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This history of women's antislavery petitioning shows how this form of activism not only
contributed to the success of the abolitionist movement but also proved to be a watershed
moment in the emergence of American women as political actors.

"[An] incisive examination."-- "National Women's Studies Association Journal""Invaluable to
scholars of political culture. . . . Elucidates new aspects of women's political consciousness in
the nineteenth century."-- "Historian"[Zaeske's] analysis of the way petitions shaped women's
identities as citizens and raised their feminist consciousness is a splendid contribution to
historical scholarship. (Gerda Lerner, University of Wisconsin-Madison)ÝZaeske's¨ analysis of
the way petitions shaped women's identities as citizens and raised their feminist consciousness
is a splendid contribution to historical scholarship. (Gerda Lerner, University of Wisconsin-
Madison)A subtle and original analysis of women's antislavery petitioning to Congress that both
historians and rhetoricians should consider essential reading. (Lori D. Ginzberg, author of
"Women and the Work of Benevolence: Morality, Politics, and Class in the Nineteenth-Century
United States")About the AuthorSusan Zaeske is associate professor of rhetoric at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison.
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could be done.Madison, WisconsinMarch 2002INTRODUCTIONA Touching, Ludicrous,
Edifying HistoryEarly in February 1834 Louisa, Maria, Abigail, Rosey, and Caroline Dickinson
signed their names to a petition addressed to the Senate and House of Representatives of the
United States. They were joined by Phebe Tinker, Alvira Means, and Comfort Harmon as well as
scores of other Ohio women who together prayed Congress to abolish slavery in the District of
Columbia. These westerners were among the first women in the United States to collectively
petition Congress on a political issue. In so doing they defied the long-standing custom of
females limiting their petitioning of Congress to individual prayers regarding personal
grievances. During the coming years hundreds of thousands of women from throughout the
North would join the petition campaign and risk association with the unpopular cause of
immediate abolitionism. Maria Weston Chapman, a leader of the petitioning effort, recalled that
when antislavery women began to petition Congress, many Americans—male and female alike
—were not “wont to witness the appeals kindly.” Time and again female petitioners were assailed
for leaving their “proper” sphere of the home and abandoning benevolent charitable causes to
engage in petitioning and political action in the public arena. Yet antislavery women persevered,
leading Chapman to predict that “a history of their progress door to door, with the obstacles they
encountered would be at once touching, ludicrous, and edifying.”1This book is a history of
women antislavery petitioners’ progress from door-to-door, of the obstacles they encountered,
and of the important contributions that women’s petitioning ultimately made to the success of the
abolition movement. It is also a book about how by petitioning against slavery free women
seized the radical potential of one of the few civil rights they were understood to possess—the
right of petition—to assert substantial political authority. Indeed, the antislavery petition
campaign marked one of the first instances in which large numbers of white and free black
American women engaged in collective petitioning of Congress in an attempt to reshape public
opinion and influence national policy. Enabling them to participate in national public dialogue



over the controversial issue of slavery absent the right of suffrage, petitioning provided a conduit
for women to assert a modified form of citizenship. Although at the beginning of their
involvement in the campaign in 1835 women tended to disavow the political nature of their
petitioning, by the 1840s they routinely asserted the right of women to make political demands of
their representatives. This change in the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions and appeals,
from a tone of humility to a tone of insistence, reflected an ongoing transformation of the political
identity of signers from that of subjects to that of citizens. Having encouraged women’s
involvement in national politics, women’s antislavery petitioning created an appetite for further
political participation and more rights. After female abolitionists established the right of women
to petition Congress collectively on political issues, countless women employed that right to
lobby their representatives and agitate public opinion to promote causes such as temperance,
antilynching, and ultimately, woman suffrage.From 1831 to 1863 women publicly expressed their
opinion about slavery by affixing approximately 3 million signatures to petitions aimed at
Congress. The addition of women’s names beginning in 1835 swelled to a flood what was
previously a trickle of memorials submitted almost exclusively by men. Women’s efforts enabled
abolitionists to send enough petitions to Congress to provoke debate over the question of
slavery, a feat petitioning by men alone had failed to accomplish. Sparking discussion of slavery
proved to be a crucial victory for the abolitionist movement, for as William Freehling has
observed, the debates prompted by antislavery petitions in the 1830s were “the Pearl Harbor of
the slavery controversy.” Deluged with petitions, in June 1836 the House of Representatives
passed a rule immediately tabling all memorials on the subject of slavery. The rule proved a
“godsend” to the struggling antislavery movement, for it linked the popular right of petition with
the unpopular cause of immediate abolitionism. Petitioning was intended not only to pressure
congressmen but also to rectify public opinion with regard to the sinfulness of slavery. By
gathering signatures in family and female social networks as well as through soliciting door-to-
door, women discussed the issue of slavery with people who would never go to hear an
abolitionist lecturer and who could not read abolitionist tracts.2Petitioning fit hand in glove with
immediate abolitionists’ strategy of moral suasion, which called for the use of moral appeals to
awaken public sentiment to induce slaveholders to forsake human bondage. Although women’s
petitioning soon became highly controversial, at the outset the philosophy of moral suasion and
the tool of petitioning seemed to offer an especially suitable means for women to participate in
the abolition movement. Women could use the right of petition—a right that, unlike the ballot,
they were generally understood to possess—to apply the force of their supposedly superior
morality to reform public opinion with regard to the sin of slavery. Although petitioning was less
direct than voting, in the 1830s at least, it was not necessarily considered less powerful.
Petitioning was seen as a pure expression of individual moral conscience, as opposed to the
vote, which was viewed as tainted with personal interest and party spirit. So central was
petitioning to antebellum political culture that certain men, particularly radical reformers such as
William Lloyd Garrison, eschewed voting in favor of petitioning as a tool to reform the morals of



the republic. Although women did not have the luxury of forsaking the vote, they could use
petitioning to join their male abolitionist colleagues in attempting to effect a moral transformation
in public opinion.3Central to comprehending the history of women’s antislavery petitioning and
its effect on women’s political status is an understanding of the nature of the right of petition. At
its core a petition is a request for redress of grievances sent from a subordinate (whether an
individual or a group) to a superior (whether a ruler or a representative). As a genre of political
communication, the petition is characterized by a humble tone and an acknowledgment of the
superior status of the recipient. While the practice of petitioning began as an individual making a
request of his or her ruler for redress of personal grievances, over time the meaning and function
of petitioning changed drastically. By the advent of the Jacksonian era, men were frequently
using organized mass petitioning to agitate public opinion in order to achieve their political goals.
But even as a greater number of white men used collective petitioning, prior to 1829 the
petitioning of white and black women remained limited for the most part to individual prayers
regarding personal issues. A particular innovation of antislavery women was to defy on a mass
scale the customary limitations on female petitioning and to justify the collective exercise of the
right of petition by their sex.4The supplicatory nature of the right of petition held radical potential
for women, for natural law assumed that all subjects (and later all citizens) possessed the right
of petition and that rulers (and later representatives) were obliged to receive and respond to
petitions regardless of the subject of their prayer. Abolition women relied on the first assumption
in order to claim and defend their right to petition amidst an environment in which their political
status, like that of free blacks, was undergoing constant renegotiation. In fact, so labile was the
political status of certain groups of inhabitants of the republic that state constitutional reform
conventions of the 1820s and 1830s revoked free black men’s voting rights, rights they had
previously possessed and exercised. In 1837 the House of Representatives decided that slaves
were not citizens and passed a resolution stating that they had no right of petition. For women,
also a group whose political rights were vulnerable, petitioning amounted to an assertion that
they possessed the right of petition and that they were citizens, though a type of citizen different
from enfranchised men. By assuming the status of petitioners, women, though they lacked the
vote, forced a hearing of their requests, for their representatives were obligated, in principle at
least, to receive and respond to their grievances. Even when the House repeatedly passed gag
rules that immediately tabled all antislavery petitions, through their continued petitioning, women
kept alive the slavery question in public discourse. They added to congressional and general
public debate, moreover, discussion of women’s rights and the nature of female
citizenship.5This study seeks to contribute to an ongoing conversation about the role of women
in U.S. political culture both by documenting women’s impact on the public debate over slavery
and by demonstrating how, by participating in that debate, women transformed their political
identities. By exploring the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions, addresses calling women to
petition, reactions to women’s petitioning, and congressional responses to women’s petitions,
this book reconstructs debate over women’s exercise of the one political right they could



convincingly claim. By charting changes over time in the way women identified themselves in
their petitions, the patterns of their signatures, and the arguments they employed in petitions as
well as other discourse related to the campaign, this study excavates from rhetorical texts a
history of transformations of individual women’s political identities and formations of collective
female subjectivities.6Approaching the petitions and addresses with an eye to the
reconstruction of female political subjectivity, I focus on a cultural process related to individuals’
living experience and the ever-changing discursive resources available to them. This process
involves discursive practices that facilitate not only development of an isolated individual identity
but also “identity in relationship,” or collective subjectivities. Yet as much as collective
subjectivities function as categories of inclusion, they function also as rules of exclusion,
particularly exclusion from political power along the lines of gender, race, class, and sexual
preference. In other words, when requirements for inclusion in dominant subjectivities such as
“citizen” differ from prevailing identities of certain groups such as women or free blacks,
members of these groups are delegitimated from participation in the public sphere and denied
political power.7The dual nature of political subjectivities as paradigms of both inclusion and
exclusion is readily apparent in the history of the Jacksonian period. The growth of party
organizing and political participation during the mid- to late 1820s is widely accepted as a
marker of a turning point in the nature of American democracy and the character of the political
subject. Andrew Jackson’s ascendancy coincided with the ongoing expansion of white manhood
suffrage, mass literacy, proliferation of newspapers and magazines, and developments in
transportation, all of which led to the politicization of the public. The “people” had come to exert
greater power over their representatives not only through the vote but also through the pressure
of public opinion. Yet although the rise of mass democracy enhanced the political power of white
males, people of color and women continued to be excluded or were newly excluded from the
rights of citizenship. 8Yet despite principles of exclusion and lack of access to popular means of
participation such as public speaking, publishing in newspapers, and pamphleteering, women
and people of color did find avenues to influence public debate. Mary Ryan has described the
“circuitous routes” women traveled to enter public discourse in the nineteenth-century United
States, such as “corrupted forms, like the cloying feminine symbols used in electoral campaigns”
and deployment of “ladies” at political rallies as “badges of respectability.” While I agree with
Ryan that women were forced to seek alternative routes to the polis, I think we need not travel so
far afield to find women in public during the antebellum period. By petitioning Congress, middle-
class, northern, mostly white women insinuated themselves into public discussion through use
of a highly traditional form of political communication. Rather than operating at the margins of
the bourgeois pubic sphere, petitioning women inserted their opinions into central sites of public
debate such as the U.S. Congress and newspapers circulated throughout the nation.9The bulk
of the research for this book was drawn from petitions sent to Congress, which are stored at the
National Archives and maintained by the Center for Legislative Archives. It would have been
nearly impossible to complete a study of this magnitude were it not for the existence of the Our



Mothers Before Us project at the Outreach Branch of the Center for Legislative Archives, for
which archivists systematically combed the records of every session of Congress to extract
documents submitted by women. This study is based not only on extant petitions signed by
women from the full gamut of their involvement in the abolition petition campaign (1831 to 1865)
located by the Our Mothers Before Us project, but it also considers those signed by men or by
men and women from 1819 to 1865 that remain uncataloged as well as oversized antislavery
petitions that were not cataloged by the National Archives until 1995. It also draws on petitions
employed in subsequent movements such as antilynching and woman suffrage, which have
been identified by the Our Mothers Before Us project. To account for potential regional
differences in the rhetoric of petitions, the forms used for close readings include those
emanating from throughout New England, Pennsylvania, and New York as well as from the
western frontier of Ohio and from both urban and rural communities.10By offering a
comprehensive study focused on women’s petitioning of Congress, in no sense does this
analysis gainsay the significance of antislavery petitioning directed at state legislatures. Indeed,
thousands of women and men petitioned their legislatures at a time when state governmental
bodies played a larger role in lawmaking than the federal government. It is certainly important to
account for women’s petitioning of state legislatures as a step in transforming female political
identities, yet because of the enormous numbers of female antislavery petitions sent to
Congress, accounting also for women’s petitions to state legislatures is beyond the practical
means of this study. I decided to focus tightly on women’s congressional antislavery petitioning,
moreover, because it marked a significant change in women’s political activism and signaled the
growth of an identity of national citizenship. While women’s antislavery petitioning of Congress
was coordinated at the state level and executed locally, it linked abolition women as a group to
national institutions and leaders. In the process of seeking freedom for slaves from the federal
government, female petitioners went from identifying themselves in their petitions as the “female
inhabitants” or “ladies” of a given town during the 1830s to calling themselves “Women of
America” in the later 1840s. Defining themselves as members of the national polity moved
women closer to seeing themselves as national citizens entitled to the rights accorded by
national citizenship.This book proceeds chronologically in describing the fluidity in the meaning
and function of the right of petition in Western political history, its adoption by antislavery
women, and its use by women as an instrument to shape public opinion in social movements
through the end of the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century. Chapter 1 places women’s
antislavery petitioning in the context of the changing function and meaning of the right of petition
from its origins in the Magna Carta to its use in the mass politics of Jacksonian America. Long
before abolitionists embraced petitioning in their campaign against slavery, other groups outside
the domains of institutionalized government had exploited the subversive potential of the right of
petition by using it as an entering wedge into various realms of political power. It was this radical
potential of petitioning that antislavery women, denied the full rights of republican citizenship,
seized in order to pressure their representatives by appealing to the power of public opinion,



which propelled them into the midst of a major national political debate.Chapter 2 identifies the
multiple forces that led women to begin petitioning Congress to end slavery. It traces the
transatlantic effects of abolitionism and demonstrates that the success of British women’s
antislavery petitioning played a large part in convincing American male antislavery leaders of the
efficacy of encouraging women to petition. Before female antislavery societies took up the call to
petition in 1834, they had concentrated their efforts on teaching free blacks, boycotting products
of slave labor, and conversing with relatives and friends about the evils of slavery; they had
generally refrained from petitioning, despite the fact that by 1833 antislavery men had embraced
it as a major means of agitation. Chapter 3 demonstrates that during the first phase of female
antislavery petitioning from 1831 to 1836, as women crossed into new terrain by petitioning their
political representatives in hopes of influencing debate on a national issue, their petition forms
employed a rhetoric of humility and disavowal. Rather than justifying exercise of the right of
petition on the grounds of natural rights principles, women described their actions as motivated
by Christian duty and as an extension of the religious speech act of prayer. Yet women’s petitions
were infused with republican and free labor rhetoric that in effect constructed a uniquely
northern middle-class conception of citizenship, a conception that relied heavily on notions of
virtue and elevated the moral power of women.Chapter 4 argues that in addition to substantially
increasing the appeal of abolitionism by linking the institution of slavery with the denial of
northern civil rights, passage of the gag rule in June 1836 also had a significant impact on
discourse about women’s political rights. In four major addresses published during the summer
of 1836, female antislavery leaders denounced the gag rule as an unjust law enacted by morally
flawed men and instructed women to ignore the will of men who wished to suppress their pleas
and to follow their own moral conscience with respect to the sin of slavery. The addresses
directed women to ignore not only the will of slaveholding congressmen but also that of northern
men who questioned the propriety of women petitioning Congress. Abolition women initiated
further discussion of their rights and responsibilities as activists by taking the unprecedented
step of meeting in convention and answering the gag rule by intensifying their petitioning. By
doing so women gained important skills of political organizing and set in place a systematic
petitioning plan, for which they adopted short petitions that excluded the expressions of humility
and disassociation with politics characteristic of their previous petitions. Likewise, the addresses
that issued from the convention advanced beyond those published in 1836 that claimed that
women possessed a moral duty to petition to asserting that women were citizens and, as such,
possessed a constitutional right to petition.Chapter 5 maintains that for the hundreds of
thousands of women who in 1837 lent their names to antislavery memorials, signing petitions
marked a significant development in their political identities. By entering public dialogue on the
issue of slavery, women transformed themselves from private individuals into public actors who
operated independent of male guardians. Those women who circulated petitions, moreover,
exercised a degree of political literacy by familiarizing themselves with antislavery arguments
and employing them in face-to-face persuasive exchanges. Yet as more women than ever signed



and circulated abolition petitions in 1837, northern defenders of male political dominance and
traditional gender roles attempted to halt their progress. Such attacks succeeded only in
pushing women abolitionists to develop stronger arguments about their right as citizens to
petition, to take the unprecedented step of threatening to unseat congressmen who ignored
them as constituents, and to link the right of petition with the right of suffrage.Chapter 6 focuses
on debates in Congress sparked by the influx of women’s antislavery petitions from 1835 to
1839, which led to what was perhaps the first sustained discussion of the political rights of
women in the history of the federal legislature. Slaveholding members as a well as a number of
northern representatives conflated gendered norms of respectable behavior with constitutional
rights, arguing that because it was improper for women to petition Congress, they had no right to
petition Congress. Women, they argued, moreover, lacked basic qualifications for republican
citizenship—they could neither reason logically nor act independently—therefore their petitions
should not be seriously considered. Throughout the debates Representative John Quincy
Adams responded to attacks on female antislavery petitions by exposing the confounding of
acceptable gender conduct with the exercise of natural rights. There was no doubt that women
possessed a constitutional right of petition, he argued, and exercise of that right should not be
contingent on the character of petitioners. Not only did Adams attempt to safeguard women’s
right of petition, but he insisted that women were citizens and, notably, questioned whether
women might not also possess the right to vote.Chapter 7 argues that although female
petitioning decreased appreciably after 1839 when abolitionists adopted a strategy of direct
political action, those women who continued to petition embraced a more clearly political stance
than they had in the past and identified themselves as national citizens. As they became
involved in electoral politics and saw themselves as constituents to whom congressmen were
accountable, their petitions instructed representatives about specific federal legislation such as
the Fugitive Slave Law and the Kansas-Nebraska Bill in remarkably bold republican language.
By the mid-1850s women’s petitioning on the clearly political issue of slavery had become so
acceptable that even one of the most outspoken critics of this practice during the 1830s,
Catharine E. Beecher, signed a petition. Acceptance of the propriety of women exercising their
right to petition on political issues, even an issue as political as amending the U.S. Constitution,
was crucial to the success of 1860s petition campaigns, which were dominated by women, to
win passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.After 1865 the right of petition continued to function
as a crucial and persistent means of influence employed by women determined to participate in
politics despite the fact that neither the Constitution nor custom recognized their full rights as
citizens. Women’s antislavery petitioning not only contributed significantly to the abolitionist
movement but also made the use of collective petitioning of Congress to push for legislation and
arouse public opinion a more acceptable form of political activity for women. After female
abolitionists set the precedent of mass petitioning of Congress, women took up this tool and
began to work on a long list of reforms such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, mass petitioning provided a primary means through which women expanded their



citizenship by securing the right to vote. Though she did not live to witness the enfranchisement
of women in 1920, almost six decades earlier Susan B. Anthony had emphasized the
importance of petitioning to women as political beings. “Women can neither take the ballot nor
the bullet to settle” political questions of the day, she said. “Therefore, to us, the right to petition
is one sacred right which we ought not to neglect.”11CHAPTER 1The Unfortunate Word
“Petition”“The greatest difficulty seems to arise from the unfortunate word ‘petition, ’” complained
antiabolitionist northern minister Calvin Colton in his 1840 pamphlet, The Right of Petition.
“Nothing could exceed the confusion into which this single word has cast the whole nation.” The
particular confusion to which Colton referred was the river of antislavery petitions that had begun
running into Congress in 1835. In 1836 the House had passed a temporary “gag” rule that
immediately tabled all petitions on the subject of slavery. Rather than sandbagging the flow of
abolition petitions or quelling the discussion of slavery, the rule had the opposite effect.
Proclaiming that the gag proved that slaveholders were conspiring to undermine the rights of
free Americans, abolitionists redoubled their petitioning efforts and won public sympathy for their
cause. Renewal of the gag in each subsequent session of Congress sparked a highly charged
national debate over the right of petition. When on January 28, 1840, the House enacted a
permanent gag, public debate intensified, and Colton entered the fray with his
pamphlet.1Intending to chide the abolitionists for abusing a political privilege, Colton began by
acknowledging petitioning as a time-honored right in the Anglo-American political tradition, but
he emphasized instances in which it was curtailed when employed in a manner displeasing to
rulers or representatives. After the right of petition became a law in England, Colton reminded,
petitioners repugnant to the crown or Parliament were committed to prison. He concluded that
petitioning had never been intended as a means to coerce the government but, rather, as an
instrument of supplication through which individuals or groups might seek redress of personal
grievances. “Not infrequently,” Colton insisted, the abuse of the right of petition led to its
suspension altogether. There was precedent for curtailing improper use of the right of petition,
Colton asserted, and since abolitionists were employing the right in a manner that fell outside
the proper historical definition of “petition,” the imposition of the gag rule was both
understandable and just.Although Colton intended to chronicle the history of the petition as an
instrument of humble supplication, the story he told hinted again and again at a rather different
and more complex narrative. Colton wrote, for instance, that in the history of the United States
“the popular and general mind” had changed the meaning of the First Amendment, which
guaranteed the right of petition, “from its historical and true interpretations, to something else.”
What particularly disturbed Colton was that petitioning was being used “under the pretense of
submission, for improper and unworthy purposes, while it clothes itself with the sanction of an
apparent conformity to law.” Thus he lamented, “This little word petition is, in this place, a most
unfortunate one, and doing more mischief than can be told.”2Colton’s admission that the
meaning of the right of petition had changed in the minds and hands of the people from a form of
submission to an instrument of mischief provides the basis for a history of the right of petition



quite different from that presented in his pamphlet. In fact, long before women took up petitioning
to influence national debate over slavery, other groups outside the domains of institutionalized
government employed the right of petition as a wedge to enter realms of political power. These
groups had seen what Colton refused to recognize: while, on one hand, the divine right of
petition required use of supplicatory rhetoric due its antecedents in monarchical England, on the
other hand, it was understood as carrying an incumbent obligation on the part of the receiver to
read and respond to the grievance. Petitioning’s ability to place demands on rulers or
representatives, even while it obscured signers’ motive of demand, gave the fundamental right
of petition a deeply subversive potential. The radical potential of petitioning multiplied
significantly when groups, rather than individuals (as in original practice), began to direct their
grievances not only to governing bodies but also to the public. By the early nineteenth century in
the United States, petitioning had emerged as a potent instrument through which minority
political causes and people denied the full rights of republican citizenship could exert
considerable pressure on their representatives by appealing to the power of public
opinion.Among those exerting such power were women. Female involvement in the petition
campaign against slavery, which built upon previous though limited experiences of women
petitioning collectively, constitutes an early instance of large numbers of women exercising their
right of petition as a group to influence national policy making. Along with male abolitionists,
women petitioners attempted to reshape public opinion, to pressure federal representatives, and
to incite discussion of slavery both in Congress and among the public at large. Women’s
antislavery petitioning capitalized on the subversive potential of the right of petition to expand
significantly the ability of women to participate in politics absent the right of suffrage and at the
same time provided a means of asserting citizenship, albeit a modified form of citizenship
compared with that claimed by propertied white males. By firmly seizing the right of petition and
redefining it from a prayer for redress of private grievances to an instrument of collective public
persuasion, women not only asserted their citizenship but also created a hunger for further
participation in the political process and for more rights. After the right of women to petition
Congress on political issues was established by female abolitionists, the petition was employed
by countless women espousing causes such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, petitioning served as a primary means through which women agitated to win the
vote.Upon embracing petitioning as a means of political influence, antislavery women exploited
the subversive potential of that right. As early as the thirteenth century both individuals and the
developing institution of Parliament employed petitioning as a tool to erode the power of the
monarchy. Although the Magna Carta made no direct mention of the right of petition, such a right
was understood to derive from King John’s promise that he would not deny or postpone justice
to anyone. The twelfth clause of the Magna Carta, moreover, relieved knights and barons of the
obligation to supply money to the king until he addressed outstanding grievances. During the
late Middle Ages, written petitions, which had become the standard method to approach
authorities, placed demands on rulers and tested their accountability to the people. While



petitioners employed flattering adjectives such as “sage,” “haut,” and “puissant” to describe the
sovereign they beseeched and referred to themselves as “humble,” “pover,” and “obeisant,”
through the very act of petitioning, subjects exerted some degree of power. The people’s right of
petition, after all, imposed a responsibility on the part of the ruler to hear their grievances and,
whether it be positive or negative, give some response.3By the early seventeenth century,
political factions had begun to seize upon petitioning as a method of propaganda, and
petitioners to Parliament assumed a more assertive tone. “Whereas, hitherto, petitions had in
general been genuinely intended to bring a grievance to the notice of Parliament in some hope
of a response in the shape of a redress,” Colin Leys explains, beginning in the seventeenth
century, a substantial number of petitions were “presented by political activists under no sort of
illusion either that the grievance was unknown or that Parliament might reasonably be expected
to respond by redressing it.” During the English Civil War both men and women, especially
Levelers, who sought to democratize the government, engaged in collective petitioning.4The
experience of Leveler women, who executed several well-organized petition campaigns
between 1641 and 1655, illustrates the radical potential of petitioning as well as the reactions it
could spark among those invested in protecting existing gendered political hierarchies. In the
texts of petitions Leveler women justified their increased participation in the public sphere by
emphasizing the shared origins of secular petitioning and religious praying. They urged
representatives not to “withhold from us our undoubted right of petitioning, since God is ever
willing and ready to receive the Petitions of all, making no difference of persons.” They also
claimed the right to have their petitions heard because the “ancient laws of England are not
contrary to the will of God.” Yet the Leveler women tempered assertions of their natural right to
petition with assurances that they had no intention of subverting male political power. Women
were “not acting out of any Self-conceit or Pride of Heart, as seeking to equal ourselves with
Men, either in Authority or Wisdom,” promised a 1642 petition, but were merely “following herein
the Example of the Men, which have gone . . . before us.”5The fact remained, nevertheless, that
women were intruding into public deliberation in an unprecedented manner. Guardians of male
political dominance were displeased. Parliament attempted to discourage the women by
answering their 1649 petition, “The matter you petition about, is of an higher concernment than
you understand, that the House gave an answer to your Husbands; and therefore that you are
desired to go home, and look after your own business, and meddle in your huswifery.” Likewise,
a newspaper warned the women, “It is fitter for you to be washing your dishes, and meddle with
the wheele and distaffe.” Another predicted, “We shall have things brought to a fine passe, if
women come to teach the Parliament how to make Lawes.” And yet another declared, “It can
never be a good world, when women meddle in States matters . . . and their Husbands are to
blame, that they have no fitter employment for them.” Questioning the rationality, femininity,
morality, and social status of female supplicants, newspapers derided women petitioners as
“oyster-wives,” “dirty and tattered sluts,” and “mealy-mouth’d mutton mongers wives.” Attacks
such as these demonstrate that the right of petition offered women a tool to expand their public



influence, but when men recognized its potential for compromising male political dominance,
they cast aspersions in hopes of checking burgeoning female activism.6Despite efforts to
discourage women from petitioning and to regulate the “tumultuous” use of petitioning by crowds
who stormed Parliament, in 1669 the House of Commons restated that all commoners
possessed an inherent right to petition and that the House was obligated to receive their
petitions. By the eighteenth century petitioning had emerged as a well-protected right used most
often to exert pressure on Parliament in matters of public policy. Leys notes that conditions
during this era such as rapid economic change that led to working-class organization resulted in
an unprecedented upsurge in the use of petitions as a political instrument. The widespread
propagandistic use of petitioning during this period was noted by Dr. Samuel Johnson, who
wrote, “This petitioning is a new mode of distressing government, and a mighty easy one.”7As in
England, in America from the colonial to the Jacksonian period petitioning was transformed from
a tool for airing individual grievances to an instrument for collective political action. Petitioning
was the primary means through which citizens communicated with colonial assemblies, and
information conveyed in petitions was particularly crucial in providing for needy inhabitants.
Reflecting the fact that colonial assemblies functioned as quasi-judicial bodies, the petitions
dealt primarily with local disputes, including alleged misbehavior of servants, regulation of
tobacco packaging, and failure to pay wages. Responses to petitions often led to broader
legislation, rendering petitioning a means by which individuals could shape the legislative
agenda of colonial assemblies.8Petitioning provided not only a means through which the people
influenced colonial assemblies; it was also an instrument through which colonial bodies
expressed grievances against England and, eventually, justified revolution. In eighteenth-century
British constitutional law petitioning was understood as the appropriate means to seek redress
for infringements upon rights, and failure by the king or Parliament to respond to repeated
petitioning constituted acceptable grounds for revolution. Thus when colonists perceived various
duties and taxes imposed by Britain as violating their constitutional rights, they turned to the
petition as a means to demand redress and articulate their growing alienation from British rule.
Ultimately, the failure of George III to fulfill his obligation to respond to his subjects’ petitions
provided a major justification for the colonists’ revolution against England. Although not itself a
petition, the Declaration of Independence drew much of its rhetorical and political power from its
function as a history of failed petitions submitted by colonial bodies to the king in 1774 and
1775. “In every stage of these oppressions,” the Declaration stated, “we have petitioned for
redress in the most humble terms: our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated
injuries.” In the face of this tyranny the colonists could justifiably declare themselves free and
independent of Great Britain. In this important sense, as Garry Wills explains, the Declaration
established itself in the direct line of those earlier petitions: “The Congress declared its
independence in terms not basically at odds with its ‘dutiful petitions’—in fact, as a logical
culmination of them.”9Excluded from office holding, women were not among the signers of
petitions to England that effected the Revolution. Yet in at least one case women elected



petitioning as a means of political participation. In 1774 the women of Edenton, North Carolina,
moved beyond boycotting tea to the more public action of forming a patriotic organization.
Members of the organization composed a petition to the public in which they pledged to follow
the colony’s nonimportation resolves. Signed by fifty-one women, it was published in colonial
and English newspapers. While the patriot women stressed that they petitioned out of duty to
country and family, their tone was remarkably assertive. Their collective effort aimed at
generating publicity for the patriot cause marked a significant departure from women’s
customary petitioning, constituted of private pleas for personal grievances.10 It is not surprising,
then, that the character of women who undertook this bold public act was called into question.
Englishman Arthur Iredell wrote his relatives in North Carolina sardonically, “Is there a Female
Congress at Edenton too?” He hoped not, “for we Englishmen are afraid of the Male Congress,
but if the Ladies, who have ever, since the Ebook Libraryian Era, been esteemed the most
formidable Enemies, if they, I say, should attack us, the most fatal consequences are dreaded.”
Undoubtedly Iredell’s criticism was motivated in part by political differences, but the publicness
of the women’s petition rendered the signers vulnerable to gendered aspersions. The Edenton
petition, after all, demonstrated that women were capable of political organization and that they
possessed the right to enter public deliberation to declare their political allegiances and
influence public opinion.11Although after the Revolution most women petitioned for personal
redress as they had previously, even in these more customary practices they employed petitions
to articulate new political identities. In her analysis of divorce requests in Massachusetts from
1692 to 1786, Nancy Cott found that from 1775 to 1784, a period coinciding with the War for
Independence, the number of divorce petitions sent to the legislature increased 61 percent
compared with the decade before the Revolution. Cott argues that the correlation between the
increased number of divorce petitions and the war might have been due to “a certain personal
outlook” that accompanied the Revolution, “one that implied self-assertion and regard for the
future, one that we might label more ‘modern’ than ‘traditional.’” This greater self-assertion
conveyed in petitions, Cott suggests, was fostered by republican claims to citizenship. As Linda
Kerber explains, “The rhetoric of the Revolution, which emphasized the right to separate from
dictatorial masters, implicitly offered an ideological validation for divorce, though few in power
recognized it.” Petitions for divorce provided women a means to assert this newly forged
republican identity to their state representatives. 12In addition to petitioning for divorce, women
suffering from the hardships of war were forced to petition state legislatures and Congress,
resulting in a significant increase in female petitioning. In the Carolinas, for example, Cynthia
Kierner has found that women sent 349 petitions to their state legislatures between 1776 and
1800, compared with only 32 in the entire preceding quarter-century. Kerber estimates that 5
percent of the petitions received by the Continental Congress emanated from women. The vast
majority of women’s petitions came from individuals, especially soldier’s widows requesting
pensions, while others sought compensation for war losses. Denied rights generally associated
with full citizenship such as voting, office holding, and serving on juries, and discouraged by



social conventions from standard forms of political expression such as public speaking and
publishing broadsides, women recurred to petitioning, with its ambiguous public character, to
seek relief from the hardships of war. “Petitioning afforded women a voice with which they could
seek the aid and protection of public men while demonstrating their continued deference to male
authority,” explains Kierner. Conforming to rhetorical conventions, widows’ petitions emphasized
economic and emotional desperation. But, as Kerber notes, “many also testified to a strong
belief that the widows had made real sacrifices to the state, and that the political system owed
them something in return.”13During and after the Revolutionary War, then, women exploited the
subversive potential of petitioning to participate in the patriot cause and to assert new political
identities. That petitioning held the possibility for women to transform their political status in the
new republic was evidenced in a letter from Abigail Adams to Mercy Otis Warren. Reacting to
her husband’s dismissal of her request to “Remember the ladies” in the writing of “the new Code
of Laws,” Adams suggested, “I think I will get you to join me in a petition to Congress.” The idea
was uttered half in jest and the proposal was never brought to fruition, but nonetheless Adams’s
statement illustrates that petitioning was a most logical means to urge the framers to revise “the
Laws of England which [give] such unlimited power to the Husband to use his wife Ill.”14During
the early national period petitioning provided poor and disenfranchised men a means to exert
newly found political power and to assert enhanced political status. In 1786, for example,
middling men from western Massachusetts engaged in mass petitioning against high land taxes.
After their petitions were ignored, they united behind Daniel Shays in rebellion. In western
Pennsylvania small farmers from the backcountry petitioned for repeal of an excise tax on
whiskey enacted by Congress in 1791 in order to raise money to liquidate the national debt. The
Whiskey Rebellion of 1794, in which farmers resisted the tax by attacking federal revenue
officers who attempted to collect it, occurred after repeated petitioning failed to secure repeal. In
Connecticut artisans expressed themselves collectively for the first time in the spring of 1792
with a petition to the general assembly against the state’s system of taxation. In the course of
their petitioning these men gradually transformed the language and tone of their petitions,
replacing “flattery and fawning phrases” with “plain words and a direct assertiveness.” These
collective petitions reflected the notion that a democratized government should be responsive to
the demands of the common people and that petitioning was an important mechanism to convey
the peoples’ opinions to their representatives.15Tradeswomen’s efforts to use petitioning to
achieve economic reform were less common and less successful than those of their male
counterparts. In 1788, for example, “sundry seamstresses” of Charleston, South Carolina,
petitioned the general assembly complaining that they were out of work due to the importation of
ready-made clothes. The seamstresses prayed that “a much larger duty be laid on the above
articles, which will have a tendency to give employment to your petitioners and increase the
revenue as they are bulky articles that cannot be easily smuggled.” But unlike the petitions of
male artisans and tradesmen who pleaded for economic reform, the women’s petition was
ignored. This neglect was politically possible, Kerber suggests, because the petition fell outside



traditional categories of petitions sent by women, and it was ignored because there were no
lobbyists to orchestrate presentation of the women’s plea. The petition is significant,
nonetheless, for the evidence it provides that tradeswomen, like men of their class, recognized
the potential power of petitioning to influence their representatives and that for women of the
new republic, the right of petition and reception was far from secure.16Likewise, free blacks
recognized the power of collective petitioning to pressure government, yet the impact of their
petitioning was limited by their political status. In 1787 Prince Hall organized free blacks of
Boston to petition the city for improvements in the education of black children. The petition was
considered, but its prayer was denied. A year later Hall again took the lead in organizing a
petition campaign aimed at halting the slave trade. The collective petition was presented to the
Massachusetts General Court along with another appeal from the Yearly Meeting of New
England Friends, which also asked for an end to the slave trade, and with yet another plea
signed by all of Boston’s clergy plus 100 other men. As a result of the combined outcry
expressed in the petitions, the General Court enacted a law to prevent the slave trade and to
grant relief to families of persons kidnapped from the commonwealth. Hall’s second petition
succeeded likely due to the great number of men demanding an end to the slave trade and, no
doubt, because many of these men were white.17Despite the growing use of petitioning and the
new assertive language of petitions during the postrevolutionary era, the right of petition was not
guaranteed to Americans by either the Articles of Confederation or the Constitution as drafted by
Congress and ratified by the states. Yet the right of petition was included among proposed
amendments to the Constitution. In August 1789 the House of Representatives debated a
proposed amendment that stated that Congress shall make no law abridging “the right of the
people peaceably to assemble and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”
Although members debated whether the people might not also possess a right to instruct their
representatives, the right of petition remained unquestioned. Approval of the First Amendment
marked a turning point in the development of the right of petition, as for the first time it became
part of written organic law. Thereafter debate over the right of petition would focus not on
whether the people possessed such a right but, rather, as in the case of Colton’s pamphlet, on
the exact meaning and limits of that right.18During the first decades of the federal Congress,
white men employed the power of petitioning to influence public opinion and to pressure
representatives on national issues such as contested election results, the national bank, land
distribution, the abolition of dueling, government in the territories, the Alien and Sedition Acts,
and the Jay Treaty. Yet when slaves petitioned Congress for emancipation, the inalienable nature
of the newly guaranteed right of petition was questioned. In 1797 four manumitted slaves sent a
petition explaining that each had been freed by his master but had been captured and sold back
into slavery. The petitioners acknowledged that they possessed no right to vote but insisted on
addressing Congress as “fellow-men” ruled by God. As soon as the petition was read, the House
erupted into debate over whether it should be received. Southerners argued that the memorial
should not be heard because it emanated from slaves, who had no right of petition.



Representative William Smith of South Carolina claimed that acceptance of the petition would
“tend to spread an alarm throughout the Southern States; it would act as an ‘entering-wedge,’
whose consequences could not be foreseen.” In response Representative John Swanwick of
Pennsylvania decried attempts to abrogate the right of petition: “If men were aggrieved, and
conceive they have claim to attention,” he argued, “petitioning was their sacred right, and that
right should never suffer innovation.” Swanwick’s defense notwithstanding, the House voted
33-50 not to receive the petition.19The House’s refusal to hear the slaves’ petition gains
significance when viewed in light of the fact that throughout the 1790s Congress received and
acted on petitions submitted by white abolition societies and Quaker organizations. Although
proslavery southerners questioned the character of Quaker petitioners, many of whom were
pacifists during the War for Independence, the right of these white men to petition, even on the
sensitive subject of slavery, remained intact. Rather than refusing the petitions, as in the case of
the slaves, Congress received, reported, debated, and voted on appeals from white men. Thus
the House’s refusal in 1797 to receive the slaves’ petition signaled that despite its allegedly
inalienable nature, the peoples’ right of petition still could be abridged based on the status of
petitioners and checked by Congress’s right of reception. Like the rights of slaves and free
blacks, whose status in the new republic was relatively undefined, the rights of women, including
that of petition, remained open to negotiation.20During the first decades of the nineteenth
century a number of factors combined to increase the power of petitioning and render it a
particularly useful tool for those who remained outside the formal political process. The spread
of adult white manhood suffrage (twenty-one of the twenty-four states had some form of it by
1826) led to the decline of aristocratic politics and the rise of mass electioneering. The
gentlemanly statesman who could rightfully expect deference from his constituents gave way to
the professional politician who actively appealed to the mass electorate. This growing power of
the public was nurtured by advances in transportation and communication, which “helped shrink
the nation and enlarge the political community.” Particularly important to the formation of the
democratic public was the explosion in magazines and newspapers that occurred during these
decades. Nationally circulated magazines appeared, including Niles’ Weekly Register, founded
in Baltimore in 1811; the North American Review, started in Boston in 1815; and Godey’s Lady’s
Book, begun in 1830 and which attained the “extraordinary” circulation of 150,000 by the end of
the decade. In the 1830s alone the number of newspapers rose from 800 to 1,400, and sales
tripled.21Contributing to the new emphasis on participatory democracy and the growing
importance of public opinion, religious revivalists set aside older Calvinist notions of
predestination to preach a modified doctrine of free will and active pursuit of salvation. The fiery
preaching of revivalist ministers such as Charles Grandison Finney attracted hundreds of
thousands of women and men to evangelical Protestantism. Most evangelicals believed that
they were charged with a duty not only to cultivate personal morality but to employ their energies
to safeguard the morality of the community and nation. As Richard J. Carwardine has observed,
“Evangelicals offered an example of how the world might be changed through systematic public



agitation” and “provided professional organizers and models for mobilizing public opinion.”
Petitioning in particular afforded evangelicals “a means of operating in an era of mass politics
without being compromised by the corruption of new partisanship.”22Women motivated by the
evangelical impulse to engage in benevolent activism such as providing relief for the poor,
orphans, and the aged also seized petitioning as a means to accomplish their charitable work.
After forming organizations and writing bylaws, one of the first major tasks women faced in
starting a benevolent society was to compose a petition to the state legislature seeking
incorporation. In 1812, for example, the white women of Petersburg, Virginia, formed the Female
Orphan Asylum and petitioned the general assembly for legal incorporation. In addition to stating
why they wished to incorporate, the women asked, in language that Suzanne Lebsock has
characterized as “remarkably free of the deference that informed most petitions of the time,” for
the right to participate in litigation and the power to hold and convey property. Despite the fact
that common law denied married women the right to hold property, the assembly granted almost
every request of the petition, including the power to hold and manage the organization’s funds.
Petitions to incorporate associations such as the one from the women of Petersburg were
common and aroused few questions of propriety. “In this age of wonders, when the liberal dare
to devise liberal things,” wrote Hannah Kinney, president of the Newark Female Charitable
Society in 1816, “applications to legislators by females to become incorporate bodies are not
novelties.” Indeed, petitions for corporate charters were more often than not answered favorably
when societies demonstrated that their goals fell under the category of traditional charity. After
winning incorporation, female benevolent organizations often petitioned city and state councils
for funds to provide relief to the “deserving” needy.23Based on a posture of humility and
influence available through personal contacts, these tactics resembled the deferential mode of
politics of the eighteenth century and, according to Ann M. Boylan, “obscured the reality that
organized women were involved in politics, primarily through the exercise of their right to petition
their rulers.” Charitable women, Boylan suggests, did not view petitioning as political because
they were engaged in private efforts to influence powerful men rather than in attempts to seek
collective power for women. The viability of these efforts was limited, however, to women who
had access to powerful men, which effectively excluded societies of black women engaged in
racial uplift as well as associations of white women from the working and growing middle
classes.24The evangelical impulse also gave rise to organizations aimed at reforming a variety
of social ills by altering public opinion through pamphleteering, lecturing, and petitioning. The
host of evils included intemperance, violation of the Sabbath, Indian removal, mistreatment of
the mentally ill, and prostitution. Foremost among mass social reform movements sponsored by
evangelical reformers was that of temperance, which recruited hundreds of thousands of
members from throughout the nation in a campaign to promote abstinence. Although the
temperance movement was dominated by male leaders, as early as 1818 women began to sign
antialcohol petitions. By the 1820s large numbers of women in all regions of the country had
joined male-run chapters of the American Temperance Society, organized their own female



affiliates, and orchestrated petition campaigns. In 1834, for example, 500 women of
Elizabethtown, New Jersey, signed a petition requesting that local officials control the
proliferation of liquor shops. In 1837, 600 women in Wilmington, Delaware, mustered a similar
petition. In 1838, 1,200 women in Portland, Maine, petitioned the state legislature seeking legal
assistance for the temperance cause.25In addition to playing a central role in the temperance
movement, petitioning provided the basis of a campaign organized by evangelicals to halt
removal of the Cherokee from their native land of Georgia. This campaign marked a significant
event in the emergence of popular politics and the use of petitioning, for it constituted what Mary
Hershberger has called “the deepest political movement the country had yet witnessed.” The
antiremoval campaign also signaled a turning point in the history of American women’s political
activism, for it inaugurated the practice of women from various states petitioning federal
representatives to influence national legislation. By sending their petitions directly to Congress,
women who opposed Cherokee removal advanced a step beyond benevolent ladies who limited
their petitioning to local bodies and often employed a male intermediary. Women’s petitioning
against Cherokee removal, moreover, was part of a campaign involving people from many states
in expressing and arousing collective opposition to a national policy, rather than an effort of
personal influence limited to specific localities orchestrated by a small group of wealthy women.
Opponents of removal transgressed the boundaries of acceptable female activism to participate
in attempts to influence national policy, an activity generally understood to be reserved for
men.26The debate over Cherokee removal stemmed from a compact Georgia signed in 1802
with the federal government guaranteeing that if the state gave up its western land claims, the
government would remove the Cherokee from Georgia as soon as peaceably possible. By 1829,
when the cotton plantation system had expanded westward and coveted even more land,
Georgia demanded that the federal government live up to its promise. Presidents James Monroe
and John Quincy Adams had recognized Cherokee rights and had hoped to persuade the
Indians to move peaceably. But Andrew Jackson, who had gained fame as an Indian fighter, did
not acknowledge an independent Cherokee nation, and in his December 8, 1829, state-of-the-
union address he ridiculed the Cherokees for having “pretensions” of erecting a sovereign state
within Georgia. The president advised the Indians to emigrate beyond the Mississippi or to
submit to the laws of Georgia. Jackson’s partisans in Congress responded to his message by
introducing the Removal Bill, which authorized the president to set aside lands west of the
Mississippi that could be exchanged with the Indians for their eastern lands.27A number of
evangelical leaders viewed the Removal Bill as a national sin committed against a helpless
people, and they organized efforts to arouse the “right-thinking populace” to influence their
leaders.28 Jeremiah Evarts, secretary of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions, an Indian missionary organization, wrote a series of articles published in the National
Intelligencer between August 5 and December 19, 1829. Using the pseudonym William Penn,
Evarts charged that if the United States committed the terrible sin of violating the Cherokees’
rights, it would forfeit God’s protection and blessings. Although he believed that Jackson and



party leaders were about to defy God, Evarts maintained that the people of the United States—a
Christian nation—had not strayed. He orchestrated a massive petition campaign that won
signatures and covered congressmen’s tables with petitions. Many women who engaged in
benevolent work on behalf of the Cherokee were sympathetic to their plight and joined the
antiremoval petition effort. During the summer of 1829 the well-known female educator and
reformer Catharine E. Beecher attended a speech delivered by Evarts, who asked her to do
what she could to avert the tragedy of Indian removal. Beecher returned to Hartford Female
Seminary, of which she was the director, and called on her friends to discuss the removal issue.
They decided that the best course of action was to initiate a petition campaign. So
unprecedented was a national women’s petition campaign that the Hartford women resolved to
keep secret the identities of its organizers.29Beecher composed a circular addressed to the
“Benevolent Ladies of the United States,” swore the printer to keep her identity as the author a
secret, and sent the circular to persons on mailing lists of female benevolent organizations. After
demonstrating the injustice of the removal policy, the circular urged that “energetic expression of
the wishes and feelings of a Christian nation, addressed to the congress now assembling, and
which is soon to decide [the Cherokee’s] doom,” was the best means to save the nation from
taking sinful action. While calling on women to petition Congress, the circular also admitted the
highly unusual nature of women engaging in collective petitioning of Congress on a matter of
national policy. “It may be, that female petitioners can lawfully be heard, even by the highest
rulers of our land,” the circular said. But reflecting uncertainty about Congress’s willingness to
receive from women petitions relating to a federal policy decision, it also admitted, “It may be
that this will be forbidden.” Women’s petitions for the Cherokee were appropriate, it argued,
because rather than “assuming any right to dictate the decisions of those who rule over them,”
the petitioners were merely supplicating “that we and our dearest friends may be saved from the
awful curses denounced on all who oppress the poor and needy.” Women may rightfully “feel for
the distressed,” it asserted, and “they may stretch out the supplicating hand for them, and by
their prayers strive to avert the calamities that are impending over them.”30Thanks in no small
part to the “Ladies Circular,” hundreds of women from various regions signed petitions to
Congress opposing removal of the Cherokee. Like petitions composed to win men’s names,
those aimed at women affirmed the rights of the Cherokee and threatened that God would seek
revenge should those rights be abrogated. But because it was so unusual for females to
collectively petition Congress, women’s petitions devoted a great deal of space to defending
such unusual behavior. Half of the text of the petition signed by sixty-three “ladies” of
Steubenville, Ohio, was dedicated to justifying the act of women petitioning their federal
representatives:Your memorialists would sincerely deprecate any presumptuous interference on
the part of their own sex, with the ordinary political affairs of the country, as wholly unbecoming
the character of American Females. Even in private life we may not presume to direct the general
conduct, or control the acts of those who stand in the near and guardian relations of husbands
and brothers, yet all admit that there are times when duty and affection call on us to advise and



persuade, as well as to cheer or to console. And if we approach the public representatives of our
husbands and brothers, only in the humble character of suppliants in the cause of mercy and
humanity, may we not hope that even the small voice of female sympathy will be heard?
31Reaction among antiremovalists to the women’s petitioning campaign was mixed. Religious
periodicals, on one hand, were chagrined by the women’s overt political activity and urged them
to follow the traditional route of exercising their influence over male relatives and friends. The
Christian Watchman, for example, cautioned that because “God would preserve our Congress
so pure and enlightened,” there was no need for “all the females in the land [to organize] into
‘societies’ to get a question righteously decided.” On the other hand, the Watchman repeatedly
published the “Ladies Circular” without criticism, and other religious periodicals, such as the
Christian Advocate, printed it on the front page with an implied endorsement. Widespread
printing of the circular led to great speculation over its authorship, and Beecher, who jealously
guarded her secret, was often asked who, in her opinion, the author might be. Eventually
Beecher suffered a breakdown because of the anxieties of engaging in a political campaign
while trying desperately to avoid publicity for fear of being accused of impropriety. “Not at all
aware of the consequences of this additional excitement,” Beecher wrote decades later in her
reminiscences, “I suddenly found myself utterly prostrated and unable to perform any school
duty without extreme pain and such confusion of thought as seemed like approaching
insanity.”32Beecher’s anxiety over the propriety of women’s petitions was far from ill founded.
When the petitions signed by women were debated in Congress, Jacksonian members fixed
their responses on the sex of the signers. Women’s petitions, they said, wasted the time of
Congress, and for this they blamed antiremoval men who, they declared, failed to keep their
women under control. Thomas Hart Benton, chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian
Affairs, led the attack on the women petitioners with a sarcastic speech that mocked women for
“acting in public meetings for the instruction of Congress on the subject of these Georgia
Indians.” Benton dramatized the female petitioners’ alleged offense by threatening to “appear in
the feminine [rather] than in the masculine gender” to march with the Cherokee. After
demonstrating the supposed absurdity of their intrusion, Benton recommended that the
petitioning “ladies” “not douse their bonnets, and tuck up their coats for such a race [the
Cherokee], but sit down on the way side, and wait for the coming of the conquerors.” The women
petitioners, Benton’s outburst insinuated, reversed proper gender roles by mistakenly giving
women more power and casting aside chivalric males. In Benton’s estimation at least, the
women’s petitions threatened to undermine political order.33Although there was enough support
to get a number of the petitions printed or referred to committees on Indian affairs for
consideration, many, such as that of the Steubenville women, were laid on the table after they
had been introduced. Nonetheless, the petition campaign prompted extensive debate in
Congress on the Cherokee removal issue, beginning in February 1830 and intensifying in April
and May. In the end Jacksonian forces won by a narrow margin, and the Removal Bill was
signed by the president on May 28, 1830. Evarts then campaigned to get the bill repealed,



sparking a new rash of petitions, but the effort was unsuccessful.34Ultimately the campaign
against Cherokee removal “ushered in a new age of popular politics.” Radical activists such as
William Lloyd Garrison, James Birney, and Arthur Tappan, who equated the tyranny of Indian
removal with that of colonizing slaves, would transfer the strategy of petitioning Congress from
their efforts on behalf of Indians to those on behalf of slaves. Likewise, a number of women
involved in antiremoval efforts became leading female abolitionists. Lydia Maria Child, who early
in 1829 published The First Settlers of New-England: or, Conquest of the Pequods,
Narragansets and Pokanokets, which provided an extended argument against Cherokee
removal, in 1833 began a long and illustrious career in abolitionism by writing An Appeal in Favor
of That Class of Americans Called Africans. Angelina Grimké, who had expressed support for
antiremovalists in her personal writings, became a fervent and active abolitionist. Harriet
Beecher (Stowe), who worked enthusiastically on the Cherokee petition campaign, would go on
to write her devastating attack on the institution of slavery, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Not only did
similarities in the plights of the Cherokee and slaves as well as the ideologies of the two
movements lead women from antiremoval to abolition, but the experience of petitioning
“provided reform women with political skills valuable in subsequent antislavery and woman
suffrage campaigns.” Participation in the antiremoval petition campaign, Hershberger notes,
allowed women to practice rhetorical skills such as writing persuasive appeals, educating
members of their communities, and gathering signatures.35Table of ContentsGENDER &
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could be done.Madison, WisconsinMarch 2002INTRODUCTIONA Touching, Ludicrous,
Edifying HistoryEarly in February 1834 Louisa, Maria, Abigail, Rosey, and Caroline Dickinson
signed their names to a petition addressed to the Senate and House of Representatives of the
United States. They were joined by Phebe Tinker, Alvira Means, and Comfort Harmon as well as
scores of other Ohio women who together prayed Congress to abolish slavery in the District of
Columbia. These westerners were among the first women in the United States to collectively
petition Congress on a political issue. In so doing they defied the long-standing custom of
females limiting their petitioning of Congress to individual prayers regarding personal
grievances. During the coming years hundreds of thousands of women from throughout the
North would join the petition campaign and risk association with the unpopular cause of
immediate abolitionism. Maria Weston Chapman, a leader of the petitioning effort, recalled that
when antislavery women began to petition Congress, many Americans—male and female alike
—were not “wont to witness the appeals kindly.” Time and again female petitioners were assailed
for leaving their “proper” sphere of the home and abandoning benevolent charitable causes to
engage in petitioning and political action in the public arena. Yet antislavery women persevered,
leading Chapman to predict that “a history of their progress door to door, with the obstacles they
encountered would be at once touching, ludicrous, and edifying.”1This book is a history of
women antislavery petitioners’ progress from door-to-door, of the obstacles they encountered,
and of the important contributions that women’s petitioning ultimately made to the success of the
abolition movement. It is also a book about how by petitioning against slavery free women
seized the radical potential of one of the few civil rights they were understood to possess—the
right of petition—to assert substantial political authority. Indeed, the antislavery petition
campaign marked one of the first instances in which large numbers of white and free black
American women engaged in collective petitioning of Congress in an attempt to reshape public
opinion and influence national policy. Enabling them to participate in national public dialogue
over the controversial issue of slavery absent the right of suffrage, petitioning provided a conduit
for women to assert a modified form of citizenship. Although at the beginning of their
involvement in the campaign in 1835 women tended to disavow the political nature of their
petitioning, by the 1840s they routinely asserted the right of women to make political demands of



their representatives. This change in the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions and appeals,
from a tone of humility to a tone of insistence, reflected an ongoing transformation of the political
identity of signers from that of subjects to that of citizens. Having encouraged women’s
involvement in national politics, women’s antislavery petitioning created an appetite for further
political participation and more rights. After female abolitionists established the right of women
to petition Congress collectively on political issues, countless women employed that right to
lobby their representatives and agitate public opinion to promote causes such as temperance,
antilynching, and ultimately, woman suffrage.From 1831 to 1863 women publicly expressed their
opinion about slavery by affixing approximately 3 million signatures to petitions aimed at
Congress. The addition of women’s names beginning in 1835 swelled to a flood what was
previously a trickle of memorials submitted almost exclusively by men. Women’s efforts enabled
abolitionists to send enough petitions to Congress to provoke debate over the question of
slavery, a feat petitioning by men alone had failed to accomplish. Sparking discussion of slavery
proved to be a crucial victory for the abolitionist movement, for as William Freehling has
observed, the debates prompted by antislavery petitions in the 1830s were “the Pearl Harbor of
the slavery controversy.” Deluged with petitions, in June 1836 the House of Representatives
passed a rule immediately tabling all memorials on the subject of slavery. The rule proved a
“godsend” to the struggling antislavery movement, for it linked the popular right of petition with
the unpopular cause of immediate abolitionism. Petitioning was intended not only to pressure
congressmen but also to rectify public opinion with regard to the sinfulness of slavery. By
gathering signatures in family and female social networks as well as through soliciting door-to-
door, women discussed the issue of slavery with people who would never go to hear an
abolitionist lecturer and who could not read abolitionist tracts.2Petitioning fit hand in glove with
immediate abolitionists’ strategy of moral suasion, which called for the use of moral appeals to
awaken public sentiment to induce slaveholders to forsake human bondage. Although women’s
petitioning soon became highly controversial, at the outset the philosophy of moral suasion and
the tool of petitioning seemed to offer an especially suitable means for women to participate in
the abolition movement. Women could use the right of petition—a right that, unlike the ballot,
they were generally understood to possess—to apply the force of their supposedly superior
morality to reform public opinion with regard to the sin of slavery. Although petitioning was less
direct than voting, in the 1830s at least, it was not necessarily considered less powerful.
Petitioning was seen as a pure expression of individual moral conscience, as opposed to the
vote, which was viewed as tainted with personal interest and party spirit. So central was
petitioning to antebellum political culture that certain men, particularly radical reformers such as
William Lloyd Garrison, eschewed voting in favor of petitioning as a tool to reform the morals of
the republic. Although women did not have the luxury of forsaking the vote, they could use
petitioning to join their male abolitionist colleagues in attempting to effect a moral transformation
in public opinion.3Central to comprehending the history of women’s antislavery petitioning and
its effect on women’s political status is an understanding of the nature of the right of petition. At



its core a petition is a request for redress of grievances sent from a subordinate (whether an
individual or a group) to a superior (whether a ruler or a representative). As a genre of political
communication, the petition is characterized by a humble tone and an acknowledgment of the
superior status of the recipient. While the practice of petitioning began as an individual making a
request of his or her ruler for redress of personal grievances, over time the meaning and function
of petitioning changed drastically. By the advent of the Jacksonian era, men were frequently
using organized mass petitioning to agitate public opinion in order to achieve their political goals.
But even as a greater number of white men used collective petitioning, prior to 1829 the
petitioning of white and black women remained limited for the most part to individual prayers
regarding personal issues. A particular innovation of antislavery women was to defy on a mass
scale the customary limitations on female petitioning and to justify the collective exercise of the
right of petition by their sex.4The supplicatory nature of the right of petition held radical potential
for women, for natural law assumed that all subjects (and later all citizens) possessed the right
of petition and that rulers (and later representatives) were obliged to receive and respond to
petitions regardless of the subject of their prayer. Abolition women relied on the first assumption
in order to claim and defend their right to petition amidst an environment in which their political
status, like that of free blacks, was undergoing constant renegotiation. In fact, so labile was the
political status of certain groups of inhabitants of the republic that state constitutional reform
conventions of the 1820s and 1830s revoked free black men’s voting rights, rights they had
previously possessed and exercised. In 1837 the House of Representatives decided that slaves
were not citizens and passed a resolution stating that they had no right of petition. For women,
also a group whose political rights were vulnerable, petitioning amounted to an assertion that
they possessed the right of petition and that they were citizens, though a type of citizen different
from enfranchised men. By assuming the status of petitioners, women, though they lacked the
vote, forced a hearing of their requests, for their representatives were obligated, in principle at
least, to receive and respond to their grievances. Even when the House repeatedly passed gag
rules that immediately tabled all antislavery petitions, through their continued petitioning, women
kept alive the slavery question in public discourse. They added to congressional and general
public debate, moreover, discussion of women’s rights and the nature of female
citizenship.5This study seeks to contribute to an ongoing conversation about the role of women
in U.S. political culture both by documenting women’s impact on the public debate over slavery
and by demonstrating how, by participating in that debate, women transformed their political
identities. By exploring the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions, addresses calling women to
petition, reactions to women’s petitioning, and congressional responses to women’s petitions,
this book reconstructs debate over women’s exercise of the one political right they could
convincingly claim. By charting changes over time in the way women identified themselves in
their petitions, the patterns of their signatures, and the arguments they employed in petitions as
well as other discourse related to the campaign, this study excavates from rhetorical texts a
history of transformations of individual women’s political identities and formations of collective



female subjectivities.6Approaching the petitions and addresses with an eye to the
reconstruction of female political subjectivity, I focus on a cultural process related to individuals’
living experience and the ever-changing discursive resources available to them. This process
involves discursive practices that facilitate not only development of an isolated individual identity
but also “identity in relationship,” or collective subjectivities. Yet as much as collective
subjectivities function as categories of inclusion, they function also as rules of exclusion,
particularly exclusion from political power along the lines of gender, race, class, and sexual
preference. In other words, when requirements for inclusion in dominant subjectivities such as
“citizen” differ from prevailing identities of certain groups such as women or free blacks,
members of these groups are delegitimated from participation in the public sphere and denied
political power.7The dual nature of political subjectivities as paradigms of both inclusion and
exclusion is readily apparent in the history of the Jacksonian period. The growth of party
organizing and political participation during the mid- to late 1820s is widely accepted as a
marker of a turning point in the nature of American democracy and the character of the political
subject. Andrew Jackson’s ascendancy coincided with the ongoing expansion of white manhood
suffrage, mass literacy, proliferation of newspapers and magazines, and developments in
transportation, all of which led to the politicization of the public. The “people” had come to exert
greater power over their representatives not only through the vote but also through the pressure
of public opinion. Yet although the rise of mass democracy enhanced the political power of white
males, people of color and women continued to be excluded or were newly excluded from the
rights of citizenship. 8Yet despite principles of exclusion and lack of access to popular means of
participation such as public speaking, publishing in newspapers, and pamphleteering, women
and people of color did find avenues to influence public debate. Mary Ryan has described the
“circuitous routes” women traveled to enter public discourse in the nineteenth-century United
States, such as “corrupted forms, like the cloying feminine symbols used in electoral campaigns”
and deployment of “ladies” at political rallies as “badges of respectability.” While I agree with
Ryan that women were forced to seek alternative routes to the polis, I think we need not travel so
far afield to find women in public during the antebellum period. By petitioning Congress, middle-
class, northern, mostly white women insinuated themselves into public discussion through use
of a highly traditional form of political communication. Rather than operating at the margins of
the bourgeois pubic sphere, petitioning women inserted their opinions into central sites of public
debate such as the U.S. Congress and newspapers circulated throughout the nation.9The bulk
of the research for this book was drawn from petitions sent to Congress, which are stored at the
National Archives and maintained by the Center for Legislative Archives. It would have been
nearly impossible to complete a study of this magnitude were it not for the existence of the Our
Mothers Before Us project at the Outreach Branch of the Center for Legislative Archives, for
which archivists systematically combed the records of every session of Congress to extract
documents submitted by women. This study is based not only on extant petitions signed by
women from the full gamut of their involvement in the abolition petition campaign (1831 to 1865)



located by the Our Mothers Before Us project, but it also considers those signed by men or by
men and women from 1819 to 1865 that remain uncataloged as well as oversized antislavery
petitions that were not cataloged by the National Archives until 1995. It also draws on petitions
employed in subsequent movements such as antilynching and woman suffrage, which have
been identified by the Our Mothers Before Us project. To account for potential regional
differences in the rhetoric of petitions, the forms used for close readings include those
emanating from throughout New England, Pennsylvania, and New York as well as from the
western frontier of Ohio and from both urban and rural communities.10By offering a
comprehensive study focused on women’s petitioning of Congress, in no sense does this
analysis gainsay the significance of antislavery petitioning directed at state legislatures. Indeed,
thousands of women and men petitioned their legislatures at a time when state governmental
bodies played a larger role in lawmaking than the federal government. It is certainly important to
account for women’s petitioning of state legislatures as a step in transforming female political
identities, yet because of the enormous numbers of female antislavery petitions sent to
Congress, accounting also for women’s petitions to state legislatures is beyond the practical
means of this study. I decided to focus tightly on women’s congressional antislavery petitioning,
moreover, because it marked a significant change in women’s political activism and signaled the
growth of an identity of national citizenship. While women’s antislavery petitioning of Congress
was coordinated at the state level and executed locally, it linked abolition women as a group to
national institutions and leaders. In the process of seeking freedom for slaves from the federal
government, female petitioners went from identifying themselves in their petitions as the “female
inhabitants” or “ladies” of a given town during the 1830s to calling themselves “Women of
America” in the later 1840s. Defining themselves as members of the national polity moved
women closer to seeing themselves as national citizens entitled to the rights accorded by
national citizenship.This book proceeds chronologically in describing the fluidity in the meaning
and function of the right of petition in Western political history, its adoption by antislavery
women, and its use by women as an instrument to shape public opinion in social movements
through the end of the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century. Chapter 1 places women’s
antislavery petitioning in the context of the changing function and meaning of the right of petition
from its origins in the Magna Carta to its use in the mass politics of Jacksonian America. Long
before abolitionists embraced petitioning in their campaign against slavery, other groups outside
the domains of institutionalized government had exploited the subversive potential of the right of
petition by using it as an entering wedge into various realms of political power. It was this radical
potential of petitioning that antislavery women, denied the full rights of republican citizenship,
seized in order to pressure their representatives by appealing to the power of public opinion,
which propelled them into the midst of a major national political debate.Chapter 2 identifies the
multiple forces that led women to begin petitioning Congress to end slavery. It traces the
transatlantic effects of abolitionism and demonstrates that the success of British women’s
antislavery petitioning played a large part in convincing American male antislavery leaders of the



efficacy of encouraging women to petition. Before female antislavery societies took up the call to
petition in 1834, they had concentrated their efforts on teaching free blacks, boycotting products
of slave labor, and conversing with relatives and friends about the evils of slavery; they had
generally refrained from petitioning, despite the fact that by 1833 antislavery men had embraced
it as a major means of agitation. Chapter 3 demonstrates that during the first phase of female
antislavery petitioning from 1831 to 1836, as women crossed into new terrain by petitioning their
political representatives in hopes of influencing debate on a national issue, their petition forms
employed a rhetoric of humility and disavowal. Rather than justifying exercise of the right of
petition on the grounds of natural rights principles, women described their actions as motivated
by Christian duty and as an extension of the religious speech act of prayer. Yet women’s petitions
were infused with republican and free labor rhetoric that in effect constructed a uniquely
northern middle-class conception of citizenship, a conception that relied heavily on notions of
virtue and elevated the moral power of women.Chapter 4 argues that in addition to substantially
increasing the appeal of abolitionism by linking the institution of slavery with the denial of
northern civil rights, passage of the gag rule in June 1836 also had a significant impact on
discourse about women’s political rights. In four major addresses published during the summer
of 1836, female antislavery leaders denounced the gag rule as an unjust law enacted by morally
flawed men and instructed women to ignore the will of men who wished to suppress their pleas
and to follow their own moral conscience with respect to the sin of slavery. The addresses
directed women to ignore not only the will of slaveholding congressmen but also that of northern
men who questioned the propriety of women petitioning Congress. Abolition women initiated
further discussion of their rights and responsibilities as activists by taking the unprecedented
step of meeting in convention and answering the gag rule by intensifying their petitioning. By
doing so women gained important skills of political organizing and set in place a systematic
petitioning plan, for which they adopted short petitions that excluded the expressions of humility
and disassociation with politics characteristic of their previous petitions. Likewise, the addresses
that issued from the convention advanced beyond those published in 1836 that claimed that
women possessed a moral duty to petition to asserting that women were citizens and, as such,
possessed a constitutional right to petition.Chapter 5 maintains that for the hundreds of
thousands of women who in 1837 lent their names to antislavery memorials, signing petitions
marked a significant development in their political identities. By entering public dialogue on the
issue of slavery, women transformed themselves from private individuals into public actors who
operated independent of male guardians. Those women who circulated petitions, moreover,
exercised a degree of political literacy by familiarizing themselves with antislavery arguments
and employing them in face-to-face persuasive exchanges. Yet as more women than ever signed
and circulated abolition petitions in 1837, northern defenders of male political dominance and
traditional gender roles attempted to halt their progress. Such attacks succeeded only in
pushing women abolitionists to develop stronger arguments about their right as citizens to
petition, to take the unprecedented step of threatening to unseat congressmen who ignored



them as constituents, and to link the right of petition with the right of suffrage.Chapter 6 focuses
on debates in Congress sparked by the influx of women’s antislavery petitions from 1835 to
1839, which led to what was perhaps the first sustained discussion of the political rights of
women in the history of the federal legislature. Slaveholding members as a well as a number of
northern representatives conflated gendered norms of respectable behavior with constitutional
rights, arguing that because it was improper for women to petition Congress, they had no right to
petition Congress. Women, they argued, moreover, lacked basic qualifications for republican
citizenship—they could neither reason logically nor act independently—therefore their petitions
should not be seriously considered. Throughout the debates Representative John Quincy
Adams responded to attacks on female antislavery petitions by exposing the confounding of
acceptable gender conduct with the exercise of natural rights. There was no doubt that women
possessed a constitutional right of petition, he argued, and exercise of that right should not be
contingent on the character of petitioners. Not only did Adams attempt to safeguard women’s
right of petition, but he insisted that women were citizens and, notably, questioned whether
women might not also possess the right to vote.Chapter 7 argues that although female
petitioning decreased appreciably after 1839 when abolitionists adopted a strategy of direct
political action, those women who continued to petition embraced a more clearly political stance
than they had in the past and identified themselves as national citizens. As they became
involved in electoral politics and saw themselves as constituents to whom congressmen were
accountable, their petitions instructed representatives about specific federal legislation such as
the Fugitive Slave Law and the Kansas-Nebraska Bill in remarkably bold republican language.
By the mid-1850s women’s petitioning on the clearly political issue of slavery had become so
acceptable that even one of the most outspoken critics of this practice during the 1830s,
Catharine E. Beecher, signed a petition. Acceptance of the propriety of women exercising their
right to petition on political issues, even an issue as political as amending the U.S. Constitution,
was crucial to the success of 1860s petition campaigns, which were dominated by women, to
win passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.After 1865 the right of petition continued to function
as a crucial and persistent means of influence employed by women determined to participate in
politics despite the fact that neither the Constitution nor custom recognized their full rights as
citizens. Women’s antislavery petitioning not only contributed significantly to the abolitionist
movement but also made the use of collective petitioning of Congress to push for legislation and
arouse public opinion a more acceptable form of political activity for women. After female
abolitionists set the precedent of mass petitioning of Congress, women took up this tool and
began to work on a long list of reforms such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, mass petitioning provided a primary means through which women expanded their
citizenship by securing the right to vote. Though she did not live to witness the enfranchisement
of women in 1920, almost six decades earlier Susan B. Anthony had emphasized the
importance of petitioning to women as political beings. “Women can neither take the ballot nor
the bullet to settle” political questions of the day, she said. “Therefore, to us, the right to petition



is one sacred right which we ought not to neglect.”11INTRODUCTIONA Touching, Ludicrous,
Edifying HistoryEarly in February 1834 Louisa, Maria, Abigail, Rosey, and Caroline Dickinson
signed their names to a petition addressed to the Senate and House of Representatives of the
United States. They were joined by Phebe Tinker, Alvira Means, and Comfort Harmon as well as
scores of other Ohio women who together prayed Congress to abolish slavery in the District of
Columbia. These westerners were among the first women in the United States to collectively
petition Congress on a political issue. In so doing they defied the long-standing custom of
females limiting their petitioning of Congress to individual prayers regarding personal
grievances. During the coming years hundreds of thousands of women from throughout the
North would join the petition campaign and risk association with the unpopular cause of
immediate abolitionism. Maria Weston Chapman, a leader of the petitioning effort, recalled that
when antislavery women began to petition Congress, many Americans—male and female alike
—were not “wont to witness the appeals kindly.” Time and again female petitioners were assailed
for leaving their “proper” sphere of the home and abandoning benevolent charitable causes to
engage in petitioning and political action in the public arena. Yet antislavery women persevered,
leading Chapman to predict that “a history of their progress door to door, with the obstacles they
encountered would be at once touching, ludicrous, and edifying.”1This book is a history of
women antislavery petitioners’ progress from door-to-door, of the obstacles they encountered,
and of the important contributions that women’s petitioning ultimately made to the success of the
abolition movement. It is also a book about how by petitioning against slavery free women
seized the radical potential of one of the few civil rights they were understood to possess—the
right of petition—to assert substantial political authority. Indeed, the antislavery petition
campaign marked one of the first instances in which large numbers of white and free black
American women engaged in collective petitioning of Congress in an attempt to reshape public
opinion and influence national policy. Enabling them to participate in national public dialogue
over the controversial issue of slavery absent the right of suffrage, petitioning provided a conduit
for women to assert a modified form of citizenship. Although at the beginning of their
involvement in the campaign in 1835 women tended to disavow the political nature of their
petitioning, by the 1840s they routinely asserted the right of women to make political demands of
their representatives. This change in the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions and appeals,
from a tone of humility to a tone of insistence, reflected an ongoing transformation of the political
identity of signers from that of subjects to that of citizens. Having encouraged women’s
involvement in national politics, women’s antislavery petitioning created an appetite for further
political participation and more rights. After female abolitionists established the right of women
to petition Congress collectively on political issues, countless women employed that right to
lobby their representatives and agitate public opinion to promote causes such as temperance,
antilynching, and ultimately, woman suffrage.From 1831 to 1863 women publicly expressed their
opinion about slavery by affixing approximately 3 million signatures to petitions aimed at
Congress. The addition of women’s names beginning in 1835 swelled to a flood what was



previously a trickle of memorials submitted almost exclusively by men. Women’s efforts enabled
abolitionists to send enough petitions to Congress to provoke debate over the question of
slavery, a feat petitioning by men alone had failed to accomplish. Sparking discussion of slavery
proved to be a crucial victory for the abolitionist movement, for as William Freehling has
observed, the debates prompted by antislavery petitions in the 1830s were “the Pearl Harbor of
the slavery controversy.” Deluged with petitions, in June 1836 the House of Representatives
passed a rule immediately tabling all memorials on the subject of slavery. The rule proved a
“godsend” to the struggling antislavery movement, for it linked the popular right of petition with
the unpopular cause of immediate abolitionism. Petitioning was intended not only to pressure
congressmen but also to rectify public opinion with regard to the sinfulness of slavery. By
gathering signatures in family and female social networks as well as through soliciting door-to-
door, women discussed the issue of slavery with people who would never go to hear an
abolitionist lecturer and who could not read abolitionist tracts.2Petitioning fit hand in glove with
immediate abolitionists’ strategy of moral suasion, which called for the use of moral appeals to
awaken public sentiment to induce slaveholders to forsake human bondage. Although women’s
petitioning soon became highly controversial, at the outset the philosophy of moral suasion and
the tool of petitioning seemed to offer an especially suitable means for women to participate in
the abolition movement. Women could use the right of petition—a right that, unlike the ballot,
they were generally understood to possess—to apply the force of their supposedly superior
morality to reform public opinion with regard to the sin of slavery. Although petitioning was less
direct than voting, in the 1830s at least, it was not necessarily considered less powerful.
Petitioning was seen as a pure expression of individual moral conscience, as opposed to the
vote, which was viewed as tainted with personal interest and party spirit. So central was
petitioning to antebellum political culture that certain men, particularly radical reformers such as
William Lloyd Garrison, eschewed voting in favor of petitioning as a tool to reform the morals of
the republic. Although women did not have the luxury of forsaking the vote, they could use
petitioning to join their male abolitionist colleagues in attempting to effect a moral transformation
in public opinion.3Central to comprehending the history of women’s antislavery petitioning and
its effect on women’s political status is an understanding of the nature of the right of petition. At
its core a petition is a request for redress of grievances sent from a subordinate (whether an
individual or a group) to a superior (whether a ruler or a representative). As a genre of political
communication, the petition is characterized by a humble tone and an acknowledgment of the
superior status of the recipient. While the practice of petitioning began as an individual making a
request of his or her ruler for redress of personal grievances, over time the meaning and function
of petitioning changed drastically. By the advent of the Jacksonian era, men were frequently
using organized mass petitioning to agitate public opinion in order to achieve their political goals.
But even as a greater number of white men used collective petitioning, prior to 1829 the
petitioning of white and black women remained limited for the most part to individual prayers
regarding personal issues. A particular innovation of antislavery women was to defy on a mass



scale the customary limitations on female petitioning and to justify the collective exercise of the
right of petition by their sex.4The supplicatory nature of the right of petition held radical potential
for women, for natural law assumed that all subjects (and later all citizens) possessed the right
of petition and that rulers (and later representatives) were obliged to receive and respond to
petitions regardless of the subject of their prayer. Abolition women relied on the first assumption
in order to claim and defend their right to petition amidst an environment in which their political
status, like that of free blacks, was undergoing constant renegotiation. In fact, so labile was the
political status of certain groups of inhabitants of the republic that state constitutional reform
conventions of the 1820s and 1830s revoked free black men’s voting rights, rights they had
previously possessed and exercised. In 1837 the House of Representatives decided that slaves
were not citizens and passed a resolution stating that they had no right of petition. For women,
also a group whose political rights were vulnerable, petitioning amounted to an assertion that
they possessed the right of petition and that they were citizens, though a type of citizen different
from enfranchised men. By assuming the status of petitioners, women, though they lacked the
vote, forced a hearing of their requests, for their representatives were obligated, in principle at
least, to receive and respond to their grievances. Even when the House repeatedly passed gag
rules that immediately tabled all antislavery petitions, through their continued petitioning, women
kept alive the slavery question in public discourse. They added to congressional and general
public debate, moreover, discussion of women’s rights and the nature of female
citizenship.5This study seeks to contribute to an ongoing conversation about the role of women
in U.S. political culture both by documenting women’s impact on the public debate over slavery
and by demonstrating how, by participating in that debate, women transformed their political
identities. By exploring the rhetoric of female antislavery petitions, addresses calling women to
petition, reactions to women’s petitioning, and congressional responses to women’s petitions,
this book reconstructs debate over women’s exercise of the one political right they could
convincingly claim. By charting changes over time in the way women identified themselves in
their petitions, the patterns of their signatures, and the arguments they employed in petitions as
well as other discourse related to the campaign, this study excavates from rhetorical texts a
history of transformations of individual women’s political identities and formations of collective
female subjectivities.6Approaching the petitions and addresses with an eye to the
reconstruction of female political subjectivity, I focus on a cultural process related to individuals’
living experience and the ever-changing discursive resources available to them. This process
involves discursive practices that facilitate not only development of an isolated individual identity
but also “identity in relationship,” or collective subjectivities. Yet as much as collective
subjectivities function as categories of inclusion, they function also as rules of exclusion,
particularly exclusion from political power along the lines of gender, race, class, and sexual
preference. In other words, when requirements for inclusion in dominant subjectivities such as
“citizen” differ from prevailing identities of certain groups such as women or free blacks,
members of these groups are delegitimated from participation in the public sphere and denied



political power.7The dual nature of political subjectivities as paradigms of both inclusion and
exclusion is readily apparent in the history of the Jacksonian period. The growth of party
organizing and political participation during the mid- to late 1820s is widely accepted as a
marker of a turning point in the nature of American democracy and the character of the political
subject. Andrew Jackson’s ascendancy coincided with the ongoing expansion of white manhood
suffrage, mass literacy, proliferation of newspapers and magazines, and developments in
transportation, all of which led to the politicization of the public. The “people” had come to exert
greater power over their representatives not only through the vote but also through the pressure
of public opinion. Yet although the rise of mass democracy enhanced the political power of white
males, people of color and women continued to be excluded or were newly excluded from the
rights of citizenship. 8Yet despite principles of exclusion and lack of access to popular means of
participation such as public speaking, publishing in newspapers, and pamphleteering, women
and people of color did find avenues to influence public debate. Mary Ryan has described the
“circuitous routes” women traveled to enter public discourse in the nineteenth-century United
States, such as “corrupted forms, like the cloying feminine symbols used in electoral campaigns”
and deployment of “ladies” at political rallies as “badges of respectability.” While I agree with
Ryan that women were forced to seek alternative routes to the polis, I think we need not travel so
far afield to find women in public during the antebellum period. By petitioning Congress, middle-
class, northern, mostly white women insinuated themselves into public discussion through use
of a highly traditional form of political communication. Rather than operating at the margins of
the bourgeois pubic sphere, petitioning women inserted their opinions into central sites of public
debate such as the U.S. Congress and newspapers circulated throughout the nation.9The bulk
of the research for this book was drawn from petitions sent to Congress, which are stored at the
National Archives and maintained by the Center for Legislative Archives. It would have been
nearly impossible to complete a study of this magnitude were it not for the existence of the Our
Mothers Before Us project at the Outreach Branch of the Center for Legislative Archives, for
which archivists systematically combed the records of every session of Congress to extract
documents submitted by women. This study is based not only on extant petitions signed by
women from the full gamut of their involvement in the abolition petition campaign (1831 to 1865)
located by the Our Mothers Before Us project, but it also considers those signed by men or by
men and women from 1819 to 1865 that remain uncataloged as well as oversized antislavery
petitions that were not cataloged by the National Archives until 1995. It also draws on petitions
employed in subsequent movements such as antilynching and woman suffrage, which have
been identified by the Our Mothers Before Us project. To account for potential regional
differences in the rhetoric of petitions, the forms used for close readings include those
emanating from throughout New England, Pennsylvania, and New York as well as from the
western frontier of Ohio and from both urban and rural communities.10By offering a
comprehensive study focused on women’s petitioning of Congress, in no sense does this
analysis gainsay the significance of antislavery petitioning directed at state legislatures. Indeed,



thousands of women and men petitioned their legislatures at a time when state governmental
bodies played a larger role in lawmaking than the federal government. It is certainly important to
account for women’s petitioning of state legislatures as a step in transforming female political
identities, yet because of the enormous numbers of female antislavery petitions sent to
Congress, accounting also for women’s petitions to state legislatures is beyond the practical
means of this study. I decided to focus tightly on women’s congressional antislavery petitioning,
moreover, because it marked a significant change in women’s political activism and signaled the
growth of an identity of national citizenship. While women’s antislavery petitioning of Congress
was coordinated at the state level and executed locally, it linked abolition women as a group to
national institutions and leaders. In the process of seeking freedom for slaves from the federal
government, female petitioners went from identifying themselves in their petitions as the “female
inhabitants” or “ladies” of a given town during the 1830s to calling themselves “Women of
America” in the later 1840s. Defining themselves as members of the national polity moved
women closer to seeing themselves as national citizens entitled to the rights accorded by
national citizenship.This book proceeds chronologically in describing the fluidity in the meaning
and function of the right of petition in Western political history, its adoption by antislavery
women, and its use by women as an instrument to shape public opinion in social movements
through the end of the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century. Chapter 1 places women’s
antislavery petitioning in the context of the changing function and meaning of the right of petition
from its origins in the Magna Carta to its use in the mass politics of Jacksonian America. Long
before abolitionists embraced petitioning in their campaign against slavery, other groups outside
the domains of institutionalized government had exploited the subversive potential of the right of
petition by using it as an entering wedge into various realms of political power. It was this radical
potential of petitioning that antislavery women, denied the full rights of republican citizenship,
seized in order to pressure their representatives by appealing to the power of public opinion,
which propelled them into the midst of a major national political debate.Chapter 2 identifies the
multiple forces that led women to begin petitioning Congress to end slavery. It traces the
transatlantic effects of abolitionism and demonstrates that the success of British women’s
antislavery petitioning played a large part in convincing American male antislavery leaders of the
efficacy of encouraging women to petition. Before female antislavery societies took up the call to
petition in 1834, they had concentrated their efforts on teaching free blacks, boycotting products
of slave labor, and conversing with relatives and friends about the evils of slavery; they had
generally refrained from petitioning, despite the fact that by 1833 antislavery men had embraced
it as a major means of agitation. Chapter 3 demonstrates that during the first phase of female
antislavery petitioning from 1831 to 1836, as women crossed into new terrain by petitioning their
political representatives in hopes of influencing debate on a national issue, their petition forms
employed a rhetoric of humility and disavowal. Rather than justifying exercise of the right of
petition on the grounds of natural rights principles, women described their actions as motivated
by Christian duty and as an extension of the religious speech act of prayer. Yet women’s petitions



were infused with republican and free labor rhetoric that in effect constructed a uniquely
northern middle-class conception of citizenship, a conception that relied heavily on notions of
virtue and elevated the moral power of women.Chapter 4 argues that in addition to substantially
increasing the appeal of abolitionism by linking the institution of slavery with the denial of
northern civil rights, passage of the gag rule in June 1836 also had a significant impact on
discourse about women’s political rights. In four major addresses published during the summer
of 1836, female antislavery leaders denounced the gag rule as an unjust law enacted by morally
flawed men and instructed women to ignore the will of men who wished to suppress their pleas
and to follow their own moral conscience with respect to the sin of slavery. The addresses
directed women to ignore not only the will of slaveholding congressmen but also that of northern
men who questioned the propriety of women petitioning Congress. Abolition women initiated
further discussion of their rights and responsibilities as activists by taking the unprecedented
step of meeting in convention and answering the gag rule by intensifying their petitioning. By
doing so women gained important skills of political organizing and set in place a systematic
petitioning plan, for which they adopted short petitions that excluded the expressions of humility
and disassociation with politics characteristic of their previous petitions. Likewise, the addresses
that issued from the convention advanced beyond those published in 1836 that claimed that
women possessed a moral duty to petition to asserting that women were citizens and, as such,
possessed a constitutional right to petition.Chapter 5 maintains that for the hundreds of
thousands of women who in 1837 lent their names to antislavery memorials, signing petitions
marked a significant development in their political identities. By entering public dialogue on the
issue of slavery, women transformed themselves from private individuals into public actors who
operated independent of male guardians. Those women who circulated petitions, moreover,
exercised a degree of political literacy by familiarizing themselves with antislavery arguments
and employing them in face-to-face persuasive exchanges. Yet as more women than ever signed
and circulated abolition petitions in 1837, northern defenders of male political dominance and
traditional gender roles attempted to halt their progress. Such attacks succeeded only in
pushing women abolitionists to develop stronger arguments about their right as citizens to
petition, to take the unprecedented step of threatening to unseat congressmen who ignored
them as constituents, and to link the right of petition with the right of suffrage.Chapter 6 focuses
on debates in Congress sparked by the influx of women’s antislavery petitions from 1835 to
1839, which led to what was perhaps the first sustained discussion of the political rights of
women in the history of the federal legislature. Slaveholding members as a well as a number of
northern representatives conflated gendered norms of respectable behavior with constitutional
rights, arguing that because it was improper for women to petition Congress, they had no right to
petition Congress. Women, they argued, moreover, lacked basic qualifications for republican
citizenship—they could neither reason logically nor act independently—therefore their petitions
should not be seriously considered. Throughout the debates Representative John Quincy
Adams responded to attacks on female antislavery petitions by exposing the confounding of



acceptable gender conduct with the exercise of natural rights. There was no doubt that women
possessed a constitutional right of petition, he argued, and exercise of that right should not be
contingent on the character of petitioners. Not only did Adams attempt to safeguard women’s
right of petition, but he insisted that women were citizens and, notably, questioned whether
women might not also possess the right to vote.Chapter 7 argues that although female
petitioning decreased appreciably after 1839 when abolitionists adopted a strategy of direct
political action, those women who continued to petition embraced a more clearly political stance
than they had in the past and identified themselves as national citizens. As they became
involved in electoral politics and saw themselves as constituents to whom congressmen were
accountable, their petitions instructed representatives about specific federal legislation such as
the Fugitive Slave Law and the Kansas-Nebraska Bill in remarkably bold republican language.
By the mid-1850s women’s petitioning on the clearly political issue of slavery had become so
acceptable that even one of the most outspoken critics of this practice during the 1830s,
Catharine E. Beecher, signed a petition. Acceptance of the propriety of women exercising their
right to petition on political issues, even an issue as political as amending the U.S. Constitution,
was crucial to the success of 1860s petition campaigns, which were dominated by women, to
win passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.After 1865 the right of petition continued to function
as a crucial and persistent means of influence employed by women determined to participate in
politics despite the fact that neither the Constitution nor custom recognized their full rights as
citizens. Women’s antislavery petitioning not only contributed significantly to the abolitionist
movement but also made the use of collective petitioning of Congress to push for legislation and
arouse public opinion a more acceptable form of political activity for women. After female
abolitionists set the precedent of mass petitioning of Congress, women took up this tool and
began to work on a long list of reforms such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, mass petitioning provided a primary means through which women expanded their
citizenship by securing the right to vote. Though she did not live to witness the enfranchisement
of women in 1920, almost six decades earlier Susan B. Anthony had emphasized the
importance of petitioning to women as political beings. “Women can neither take the ballot nor
the bullet to settle” political questions of the day, she said. “Therefore, to us, the right to petition
is one sacred right which we ought not to neglect.”11CHAPTER 1The Unfortunate Word
“Petition”“The greatest difficulty seems to arise from the unfortunate word ‘petition, ’” complained
antiabolitionist northern minister Calvin Colton in his 1840 pamphlet, The Right of Petition.
“Nothing could exceed the confusion into which this single word has cast the whole nation.” The
particular confusion to which Colton referred was the river of antislavery petitions that had begun
running into Congress in 1835. In 1836 the House had passed a temporary “gag” rule that
immediately tabled all petitions on the subject of slavery. Rather than sandbagging the flow of
abolition petitions or quelling the discussion of slavery, the rule had the opposite effect.
Proclaiming that the gag proved that slaveholders were conspiring to undermine the rights of
free Americans, abolitionists redoubled their petitioning efforts and won public sympathy for their



cause. Renewal of the gag in each subsequent session of Congress sparked a highly charged
national debate over the right of petition. When on January 28, 1840, the House enacted a
permanent gag, public debate intensified, and Colton entered the fray with his
pamphlet.1Intending to chide the abolitionists for abusing a political privilege, Colton began by
acknowledging petitioning as a time-honored right in the Anglo-American political tradition, but
he emphasized instances in which it was curtailed when employed in a manner displeasing to
rulers or representatives. After the right of petition became a law in England, Colton reminded,
petitioners repugnant to the crown or Parliament were committed to prison. He concluded that
petitioning had never been intended as a means to coerce the government but, rather, as an
instrument of supplication through which individuals or groups might seek redress of personal
grievances. “Not infrequently,” Colton insisted, the abuse of the right of petition led to its
suspension altogether. There was precedent for curtailing improper use of the right of petition,
Colton asserted, and since abolitionists were employing the right in a manner that fell outside
the proper historical definition of “petition,” the imposition of the gag rule was both
understandable and just.Although Colton intended to chronicle the history of the petition as an
instrument of humble supplication, the story he told hinted again and again at a rather different
and more complex narrative. Colton wrote, for instance, that in the history of the United States
“the popular and general mind” had changed the meaning of the First Amendment, which
guaranteed the right of petition, “from its historical and true interpretations, to something else.”
What particularly disturbed Colton was that petitioning was being used “under the pretense of
submission, for improper and unworthy purposes, while it clothes itself with the sanction of an
apparent conformity to law.” Thus he lamented, “This little word petition is, in this place, a most
unfortunate one, and doing more mischief than can be told.”2Colton’s admission that the
meaning of the right of petition had changed in the minds and hands of the people from a form of
submission to an instrument of mischief provides the basis for a history of the right of petition
quite different from that presented in his pamphlet. In fact, long before women took up petitioning
to influence national debate over slavery, other groups outside the domains of institutionalized
government employed the right of petition as a wedge to enter realms of political power. These
groups had seen what Colton refused to recognize: while, on one hand, the divine right of
petition required use of supplicatory rhetoric due its antecedents in monarchical England, on the
other hand, it was understood as carrying an incumbent obligation on the part of the receiver to
read and respond to the grievance. Petitioning’s ability to place demands on rulers or
representatives, even while it obscured signers’ motive of demand, gave the fundamental right
of petition a deeply subversive potential. The radical potential of petitioning multiplied
significantly when groups, rather than individuals (as in original practice), began to direct their
grievances not only to governing bodies but also to the public. By the early nineteenth century in
the United States, petitioning had emerged as a potent instrument through which minority
political causes and people denied the full rights of republican citizenship could exert
considerable pressure on their representatives by appealing to the power of public



opinion.Among those exerting such power were women. Female involvement in the petition
campaign against slavery, which built upon previous though limited experiences of women
petitioning collectively, constitutes an early instance of large numbers of women exercising their
right of petition as a group to influence national policy making. Along with male abolitionists,
women petitioners attempted to reshape public opinion, to pressure federal representatives, and
to incite discussion of slavery both in Congress and among the public at large. Women’s
antislavery petitioning capitalized on the subversive potential of the right of petition to expand
significantly the ability of women to participate in politics absent the right of suffrage and at the
same time provided a means of asserting citizenship, albeit a modified form of citizenship
compared with that claimed by propertied white males. By firmly seizing the right of petition and
redefining it from a prayer for redress of private grievances to an instrument of collective public
persuasion, women not only asserted their citizenship but also created a hunger for further
participation in the political process and for more rights. After the right of women to petition
Congress on political issues was established by female abolitionists, the petition was employed
by countless women espousing causes such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, petitioning served as a primary means through which women agitated to win the
vote.Upon embracing petitioning as a means of political influence, antislavery women exploited
the subversive potential of that right. As early as the thirteenth century both individuals and the
developing institution of Parliament employed petitioning as a tool to erode the power of the
monarchy. Although the Magna Carta made no direct mention of the right of petition, such a right
was understood to derive from King John’s promise that he would not deny or postpone justice
to anyone. The twelfth clause of the Magna Carta, moreover, relieved knights and barons of the
obligation to supply money to the king until he addressed outstanding grievances. During the
late Middle Ages, written petitions, which had become the standard method to approach
authorities, placed demands on rulers and tested their accountability to the people. While
petitioners employed flattering adjectives such as “sage,” “haut,” and “puissant” to describe the
sovereign they beseeched and referred to themselves as “humble,” “pover,” and “obeisant,”
through the very act of petitioning, subjects exerted some degree of power. The people’s right of
petition, after all, imposed a responsibility on the part of the ruler to hear their grievances and,
whether it be positive or negative, give some response.3By the early seventeenth century,
political factions had begun to seize upon petitioning as a method of propaganda, and
petitioners to Parliament assumed a more assertive tone. “Whereas, hitherto, petitions had in
general been genuinely intended to bring a grievance to the notice of Parliament in some hope
of a response in the shape of a redress,” Colin Leys explains, beginning in the seventeenth
century, a substantial number of petitions were “presented by political activists under no sort of
illusion either that the grievance was unknown or that Parliament might reasonably be expected
to respond by redressing it.” During the English Civil War both men and women, especially
Levelers, who sought to democratize the government, engaged in collective petitioning.4The
experience of Leveler women, who executed several well-organized petition campaigns



between 1641 and 1655, illustrates the radical potential of petitioning as well as the reactions it
could spark among those invested in protecting existing gendered political hierarchies. In the
texts of petitions Leveler women justified their increased participation in the public sphere by
emphasizing the shared origins of secular petitioning and religious praying. They urged
representatives not to “withhold from us our undoubted right of petitioning, since God is ever
willing and ready to receive the Petitions of all, making no difference of persons.” They also
claimed the right to have their petitions heard because the “ancient laws of England are not
contrary to the will of God.” Yet the Leveler women tempered assertions of their natural right to
petition with assurances that they had no intention of subverting male political power. Women
were “not acting out of any Self-conceit or Pride of Heart, as seeking to equal ourselves with
Men, either in Authority or Wisdom,” promised a 1642 petition, but were merely “following herein
the Example of the Men, which have gone . . . before us.”5The fact remained, nevertheless, that
women were intruding into public deliberation in an unprecedented manner. Guardians of male
political dominance were displeased. Parliament attempted to discourage the women by
answering their 1649 petition, “The matter you petition about, is of an higher concernment than
you understand, that the House gave an answer to your Husbands; and therefore that you are
desired to go home, and look after your own business, and meddle in your huswifery.” Likewise,
a newspaper warned the women, “It is fitter for you to be washing your dishes, and meddle with
the wheele and distaffe.” Another predicted, “We shall have things brought to a fine passe, if
women come to teach the Parliament how to make Lawes.” And yet another declared, “It can
never be a good world, when women meddle in States matters . . . and their Husbands are to
blame, that they have no fitter employment for them.” Questioning the rationality, femininity,
morality, and social status of female supplicants, newspapers derided women petitioners as
“oyster-wives,” “dirty and tattered sluts,” and “mealy-mouth’d mutton mongers wives.” Attacks
such as these demonstrate that the right of petition offered women a tool to expand their public
influence, but when men recognized its potential for compromising male political dominance,
they cast aspersions in hopes of checking burgeoning female activism.6Despite efforts to
discourage women from petitioning and to regulate the “tumultuous” use of petitioning by crowds
who stormed Parliament, in 1669 the House of Commons restated that all commoners
possessed an inherent right to petition and that the House was obligated to receive their
petitions. By the eighteenth century petitioning had emerged as a well-protected right used most
often to exert pressure on Parliament in matters of public policy. Leys notes that conditions
during this era such as rapid economic change that led to working-class organization resulted in
an unprecedented upsurge in the use of petitions as a political instrument. The widespread
propagandistic use of petitioning during this period was noted by Dr. Samuel Johnson, who
wrote, “This petitioning is a new mode of distressing government, and a mighty easy one.”7As in
England, in America from the colonial to the Jacksonian period petitioning was transformed from
a tool for airing individual grievances to an instrument for collective political action. Petitioning
was the primary means through which citizens communicated with colonial assemblies, and



information conveyed in petitions was particularly crucial in providing for needy inhabitants.
Reflecting the fact that colonial assemblies functioned as quasi-judicial bodies, the petitions
dealt primarily with local disputes, including alleged misbehavior of servants, regulation of
tobacco packaging, and failure to pay wages. Responses to petitions often led to broader
legislation, rendering petitioning a means by which individuals could shape the legislative
agenda of colonial assemblies.8Petitioning provided not only a means through which the people
influenced colonial assemblies; it was also an instrument through which colonial bodies
expressed grievances against England and, eventually, justified revolution. In eighteenth-century
British constitutional law petitioning was understood as the appropriate means to seek redress
for infringements upon rights, and failure by the king or Parliament to respond to repeated
petitioning constituted acceptable grounds for revolution. Thus when colonists perceived various
duties and taxes imposed by Britain as violating their constitutional rights, they turned to the
petition as a means to demand redress and articulate their growing alienation from British rule.
Ultimately, the failure of George III to fulfill his obligation to respond to his subjects’ petitions
provided a major justification for the colonists’ revolution against England. Although not itself a
petition, the Declaration of Independence drew much of its rhetorical and political power from its
function as a history of failed petitions submitted by colonial bodies to the king in 1774 and
1775. “In every stage of these oppressions,” the Declaration stated, “we have petitioned for
redress in the most humble terms: our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated
injuries.” In the face of this tyranny the colonists could justifiably declare themselves free and
independent of Great Britain. In this important sense, as Garry Wills explains, the Declaration
established itself in the direct line of those earlier petitions: “The Congress declared its
independence in terms not basically at odds with its ‘dutiful petitions’—in fact, as a logical
culmination of them.”9Excluded from office holding, women were not among the signers of
petitions to England that effected the Revolution. Yet in at least one case women elected
petitioning as a means of political participation. In 1774 the women of Edenton, North Carolina,
moved beyond boycotting tea to the more public action of forming a patriotic organization.
Members of the organization composed a petition to the public in which they pledged to follow
the colony’s nonimportation resolves. Signed by fifty-one women, it was published in colonial
and English newspapers. While the patriot women stressed that they petitioned out of duty to
country and family, their tone was remarkably assertive. Their collective effort aimed at
generating publicity for the patriot cause marked a significant departure from women’s
customary petitioning, constituted of private pleas for personal grievances.10 It is not surprising,
then, that the character of women who undertook this bold public act was called into question.
Englishman Arthur Iredell wrote his relatives in North Carolina sardonically, “Is there a Female
Congress at Edenton too?” He hoped not, “for we Englishmen are afraid of the Male Congress,
but if the Ladies, who have ever, since the Ebook Libraryian Era, been esteemed the most
formidable Enemies, if they, I say, should attack us, the most fatal consequences are dreaded.”
Undoubtedly Iredell’s criticism was motivated in part by political differences, but the publicness



of the women’s petition rendered the signers vulnerable to gendered aspersions. The Edenton
petition, after all, demonstrated that women were capable of political organization and that they
possessed the right to enter public deliberation to declare their political allegiances and
influence public opinion.11Although after the Revolution most women petitioned for personal
redress as they had previously, even in these more customary practices they employed petitions
to articulate new political identities. In her analysis of divorce requests in Massachusetts from
1692 to 1786, Nancy Cott found that from 1775 to 1784, a period coinciding with the War for
Independence, the number of divorce petitions sent to the legislature increased 61 percent
compared with the decade before the Revolution. Cott argues that the correlation between the
increased number of divorce petitions and the war might have been due to “a certain personal
outlook” that accompanied the Revolution, “one that implied self-assertion and regard for the
future, one that we might label more ‘modern’ than ‘traditional.’” This greater self-assertion
conveyed in petitions, Cott suggests, was fostered by republican claims to citizenship. As Linda
Kerber explains, “The rhetoric of the Revolution, which emphasized the right to separate from
dictatorial masters, implicitly offered an ideological validation for divorce, though few in power
recognized it.” Petitions for divorce provided women a means to assert this newly forged
republican identity to their state representatives. 12In addition to petitioning for divorce, women
suffering from the hardships of war were forced to petition state legislatures and Congress,
resulting in a significant increase in female petitioning. In the Carolinas, for example, Cynthia
Kierner has found that women sent 349 petitions to their state legislatures between 1776 and
1800, compared with only 32 in the entire preceding quarter-century. Kerber estimates that 5
percent of the petitions received by the Continental Congress emanated from women. The vast
majority of women’s petitions came from individuals, especially soldier’s widows requesting
pensions, while others sought compensation for war losses. Denied rights generally associated
with full citizenship such as voting, office holding, and serving on juries, and discouraged by
social conventions from standard forms of political expression such as public speaking and
publishing broadsides, women recurred to petitioning, with its ambiguous public character, to
seek relief from the hardships of war. “Petitioning afforded women a voice with which they could
seek the aid and protection of public men while demonstrating their continued deference to male
authority,” explains Kierner. Conforming to rhetorical conventions, widows’ petitions emphasized
economic and emotional desperation. But, as Kerber notes, “many also testified to a strong
belief that the widows had made real sacrifices to the state, and that the political system owed
them something in return.”13During and after the Revolutionary War, then, women exploited the
subversive potential of petitioning to participate in the patriot cause and to assert new political
identities. That petitioning held the possibility for women to transform their political status in the
new republic was evidenced in a letter from Abigail Adams to Mercy Otis Warren. Reacting to
her husband’s dismissal of her request to “Remember the ladies” in the writing of “the new Code
of Laws,” Adams suggested, “I think I will get you to join me in a petition to Congress.” The idea
was uttered half in jest and the proposal was never brought to fruition, but nonetheless Adams’s



statement illustrates that petitioning was a most logical means to urge the framers to revise “the
Laws of England which [give] such unlimited power to the Husband to use his wife Ill.”14During
the early national period petitioning provided poor and disenfranchised men a means to exert
newly found political power and to assert enhanced political status. In 1786, for example,
middling men from western Massachusetts engaged in mass petitioning against high land taxes.
After their petitions were ignored, they united behind Daniel Shays in rebellion. In western
Pennsylvania small farmers from the backcountry petitioned for repeal of an excise tax on
whiskey enacted by Congress in 1791 in order to raise money to liquidate the national debt. The
Whiskey Rebellion of 1794, in which farmers resisted the tax by attacking federal revenue
officers who attempted to collect it, occurred after repeated petitioning failed to secure repeal. In
Connecticut artisans expressed themselves collectively for the first time in the spring of 1792
with a petition to the general assembly against the state’s system of taxation. In the course of
their petitioning these men gradually transformed the language and tone of their petitions,
replacing “flattery and fawning phrases” with “plain words and a direct assertiveness.” These
collective petitions reflected the notion that a democratized government should be responsive to
the demands of the common people and that petitioning was an important mechanism to convey
the peoples’ opinions to their representatives.15Tradeswomen’s efforts to use petitioning to
achieve economic reform were less common and less successful than those of their male
counterparts. In 1788, for example, “sundry seamstresses” of Charleston, South Carolina,
petitioned the general assembly complaining that they were out of work due to the importation of
ready-made clothes. The seamstresses prayed that “a much larger duty be laid on the above
articles, which will have a tendency to give employment to your petitioners and increase the
revenue as they are bulky articles that cannot be easily smuggled.” But unlike the petitions of
male artisans and tradesmen who pleaded for economic reform, the women’s petition was
ignored. This neglect was politically possible, Kerber suggests, because the petition fell outside
traditional categories of petitions sent by women, and it was ignored because there were no
lobbyists to orchestrate presentation of the women’s plea. The petition is significant,
nonetheless, for the evidence it provides that tradeswomen, like men of their class, recognized
the potential power of petitioning to influence their representatives and that for women of the
new republic, the right of petition and reception was far from secure.16Likewise, free blacks
recognized the power of collective petitioning to pressure government, yet the impact of their
petitioning was limited by their political status. In 1787 Prince Hall organized free blacks of
Boston to petition the city for improvements in the education of black children. The petition was
considered, but its prayer was denied. A year later Hall again took the lead in organizing a
petition campaign aimed at halting the slave trade. The collective petition was presented to the
Massachusetts General Court along with another appeal from the Yearly Meeting of New
England Friends, which also asked for an end to the slave trade, and with yet another plea
signed by all of Boston’s clergy plus 100 other men. As a result of the combined outcry
expressed in the petitions, the General Court enacted a law to prevent the slave trade and to



grant relief to families of persons kidnapped from the commonwealth. Hall’s second petition
succeeded likely due to the great number of men demanding an end to the slave trade and, no
doubt, because many of these men were white.17Despite the growing use of petitioning and the
new assertive language of petitions during the postrevolutionary era, the right of petition was not
guaranteed to Americans by either the Articles of Confederation or the Constitution as drafted by
Congress and ratified by the states. Yet the right of petition was included among proposed
amendments to the Constitution. In August 1789 the House of Representatives debated a
proposed amendment that stated that Congress shall make no law abridging “the right of the
people peaceably to assemble and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”
Although members debated whether the people might not also possess a right to instruct their
representatives, the right of petition remained unquestioned. Approval of the First Amendment
marked a turning point in the development of the right of petition, as for the first time it became
part of written organic law. Thereafter debate over the right of petition would focus not on
whether the people possessed such a right but, rather, as in the case of Colton’s pamphlet, on
the exact meaning and limits of that right.18During the first decades of the federal Congress,
white men employed the power of petitioning to influence public opinion and to pressure
representatives on national issues such as contested election results, the national bank, land
distribution, the abolition of dueling, government in the territories, the Alien and Sedition Acts,
and the Jay Treaty. Yet when slaves petitioned Congress for emancipation, the inalienable nature
of the newly guaranteed right of petition was questioned. In 1797 four manumitted slaves sent a
petition explaining that each had been freed by his master but had been captured and sold back
into slavery. The petitioners acknowledged that they possessed no right to vote but insisted on
addressing Congress as “fellow-men” ruled by God. As soon as the petition was read, the House
erupted into debate over whether it should be received. Southerners argued that the memorial
should not be heard because it emanated from slaves, who had no right of petition.
Representative William Smith of South Carolina claimed that acceptance of the petition would
“tend to spread an alarm throughout the Southern States; it would act as an ‘entering-wedge,’
whose consequences could not be foreseen.” In response Representative John Swanwick of
Pennsylvania decried attempts to abrogate the right of petition: “If men were aggrieved, and
conceive they have claim to attention,” he argued, “petitioning was their sacred right, and that
right should never suffer innovation.” Swanwick’s defense notwithstanding, the House voted
33-50 not to receive the petition.19The House’s refusal to hear the slaves’ petition gains
significance when viewed in light of the fact that throughout the 1790s Congress received and
acted on petitions submitted by white abolition societies and Quaker organizations. Although
proslavery southerners questioned the character of Quaker petitioners, many of whom were
pacifists during the War for Independence, the right of these white men to petition, even on the
sensitive subject of slavery, remained intact. Rather than refusing the petitions, as in the case of
the slaves, Congress received, reported, debated, and voted on appeals from white men. Thus
the House’s refusal in 1797 to receive the slaves’ petition signaled that despite its allegedly



inalienable nature, the peoples’ right of petition still could be abridged based on the status of
petitioners and checked by Congress’s right of reception. Like the rights of slaves and free
blacks, whose status in the new republic was relatively undefined, the rights of women, including
that of petition, remained open to negotiation.20During the first decades of the nineteenth
century a number of factors combined to increase the power of petitioning and render it a
particularly useful tool for those who remained outside the formal political process. The spread
of adult white manhood suffrage (twenty-one of the twenty-four states had some form of it by
1826) led to the decline of aristocratic politics and the rise of mass electioneering. The
gentlemanly statesman who could rightfully expect deference from his constituents gave way to
the professional politician who actively appealed to the mass electorate. This growing power of
the public was nurtured by advances in transportation and communication, which “helped shrink
the nation and enlarge the political community.” Particularly important to the formation of the
democratic public was the explosion in magazines and newspapers that occurred during these
decades. Nationally circulated magazines appeared, including Niles’ Weekly Register, founded
in Baltimore in 1811; the North American Review, started in Boston in 1815; and Godey’s Lady’s
Book, begun in 1830 and which attained the “extraordinary” circulation of 150,000 by the end of
the decade. In the 1830s alone the number of newspapers rose from 800 to 1,400, and sales
tripled.21Contributing to the new emphasis on participatory democracy and the growing
importance of public opinion, religious revivalists set aside older Calvinist notions of
predestination to preach a modified doctrine of free will and active pursuit of salvation. The fiery
preaching of revivalist ministers such as Charles Grandison Finney attracted hundreds of
thousands of women and men to evangelical Protestantism. Most evangelicals believed that
they were charged with a duty not only to cultivate personal morality but to employ their energies
to safeguard the morality of the community and nation. As Richard J. Carwardine has observed,
“Evangelicals offered an example of how the world might be changed through systematic public
agitation” and “provided professional organizers and models for mobilizing public opinion.”
Petitioning in particular afforded evangelicals “a means of operating in an era of mass politics
without being compromised by the corruption of new partisanship.”22Women motivated by the
evangelical impulse to engage in benevolent activism such as providing relief for the poor,
orphans, and the aged also seized petitioning as a means to accomplish their charitable work.
After forming organizations and writing bylaws, one of the first major tasks women faced in
starting a benevolent society was to compose a petition to the state legislature seeking
incorporation. In 1812, for example, the white women of Petersburg, Virginia, formed the Female
Orphan Asylum and petitioned the general assembly for legal incorporation. In addition to stating
why they wished to incorporate, the women asked, in language that Suzanne Lebsock has
characterized as “remarkably free of the deference that informed most petitions of the time,” for
the right to participate in litigation and the power to hold and convey property. Despite the fact
that common law denied married women the right to hold property, the assembly granted almost
every request of the petition, including the power to hold and manage the organization’s funds.



Petitions to incorporate associations such as the one from the women of Petersburg were
common and aroused few questions of propriety. “In this age of wonders, when the liberal dare
to devise liberal things,” wrote Hannah Kinney, president of the Newark Female Charitable
Society in 1816, “applications to legislators by females to become incorporate bodies are not
novelties.” Indeed, petitions for corporate charters were more often than not answered favorably
when societies demonstrated that their goals fell under the category of traditional charity. After
winning incorporation, female benevolent organizations often petitioned city and state councils
for funds to provide relief to the “deserving” needy.23Based on a posture of humility and
influence available through personal contacts, these tactics resembled the deferential mode of
politics of the eighteenth century and, according to Ann M. Boylan, “obscured the reality that
organized women were involved in politics, primarily through the exercise of their right to petition
their rulers.” Charitable women, Boylan suggests, did not view petitioning as political because
they were engaged in private efforts to influence powerful men rather than in attempts to seek
collective power for women. The viability of these efforts was limited, however, to women who
had access to powerful men, which effectively excluded societies of black women engaged in
racial uplift as well as associations of white women from the working and growing middle
classes.24The evangelical impulse also gave rise to organizations aimed at reforming a variety
of social ills by altering public opinion through pamphleteering, lecturing, and petitioning. The
host of evils included intemperance, violation of the Sabbath, Indian removal, mistreatment of
the mentally ill, and prostitution. Foremost among mass social reform movements sponsored by
evangelical reformers was that of temperance, which recruited hundreds of thousands of
members from throughout the nation in a campaign to promote abstinence. Although the
temperance movement was dominated by male leaders, as early as 1818 women began to sign
antialcohol petitions. By the 1820s large numbers of women in all regions of the country had
joined male-run chapters of the American Temperance Society, organized their own female
affiliates, and orchestrated petition campaigns. In 1834, for example, 500 women of
Elizabethtown, New Jersey, signed a petition requesting that local officials control the
proliferation of liquor shops. In 1837, 600 women in Wilmington, Delaware, mustered a similar
petition. In 1838, 1,200 women in Portland, Maine, petitioned the state legislature seeking legal
assistance for the temperance cause.25In addition to playing a central role in the temperance
movement, petitioning provided the basis of a campaign organized by evangelicals to halt
removal of the Cherokee from their native land of Georgia. This campaign marked a significant
event in the emergence of popular politics and the use of petitioning, for it constituted what Mary
Hershberger has called “the deepest political movement the country had yet witnessed.” The
antiremoval campaign also signaled a turning point in the history of American women’s political
activism, for it inaugurated the practice of women from various states petitioning federal
representatives to influence national legislation. By sending their petitions directly to Congress,
women who opposed Cherokee removal advanced a step beyond benevolent ladies who limited
their petitioning to local bodies and often employed a male intermediary. Women’s petitioning



against Cherokee removal, moreover, was part of a campaign involving people from many states
in expressing and arousing collective opposition to a national policy, rather than an effort of
personal influence limited to specific localities orchestrated by a small group of wealthy women.
Opponents of removal transgressed the boundaries of acceptable female activism to participate
in attempts to influence national policy, an activity generally understood to be reserved for
men.26The debate over Cherokee removal stemmed from a compact Georgia signed in 1802
with the federal government guaranteeing that if the state gave up its western land claims, the
government would remove the Cherokee from Georgia as soon as peaceably possible. By 1829,
when the cotton plantation system had expanded westward and coveted even more land,
Georgia demanded that the federal government live up to its promise. Presidents James Monroe
and John Quincy Adams had recognized Cherokee rights and had hoped to persuade the
Indians to move peaceably. But Andrew Jackson, who had gained fame as an Indian fighter, did
not acknowledge an independent Cherokee nation, and in his December 8, 1829, state-of-the-
union address he ridiculed the Cherokees for having “pretensions” of erecting a sovereign state
within Georgia. The president advised the Indians to emigrate beyond the Mississippi or to
submit to the laws of Georgia. Jackson’s partisans in Congress responded to his message by
introducing the Removal Bill, which authorized the president to set aside lands west of the
Mississippi that could be exchanged with the Indians for their eastern lands.27A number of
evangelical leaders viewed the Removal Bill as a national sin committed against a helpless
people, and they organized efforts to arouse the “right-thinking populace” to influence their
leaders.28 Jeremiah Evarts, secretary of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions, an Indian missionary organization, wrote a series of articles published in the National
Intelligencer between August 5 and December 19, 1829. Using the pseudonym William Penn,
Evarts charged that if the United States committed the terrible sin of violating the Cherokees’
rights, it would forfeit God’s protection and blessings. Although he believed that Jackson and
party leaders were about to defy God, Evarts maintained that the people of the United States—a
Christian nation—had not strayed. He orchestrated a massive petition campaign that won
signatures and covered congressmen’s tables with petitions. Many women who engaged in
benevolent work on behalf of the Cherokee were sympathetic to their plight and joined the
antiremoval petition effort. During the summer of 1829 the well-known female educator and
reformer Catharine E. Beecher attended a speech delivered by Evarts, who asked her to do
what she could to avert the tragedy of Indian removal. Beecher returned to Hartford Female
Seminary, of which she was the director, and called on her friends to discuss the removal issue.
They decided that the best course of action was to initiate a petition campaign. So
unprecedented was a national women’s petition campaign that the Hartford women resolved to
keep secret the identities of its organizers.29Beecher composed a circular addressed to the
“Benevolent Ladies of the United States,” swore the printer to keep her identity as the author a
secret, and sent the circular to persons on mailing lists of female benevolent organizations. After
demonstrating the injustice of the removal policy, the circular urged that “energetic expression of



the wishes and feelings of a Christian nation, addressed to the congress now assembling, and
which is soon to decide [the Cherokee’s] doom,” was the best means to save the nation from
taking sinful action. While calling on women to petition Congress, the circular also admitted the
highly unusual nature of women engaging in collective petitioning of Congress on a matter of
national policy. “It may be, that female petitioners can lawfully be heard, even by the highest
rulers of our land,” the circular said. But reflecting uncertainty about Congress’s willingness to
receive from women petitions relating to a federal policy decision, it also admitted, “It may be
that this will be forbidden.” Women’s petitions for the Cherokee were appropriate, it argued,
because rather than “assuming any right to dictate the decisions of those who rule over them,”
the petitioners were merely supplicating “that we and our dearest friends may be saved from the
awful curses denounced on all who oppress the poor and needy.” Women may rightfully “feel for
the distressed,” it asserted, and “they may stretch out the supplicating hand for them, and by
their prayers strive to avert the calamities that are impending over them.”30Thanks in no small
part to the “Ladies Circular,” hundreds of women from various regions signed petitions to
Congress opposing removal of the Cherokee. Like petitions composed to win men’s names,
those aimed at women affirmed the rights of the Cherokee and threatened that God would seek
revenge should those rights be abrogated. But because it was so unusual for females to
collectively petition Congress, women’s petitions devoted a great deal of space to defending
such unusual behavior. Half of the text of the petition signed by sixty-three “ladies” of
Steubenville, Ohio, was dedicated to justifying the act of women petitioning their federal
representatives:Your memorialists would sincerely deprecate any presumptuous interference on
the part of their own sex, with the ordinary political affairs of the country, as wholly unbecoming
the character of American Females. Even in private life we may not presume to direct the general
conduct, or control the acts of those who stand in the near and guardian relations of husbands
and brothers, yet all admit that there are times when duty and affection call on us to advise and
persuade, as well as to cheer or to console. And if we approach the public representatives of our
husbands and brothers, only in the humble character of suppliants in the cause of mercy and
humanity, may we not hope that even the small voice of female sympathy will be heard?
31Reaction among antiremovalists to the women’s petitioning campaign was mixed. Religious
periodicals, on one hand, were chagrined by the women’s overt political activity and urged them
to follow the traditional route of exercising their influence over male relatives and friends. The
Christian Watchman, for example, cautioned that because “God would preserve our Congress
so pure and enlightened,” there was no need for “all the females in the land [to organize] into
‘societies’ to get a question righteously decided.” On the other hand, the Watchman repeatedly
published the “Ladies Circular” without criticism, and other religious periodicals, such as the
Christian Advocate, printed it on the front page with an implied endorsement. Widespread
printing of the circular led to great speculation over its authorship, and Beecher, who jealously
guarded her secret, was often asked who, in her opinion, the author might be. Eventually
Beecher suffered a breakdown because of the anxieties of engaging in a political campaign



while trying desperately to avoid publicity for fear of being accused of impropriety. “Not at all
aware of the consequences of this additional excitement,” Beecher wrote decades later in her
reminiscences, “I suddenly found myself utterly prostrated and unable to perform any school
duty without extreme pain and such confusion of thought as seemed like approaching
insanity.”32Beecher’s anxiety over the propriety of women’s petitions was far from ill founded.
When the petitions signed by women were debated in Congress, Jacksonian members fixed
their responses on the sex of the signers. Women’s petitions, they said, wasted the time of
Congress, and for this they blamed antiremoval men who, they declared, failed to keep their
women under control. Thomas Hart Benton, chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian
Affairs, led the attack on the women petitioners with a sarcastic speech that mocked women for
“acting in public meetings for the instruction of Congress on the subject of these Georgia
Indians.” Benton dramatized the female petitioners’ alleged offense by threatening to “appear in
the feminine [rather] than in the masculine gender” to march with the Cherokee. After
demonstrating the supposed absurdity of their intrusion, Benton recommended that the
petitioning “ladies” “not douse their bonnets, and tuck up their coats for such a race [the
Cherokee], but sit down on the way side, and wait for the coming of the conquerors.” The women
petitioners, Benton’s outburst insinuated, reversed proper gender roles by mistakenly giving
women more power and casting aside chivalric males. In Benton’s estimation at least, the
women’s petitions threatened to undermine political order.33Although there was enough support
to get a number of the petitions printed or referred to committees on Indian affairs for
consideration, many, such as that of the Steubenville women, were laid on the table after they
had been introduced. Nonetheless, the petition campaign prompted extensive debate in
Congress on the Cherokee removal issue, beginning in February 1830 and intensifying in April
and May. In the end Jacksonian forces won by a narrow margin, and the Removal Bill was
signed by the president on May 28, 1830. Evarts then campaigned to get the bill repealed,
sparking a new rash of petitions, but the effort was unsuccessful.34Ultimately the campaign
against Cherokee removal “ushered in a new age of popular politics.” Radical activists such as
William Lloyd Garrison, James Birney, and Arthur Tappan, who equated the tyranny of Indian
removal with that of colonizing slaves, would transfer the strategy of petitioning Congress from
their efforts on behalf of Indians to those on behalf of slaves. Likewise, a number of women
involved in antiremoval efforts became leading female abolitionists. Lydia Maria Child, who early
in 1829 published The First Settlers of New-England: or, Conquest of the Pequods,
Narragansets and Pokanokets, which provided an extended argument against Cherokee
removal, in 1833 began a long and illustrious career in abolitionism by writing An Appeal in Favor
of That Class of Americans Called Africans. Angelina Grimké, who had expressed support for
antiremovalists in her personal writings, became a fervent and active abolitionist. Harriet
Beecher (Stowe), who worked enthusiastically on the Cherokee petition campaign, would go on
to write her devastating attack on the institution of slavery, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Not only did
similarities in the plights of the Cherokee and slaves as well as the ideologies of the two



movements lead women from antiremoval to abolition, but the experience of petitioning
“provided reform women with political skills valuable in subsequent antislavery and woman
suffrage campaigns.” Participation in the antiremoval petition campaign, Hershberger notes,
allowed women to practice rhetorical skills such as writing persuasive appeals, educating
members of their communities, and gathering signatures.35CHAPTER 1The Unfortunate Word
“Petition”“The greatest difficulty seems to arise from the unfortunate word ‘petition, ’” complained
antiabolitionist northern minister Calvin Colton in his 1840 pamphlet, The Right of Petition.
“Nothing could exceed the confusion into which this single word has cast the whole nation.” The
particular confusion to which Colton referred was the river of antislavery petitions that had begun
running into Congress in 1835. In 1836 the House had passed a temporary “gag” rule that
immediately tabled all petitions on the subject of slavery. Rather than sandbagging the flow of
abolition petitions or quelling the discussion of slavery, the rule had the opposite effect.
Proclaiming that the gag proved that slaveholders were conspiring to undermine the rights of
free Americans, abolitionists redoubled their petitioning efforts and won public sympathy for their
cause. Renewal of the gag in each subsequent session of Congress sparked a highly charged
national debate over the right of petition. When on January 28, 1840, the House enacted a
permanent gag, public debate intensified, and Colton entered the fray with his
pamphlet.1Intending to chide the abolitionists for abusing a political privilege, Colton began by
acknowledging petitioning as a time-honored right in the Anglo-American political tradition, but
he emphasized instances in which it was curtailed when employed in a manner displeasing to
rulers or representatives. After the right of petition became a law in England, Colton reminded,
petitioners repugnant to the crown or Parliament were committed to prison. He concluded that
petitioning had never been intended as a means to coerce the government but, rather, as an
instrument of supplication through which individuals or groups might seek redress of personal
grievances. “Not infrequently,” Colton insisted, the abuse of the right of petition led to its
suspension altogether. There was precedent for curtailing improper use of the right of petition,
Colton asserted, and since abolitionists were employing the right in a manner that fell outside
the proper historical definition of “petition,” the imposition of the gag rule was both
understandable and just.Although Colton intended to chronicle the history of the petition as an
instrument of humble supplication, the story he told hinted again and again at a rather different
and more complex narrative. Colton wrote, for instance, that in the history of the United States
“the popular and general mind” had changed the meaning of the First Amendment, which
guaranteed the right of petition, “from its historical and true interpretations, to something else.”
What particularly disturbed Colton was that petitioning was being used “under the pretense of
submission, for improper and unworthy purposes, while it clothes itself with the sanction of an
apparent conformity to law.” Thus he lamented, “This little word petition is, in this place, a most
unfortunate one, and doing more mischief than can be told.”2Colton’s admission that the
meaning of the right of petition had changed in the minds and hands of the people from a form of
submission to an instrument of mischief provides the basis for a history of the right of petition



quite different from that presented in his pamphlet. In fact, long before women took up petitioning
to influence national debate over slavery, other groups outside the domains of institutionalized
government employed the right of petition as a wedge to enter realms of political power. These
groups had seen what Colton refused to recognize: while, on one hand, the divine right of
petition required use of supplicatory rhetoric due its antecedents in monarchical England, on the
other hand, it was understood as carrying an incumbent obligation on the part of the receiver to
read and respond to the grievance. Petitioning’s ability to place demands on rulers or
representatives, even while it obscured signers’ motive of demand, gave the fundamental right
of petition a deeply subversive potential. The radical potential of petitioning multiplied
significantly when groups, rather than individuals (as in original practice), began to direct their
grievances not only to governing bodies but also to the public. By the early nineteenth century in
the United States, petitioning had emerged as a potent instrument through which minority
political causes and people denied the full rights of republican citizenship could exert
considerable pressure on their representatives by appealing to the power of public
opinion.Among those exerting such power were women. Female involvement in the petition
campaign against slavery, which built upon previous though limited experiences of women
petitioning collectively, constitutes an early instance of large numbers of women exercising their
right of petition as a group to influence national policy making. Along with male abolitionists,
women petitioners attempted to reshape public opinion, to pressure federal representatives, and
to incite discussion of slavery both in Congress and among the public at large. Women’s
antislavery petitioning capitalized on the subversive potential of the right of petition to expand
significantly the ability of women to participate in politics absent the right of suffrage and at the
same time provided a means of asserting citizenship, albeit a modified form of citizenship
compared with that claimed by propertied white males. By firmly seizing the right of petition and
redefining it from a prayer for redress of private grievances to an instrument of collective public
persuasion, women not only asserted their citizenship but also created a hunger for further
participation in the political process and for more rights. After the right of women to petition
Congress on political issues was established by female abolitionists, the petition was employed
by countless women espousing causes such as temperance, antilynching, and antipolygamy.
Ultimately, petitioning served as a primary means through which women agitated to win the
vote.Upon embracing petitioning as a means of political influence, antislavery women exploited
the subversive potential of that right. As early as the thirteenth century both individuals and the
developing institution of Parliament employed petitioning as a tool to erode the power of the
monarchy. Although the Magna Carta made no direct mention of the right of petition, such a right
was understood to derive from King John’s promise that he would not deny or postpone justice
to anyone. The twelfth clause of the Magna Carta, moreover, relieved knights and barons of the
obligation to supply money to the king until he addressed outstanding grievances. During the
late Middle Ages, written petitions, which had become the standard method to approach
authorities, placed demands on rulers and tested their accountability to the people. While



petitioners employed flattering adjectives such as “sage,” “haut,” and “puissant” to describe the
sovereign they beseeched and referred to themselves as “humble,” “pover,” and “obeisant,”
through the very act of petitioning, subjects exerted some degree of power. The people’s right of
petition, after all, imposed a responsibility on the part of the ruler to hear their grievances and,
whether it be positive or negative, give some response.3By the early seventeenth century,
political factions had begun to seize upon petitioning as a method of propaganda, and
petitioners to Parliament assumed a more assertive tone. “Whereas, hitherto, petitions had in
general been genuinely intended to bring a grievance to the notice of Parliament in some hope
of a response in the shape of a redress,” Colin Leys explains, beginning in the seventeenth
century, a substantial number of petitions were “presented by political activists under no sort of
illusion either that the grievance was unknown or that Parliament might reasonably be expected
to respond by redressing it.” During the English Civil War both men and women, especially
Levelers, who sought to democratize the government, engaged in collective petitioning.4The
experience of Leveler women, who executed several well-organized petition campaigns
between 1641 and 1655, illustrates the radical potential of petitioning as well as the reactions it
could spark among those invested in protecting existing gendered political hierarchies. In the
texts of petitions Leveler women justified their increased participation in the public sphere by
emphasizing the shared origins of secular petitioning and religious praying. They urged
representatives not to “withhold from us our undoubted right of petitioning, since God is ever
willing and ready to receive the Petitions of all, making no difference of persons.” They also
claimed the right to have their petitions heard because the “ancient laws of England are not
contrary to the will of God.” Yet the Leveler women tempered assertions of their natural right to
petition with assurances that they had no intention of subverting male political power. Women
were “not acting out of any Self-conceit or Pride of Heart, as seeking to equal ourselves with
Men, either in Authority or Wisdom,” promised a 1642 petition, but were merely “following herein
the Example of the Men, which have gone . . . before us.”5The fact remained, nevertheless, that
women were intruding into public deliberation in an unprecedented manner. Guardians of male
political dominance were displeased. Parliament attempted to discourage the women by
answering their 1649 petition, “The matter you petition about, is of an higher concernment than
you understand, that the House gave an answer to your Husbands; and therefore that you are
desired to go home, and look after your own business, and meddle in your huswifery.” Likewise,
a newspaper warned the women, “It is fitter for you to be washing your dishes, and meddle with
the wheele and distaffe.” Another predicted, “We shall have things brought to a fine passe, if
women come to teach the Parliament how to make Lawes.” And yet another declared, “It can
never be a good world, when women meddle in States matters . . . and their Husbands are to
blame, that they have no fitter employment for them.” Questioning the rationality, femininity,
morality, and social status of female supplicants, newspapers derided women petitioners as
“oyster-wives,” “dirty and tattered sluts,” and “mealy-mouth’d mutton mongers wives.” Attacks
such as these demonstrate that the right of petition offered women a tool to expand their public



influence, but when men recognized its potential for compromising male political dominance,
they cast aspersions in hopes of checking burgeoning female activism.6Despite efforts to
discourage women from petitioning and to regulate the “tumultuous” use of petitioning by crowds
who stormed Parliament, in 1669 the House of Commons restated that all commoners
possessed an inherent right to petition and that the House was obligated to receive their
petitions. By the eighteenth century petitioning had emerged as a well-protected right used most
often to exert pressure on Parliament in matters of public policy. Leys notes that conditions
during this era such as rapid economic change that led to working-class organization resulted in
an unprecedented upsurge in the use of petitions as a political instrument. The widespread
propagandistic use of petitioning during this period was noted by Dr. Samuel Johnson, who
wrote, “This petitioning is a new mode of distressing government, and a mighty easy one.”7As in
England, in America from the colonial to the Jacksonian period petitioning was transformed from
a tool for airing individual grievances to an instrument for collective political action. Petitioning
was the primary means through which citizens communicated with colonial assemblies, and
information conveyed in petitions was particularly crucial in providing for needy inhabitants.
Reflecting the fact that colonial assemblies functioned as quasi-judicial bodies, the petitions
dealt primarily with local disputes, including alleged misbehavior of servants, regulation of
tobacco packaging, and failure to pay wages. Responses to petitions often led to broader
legislation, rendering petitioning a means by which individuals could shape the legislative
agenda of colonial assemblies.8Petitioning provided not only a means through which the people
influenced colonial assemblies; it was also an instrument through which colonial bodies
expressed grievances against England and, eventually, justified revolution. In eighteenth-century
British constitutional law petitioning was understood as the appropriate means to seek redress
for infringements upon rights, and failure by the king or Parliament to respond to repeated
petitioning constituted acceptable grounds for revolution. Thus when colonists perceived various
duties and taxes imposed by Britain as violating their constitutional rights, they turned to the
petition as a means to demand redress and articulate their growing alienation from British rule.
Ultimately, the failure of George III to fulfill his obligation to respond to his subjects’ petitions
provided a major justification for the colonists’ revolution against England. Although not itself a
petition, the Declaration of Independence drew much of its rhetorical and political power from its
function as a history of failed petitions submitted by colonial bodies to the king in 1774 and
1775. “In every stage of these oppressions,” the Declaration stated, “we have petitioned for
redress in the most humble terms: our repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated
injuries.” In the face of this tyranny the colonists could justifiably declare themselves free and
independent of Great Britain. In this important sense, as Garry Wills explains, the Declaration
established itself in the direct line of those earlier petitions: “The Congress declared its
independence in terms not basically at odds with its ‘dutiful petitions’—in fact, as a logical
culmination of them.”9Excluded from office holding, women were not among the signers of
petitions to England that effected the Revolution. Yet in at least one case women elected



petitioning as a means of political participation. In 1774 the women of Edenton, North Carolina,
moved beyond boycotting tea to the more public action of forming a patriotic organization.
Members of the organization composed a petition to the public in which they pledged to follow
the colony’s nonimportation resolves. Signed by fifty-one women, it was published in colonial
and English newspapers. While the patriot women stressed that they petitioned out of duty to
country and family, their tone was remarkably assertive. Their collective effort aimed at
generating publicity for the patriot cause marked a significant departure from women’s
customary petitioning, constituted of private pleas for personal grievances.10 It is not surprising,
then, that the character of women who undertook this bold public act was called into question.
Englishman Arthur Iredell wrote his relatives in North Carolina sardonically, “Is there a Female
Congress at Edenton too?” He hoped not, “for we Englishmen are afraid of the Male Congress,
but if the Ladies, who have ever, since the Ebook Libraryian Era, been esteemed the most
formidable Enemies, if they, I say, should attack us, the most fatal consequences are dreaded.”
Undoubtedly Iredell’s criticism was motivated in part by political differences, but the publicness
of the women’s petition rendered the signers vulnerable to gendered aspersions. The Edenton
petition, after all, demonstrated that women were capable of political organization and that they
possessed the right to enter public deliberation to declare their political allegiances and
influence public opinion.11Although after the Revolution most women petitioned for personal
redress as they had previously, even in these more customary practices they employed petitions
to articulate new political identities. In her analysis of divorce requests in Massachusetts from
1692 to 1786, Nancy Cott found that from 1775 to 1784, a period coinciding with the War for
Independence, the number of divorce petitions sent to the legislature increased 61 percent
compared with the decade before the Revolution. Cott argues that the correlation between the
increased number of divorce petitions and the war might have been due to “a certain personal
outlook” that accompanied the Revolution, “one that implied self-assertion and regard for the
future, one that we might label more ‘modern’ than ‘traditional.’” This greater self-assertion
conveyed in petitions, Cott suggests, was fostered by republican claims to citizenship. As Linda
Kerber explains, “The rhetoric of the Revolution, which emphasized the right to separate from
dictatorial masters, implicitly offered an ideological validation for divorce, though few in power
recognized it.” Petitions for divorce provided women a means to assert this newly forged
republican identity to their state representatives. 12In addition to petitioning for divorce, women
suffering from the hardships of war were forced to petition state legislatures and Congress,
resulting in a significant increase in female petitioning. In the Carolinas, for example, Cynthia
Kierner has found that women sent 349 petitions to their state legislatures between 1776 and
1800, compared with only 32 in the entire preceding quarter-century. Kerber estimates that 5
percent of the petitions received by the Continental Congress emanated from women. The vast
majority of women’s petitions came from individuals, especially soldier’s widows requesting
pensions, while others sought compensation for war losses. Denied rights generally associated
with full citizenship such as voting, office holding, and serving on juries, and discouraged by



social conventions from standard forms of political expression such as public speaking and
publishing broadsides, women recurred to petitioning, with its ambiguous public character, to
seek relief from the hardships of war. “Petitioning afforded women a voice with which they could
seek the aid and protection of public men while demonstrating their continued deference to male
authority,” explains Kierner. Conforming to rhetorical conventions, widows’ petitions emphasized
economic and emotional desperation. But, as Kerber notes, “many also testified to a strong
belief that the widows had made real sacrifices to the state, and that the political system owed
them something in return.”13During and after the Revolutionary War, then, women exploited the
subversive potential of petitioning to participate in the patriot cause and to assert new political
identities. That petitioning held the possibility for women to transform their political status in the
new republic was evidenced in a letter from Abigail Adams to Mercy Otis Warren. Reacting to
her husband’s dismissal of her request to “Remember the ladies” in the writing of “the new Code
of Laws,” Adams suggested, “I think I will get you to join me in a petition to Congress.” The idea
was uttered half in jest and the proposal was never brought to fruition, but nonetheless Adams’s
statement illustrates that petitioning was a most logical means to urge the framers to revise “the
Laws of England which [give] such unlimited power to the Husband to use his wife Ill.”14During
the early national period petitioning provided poor and disenfranchised men a means to exert
newly found political power and to assert enhanced political status. In 1786, for example,
middling men from western Massachusetts engaged in mass petitioning against high land taxes.
After their petitions were ignored, they united behind Daniel Shays in rebellion. In western
Pennsylvania small farmers from the backcountry petitioned for repeal of an excise tax on
whiskey enacted by Congress in 1791 in order to raise money to liquidate the national debt. The
Whiskey Rebellion of 1794, in which farmers resisted the tax by attacking federal revenue
officers who attempted to collect it, occurred after repeated petitioning failed to secure repeal. In
Connecticut artisans expressed themselves collectively for the first time in the spring of 1792
with a petition to the general assembly against the state’s system of taxation. In the course of
their petitioning these men gradually transformed the language and tone of their petitions,
replacing “flattery and fawning phrases” with “plain words and a direct assertiveness.” These
collective petitions reflected the notion that a democratized government should be responsive to
the demands of the common people and that petitioning was an important mechanism to convey
the peoples’ opinions to their representatives.15Tradeswomen’s efforts to use petitioning to
achieve economic reform were less common and less successful than those of their male
counterparts. In 1788, for example, “sundry seamstresses” of Charleston, South Carolina,
petitioned the general assembly complaining that they were out of work due to the importation of
ready-made clothes. The seamstresses prayed that “a much larger duty be laid on the above
articles, which will have a tendency to give employment to your petitioners and increase the
revenue as they are bulky articles that cannot be easily smuggled.” But unlike the petitions of
male artisans and tradesmen who pleaded for economic reform, the women’s petition was
ignored. This neglect was politically possible, Kerber suggests, because the petition fell outside



traditional categories of petitions sent by women, and it was ignored because there were no
lobbyists to orchestrate presentation of the women’s plea. The petition is significant,
nonetheless, for the evidence it provides that tradeswomen, like men of their class, recognized
the potential power of petitioning to influence their representatives and that for women of the
new republic, the right of petition and reception was far from secure.16Likewise, free blacks
recognized the power of collective petitioning to pressure government, yet the impact of their
petitioning was limited by their political status. In 1787 Prince Hall organized free blacks of
Boston to petition the city for improvements in the education of black children. The petition was
considered, but its prayer was denied. A year later Hall again took the lead in organizing a
petition campaign aimed at halting the slave trade. The collective petition was presented to the
Massachusetts General Court along with another appeal from the Yearly Meeting of New
England Friends, which also asked for an end to the slave trade, and with yet another plea
signed by all of Boston’s clergy plus 100 other men. As a result of the combined outcry
expressed in the petitions, the General Court enacted a law to prevent the slave trade and to
grant relief to families of persons kidnapped from the commonwealth. Hall’s second petition
succeeded likely due to the great number of men demanding an end to the slave trade and, no
doubt, because many of these men were white.17Despite the growing use of petitioning and the
new assertive language of petitions during the postrevolutionary era, the right of petition was not
guaranteed to Americans by either the Articles of Confederation or the Constitution as drafted by
Congress and ratified by the states. Yet the right of petition was included among proposed
amendments to the Constitution. In August 1789 the House of Representatives debated a
proposed amendment that stated that Congress shall make no law abridging “the right of the
people peaceably to assemble and to petition the government for a redress of grievances.”
Although members debated whether the people might not also possess a right to instruct their
representatives, the right of petition remained unquestioned. Approval of the First Amendment
marked a turning point in the development of the right of petition, as for the first time it became
part of written organic law. Thereafter debate over the right of petition would focus not on
whether the people possessed such a right but, rather, as in the case of Colton’s pamphlet, on
the exact meaning and limits of that right.18During the first decades of the federal Congress,
white men employed the power of petitioning to influence public opinion and to pressure
representatives on national issues such as contested election results, the national bank, land
distribution, the abolition of dueling, government in the territories, the Alien and Sedition Acts,
and the Jay Treaty. Yet when slaves petitioned Congress for emancipation, the inalienable nature
of the newly guaranteed right of petition was questioned. In 1797 four manumitted slaves sent a
petition explaining that each had been freed by his master but had been captured and sold back
into slavery. The petitioners acknowledged that they possessed no right to vote but insisted on
addressing Congress as “fellow-men” ruled by God. As soon as the petition was read, the House
erupted into debate over whether it should be received. Southerners argued that the memorial
should not be heard because it emanated from slaves, who had no right of petition.



Representative William Smith of South Carolina claimed that acceptance of the petition would
“tend to spread an alarm throughout the Southern States; it would act as an ‘entering-wedge,’
whose consequences could not be foreseen.” In response Representative John Swanwick of
Pennsylvania decried attempts to abrogate the right of petition: “If men were aggrieved, and
conceive they have claim to attention,” he argued, “petitioning was their sacred right, and that
right should never suffer innovation.” Swanwick’s defense notwithstanding, the House voted
33-50 not to receive the petition.19The House’s refusal to hear the slaves’ petition gains
significance when viewed in light of the fact that throughout the 1790s Congress received and
acted on petitions submitted by white abolition societies and Quaker organizations. Although
proslavery southerners questioned the character of Quaker petitioners, many of whom were
pacifists during the War for Independence, the right of these white men to petition, even on the
sensitive subject of slavery, remained intact. Rather than refusing the petitions, as in the case of
the slaves, Congress received, reported, debated, and voted on appeals from white men. Thus
the House’s refusal in 1797 to receive the slaves’ petition signaled that despite its allegedly
inalienable nature, the peoples’ right of petition still could be abridged based on the status of
petitioners and checked by Congress’s right of reception. Like the rights of slaves and free
blacks, whose status in the new republic was relatively undefined, the rights of women, including
that of petition, remained open to negotiation.20During the first decades of the nineteenth
century a number of factors combined to increase the power of petitioning and render it a
particularly useful tool for those who remained outside the formal political process. The spread
of adult white manhood suffrage (twenty-one of the twenty-four states had some form of it by
1826) led to the decline of aristocratic politics and the rise of mass electioneering. The
gentlemanly statesman who could rightfully expect deference from his constituents gave way to
the professional politician who actively appealed to the mass electorate. This growing power of
the public was nurtured by advances in transportation and communication, which “helped shrink
the nation and enlarge the political community.” Particularly important to the formation of the
democratic public was the explosion in magazines and newspapers that occurred during these
decades. Nationally circulated magazines appeared, including Niles’ Weekly Register, founded
in Baltimore in 1811; the North American Review, started in Boston in 1815; and Godey’s Lady’s
Book, begun in 1830 and which attained the “extraordinary” circulation of 150,000 by the end of
the decade. In the 1830s alone the number of newspapers rose from 800 to 1,400, and sales
tripled.21Contributing to the new emphasis on participatory democracy and the growing
importance of public opinion, religious revivalists set aside older Calvinist notions of
predestination to preach a modified doctrine of free will and active pursuit of salvation. The fiery
preaching of revivalist ministers such as Charles Grandison Finney attracted hundreds of
thousands of women and men to evangelical Protestantism. Most evangelicals believed that
they were charged with a duty not only to cultivate personal morality but to employ their energies
to safeguard the morality of the community and nation. As Richard J. Carwardine has observed,
“Evangelicals offered an example of how the world might be changed through systematic public



agitation” and “provided professional organizers and models for mobilizing public opinion.”
Petitioning in particular afforded evangelicals “a means of operating in an era of mass politics
without being compromised by the corruption of new partisanship.”22Women motivated by the
evangelical impulse to engage in benevolent activism such as providing relief for the poor,
orphans, and the aged also seized petitioning as a means to accomplish their charitable work.
After forming organizations and writing bylaws, one of the first major tasks women faced in
starting a benevolent society was to compose a petition to the state legislature seeking
incorporation. In 1812, for example, the white women of Petersburg, Virginia, formed the Female
Orphan Asylum and petitioned the general assembly for legal incorporation. In addition to stating
why they wished to incorporate, the women asked, in language that Suzanne Lebsock has
characterized as “remarkably free of the deference that informed most petitions of the time,” for
the right to participate in litigation and the power to hold and convey property. Despite the fact
that common law denied married women the right to hold property, the assembly granted almost
every request of the petition, including the power to hold and manage the organization’s funds.
Petitions to incorporate associations such as the one from the women of Petersburg were
common and aroused few questions of propriety. “In this age of wonders, when the liberal dare
to devise liberal things,” wrote Hannah Kinney, president of the Newark Female Charitable
Society in 1816, “applications to legislators by females to become incorporate bodies are not
novelties.” Indeed, petitions for corporate charters were more often than not answered favorably
when societies demonstrated that their goals fell under the category of traditional charity. After
winning incorporation, female benevolent organizations often petitioned city and state councils
for funds to provide relief to the “deserving” needy.23Based on a posture of humility and
influence available through personal contacts, these tactics resembled the deferential mode of
politics of the eighteenth century and, according to Ann M. Boylan, “obscured the reality that
organized women were involved in politics, primarily through the exercise of their right to petition
their rulers.” Charitable women, Boylan suggests, did not view petitioning as political because
they were engaged in private efforts to influence powerful men rather than in attempts to seek
collective power for women. The viability of these efforts was limited, however, to women who
had access to powerful men, which effectively excluded societies of black women engaged in
racial uplift as well as associations of white women from the working and growing middle
classes.24The evangelical impulse also gave rise to organizations aimed at reforming a variety
of social ills by altering public opinion through pamphleteering, lecturing, and petitioning. The
host of evils included intemperance, violation of the Sabbath, Indian removal, mistreatment of
the mentally ill, and prostitution. Foremost among mass social reform movements sponsored by
evangelical reformers was that of temperance, which recruited hundreds of thousands of
members from throughout the nation in a campaign to promote abstinence. Although the
temperance movement was dominated by male leaders, as early as 1818 women began to sign
antialcohol petitions. By the 1820s large numbers of women in all regions of the country had
joined male-run chapters of the American Temperance Society, organized their own female



affiliates, and orchestrated petition campaigns. In 1834, for example, 500 women of
Elizabethtown, New Jersey, signed a petition requesting that local officials control the
proliferation of liquor shops. In 1837, 600 women in Wilmington, Delaware, mustered a similar
petition. In 1838, 1,200 women in Portland, Maine, petitioned the state legislature seeking legal
assistance for the temperance cause.25In addition to playing a central role in the temperance
movement, petitioning provided the basis of a campaign organized by evangelicals to halt
removal of the Cherokee from their native land of Georgia. This campaign marked a significant
event in the emergence of popular politics and the use of petitioning, for it constituted what Mary
Hershberger has called “the deepest political movement the country had yet witnessed.” The
antiremoval campaign also signaled a turning point in the history of American women’s political
activism, for it inaugurated the practice of women from various states petitioning federal
representatives to influence national legislation. By sending their petitions directly to Congress,
women who opposed Cherokee removal advanced a step beyond benevolent ladies who limited
their petitioning to local bodies and often employed a male intermediary. Women’s petitioning
against Cherokee removal, moreover, was part of a campaign involving people from many states
in expressing and arousing collective opposition to a national policy, rather than an effort of
personal influence limited to specific localities orchestrated by a small group of wealthy women.
Opponents of removal transgressed the boundaries of acceptable female activism to participate
in attempts to influence national policy, an activity generally understood to be reserved for
men.26The debate over Cherokee removal stemmed from a compact Georgia signed in 1802
with the federal government guaranteeing that if the state gave up its western land claims, the
government would remove the Cherokee from Georgia as soon as peaceably possible. By 1829,
when the cotton plantation system had expanded westward and coveted even more land,
Georgia demanded that the federal government live up to its promise. Presidents James Monroe
and John Quincy Adams had recognized Cherokee rights and had hoped to persuade the
Indians to move peaceably. But Andrew Jackson, who had gained fame as an Indian fighter, did
not acknowledge an independent Cherokee nation, and in his December 8, 1829, state-of-the-
union address he ridiculed the Cherokees for having “pretensions” of erecting a sovereign state
within Georgia. The president advised the Indians to emigrate beyond the Mississippi or to
submit to the laws of Georgia. Jackson’s partisans in Congress responded to his message by
introducing the Removal Bill, which authorized the president to set aside lands west of the
Mississippi that could be exchanged with the Indians for their eastern lands.27A number of
evangelical leaders viewed the Removal Bill as a national sin committed against a helpless
people, and they organized efforts to arouse the “right-thinking populace” to influence their
leaders.28 Jeremiah Evarts, secretary of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign
Missions, an Indian missionary organization, wrote a series of articles published in the National
Intelligencer between August 5 and December 19, 1829. Using the pseudonym William Penn,
Evarts charged that if the United States committed the terrible sin of violating the Cherokees’
rights, it would forfeit God’s protection and blessings. Although he believed that Jackson and



party leaders were about to defy God, Evarts maintained that the people of the United States—a
Christian nation—had not strayed. He orchestrated a massive petition campaign that won
signatures and covered congressmen’s tables with petitions. Many women who engaged in
benevolent work on behalf of the Cherokee were sympathetic to their plight and joined the
antiremoval petition effort. During the summer of 1829 the well-known female educator and
reformer Catharine E. Beecher attended a speech delivered by Evarts, who asked her to do
what she could to avert the tragedy of Indian removal. Beecher returned to Hartford Female
Seminary, of which she was the director, and called on her friends to discuss the removal issue.
They decided that the best course of action was to initiate a petition campaign. So
unprecedented was a national women’s petition campaign that the Hartford women resolved to
keep secret the identities of its organizers.29Beecher composed a circular addressed to the
“Benevolent Ladies of the United States,” swore the printer to keep her identity as the author a
secret, and sent the circular to persons on mailing lists of female benevolent organizations. After
demonstrating the injustice of the removal policy, the circular urged that “energetic expression of
the wishes and feelings of a Christian nation, addressed to the congress now assembling, and
which is soon to decide [the Cherokee’s] doom,” was the best means to save the nation from
taking sinful action. While calling on women to petition Congress, the circular also admitted the
highly unusual nature of women engaging in collective petitioning of Congress on a matter of
national policy. “It may be, that female petitioners can lawfully be heard, even by the highest
rulers of our land,” the circular said. But reflecting uncertainty about Congress’s willingness to
receive from women petitions relating to a federal policy decision, it also admitted, “It may be
that this will be forbidden.” Women’s petitions for the Cherokee were appropriate, it argued,
because rather than “assuming any right to dictate the decisions of those who rule over them,”
the petitioners were merely supplicating “that we and our dearest friends may be saved from the
awful curses denounced on all who oppress the poor and needy.” Women may rightfully “feel for
the distressed,” it asserted, and “they may stretch out the supplicating hand for them, and by
their prayers strive to avert the calamities that are impending over them.”30Thanks in no small
part to the “Ladies Circular,” hundreds of women from various regions signed petitions to
Congress opposing removal of the Cherokee. Like petitions composed to win men’s names,
those aimed at women affirmed the rights of the Cherokee and threatened that God would seek
revenge should those rights be abrogated. But because it was so unusual for females to
collectively petition Congress, women’s petitions devoted a great deal of space to defending
such unusual behavior. Half of the text of the petition signed by sixty-three “ladies” of
Steubenville, Ohio, was dedicated to justifying the act of women petitioning their federal
representatives:Your memorialists would sincerely deprecate any presumptuous interference on
the part of their own sex, with the ordinary political affairs of the country, as wholly unbecoming
the character of American Females. Even in private life we may not presume to direct the general
conduct, or control the acts of those who stand in the near and guardian relations of husbands
and brothers, yet all admit that there are times when duty and affection call on us to advise and



persuade, as well as to cheer or to console. And if we approach the public representatives of our
husbands and brothers, only in the humble character of suppliants in the cause of mercy and
humanity, may we not hope that even the small voice of female sympathy will be heard?
31Reaction among antiremovalists to the women’s petitioning campaign was mixed. Religious
periodicals, on one hand, were chagrined by the women’s overt political activity and urged them
to follow the traditional route of exercising their influence over male relatives and friends. The
Christian Watchman, for example, cautioned that because “God would preserve our Congress
so pure and enlightened,” there was no need for “all the females in the land [to organize] into
‘societies’ to get a question righteously decided.” On the other hand, the Watchman repeatedly
published the “Ladies Circular” without criticism, and other religious periodicals, such as the
Christian Advocate, printed it on the front page with an implied endorsement. Widespread
printing of the circular led to great speculation over its authorship, and Beecher, who jealously
guarded her secret, was often asked who, in her opinion, the author might be. Eventually
Beecher suffered a breakdown because of the anxieties of engaging in a political campaign
while trying desperately to avoid publicity for fear of being accused of impropriety. “Not at all
aware of the consequences of this additional excitement,” Beecher wrote decades later in her
reminiscences, “I suddenly found myself utterly prostrated and unable to perform any school
duty without extreme pain and such confusion of thought as seemed like approaching
insanity.”32Beecher’s anxiety over the propriety of women’s petitions was far from ill founded.
When the petitions signed by women were debated in Congress, Jacksonian members fixed
their responses on the sex of the signers. Women’s petitions, they said, wasted the time of
Congress, and for this they blamed antiremoval men who, they declared, failed to keep their
women under control. Thomas Hart Benton, chairman of the Senate Committee on Indian
Affairs, led the attack on the women petitioners with a sarcastic speech that mocked women for
“acting in public meetings for the instruction of Congress on the subject of these Georgia
Indians.” Benton dramatized the female petitioners’ alleged offense by threatening to “appear in
the feminine [rather] than in the masculine gender” to march with the Cherokee. After
demonstrating the supposed absurdity of their intrusion, Benton recommended that the
petitioning “ladies” “not douse their bonnets, and tuck up their coats for such a race [the
Cherokee], but sit down on the way side, and wait for the coming of the conquerors.” The women
petitioners, Benton’s outburst insinuated, reversed proper gender roles by mistakenly giving
women more power and casting aside chivalric males. In Benton’s estimation at least, the
women’s petitions threatened to undermine political order.33Although there was enough support
to get a number of the petitions printed or referred to committees on Indian affairs for
consideration, many, such as that of the Steubenville women, were laid on the table after they
had been introduced. Nonetheless, the petition campaign prompted extensive debate in
Congress on the Cherokee removal issue, beginning in February 1830 and intensifying in April
and May. In the end Jacksonian forces won by a narrow margin, and the Removal Bill was
signed by the president on May 28, 1830. Evarts then campaigned to get the bill repealed,



sparking a new rash of petitions, but the effort was unsuccessful.34Ultimately the campaign
against Cherokee removal “ushered in a new age of popular politics.” Radical activists such as
William Lloyd Garrison, James Birney, and Arthur Tappan, who equated the tyranny of Indian
removal with that of colonizing slaves, would transfer the strategy of petitioning Congress from
their efforts on behalf of Indians to those on behalf of slaves. Likewise, a number of women
involved in antiremoval efforts became leading female abolitionists. Lydia Maria Child, who early
in 1829 published The First Settlers of New-England: or, Conquest of the Pequods,
Narragansets and Pokanokets, which provided an extended argument against Cherokee
removal, in 1833 began a long and illustrious career in abolitionism by writing An Appeal in Favor
of That Class of Americans Called Africans. Angelina Grimké, who had expressed support for
antiremovalists in her personal writings, became a fervent and active abolitionist. Harriet
Beecher (Stowe), who worked enthusiastically on the Cherokee petition campaign, would go on
to write her devastating attack on the institution of slavery, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Not only did
similarities in the plights of the Cherokee and slaves as well as the ideologies of the two
movements lead women from antiremoval to abolition, but the experience of petitioning
“provided reform women with political skills valuable in subsequent antislavery and woman
suffrage campaigns.” Participation in the antiremoval petition campaign, Hershberger notes,
allowed women to practice rhetorical skills such as writing persuasive appeals, educating
members of their communities, and gathering signatures.35
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