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telligently. It was a functional argument, not one based on women's own
interests or abilities or personal fulfillment; nonetheless, it was both sin-
cere and, in its time, pragmatic. Education for women, enabling subse-
quent education by women as mothers, should therefore combine intel-
lectual, domestic, and religious training, and would result in political
benefit for the nation.

The role of the Republican Mother was not simply imposed upon
women by men anxious to keep women in their place and deny their
rights. It was promoted and embraced by women, for it justified education
for them, encouraged their political and intellectual interests, commended
them for what was in actuality a major part of their lives in the family, and
assured them that they could make an important contribution to the pub-
lic good and America’s millennial future. One can recognize all this and
yet still see that Republican Motherhood deflected arguments for women's
equality as persons and citizens and reinforced the limitations of the do-
mestic sphere as woman’s “place” and family duties as her reason for ex-
istence.




[image: image3.png]‘While there was continuity between the ideal image of the Good Wife
and that of the Republican Mother, there was also some shifting of em-
phasis and context in the image. For the Republican Mother, the goals and
motivations of the ideal mother were more overtly political, a response to
the new political situation, even as the political role for women remained
indirect. In addition, the responsibility for rearing moral and informed chil-
dren was more gender-specific, the mother's particular function, rather
than a common parental one. Because a woman's role as mother was at
the center of the post-Revolutionary image, there was proportionately less
attention given in portraits of the ideal woman to other roles and func-
tions, roles that had been more evenly balanced in the image of the Good
Wife. Nevertheless, we must be carcful not to separate too sharply “polit-
ical” and “religious™ spheres or functions. Colonial Christians, especially
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[image: image4.png]equality as persons and citizens and reinforced the limitations of the do-
mestic sphere as woman's "place” and family duties as her reason for ex-
istence.

As an image and ideal, Republican Motherhood represented both con-
tinuity with and change from the colonial ideal of the “Good Wife.” Ex-
pectations that women should be religious, should function primarily
within the family unit rather than in the public world, should be concerned
parents responsible for rearing pious, moral, contributing children by
teaching and example, and should be appreciated for their socially valu-
able contribution were nothing new. Both the Good Wife and the Repub-
lican Mother were to exhibit wisdom in general and a reasonably high
level of knowledge in a particular field. For the Puritan Good Wife, that
area was religious; for the Republican Mother, political. Of course, in nei
ther case was it expected that she would auain an intellectual level equiv-
alent to male experts, let alone exercise public leadership. Nevertheless,
learning was encouraged at “appropriate” levels and made her better able
1o fulfill her dutie:




[image: image6.png]sacrifice for a higher cause that she freely accepted. (1t is important to note
that, in the ideal, the wife's sacrifices to free her husband's time and en-
ergy were made so that he could, in tum, serve a cause larger and higher
than self, not simply s he could achieve personal fulfiliment or private
economic gain.) After the war, of course, only a few hushands would be
called to services that demanded such immediate, practical sacrifice. What
all American women could and should do was to be Republican Mothers,
to raise their sons 1o be virtuous and intelligent citizens and their daugh-
ters to be equally virtuous and intelligent Republican Mothers in their turn.

In order most effectively to raise such sons and daughters, 1 woman
herself had to be educated, and her own virtue had to be an informed one.
Thus the men and women who promoted more and better education for
women emphasized that such education, far from threatening women!
traditional domestic roles and duties, would enhance those responsibili-
ties and make women more capable of fulfilling them effectively and in-
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The ideal image for American women that emerged from the Revolu-
tionary period was Republican Womanhood or Republican Motherhood.2
If America’s existence, growth, and success as a democratic nation and an
example to the rest of the world were dependent on the virtue and con-
tributions of its citizens, what were those citizens' responsibilities? For men
(specifically, white, propertied men) the answer was clear: at minimum,
an informed and intelligent vote; when events or personal abilities so dic-
tated, military or government service. But women were also citizéns, de-
sirous of contributing to America’s welfare. The idea of their voting, fight-
ing, or governing was secn as either laughable o outrageous, but they
could contribute indirectly. Thus an Abigail Adams could see her effonts
in running the farm in John's absence and her own acceptance of that ab-
sence as « very real contribution, freeing John for public service. It was a
sacrifice for a higher cause that she freely accepted. (1t is important to note
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Puritans, had not done so, and the rhetoric of the Revolution clearly tied
together the religious and the political in its vision of America’s role and
destiny. Disestablishment meant to the founders that government would
not aid a state church and that the principle of religious liberty would be
upheld, but the founders assumed that social harmony and a moral citi-
zenry were critical to national success. Voluntary churches should be one
institutional source of moral values; other institutions like schools should
also help to shape virtuous and patriotic citizens. Beyond and behind these
were mothers, with an influence that was earlier, more universal, and more
continuous for future citizens than even churches or schools. As Linda Ker-
ber notes, “Motherhood was discussed almost as if it were a fourth branch
of government, a device that ensured social control in the gentlest possi-
ble way."





