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Share Alike—If you alter, transform, or build upon this work,  
you may distribute the resulting work only under the same or  
similar license to this one.

With the understanding that:

For any reuse or distribution, you must make clear to  
others the license terms of this work. The best way to  
do this is with a link to this web page:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Reforms for a Better Nation

Chapter 1

Reform Movements

How can you make life better for people around 
you? Chances are you have heard and pondered 

that question before. Maybe you have even 
shared your ideas on the subject with others. 

People who spend a lot of time and effort trying 
to make things better are called reformers.

There have always been reformers in America, 

more at some times in our history than at others. 

The 1830s and 1840s were an especially active time 

for reformers. In this land of growing democracy 

and equality, Americans believed that everything 

was possible. The United States experienced a 

wave of social and political reform movements that 

would transform the nation. These movements 

were driven by passionate individuals who sought 

to create a more just and equitable society.

The Framing Question

What concerns caused American 
reformers to push for change 
in the 1800s, and how effective 
were their efforts?

Early women’s rights leaders are honored 
today at the Women’s Rights National 
Historical Park in Seneca Falls, New York. 
On the far left is Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
with Frederick Douglass standing next to 
her. Martha Wright is on the far right. The 
two women standing between Douglass 
and Wright represent other women who 
supported the women’s rights movement.
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This is just one example of how women 

broke social norms to expand rights in the 

first half of the 1800s. Another area where 

women faced inequality was education. 

While only a small number of people, 

regardless of gender, received more than 

a few years of schooling, men were more 

likely than women to complete high 

school and to attend college. It was rare 

to hear of women becoming doctors or 

lawyers, and when women did work, they 

usually earned very low wages. Women 

received low pay because society believed 

that men were responsible for financially 

supporting their families. 

Furthermore, when a woman got married, 

everything she owned, including money 

or property from her parents, became her 

husband’s property. If she worked, her 

earnings belonged to her husband. In cases 

of divorce, the children were usually given 

to the father, not the mother, according to 

the law. Because women could not vote or 

hold government office, men would have 

to be the ones to change these laws. Over 

time, men did vote for some changes, but 

they came slowly and were modest.

Sarah Grimké was incredibly frustrated 

with the laws and prevailing attitudes 

toward women, and her anger led her to 

write a pamphlet expressing her outrage. 

In her pamphlet, she boldly stated that 

Think Twice
How do you think social and political 
reform movements help create a 
more just and equitable society?

Paving a Path for Equality
In the early to mid-1800s, a growing 

number of women began advocating for 

their rights and challenging prevailing 

societal norms. Angelina and Sarah Grimké 

were sisters who grew up in South Carolina. 

They were against the enslavement of 

people, which was prevalent in their 

community. Because of their strong beliefs, 

they decided to leave the South. In the 

1830s, the Grimké sisters began giving talks 

about plantation life and enslavement to 

audiences in northern towns and cities. 

Their speeches shocked many people, not 

because of what they said, but because they 

were women speaking publicly. At that time, 

women were often expected to be seen 

but not heard, and many men believed 

that a woman’s place was in the home. 

Speaking at public meetings, especially 

when men were present, was considered 

a role reserved for men only. In various 

organizations dedicated to change, men 

were in charge and made all the public 

speeches. Women were often told that their 

role was to listen and learn, not to speak. 
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Think Twice

Why do you think women faced such 
significant barriers and inequalities in 
the early to mid-1800s?

Despite women’s involvement and 

dedication, they were often overlooked 

and denied the opportunity to participate 

fully in causes they believed in. However, 

this injustice did not deter them from 

continuing the fight for equal rights. 

Instead, it sparked a greater determination 

to challenge prevailing attitudes and 

demand their rightful place in society.

Find Out the Facts

How did women like the Grimké 
sisters challenge societal norms and pave 
the way for a more equal society? 

A Turning Point
Something significant happened on 

July 14, 1848. The Seneca County Courier 

newspaper published a notice about a 

special event called the “Woman’s Rights 

Convention.” It was going to be held in 

the Wesleyan Chapel in Seneca Falls, New 

York. This announcement might not have 

seemed like a big deal at the time, but it 

marked the beginning of a major reform 

movement in the United States.

men and women are created equal and 

deserve the same rights. She believed 

that women should have the same 

opportunities as men and should not be 

controlled or suppressed by them. Sarah 

Grimké’s powerful words conveyed her 

strong desire for equality and justice.

While some men did support the 

advancement of women’s rights, many 

did not. Even though women were 

more than half of the members of the 

movement to end slavery, they were not 

given equal rights. Ministers refused to let 

women speak at antislavery meetings held 

in churches.

This unequal treatment of women was 

not limited to specific organizations or 

movements. It was a widespread attitude 

in most parts of the world. For instance, 

women delegates attending the World 

Anti-Slavery Convention in London, 

England, were not allowed to participate 

in the meetings. They were only permitted 

to observe from a balcony while men 

assumed active roles. Even in the fight for 

freedom, women were expected to let 

men lead.

Vocabulary

convention, n. a formal gathering of 
people for a purpose
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campaign urging people to boycott goods 

produced by enslaved workers, such as 

cotton clothing, sugar, and rice. She hoped 

that this would compel plantation owners 

to abandon the practice of slavery. Despite 

her efforts in promoting change, Mott 

always felt that she did not receive the 

same level of respect as men. Beginning at 

an early age, she considered women’s rights 

to be the most important issue in her life.

Elizabeth Cady’s awareness of the 

unequal treatment of women began 

during childhood. Her father, a lawyer 

and judge, once expressed his wish for 

her to be a boy. As a girl, Cady could 

not pursue a career in law like her 

father did. Determined to prove herself, 

she engaged in activities and learned 

skills that were considered beyond the 

capabilities of girls and women, such as 

playing chess and studying subjects like 

Greek, Latin, and mathematics. However, 

despite her achievements, she was 

denied the opportunity to attend college, 

as higher education institutions were 

reserved for men. Instead, she attended 

a women’s school as a teenager in Troy, 

New York.

After completing her studies, Cady 

became actively involved in various 

reform movements. It was during this 

time that she met Henry B. Stanton, 

The idea of having a convention to discuss 

women’s rights had begun eight years 

earlier. Remember the World Anti-Slavery 

Convention in London, where women 

delegates could only watch from the 

balcony? Two of the women on that 

balcony were Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton. Their experiences in 

London would inspire them to take action 

to bring about change for the rights of 

women in the United States.

Lucretia Mott and her husband, James, 

were involved in many reform movements 

of their time. Mott even organized a 

Lucretia Mott decided to take action after not being 
allowed to participate fully in the World Anti-Slavery 
Convention.

6

LABB_G7_U4_A New Spirit of Change_SR.indb   6LABB_G7_U4_A New Spirit of Change_SR.indb   6 2/16/24   12:12 PM2/16/24   12:12 PM



During this convention, both Mott and 

Stanton were outraged by the poor 

treatment women received. Inspired by 

their shared frustration, they promised 

to organize a convention dedicated to 

women’s rights once they returned to the 

United States.

Seneca Falls
After eight years, Stanton and Mott finally 

fulfilled their promise of organizing a 

women’s rights convention. Mott visited 

Stanton’s home in Seneca Falls, New York, 

on July 13, 1848, and the decision was made.  

a prominent figure in the antislavery 

movement. The two eventually decided 

to marry, but Cady made a significant 

change to the traditional marriage vows 

of the day. She insisted on removing the 

word obey. For their honeymoon, the 

Stantons traveled to London, England, 

where they attended the World  

Anti-Slavery Convention.

The Seneca Falls Convention was the first women’s rights convention held in the United States. 

Writers’ Corner

Write a letter from Lucretia Mott 
to Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 

detailing the need for a 
convention discussing 
women’s rights.

7

LABB_G7_U4_A New Spirit of Change_SR.indb   7LABB_G7_U4_A New Spirit of Change_SR.indb   7 2/16/24   12:12 PM2/16/24   12:12 PM






































































