
Kelsie Brook Eckert 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

1 

 
  



Kelsie Brook Eckert 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

2 

Compelling Question: How are women used to symbolize the US? 
In this inquiry, students will examine images, articles, and primary source poems about three 
figures representing the United States that are embodied by the female form. Students will 
examine these sources then fill in the graphic organizer below. 
 

 Monument A Monument B Monument C 

What are the 
differences 

between these 
monuments? 

   

Are all three 
women from 

similar 
demographics: 
race, age, and 

wealth? 

 

What is similar 
about how they 
are portrayed 
historically? 

 

Why do you 
think women’s 
bodies came to 
symbolize the 
United States? 
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Monument A: Columbia 
Columbia was the first symbol of the US, before Uncle Sam. Most European countries used a 
figure of a woman to represent the country. Columbia was used less often as a symbol after 
women earned the right to vote. 

[I]t turns out, is that Uncle Sam had a much older and classier sister named 
Columbia, the feminine historic personification of the 
United States of America, who has since the 1920s 
largely fallen out of view. But she was as recognizable to 
Americans of yesteryear as the man in the top-hat and 
tails remains today, and when the suffragettes donned 
robes and armor, they garbed themselves in her rebel 
warrior's spirit. From the 18th century until the early 
decades of the 20th, Columbia was the gem of the ocean, 

a mythical and majestic personage whose corsets or breast-plates curved out of her 
striped or starred or swirling skirts with all the majesty of a shield… 

America was Columbia in the same way that England was Britannia and France 
was Marianne. America's capital is the District of Columbia; New York City's great early 
private university was Columbia College (now University). 

But as skirt lengths rose and corsets were tossed to the wind, Columbia fell out of 
favor. Perhaps it had something to do with the rise of Lady Liberty as an icon, though in 
the 19th century the two were sometimes visually interchangeable, if not identical. 
Perhaps it had something to do with Columbia's role beseeching citizens to endure 
hardship during the Great War. Or perhaps it was something bigger: Female national 
personifications in general fell out of vogue as women took on a growing role as 
emancipated citizens. But for one glorious moment in the early 20th century, the 
allegorical and the concrete met on the steps of the Treasury building in Washington. 

Thanks to these and other women who marched, women's rights in America 
were secured (even if they remain always and ever contested). A 
century later, Columbia looks like a lady who knows how to lean in. 
Enough time has passed, it seems, that we 
might consider reviving her spirit, and 
returning her to  the pantheon of America 
characters for the years to come. 

* * * 
In the 19th century, Columbia appeared 

often in cartoons. Here, she gives a Lady 
Liberty-like welcome to persecuted Germans in 
1881. She's also been pictured standing up for 
the rights of Chinese immigrants. She played a major role in 
World War I propaganda posters. 
 
Franke-Ruta, Garance. “When America Was Female.” The Atlantic. 

March 5, 2013. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2013/03/when-
america-was-female/273672/.   
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Monument B: Lady Freedom 
Lady Freedom is the statue on top of the US Capitol Building. 
She has a Native American headdress and stands on the globe. 
She was designed before the Civil War and put up in 1863 
during the war to inspire the country. 

THE… JEWEL ATOP the United States Capitol 
dome has gone largely unnoticed by the masses of 
Americans it was meant to inspire. Look up to her! Do 
you see only a dome or can you see a woman in bronze 
standing there from another time and place? From a 
distance, the Statue of Freedom is often mistaken for 
Pocahontas, an Indian chief, or a Greek or Roman 
goddess. From her ambiguous and historical past, she 
wears an eagle-feathered headdress and clothing that 
appears to be Greek or Roman and holds instruments of 
war, with an overall effect integrating European and 
Native American imagery. 

She was fashioned more than 250 years after 
Pocahontas inspired hope for peaceful relations between the European colonists and the 
original peoples of America. Native Americans and Europeans came together to create 
America’s unique identity in times of both friendship and war. In the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, the image of America was a native woman wearing a skirt of 
tobacco and a headdress of tall feathers. In the nineteenth century, iconic representations 
of America combined Native American and European American elements. Constantino 
Brumidi, for example, represented America as a blended Native American and 
European American female figure in his United States Capitol frescoes America (c. 1856) 
and Columbus and the Indian Maiden. 

In 1855, Jefferson Davis, secretary of war, and Montgomery Meigs, Capitol 
engineer, considered a version of Liberty or Minerva (the Roman goddess emblematic of 
strength and civic virtue) to top the Capitol dome. Thomas U. Walter, the architect of the 
Capitol dome, had included a statue of Liberty in his first design, dated December 16, 
1854. By focusing on the ideal of representing American liberty, these three men built 
upon a unique cultural heritage that included European and Native 
American symbolism. Meigs commissioned Thomas Crawford, an 
American sculptor living in Rome, to design and execute the most 
important but least noticed 191⁄2-foot bronze symbol integrating these 
cultures. She weighs 15,000 pounds, and her crest rises 288 feet above 
the eastern plaza of the Capitol… 

AMERICAN SCULPTOR THOMAS CRAWFORD (1813-1857), 
working in Rome, was asked by Capitol engineer Montgomery Meigs 
in August 1853 to design a sculptural group for the pediment above 
the east front entrance of the new Senate wing. “I do not see why,” 
Meigs claimed, “a Republic so much richer than the Athenian should 
not rival the Parthenon in the front of its first public edifice.” The 
central figure Crawford planned for the sculptural group “Progress of 
Civilization” was a personification of America flanked by a rising sun 
and an eagle. Crawford represented America wearing a liberty cap. Even though 
Secretary of War Davis objected because Americans, at least the white males, had never 
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been enslaved, Crawford retained the liberty cap in the final design of the Senate 
pediment.  

The liberty cap evolved from “[t]he Phrygian cap (later called 
the liberty cap) [which] originated in 750 B.C., when, as liberated 
slaves, the people of Troy and the Phrygians of Asia Minor wore the 
Roman pileus, a felt cap, as a symbol of personal liberty and national 
independence.” During the Roman Empire, the soft, red conical cap 
with the front pulled forward was worn by emancipated former 
slaves. It was used in the iconography of the American Revolution as a 
symbol of freedom from English tyranny, often by placing the cap 
symbolically atop a Liberty pole or tree, as well as in the revolutionary 
iconography of France around the 1790s. This association was well 
established when Crawford was commissioned to design a statue for 
the top of the Capitol dome. In fact, Walter’s first design for the 
Capitol dome showed Liberty bearing a liberty cap atop a pole. Meigs wrote to 
Crawford on May 11, 1855, about a commission for the statue to crown the dome: “We 
have too many Washington’s: we have America on the pediment, Victories and Liberties 
are rather pagan emblems, but a Liberty I fear is the best we can get.”15 The figure was 
to be larger than lifesize and would be modeled with great boldness and spirit 
considering the height it would be placed upon, and she would have agreeable contours 
for all views. The identifying features for such an important statue for this fledgling 
country were crucial in finding America’s identity, since this Capitol was to challenge 
the grand buildings of Europe. Crawford modeled three designs for the statue. The first 
design showed an armed personification of peace and victory, holding an olive branch 
(the Athenian symbol of peace) in her left hand. In her right hand was a sword and 
shield of the United States, with a laurel wreath crowning her head, representing her as 
“Freedom triumphant-- in Peace and War.” He introduced a base surrounded by 
wreaths indicating the rewards Freedom was ready to bestow upon distinction in the 
arts and sciences. For the second design Crawford stated that the statue symbolized 
“Armed Liberty” in an imperialistic stance in the guise of a flowing draped woman with 
a wreath of victory and a shield of the country in her left hand. In her right hand a 
sheathed sword showed that the fight was over for the present but that force was ready 
for use whenever required. For the base, Crawford introduced a globe, which was to 
show the geographical location of the statue and “her protection of the America[n] 
world.” Capitol historian William C. Allen has explained the most important new 
element in the second design: “Perhaps forgetting Davis’ earlier objections, he also 
changed her headgear to a liberty cap. The sculptor’s stay in Rome undoubtedly isolated 
him from the domestic passions that were stirred up by the mere mention of slavery, 
freedmen, or emancipation.” 

Secretary of War Davis, a Mississippi slaveholder and ardent proslavery 
advocate, suggested Crawford replace the liberty cap with a helmet “to signify 
America’s victory over tyranny, her cause triumphant.”19 Davis argued that an 
acceptable symbol of liberty should be more American in its motif and should not to be 
associated with radical symbols of the French Revolution or Roman emancipation. 
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Davis, a Mexican War veteran, knew exactly what he wanted: a vision of liberty 
not as an emancipated slave but as a warrior who had been born free. He commented 
that liberty cannot always be preserved by peaceful measures and 
recommended that the statue be transformed into Minerva, the 
Roman Goddess of War and Wisdom, wearing a soldier’s helmet. He 
was perhaps thinking of his own drawing “Head of Minerva,” 
which he sketched in a drawing class at West Point in the late 1820s. 
Meigs, a Northerner with strong feelings about the immorality of 
slavery, swallowed his pride and dutifully conveyed his boss’s 
suggestions. Crawford needed no direct order to modify his design; 
he could read between the lines and submitted a final design minus the liberty cap. The 
irony of the statue—a symbol of freedom within a land legalizing slavery—was thereby 
denied a direct representation. 

In the final design, the three men honored the uniquely European and Native 
American imagery of an eagle headdress and the Native American symbol of connection 
between the heavens and earth. A medallion inscribed “US” secures her fringed robes. 
She wears a helmet encircled with stars and bearing an eagle’s head, talons, and 
feathers; holds a sheathed sword, a shield with thirteen stripes, and a wreath; and stands 
on a globe encircled with the national motto E Pluribus Unum. The lower part of the 
base is decorated with Roman fasces (bundled rods) and wreaths. 

A year later, Crawford laid on his deathbed in Rome. His wife, Louisa, recorded 
his wishes regarding the statue. He suggested that the plaster model be transported 
from Rome, where it was sculpted, to Munich to be cast in bronze. In his reply, Captain 
Meigs, calling the statue “Liberty,” insisted on promoting the arts in the United States by 
having it cast at a local foundry. The plaster model arrived in New York harbor on the 
ship Emily Taylor and later was taken for casting to the Clark Mills foundry just inside 
the District of Columbia boundary near Bladensburg, Maryland. Ironically, one of Mills’ 
principal craftsmen, to whom he entrusted the casting of the plaster model in bronze, 
was one of his own enslaved men, Philip Reid. The statue was lifted atop the dome in 
sections in late 1863 as the Civil War raged on. The final section was erected at noon on 
December 2, to a salute of thirty-five guns (one for each state) from a field battery on 
Capitol Hill, answered by similar salutes from surrounding forts. The statue quickly 
became a symbol of the Union’s purpose and resolve to persevere. 

 
Miller, Katya. “An Appreciation of Thomas Crawford’s Statue of Freedom: A Statue Called 

America, Pocahontas, Liberty, and Freedom.” The Capitol Dome. Fall 2007. PDF. 
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Monument C: The Statue of Liberty 
Lady Liberty was sent to the US by France as a gift during the Industrial Revolution when 
millions of immigrants were leaving Europe and Asia for the US. 
 
Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame, 

With conquering limbs astride from land to land; 

Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 

A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 

Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name 

Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 

Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command 

The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame. 

"Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!" cries she 

With silent lips. "Give me your tired, your poor, 

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,  

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!" 

 
Lazarus, Emma. “The New Colossus.” National Parks Service. November 2, 1883. 

https://www.nps.gov/stli/learn/historyculture/colossus.htm.  
 


