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ONE AMERICAN’S STORY
African-American poet Frances Ellen Watkins Harper often wrote about

the suffering of enslaved persons, such as enslaved mothers.

A VOICE FROM THE PAST

They tear him from her circling arms,
Her last and fond embrace.
Oh! never more may her sad eyes
Gaze on his mournful face.

No marvel, then, these bitter shrieks
Disturb the listening air:
She is a mother, and her heart
Is breaking in despair.

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, “The Slave Mother”

As this section explains, many individuals in the mid-1800s demanded

equal rights for African Americans and women.

Abolitionists Call for Ending Slavery
Abolition, the movement to end slavery, began in the late 1700s. By
1804, most Northern states had outlawed slavery. In 1807, Congress
banned the importation of African slaves into the United States.
Abolitionists then began to demand a law ending slavery in the South.

David Walker, a free African American in Boston, printed a pamphlet in
1829 urging slaves to revolt. Copies of the pamphlet appeared in the South.
This angered slaveholders. Shortly afterward, Walker died mysteriously.

A few Northern whites also fought slavery. In 1831, William Lloyd
Garrison began to publish an abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, in

Abolition and 
Women’s Rights

MAIN IDEA WHY IT MATTERS NOW TERMS & NAMES

Frances Ellen
Watkins Harper
impressed
audiences with
her speaking
ability as she
called for reform.
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Use your chart to
take notes about the
influence of aboli-
tionists and women.



Boston. Of his antislavery stand, he wrote, “I will not retreat a single
inch—AND I WILL BE HEARD.” Many people hated his views. In
1834, a furious mob in Boston grabbed Garrison and dragged him
toward a park to hang him. The mayor stepped in and saved his life.

Two famous abolitionists were Southerners who had grown up on a
plantation. Sisters Sarah and Angelina Grimké believed that slavery was
morally wrong. They moved north and joined an antislavery society. At
the time, women were not supposed to lecture in public. But the
Grimkés lectured against slavery anyway. Theodore Weld, Angelina’s
husband, was also an abolitionist. He led a campaign to send antislavery
petitions to Congress. Proslavery congressmen passed gag rules to pre-
vent the reading of those petitions in Congress.

John Quincy Adams ignored the gag rules and read the petitions. He
also introduced an amendment to abolish slavery. Proslavery congressmen
tried to stop him. Such efforts, however, only weakened the proslavery
cause by showing them to be opponents of free speech.
Adams also defended a group of Africans who had
rebelled on the slave ship Amistad. He successfully argued
their case before the U.S. Supreme Court in 1841, and in
1842, the Africans returned home.

Eyewitnesses to Slavery
Two moving abolitionist speakers, Frederick Douglass
and Sojourner Truth, spoke from their own experience
of slavery. Douglass’s courage and talent at public speak-
ing won him a career as a lecturer for the Massachusetts
Anti-Slavery Society. Poet James Russell Lowell said of
him, “The very look and bearing of Douglass are an irre-
sistible logic against the oppression of his race.”

People who opposed abolition spread rumors that the
brilliant speaker could never have been a slave. To prove
them wrong, in 1845 Douglass published an autobiog-
raphy that vividly narrated his slave experiences.
Afterwards, he feared recapture by his owner, so he left
America for a two-year speaking tour of Great Britain
and Ireland. When Douglass returned, he bought his
freedom. He began to publish an antislavery newspaper.

Sojourner Truth also began life enslaved. Originally
named Isabella, Sojourner Truth was born in New York
State. In 1827, she fled her owners and went to live with
Quakers, who set her free. They also helped her win a
court battle to recover her young son. He had been sold
illegally into slavery in the South. A devout Christian,
Truth changed her name in 1843 to reflect her life’s
work: to sojourn (or stay temporarily in a place) and
“declare the truth to the people.” Speaking for abolition,
she drew huge crowds throughout the North.
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FREDERICK DOUGLASS

1817–1895

Douglass, born Frederick Bailey,
was the son of a black mother
and a white father. When he
was eight, his owner sent him to
be a servant for the Auld family.
Mrs. Auld defied state law and
taught young Frederick to read.

At the age of 16, Douglass
returned to the plantation as a
field hand. He endured so many
whippings he later wrote, “I was
seldom free from a sore back.”

In 1838, he escaped to the
North by hopping a train with a
borrowed pass. To avoid recap-
ture, he changed his last name.

How did Mrs. Auld
unknowingly help Douglass
become an abolitionist
leader? Explain.

A. Drawing
Conclusions How
would the
Grimké sisters’
background help
them as aboli-
tionist speakers?
A. Possible
Response They
could give eyewit-
ness testimony of
the horrors of
slavery.

B. Possible
Responses Both
were former
slaves; both were
good speakers.

B. Comparing
How were
Frederick
Douglass and
Sojourner Truth
similar as 
abolitionists?



The Underground Railroad
Some abolitionists wanted to do more than campaign for laws ending
slavery. Some brave people helped slaves escape to freedom along the
Underground Railroad. Neither underground nor a railroad, the
Underground Railroad was actually an aboveground series of escape
routes from the South to the North. On these routes, runaway slaves
traveled on foot. They also took wagons, boats, and trains.

Some enslaved persons found more unusual routes to freedom. For
example, Henry Brown persuaded a white carpenter named Samuel A.
Smith to pack him in a wooden box and ship him to Philadelphia. The
box was only two and one half feet deep, two feet wide, and three feet
long. It bore the label “This side up with care.” Despite the label, Brown
spent several miserable hours traveling head down. At the end of about
24 hours, Henry “Box” Brown climbed out of his box a free man in
Philadelphia. Brown eventually made his way to Boston and worked on
the Underground Railroad.

On the Underground Railroad, the runaways usually
traveled by night and hid by day in places called sta-
tions. Stables, attics, and cellars all served as stations. At
his home in Rochester, New York, Frederick Douglass
hid up to 11 runaways at a time.

Harriet Tubman
The people who led the runaways to freedom were
called conductors. One of the most famous conductors
was Harriet Tubman. Born into slavery in Maryland,
the 13-year-old Tubman once tried to save another
slave from punishment. The angry overseer fractured
Tubman’s skull with a two-pound weight. She suffered
fainting spells for the rest of her life but did not let that
stop her from working for freedom. In 1849, Tubman
learned that her owner was about to sell her. Instead,
she escaped. She later described her feelings as she
crossed into the free state of Pennsylvania: “I looked at

my hands to see if I was the same person now that I
was free. There was such a glory over everything.”

After her escape, Harriet Tubman made 19
dangerous journeys to free enslaved persons.

The tiny woman carried a pistol to frighten
off slave hunters and medicine to quiet cry-
ing babies. Her enemies offered $40,000
for her capture, but no one caught her. “I
never run my train off the track and I
never lost a passenger,” she proudly

declared. Among the people she saved
were her parents.

D. Possible
Responses They
knew how bad
slavery was; they
felt grateful to
the people who
helped them and
wanted to repay
that kindness by
helping others.

D. Forming and
Supporting
Opinions Why
do you think
escaped slaves
such as Brown,
Douglass, and
Tubman risked
their lives to help
free others?

C. Reading a Map
The map on page
447 shows the
routes of the
Underground
Railroad. Notice
that most of
these routes led
to Canada.

THE UNDERGROUND
RAILROAD

In 1996, historian Anthony
Cohen took six weeks to travel
from Maryland to Canada.
Cohen followed the paths run-
away slaves had taken 150 years
earlier. He is shown below arriv-
ing in Canada.

Cohen walked, sometimes as
much as 37 miles in a day. He
also hitched rides on trains and
canal boats.

About those long-ago slaves
fleeing toward the hope of
freedom, Cohen said, “They had
no choice. . . . Nobody would do
this if they didn’t have to.”



Reformers’ Hall of Fame

Women Reformers Face Barriers
Other women besides the Grimké sisters and Sojourner Truth were abo-
litionists. Two of these were Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.
Mott and Stanton were part of an American delegation that attended the
World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840. These women had
much to say about their work. Yet when they tried to enter the conven-
tion, they were not allowed to do so. Men angrily claimed that it was not
a woman’s place to speak in public. Instead, the women had to sit silent
behind a heavy curtain.

To show his support, William Lloyd Garrison joined them. He said,
“After battling so many long years for the liberties of African slaves, I
can take no part in a convention that strikes down the most sacred rights
of all women.”

Stanton applauded Garrison for giving up his chance to speak on abo-
lition, the cause for which he had fought so long. “It was a great act of
self-sacrifice that should never be forgotten by women.”

However, most people agreed with the men who said that women
should stay out of public life. Women in the 1800s enjoyed few legal or
political rights. They could not vote, sit on juries, or hold public office.
Many laws treated women—especially married women—as children.
Single women enjoyed some freedoms, such as being able to manage
their own property. But in most states, a husband controlled any prop-
erty his wife inherited and any wages she might earn.

As the convention ended, Stanton and Mott decided it was time to
demand equality for women. They made up their minds to hold a con-
vention for women’s rights when they returned home.
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Vocabulary
delegation: a
group that 
represents a
larger group

Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman

Truth spoke out for both abolition and
women’s rights. Tubman risked her life
leading people to freedom on the
Underground Railroad.

Lucretia Mott and Susan B. Anthony

An abolitionist, Mott also helped lead the
movement for women’s rights. Anthony
fought for women’s suffrage into the 20th
century.

Even after being threatened
with hanging, Garrison 
continued to publish his
antislavery newspaper, 
The Liberator.

William Lloyd Garrison



The Seneca Falls Convention
Stanton and Mott held the Seneca Falls Convention
for women’s rights in Seneca Falls, New York, on July 19
and 20, 1848. The convention attracted between 100
and 300 women and men, including Frederick Douglass.

Before the meeting opened, a small group of planners
debated how to present their complaints. One woman
read aloud the Declaration of Independence. This
inspired the planners to write a document modeled on
it. The women called their document the Declaration of
Sentiments and Resolutions. Just as the Declaration of
Independence said that “All men are created equal,” the
Declaration of Sentiments stated that “All men and
women are created equal.” It went on to list several
complaints or resolutions. Then it concluded with a
demand for rights.

A VOICE FROM THE PAST

Now, in view of this entire disenfranchisement [denying the
right to vote] of one-half the people of this country, their
social and religious degradation—in view of the unjust laws
above mentioned, and because women do feel themselves
aggrieved, oppressed, and fraudulently deprived of their
most sacred rights, we insist that they have immediate
admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to
them as citizens of the United States.

Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, 1848

Every resolution won unanimous approval from the
group except suffrage, or the right to vote. Some
argued that the public would laugh at women if they
asked for the vote. But Elizabeth Cady Stanton and
Frederick Douglass fought for the resolution. They

argued that the right to vote would give women political power that
would help them win other rights. The resolution for suffrage won by a
slim margin.

The women’s rights movement was ridiculed. In 1852, the New York
Herald poked fun at women who wanted “to vote, and to hustle with the
rowdies at the polls” and to be men’s equals. The editorial questioned
what would happen if a pregnant woman gave birth “on the floor of
Congress, in a storm at sea, or in the raging tempest of battle.”

Continued Calls for Women’s Rights
In the mid-1800s, three women lent powerful voices to the growing
women’s movement. Sojourner Truth, Maria Mitchell, and Susan B.
Anthony each offered a special talent.

In 1851, Sojourner Truth rose to speak at a convention for women’s
rights in Ohio. Some participants hissed their disapproval. Because
Truth supported the controversial cause of abolition, they feared her
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ELIZABETH CADY STANTON

1815–1902

Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s first
memory was the birth of a sister
when she was four. So many peo-
ple said, “What a pity it is she’s a
girl!” that Stanton felt sorry for
the new baby. She later wrote, “I
did not understand at that time
that girls were considered an
inferior order of beings.”

When Stanton was 11, her only
brother died. Her father said, “Oh,
my daughter, I wish you were a
boy!” That sealed Stanton’s deter-
mination to prove that girls were
just as important as boys.

How did Stanton’s childhood
experiences motivate her to
help other people besides
herself?

E. Using Primary
Sources Why did
the women at
the Seneca Falls
Convention
believe they
deserved rights
and privileges?
E. Possible
Responses
because they
make up half the
population;
because they are
citizens of the
United States



appearance would make their own cause less popular. But Truth won
applause with her speech that urged men to grant women their rights.

A VOICE FROM THE PAST

I have heard much about the sexes being equal. I can carry as much as any
man, and can eat as much too, if I can get it. I am as strong as any man. . . . If
you have woman’s rights give it to her and you will feel better. You will have
your own rights, and they won’t be so much trouble.

Sojourner Truth, quoted by Marius Robinson, convention secretary

The scientist Maria Mitchell fought for women’s equality by helping
to found the Association for the Advancement of Women. Mitchell was
an astronomer who discovered a comet in 1847. She became the first
woman elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Susan B. Anthony was a skilled organizer
who worked in the temperance and antislavery
movements. She built the women’s movement
into a national organization. Anthony argued
that a woman must “have a purse [money] of her
own.” To this end, she supported laws that
would give married women rights to their own
property and wages. Mississippi passed the first
such law in 1839. New York passed a property
law in 1848 and a wages law in 1860. By 1865,
29 states had similar laws. (Anthony also fought
for suffrage. See Chapter 22.)

But women’s suffrage stayed out of reach until
the 1900s, and the U.S. government did not fully
abolish slavery until 1865. As you will read in the
next chapter, the issue of slavery began to tear
the nation apart in the mid-1800s.
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2. Using Graphics
On a time line like the one
below, record significant indi-
viduals and events in the his-
torical development of the
abolition movement.

Why does the time line end
in 1865?

3. Main Ideas
a. Why were freedom of
speech and freedom of the
press important to the aboli-
tionist movement?

b. What were Frederick
Douglass’s contributions to
the abolitionist movement?

c. What were Elizabeth Cady
Stanton’s contributions to the
women’s rights movement?

4. Critical Thinking
Drawing Conclusions
Why do you think that many
of the people who fought 
for abolition also fought for
women’s rights?

THINK ABOUT
• why they opposed slavery
• the social and economic

position of women
• what the two causes had

in common

1. Terms & Names
Explain the

significance of:
• abolition
• Frederick Douglass
• Sojourner Truth
• Underground Railroad
• Harriet Tubman
• Elizabeth Cady

Stanton
• Seneca Falls

Convention
• suffrage

Section Assessment

ACTIVITY OPTIONS

TECHNOLOGY
DRAMA

With a partner, act out a meeting between a reformer from Section 3 and one
from Section 4. Videotape their conversation or perform it for the class.

4

This drawing
shows a husband
and wife fighting
over who will
“wear the pants
in the family”—
that is, who will
rule the
household.

18651807
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