“Have To” History: The Seneca Falls Convention (1848)
Stuff You Don't Really Want To Know (But For Some Reason Have To)

Three Big Things:

1. Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton — denied the right to participate in the
first “World’s Anti-Slavery Convention” in London in 1840, Mott and Stanton decided
that if women were to be effective reformers, they’d need more rights themselves.
They spearheaded the first “women’s rights convention” on record in Seneca Falls, NY,
eight years later.

2. “The Declaration of Sentiments” — modeled after the Declaration of Independence,
this document (read at the convention) declared that “all men and women are created

equal” and the “history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on
the part of man toward woman.” It’s probably excerpted in the back of your textbook somewhere.

3. Controversy over Suffrage — Stanton was part of a contingent who wanted to push for women to be given the
right to vote; Mott and other more cautious activists resisted, fearing it would be so unpopular as to harm their
efforts overall. The resolution passed, however, despite having little impact on election laws at the time.

Background

The first half of the 19% century became a time of great social reform across the United States, although most
movements were far more active and had much greater impact in the northern half of the young nation than the
"tradition"-driven south. Temperance, prison reform, abolition, the beginnings of public education, better care for
the mentally ill, and women’s rights were largely intertwined issues — sometimes conflicting but mostly supporting
one another. Underlying all of these reform efforts was the idea that society (and the people within it) could be
made better.

While men tended to lead most of these reform efforts, women were active in unprecedented ways. It was not
unusual for reform-based organizations to vigorously debate whether or not to allow the weaker (and traditionally
more morally suspect) sex to speak at their meetings or on their behalf publicly. Most weren’t against it on principle,
but they risked losing potential allies and essential support should they brazenly defy social and political norms in
such a fashion. It was a bit of an ethical and logistical dilemma.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who was a Quaker, and Lucretia Mott, who was not, were part of a group who travelled to
London to take part in the first World’s Anti-Slavery Convention. While allowed to attend, they were forced to sit
in the balcony and could not speak or participate. It was at that point they decided that if women were to have
meaningful impact in sundry reform efforts, they would first need a little social and political efficacy of their own.

The Quakers believed in the “priesthood of all believers,” a particularly Protestant sort of Protestantism which
meant the church as an institution went easy on the doctrinal details or authority of the clergy and heavy on the
relationship with Jesus and personal Bible study. Their belief in the value of a//individuals meant they were some of
the earliest abolitionists and tended to be strong proponents of women’s rights. There was thus considerable support
for the idea of a “women’s rights convention” from Quakers — both women and men — in the Seneca Falls area.

The Convention

The first day was intended to be exclusively for women, with men admitted on the second. Some women arrived
with their children — of both sexes — and a few dozen men who hadn’t gotten the memo showed up as well. They
were allowed to attend with the understanding they’d not interrupt or cause shenanigans.
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Day One was largely devoted to the reading and discussion of the Declaration of Sentiments. A few changes were
adopted, and it was voted on and approved by the Convention. The women then discussed a series of “resolutions”
composed by multiple organizers by largely edited and finalized by Stanton. They said things like —

Resolved, That woman is man's equal--was intended to be so by the Creator, and the highest good of the race
demands that she should be recognized as such.

Resolved, That the women of this country ought to be enlightened in regard to the laws under which they live,
that they may no longer publish their degradation, by declaring themselves satisfied with their present position,
nor their ignorance, by asserting that they have all the rights they want...

Resolved, That the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior, that is required of woman in
the social state, should also be required of man, and the same transgressions should be visited with equal
severity on both man and woman. ..

Resolved, That woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed limits which corrupt customs and a
perverted application of the Scriptures have marked out for her, and that it is time she should move in the

enlarged sphere which her great Creator has assigned her.

Resolved, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the
elective franchise. ..

That last one is the “right to vote” part that caused such a kerfuffle; it eventually passed along with the rest.

Day Two largely followed up on these same two documents, but with men
allowed to participate this time, and there were discussions of other
legalities and practicalities. Those present signed the final forms of the
Declaration and the Resolutions, and there were more speeches rousing
the crowd to action and on towards victory and so on and it was
apparently all guiteinspirational.

There were numerous other conventions across the north in subsequent

Stanton / Mott

months and years, some bigger and bolder, others not nearly as impressive.
But the birth of them all was in Seneca Falls, New York, July 19* and 20", 1848.

You Wanna Sound REALLY Smart? {Extra Stuff}

Mary Ann M'Clintock — Quaker woman whose name should probably join Stanton’s and Mott’s when discussing the
organization and successful running of this major undertaking. M’Clintock hadn’t gone to London, but she was an
active abolitionist and part of the earliest conversations in which the convention moved from “idea” to “goal.”
Several of her daughters were involved as well, and her home was the site of several extensive planning sessions
leading up to the convention. The original Declaration of Sentiments was drafted in her parlor and presumably with
her input along with a small handful of other women present. She was voted Secretary of the Seneca Falls
Convention and her husband, Thomas, served as “chair” for several sessions in which both men and women were in

attendance.

Frederick Douglass — Former slave turned author, orator, and abolitionist, and who was the only African American
of either sex to attend the Seneca Falls Convention. When the controversial issue of women’s suffrage was being
debated, Douglass spoke in its favor and argued that he should not receive the vote unless women did as well. He
recognized even then the intertwined natures of women’s rights and rights for Black Americans. It took others a bit
longer.
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