles in England, when it was known that half a dozen of those terrible women who 
had spoken to promiscuous assemblies, voted on men and measures, prayed and petitioned 
against slavery, women who had been mobbed, ridiculed by the press, and denounced by the 
pulpit who had been the cause of setting all American Abolitionists by the ears, and split their 
ranks asunder, were on their way to England. The fears of these formidable and belligerent 
women must have been somewhat appeased when Lucretia Mott, Sarah Pugh, Abby Kimber, 
Elizabeth Neal, Mary Grew, of Philadelphia, in modest Quaker costume, Ann Green Phillips, 
Emily Winslow, and Abby Southwick, of Boston, all women of refinement and education, and 
several, still in their twenties, landed at last on the soil of Great Britain [all of those women are 
white]. Many who had awaited their coming with much trepidation, gave a sigh of relief, on 
being introduced to Lucretia Mott, learning that she represented the most dangerous elements in 
the delegation. The American clergymen who had landed a few days before, had been busily 
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engaged in fanning the English prejudices into active hostility against the admission of these 
women to the Convention. In every circle of Abolitionists this was the theme, and the discussion 
grew more bitter, personal, and exasperating every hour. 

The 12th of June dawned bright and beautiful on these discordant elements, and at an 
early hour anti-slavery delegates from different countries wended their way through the crooked 
streets of London to Freemason's Hall… Lucretia Mott, in her calm, firm manner, insisted that 
the delegates had no discretionary power in the proposed action, and the responsibility of 
accepting or rejecting them must rest on the Convention. 

At eleven o'clock, the spacious Hall being filled, the Convention was called to order. [The 
American abolitionist Wendell Phillips immediately made a motion to admit the female 
delegates to the Convention, setting off hours of vociferous debate. Ultimately, a large majority 
of the Convention's male delegates voted to exclude the women formal participation in the 
meeting, insisting instead that if they wanted to attend, they could listen to the proceedings from 
behind a curtained wall]. . .  

However, the debates in the Convention had the effect of rousing English minds to 
thought on the tyranny of sex, and American minds to the importance of some definite action 
toward women's emancipation. 

As Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton wended their way arm in arm down Great 
Queen Street that night, reviewing the exciting scenes of the day, they agreed to hold a woman's 
rights convention on their return to America, as the men to whom they had just listened had 
manifested their great need of some education on that question. 
 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joselyn Gage, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 

Vol. 1 (New York: Fowler and Wells, 1881), 53-54, 61-62. 
 
Guiding Questions: 

1. What characteristics unite the women who attended the convention in London? 
 
 
 

2. What does that suggest about the unity within the movement? 
 
Document F: Charlotte Forten’s Diary 
Charlotte Forten was the wife of Sarah and Angelina Grimke’s nephew, a man of mixed race after their 
brother Henry Grimke had sexual relations with a woman he enslaved, Henry’s mother. Charlotte Forten 
Grimke worked as a teacher and was the first Black graduate of the Salem School.  
 
June 18, 1856. Amazing, wonderful news I have heard to-day! it has completely astounded me. I 
cannot realize it.—Mr. Edwards [principal] called me into his room with a face full of such grave 
mystery, that I at once commenced reviewing my past conduct, and wondering what terrible 
misdeed I,—a very “model of deportment” had committed within the precincts of our Normal 
[school] world. The mystery was most pleasantly solved. I have received the offer of a situation 
as teacher in one of the public schools of this city,—of this conservative, aristocratic old city of 
Salem!!! Wonderful indeed it is! I know that it is principally through the exertions of my kind 
teacher, although he will not acknowledge it.—I thank him with all my heart. I had a long talk 
with the Principal of the school, whom I like much. Again and again I ask myself—‘Can it be 
true?’ It seems impossible. I shall commence to-morrow.—19 June 19, 1856. To-day, a rainy and 
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gloomy one I have devoted to my new duties. Of course I cannot decide how I like them yet.—I 
thought it best to commence immediately, although the term has not quite closed. I could not 
write about it yesterday, the last day of my school-life. Yet I cannot think it quite over until after 
the examination, in which Mr. Edwards has kindly arranged that I shall take part… 
 
Jan. 18, 1857. Dined with Mr. and Mrs. P[utnam]. We talked of the wrongs and sufferings on our 
race. Mr. P[utnam] thought me too sensitive.—But oh, how inexpressibly bitter and agonizing it 
is to feel oneself an outcast from the rest of mankind, as we are in this country! To me it is 
dreadful, dreadful. Were I to indulge in the thought I fear I should become insane. But I do not 
despair. I will not despair; though very often I can hardly help doing so. God help us! We are 
indeed a wretched people. Oh, that I could do much towards bettering our condition. I will do 
all, all the very little that lies in my power, while life and strength last! 
 
Forten, Charlotte. Journal of Charlotte Forten. National Humanities Center: Making of African American 

Identity. http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org/pds/maai/identity/text3/charlottefortenjournal.pdf.  
 
Guiding Questions: 

1. What does Forten-Grimke do for a living? 
 
 
 

2. How is she treated by Mr. Putnam? 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, was the Abolition movement sexist and classist? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


