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ABSTRACT 
 
 Foucault’s argument in the short work “Of Other Spaces” suggests that rhetoric 

can be defined as how language is used to create and foster power inequities in 

hierarchical systems.  Further, rhetoric enables individuals or groups to gain credibility 

and mobility within those systems—and to deny that same credibility and mobility to 

others.  The nineteenth and early twentieth century was a period of transition for women, 

particularly middle- and upper-class white women.  During this time, activist activities 

conducted by and on behalf of women were considered a threat to U.S. society. As a 

result, rhetoric was used with the intention of limiting American women’s credibility and 

mobility. 

Although women had always been considered physiologically and intellectually 

inferior, diagnoses with a variety of “female-only” ailments became more common in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  For men threatened by women’s increasing 

political activism, this became a very effective method of arguing that women should be 

denied access to power.   Because women were considered outside of the structure of 

society by virtue of a physiological state they were unable to change, then by definition 

women could only be regulated, and never regulate.  Moreover, the postbellum expansion 

of civil society into a mass-market structure was an extremely efficient means of 

distributing that message. 

 In this work, I use Foucault’s “science of discipline” as the heuristic to analyze 

these debates.  Foucault lists numerous categories and subcategories that can fall under 
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the science of discipline—far too many to productively and coherently apply here.  

Therefore, I have modified the science of discipline into a four-pronged process. 

Applying this heuristic to the definition of rhetoric put forth here, I argue in this work 

that the medical profession, the magazine industry, and activist women engaged in 

dialogue with one another within the context of the suffrage movement.  I argue that 

these specialized discourses responded to and built upon ideological allegiances, both 

explicitly and implicitly, to address the issue of woman’s place in society—the “woman 

question.”  
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1. INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS “THE WOMAN 
QUESTION”? 

Hysteria, of all mental diseases, has occupied the interest of medical writers since 

medical writing began. Throughout these millennia, the concepts of its nature, origin, 

symptoms, and management have undergone many and radical changes.—Ilza Veith, 

Hysteria: The History of a Disease 

 

“Power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substantial part of itself. Its success 

is proportional to its ability to hide its own mechanisms”—Foucault, History of Sexuality 
Volume I 
 

“Certain commodities are sold in the legal marketplace for which the expected use is 

either illegal or socially unacceptable. Marketing of these goods, therefore, requires 

camouflaging of the design purpose in a verbal or visual rhetoric that conveys to the 

knowledgeable consumer the item’s selling points without actually endorsing its socially 

prohibited uses”—Rachel P. Maines, “Socially Camouflaged Technologies” 

Introduction: Does my Passion for my Research Constitute 
Hysteria? 

 
When I was a Master’s student, I worked as a section editor for a student 

newspaper called The Independent Journal. The theme for our Valentine’s Day issue one 

year was “The Stimulus Package.” For this issue, I was assigned an article on “personal” 

stimulus. In my search for credible sources whose claims went beyond titillation or 

hearsay, a colleague referred me to Rachel P. Maines’s seminal (pun intended) 

contribution to the Johns Hopkins Studies in the History of Technology series. In this 

academic work, entitled The Technology of Orgasm: “Hysteria,” the Vibrator, and 

Women’s Sexual Satisfaction, she traces the development, application, 

commercialization, relative disappearance, and later resurfacing of the vibrator. When I 

read the book, I was taken completely by surprise. I’d had no idea of the lengthy history 

of the device.  
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Of course, I knew women’s sexuality had been a contentious issue “since the 

beginning of time,” but my perception (similar to our own Composition students’ 

reactions when asked about women’s issues or race issues) was that debates over such 

issues had been settled, and that everyone was “open-minded” now (whatever that 

means). Thus, I assumed that while the historical background in my article would be as 

new to my readers as it was to me, interest in and acceptance of that history would be 

unanimous. Instead, I was shocked and dismayed to find myself in a written sparring 

match with another female writer for the paper. This regular contributor accused me of 

being a “bitter, dried-up, man-hating lesbian” for discussing these issues in a public 

forum. She argued that only a “frigid man-hating bitch” like me would suggest that 

vibrators had oppressive beginnings or advocate that women reclaim the devices on their 

own terms, for their own pleasure. Additionally, a male reader left vituperative comments 

on the online version of our publication, saying “You're [sic] article was senseless, 

pointless and I really don't think we care about your ‘jacking off’ habits!” However, my 

total misjudgment of society’s attitudes towards these devices only sharpened my 

academic curiosity. Where did these intolerances come from, how prevalent were they, 

and what underlying ideologies did they reflect? Maines’ Technology of Orgasm 

suggested one possible place to begin my research: hysteria. 

An American doctor developed the vibrator in 1869 to treat this “female 

disorder[s]” (Winks and Semans 91-2). Later, hysteria was co-opted by the general public 

and divorced from its original context, something that has happened to other “clinical” 

medical terms such as idiot, imbecile, and moron as designations for specific IQ ranges. 
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The public’s concept of hysteria is “behavior exhibiting overwhelming or unmanageable 

fear or emotional excess” (Merriam-Webster’s 572). However, the primary definition is 

also the clinical one: “a psychoneurosis marked by emotional excitability and 

disturbances of the psychic, sensory, vasomotor, and visceral functions” (Merriam-

Webster’s 572). This definition persists despite the fact that hysteria has not been 

considered a clinical term since the 1950s. There is nothing in the medical definition 

itself to mark it as a strictly woman’s disease, nor in the secondary definition as strictly a 

feminine trait. However, there is a general sense among the public that it is a feminine 

trait to be hysterical.  

The reason for this association becomes clear when we examine the word’s 

linguistic ancestry: Latin, hystericus; Greek, hysterikos; French, hystera. All of these 

words mean womb; for example, a hysterectomy involves the removal of a woman’s 

uterus. As this linguistic tracing indicates, the word stems from “the Greek notion that 

hysteria was peculiar to women and caused by disturbances of the uterus” (Merriam-

Webster 572). The rhetoric surrounding hysteria and the vibrators used for treatment has 

always been inconsistent and contradictory. Particularly within the medical profession, 

we witness a seemingly oppressive truth. However, this truth is also repressed to such an 

extent that I had difficulty finding explicit mention of vibrators within medical literature.  

 I began exploring this medical literature during my second semester as a PhD 

student in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English (RCTE). To my surprise, I 

unexpectedly found myself in despair of finding the misogynistic, biased, and cruel 

literature I had assumed would leap off the shelves into my newly feminist hands. Nearly 
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everything I came across demonstrated a liberal view of sexuality. Where was the 

oppression? The readily available liberal opinions I found instead seemed to lend 

credence to many men’s claims that women were never really all that oppressed to begin 

with. However, a library search query eventually led me to our school’s science library. 

Then I discovered how far from a truth we were—not just in time, but also in space. The 

science library is located two buildings away from the main library and contains older 

“outdated” volumes. Some of these volumes are so old that they are still organized under 

the old Dewey Decimal System. In addition, these selections are hidden in electronic 

bookshelves called “compact shelving,” advertising their relative disuse.  

Once I found the aisle I wanted, I pressed a button and a curtain of books parted 

before me. I was excited by the possibility that, in a scientific library, perhaps I would 

find a wider variety of medical opinions from the time period I was researching. Indeed I 

did. There, tellingly sandwiched between “Cerebral Palsy” and “Mental Retardation,” I 

found what I was looking for. Virtually all of the books had the word “hysteria” or 

“neuroses” in the title. Thus began my long-term interest, not simply in the history of this 

disease, but also in how the rhetoric surrounding hysteria as a disease and the technology 

used to treat it, the vibrator, reveal a possible truth about our past. Far from a simple tale 

of oppression, hysteria is part of a complex tapestry of rhetorical construction and 

replication of gender roles. Many different groups and individuals—of both genders—

carried out this construction and replication for a variety of purposes. However, the 

rhetorical actions of these parties all directly impacted women’s lived experience over 

time. 
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Arrangement of This Work 

 
Numerous contemporary scholars have conducted insightful and valuable analysis 

on the construction of womanhood during the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

However, a void exists where the motivations of medical professionals, magazine editors 

and advertisers, and political activists intersect and overlap. I argue that this intersection 

had a direct impact on women’s biological, social, and economic agency and is therefore 

of rhetorical interest. Of course, I cannot create a truly comprehensive historical portrait 

or present an ultimate Truth. Instead, I aim to present one interpretation of the past by 

judiciously selecting key junctures within a century of change (1830-1930) and analyzing 

specific rhetorical trends evidenced by the medical, social, and political spheres. 

Therefore, I have divided the body chapters chronologically into three main historical 

periods: the antebellum, postbellum, and suffrage periods. In each of the three body 

chapters I will address the ways in which the medical, social, and political spheres 

provided forums in which “normalcy” could be not only determined, but also 

regulated/replicated during the time periods discussed. 

During the time period I explore in this work, white well-to-do women took 

advantage of social and political opportunities for self-expression and collective action in 

an effort to gain suffrage, higher education, and entry into the workforce. Cultural 

anxieties surrounding these activities were referred to in the nineteenth century with the 

blanket phrase “the woman question.” Individuals and groups within the medical 

profession and the popular and political spheres used language to address “the woman 

question” in ways that affected the lived experience of these women. In this work, I 



 17

conduct historical research and examine how these groups used language to link the 

perceived physiological and intellectual capabilities of women with the rights and 

responsibilities of United States citizenship. I begin just prior to the Civil War in the 

1830s and analyze sources from medical journals, high circulation women’s magazines, 

and political speeches that engage these issues, ending with the 1920s just after the 

nineteenth amendment was passed. I argue that the groups mentioned above engaged in 

deliberate intertextual relationships, borrowed each other’s language, and relied on each 

other’s credibility and authority to advance their various goals regarding the place of 

women in society. I can therefore read texts produced by these groups with and against 

one another to provide complex understandings of how anxieties over “the woman 

question” were expressed and addressed. 

Foucault asserts that if society addressed anxieties regarding sexuality through 

repression, as is the common perception, then the poorer classes would experience the 

most pressure to align themselves with dominant ideals (History of Sexuality Volume I 

120). Instilling the poor with such ideologies would be the most expedient way for a 

society to exploit its labor force. Yet, Foucault points out that what we actually find is the 

opposite. Even in the seventeenth century, prominent physicians such as Dr. Thomas 

Sydenham observed that the only females who didn’t exhibit signs of hysteria were those 

who were common laborers (Maines, Technology 31). Sydenham’s observation suggests 

that hysteria was primarily observed in middle-to upper-class women who didn’t have to 

work outside the home. The electromechanical vibrator was also marketed to middle-

class women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century United States. This 
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marketing strategy supports Foucault’s claim that the middle and upper classes were 

regulated most strictly by social norms (History of Sexuality Volume I 120).  

Women began speaking and debating in public forums more frequently with the 

beginning of the abolition movement and they continued to do so during the suffrage 

movement. Both women and men almost always addressed issues of a female public 

speaker’s virtue when discussing women’s participation in public spaces. Near the end of 

the nineteenth century, other public spaces such as the high-circulation women’s 

magazines functioned as forums where ideas of “normalcy” could be regulated/ 

replicated. This regulation/replication manifested themselves both in terms of influential 

editors’ discussion of social issues and in terms of medical endorsements in 

advertisements. In fact, magazines served double duty: selling the products within what 

were increasingly advertisement-driven publications, and promoting the middle-class 

values associated with these products. Those promoting such values effectively expanded 

markets for the products by marketing middle-class consumerism. In fact, magazines and 

advertisements influenced women’s opinions on issues such as gender roles, and thus 

effectively blurred the line between public and private spheres for the target audience of 

middle-class readers. As noted previously, this was the same class being diagnosed with 

hysteria in rapidly growing numbers. I will draw both primary and contemporary sources 

in order to examine how these magazines address these medical concerns. 

Hysteria coincided with the height of the suffrage movement. This, however, is 

not a coincidence. The ways in which doctors constructed hysteria in specialized medical 

journals and in endorsements for products advertised in women’s magazines suggests that 
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hysteria functioned as an attempt to contain/constrain women within narratives of their 

diseased psyche. Therefore, I will examine how women represented themselves and their 

gender in speeches given on behalf of political and social organizations agitating on 

behalf of woman suffrage and other issues. I am also interested in the various forums in 

which men responded to the perceived societal and political “threat” presented by 

women’s agitation for equal rights. Finally, I will examine the dialogue between forums 

controlled by men and those controlled by women on these issues.  

Particularly, I am interested in discovering how (and whether) middle- to upper-

class women who made up the typical suffragist demographic represented themselves in 

ways that made themselves vulnerable to representation by opposing groups. For 

example, Scanlon’s list of criteria for the average suffragist includes “young, white, 

single, educated, civic minded women” (119). She notes that some of these typical 

suffragists were opposed to the idea of “immigrant, African-American, and working-class 

white women” being enfranchised (119). Prominent members of the movement such as 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Carrie Chapman Catt endorsed such views. These prejudices 

are part of the reason that the women’s rights movement didn’t join forces with the 

abolitionists on the issue of enfranchisement. In fact, one of the biggest obstacles to the 

progress of the woman suffrage movement was its potential to erase the distinction 

between upper-, middle-, and lower-class individuals. Nan Johnson argues that the few 

publications championing “excellent” or “eminent” women speakers represented 

themselves as “white, middle-class, Americans who not only wanted the essential 

stability of gender roles to remain the same, but who were also highly invested in holding 
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onto a raced icon of the ideal American woman” (115). I will argue that suffragists’ 

inability to unify their movement across class and racial lines both cut them off from 

potential sources of support for the movement and made them vulnerable to 

representation by other groups, such as the medical profession and mass-market 

publications. 

Opportunities for Women Antebellum 

 
As authors such as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, A. Cheree Carlson, and Nan Johnson 

have noted, prior to the Civil War women increasingly began to participate in collective 

action in the support of causes such as the moral reform movement and abolition. 

However, women’s efforts on behalf of these causes were hindered by their lack of 

political agency. They were unable to vote for the changes they wished to see. The moral 

reform movement in the early nineteenth century was one such cause; its aim was to 

protect women from abuse by men who abused alcohol and from the evils of prostitution. 

However, the heart of the movement’s ideology was the idea that individual women were 

incapable of protecting themselves. This ideology led to a paradox since it suggested that 

women were incapable of spearheading their own movement. 

Communications scholar A. Cheree Carlson, in “Creative Casuistry and Feminist 

Consciousness: The Rhetoric of Moral Reform,” explores moral reform as a possible 

precursor of contemporary feminism, despite the movement’s conservative nature:  

In the case of moral reform, women were caught between traditional roles 

that taught them to accept the social order and their knowledge that 
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agitation was necessary. Thus, their rhetoric had to find a way to balance 

these conflicting demands. (21) 

Thus women active in the movement attempted to evoke images of piety and 

domesticity—all while they wrote journals, opened “women’s homes” to prevent young 

women from the poverty that so often led to prostitution, and circulated petitions to state 

legislatures. However, ultimately the movement fizzled. Carlson attributes this ending to 

the irony of women attempting to change a system from within when they had no power 

inside that system. She believes that this irony, combined with women’s increased efforts 

to speak out against anti-slavery sentiment, led to the dissolution of the movement. 

Campbell researches prominent women figures in the abolitionist movement: the 

Grimké sisters, Lucretia Coffin Mott, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. In her work Man 

Cannot Speak for Her, Campbell explores the irony between antebellum society’s 

perception that women were repositories of domestic morality, and the immediate and 

profound censure suffered by women who attempted to speak publicly about “what they 

saw as great moral wrongs” (10). Susan Zaeske also discusses the masculine backlash 

against women who attempted to speak publicly to audiences of mixed gender. Zaeske 

believes that this “promiscuous audience” controversy led in part to the dissolution of the 

moral reform movement and the close association of abolition with woman suffrage. In 

fact, she points out that this backlash was due not only to men’s arguments that women 

were intellectually and biologically inferior, but also on men’s character. Men portrayed 

women as seductive sirens who “would distract men from business and create 

‘ambiguity’ in decision-making” (Zaeske 193). Unfortunately for the moral reform 
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movement, the fact that men were supposedly so easily distracted from their “natural” 

logical state was apparently not held against them. 

However, it was this very backlash that led to an organized woman suffrage 

movement. Movement leaders responded to these allegations through a variety of 

rhetorical techniques. These techniques included addressing women’s rights on 

theological, logical, and social grounds. Each of these three approaches could also either 

antagonize or conform (or, in some cases, both) to the norms associated with 

womanhood. It is important to note that the goals of women participating in the suffrage 

movement differed. While some women wanted permanent social, political, and 

economic equality, others were only involved in the movement to advance the moral 

reform or abolition movements they saw as greater goals. During the Civil War, “women 

activists bent all their efforts toward supporting the Union cause [. . .] and toward 

abolishing slavery” (Campbell 4). However, despite the efforts of figures such as Lucy 

Stone, this unity dissolved when the Fourteenth Amendment was passed. The subsequent 

lack of cohesion within the suffrage movement left its members vulnerable to 

representation by other groups and cut them off from potential sources of support. 

Woman as Political and Economic Threat Postbellum 

 
 As discussed in the previous section, the women’s rights movement postbellum 

splintered into a variety of organizations, all pursuing their own causes (some, but not all 

of which, overlapped). Within reform organizations, these included the Woman’s 

Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and the National American Woman Suffrage 

Association (NAWSA). However, as Nan Johnson observes, “the great cause of abolition 



 23

that had propelled so many women to take to the lectern and to take pen in hand had 

passed, and the public rhetorical role of women was by no means secure” (20). Therefore, 

the debate surrounding the proper place for women in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century expanded into forums such as education. Women sought educational 

opportunities from a variety of sources during the late 1800s: institutionalized education, 

such as universities, and nonacademic rhetorical training, offered in women’s magazines 

and parlor manuals. 

With regards to institutionalized education, Conway provides evidence that 

women’s colleges had rhetorical curricula identical (or nearly so) to men’s colleges 

(209). Additionally, she points out that these institutions provided opportunities for 

politically active women to organize locally as well as participate in the suffragist 

movement at the state and national levels (216). I am not surprised that schools offering 

training in rhetoric, argumentation, oration, style, and journalism and which encouraged 

the organization of literary and debating societies produced pro-suffragists (Conway 212-

13, 215). However, while liberal campuses such as Oberlin eagerly integrated discussion 

of “the woman problem” into their curricula, conservative campuses such as Radcliffe 

addressed this political leaning gradually (and often reluctantly). Although “faculty and 

administrators were by no means unified in their individual encouragement of women as 

speakers or as potential voters,” students hotly debated the topic both in and out of the 

classroom (Conway 212). The fact that this debate occurred publicly served the ironic 

function of promoting the women’s movement regardless of the opinions of individuals 

involved in the debate. 
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The resurgence of parlor traditions of rhetoric served a similarly ironic function. 

Women interested in parlor traditions were almost always in charge of running the home. 

The authors of books promoting parlor traditions acknowledged that women served 

simultaneously as correspondents, accountants, and teachers addressing issues of 

morality and foundational education for their young children. However, these authors 

simultaneously asserted that the private sphere was the only acceptable forum for female 

expression: 

Advertising their contents as certain means of self-improvement while 

reinscribing conservative gender roles, parlor rhetorics offered Americans 

that enviable opportunity to believe that life could get better while staying 

essentially the same. (Johnson 32) 

Johnson claims that a desperate desire to return to normalcy after the horrors of the Civil 

War led to the increase in popularity of manuals promoting conservative ideals (27). Yet, 

the fact that women purchased these manuals implies that the men who produced them 

were aware of women as economic agents. They were, therefore, in a hurry to reroute 

women’s political agency toward self-improvement rather than the activism that 

characterized the first half of the nineteenth century (Johnson 70). 

 Women’s journals such as the Ladies’ Home Journal and Godey’s Lady’s Book 

also rose in popularity postbellum. Editors of these magazines targeted a new, middle-

class demographic of women with education, leisure time, and socioeconomic status 

(Scanlon 13). Yet these editors encouraged a conservative interpretation of women’s 

place—in the home (Scanlon 50). Two facts exacerbated this apparent irony. First, the 
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fact that career women participated in the magazine industry; Sarah Josepha Hale was the 

editor of the Book for forty years, which marked her quite clearly as a career woman. 

Second, these magazines’ increasingly relied on advertising rather than subscriptions in 

order to make a profit. This reliance served as an implicit admission that women were an 

economic force in the United States. The increasingly hostile stance that editors took on 

issues such as suffrage and work outside the home was an acknowledgment that women 

were a political threat, as well (Scanlon 82). Of course, editors hoped to pacify women by 

associating consumerism with power and replacing their desire for rights with a desire for 

goods. These issues came to a head as the transition to advertising-based economics led 

to a drop in price and a corresponding increase in circulation at the turn of the century, 

discussed more in the next section. 

The Threat Realized: The Twentieth Century and Woman Suffrage 

 
 In 1893, major women’s magazines revolutionized magazine economics. Garvey 

points to such magazines such as the Ladies’ Home Journal that “dropped their prices to 

ten cents, shifted the basis of their enterprise from sales to advertising, and began to 

achieve circulations in the hundreds of thousands” (9). Ohmann concurs, observing that 

during the 1890’s, four of the major magazines (Munsey’s, McClure’s, Ladies’ Home 

Journal, and Cosmopolitan) shifted the basis of their enterprise from sales to advertising, 

dropped their prices to ten cents, and began to achieve circulations above one million 

(25). This exponential decrease in price led to a similarly exponential increase in 

subscription rates, as women who could not afford “quality class” magazines such as 

Harper’s or The Atlantic Monthly suddenly found themselves able to afford monthly 
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publications. It was during this time that the suffrage movement was entering its final 

push before the 19th amendment was passed in 1920.  

 Suffrage demanded a renegotiation of gender roles, since the political power 

associated with a nationally sanctioned franchise was heretofore unknown and the 

consequences could not be predicted in advance. Scanlon puts the question thus:  

If women took on this additional responsibility—and additional political 

independence—would they abandon their kitchens and turn housekeeping 

into little more than a hobby? [. . .] editors, particularly Edward Bok, may 

have envisioned voting women literally walking away from their pots and 

pans and marching to Washington, never to return. (109-110)  

This image, which surely seemed very threatening to men of the time, led these men to 

“defend their traditional monopolization of the public platform and, by extension, of 

political power in general” (Zaeske 198). Zaeske believes that this cultural anxiety over 

men’s potential loss of power was at the heart of the “promiscuous audience” controversy 

during the abolition movement. Scanlon’s observation suggests that the aftereffects of 

this controversy clearly linger on into the suffrage movement. 

 For instance, as Johnson points out, the domestic sphere was painted as one in 

which women held ultimate sway, an influence that reached its pinnacle in a mother’s 

influence over her sons (121). The home, then, becomes a synecdoche for the nation, with 

women in their behind-the-scenes, invisible-yet-indispensible role in politics. In fact, 

Scanlon observes that anti-suffragists argued, “these women were not so much denied the 

vote [. . .] as they were excused from it” (119). Women likely to participate in the 
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suffrage movement were undeniably white, middle-class women who did not have to 

work outside the home. However, anti-suffrage rhetoric encouraged these women to see 

the home as a site of work in order to prevent them from seeking to be active outside it. 

Edward Bok, the editor of the Ladies’ Home Journal, was anti-suffrage, and his stance on 

the suffrage movement only became more explicit and aggressive over time. Eventually, 

he began to directly appeal to the idea that women could influence the world for the 

better without receiving the vote. He stated point-blank that “a girl may plan for herself 

the most dazzling of futures, but marriage and home are her destiny. That is eternal truth, 

and every woman knows it, no matter what she says” (qtd. in Scanlon 117). Johnson 

makes similar observations of conduct authors, who “made the then-appealing case that 

when domestic eloquence is properly deployed in the home, women can affect events that 

lie outside it” (54). Thus, anti-suffragist argument rested on the premise that women did 

not need to vote in order to change the nation’s course. 

Theoretical Framework 

 
In the last two decades, women’s issues have become an area of increasing 

scholarly activity within the field of rhetoric and composition. The significance of 

questions regarding the effect of medical, popular, and political rhetoric on women’s 

lived experience is clear to rhetorical scholars from a historical standpoint, as well as 

from a standpoint of establishing a framework through which to examine more 

contemporary manifestations of similar issues. Yet consensus regarding how to go about 

doing so has not been reached; the various methodologies being employed in these efforts 

continue to undergo scrutiny and negotiation, particularly because, in many cases, 
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women’s voices have been silenced, distorted, and/or muted by the dominant, largely 

patriarchal society in which they existed.  

Rachel P. Maines notes that there was a significant increase in diagnoses of 

hysteria during the latter half of the nineteenth century, describing it as an apparent 

“epidemic” (Technology 46). Questions I am interested in answering, then, include the 

following: in what ways can this increase be read as a medicalized response to issues that 

scholars such as Johnson, Campbell, Kates, and others explore—issues regarding the 

political power gained by the suffrage and abolitionist movements prior to and during the 

Civil War? Beyond those explored by Garvey, in what ways did political, social, and 

economic independence serve as a metaphor for sexual control and prowess, and vice 

versa? In what ways did representations of the electromechanical vibrator in its capacity 

as a treatment for hysteria go beyond the issues explored by Maines and serve to reify, 

challenge, or otherwise engage with issues surrounding the rights and responsibilities 

associated with women’s suffrage, education, and entry into the workforce? And, of 

course, what is gained—and, possibly, lost—by interpreting the events of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries with these foci?  

My historical research is motivated by activist concerns about women’s lived 

experience in the here and now, and the foundations laid by this articulation can also 

serve as a framework for examining contemporary issues. When selecting primary 

sources, I will pay special attention to the context in which they existed. I will use Vicki 

Tolar Collins’ material rhetoric to guide this selection. Her methodology will enable me 

to pay attention not only to the articles, advertisements, and political speeches in 
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question, but also to the conversations—both implicit and explicit—of which those 

materials are a part. To analyze those materials, I will use Foucault’s “science of 

discipline” to explore how (and whether) his concepts of spatialization, minute control of 

activity, detailed hierarchies, and normalizing judgment were used to regulate and 

replicate ideologies of womanhood. Finally, I will complicate that analysis by articulating 

the ways in which these categories—though apparently rigid and discrete—were actually 

dynamic, taking place as they did through multiple practices and within numerous 

structures. These methodologies are discussed in more detail in the following 

subsections. 

Selection of Primary Sources 

 
In her 1999 article “The Speaker Respoken: Material Rhetoric as Feminist 

Methodology,” Vicki Tolar Collins outlines one way to use rhetorical inquiry to rewrite 

women into the history of rhetoric. She claims that because women’s lives are so often 

regulated by the discourse of others, “who is speaking and who controls the materiality of 

the message matters very much—culturally, rhetorically, and ethically” (545). For this 

reason, Collins focuses her inquiry on “the material elements of [. . .] production and 

distribution, with particular attention to how publishing decisions and practices affect 

ethos as it functions in women’s texts and women’s reading” (546). Material rhetoric is 

the methodology she uses to conduct this inquiry. Collins’ definition of material rhetoric 

consists of examining the original text, noting what was chosen for reproduction, and 

discovering who got to read the final product (547). Then the rhetorician can create a 

narrative to explain the relationships these investigations reveal. She also believes that 
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scholars should examine texts that are layered “over and around the original text” in order 

to get a better sense of context (547). Because I am examining advertisements in 

magazines, I must investigate this “rhetorical accretion” to establish the context in which 

those advertisements appear. 

Though Collins’ main focus was the recovery of her chosen subject, she presents 

her research as an example of the methodology of material rhetoric. She lists her driving 

questions for the benefit of other researchers conducting recovery efforts: 

In what community was the writer writing? In what historical and political 

situation? To what audiences? For what rhetorical purpose? [. . .] Did 

publishers change or remain constant? What other texts were published by 

the same publisher(s)? [. . .] Whose needs were being met by the text in 

that society? Of what larger conversations is this text a part? (551) 

She asks these questions because “texts which reach publication (unlike those which are 

suppressed) have often carried an ideology the publishing authority wanted to preserve 

and propagate, particularly to other women” (551). My work will analyze the ideologies 

demonstrated in the work of people within the medical profession, the high-circulation 

magazine industry, and political movements. Their responses to cultural anxieties made 

“the woman question” complex and interdisciplinary because they both responded to 

existing rhetorical situations (Bitzer) and created rhetorical situations in order to respond 

to them (Vatz). 

I will use primary sources from these three groups to draw attention to practices 

that are, as Butler might say, “embodied” within their belief systems. I will also 
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investigate how the language used by people occupying these different spheres affected 

women’s ability to enter public spaces with conviction and authority. This means, of 

course, that I must situate the material selected for my study contextually. For example, 

journal articles within the medical profession suggest different “camps,” each camp 

describing hysteria and its treatment differently. Medical professionals do not state 

explicitly whether women sought treatment for hysteria of their own volition or whether 

they were referred to doctors by their husbands or through some other means. However, 

the fact that women purchased vibrators willingly, albeit with their husbands’ 

knowledge/permission, suggests that the label of hysteric and the treatment associated 

with it was not always perceived as negative. High-circulation magazines were aimed at a 

demographic of women who prided themselves on their image as consumers, so 

advertisements for vibrators must have also carried some positive associations. The 

ability to address these issues will guide my selection of sources. Then I will apply 

Foucault’s “science of discipline” to these sources, and finally acknowledge the 

complexity of the relationships between the three groups. 

Heuristic for Analysis 

 
 In Foucault’s short work “Of Other Spaces,” he asserts that we are in an age of 

space rather than time. He believes that all societies categorize social behavior as 

acceptable or unacceptable. Foucault refers to socially unacceptable behavior with the 

term heterotopias. He argues that more primitive societies consist of “heterotopias of 

crisis,” which consist of “privileged or sacred or forbidden places that are reserved for the 

individual who finds himself in a state of crisis with respect to the society or the 
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environment in which he lives” (“Of Other Spaces” 353). Such heterotopias of crisis are 

temporal (adolescence, menstruation, old age) and, therefore, temporary. However, as 

societies developed, these heterotopias gradually ceased to function temporally. Instead, 

they began functioning categorically; this resulted in what Foucault calls “heterotopias of 

deviance.” Heterotopias of deviance might classify the same behavior in the same way as 

heterotopias of crisis. However, such heterotopias conceive of such behavior in terms of 

aberration from the norm rather than as a stage in time. A categorical classification also 

means that heterotopias are no longer automatically regarded as temporary. Rather, 

heterotopias of deviance necessitate the creation of regulatory mechanisms to bring those 

exhibiting unacceptable behavior back within the accepted pattern of society. 

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a period of transition between 

heterotopias of crisis and heterotopias of deviance (Foucault, “Of Other Spaces” 351). 

Previously, women were considered a threat to society during specific times, such as 

while menstruating or during and immediately after childbirth. Gradually, however, 

women began to be considered a threat to society as a result of their biological makeup. 

As Foucault points out, their bodies were “integrated into the sphere of medical practices, 

by reason of a pathology intrinsic to [them]” (History of Sexuality Volume I 104). 

Foucault’s argument suggests that rhetoric can be defined as how language is used to 

create and foster power inequities in hierarchical systems. Further, rhetoric enables 

individuals or groups to gain credibility and mobility within those systems—and to deny 

that same credibility and mobility to others. For men threatened by women’s increasing 

political activism, heterotopias of deviance became a very effective method of arguing 
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that women should be denied access to power. Because women were considered outside 

of the structure of society by virtue of a physiological state they were unable to change, 

then by definition women could only be regulated, and never regulate. Moreover, the 

postbellum expansion of civil society into a mass-market structure was an extremely 

efficient means of distributing that message. Thus, women were disenfranchised and 

without many other legal rights or access to the responsibilities of citizenship. 

 Access to particularly symbolic or historically significant displays of power and 

autonomy, such as the vote, can be conclusively determined at a particular moment in 

time. For example, in 1919 women could not vote; in 1920 they could. However, such 

observations do not reveal more subtle or innovative displays of power and autonomy. In 

this work I seek to gain a more nuanced rhetorical understanding of power by considering 

how specialized discourses within American society interacted over time. That is, women 

did not simply wake up in 1920 and have the right to vote. In order to gain that right, the 

majority of successful woman activists sought to portray themselves in ways that would 

appeal to the status quo. They knew that to do otherwise would prompt a defensive 

reaction counterproductive to their goal.  

Yet these women had to change the status quo enough over time to make large 

symbolic change (in the form of a Constitutional amendment) possible. Using the 

definition of rhetoric put forth here, I place the medical profession, the magazine 

industry, and political movements in dialogue with one another during the critical 

historical junctures of antebellum, postbellum, and the suffrage movement. I believe that 

these specialized discourses responded to and built upon ideological allegiances, both 



 34

explicitly and implicitly, to address the issue of woman’s place in society—the “woman 

question.” In order to make my analysis of the selected material the most productive, I 

will use Foucault’s “science of discipline” as the heuristic for all texts I have selected for 

analysis. Foucault lists numerous categories and subcategories that can fall under the 

science of discipline—far too many to productively and coherently apply here. Therefore, 

I have modified the science of discipline into a four-pronged heuristic. This heuristic 

reveals means by which women were excluded from democratic processes and prevented 

from gaining credibility and mobility within nineteenth and early twentieth century 

society. Because any social group must be considered credible in order to gain 

freedoms/mobility within society, in this work credibility + mobility = power. 

 The first prong of this modified heuristic is spatialization. As suggested by the 

heterotopias of deviance, spatialization is the idea that someone’s location indicates who 

and what they are: “each individual has his own place; and each place its individual. 

Avoid distributions in groups; break up collective dispositions; analyze confused, 

massive or transient pluralities” (Discipline and Punish 143). Foucault suggests that the 

ability to gather in or address groups is one method by which power (in this work defined 

as credibility and mobility) may be gained. Thus, when he discusses prisons, the 

separation of prisoners into individual cells and the inability of prisoners to even see into 

cells other than their own is of paramount importance to the design.  

When I analyze texts, I will be paying attention to what spaces are identified; 

whether those spaces are considered appropriate or inappropriate for women; how 

language was used to grant or deny women access to particular spaces; how women’s 
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individual or group identities were created, fostered, or discouraged within specific 

spaces; and how women were moved (or encouraged to move) from inappropriate to 

appropriate spaces. For example, within the context of the “woman question,” women’s 

access to public spaces such as churches or public meeting halls had a direct impact on 

their ability to pursue collective action. Instead, men sought to relegate women to the 

home by providing them with solitary pleasures to pursue there. Such pleasures included 

the letter writing and conduct manuals studied by Johnson as well as the duties associated 

with marriage and motherhood discussed by Scanlon and Garvey. However, products 

such as the vibrator also provided pleasure while simultaneously reinscribing 

conservative understandings of women’s physiological capabilities.  

The second prong is minute control of activity. Foucault outlines specific 

techniques that can accomplish this control, but perhaps the most relevant to my work is 

the temporal elaboration of the act: “the act is broken down into its elements [. . .] to each 

movement are assigned a direction, an aptitude, a duration; their order of succession is 

prescribed. Time penetrates the body and with it all the meticulous controls of power” 

(Discipline and Punish 152). Although in this instance Foucault is referring to the set of 

actions by which a day in prison is governed, my work will focus on the set of actions by 

which a woman’s life is defined: i.e., childhood, courtship, marriage, and children.  

Within the context of the “woman question,” medical professionals, high-

circulation magazines, and activist women all advocate that women live as domestic a life 

as possible. For example, suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton used natural rights rhetoric to 

argue that women should be allowed to participate in the public sphere. However, she 



 36

also implied that women’s public sphere duties would make them better wives and 

mothers. Sarah Josepha Hale of Godey’s Lady’s Book, despite spending her life as a 

career woman, also advocated a domestic lifestyle to her readers. While many women 

argued that it was acceptable for women to blend public and private sphere duties, it was 

unacceptable to eschew private sphere duties altogether, despite Stanton’s claim that 

many women would never assume those duties. 

The third prong is detailed hierarchies. According to Foucault, a hierarchy is 

established when groups of people with more credibility and mobility keep watch over 

the level(s) below, in effect serving as a watchdog or barrier to mobility within the social 

system. He argues, “the exercise of discipline presupposes a mechanism that coerces by 

means of observation,” or surveillance (Discipline and Punish 171). The examples that 

Foucault gives are concrete; he describes the ways in which buildings such as prisons, 

hospitals, and schools are constructed to draw attention to the possibilities of 

surveillance. Just the possibility of surveillance reinforces hierarchies: “a perfect eye that 

nothing would escape and a center towards which all gazes would be turned” (Discipline 

and Punish 173). However, abstract hierarchies of rank can also be established.  

The greatest power differential exists between unlike categories (i.e., teacher and 

students, men and women). Power differentials can also be created within like categories 

(within the category of student, upper and lower classmen; within the category of woman, 

class, race, and educational differences). These power differentials between like 

categories can be exploited by the dominant category in the hierarchy in order to keep the 

subordinate category’s focus on competition within its own category rather than on the 
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power differential between the subordinate and dominant rank. Within the context of the 

“woman question,” high-circulation magazines focused on differences between women of 

different classes and races. Additionally, prominent members of the suffrage movement 

such as Carrie Chapman Catt and Elizabeth Cady Stanton echoed this focus in their own 

visions for the suffrage movement, despite Stanton’s call to erase differences between the 

categories of men and women, which she wanted to subsume under the category of 

citizen. 

The fourth prong, also the final prong for the purposes of this work, is 

normalizing judgment. As Foucault outlines, this process consists of continued analysis 

of whether the disciplined one deviates in any way from the previously established 

normality: “it was a question both of making the slightest departures from correct 

behavior subject to punishment [. . .] the whole indefinite domain of the non-conforming 

is punishable” (Discipline and Punish 178-9). According to Foucault, in order to best 

accomplish its goals, punishment must be corrective and have conformity as its goal. 

Punishment must also be part of a system that includes gratification when conformity is 

achieved (Discipline and Punish 179-80). In addition to creating unpleasant consequences 

for non-conformity, this system also encourages members of a hierarchy to self-correct in 

order to achieve gratification—which, for Foucault, is often synonymous with rank 

(Discipline and Punish 181). Eventually, conformity becomes a form of gratification in 

and of itself: hegemony.  

Again, Foucault primarily examines this function within spaces such as prisons or 

the military that are extremely formalized in terms of conformity and punishment, as well 
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as located in specifically designed physical spaces. However, this process can also be 

productively applied to less formal and physical spaces. Within the context of the 

“woman question,” what behavior conformity and deviance consist of seems fairly 

obvious: conformity consists of marriage and motherhood, whereas deviance consists of 

attempting to enter the public sphere as man’s equal. Fortunately for rhetorical scholars 

such as myself, the story is not that simple. In the case of the vibrator, for example, 

women could obtain an illicit pleasure (sexual gratification) while continuing to present 

the conformist face of wife and consumer to society and their husbands. The possibility 

of gratification for deviance that these devices provide indicates that normalizing 

judgment is not always as simple and easy as Foucault claims. With regards to the 

suffrage movement, the promise of delayed gratification—the vote—mitigated the 

immediate punishment in terms of social stigma applied to women speakers and activists. 

These activists’ decision to disregard short-term consequences in favor of long-term 

goals seriously undermined, and eventually overturned, society’s attempts to enforce 

conformity. 

Examining the Heuristic 

 
 However, many of the spaces, actions, and categories that Foucault outlines in 

this heuristic are binaries: sacred/profane, public/private, good/bad, normal/deviant, 

natural/unnatural. Judith Butler claims that feminism has failed in its purpose by 

subscribing to the very binary thinking that it attempts to subvert, such as the examples 

above. She believes that while we have no choice about the repetitive nature of gendered 

expression, we should instead concentrate on turning bodily surfaces into “the site of a 
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dissonant and denaturalized performance that reveals the performative status of the 

natural itself” (Gender Trouble 186). She believes, then, that no action is “natural” and 

therefore none can be “unnatural”—repetition is what gives us this illusion. However, 

those on the “good” and therefore powerful side of these binaries foster this repetition in 

order to reinforce the perceived “naturalness” of regulatory frames and to increase the 

compulsory nature and punitive consequence of refusing to adhere to them. Such 

constructions disguise and deflect attention from men’s concerns about how such changes 

in women’s social and citizenship status would disrupt those same men’s abilities to 

wield power they had traditionally held. In order to subvert political and social 

expectations of compulsory/normative/punitive heterosexuality, then, the relationships 

between the numerous groups involved in constructing and regulating these spaces, 

actions, and categories must be articulated. 

 Donna Haraway agrees, insisting on a networked ideology to replace binary 

thinking (“A Cyborg Manifesto”). She believes that even groups such as feminism(s) that 

attempt subversion cannot clarify their membership and/or goals in a cohesive way, but 

there is no reason to regard this as a weakness. Since there can be no natural standpoint, 

it is counter-productive to insist upon one. Instead, we should take pleasure in the 

confusion of boundaries and take responsibility for their construction. Therefore, once the 

heuristic questions are answered for each of the three metaphorical spaces in the time 

periods specified, each chapter will conclude by focusing on the relationships between 

the spaces, actions, and categories suggested by Foucault. Sometimes these relationships 

are explicit, such as when vibrator manufacturers use endorsements from medical 
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professionals to legitimize their products. Other times, they are implicit, such as in 

medical journals that manage to discuss hysteria and its treatment without mentioning the 

vibrator specifically. And women were negotiating these relationships by willingly 

consuming products that were advertised in high-circulation, public forums. This 

negotiation suggests that while medical professionals, vibrator manufacturers, and 

magazine editors may have intended hysteria as a form of surveillance of and control 

over women, this cannot have been entirely true. 

Summary Thus Far 

 
Cultural anxieties over the female character intensified with women’s expanded 

presence in the public sphere, beginning in the early nineteenth century with the abolition 

movement and culminating in the decade following the passing of the Nineteenth 

Amendment in 1920. In fact, as Nan Johnson reminds us, this anxiety was frequently 

referred to as the “woman question” in the postbellum U.S. (2). This issue was raised by 

various groups of people, in various forums, as part of an attempt to reinforce traditional 

gender roles and channel women’s political aspirations into both social projects 

concerned with benevolent social improvement, and also more individual projects of self-

improvement. A significant body of primary and secondary material exists on the 

political activities and implications of the abolition and suffrage movements. This work 

aims to add to this body of knowledge by adding the medical profession and the 

advertising industry to the equation and presenting a networked analysis of the rhetoric of 

gender representation within and across these groups. 
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 During the century from 1830-1930, American society was not attempting to 

maximize its economic, intellectual, and political potential. More than that, however, it 

was actually attempting to prevent an entire segment of the population from contributing 

to that potential. This is consistent with Foucault’s observations about the nature of 

repression in History of Sexuality. Instead, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, society seemed bent on turning the controversial segment of the population—

women—into a passive market. This market could be exploited both as consumers and 

via the unpaid labor they contributed to their households, all without receiving any 

advantages associated with citizenship in return. Historical documents such as medical 

journals, magazine advertisements, and suffragist speeches reveal that both men and 

women were concerned with the same issue. That issue, of course, is whether or not 

women’s participation in social and political processes would negatively impact their 

physical and mental health, their social standing, or be beyond their intellectual 

capabilities. However, I believe that focus also served to deflect attention from men’s 

concerns about how changes in women’s citizenship status would disrupt those men’s 

abilities to wield power they had traditionally held. Such concerns, also demonstrated by 

suffragists who wanted to restrict the vote along race and class lines, demonstrate a zero-

sum understanding of power. 

To the contemporary eye, it seems counterintuitive that so much effort would be 

devoted to depriving society of the benefits that could be reaped from women’s full 

participation in the public sphere. Sadly, as Johnson observes, “male rhetorical power is 

rarely given up to women without institutionalized resistance” (12). In her own research 
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project, Johnson sets her sights on exploring the why and how behind the silencing of 

women rather than on individual women being silenced. I am applying my heuristic 

analysis to specific textual examples from three spheres within society (medical, popular, 

political) across three major time periods in American history (antebellum, postbellum, 

suffrage). This strategy will enable me to provide a complex, if partial, articulation of the 

ways in which rhetoric influences not only the abstract (i.e. gender representation) but 

also the lived experience of those who do not have the power to represent themselves. 
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2. OPPORTUNITIES FOR WOMEN ANTEBELLUM 
 
“Hysterization of women’s bodies [. . .] was a threefold process whereby the feminine 

body was analyzed—qualified and disqualified—as being thoroughly saturated with 

sexuality”—Foucault, History of Sexuality Volume I 
 

“I shall examine [. . .] androcentric definitions of sexuality and the construction of ideal 

female sexuality to fit them”—Rachel P. Maines, The Technology of Orgasm 

Introduction: Historical Overview 

 
 According to Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, in the early nineteenth century women who 

wanted “to end slavery, to attack the evils of alcohol abuse, and to improve the plight of 

prostitutes found themselves excluded from male reform organizations and attacked for 

involving themselves in concerns outside the home” (4). This increased moral sense was 

perhaps instilled by the recent Second Great Awakening, a religious movement that also 

decreased rigid hierarchies due to the informality created by outdoor gatherings and 

itinerant preachers (Zaeske 205). However, after the Second Great Awakening had ended, 

women had nowhere to direct their newfound moral sense because they were denied 

membership in male anti-slavery societies and shut out of other traditionally public 

spaces (Campbell 4).  

Activist women concluded that in order to be able to effectively advocate for 

other causes, they had to gain the mobility to move freely in public forums and the 

credibility to have their arguments taken seriously in those forums. Campbell believes 

that “because oppressed groups tend to develop passive personality traits, consciousness-

raising is an attractive communication style to people working for social change” (13). 

On the other hand, Susan Zaeske argues that particularly in the 1830s, activist women 
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speakers “employed a rhetoric of gendered morality that emphasized the special nature of 

female benevolence and the social utility of exercising that benevolence through the 

spoken word” (192). She admits, however, that this technique had backfired by the 1840s 

and led to the rhetoric of “justice, law, equity, or constitutionalism” with which we are 

more familiar (Zaeske 192). This rhetorical approach gained momentum under the 

guidance of activists Lucretia Coffin Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton after Coffin Mott 

and other women delegates were denied seating at the World Anti-Slavery Convention in 

London in 1840 (Campbell 4). This momentum led directly to the 1848 Seneca Falls 

Convention and was sustained until the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861. 

The momentum being built by these activist women was countered in a variety of 

contexts, not only the public sphere. In Campbell’s introduction to Man Cannot Speak for 

Her Volume I, she points out that “biology, or rather ignorance of biology, was used to 

buttress arguments limiting woman’s role and excusing her from higher education and 

political activity” (11). These “biological” reasons ranged from the belief that women’s 

smaller brains were too small to “sustain rational deliberation,” to the fact that their 

smaller, more fragile bodies made them too delicate and excitable to “withstand the 

pressures of public debate or the marketplace,” to the idea that higher education would 

divert blood necessary for the menstrual cycle to the brain, thus causing illness (Campbell 

11-12). In the 1854 posthumous reprinting of his A Treatise on the Diseases of Females, 

Dr. William Dewees reminds that this belief goes back to the ancients, who “considered 

the health of the woman materially connected with the menstrual discharge [. . .] they 

therefore forbade their females to appear in public, during its flow” (99). In fact, he 
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stresses that not only does the uterus not conform to any of the other laws regulating 

bodily function, it also “governs the moral character of the female” (Dewees 21). Thus 

woman’s biology was considered inseparable from the rest of her identity. 

In fact, this rhetorical reluctance to separate women’s mind, morals, and body 

combined with changing community structures to give rise to the rise of the first major 

activist movement in the early half of the nineteenth century: the moral reform 

movement. Carlson notes that the rise of urbanization put single men and women into 

close contact with each other outside of family supervision. In addition, women living in 

cities had so few career options (mainly factory labor, with its long hours and low pay) 

that prostitution became an increasingly tempting option (Carlson 20). In order to take an 

active part in the movements intending to “rescue” prostitutes and prevent prostitution, 

women activists began what would become a tradition: using what Kenneth Burke calls 

“casuistic stretching” wherein “one introduces new principles while theoretically 

remaining faithful to old principles” (qtd. in Carlson 21). In this case, women took the 

idea of the angelic moral guardian of the private sphere and attempted to apply that 

perception to their activities in the public sphere: “Soon women took over the campaign 

for sexual reform, transposed its political agenda into a woman’s crusade, and even 

succeeded in changing the law as well as public opinion” (Ryan 206-7). And although the 

moral reform movement would eventually fail to sustain its momentum, women activists 

would continue to participate in this casuistic stretching as they began to rally on behalf 

of other causes such as abolition, suffrage, and temperance. 
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It was perhaps the initial failure of the moral reform movement that led to the 

beginnings of feminist consciousness—women’s awareness of themselves as “victims—

and undeserving victims, at that” (Carlson 23). While women struggled to gain credibility 

in preventing prostitution in the moral reform movement, criticisms of their character 

increased exponentially when they become involved in abolitionism (Zaeske 199). In 

fact, Zaeske points out that when it came to truly contentious reform movements, women 

were censured for more than speaking publicly: “merely sitting in a ‘promiscuous 

audience’ could be attacked as sinful” (199). Mary P. Ryan argues that the rise of 

republican motherhood in the eighteenth century was what led to the emphasis on and 

restriction of women’s public activities: 

Sequestered from the developing market economy and barred from public 

politics, wives of merchants and professionals took up the practice of 

socializing children with alacrity, devising methods of moral education 

that placed particular stock in maintaining a buffer of privacy between 

future (male) citizens and the corrupting influence of the city. (202) 

Of course, in order to provide this buffer of privacy to their sons, women had to remain 

outside of the public realm themselves. To do otherwise was to risk not only social 

judgment, but also being diagnosed with hysteria. 

 As will be discussed in the next chapter, postbellum medical rhetoric argues that 

women experience negative physiological consequences (i.e., disease) when they deviate 

from their private sphere activities as wives and mothers. Conversely, antebellum rhetoric 

argues that many of women’s natural bodily functions are inherently diseases, despite 
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being uniform across the female sex. Dr. Dewees’ A Treatise on the Diseases of Females 

lists as “diseases” naturally occurring functions such as menstruation and pregnancy in 

addition to “abnormalities” such as hysteria. Dewees argues that while the symptoms of 

the disease are exhibited by the uterus (as related by every physician since Sydenham in 

the eighteenth century as well as the complaints of woman sufferers), actually “the seat of 

hysteria would seem to be in the brain itself” (463). Thus, the medical community 

suggests that in addition to being a “disease of females,” hysteria affects the very organ 

necessary to participate in public life. 

 The primary works within the areas of political movements, social movements, 

and medicine selected for discussion here were selected to take into consideration 

opinions from a variety of sources. In addition, the works chosen come from throughout 

the antebellum period, from its moral reform beginnings in the 1830s, to the more 

concerted efforts and varied, deliberate strategies of abolitionists and suffragists in the 

1840s prior to the Civil War, to medical professionals’ interpretation of women’s 

activities and capabilities during this tumultuous era. Although the rhetoric of influence 

and persuasion that will become so prominent in the postbellum era is not quite as 

pronounced, its beginnings are certainly evident antebellum. Perhaps we do not see such 

a strong emphasis on this perceived aspect of femininity because it was easier for women 

to challenge the status quo before the social upheaval caused by the Civil War led to a 

conservative backlash and an attempt to return to pre-war and pre-activist ideals. Instead, 

antebellum we see women experimenting with a variety of rhetorical self-portrayals in 

order to not only justify their presence in the public sphere but also add to their ability to 
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be perceived as credible witnesses of social injustice as well as mobile responders who 

are capable of actively participating in solutions. 

Representations of Women in Politics and Abolition Movements 

 
 Buhle and Buhle conclude that the history of woman suffrage has as its starting 

point the antislavery movement from the 1830s through the 1850s (69). Women at that 

time were believed incapable of acting on selfish urges, but only on behalf of others, as 

befitted their “natural” instincts as mothers. The reason that this movement served as an 

opportunity for many white well-to-do women was because they could begin to 

participate in public life without compromising their image as moral beings. As will be 

discussed in a later section of this chapter, even the medical community agreed that 

women were not only biologically, but also morally different from men: 

To preserve, therefore, the moral and physical distinctions in his favourite 

creatures, and to prevent either neglect or confusion in the performance of 

the duties assigned to them, the Deity has imposed such distinctions of 

organization upon the sexes. (Dewees 18) 

In fact, Mary P. Ryan claims that such gender-based stereotypes were “among the 

tightest, oldest, most categorical restrictions on public access” (195). However, while 

these restrictions were centuries, arguably millennia old, they had not previously led to 

organized women’s movements. Carlson and Campbell both believe that these 

restrictions became so frustrating to pro-abolition women that the sense of community 

necessary for action finally occurred, becoming a catalyst for women to unite and take 

action on their own behalf. This certainly may have been a factor, but not only were ideas 



 49

about community action changing during this time, increased urbanization changed 

society’s idea of community. Changes in social structure that led to the growth of cities 

contributed not only to the problems addressed by moral reform, but the ability for 

women to have enough contact to take action to address it. 

 Buhle and Buhle agree, and believe that “Angelina Grimké in particular had 

roused women beyond sympathy into action” (70). After the American Anti-Slavery 

Society was formed in 1833, women were naturally denied admittance. Lucretia Mott 

formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society in order to provide women with a 

temporary means of participation, and the Grimké sisters, Angelina and Sarah, quickly 

became spokeswomen in the movement. Angelina Grimké was particularly notable 

because she agreed to speak at Pennsylvania Hall within days of her marriage, 

demonstrating that women did not have to sacrifice their domestic identities to become 

public speakers: 

As she articulated the implications of a moral commitment, women would 

educate themselves and their neighbors, conduct discussions, and by 

circulating petitions use their own potential link with the highest offices in 

the land. That done, there would be no turning back. (70) 

Although I concur with Gring-Premble’s definition of “transitional space” as spaces that 

were between public and private, such as personal correspondence, I also believe that 

women-run moral reform societies also served as transitional spaces. While men at this 

time did not consider these societies “public,” and they did not possess the power to 

directly affect political and social processes, they did provide a forum in which women 
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could exchange ideas. As these societies gained momentum and the gatherings became 

larger, they drew the attention of men, most of whom were not supportive the new trend 

of women speakers, or the abolitionist cause they were advocating. Just as the societies 

themselves became more organized, so to did men’s objections to women’s participation 

in them. 

 The National Anti-Slavery Convention in Philadelphia in 1838 typified all that the 

anti-reformers were against. The Hall, which cost over $40,000 and was fully funded by 

pro-abolitionists in order to provide them with a space of their own, opened on Monday, 

May 14. Angelina Grimké spoke on the third day of the Convention, on May 16. Not 

only was the Convention anti-slavery, with an audience of mixed races, the audience was 

also mixed gender or “promiscuous.” Many of the abolitionists who came for the 

Convention and the dedication of Pennsylvania Hall were representatives from the 

previous year’s Woman’s National Convention.  

Angelina Grimké’s speech at the convention, analyzed below, not only speaks out 

against slavery, but also articulates frustrations specific to women abolitionists. Karlyn 

Kohrs Campbell states that, “In a social movement advocating controversial changes, 

failure to achieve specific goals will be common [. . .] critics must judge whether the 

choices made by rhetors were skillful responses to the problems they confronted” (Man 

Cannot Speak for Her Volume I 2-3). Here, the articulation of grievances specific to 

women activists is a skillful response to the situation in which these women found 

themselves because by creating a sense of community, Grimké can also create a sense of 

momentum. She even modifies her speech on the spot, using the presence of protesters 
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outside Pennsylvania Hall to create a sense of urgency and righteousness. When analyzed 

according to Foucault’s “science of discipline” heuristic, it becomes evident that the 

women’s rights movement is in the beginning stages of creative response to the social 

strictures that prevent entry into the public sphere. However, Grimké has a clear 

understanding of how those strictures are functioning, and she lays them out clearly for 

her audience; the extemporaneous responses from Abby Kelly and Lucretia Mott are 

evidence that her speech was effective in creating an atmosphere of excitement and 

solidarity. Because this work’s focus is on the credibility and mobility of women 

speakers, my analysis of Grimké’s speech will focus on those portions articulating 

women’s issues rather than on those addressing abolition. 

Case Study: Angelina Grimké’s Address, With Comments by Abby 
Kelley and Lucretia Mott, National Anti-Slavery Convention 

 
 Perhaps because the abolition and by association the women’s rights movements 

were in their infancy in the 1830s, the rhetoric in Grimké’s speech does not have the 

frustrated overtones that will become evident in the postbellum and Progressive eras. The 

American Anti-Slavery Society and its female corollary, the Philadelphia Female Anti-

Slavery Society had only been in existence for five years, and as will be discussed later in 

this section, many of the women participating in the 1838 Convention had never spoken 

before a “promiscuous” or mixed-gender audience before. Although the occasion for her 

speech is the Anti-Slavery Convention, only the first half of her speech addresses issues 

of slavery. Once she introduces and acknowledges the issue that has brought the 

assembled crowd together, Grimké moves on to articulate the challenges facing those 
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women who want to participate in the movement. By beginning her speech with slavery, 

she effectively ties in her talk to the issue that led to the Convention rather than jarring 

her audience with an apparently non-related topic. By the time she transitions into the 

idea of women’s rights, her audience can clearly see the connection between the two 

issues; in order to solve the first, they must address the second. 

 Foucault’s concept of spatialization—the identification of physical or 

metaphorical spaces as appropriate or inappropriate for particular groups—is key here 

because Grimké’s discussion of space is multilayered. Although clearly the speech’s 

main focus is on the spaces of the North and the South, Grimké also addresses issues of 

public and private space. Once she has laid out the problem of slavery for her audience, 

she states confidently that “Every man and every woman present may do something” to 

halt this atrocity (Grimké 75). While women do not have access to public spaces in the 

form of the “ballot-box,” Grimké believes that women have access to public spaces via 

the use of petitions, which can then be presented to the Legislature. By using petitions, 

women can make their ideas public, if not their bodies. And because women cannot vote, 

“It is, therefore, peculiarly your [women’s] duty to petition” (Grimké 76). She further 

claims that the South is already intimidated by this display of influence and that women 

in England successfully made use of petitions to abolish slavery in the colonies, and that 

they are currently using the same technique to great effect to voice their displeasure with 

the way apprenticeship functions (Grimké 76). Therefore, like Hale in the next section, 

Grimké paints the private space as equally effective to the public space. 
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 Of course, this is at least partly because the public space (even when women are 

only petitioning) is considered inappropriate for women. Grimké admits that men “deny 

our [women’s] right to petition and remonstrate against abuses of our sex and our kind” 

(76). However, she argues that men’s assessment of women who agitate on behalf of 

themselves and others will inevitably change because God has given women these rights. 

She believes that if women only continue speaking, their efforts will be successful. In the 

case of this speech particularly, a mob outside the Convention shouts, brandishes torches, 

and throws rocks in an attempt to intimidate the women attending the convention, 

convince them to leave, and thereby deny their access to the public space of the 

Convention. However, Grimké keeps speaking, saying “we fear not a mob, and in the 

midst of revilings and threatening, pleading the cause of those who are ready to perish” 

(75-6). The PBS article on Pennsylvania Hall, which was burned to the ground by the 

mob the day following Grimké’s speech, states that: 

Several times during the meeting the audience rose to leave, only to be 

persuaded to stay by Weld and other speakers. Undetered [sic] by the loud 

and disruptive mob, Weld's speech went on for over an hour. In a display 

of solidarity and in order to protect the black women, whites and blacks 

walked out of the hall arm in arm.” (“Pennsylvania Hall”) 

By burning down Pennsylvania Hall, the mob was temporarily successful in denying 

women access to the inappropriate space. However, that act only strengthened women’s 

commitment to the movement, especially since it came on the heels of the momentum 

established by Grimké’s acknowledgement of the mob in her speech the day before. 
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 The activities that “society” believes women are supposed to be participating in 

are implied by omission here: private sphere duties. The implication that these duties are 

more important than even morally motivated public activities are a form of Foucault’s 

concept of minute control of activity wherein acceptable actions are outlined, and no time 

is left for unacceptable actions. Although in this case, the actions are so extreme it is 

difficult to call them minute, protestors are clearly creating consequences for women who 

venture outside of those spaces/actions deemed appropriate. The mob’s noisy and violent 

actions, which include throwing stones at windows and at those entering and leaving the 

building, illustrate both the degree to which they disagree with abolition generally and the 

idea that women (black and white) would speak out against slavery. Of course, not all 

men felt that way; both men and women were in the audience for Grimké’s speech. 

Additionally, her new husband, Theodore Weld, who was both an abolitionist and an 

advocate for women’s rights himself, was present. Her presence at the podium mere days 

after their wedding illustrated to both the mob and the audience at the Convention that 

not everyone believed that private and public duties were mutually exclusive. Further, not 

all those in favor of women’s rights were women themselves. Unfortunately for both the 

abolition and the women’s rights movements, Grimké and her sister would retire from the 

public sphere after she had children. At the time of her speech, however, she made a 

strong early statement on women’s rights. 

 At the time of Grimké’s speech, the categories that existed in society were white 

men, white women, and slaves (of both genders). Postbellum, men would only be able to 

assert “minute control of activity” over women; however, at this point in time men had 
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the ability to assert such control over both white women and slaves of both genders. 

However, despite their power in the public sphere, Grimké implies that men will not take 

action: 

The great men of this country will not do this work [abolition]; the Church 

will never do it. A desire to please the world, to keep the favor of all 

parties and of all conditions, makes them dumb on this and every other 

unpopular subject. (74) 

Thus while women are under men’s control, men are under the control of public opinion. 

Thus, it was not (or not only) a mistaken zero-sum understanding of power at the heart of 

men’s reluctance to free slaves. Although Grimké does not say this directly, the above 

quote implies that when faced with the prospect of no longer being given the respect of 

their white peers, some men were afraid that taking action for the abolitionist cause 

would result in negative public opinion that could inhibit their own individual credibility 

and mobility in the hierarchy. They therefore were reluctant to join or even openly hostile 

to the movement. Ironically, this fear of negative public opinion demonstrates that it is 

not only women that were subject to minute control of activity by social forces; men who 

were not powerful public speakers (such as the protesters) asserted this control over 

women because they themselves were subject to a similar form of control by men with 

more power and influence than them. 

 Although this suggests that white men were not homogenous, they were 

nonetheless the top of a detailed hierarchy. In this case, the mob represented the dominant 

category of white men, who were legally allowed to own slaves. Although there were 
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some white men attending the Convention, they were activists on behalf of the 

subordinate category of slaves. The participation of these men creates interesting 

subtleties in the hierarchy that Foucault believes is so important to the “science of 

discipline” because despite the fact that the Convention was attended by white men and 

women as well as black men and women, the subordinate category actually becomes the 

Convention as a whole. The mob was attempting to draw attention to the differences in 

the subordinate category by protesting not only the abolitionist cause of the Convention, 

but also the fact that the Convention was being attended by both races and the fact that 

women were being allowed to speak to mixed-gendered audiences. Convention attendees 

arranged their arrivals and departures so that, for the safety of the black women, white 

men accompanied all black women (“Pennsylvania Hall”). However, there was nothing 

illegal about the mixing of audiences (gender and race), only immoral by the dominant 

category’s standards. When the building manager refused to comply with the Mayor’s 

“request” that the meeting be restricted to whites, the dominant category reclaimed its 

authority in an unofficial manner by storming the building and burning it to the ground 

(“Pennsylvania Hall”). 

 While the original deviance that the Convention-goers were guilty of was 

advocating the radical reform of abolition, it seems that the “real” deviance (real in the 

sense of inciting the mob’s rage) was the mixing of race and gender in a public space. 

The idea that the Mayor’s “request” and the mob’s protests were not enough to enforce 

conformity with the dominant ideals led to the clear punishment—burning the building 

down. Although Grimké does depict the deviance of her speaking as conformity when 
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she states that God has given women the right to publicly speak on issues of moral 

importance (76), the audience attending her speech is a sympathetic one, and she is 

unable to sway those outside, who are unable and/or unwilling to hear her speech over 

their own protests.  

It is clear that Grimké did successfully begin to create a sense of solidarity among 

women speakers, two of whom stood up to make extemporaneous comments in support 

of Grimké’s speech. The first, Abby Kelly, adds her agreement to the moral imperative to 

help “God’s poor” despite the anger of the protesters. Additionally, Kelly adds force to 

this religious argument that Grimké made only briefly when she compares the North to 

the rich man in the parable of Lazarus. Lucretia Mott attempted to increase that sense of 

solidarity among women to all abolitionists by pointing out that Grimké’s speech did not 

represent a meeting of the Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, but rather 

women participating in a Convention open to all genders. While she acknowledges that 

the women’s anti-slavery movement has meetings “confined to females,” thus 

conforming to society’s gender expectations, she also emphasizes her hope that “such 

false notions of delicacy and propriety would not long obtain in this enlightened country” 

(qtd. in Grimké 77). She thus points toward a (hopeful) future in which activists of both 

genders can collaborate openly. 

 While the beginnings of subversion of then-current notions of normalized 

judgment are present in this speech, the women’s rights movement is focusing primarily 

on consciousness-raising rather than on a rhetorical reconstruction of gender. By 

attempting to provide women with a complementary goal as male abolitionists 
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(petitioners) that does not include the “ballot box,” Grimké attempts to create momentum 

for future social change. Similarly, her reference to women protesters in England and the 

tremendous success they enjoyed/were enjoying there provides a precedent for social 

change—and the fact that a precedent for women’s participation in politics exists suggest 

that a liberal, more progressive understanding of womanhood has been normalized 

elsewhere and can therefore be normalized in the United States as well. Although the 

focus of her speech is on agitation on behalf of slaves, not women, the mere fact that she 

spoke before such a large, “promiscuous” audience on such a contentious issue meant 

that she began to set a precedent similar to the English women, but this time in the United 

States.  

This precedent would be capitalized upon by women who were interested in a 

variety of social concerns. The periodical that would evolve into the Godey’s Lady’s 

Book was called Godey’s Lady’s Book, and Ladies’ American Magazine in the early 

1840s. Like women activists, the magazine’s editor Sarah Josepha Hale, attempted to use 

a stated investment in morality to influence women. However, Hale’s goal was to 

encourage women to embrace their traditional roles as wives and mothers within the 

confines of their homes—effecting change from within rather than entering the public 

sphere to accomplish those goals. Ironically, women such as Hale who entered the public 

sphere to promote conservative values received a warmer reception than that of Grimké 

and others, who entered on behalf of progressive causes. 
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Popular Constructions: The Beginning of Subscription 
Magazines 

 
 Although antebellum technology did not enable periodicals to be as lengthy, 

illustrated, or widely circulated as they would later become, there were numerous 

subscription-based women’s magazines prior to the start of the Civil War. Additionally, 

antebellum and postbellum magazines had at least one major feature in common that is 

relevant to this study. Nan Johnson and others argue that postbellum publications aimed 

at women attempted to return society to a traditional, conservative ideal of womanhood. 

However, antebellum society was also undergoing a struggle to maintain that traditional, 

conservative ideal in the face of abolitionist and other moral reform societies as well as 

women’s increasing demands to participate in those societies and to become more 

educated. In antebellum and postbellum publications aimed at women this struggle 

manifests itself in similar ways, such as the praise of traditional women’s roles. 

When attempting to participate in the public sphere, women experienced overt 

censure; for example, they were denied membership in reform societies and had to deal 

with protests by angry conservatives, such as those who burned down Pennsylvania Hall, 

discussed in the previous section. However, women also experienced a subtler and more 

pervasive form of censure in publications aimed at them, such as Godey’s Lady’s Book, 

and Ladies’ American Magazine. Although Richard Ohmann identifies the 1890s as the 

beginning of mass marketing, once women’s magazines shifted the basis of their finances 

from sales to advertising, he does acknowledge that many scholars pinpoint the 1830s 

and 1840s as the beginning of mass marketing. The fact that so many “beginnings” are 
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possible adds credence to the observation that the 1800s were a century of change. 

Isabelle Lehuu argues that, ironically, the fact that Godey’s Lady’s Book was a 

conservative publication may have inadvertently aided the women’s movement. The 

magazine’s conservative context enabled later magazines with more progressive agendas 

to have large circulations. 

 Sara Josepha Hale became editor of the Book after Louis A. Godey acquired her 

Boston-based literary magazine, American Ladies' Magazine and Literary Gazette. The 

Book was notable at that time for featuring original work by American women authors; 

additionally, the publication’s decision to copyright the works contained within them 

meant that one had to have a subscription to obtain the contents (many weekly penny 

presses at that time filled their pages by copying stories from larger monthly periodicals). 

As Lehuu points out, Godey overrode Hale’s suggestion that the fashion plates be 

removed from the magazine, but the textual content of the magazine was almost 

exclusively under her control.  

In the early 1840s, Hale selected a wide variety of original essays, poetry, and 

fictional stories for publication. The editorial team also reviewed books and wrote a 

monthly column called “The Editors’ Table.” The “Table” commented on social trends, 

gave advice to women about how to lead moral, educated lives, and updated subscribers 

on which submissions had been accepted for forthcoming publication. Issues of the 

magazine from this time period contained few to no advertisements; instead, the draw of 

the magazine was the fashion plates, which were hand-tinted by a team of 150 women 

because there was no technology available that could reproduce the images (Lehuu 78). A 



 61

subscription was thus a luxury, and indeed Hale promoted that image, attempting 

whenever possible to refrain from commenting on social struggles in too much 

specificity. She did this at least in part so that the magazine might remain an oasis from 

women’s daily cares, although I suspect that her decision was due in equal part to the fear 

that the opposing view, if explicated, would be tempting for her audience to adopt.  

As will be noted in the following two chapters, women in the postbellum and 

Progressive eras were increasingly (and, ironically, not very subtly) pressured to use their 

natural influence and persuasion in order to participate in the world. Prior to the Civil 

War, while Hale does not use these terms/tropes, she is making the same suggestion in a 

roundabout way, thereby adhering to the philosophy she would later espouse more 

explicitly. In an attempt to gain an overview of the Book during the antebellum era, I 

examined three years’ worth of issues in the ProQuest American Periodicals Series 

database from 1840-1843. I focused specifically on “The Editors’ Table” columns 

because it was the most consistent feature of the magazine, and also to remain consistent 

with the selections in Chapter 3 of this work. I did look at other articles with what seemed 

to be politically provocative titles, but all but one of them turned out to be fiction, and not 

suitable for this study because while fiction is certainly political, there were enough 

nonfiction selections to use without having to add another layer of rhetorical accretion. 

While postbellum issues of the magazine would contain quotes, articles, and a few 

advertisements, antebellum issues contained works of fiction and fashion plates almost 

exclusively. After an initial selection of six columns of “The Editors’ Table” and one 

editorial article, I narrowed the selection down to three columns and the article because 
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they most explicitly address the role of women in society and the political situation in 

which they were written. 

Like “The Editors’ Table” selections analyzed in Chapter 3, I discovered that the 

antebellum issues of Godey’s Lady’s Book, and Ladies’ American Magazine espouse a 

traditionally conservative view of womanhood. Antebellum issues focus specifically on 

the necessity of women’s educated participation in the domestic sphere, with particular 

emphasis on their duties as wives (and therefore the primary influence on the morality of 

their children/sons). As stated, Hale is a persistent and fierce advocate for the education 

of women; however, she is careful to articulate the limits of that education and its proper 

application. Despite being a longstanding proponent of education for women, she clearly 

had a particular type of education—and a particular application of that education—in 

mind. Although she does not identify herself as strongly as a mother figure, or the 

magazine as a family (perhaps because it was still undergoing its growth period and was 

not yet the presence that it would become), she does make a very explicit attempt to 

influence the aspirations, and thus the behavior, of her female readership. 

Case Study: Godey’s “Comparative Mental Capacity of the Sexes” 
and “The Editors’ Table” in September 1840, February 1841, and 
August 1841 

 
The first article, published in January of 1840, is the only article selected that is 

not an edition of “The Editors’ Table.” However, this article is notable because although 

it was written by Hale, she saw fit to make it separate from the Table (despite the fact that 

she was not usually a contributor beyond that editorial column). Called “Comparative 
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Mental Capacity of the Sexes,” this first article is brief, introducing only a single quote 

regarding women’s capabilities: 

We have never seen this knotty question disposed of, to such advantage 

for both parties, as in the following decision, which was given at a 

Lyceum in the State of Michigan. The president, a young man, seated on a 

barrel, his throne of official dignity, thus gave his opinion: “That if the 

natural and social disadvantages under which women laboured, and must 

ever continue to labour, could be removed; if their education could be 

entirely different, and their position in society the reverse of what it is at 

present, they would be very nearly, if not quite, equal to the nobler sex, in 

all but strength of mind,” in which very useful quality, it was his opinion, 

that man would still have the advantage, especially in those communities 

whose energies were developed by the aid of debating societies! (32) 

Although to the contemporary reader this introduction and quotation might seem ironic or 

sarcastic, Hale’s decision to include this as a separate article in the magazine is a very 

sincere one. The “young man” argues that, even at their very best and with all obstacles 

(and he does acknowledge that obstacles exist), woman’s very nature is such that she can 

never truly be man’s equal, and by publishing this opinion in a women’s magazine, Hale 

not only broadcasts her personal agreement, she is encouraging other women to agree. 

With this assertion in mind as a reminder of the prevailing popular understanding 

of womanhood, I examine the three issues of “The Editors’ Table” using Foucault’s 

“science of discipline” as a heuristic. The first way the science of discipline is used to 
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exert control over other groups is spatialization. This consists of the identification of 

particular spaces (both physical and metaphorical) and their designation as appropriate or 

inappropriate for a specific group of people. Hale gives her view on this topic most 

explicitly in the August 1841 edition of the Table, where she states that woman “has a 

wide, a noble sphere of her own; the whole world of domestic, and social, and moral 

enjoyments and duties, is open to her” (93). While she acknowledges that it is becoming 

increasingly more accepted for women to become educated, and she states unequivocally 

that she agrees with that trend, she also asks: 

Does she do any good with her learning? [. . .] Is she a pleasanter 

companion for her husband—a better instructress for her children—a more 

competent manager of her household? If learning is of real benefit to 

women, it will, it must be shown in domestic life. (Hale, “Editors Table” 

Aug. 1841) 

In a move that I will analyze further later in this section, Hale does not simply espouse 

this view, she encourages women to look upon this spatialization as a privilege.  

Although Hale does not say a privilege as opposed to what, the comparison 

(though unspoken) is clear, especially when this post is put into a larger context with her 

February 1841 column, where she directly acknowledges the public, political struggle of 

the time: “Some reformers there are who are zealously urging the cause of ‘Woman’s 

Rights’—we are anxious she should be instructed to perform her duties. If she will 

faithfully discharge the latter, she need not trouble herself about the former” (95). True to 

her desire to keep the magazine separate from the current political situation, she 
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apologizes for her directness, saying that “We did not anticipate the homily we have 

given, when beginning this paper,” but she felt so strongly about women’s proper place 

that she was unable to resist (95). While she does not say this explicitly, either, Hale 

clearly regards the magazine as a (metaphorical) space in which traditional ideals can be 

reaffirmed and errant women brought back to the fold—a place where, she believes they 

not only belong but where they will also be more comfortable. By attempting not to 

discuss political issues explicitly in the magazine, Hale fosters a traditional dynamic of 

womanhood wherein they think of themselves as a group of wives and mothers, 

discouraging them from thinking of themselves as political activists. 

As suggested, merely identifying spaces and labeling them as acceptable or 

unacceptable is not enough to ensure control over a potentially rebellious segment of the 

population. In order to enforce the borders of the established spaces, what Foucault calls 

“minute control of activity” must be established over the group that is to be denied access 

to particular spaces. Therefore, particular activities or actions must also be identified as 

acceptable or unacceptable. For example, certain actions are identified as overlapping or 

as necessarily occurring in conjunction with one another, while other actions are 

identified as mutually exclusive. In the case of Hale’s “The Editors’ Table” columns, the 

actions identified as acceptable and related are running a household and raising children. 

The quote in the previous paragraph suggests that if women enter the public sphere, then 

that will necessarily interfere with their abilities to fulfill those duties. She articulates this 

point further when she exhorts “Let all mothers train up their sons to be good men, and 

we should have good legislators, who would speedily reform what is now unjust and 
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injurious in our laws” (Feb. 1841, 95). Hale’s argument suggests that it is not only 

unnecessary for women to enter the public space; it is also potentially harmful and 

therefore unacceptable. 

However, Foucault’s detailed hierarchy provides an explanation for how men 

controlled the identified group (in this case, women). As explained in Chapter 1, detailed 

hierarchies function to create a subordinate group whose actions are bound by a dominant 

group’s authority. In many cases, one of the main strategies dominant groups use to 

create and foster subordinance is the identification of numerous subordinate groups that 

can then compete against one another for power within the hierarchy. This technique 

functions to discourage the various subordinate groups from joining forces to overthrow 

the hierarchy and demand rights. Hale uses a variation of this technique here; while she 

does not divide people into groups except along gender lines, the assumptions she makes 

about who reads the magazine function as an implicit class divide; additionally, she 

portrays men and women as subordinate to the higher authority of “Nature and 

Providence” (Aug. 1841). The gender differences she outlines in “The Editors’ Table” are 

divinely inspired, and therefore not to be tampered with, which Hale acknowledges when 

she quotes a Reverend who says, “God formed her [woman] with peculiar beauty of 

person to attract, and endowed her with exalted moral perfections to win man to the love 

and practice of virtue. [. . .] woman will be what God intended she should be in his 

hand—the renovator of the human race” (qtd. in Sep. 1840, emphasis Hale’s). 

The overall category of human, then, has been divided by gender. Man is 

identified as “good legislators [. . .], good sons [that] will make good husbands and 
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fathers” (Feb. 1841). Woman is identified as “the companion, in truth, often the mentor 

of the stronger sex” (Aug. 1841). The dominant category, in this case men, enforces its 

authority by subscribing to this particular set of religious beliefs and by encouraging 

women to subscribe to them also. In addition, women not only members of the religion, 

they are invested with the unique responsibility of encouraging men to be good 

Christians: 

Let it never be forgotten, by those who call themselves Christians, that the 

moral virtues of both sexes, as prescribed by the Saviour, are the same. [. . 

.] We hold that as the world improves in its knowledge of the dignity of 

virtue, as truth and justice and disinterested benevolence come to be 

appreciated as the highest attributes of the human character, the estimate 

of woman’s excellence will increase, and she will, in sober reality, be 

considered as “Heaven’s last, best gift to man.” (Hale Sep. 1840) 

This quote suggests that while women’s moral superiority is considered an inherent part 

of her nature, she must use that gift for a purpose—a purpose that precludes all other 

activities that she might otherwise participate in. 

 Once the hierarchy has been established, then particular behaviors can be encouraged, 

discouraged, or otherwise controlled in what Foucault calls “normalizing judgment.” 

Conformity consists of raising children, being a companion and moral lighthouse for her 

husband, and running an effective home. Now, because women’s actions are portrayed as 

being dictated by their nature and their creator, rather than artificial constructs, 
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punishment for deviance does not have to be constructed artificially either. Instead, the 

punishment for deviance is inherent in the act of deviance: 

The force of her feeling imparts an earnestness to her actions; and 

impelled as she is by the principle of love and benevolence, her many 

failings lean to virtue’s side. These are errors of the head—not of the 

heart. Let her mind be elevated by intelligence, and the frequency would 

be diminished. (qtd. in Hale, Sep. 1840) 

Thus, Hale implies that morality and intelligence are on a sliding scale, and less of one 

necessarily means more of the other (and vice versa). Throughout “The Editors’ Table” 

and elsewhere, women are encouraged to pride themselves on their inherent morality and 

virtue. In fact, “the destiny of the human race is thus dependent on the condition and 

conduct of women” (Aug. 1841). Thus, the suggestion that any gains made in intelligence 

and participation in public life would result in a decrease in that morality and virtue is a 

serious allegation indeed. 

 As discussed in the previous section, activist women attempted to portray 

participation in the public sphere (technically deviance) as conformity by claiming that 

they were motivated to participate in order to right moral wrongs they saw in society. 

However, the above zero-sum depiction of intelligence and morality serves to undermine 

that claim. Instead, women are encouraged to gratify those urges through traditional 

means—namely, by raising good sons who will “speedily reform what is now unjust and 

injurious in our laws” (Hale, Feb. 1841). Hale waxes almost unbelievably poetic when 

encouraging women to conform, calling them the “sweet flowers of innocence and 
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happiness, peace and piety, which spring up and blossom wherever they keep watch over 

the children of men” (Aug. 1841). Because Hale chooses to avoid explicit mention of 

political and social strife whenever possible, it is difficult to place her columns in direct 

dialogue with specific events. However, it is clear that she is responding to a growing 

trend that disturbs her deeply—one that, as she states in her February 1841 column, 

disturbs her so much that she delivers an invective against “Woman’s Rights” despite 

knowing that is not the most effective means of convincing her audience.  

As she apologizes for the “sober thought” that month, claiming that the bad 

weather has gotten to her, she does reassert that “We hope it will awaken such in the 

hearts of our readers, and that each fond mother, as she bends over the cradled sleep of 

her babe will resolve that, as far as lies in her power, her children shall be trained to do 

good” (Hale Feb. 1841). In addition to her attempts to avoid alluding directly to politics 

or social movements, Hale also does not talk about medical perspectives on why women 

should not or could not enter the public sphere. As argued elsewhere in this section, 

perhaps she made that decision because she had no way of knowing whether her readers 

found activist sentiments compelling, and she didn’t want to put ideas in her readers’ 

heads. If a woman were harboring deviant thoughts, then “The Editors’ Table” could put 

her back on the right path, and if a woman were conforming with traditional ideals, the 

Table would affirm her life choices—all without mentioning alternatives directly.  

Although Hale was something of a contradiction because she lived the life of an 

intellectual and professional while espousing domesticity to her readers, she does attempt 

to convince her audience with arguments to morality and sentiment rather than logic. In 
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this way, the delivery of her message is consistent with its content. And although Hale 

does not mention medical opinions of women in these antebellum columns, they certainly 

existed. While Hale focuses here more on the moral and religious arguments against 

activist women, in the medical community, physicians intertwined similar moral 

assessments of women’s character with physiological observations. In Madness and 

Civilization, Foucault points out that “it is not as a scientist that homo medicus has 

authority [. . .] but as a wise man” (270). In that capacity, they were able to successfully 

combine what might today be considered two different types of expertise in order to 

regulate women’s entry and participation in the public sphere, as discussed in the next 

section. 

Representations of Gender in Medical Rhetoric 

 
 In her 1973 article “‘The Fashionable Diseases’: Women’s Complaints and Their 

Treatments in Nineteenth Century America,” Ann Wood observes that “The historian 

reading through the health books and medical manuals of the day dealing with the topic is 

confronted at once with a combination of scientific imprecision and emotionally charged 

conviction which demands interpretation” (25-6). She thus concludes that analysis of 

medical journals from the nineteenth century is in the purview of the historian rather than 

the contemporary medical expert. Specifically, Wood argues that “Books written in the 

period between 1840 and 1900 consistently, if questionably, assert that a large number, 

even the majority of middle-class American women, were in some sense ill” (26). In the 

next chapter, we will see that contemporary scholar Michael S. Kimmell also observes 
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how extreme the medical profession’s obsession with hysteria and neurasthenia was; 

Wood makes a similar observation.  

Although the majority of her article discusses the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, she does claim that, “Doctors in America throughout the nineteenth century 

directed their attention to the womb in a way that seems decidedly unscientific and even 

obsessive to a modern observer” (Wood 28, emphasis mine). Because this obsession had 

repercussions outside the medical sphere, such as the implications for women activists 

attempting to speak before “promiscuous” audiences or Hale’s claims that women were 

not strong enough to participate in the public sphere, it is worthy of exploration here. One 

American doctor who participated in the growing focus on the womb was William P. 

Dewees, a professor of midwifery at the University of Pennsylvania. Mentioned several 

times in Wood’s article, he originally published A Treatise on the Diseases of Females in 

1826; he died in 1841, but his book remained popular. The quotations in this section 

come from the tenth edition, published posthumously in 1854 and available in digitized 

form through Google Scholar. The subject of hysteria and other diseases of the female 

was an extremely popular one not only in the United States, but also in England and 

Europe.  

 Wood is careful to note that, “No doctor implied that signs of nervous disorder 

were apparent only in women” (28). Carter, an English physician contemporary with 

Dewees, agrees that men can also suffer from hysteria; however, he points out that “these 

derangements [hysteria] are much more common in the female than in the male” (26). 

Dewees argues that a woman’s physiological “peculiarities [. . .] impose upon her 
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functions and diseases all her own” (18). Unfortunately for women, Dewees also notes 

that in addition to gender-specific illnesses, “she is liable to all the diseases of the male, 

that do not depend on sexual distinction; and thus is multiplied upon her almost all the 

evils that can befall two sexes” (Dewees 18). What Wood finds rhetorically interesting is 

that during this time period, the treatment of the same or similar symptoms differed 

depending upon the gender of the patient.  

For example, the fact that diseases with non-sexual symptoms were traced back to 

the presence of a uterus led to “local treatment” of women. Such treatment consisted of a 

manual investigation, leeching, injections, and cauterization, any or all of which might be 

performed numerous times over the course of treatment, usually without anesthetic 

(Wood 30). While Dewees hypothesized that it was maidenly modesty that led women to 

“put themselves in the hands of quacks rather than endure this ordeal [of examination by 

a doctor],” perhaps it was the knowledge of how painful and prolonged treatment by a 

professional was likely to be. Wood argues that it was a combination of ignorance and 

curiosity that led to these forms of treatment: 

One must cease to regard these fledgling gynecological techniques as part 

of a developing science and scrutinize them as part and parcel of a fully 

formed culture, and, as such, sharing in all the biases and assumptions 

about women which that culture possessed. [. . .] Even the best-intentioned 

practitioner was forced into a role in part hostile to his woman patients 

simply by the misconceptions he was trained to hold. (33) 
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Therefore, while physicians themselves hailed this era as the beginning of an era of 

scientific and medical discovery, it seems as if the nineteenth century actually provided 

an opportunity for (mostly male) doctors to use medical advancements to search for or 

otherwise “prove” the centuries-old beliefs that women were biologically inferior to men. 

If these beliefs could be supported, then men could conceivably claim the domestic 

sphere in itself was at the outermost limits of women’s physiological, mental, and 

emotional capabilities. Thus, women were not only destined for the domestic sphere, but 

by implication they would also never be able to successfully enter or participate in the 

public sphere.  

In this spirit, it is rhetorically interesting to note that the title of Dewees’ work 

suggests that he will focus on the diseases of women. However, in addition to “diseases” 

such as hysteria, Dewees’ work contains two chapters on menstruation and three chapters 

on pregnancy—both of which are naturally occurring processes. Although the argument 

can certainly be made that abnormalities can occur with regards to these processes, one 

chapter is on “On The History of Menstruation.” Similarly, one chapter on pregnancy 

outlines the ways in which a physician can identify the symptoms of pregnancy, while 

another outlines the effects a healthy pregnancy has on the other systems of a woman’s 

body. The fact that the title of the overall work does not seem to match all of the subject 

matter discussed in the chapters supports Wood’s claim that “medical analysis of a 

woman began and ended with consideration of an organ unique to her, namely her 

uterus” (28). That, combined with the fact that “self-diagnosis of these women was 

confirmed, even encouraged, by their society,” means that Dewees’ text can be 
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productively interpreted in terms of how it constructs or reflects nineteenth-century 

American attitudes “toward feminine sexual identity in particular” (27, 28). Namely, as 

discussed in the following analysis of Dewees’ work, this meant that women’s illness was 

believed to be the result of nothing more than their existence. 

Case Study: Dr. William P. Dewees’ A Treatise on the Diseases of 
Females, 10th Edition 

 
The apparent epidemic of hysteria among those women who were members of the 

“genteel sensibility” can be seen in numerous forums in nineteenth century medical 

literature (Wood 27). For the purposes of this study, Dewees is notable because, in 

addition to serving both as a professor and as the Chair of Obstetrics for the University of 

Pennsylvania, he published three medical monographs in the 1820s on issues of 

obstetrics, pediatrics, and gynecology. All three of these books were extremely popular 

and went through at least ten editions; this means they were not only in publication 

during the antebellum period I am interested in studying, but also they were established 

sources with several decades of credibility and perceived usefulness in the medical 

community. These works were Comprehensive System of Midwifery (1824), Treatise on 

the Physical and Medical Treatment of Children (1825), and Treatise on the Diseases of 

Females (1826). The work analyzed here, Treatise on the Diseases of Females, is part of a 

conversation that began to gain momentum in the seventeenth century with the works of 

Thomas Sydenham; indeed, Dewees claims in the first chapter of his work that  

Sydenham, Cullen, Good, and very many others have given to this organ’s 

[the uterus] power to produce or modify disease. To venture an opinion, 
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that would very much differ from the sentiments of the great men just 

named, would have the appearance of fastidiousness at least, if not of 

rashness. (21-2) 

Although it will turn out that Dewees does not precisely agree with Sydenham, he does 

acknowledge him as a prominent physician in his day who had a profound influence on 

the medical community’s (and, through them, the public’s) perceptions of hysteria and 

women. Thus Dewees successfully positions himself as a new voice in a longstanding 

conversation on women’s physiology. 

 Although Dewees acknowledges that women are also subject to the same diseases 

as men, those that “do not depend upon sexual distinction,” he focuses on a variety of 

“diseases” that are gender-specific, including menstruation, pregnancy, and hysteria. At 

the beginning of his first chapter, titled “Of the Peculiarities of the Female System,” he 

states: “The anatomical and physiological peculiarities of the female are both numerous 

and curious; we shall only, however, succinctly enumerate a few” (18). His list of 

women’s “peculiarities” includes the following: 

• Shorter stature, thinner bones, and a smaller brain, 

• A muscular system that has a “greater susceptibility of impressions from physical 

and moral causes” (19), 

• Smaller, more delicate nerves, and 

• More numerous lymphatic vessels that “too frequently becomes the seat of 

terrible, and oftentimes incurable disease” (20). 
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Thus, while both genders possess the same systems in their bodies, women’s are 

“peculiarly” different in obviously detrimental ways. Like Mitchell, discussed in the next 

chapter, Dewees also mentions several times that both physical and moral causes can 

have a significant negative impact on women’s health. With this assertion in mind as a 

reminder of the prevailing medical understanding of womanhood, I apply Foucault’s 

“science of discipline” as a heuristic to Dewees’ Treatise.  

First, Dewees uses spatialization to designate illness as an inevitable, and even 

appropriate, metaphorical space for women as a group. What is interesting about “ill” as a 

metaphorical space is that once it has been deemed appropriate for women (in this case 

by medical professionals), then women are not so much granted access to that space as 

forced into or categorized as members of that space. A list like the one above made it 

very difficult for women to resist that spatialization because it “granted” women access to 

those spaces by virtue of any number of inherent factors that they could not change. 

Another way Dewees used spatialization to cement women’s place in the home was by 

restricting the patients’ access to her friends. With Foucault’s definition of spatialization 

in mind, restricting a patient to her home (a physical space) and also restricting her access 

to her friends (a metaphorical space) served to make the only identity that she had access 

to—that of a sick individual—one that was presented by her doctor. That is, by limiting 

her access to her friends, Dewees’ treatment functioned as a means of preventing the 

formation of group identity that could possibly subvert his diagnosis and treatment. 

 For example, in a move that is eerily similar to Mitchell’s assertion that hysterical 

women be attended by a nurse that is not a friend or a relative, Dewees claims: 
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The officiousness of nurses and of friends very often thwarts the best 

directed measure of the physician, by an overweening desire to make the 

patient “comfortable.” [. . .] Conversation should be prohibited the patient; 

and all company excluded. Much mischief is sometimes done by the 

talking of the bystanders [. . .]. (320) 

Dewees here defines the home as not only a space where it is appropriate for the woman 

to be, but also a space where it is inappropriate to bring in others (422). This type of 

spatialization discouraged women from fostering group identities that might undermine 

the physician’s authority. As will be discussed when we turn to the detailed hierarchies 

portion of the heuristic, making the doctor (and a competent/detached nurse) the only 

person from an outside public space who could appropriately be in the ill woman’s home 

enabled doctors to establish and maintain for themselves the dominant position on the 

hierarchy. 

 As is easy to imagine, restricting women to the home, forbidding social or 

sympathetic visitors, and making the physician the only person who does not have to 

justify his presence makes it very easy for the activity of the ill woman to be subjected to 

minute control. On the very first page of the book, Dewees claims that “To each [sex] is 

allotted respective duties; duties which cannot be exchanged or even varied; for they are 

immutable” (17). Similarly, the menses are a prerequisite for the “title of womanhood” 

because it means that she is prepared to participate in the destiny that she “is destined to 

fulfill” (107). Participation in this biological “destiny” also makes it less likely that a 
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woman will be subject to hysteria in the first place. He observes the type of woman who 

is least likely to suffer from hysteria—women who 

Live in the country, and exercise freely in the open air; who have fulfilled 

their duties scrupulously as mothers, by suckling their children agreeably 

to the views of nature; who do not goad their systems by over-stimulating 

food and drinks; who do not relax their bodies by too long indulgence in 

bed [. . .]. (142) 

The actions that are acceptable are to begin menstruating, get married and participate in 

conjugal duties, have as many children as possible, and to expend one’s efforts into 

raising those children. When relating case studies, Dewees almost always lists the 

number of children the woman in question has had, with praise for women who become 

pregnant regularly and had many children. 

 Dewees states that women are expected to get their first period between the ages 

of fourteen and fifteen, and that there may be a medical problem if a girl does not begin 

menstruating by that age. He goes on to say that “hysteria is most frequent in females, 

and at that period which intervenes between puberty and the final cessation of the 

menses,” which is to say most of her life (468). During these childbearing years, all other 

activities are considered a potential detriment to her health and mothering abilities. 

Dewees does not refer specifically to women who participate in activist causes, 

education, or public speaking and the possible effects of those activities on those women. 

However, his focus on the inevitability of a woman’s duties and the focus of this work on 

a woman’s ability to procreate suggest that he would not have approved of those types of 
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activities. This is perhaps why he chooses to focus on the age during which a woman is 

capable of bearing children. Prior to the age of fifteen, girls are unlikely to have the 

education or mobility to participate in activist causes; similarly, if they have not done so 

by their late thirties or early forties, they are unlikely to venture in that direction.  

 In addition to establishing a set of approved activities for women who were the 

most likely to be participating in activist causes, identifying such a myriad of health 

problems that were not simply possible, but actually likely during this period of a 

woman’s life firmly placed the physician in the dominant position on the hierarchy. The 

patient, of course, is in the subordinate position. Dewees states unequivocally that “the 

female will find her best interests involved in the most strict conformity to the 

physician’s directions for this purpose” (70). The physician’s advanced education and 

social mobility both contribute to his positioning as dominant. Dewees is able to foster 

his patients’ understanding of the difference between the dominant and subordinate 

categories by using his position in society as an authority on human physiology. One way 

that Dewees does this is through his theories on the cause of hysteria and other illnesses. 

For example, he is quick to say that he does not place sole blame on the uterus for 

women’s destiny as inhabitants of a sphere of inferior, ill people. Instead, he hypothesizes 

that it is women’s brains that cause hysterical illness. 

 One way that he creates this difference is through what appears to be simple 

physical observation. He states that “the space destined to be filled with the brain” is 

smaller in women (18). He hypothesizes in the beginning of the first chapter that the 

different systems of the body frequently react in sympathy with other systems (20). Later 
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in the book, when he is discussing hysteria specifically, he draws on this assertion to 

argue that Sydenham and others’ traditional understanding of hysteria was not, in fact, 

correct. He argues that, “The seat of hysteria would seem to be in the brain itself, instead 

of the uterus” (298). While it is true, he concedes, that “no direct proof” can be offered 

that the seat of hysteria is the brain, he argues that physicians know so little about the 

brain that it is impossible to rule it out as a cause of illness. In Dewees’ opinion, 

hysterical symptoms manifest themselves in the uterus and women’s sex organs because 

those organs are reacting in sympathy with a problem that is seated in the brain (465).  

Such an argument was likely to be extremely effective in reifying the doctor-

patient hierarchy. Because physicians have credibility within the social system (as 

evidenced by the fact that this book had over ten editions), laypeople (such as female 

patients) are unlikely to question Dewees’ hypothesis. Conveniently, because his 

hypothesis rests on the fact that medical science has not yet progressed to the point where 

the brain can be definitively established as the seat of the disease, he can use his 

credibility to make that assertion without being required to provide any proof that is 

actually the case. Arguing that while hysteria manifested itself as a primarily female 

ailment, while simultaneously suggesting that it was women’s brains that caused the 

disease provides an excellent chain of reasoning for the argument that women at this time 

were physiologically incapable of participating in the public sphere. It would be difficult 

for women to successfully make a bid for credibility and mobility if their brains—and, by 

proxy, their intelligence and ability to reason—are the actual root of their “illness.” 
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 As a member of the dominant category, one of Dewees’ privileges is to identify 

behavior as either conforming with social (and, in this case, medical) expectations or as 

deviating from those expectations. In this case, with hysteria particularly, Dewees 

suggests that, “the difficulties experienced in the treatment of this complaint appear to us 

to be rather accidental than essential,” and goes on to outline particular behaviors that 

will prevent the appearance of the paroxysm—i.e., what conformity consists of (487). In 

this case, the behaviors that make up conformity consist of “moral restraint” and “the 

removal of certain exciting causes” (Dewees 487). In order to demonstrate what proper 

behavior consists of, Dewees provides two case studies as examples. One case study does 

seem to relate to purely physical causes: the woman in question was having difficulty 

carrying babies to term, and after a period of separation from her husband, her body had 

time to recover. However, the other case study is more revealing: it consists of a woman 

who was struck with fits of hysteria when her husband became affluent and she had an 

excess of free time; however, when her husband was once again poverty-struck and she 

had to work for the well-being of her family, then her health was also restored (Dewees 

487-8). 

 Unlike Mitchell’s famous “rest cure,” discussed in more detail in the next chapter, 

many of the gynecological treatments outlined in Dewees’ book were prolonged, painful, 

and ill-conceived by today’s standards. Therefore, the diagnosis of hysteria (or any of the 

other ailments outlined in this work) while not termed punishment, could certainly have 

functioned in that capacity—much more so in this time period particularly. As we will 

see throughout this work, gratification for conformity will be considered inherent in the 
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action. It is considered inherently desirable and rewarding for a woman to focus her 

efforts on her family and children, as suggested by the case study above. As a physician, 

Dewees establishes the behavior that defines conformity or deviance through the label of 

“ill.” Further, he encourages women to “normalize,” or internalize his judgment of these 

behaviors, by using both his own credibility as a physician as well as the aforementioned 

unpleasantness of the treatment options employed in the case of deviance.  

For many activist women, the promise of delayed gratification (eventual 

credibility and mobility in the political system) might have mitigated the threat of 

immediate punishment. Perhaps in response to this, the medical community began to 

employ treatment options that were less unpleasant and, as we will see in the Progressive 

era, even potentially desirable in their own right in an attempt to enforce conformity. As 

Mitchell would argue postbellum, Dewees here resigns himself to the fact that “hysteria 

is seldom cured so effectually that the patient shall have no further returns of it, should an 

exciting cause be applied” (486-7). However, he bemoans the medical community’s 

belief that “little or nothing can be done for hysterical patients beyond the temporary 

relief of the paroxysm” (487). Instead, like Mitchell, he encourages doctors to employ a 

long-term relationship with their patients that consisted of “moral and medical discipline” 

(487). Such a long-term relationship could be considered surveillance in order to prevent 

further deviations—deviations that Dewees and others admit have not only medical, but 

also moral implications. 
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Conclusion: Categorical Connections 

 
 In “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway admits that she has written “paranoid 

fantasies and academic resentments” about the ways in which scientists have used 

objectivity in order to deny “others,” in many cases women, a credible, embodied history 

(175). While on the one hand she is bemoaning the ways that resentment (both her own 

and others’) can inhibit the effectiveness of feminist inquiry, she cannot help but observe 

that “just as for the rest of us, what scientists believe or say they do and what they really 

do have a very loose fit” (176). And while Haraway fears that the fact that the idea of 

biological determinism threatens “the fragile space for social constructionism and critical 

theory,” the examination of antebellum medical literature makes it clear that such 

discussions, at least as they functioned in this time period, were themselves social 

constructs serving a particular purpose (“Situated Knowledges” 187). This is the case 

whether or not particular individual doctors, such as Dewees, were knowingly 

participating in the subjugation of women.  

Additionally, biological arguments about women explicitly addressed moral 

issues, and public perceptions about women’s abilities to learn and to speak publicly were 

often articulated in terms of biological determinism even when no medical sources were 

cited. Antebellum, women began to develop political and social sensitivities that led them 

to speak out against prostitution and slavery—sensitivities that men encouraged women 

to have. However, when they began to act on those sensitivities, they were blocked from 

participation in the public sphere by the very group of people that had encouraged them 

in the first place. It was then that women began to mobilize in an organized attempt to 
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gain the credibility and mobility needed to address these issues as demanded by their 

supposed biologically predetermined natures. Lakoff’s assertion that frames dictate what 

we “see” in the world makes women’s early attempts to join the public sphere 

understandable (Don’t Think xv ). Because for so long women had been portrayed as the 

moral influence in the home, it was only natural that they did not at first conceive of other 

options—other ways to portray themselves. Therefore, their antebellum attempts to 

participate in the public sphere were conducted with an eye towards that framework. 

Their response to the way that they were treated when they attempted to join the 

public sphere led the forces of tradition to begin to articulate the reasoning behind 

tradition more explicitly, aggressively, and with an eye toward persuasion. In this 

chapter, the forces of tradition are represented by magazines, with male publishers and 

women audiences, and the medical community, with male doctors and women patients. 

That is to say, women did not begin to articulate arguments for joining the public sphere 

until they were denied the credibility and mobility necessary to join it in the antebellum 

era. Similarly, it is possible that men’s understanding of gender roles were inchoate until 

challenged, and only then did men begin to make conscious decisions to respond to that 

challenge through rhetoric. Carlson asserts that “there must be something more operating 

beside the bare fact of oppression if women are to be shaken from their traditional 

beliefs” and for the rise of feminist consciousness to take place (16). Perhaps women did 

not originally see themselves as oppressed; the “frame” of gender roles had been in place 

so long that it is possible (at least according to Lakoff’s theory) that it was difficult to see 

themselves in other lights. 
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Perhaps Carlson’s assertion that activist women were participating in casuistic 

stretching deliberately from the very beginning is not entirely accurate. Perhaps activist 

women truly believed that they were remaining faithful to the “old principles” or 

traditional understandings of womanhood, and it was not until men felt threatened by the 

activities of these women that traditionalists, both men and women, began to conceive of 

and depict those activities as deviant. Thus began a cycle in which both the arguments of 

activist women and, by way of response, their refutations from traditional strongholds 

became ever more explicit. This cycle, once begun, inadvertently encouraged the 

women’s movement to gain momentum in their responses, etc. If that is the case, then 

just as Angelina Grimké’s speech represents activist women’s early attempts to use 

language to gain credibility and mobility within the system, Hale’s “The Editors’ Table” 

and Dewees’ A Treatise on the Diseases of Females represent traditionalists’ early 

attempts to refute them. 

Abolition was achieved after the Civil War while causes aimed more specifically 

at women—causes such as helping educate and protect prostitutes, changing the 

definition of adultery to make men culpable, or giving women the right to vote—either 

died out or were not achieved. In her analysis of postbellum parlor rhetorics, Nan 

Johnson suggests that women successfully entered the public sphere for the cause of 

abolition, and once that cause had been achieved, women were expected to return to their 

traditional spaces. This further suggests that women’s attempts, as Lakoff would say, to 

work “within the frame” were unsuccessful. It was not until activist women experienced 

failure when they genuinely expected success that they began to realize that they would 
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need to reframe what it meant to be a woman in order to achieve their goals. While 

women would not be successful in gaining the right to vote until decades after the end of 

the Civil War, their failure enabled them to identify tactics that would truly make 

progress toward achieving credibility and mobility in the public sphere. 

Because in so many ways the antebellum era represents the beginning of the 

conversation regarding women’s rights, my limited exploration did not find specific 

intertextual references during this time. We also see very different techniques being 

employed antebellum than we will in either the postbellum or the Progressive eras. The 

postbellum rhetorical focus on woman as the gender that uses indirect means to charm 

her male audience, and that idea of woman as a siren who can inspire men through her 

physical and moral perfection, continues into the Progressive era. Here we find the 

beginnings of this rhetoric in the emphasis on how careful society must be to regulate not 

only the physical, but also the moral surroundings of women.  

While Hale’s message in antebellum Godey’s Lady’s Book, and Ladies’ 

American Magazine is similar to her postbellum opinions, prior to the Civil War she 

addresses issues of activism less explicitly. This is perhaps because she did not believe it 

was going to be a lasting movement. Additionally, she did not want to inadvertently lend 

momentum to a cause she did not support by drawing her readers’ attention to it. 

Similarly, in medical rhetoric we find that the physician as a woman’s moral guide as 

present both antebellum and postbellum, and we also see assertions by a physician that a 

woman currently engaging in deviant behavior be separated from her friends. However, 

while postbellum and increasingly throughout the Progressive era, we will see treatments 
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for hysteria and other forms of nervous illness be marketed as relaxing or pleasurable. 

This was most likely done in an attempt to make women want to self-identify as ill, to 

provide a form of gratification for identifying as ill, and to begin to portray illness as the 

common, “conformist” position rather than the uncommon, deviant position. 

By contrast, antebellum medical rhetoric still portrays women as abnormal—

whether experiencing natural, healthy processes such as menstruation and pregnancy or 

“illnesses” such as hysteria. And unlike later treatments, antebellum treatments for almost 

all gynecological illnesses were not only prolonged, but uncomfortable or even painful, 

and sometimes caused much more damage than they treated. When conducting the 

research for this chapter I was appalled at the ways in which antebellum women were 

physically abused (by contemporary standards) in the name of scientific and 

gynecological advancement. I believe it is unfortunate that traditionalist forces were able 

to successfully adapt their rhetoric and significantly lengthen the length of the journey 

activist women had to travel before gaining credibility, mobility, and the attendant 

political, educational, and economic rights. However, I am grateful that in the postbellum 

and Progressive eras the focus of medical treatment, while still aimed at portraying 

women as inferior, at least did not cause physical harm. 
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3. WOMAN AS POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC THREAT 
POSTBELLUM 

 
“Hysterization of women’s bodies [. . .] was a threefold process whereby the feminine 

body was integrated into the sphere of medical practices, by reason of a pathology 

intrinsic to it”—Foucault, History of Sexuality Volume I 
 

“I shall examine [. . .] the means by which physicians legitimated and justified the 

clinical production of orgasm in women as a treatment for these disorders”—Rachel P. 

Maines, The Technology of Orgasm 
 

Introduction: Historical Overview 

 
In many ways, the end of the Civil War and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

Amendments to the U.S. Constitution were victories for activist women. Abolition, a 

cause so many women had worked so tirelessly for, was achieved. However, the 

previously unified women’s movement splintered post-bellum: “the American feminist 

movement broke into two rival organizations in 1869, and for twenty-one years the 

advocates of woman’s rights lacked the effectiveness of united action” (Buhle and Buhle 

485). This split was due in large part to tensions between traditional, conservative ideals 

of womanhood and more progressive goals, as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell points out in Man 

Cannot Speak for Her Volume I: 

Because of its roots in other protest movements, it [the woman’s rights 

movement] was a coalition of people who had been or who continued to 

be active in a variety of reform efforts, particularly abolitionism and 

temperance. These coalitions proved fragile. Political disagreements with 

former abolitionist allies would dominate the postwar period [. . .] (83) 
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Women subscribing to the traditional, conservative ideal had participated in what they 

considered the lesser social wrong of engaging in public speaking in order to right the 

greater wrong of slavery (Johnson 20). Activists subscribing to a more progressive view 

had a broader view of women’s rights including woman suffrage, gender-neutral divorce 

laws, and the right of women to serve on juries. Postbellum, some women abandoned the 

woman’s movement entirely since the goal that led to their participation had been 

accomplished. Those women who remained affiliated disagreed about the new goals of 

the movement. 

Beyond the ideological, these disagreements about the future of women-led 

movements had practical manifestations in the choices women made regarding education 

and self-improvement. In “Woman Suffrage and the History of Rhetoric at the Seven 

Sisters Colleges, 1865-1919,” Kathryn Conway notes that women began seeking higher 

education in larger numbers postbellum (203). Women attending universities took 

courses in rhetoric and public speaking, and women’s rights were debated at these 

universities, with both the pro and con opinions represented (Conway 216). However, 

Carol Mattingly believes that “attending rhetoric classes must have been only marginally 

helpful for women [because] even if institutions of higher learning were in some measure 

helpful for women, most women could not attend” (45). Instead, she argues that the many 

women public speakers gained their skills “within the reform movements” themselves 

(Mattingly 45). The resurgence of parlor traditions of rhetoric and the rise in popularity 

of women’s journals address women’s increased desire for rhetorical skills by promoting 
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those skills as an end in and of themselves, rather than the means to a radical, activist 

end. Johnson argues this point in Gender and Rhetorical Space in American Life: 

The obvious good achieved by the successful promotion of rhetorical 

training to the general public in the postbellum period and the late decades 

of the century is complicated by a tension in parlor pedagogies between 

egalitarian education and ideological conservatism that plays a dominant 

role generally in nineteenth-century discourses about gender and rhetorical 

performance. (21) 

That is, Johnson believes that parlor traditions of rhetoric and women’s journals espoused 

conservative ideals partly in an attempt to return the country to its pre-war state of 

normalcy.  

 Isabelle Lehuu points out that despite the fashion plates being the most popular 

aspect of the magazine, Hale included plates depicting traditional domestic scenes in each 

issue. Including such pictures effectively serves an attempt to emotionally influence 

women to forego the public sphere. In an 1870 edition of Godey’s Lady’s Book, Sarah 

Josepha Hale asserts in the monthly “Editors’ Table” that women should not seek 

suffrage because their true power lies in influence, not logic (180). Nicole Tonkovich 

points out in “Rhetorical Power in the Victorian Parlor” that Hale’s vision also included 

the education of women in order to have them educate children, both as mothers and as 

teachers, channeling their desire for improvement into socially acceptable channels (174). 

These parlor publications were not the only organized attempt to reroute women’s 

desires for political and social mobility into more acceptable forums; the medical 
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profession participated in the same activity. In “The Race of Hysteria,” Laura Briggs 

observes that “Hysteria [. . .] was never just a disease. It was also the way the nineteenth-

century U.S. and European cultures made sense of women’s changing roles” (246). Ilza 

Veith, author of Hysteria: The History of a Disease, points out that “the psychogenic 

predispositions to both hysteria and hypochondriasis were selfishness, over-privilege with 

satiety and boredom, [and] excessive scholarliness” (190). According to Veith, morality 

and medicine were intertwined at this point in history (215). In his introduction to a 2004 

reprint of Silas Weir Mitchell’s 1878 medical work, Michael S. Kimmel agrees, 

identifying what he calls “the intersection of medical diagnoses of a serious ailment with 

cultural critiques of modernity and the vigorous reassertion of traditional gender 

ideologies” (vii). Thus, physical and “moral” treatments were often administered together 

with the goal of encouraging women to abandon aspirations of public life and embrace 

their destiny as wives and mothers. 

Mitchell’s monograph, Fat and Blood: And How to Make Them, argues that when 

women deviate from their natural place in society as wives and mothers, they experience 

serious negative physiological repercussions. Conveniently, Mitchell also believes that 

women who suffer from neurasthenia, nervous exhaustion, and other forms of hysteria 

cannot make a logical case for the improvement of their health. Rather, only the 

physician can make that judgment, influenced by his observations of the woman’s 

behavior. In her analysis of the Weir Mitchell rest cure, Suzanne Poirier argues that, “at a 

time when physicians were held up as moral authorities to all their patients, physicians 
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(and male physicians even more so) had the right—even the obligation—to advise female 

patients on all aspects of their lives” (16).  

The primary works within the areas of politics, popular women’s journals, and 

medical journals selected for discussion here were not prescreened for any particular 

ideological similarities. Rather, they were selected for inclusion in this chapter primarily 

because they fall within the postbellum era. I simply wanted to see what each of these 

areas had to say about the appropriate place of women in society at this time. However, to 

my surprise, the idea of influence or persuasion being appropriate feminine behavior is 

discussed in all of the works selected for discussion here. Clearly, these portrayals of 

femininity were powerfully effective in the postbellum era. In her address to the 1869 

National Woman Suffrage Convention, Stanton angrily outlines the ways in which 

indirect expression limited women’s attempts to have a positive moral impact on society 

or advocate for what she believes are fundamental human rights. Johnson argues that 

arguments such as those criticized by Stanton were so powerfully persuasive because the 

foundational premise was that women could advocate for change within the confines of 

the existing system (32). Such widespread success, even in the face of numerous 

women’s organizations’ attempts to counteract them, indicates that these portrayals were 

evidently drawing upon longstanding ideologies. 

Representations of Women in Politics 

 
 As mentioned previously, the end of the Civil War in 1865 was both a victory and 

a loss for activist women. It was a victory because the cause of abolition had been 

achieved. However, the end of the Civil War was a loss on two fronts. The first loss was 



 93

that the Fourteenth Amendment, which was proposed in June 1866 and ratified in July 

1868, extended the franchise to former male slaves only. Not only had the connected goal 

of women’s franchise not been achieved, but gender officially became a part of the 

Constitution in a precedent that would be difficult for women to overcome. This 

precedent was solidified with the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, which 

declared that, “the right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 

abridged by the United States or by any State on account of race, color, or previous 

condition of servitude,” with no attempt to change the gendered nature of the document 

put forth by the Fourteenth Amendment. 

The second loss was that because some women were solely participating in 

antebellum activist movements for the cause of abolition, activist societies made up of 

women were in danger of losing their momentum and credibility as they redefined their 

cause. Nan Johnson characterizes this as “the tension between expanding roles for 

women and equally intense desires to keep those roles stable,” particularly in the context 

of a strong desire to return to “normal” after the intense social upheaval caused by the 

Civil War (2). Johnson’s work, Gender and Rhetorical Space in American Life, rests on 

the argument that 

Nonacademic or parlor traditions of rhetoric and popular constructions of 

rhetorical performance after the Civil War helped to sustain the icon of the 

white, middle-class woman as queen of her domestic sphere by promoting 

a rhetorical behavior for women that required the performance of 

conventional femininity. (2, emphasis in original) 
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These parlor traditions of rhetoric will be discussed in more detail in the next section. 

However, they are important to note here in light of what they were responding to: 

women who were directly challenging notions of conventional femininity. Women 

challenged these notions both through continued activism and also through participation 

in the public sphere through other venues, such as institutionalized education. Kathryn 

Conway notes that the women who would go on to participate in the formalized suffrage 

movement, as opposed to the antebellum abolition/woman suffrage movements, “were 

among the first women to attend college in the United States, and many put their 

education to work as pro- and anti-suffrage speakers” (203). 

 Buhle and Buhle also note tensions, not only between the suffrage movement and 

society as a whole, but also within the various women’s movements that occurred after 

the end of the Civil War. Black political figures, temperance activists, and working 

women all wanted their unique say (Buhle and Buhle 213). Additionally, women were no 

longer certain what other causes to ally with. Despite their previous devotion to the cause 

of abolitions, a “racist taint” remained in many of their dealings with other “self-avowed 

radicals” (Buhle and Buhle 214). In the end, Buhle and Buhle argue, “the split between 

proponents of different strategies marked not only a new era for suffrage but the eclipse 

of a grand old phase of universal reformism” (214). Karlyn Kohrs Campbell agrees, 

stating that before 1860, “there was little evidence of internal conflict in the early 

women’s rights movement, but this would change abruptly after the Civil War” (Man 

Cannot Speak for Her Volume I 84). 
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 At the forefront of these changes was Elizabeth Cady Stanton. As Campbell 

points out, in 1869, two competing organizations were formed: the National Woman 

Suffrage Association (NWSA) and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) 

(84). Stanton served as president of NWSA from its inception until 1890. Later in 1869, 

the year of this speech, Lucy Stone and others who disagreed with the stance of Stanton 

and others, broke off to form the AWSA, which focused on woman suffrage exclusively. 

The NWSA, and Stanton herself, was more radical. For example, they opposed the 

passage of the 15th Amendment unless its language was changed to include woman 

suffrage, whereas the AWSA supported the Fifteenth Amendment (though of course they 

were still working toward woman suffrage as a separate goal). Additionally, as stated 

previously, Stanton and NWSA took on other causes such as gender-neutral divorce laws 

and the right of women to serve on juries. Prior to the split, Stanton organized a National 

Woman Suffrage Convention in Washington, D.C., where she spoke on the first night. In 

this speech, analyzed below, we can see evidence both of her more radical stance on 

women’s rights as well as on Stanton’s willingness to emphasize differences of race and 

class in order to advance her goal of suffrage for educated white women of her day. 

Case Study: Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Address to the National 
Woman Suffrage Convention 

 
 Unlike later, more famous speeches such as “The Solitude of Self,” Stanton’s 

address to the National Woman Suffrage Convention betrays her frustration at a time 

when the goal of woman suffrage underwent a near miss. The Fourteenth Amendment 

had been passed the year before, and the Fifteenth Amendment was being debated and 
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would be ratified the following year. However, hopes of altering its language to include 

women were growing slim. Buhle and Buhle contextualize: “Mrs. Stanton’s speech the 

first evening of the convention gave a fair statement of the hostile feelings of women 

toward” the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Constitutional amendments (249). Stanton resents 

that educated white women would still be denied access to public forums, thus “exalt[ing] 

ignorance above education, vice above virtue, brutality and barbarism above refinement 

and religion” (“Address” 255).  

She adheres to John Stuart Mill’s belief that the larger the class of the privileged, 

the more desperate the plight of the disfranchised, because those who are disfranchised 

cannot overthrow injustices by virtue of rising up in numbers (Stanton “Address” 254). 

She is keenly aware of the ways in which public spaces are more privileged than private 

spaces. Though women advocated on behalf of abolition, it is clear that she does not trust 

African-Americans to similarly advocate on women’s behalf. Indeed, Stanton argues that 

this is the least likely group to do so, saying, “the most ignorant men are ever the most 

hostile to the equality of women, as they have known them only in slavery and 

degradation” (“Address” 255). Therefore, she is doing her best to take advantage of the 

historical moment she is in before it slips away and African-American men join the ranks 

of the privileged—and have no more motivation to help her achieve her goal. To make 

this argument, she identifies spaces other than political and domestic spaces. She also 

talks about “educated” and “religious” spaces, claiming that those who do not have the 

education to understand social issues have no right to vote on them. This distinction may 

seem hypocritical given her statement that a Sixteenth Amendment granting woman 
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suffrage should be granted because “all artificial distinctions, whether of family, blood, 

wealth, color, or sex, are equally oppressive to the subject classes, and equally destructive 

to national life and prosperity” (Stanton “Address” 251).  

As opposed to an “artificial” distinction that divides people and dictates whether 

or not they have access to public spaces, her argument seems to rest on education and 

religion as “natural” distinctions between groups of people, though she does not use this 

language. Stanton seems to be at a loss regarding the means by which women have been 

denied access to public spaces: 

Those who represent what is called “the Woman’s Rights Movement,” 

have argued their right to political equality from every standpoint of 

justice, religion, and logic, for the last twenty years. They have quoted the 

Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, the Bible [. . .] Judges, 

lawyers, priests, and politicians have said again and again, that our logic 

was unanswerable [. . .] Knowing that we hold the Gibraltar rock of reason 

on this question, they resort to ridicule and petty objections. (“Address” 

250) 

Her frustration at what tactic to take is evident because all of the obvious strategies have 

been unsuccessful. The ultimate irony, of course, is that as Campbell points out, women 

“were a group virtually unique in rhetorical history because a central element in woman’s 

oppression was the denial of her right to speak” (Man Cannot Speak for Her Volume I 9). 

As discussed in the following section, women were encouraged to move to more 
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appropriate domestic spheres in a variety of ways, notably through the popular culture of 

the time. 

 Because Stanton spoke to an audience of women, it was appropriate for her to 

adopt this tone of irritation. Her later speech, “The Solitude of Self,” had to be more 

tempered and reasonable in tone because it was delivered to the Senate and the House. 

Because here she was addressing other women, expressing her anger and listing a 

catalogue of failed strategies fosters women’s group identities within the public 

“members-only” space of the newly-created NWSA. Foucault’s “science of discipline” 

focuses on ways that deviants are encouraged to move from inappropriate to appropriate 

spaces, but here we see the reverse in action. By articulating a common dissatisfaction 

with the current system, Stanton is attempting to sustain the momentum of activist 

women from the antebellum and Civil War period and create a newly intense focus on the 

issue of woman suffrage. In order to convince society as a whole to consider public 

spaces appropriate for women, Stanton must first convince women that those spaces are 

appropriate. As Campbell argues, “given the traditional concept of womanhood, which 

emphasized passivity, submissiveness, and patience, persuading women that they could 

act was a precondition for other kinds of persuasive efforts” (Man Cannot Speak for Her 

Volume I 13). Then she must convince women to begin occupying those spaces, despite 

the resistance they are likely to encounter. The success of that resistance depends on a 

strong sense of group identity, and because she knows that her audience here is likely to 

be sympathetic to her frustrations, it is a smart rhetorical move for her to articulate them. 



 99

 Because women lacked legal rights, men had the ability to assert “minute control 

of activity” over women. Stanton takes issue with men’s claims that the vote would 

masculinize women. Rather, she argues that because women do not have the vote, they 

“have simply so many reflections, varieties, and dilutions of the masculine gender” 

(Stanton “Address” 253). She concedes that women have a different set of priorities and 

values than men do. However, Stanton believes that these differences are muted, rather 

than emphasized, when women do not have the right to express their views publicly: 

The strong, natural characteristics of womanhood are repressed and 

ignored in dependence, for so long as man feeds woman she will try to 

please the giver and adapt herself to his condition. To keep a foothold in 

society woman must be as near like man as possible, reflect his ideas, 

opinions, virtues, motives, prejudices, and vices. (“Address” 253) 

She goes on to explicitly acknowledge what magazine advertisements will also reference 

in the next chapter: that “man has been moulding woman to his ideas by direct and 

positive influences, while she, if not a negation, has used indirect means to control him” 

(Stanton “Address” 253). Men’s control over women’s activities has been far more 

minute, and far more specific, because it has been direct. 

Her ultimate goal is to ally women with the dominant category of citizens and 

voters. In order to accomplish this, she must convey the idea that men and women are 

more alike than they are different. She does this by introducing a “third term” that will 

shatter the binary by introducing another category of people that is different from both 

women and men. Her third term is racial stereotypes. Stanton pleads, “If American 
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women find it hard to bear the oppressions of their own Saxon fathers [. . . ] think of 

Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, [. . .] who can not read the Declaration of 

Independence” (“Address” 254). Her racial stereotypes are ostensibly based on the idea 

that these groups do not have the benefits of formal education or religious similarity. Her 

decision to appeal to these differences—coming on the heels, as it does, of women’s large 

role in advocating for abolition—is somewhat shocking to the contemporary reader. 

However, when taken in the context of feeling herself the last major group without this 

significant right, as well as the fact that all previous logical tactics have failed, this 

attempt is understandable, if not commendable. 

 Stanton also addresses issues of categorization and dominance along party lines. 

At the time she gave this speech, the Republicans were in the majority. She states bitterly, 

“the Republican party to-day congratulates itself on having carried the Fifteenth 

Amendment of the Constitution, thus securing ‘manhood suffrage’ and establishing an 

aristocracy of sex on this continent” (“Address” 250). Despite the efforts of Republicans 

such as George Washington Julian and the Hon. Thaddeus Stevens, who espoused the 

cause of woman suffrage, the term “all citizens” had already been replaced with “male” 

in the language of the amendment (“Address” 251, 255). However, there is a major 

election on the horizon in 1872. Thus, Stanton argues, the Republicans have a limited 

amount of time in which to take up Woman Suffrage or else the Democrats may do so, 

and by doing so gain the advantage in the next election: “In the next Congress, the 

Democratic party will gain thirty-four new members, hence the Republicans have had 

their last chance to do justice to women” (“Address” 251). The implication, of course, is 
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that once women do gain the franchise, they will vote along the lines of the party that did 

the most to help them gain that right. Therefore, Stanton believes that Democrats have an 

incentive to work on behalf of woman suffrage because by doing so they will gain a long-

standing majority. 

 Rather than focusing on the behavior of women as deviant or conformist, Stanton 

chooses to focus on the behavior of the men who, after all, have the power to make the 

change she desires. She makes this choice because, as stated earlier in this section, all 

attempts of the women’s movement to focus on the behavior of women have so far been 

unsuccessful. Instead she highlights the fact that the United States considers itself a 

democracy. Scholar Ellen Carol DuBois argues that the postbellum “belief that the right 

to vote was the individual’s natural right made the case for woman suffrage much 

stronger, more self-evident than it had ever been” (845). Using this belief as a starting 

point, Stanton argues that by not allowing women to vote, men have deviated from the 

ideals of a democracy: “a government, based on the principle of caste and class, can not 

stand” (Stanton “Address” 251).  

Instead, she believes that this behavior makes the U.S. an aristocracy. The 

punishment for this deviation is inherent in the action:  

No one need wonder at the disorganization, at the fragmentary condition 

of everything, when we remember that man, who represents but half a 

complete being, with but half an idea on every subject, has undertaken the 

absolute control of all sublunary matters. (Stanton “Address” 253) 
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Only by including women in the political process does Stanton believe that society can 

achieve the harmony demanded by “Nature,” who she characterizes as a loving mother 

(“Address” 254). Men may achieve a sort of gratification for this deviance in the form of 

increased power. However, this gratification is not only temporary but also an illusion. It 

masks larger social problems such as “the poverty of the poor, their hardships in jails, 

prisons, asylums, the horrors of war, cruelty, and brutality in every form” (Stanton 

“Address” 253). Stanton believes that true gratification can only be achieved by a balance 

between extremes, and she argues that women are necessary to achieve that equilibrium. 

 Stanton’s attempt to normalize judgment of the genders does not challenge the 

idea that different behavior and values are acceptable for men and women. Stanton 

characterizes men as “a destructive force, stern, selfish, aggrandizing, loving war, 

violence, conquest, acquisition, breeding in the material and moral world alike discord, 

disorder, disease, and death” (“Address” 252). However, rather than propose that men 

temper their nature, Stanton believes that the solution is to incorporate women into the 

political system, because only through their (equally inherent) nature can society be 

improved. Stanton proclaims that this improvement will come as a result of “a new 

evangel of womanhood, to exalt purity, virtue, morality, true religion, to lift man up into 

the higher realms of thought and action” (“Address” 253). Perhaps Stanton believed that 

both men and women needed to be portrayed as equally incapable of change in order for 

the franchise to be extended to women. In the worldview she paints here, men have no 

choice but to incorporate women into citizenship because they are as incapable of change 

as women are. Clearly this worldview changes in the intervening 23 years between this 
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speech and 1892, when she delivers “The Solitude of Self” before Congress, analyzed in 

the next chapter. Here, however, she is responding not only to her frustration at the 

political situation in which she finds herself, but also to the increasingly conservative 

slant of popular literature for women, discussed further in the next section. 

Popular Constructions: The Rise of High-Circulation Magazines 

 
 According to Nan Johnson, it is exactly because women’s rhetorical efforts in the 

antebellum context were so successful that efforts were redoubled to keep them out of 

that public sphere after the Civil War had ended. Many women had entered the public 

sphere in the first place in order to pursue abolition, and as Johnson points out, “the 

public rhetorical role of women was by no means secure” (20). Now that the crisis 

identified by these women activists was passed, Johnson believes that nonacademic 

“parlor” traditions of rhetoric resurfaced in order to encourage these women to return to 

their rightful sphere and role: the home as wives and mothers. She takes as her cultural 

artifacts elocution manuals, conduct literature, and letter writing guides. 

 Richard Ohmann points out that “a typical magazine of the 1830s, to pick a 

starting point, claimed a circulation measured in hundreds, for a few pages of solid 

columns of print, with few or no ads [. . .]” (27). Although some magazines did contain 

advertisements, the improvements in printing technology that would enable later 

inexpensive, high-quality, and mass-producible advertisements had not yet occurred. 

Even the mid-century phenomenon the Godey’s Lady’s Book “was a crude production by 

later standards, and hampered by the primitive infrastructure of the society” (Ohmann 

27). Therefore, advertisements during this era were lower quality and tended to appear in 
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more expensive women’s magazines that had a smaller audience. This smaller audience 

is largely because prior to the improvements in printing technology, magazines’ financial 

stability depended upon subscriptions rather than advertising dollars. They were thus 

more expensive and produced fewer copies. 

Isabelle Lehuu argues that Godey’s Lady’s Book represents the beginnings of 

reproducible images and is therefore significant. She also believes that despite the fact 

that Godey’s Lady’s Book was a conservative publication, it is perhaps this very 

conservative context that enabled magazines later to have mass marketing. Hale tried to 

denigrate the steel-engraved fashion plates of the publication (she’d removed them from 

her previous publication), but they stubbornly remained the most popular part of the 

magazine, so she was forced to keep them. Though Hale tried to introduce sentimental 

domestic scenes, including mothers with babies and children, or pictures of babies, the 

fashion plates remained the most popular aspect of the magazine. Lehuu claims that these 

fashion plates are important because despite the fact that they were portrayed in a 

frivolous, unimportant, or morally suspect light by many, they contributed to the Book’s 

high circulation.  Additionally, they paved the way for women’s participation in the 

public sphere by getting America used to the idea of women as consumers, a trend that 

would start to become increasingly prevalent at the end of the century.  

Nicole Tonkovich, however, portrays the Book in a different light than Lehuu. 

While Lehuu’s begins by claiming that the book was perceived as frivolous and then goes 

on to “prove” its significance, Tonkovich claims that the Book was Hale’s very serious 

attempt to educate women and promote their place in educated society and even certain 
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“appropriate” professions. Hale had received a neoclassical training from her brother and 

husband, both of whom were college-educated lawyers. Once her husband died she was 

invited by a minister to edit The Ladies’ Magazine. She characterized her acceptance of 

his offer as a divine calling to enter the public sphere in order to provide for her family. 

This characterization smoothed over some of the irony of a woman choosing to lead a 

public, professional life by advocating domesticity to other women. Hale believed in 

more democratic access to literacy and broadened public participation (in the teaching 

profession and the raising of children, for example) for women that, ironically, 

undermined the conservative message she was trying to get across, as did the precedent 

she set as editor and powerhouse of the Book. 

In an attempt to gain an overview of Godey’s Lady’s Book during the postbellum 

era, I examined randomly examined issues of the Book in ProQuest’s American 

Periodicals Series database, which contains issues of the magazine (each article, 

engraving, or advertisement as its own PDF file) beginning in 1855. I selected the 

January 1865, August 1870, and February 1875 issues because they provided a cross-

section of the majority of the postbellum era. Because the database keeps each segment 

of the magazine as its own separate file, I looked at a variety of articles, engravings, and 

advertisements but did not look at all of them. Articles mainly consisted of fiction, but 

also various pithy quotes, some nonfiction/news articles, articles on embroidery, 

gardening, and cooking, and the “Editors’ Table,” which commented on a variety of 

contemporary issues. The engravings, or “fashion plates,” were pictures of clothing or 

tableaus of women wearing the latest fashions. Advertisements only appeared in the 
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February 1875 issue and, like “how-to” articles, focused on sewing supplies, seeds and 

flowers for the garden, and renewal subscriptions.  

I decided that since the most consistent aspect of the magazine over the 15-year 

period selected was the “Editors’ Table,” and since that section was written by the very 

publicly known Hale, that I would analyze each of the “Editors’ Table” articles from the 

three issues of the magazine chosen. In this cross-section we discover that the “Editors’ 

Table,” like the conduct manuals and parlor rhetorics analyzed by Johnson, espouse a 

traditionally conservative view of womanhood, focusing especially on what activities it is 

acceptable for women to participate in. Hale uses the “Editors’ Table” to foster women’s 

group identity as a family united through the periodical. This family identity is 

established with Hale as the maternal figure who makes recommendations on the best 

interest of the reader/child figure. Once this relationship has been cemented, she 

advocates that the readers use more “feminine” behaviors to influence the children and 

spouses for whom they are the maternal influence. She espouses these types of subtle 

maneuverings over other, more direct forms of expression such as logic or compulsion. 

Case Study: Godey’s “Editors’ Table” in 1865, 1870, and 1875 

 
 In January of 1865, when this “Editors’ Table” was written, the Civil War was 

still a major factor in American politics; Robert E. Lee would not surrender to Ulysses S. 

Grant until April. Sarah Josepha Hale begins her New Year’s greeting by urging her 

readers to adopt cheerfulness of mind. She also asserts that while she acknowledges that 

some subscribers may let their connections to the magazine lapse in the face of other 

financial difficulties associated with war, she has every confidence that those women will 
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return to the “warm welcome to our Periodical as their family friend” (70). The magazine 

is portrayed as a safe space, modeled after the private space that women are encouraged 

to be a part of. Although women’s lives are clearly affected by politics and other events 

in the public sphere, Hale identifies the family (both their actual family and the “family” 

of the magazine) as calm spaces where they can avoid the “storm[s] of war” (70). Within 

this safe space, Hale offers advice about the actions of younger women who still need 

guidance.  

She introduces this topic by stating, “our younger friends must not be dismissed 

so summarily [. . .] we will now, to reward their kindness, set before them a picture or 

model in real life which we wish all would study and endeavor to emulate what they 

admire” (70). Thus she attempts to encourage her readers to control the activity of those 

young women that they have access to and control over. Rather than becoming a scholar, 

which Hale suggests “is nothing more than an educated implement,” Hale argues 

In woman, who is of more sensitive fibre [sic] and delicate organization 

than man, we want not only knowledge but grace, pleasant manners, and 

that ‘angel light’ which sheds purity as well as pleasure, goodness as well 

good humor around her path of social life. (70) 

As suggested by Foucault’s “minute control of activity,” specific actions are identified as 

acceptable or unacceptable, and in this case, because the one espousing conservative 

ideals is a woman, perhaps she is more credible as a source of what women should do or 

not do. 
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 This minute control of women’s actions continues in the August 1870 “Editors’ 

Table.” There, in a subsection called “Definitions,” Hale addresses the issue of woman 

suffrage directly. As stated in the previous section, the Fourteenth Amendment was 

ratified in July 1868. The Fifteenth Amendment, which many women activists had pinned 

their hopes of suffrage on, was passed in February 1870 without the language that would 

have extended the vote to women. Men had exercised their right to control women’s 

activities once again, and clearly Hale agrees: “leave suffrage to men, who subdue the 

world. We women must lead the world to the worship of the true God” (180). Clearly 

women fall lower on the hierarchy than men. As discussed in the previous section, 

Stanton argues that men can assert “direct and positive influences,” while women are 

reduced to using “indirect means” (“Address” 253). Similarly, Hale argues that “woman 

is delicately formed, and endowed to persuade, not to compel” (180). Thus in Hale’s 

view women are capable of exerting some control over their destiny, it is important that 

women not “compel” or overtly control the activity of men, but rather employ more 

subtle means. On the other hand, clearly men can exert more direct control, as evidenced 

not only by Hale’s assertion but by the recent passing of the Fifteenth Amendment, with 

activist women’s dream “Sixteenth Amendment” nowhere in sight. 

 Far from denying women credibility and mobility in the hierarchy, Hale makes it 

very clear that she believes that not having the vote is the surest means to retain what is 

best about women. She asserts, “the right to vote will not help woman to rise, but it must 

degrade her. She will have man’s right to share the hard work of the world for gain. Her 

own holy work of doing good, and thus crowning man with glory, she will leave undone” 
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(180). According to this rhetoric, women are not only equally important to men, but are 

arguably more important: “she must mould humanity to its highest perfection of 

character. She thus helps man in his task of subduing the world, and fitting it for the reign 

of peace and good will” (180). However, this categorization is deceptive, for Hale begins 

this section by stating “Life is a strife. The strongest have the sternest tasks. The highest 

gifted have the holiest field. Man is stronger than woman; he has the hard work of the 

world to do” (180). While perhaps Hale is attempting to portray her female audience as 

lucky to not be responsible for the “hard” work, she clearly supports a hierarchy in which 

man is superior and woman must persuade with subtle charm rather than direct influence. 

 She maintains this attitude in her 1875 “Editors’ Table” although she appears to 

have softened her tone of judgment when it comes to talking about women in the 

professions. She begins this edition of the “Editors’ Table” with new medical findings on 

the newfound dangers of tobacco. Although she asserts strongly that she does not believe 

that any of her genteel readers use tobacco themselves, their male husbands, sons, and 

other family members potentially do. Thus this is an issue of importance to them because  

The care of the life and health of the men of a family is peculiarly 

entrusted to the women of the household. They must provide the meals, 

see that the cooking is good and the viands nutritious. They must, to a 

great extent, regulate the early habits of their children: and it is well that 

they should be able to persuade their sons that abstinence from stimulants 

is the rule of a healthy life. It is for this reason that we have inserted in the 

Lady’s Book an article upon a subject which, while it primarily concerns 



 110

men, has so great a reflex bearing upon the happiness and comfort of all 

wives and mothers. (185) 

Not only is this an example of minute control of activity, it clearly falls under the 

category of normalizing judgment because here Hale clearly lays out what behavior 

conformity consists of. Gratification for this conformity is assumed to be inherent in the 

activity—as Hale suggests, “happiness and comfort” depends upon it. 

 These assertions seem somewhat ironic considering their juxtaposition to the next 

section, in which Hale defends the recent trend of “lady physicians” in England and 

France. She quotes and agrees with another defender of lady physicians, who is a male 

physician himself; he claims that women are intellectually capable of the same feats and 

that, in fact, their “pass” rates in school and on professional examinations exceeds men’s. 

However, it is hard to take this defense seriously; it is followed by a section called “Our 

Brother Man” that gives mothers advice in the “training of boys” (186). After 

encouraging women not to spoil their boys during their early teen years of “revolt,” she 

concludes that “we would only indicate that the pernicious education of many girls is 

more than paralleled by the pernicious education of more boys” (187). Although she is 

struggling to make a larger point that women must do a better job of raising their 

children, bringing up the education of girls as a generally acknowledged “pernicious” 

activity seems to indicate Hale’s stance clearly, regardless of her defense of “lady 

physicians” in other countries. Instead she has returned to reinforcing the notion of 

successful parenting as inherently rewarding conformity. Hale admits in her discussion of 

“lady physicians” that such a phenomenon is only possible because the countries 
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mentioned—England and France—are more liberal than the United States. Nowhere is 

this clearer than in the writing of S. Weir Mitchell, a U.S. physician whose life and work 

is discussed in the next section. 

Representations of Gender in Medical Rhetoric 

 
In his introduction to the 2004 reprinting of a famous medical work addressing 

hysterical illness in women, Michael S. Kimmel calls the medical profession’s focus on 

“neurasthenia” (the broad umbrella under which hysteria resided) a “bandwagon of 

gender-hysteria that swept across American society,” and argues that it “was among the 

most gendered illnesses of the turn of the century” (Mitchell vii). One of the foremost 

investigators of this illness was Dr. Silas Weir Mitchell. At this time, medical opinions 

about the proper place of women in society were not yet finding their way into popular 

consciousness. The medical profession’s definition of illness was quite clearly influenced 

by what was going on in other spheres, as evidenced by Briggs’s observation that 

“cultural changes were accompanied by a virtual epidemic of ‘nervous weakness,’ largely 

among women” (246). Especially because these three spheres begin to interact in 

increasingly reciprocal ways during the Progressive era, I trace the roots of those 

relationships here. 

During the postbellum era specifically, Mitchell’s doctor-patient relationship with 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman is a well-known example of the conflict between political, 

popular, and medical spheres. During his lifetime, Mitchell was as well-known and 

highly regarded as Freud would someday be. However, today Mitchell’s notoriety is 

primarily confined to the feminist community as a result of Gilman’s strong criticism of 
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him following his treatment of her postpartum depression. She wrote the classic feminist 

short story “The Yellow Wallpaper” criticizing his “rest cure” (Gilman 52). Mitchell’s 

Fat and Blood: And How to Make Them, published in 1877, was a description of the 

five-part rest cure treatment he had at that point been using for some time. In the 

introduction, he states that the treatment “consists of seclusion, certain forms of diet, rest 

in bed, massage (or manipulation), and electricity; and I desire to insist anew on the fact 

that it is the use of these means together that is wanted” (48). This insistence outlines the 

structure of his book.  

According to Haller and Haller, co-authors of The Physician and Sexuality in 

Victorian America, many doctors made use of electrical and mechanical treatments for 

hysteria: 

The use of electrical gadgetry became widely accepted in the late 

nineteenth century for alleviating the ills of neurasthenia. The tonic effect 

of electricity was [. . .] physical (causing muscular contractions of the 

tissues). (13). 

Mitchell primarily applied a type of electricity known as “faradic” in which “external 

applications of electricity were given along the spine, inner sides of the thighs, and the 

nerves connected to the genital organs” (Haller and Haller 171, 15). However, other types 

of vibrators were in existence prior to that time (manual, hydriatic, and steam-powered), 

and Mitchell would almost certainly have taken advantage of the technologies then 

available (Veith 215). Yet paradoxically, despite his advocating of massage/manipulation 

and electronic treatments for hysterical women, the site of his application, and the 
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immediate and observable relief demonstrated by his patients, Mitchell “categorically 

rejected all sexual implications. He described Sigmund Freud’s writings as ‘filthy things’ 

that should be consigned to the fire” (Veith 218). Perhaps Mitchell honestly did not 

believe his treatment was sexual in nature because it did not involve penetration; only 

items that “traveled the path of the totemic penis into the vagina” were suspected of 

having the potential to cause orgasms (Maines, Technology 58). Because the devices 

were not designed for insertion, no sexual event was suspected, despite the fact that it 

was still the genitals being stimulated.  

However, it is also possible that Mitchell was aware that the release achieved was 

in fact orgasmic, and denied the contradictory evidence in order to maintain professional 

standing among other physicians and disguise the sexual/potentially immoral nature of 

the controversy from the public. Kimmel observes that Mitchell’s early works “were 

decidedly medical in nature [. . .] by the mid-1870s, though, he began to turn his attention 

to cultural criticism in the guise of medical treatise” (Mitchell xii). The tension between 

the obvious goal of medicine—to treat patients—here conflicts with its less obvious, but 

more pervasive, ideological goal of endorsing an accepted view of womanhood—both to 

the primary audience of doctors and also to the incidental secondary audience of educated 

men with access to medical texts. Mitchell was considered one of the leading physician 

of his day and the popularity of Fat and Blood led to future publications including 

Lectures on the Diseases of the Nervous System, Especially in Women and Clinical 

Lessons on Nervous Diseases. He also undoubtedly emphasized the work of later 

physicians such as Dr. A.J. Bloch, who in 1894 published “Sexual Perversion in the 
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Female,” which also conforms to Kimmel’s “cultural criticism in the guise of medical 

treatise” genre. Because Mitchell was so influential in his field, I have chosen to analyze 

his work in this study—specifically, From Fat and Blood, which was published during 

the postbellum era. 

Case Study: S. Weir Mitchell’s From Fat and Blood: And How to Make 
Them 

 
 From Fat and Blood is notable because, as Kimmel, Gilman, and others have 

acknowledged, Mitchell was generally considered one of the foremost neurologists of his 

day. Kimmel states that, “his ideas influenced Freud, who favorably reviewed his work 

and later adapted some measure of the rest cure in his own practice” (Mitchell xiv). 

Mitchell also had a collegial professional relationship with Jean-Martin Charcot, who he 

visited in France (Mitchell xiv). In particular, Fat and Blood “was a best-seller in its time 

and went through multiple printings and numerous editions. It fused the cultural critique 

of modern society and the inversion of gender roles with the medical analysis of this 

strange new ailment” (Mitchell viii). This intertextuality and popularity are indicative of 

an increasingly important conversation and, as Kimmel suggests, shows that medical 

rhetoric was inextricably linked with moral values and preconceived notions of gender. In 

“The Weir Mitchell Rest Cure: Doctor and Patients,” Poirier argues that, “inherent in 

Mitchell’s statements about neurasthenia in women are his assumptions, echoing current 

religious, social, even medical beliefs [. . .] of the physical and emotional inferiority of 

women to men” (19). 
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 Although Mitchell discusses a variety of nervous ailments of both genders in Fat 

and Blood, he is particularly concerned with women: 

A portion of the last class I referred to above, and which I have yet to 

describe, is one I have hinted at as the despair of the physician. It includes 

that large group of women, especially, said to have nervous exhaustion [. . 

.] To it I must add cases in which, besides the wasting and anǽmia, 

emotional manifestations predominate, and which are then called 

hysterical, whether or not they exhibit ovarian or uterine disorders. (27, 

emphasis mine). 

Thus, while both genders can suffer from the condition, only one is the “despair” of the 

physician; additionally, women can be diagnosed with the disease even in the absence of 

physical symptoms. Mitchell believes that while women are frequently hysterical by 

nature, their “moral and physical surroundings” have a direct impact on their health (36). 

Additionally, he believes that women enjoy being sick, calling it a “cherished habit” (37). 

 Thus, hysteria is not only spatialized, but women are by nature considered 

incapable of self-selecting the spaces that will do them the most good. Thus Mitchell 

believes it is the physician’s responsibility to demonstrate the “force of character 

required” to “direct the thoughts of his patients” (45). In fact, “Such moral medication 

belongs to the higher sphere of the doctor’s duties, and if he means to cure his patient 

permanently, he cannot afford to neglect them” (45-6). Space has a decided impact on the 

woman’s health. When discussing specific cases, he identifies a woman who “undertook, 

at the age of sixteen, a severe course of study, and in two years completed the whole 
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range of studies, which, at the school she went to, were usually spread over four years” 

(84). Another woman who had to support herself outside the home as a clerk, and who 

“did for two years eight hours of work daily,” also came down with hysteria (Mitchell 

95). Public spaces seem to be a prime factor in women’s propensity towards nervous 

exhaustion. Though Mitchell certainly lists cases of women who were not studying or 

working to the extent listed above, he believed that even the strain of keeping house or 

tending to sick relatives was often enough to push women’s “feeble” dispositions over 

the edge. Another doctor, William Goodell, wrote to Mitchell of a hysteric patient: 

Even the simple effort of casting up the weekly housekeeping expenses of 

a very small household upset her [. . .] so emotional had this constant 

nerve-strain made her that she could not sustain an ordinary conversation 

without giving way to tears. (qtd. in Mitchell 93) 

Even those private spaces that required mental exertions similar to public spaces were 

thus at risk of pushing women over the edge. Younger women, between the ages of 

twenty and thirty, were considered particularly at-risk (Mitchell 29). 

 As stated, Mitchell believed that women’s “cherished” identities as ill were 

fostered by the “moral and physical” spaces in which they found themselves. Like 

Dewees, he believed that sympathetic friends and relatives were one of the main reasons 

women who suffered from nervous exhaustion, hysteria and other ailments were unable 

to get better on their own. Rather than sympathy, Mitchell felt that “the first step needful 

is to break up the companionship” and to “separate the woman from her friends” (32, 77). 

If this means removing the woman from her home, that is what must be done; whether or 
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not she leaves home, the company of those who love her and who are thus likely to be 

sympathetic must be replaced with the kind yet clinical attentions of the doctor and, when 

necessary, a trained nurse “who is not a relative” (Mitchell 43). Through these means he 

could “reorient them [his patients] to domestic life” (Poirier 19). Thus women are 

encouraged to move from inappropriate to appropriate spaces, and when necessary, 

forcibly relocated. 

 Once women are located in those spaces that are not only physically but also 

morally appropriate, Foucault’s concept of minute control of activity is applied. 

Mitchell’s treatment focuses on control of activity beyond all other concepts. For 

example, “at first, and in some cases for four or five weeks, I do not permit the patient to 

sit up or to sew or write or read. The only action allowed is that needed to clean the teeth” 

(Mitchell 43). In many cases, Mitchell does not even permit the patient to sit up for bowel 

movements or urination; instead, arrangements are made to have these bodily functions 

occur while the patient is lying down (44). Similarly, the diet is restricted to milk—only 

as much as is necessary to satisfy the woman’s caloric requirements under the stricture of 

no movement. Gradually, under the course of two months or more, other foods are 

reintroduced, as is mental exertion such as conversation and physical movement such as 

walking (Mitchell 52). Even when the woman is allowed to visit with friends and family 

again, she should refrain from discussing her physical condition with them, as this can 

trigger a relapse into the previous bad habits (Mitchell 98). 

 Of course, as in most medical texts, the hierarchy being advocated here is that 

where the physician has most, if not all, of the power and the patient has none. Due to the 
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extreme nature of the minute control of activity, Mitchell’s perceived gap between 

doctors and their patients is particularly high. However, this is largely because the doctor 

serves not only as the expert on physical health but also the moral compass of women 

who have deviated from what is “healthy”—both physically and morally. These 

differences are fostered by the very separation from friends and loved ones that also 

enable spatialization and minute control of activity. The woman is not permitted to 

resume physical or mental activity or even eat unless the doctor approves of her progress. 

Progress is particularly interesting here because Mitchell measures moral progress 

according to physical responses to rest and the prescribed diet, and considers women’s 

discussion of their condition as a symptom of their condition. Therefore, it is impossible 

for women to make rational claims about their progress toward recovery or to argue that 

they regain privileges at any rate other than what the doctor considers appropriate. 

 It is just this consideration of what the doctor considers “appropriate” that reveals 

the heart of the issue, Foucault’s concept of normalizing judgment. Kimmel observes that 

in both women and men, neurasthenia was caused by “gender non-conformity, and the 

cure was a rigorously enforced conformity to the ‘natural’ activities appropriate for men 

or women” (Mitchell viii). However, men were believed to suffer from nervous ailments 

as a result of being too sedentary, while “society women suffering from neurasthenia 

were suffering from too much exertion, not too little” (Mitchell viii). Poirier states that 

“Mitchell’s opinion of the inappropriateness of college for all women has already been 

presented” (24). Mitchell himself says that “fresh air, exercise, change of scene, tonics, 

and stimulants are alike valueless,” whereas “absolute rest, massage, and electricity, are 
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often of inestimable service” (27). Therefore adhering to stereotypical gender roles, 

which for women included a fairly sedentary life free of intellectual challenges, was 

conformity. If a woman did not conform of her own free will, that conformity could be 

forced via “treatment,” which under Foucault’s science of discipline could be construed 

as punishment.  

The treatment does provide some gratification for conformity beyond the 

increased freedom that being “cured” provides. Massage and the application of electricity 

is, Mitchell claims, enjoyable to many of the patients. Although Mitchell admits that the 

majority of the treatment is frustrating, he believes it is because these rebellious women 

are no longer being indulged, and that the discipline his regime provides will lead to only 

appropriate behavior being rewarded (with increased freedom). So long as the woman 

does not abuse that freedom by reverting to her former extremes, she is “cured.” 

However, even Mitchell admits that  

In cases of nervous exhaustion, so called, it is impossible to state 

accurately the number of partial recoveries, or, at least, to define usefully 

the degrees of gain [. . .] there have been many instances in which I have 

merely amended the health, without perfectly restoring it. (105) 

Here Mitchell sets the stage for what will become one of the most profitable tenets of 

hysteria—that women require long-term treatment rather than emerging from treatment 

completely cured. Far from being a failure on the part of the doctor, Mitchell believed 

that these partial cures were caused by women’s inherent tendency toward these 

behaviors.  
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Conclusion: Categorical Connections 

 
 In “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway insists on the essentially local 

character of every form of knowledge. By this she means she means that knowledge is 

inevitably rooted in both a physical body and a social situation. She calls for feminists to 

switch the metaphors used to perceive or explain objectivity, in order to find an 

objectivity that can’t be so easily co-opted in the pursuit of hierarchy/power. Specifically, 

in “A Cyborg Manifesto,” she suggests that in order to overcome oppression, women can 

employ a strategy in which they appropriate the pejorative terms used by those in power 

and recast the same metaphors in positive terms. During the antebellum era, many 

women did just that—in order to gain access to the public sphere, they portrayed 

themselves as following a higher moral calling appropriate to their gender. However, 

their decisions to adhere to these stereotypical gender roles had the unintended effect of 

casting their decision to speak publicly as a temporary one motivated by a specific issue: 

abolition. Although Mattingly argues that the temperance movement continued to gain 

momentum even during this period of crisis for the suffrage movement, postbellum (as 

noted by Campbell, Johnson, Mattingly, Buhle and Buhle and others) these women found 

themselves robbed of the credibility that they needed in order to advocate for the issue of 

woman suffrage. 

 This crisis led to the movement’s decision to pursue a different tactic. George 

Lakoff says that “frames are mental structures that shape the way we see the world,” and 

that “we reject facts in favor or frames” (Don’t Think xv). That is, if a fact doesn’t fit a 

frame that defines the way we see the world, instead of rejecting the frame we 
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ignore/forget the fact. People aren’t consciously aware of their frames—one can 

recognize frames by identifying what counts as “common sense” among the people. 

During the antebellum era, women attempted to portray themselves in ways that fit within 

the frame of traditional understandings of womanhood because that is what enabled them 

to participate in social movements. However, in the new postbellum context, women 

would have to reframe what it meant to be a woman, and according to Lakoff’s 

definition, because of the way frames affect people’s understanding of the world, 

“reframing is social change” (xv). Therefore, when attempting to instigate social change, 

it is essential that the people attempting to make the change do not use the oppositions’ 

language. Stanton demonstrates the beginnings of this understanding when she bemoans 

the ineffectiveness of all the arguments women have put forth thus far on behalf of their 

suffragist cause. 

 However, it is extremely difficult to change the language used to describe a social 

construction like womanhood when the category is used in many different contexts—

here, politics/education, popular culture/consumerism, and the medical profession. For 

example, physicians such as Silas Weir Mitchell were using medical treatises in order to 

critique women’s place in modern society. Similarly, the fact that women were 

consumers of popular women’s magazines can be interpreted as tacit approval of the 

constructions of womanhood espoused by those publications. This means that in order to 

effectively combat those ideologies, access to political forums is not enough. Women 

would need access to all forums in which definitions of “woman” were being debated and 

reified. The fact that some women, such as Sarah Josepha Hale, were able to gain access 
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to those spaces was counterproductive to women’s causes since they continued to 

advocate for conservative ideals once there. Additionally, these traditional ideals of 

womanhood were being promoted on the heels of social advancements such as abolition 

and black suffrage. This was undoubtedly frustrating and ironic for women such as 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who were advocating for the exact same rights on behalf of a 

different group. 

 Largely because of difficulties in reproducing and distributing magazines outlined 

by Ohmann, we can’t expect and don’t find specific intertextual references in the 

postbellum era. However, while we don’t find references to particular texts in other 

genres, we do see similar strategies being employed in various contexts. This suggests 

that members of the three different spheres were aware of what was happening in each of 

the others on a global level. For example, Stanton argues that women have had to use 

“indirect means” to control men (“Address” 253); Hale claims that women are delicate 

and therefore “endowed to persuade, not to compel” (“Editors’ Table” 1870, 180); and 

Mitchell believes that “even the firmest women lose self-control at last under incessant 

feebleness” (30). Similarly, after the Civil War ended, sentiments discouraging women 

from public speaking also sought to remove women from the “moral and physical 

surroundings,” of the podium, a positive change would be enacted not simply on behalf 

of the individual women denied entrance, but on behalf of a war-torn society trying 

desperately to recover from the upheaval caused by a similar issue. 

 The tension between public and private spaces is also continuing to develop here. 

Both activist women speakers and physicians such as Mitchell associate physical spaces 
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(whether public or private) with moral spaces and ideals. Although women continued to 

cast their attempts to join the public sphere in terms of a moral imperative antebellum, 

Johnson believes that such arguments did not have permanent persuasive power: 

It is not the case, however, that the construction of these women’s 

[Willard, Livermore, Stanton, and Anthony] rhetorical careers in 

biographical and autobiographical literature as essentially spectacular 

performances of conventional femininity altered public perception in favor 

of viewing the public-speaking stage in the decades following the Civil 

War as a rhetorical space equally suited to both men and women. (144) 

Therefore, while the postbellum period does not truly serve as what Gring-Premble calls 

a transitional space because at this time women did not have consistent access to a forum 

in which ideas could be debated. Instead, they were being pushed out of the spaces where 

they had managed to gain a foothold prior to and during the Civil War. 

But just why was it so imperative for women to be removed from these spaces? 

As noted previously, Mitchell constantly reiterates that the way to get a woman to 

“recover,” that is, to conform to the doctor’s expectations, is to “break up the 

companionship” of sympathetic relatives (32) and to “separate the woman from her 

friends” (77). Perhaps these sentiments arise out of a fear that small private gatherings of 

friends will only eventually reach a critical mass whereby they can no longer be 

considered “private,” but are public due their size. This reasoning was exemplified 

antebellum when women were forced to seek larger and larger meeting places in which to 

conduct the business of the movement. By curtailing women’s abilities to enter public 
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spaces, perhaps those who were anti-suffrage hoped to prevent critical mass. The 

aforementioned splintering of the movement into various factions with competing goals 

also served to inhibit the movement’s growth and is, perhaps, part of the reason why the 

momentum of the abolition movement did not transition into a similar momentum on 

behalf of woman suffrage. 

It was not until the rise of mass media that women were able to once again have a 

forum in which to advocate for their rights, this time successfully. As Ohmann notes, the 

improvements in print technology that led to an explosion in circulation of women’s 

magazines have not yet taken place in the postbellum era. Therefore, there are noticeably 

fewer advertisements in women’s magazines during this time, and those that are present 

are of considerably lower quality though, as Lehuu points out, the fashion plates in 

Godey’s Lady’s Book are the precursors to this technology (88). However, as we will see 

in the next chapter, these portrayals of women as beings of subtle influence established 

postbellum are drawn upon and reified in the Progressive era by medical literature and 

advertisements in high-circulation magazines. 
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4. THE PROGRESSIVE ERA AND WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE 
 
“Hysterization of women’s bodies [. . .] was a threefold process whereby the feminine 

body was [. . .] placed in organic communication with the social body [. . .], the family 

space [. . .], and the life of children [. . .]: the Mother, with her negative image of 

‘nervous woman,’ constituted the most visible form of this hysterization”—Foucault, 

History of Sexuality Volume I 
 

“I shall examine [. . .] the reduction of female behavior outside the androcentric 

standard to disease paradigms”—Rachel P. Maines, The Technology of Orgasm 

 

Introduction: Historical Overview 

 
Activist women laid the foundation for the suffrage movement in the beginning of 

the nineteenth century by participating in the abolition movement prior to the Civil War. 

They solidified that foundation in 1848 with the first women’s rights convention in 

Seneca Falls, New York. However, at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 

twentieth centuries, women participated in the suffrage movement in increased and 

increasingly strategic ways. This participation culminated with the Nineteenth 

Amendment, which Congress passed in 1920. Part of the suffrage movement’s success 

was owed to the increasing number of women seeking higher education. Part was also 

owed to the presence of a national media that reached circulation in the millions and was 

targeted specifically at women. The latter is true because both men and women used print 

media as a forum in which to discuss the suffrage movement and the changes in gender 

roles associated with it. This makes the media an example of what Gring-Premble calls a 

transitional space, where debate was enacted in the hopes of achieving consensus.  

The medical profession was also a vital part of this transitional space. As early as 

the seventeenth century, physicians such as Thomas Sydenham observed that the only 
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females who didn’t exhibit signs of hysteria were common laborers, implying that it was 

primarily observed in middle-to upper-class women who didn’t have to work outside the 

home (Maines, Technology 31). Since patients were rarely considered “cured” of 

hysteria, but instead required long-term treatment, this claim suggests that the relative 

restriction of hysteria to the middle class was partially motivated by economic concerns. 

Medical professionals diagnosed only those women who could afford treatment. 

However, according to Veith, the medical profession broadened the definition of the 

average “hysteric” during the late nineteenth century, which caused the disease to reach 

“almost epidemic proportions” at the beginning of the twentieth century (210).  

Physicians developed vibrators as a treatment for hysteria in 1869, and vibrators 

became widely commercially available by the early 1900s. Magazines that advertised 

vibrators catered to a middle- and upper- class audience, reinforcing the implication that 

hysterical women were those who had time to pursue activities of their own choosing 

rather than those who had to focus solely on economic survival. Advertisements in high-

circulation women’s magazines and journal articles in the medical profession both used 

rhetoric to portray women as sensual and indecisive creatures at the whim of their 

biological makeup. Thus, the middle- and upper-class women who purchased the 

magazines also became consumers of hysteria—whether or not they actually purchased a 

vibrator. Consumption was an increasingly important component of identity formation at 

this historical moment. As Scanlon points out, “the ‘home’ in the magazine’s title was 

increasingly defined as a site of consumption, with a woman consumer front and center” 

(17). These consumers were part of the typical suffragist demographic, and their attempts 
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to join the public sphere were constrained by this implicit acceptance of hysteria. As 

Zaeske points out, men had always encouraged this demographic to “use influence, but 

never directly exert power” (200). Rhetoric advocating the use of influence over more 

direct expressions of power was present not only in many of the primary texts discussed 

in prior chapters, but also in many advertisements for the electromechanical vibrator. 

Additionally, men in positions of power continued to advocate influence as a preferred 

communication style for suffragists and women seeking higher education. This 

recommendation suggests that men’s motivation transcended genre and was instead a 

rhetorical choice that unified the concerns of various groups of men affected by these 

issues. 

Conceivably, then, there was considerable overlap among the average reader of 

women’s magazines, the hysteric, and the suffragist. Women during this time period may 

or may not have made the connection between commercially available vibrators and 

hysteria, and they may not have been aware that the disease functioned as part of a larger 

conversation. It is important not to oversimplify the potential motivations behind 

diagnoses of hysteria, to make unqualified assumptions about women’s motivations for 

purchasing the electromechanical vibrators being advertised, or to draw hasty conclusions 

about the number of suffragists in either of the first two groups. However, the prevalence 

of vibrators and the increase in diagnoses of hysteria during this time suggests that men 

may have gained credibility by arguing that women were biologically incapable of the 

intellectual and emotional maturity necessary to participate in public life. Also, the 

disease allowed those in power to control the body of women, and so even if women 



 128

gained more control over decision making in one sphere, they were subjugated in 

another. Thus, women clearly became involved in a complex negotiation over their 

changing political and economic status by purchasing these devices, and examining how 

the suffrage movement, advertising, and medicine interacted with one another yields 

potentially valuable insights for the field of rhetoric. 

Representations of Women in Education and Politics 

 
Perceptions regarding both education and politics shifted during the Progressive 

Era. According to Lynn D. Gordon, during the late nineteenth century women “faced 

objections from the medical, clerical, and educational establishments,” but by 1920 

women made up nearly half of all undergraduates (213-4). However, in order to dispel 

previous notions of educated women as dangerous to society, popular literature began 

“calling them ‘college girls,’ and depicting them as typical, fun-loving, middle-class 

Gibson Girls” (Gordon 215). Gordon points out that stories about women emphasized 

“class rivalries, games, pageants, after-hours feasts, costume balls, and athletic events,” 

which resulted a social perception that this new generation of college women was less 

politically active than their peers from the postbellum era (215). As Gordon observes, 

however, this perception may have been more optimistic than accurate, since “the 

magazines completely ignored other aspects of campus life” (218). Just as women were 

expected to espouse traditional feminine values as a prerequisite to participation in 

politics, the presence of collegiate women was legitimated through rhetoric that portrayed 

them as frivolous and socially oriented—and therefore harmless.  
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This portrayal undermined the political legitimacy women had hoped to achieve 

by seeking higher education. Similarly, when the abolition/woman suffrage movement 

splintered at the end of the nineteenth century, their perceived solidarity decreased—and, 

along with it, the public’s perception of their credibility. Those women still agitating on 

behalf of woman suffrage concluded that, in order to achieve their goal, organization had 

to become their watchword. As Buhle and Buhle point out, “Carrie Chapman Catt rose 

from the ranks in this period as a prophet and architect of a new movement predicated 

upon tight organization and finely coordinated strategy” (32). Ultimately, however, the 

rhetoric surrounding suffrage issues centered not so much around whether women should 

have the vote, but with the more general concept of change. For example, Catt and other 

proponents of woman suffrage made their arguments public through improved 

technology, such as mass printing of political pamphlets and speeches. These improved 

technologies represented a social change in and of themselves. In part, it was the 

incredible power these forums had to rally large audiences that enabled the organizational 

possibility culminating in the Nineteenth Amendment. 

On the other hand, those who were pro-suffrage used mass-media forums to claim 

that nothing was really changing at all. Instead, they argued that while the way things 

were being done might change, those changes would continue to reflect and enact long-

held traditional ideologies. Since, as Garvey points out, “most of the suffragists [. . .] met 

with disappointment once women achieved the vote and demonstrated fairly conservative 

and non-gender-specific voting tendencies,” perhaps they were more correct than they 

anticipated (112). Buhle and Buhle observe that many suffragist leaders believed women 
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would only be enfranchised if the movement were “divested of its radical image, its ideas 

more closely approximating mainstream or middle-class views on such issues as race, 

religion, and immigration” (311). In keeping with this desire to mainstream the 

movement, suffragist leaders such as Catt tolerated racist and anti-foreign sentiment, and 

in some cases even encouraged it in order to promote lost solidarity within the 

movement. For example, as Buhle and Buhle state, “Catt and other NAWSA leaders 

condoned avowed racism and encouraged it by holding conventions in southern cities and 

supporting known racists for national NAWSA offices” (312). 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a prominent figure within the suffrage movement, also 

strategically appealed to conservative values in order to gain credibility in public forums. 

Stanton’s portrayal of herself adhered to Johnson’s observation that “women speakers 

could be successful only to the degree that they were able to perform an essentialist 

feminine identity in some recognizable way” (120). Stanton held many values that were 

comfortingly traditional and conservative despite advocating what many regarded as a 

radical cause. Nan Johnson notes that she portrayed herself as a woman who was happy 

as a wife, mother, and housekeeper—a woman who was called to a public career only 

with great reluctance (117). Her views on “Educated Suffrage” were similarly 

conservative: “Congress should enact a law for ‘educated suffrage’ for our native-born as 

well as foreign rulers, alike ignorant of our institutions” (Stanton 347). Her proposal was 

that all foreign-born Americans should not be eligible to receive the vote until they had 

been in the country for five years and could both read and write (Buhle and Buhle 347). 

Stanton also maintained that all native-born citizens be able to read and write as a 
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prerequisite to receiving the vote. Enacting this proposal would, she asserted, “abolish the 

ignorant vote” (Stanton 347). The phrase “ignorant vote” here functions as a 

euphemism—actually, Stanton’s appeal to anti-foreign sentiment was a savvy rhetorical 

move intended to decrease the public’s perception of woman as Other. 

However, perhaps the most famous of Stanton’s speeches is her 1892 address 

before the U.S. Senate Committee on Woman Suffrage entitled “The Solitude of Self.” 

Campbell calls this speech the “climax of Cady Stanton’s career as a speaker” (Man 

Cannot Speak for Her Volume 2 371). Here Stanton uses natural rights philosophy as a 

tool to argue not only for suffrage, but also for an egalitarian understanding of women’s 

place within society. Stanton’s “old-guard” rhetorical appeals to philosophical ideals 

frustrated more pragmatic suffragist leaders such as Catt. As Buhle and Buhle argue, this 

is because such abstract and ideological discussions seemed irrelevant to Catt when the 

tangible goal of the vote was as yet out of reach (313). However, Campbell points out 

that Stanton’s appeal to natural rights and its humanistic ideology underlying that 

philosophy “was a success with her immediate audience” of Congress (371). In fact, 

Campbell cites Lutz’s research indicating that the “Senate committee made a favorable 

majority report; the House committee had 10,000 copies reprinted [. . .] and sent 

throughout the country” (372). When analyzed according to Foucault’s four-pronged 

“science of discipline” heuristic, we can see how Stanton uses traditional Protestant 

natural rights philosophy to come to a progressive conclusion. 
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Case Study: Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s “The Solitude of Self” 

 
The key to women’s enfranchisement was access to public spaces. Thus, like 

Foucault, Stanton recognizes the importance of spatialization. In “The Solitude of Self,” 

Stanton primarily discusses the public space and the private space. Access to the public 

space includes the right to property, political equality, credit in the marketplace, 

recompense for work, and a voice in the legal and judiciary systems. The private space 

includes the home and the relationships associated with it. Critics of the suffrage 

movement maintained that the public sphere was an inappropriate space for women; 

Stanton, however, asserts that all spaces are appropriate for women. She argues that since 

men’s rights in the public arena are not determined or limited by private relationships, 

women’s rights should not be determined by those relationships either. She believes that 

men discourage women from participating in public spaces by encouraging them to 

regard marriage and children as the most important aspect of their identities. However, 

Stanton’s points out that despite men’s efforts, women have entered the workforce and 

have become educated. Thus, the move to the public space has already occurred. 

Therefore, it is man’s responsibility to provide her with the tools to succeed in the space 

that she already occupies. 

At this time women’s lack of legal rights gave men the ability to assert control 

over even the minutest of women’s activities. This struggle over women’s rights to 

control their own lives was at the heart of the suffrage movement because political bodies 

refused to acknowledge women’s ability to participate in their government through the 

vote. Instead men encouraged women to forge family relationships, such as wife and 
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mother, and to participate in the actions associated with those relationships, such as 

cooking, cleaning, maintaining household budgets, and raising children. However, 

Stanton believes categories such as wife and mother are “the incidental relations of life” 

because “a large class of women never assume” them (Stanton, “Solitude” 326). Instead, 

she argues that “the isolation of every human soul and the necessity of self-dependence 

must give each individual the right to choose his own surroundings” (Stanton, “Solitude” 

326). This right includes the right to choose what private sphere relationships to engage 

in, if any, as well as the opportunity to choose to enter public spaces. She believes that 

men do not have the right to control women’s activities by denying them the opportunity 

to enter public spaces. 

In fact, Stanton believes that the law has falsely created two categories out of men 

and women, and that the creation of these false categories has led to a hierarchy that 

should not be in place. Instead, she wants society to regard men and women as part of the 

same category: citizens. She believes that the hierarchy in place is “an artificial 

attainment by inheritance, wealth, family and position,” and that it should be replaced 

with “a place earned by personal merit” (Stanton, “Solitude” 327). Foucault implies that 

the definition of a hierarchy is when one group bars another group’s mobility within a 

social system. In “The Solitude of Self,” Stanton argues that men create and foster the 

differences between genders by denying women the tools they need to exercise “the 

birthright to self-sovereignty” (“Solitude” 326). She also implies that by denying women 

these tools, men not only deny women access to legal rights, but also inhibit women’s 

ability to fully develop their powers of judgment and conscience. Finally, she claims that 
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citizenship will fully develop the character qualities that men believe women lack. This is 

a humanistic argument because it is based on an appeal to universal human qualities. 

Because both men and women need to exercise their powers of judgment and conscience 

in order to live a moral life, they both have the right to participate in activities that will 

develop those powers—activities such as the vote. 

The law at this historical juncture defines conformity as accepting that women 

have no place in public life. However, Stanton believes that society’s law deviates from a 

higher natural law. This natural law dictates that human beings are responsible for their 

own destinies and, as stated above, are therefore owed the opportunity to fully develop all 

the skills and faculties that will best enable them to make the most of that destiny. What 

Stanton argues is that by deviating from natural law, women continue to be exposed to 

“the fierce storms of life” (“Solitude” 327). Not only that, but women suffer more from 

these storms because they are not equipped to deal with them, instead remaining under 

“the crippling influences of fear” (“Solitude” 326). Foucault’s concept of normalization 

of judgment consists of monitoring a group’s adherence to a previously established 

normality.  

This normalization of judgment is exactly what had enabled men to portray 

suffragists in negative terms. With centuries of social order to back them up, men could 

easily claim that women activists were deviants who refused to conform with traditional 

established behavior. In what is perhaps the cleverest rhetorical move of her speech, 

Stanton attempts to portray conformity with society’s law as deviance from natural law, 

thus overturning the compelling argument that portrayed women as deviants. She 
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attempts to convince her audience that changing the law to conform to natural law would 

result in “the education which will fit her to discharge the duties in the largest sphere of 

human usefulness, [and] will best fit her for whatever special work she may be compelled 

to do” (Stanton, “Solitude” 326). By this she means that women will not only improve 

society and themselves; they will also achieve a higher standard in the private sphere as 

wives and mothers. She is attempting to alleviate men’s concerns that too much education 

and too many rights would make women unfit for those duties or would lead to women 

abdicating those roles. 

Scholars such as Campbell deem Stanton’s speech a success “because it responds 

creatively to the problems faced by social movements as their arguments became familiar 

to audiences, and because it still has the capacity to speak to contemporary audiences” 

(Man Cannot Speak for Her Volume 2 371). Indeed, the favorable response Stanton 

received in both the Senate and the House is evidence that her argument was compelling 

and even graceful. Unfortunately, however, “The Solitude of Self” was delivered nearly 

30 years before women actually achieved the vote. This lack of success in the strictest 

sense clearly indicates the presence of other social factors at work. Stanton’s poise and 

intensity as a public speaker has been well documented. However, we must consider the 

other forums where debate over this issue was taking place in order to gain a clear picture 

of why an argument that seems intuitive and reasonable by today’s standards failed to 

instigate the desired change at the time. Perhaps the most obvious area is high-circulation 

magazines. 
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Popular Constructions: High-Circulation Magazines and the 
Ideal Woman 

 
Magazines during the Progressive Era consisted of three major types of subject 

matter/information: articles, editorials, and advertisements. Most articles were fiction 

written by a variety of authors on popular issues. A magazine’s editor wrote the majority 

of the editorials, and editors frequently remained with their magazines for many years. 

The longevity of their careers enabled editors to attain credibility with their audience and 

magazines to achieve consistency of voice. Advertisements were extremely popular at the 

time and frequently were not simply pictures, but might also include brief stories/fiction, 

endorsements from the appropriate authorities, or more logical appeals such as the 

product’s features. These magazines were obviously a form of highly public, even 

collectible writing and were largely dominated by male editors with the notable exception 

of Sarah Josepha Hale. Because magazines were so public and collectible, they were an 

obvious forum for disseminating information and opinions on issues such as changing 

gender roles and suffrage. On an overt and surface level, these magazines endorsed fairly 

conservative views on these subjects as well as serving as another barrier for women of 

lower classes that the movement was not interested in representing (and who were often 

functionally illiterate). 

Despite being ultimately regulated by men, however, a type of negotiation could 

still take place through women’s newfound power, both as consumers of the magazines 

themselves and of the goods advertised therein. Garvey claims that “the magazine joined 

in one package, or booklet, the commercial world of goods and sales with the world of 



 137

private musing and romantic fantasy” (3-4). If this is true, then both the magazines and 

the advertisers who were using magazines as a vehicle to peddle their wares had to 

respond to the opinions and concerns of the readers in order to remain economically 

viable. The Ladies’ Home Journal had a circulation of one million by January 1904, the 

first magazine to reach that figure (Scanlon 4). By Gring-Premble’s definition, then, such 

a public forum was an ideal transitional space in which ordinary women could negotiate 

the private-public boundary by discussing a wide variety of issues in a “sincere effort to 

test ideas, challenge opposing views, refine opinions, and build consensus” (50). 

Similarly, magazines and advertisements blurred the line between public and private 

spheres for the target audience of middle-class readers. This blurring made social issues 

accessible to women who were not active in the suffrage movement, whether because of 

inclination, geographic location, or economic necessity. 

All advertisements are intended to influence consumers to purchase particular 

goods. In order to achieve this goal, they must be both conspicuous and understandable to 

their target audience. However, sometimes consumers purchase products for uses that are 

not explicitly endorsed by society or the manufacturer, even though society and the 

manufacturer may be aware of these other uses. When this is the case, a more subtle 

rhetoric is at work, which makes a more in-depth analysis of the advertisements possible. 

Rachel Maines refers to the process by which a product is cleansed of socially 

undesirable implications as “social camouflage.” As quoted in the epigraph of chapter 1 

of this work, in “Socially Camouflaged Technologies,” Maines states:  
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Certain commodities are sold in the legal marketplace for which the 

expected use is either illegal or socially unacceptable. Marketing of these 

goods, therefore, requires camouflaging of the design purpose in a verbal 

and visual rhetoric that conveys to the knowledgeable consumer the item’s 

selling points without actually endorsing its socially prohibited uses. 

(“Socially” 3)  

Maines gives the following examples of other commodities for which this “social 

camouflage” advertising strategy is/has been used: abortifacient drugs, also called “cycle 

restorers” (prior to the legalization of abortion); distilling technology (during the 

prohibition); drug paraphernalia; burglary tools; and commercial software for breaking 

copyright protection (“Socially” 8-9). These examples are not all contemporary with the 

advertisements and issues explored here, but all demonstrate the existence of the social 

camouflage strategy of advertising. These examples are also indicative of the power of 

consumers, whose demand for such products ensures their availability despite the lack of 

social acceptance. During the time period when vibrators were first being advertised, 

high-circulation magazines’ economic viability increasingly depended on their ability to 

attract advertisers who would pay for space. Thus, even magazines with ostensibly 

conservative views had to balance their ideological allegiances against consumers’ 

desires and advertisers’ dollars. 

Ellen Garvey has already explored advertisements for a particular product that is 

contemporary with the vibrator in her book The Adman in the Parlor: Magazines and the 

Gendering of Consumer Culture, 1880s to 1910s. In chapter four, “Reframing the 
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Bicycle: Magazines and Scorching Women,” Garvey traces the heated debate 

surrounding this now commonplace item. Garvey’s research reveals that by the 1890s, 

the “ordinary” bicycle, which had a very large front tire and a much smaller back tire, had 

been replaced with the “safety” bicycle that we know today, with front and back tires of 

the same size (107). The advent of the “safety” bicycle meant that for the first time 

women were capable of riding these devices and as Garvey points out, naturally 

“manufactures wished to sell bicycles to as many people as possible—both men and 

women” (108).  

Because the “ordinary” bicycle was associated exclusively with men (since it was 

so difficult and dangerous to ride), bicycle companies had to renegotiate their image in 

order to make it “socially acceptable to sell bicycles to a larger market” (Garvey 108). 

The objections to women riding bicycles were several: 

• The bicycle allowed offered free movement in new spheres, outside the 

family and home. 

• Bicycles masculinized women. 

• Bicycles were a threat to sexual purity, “teaching masturbation” to girls. 

(Garvey 112) 

The last reason listed was discussed with some heat in medical journals. While the 

manufacturers did not address the issue of masturbation explicitly in advertisements, they 

did respond indirectly by creating bicycles especially for women. As Garvey’s research 

reveals, women’s bicycles included modifications such as crotchless seats and higher 

handlebars so that women could not lean forward and create friction on their “sensitive 
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areas” (116-7). However, Garvey is quick to point out that the bulk of manufacturers’ 

response to this issue was rhetorical. Advertisements included testimonials to women’s 

increased health. One advertisement even claimed that bicycle riding strengthened the 

uterus and made women better mothers (Garvey 120). In fact, Garvey identifies one such 

testimonial in which the bicycle is recommended as an alternative to S. Weir Mitchell’s 

famous “rest cure” for hysteria (117). In other advertisements for bicycles, women were 

pictured on or near bicycles with their children and husbands.  

There are many similarities between advertisements for the safety bicycle and 

advertisements for the electromechanical vibrator, both of which are present in magazines 

from this time period. Just as the “ordinary” bicycle was developed in the 1890s, the 

vibrator was originally developed in the 1880s as a treatment for hysteria. Mechanical 

and electromechanical devices had been used to induce “hysterical paroxysm” (the 

clinical term for the release achieved with these devices) for years; such devices included 

“manual, hydriatic, and steam-powered massage” (Maines, Technology 11) as well as 

foot-powered, hand-powered, and battery-powered devices for this purpose (Maines, 

Technology 15, 101, 17). However, by the turn of the century, manufacturers developed 

vibrators that were small, inexpensive, and easily produced and distributed. Just as the 

“safety” bicycle broadened the base of potential consumers, improvements in vibrator 

development also broadened the potential consumer base. Both bicycles and vibrators 

were intended for use in the management of health and beauty in the user; both were 

discussed in the medical literature in addition to high-circulation magazines; and both 
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were advertised in a way that was intended to de-emphasize cultural anxieties 

surrounding issues of masturbation.  

However, vibrator advertisements from this time period have not yet received 

much rhetorical attention. The following case study examines vibrator advertisements 

from several sources. The first is The American Magazine which, according to 

Wikipedia, was a periodical publication founded in June of 1906 by three journalists who 

left McClure’s for that purpose, and which by 1915 had expanded its market considerably 

by focusing on a female readership. Another source for these advertisements is The 

Cosmopolitan, one of the four magazines that pioneered the shift of magazine economics 

from sales to advertising and which therefore had the largest circulations during this time 

period. 

Case Study: Advertisements and the Electromechanical Vibrator 

 
As early as 1906, advertisements for electromechanical vibrators appeared in 

various women’s journals (Maines, Technology x). While advertisements for bicycles 

frequently included endorsements by medical professionals, in the case of the vibrator, 

medical concerns are addressed much more explicitly. This is perhaps because vibrators 

were developed by doctors and used in doctor’s offices and/or during house calls. 

Bicycles, on the other hand, were primarily considered a form of entertainment, though 

the fact that they were also a form of exercise did deem medical endorsements in 

advertisements appropriate. Also like bicycles, both sexes are depicted in advertisements 

for vibrators; however, the rhetoric of these advertisements contains distinct differences 

depending on which sex is being portrayed. Although the majority of vibrator 
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advertisements were text-heavy, simply examining the headlines for four different ads, 

displayed side-by-side in Figure 1 below, illustrate these differences:  

 

Figure 1:  Vibrator advertisement headlines. 

 
 

Two ads portraying men picture a shirtless man using the vibrator on his chest, 

and one shows the man holding the vibrator to his temple. The headline of one of these 

ads is “Power for You” and another promises “Here’s Health and Power, Vim and 

Vigor.” Conversely, in an ad featuring a woman in lingerie, the headline exclaims “Enjoy 

Life!” and another ad featuring a woman assures “Beauty is Yours.” The fact that the 

word power only appears in ads featuring men is notable, suggesting that men obtained a 

different social result from the use of the device. The only power women could gain from 

the use of vibrators was vicarious—the influence their newfound beauty would bring 

them over their husbands. As Scanlon observes, Edward Bok claimed that “women were 

essentially domestic creatures who could best serve the nation by influencing their 

husbands and sons” (4). Bok, editor of Ladies Home Journal, makes similar arguments in 

many of his editorials.  
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Vibrator advertisements emphasize that the home is a private space appropriate 

for women. Bicycle advertisements by their very nature imply freedom of movement. 

However, vibrator advertisements are able to make the connection with the home 

explicit: “you can have health and beauty by using vibratory massage—at home” (White 

Cross, “You Can Have Health”). Additionally, one of the most advertised uses of the 

vibrator is attaching it to a rocking chair, something that could only be done in the home. 

Advertisements encourage women to think of the vibrator as a device that will make them 

appear more youthful and beautiful, thus increasing the influence they are able to wield in 

the home:  

All the world bows before a woman’s beauty. Since the beginning of time, 

woman and her beauty has [sic] been the subtle power that has made the 

world go round. Today man fights the battle of commercialism, not for the 

sake of satisfying a selfish ambition, but to lay a greater homage at his 

lady’s feet. (White Cross, “Beauty is Yours,” emphasis in original) 

Such rhetoric encourages the woman not to consider herself denied access to the public 

sphere, but rather granted access to her home and her man’s heart. She can thus claim 

actions he takes in public as her own without having to actually enter that space herself. 

By default, then, the other space acknowledged is outside the home—public space. 

According to Foucault, these issues of spatialization are important because one’s 

location, both physically and metaphorically, dictates issues of access. If women do not 

have access to specific locations—the podium or the voting booth, for example—then 
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they cannot participate in the activities associated with those spaces—public speaking or 

the franchise.  

These advertisements’ emphasis on the private space encourages women to think 

of themselves as beautiful and economical, two desirable characteristics in society at that 

time. The vibrator empowers women to obey “Nature’s laws,” which dictate that they are 

beautiful. The advertisements also promise that women will feel “strong and healthy” 

(White Cross, “Power for You”), “refreshed mentally” (White Cross, “Enjoy Life!”), 

youthful, and joyful. Additionally, the price of the device ($7.50, very expensive for that 

time) is compared to the price of specialists ($3 to $5 per treatment) in order to appeal to 

the thrifty housewife: “A massage at home, after shaving or bathing is delightful and 

costs but one-half cent” (White Cross, “You Can Have Health”). Purchasing a vibrator 

costs less than the price of two treatments by a doctor. This rhetorical move not only 

cleanses the device from suspicions of prurience, but also appeals to a logic-oriented and 

thrifty trope Scanlon claims is common in advertisements at that time (127). 

During this time, women’s magazines followed a trend in which previously 

expensive magazines associated with the upper class suddenly became affordable, and 

therefore available, to middle- and lower-class readerships. Vibrators made a similar 

transition during this time. Advertisements for vibrators suggest that expensive private 

treatments remained available. However, middle- and lower-class women could also 

obtain access to the benefits of vibrators without such treatments; they could purchase the 

relatively inexpensive and publicly advertised vibrators. This trend illustrates the 

continued blurring between private and public boundaries, particularly because 
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hysteria—nowhere mentioned by name in the advertisements—was considered such a 

private ailment. Medical endorsements in advertisements encourage women to use this 

treatment at home and avoid entering the public space by leaving the home to go to the 

doctor. Such public endorsements of products intended for private use also blur the 

boundaries between public and private spaces. 

Despite this blurring, advertisements emphasize the private space in their 

descriptions of the purchase and use of the vibrator. These advertisements portray 

consumers who have not yet purchased a vibrator as “half alive” (White Cross, “Power 

for You”), weak, tired, blemished as the result of disobeying nature’s laws, and possibly 

seeking expensive treatment from specialists. Naturally, the ads imply, consumers want 

to alleviate these undesirable conditions. Consumers can easily accomplish this 

alleviation through the purchase and use of a vibrator. However, advertisements devote 

the majority of the consumer’s attention not to this bleak “before,” but rather to the 

rewarding “after.” For example, the “Power for You” ad claims that after use, the 

consumer “will realize thoroughly the joy of living,” be full of self respect, clear sight, 

keen thought, and quick action, as well as achieve “the strength of perfect health.” 

Advertisements entice the consumer with descriptions of leisurely use after a bath, prior 

to evening engagements, and at the end of the day when relaxing in a rocking chair. 

These ads imply that it is unacceptable to not want to be beautiful or to pay the “huge 

fees” (White Cross, “Enjoy Life”) or “hundreds of dollars’ worth of medicine” (White 

Cross, “Beauty is Yours”) that treatment by specialists would entail.  
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Consumers are encouraged to use their vibrators regularly in order to first 

alleviate the symptoms that precipitated purchase and thereafter to maintain the new 

healthier and happier state vibrators produce. Additionally, the more often the consumer 

uses the vibrator, the more beautiful the she becomes and the more cost-effective the 

device becomes. Once the consumer owns the basic device, she can purchase additional 

attachments. The consumer can then expand her ability to treat a wide range of 

symptoms. Because these are advertisements, not taking the action of purchasing the 

product means not achieving the results. According to the ads, “nine out of ten people” 

reading the magazine are currently experiencing or will someday experience the 

symptoms vibrators are designed to treat—statistics similar to the number of women 

“suffering” from hysteria (White Cross, “Power for You”). However, those symptoms 

can only be relieved in two ways: by purchasing a vibrator or by paying doctors too much 

to treat the symptoms. The latter option violated the tenet that a woman be a thrifty 

housekeeper, making purchase the most desirable solution. 

The detailed, if implied, hierarchy these advertisements promote is clear. When 

ranked from most powerful to least powerful, the hierarchy includes the manufacturer, 

the doctor, the consumer, and the afflicted. The manufacturer and the doctor are both 

dominant, and the consumer and the afflicted are both subordinate. The doctor identifies 

health concerns, and in fact invented the original versions of the device. The doctor also 

provides treatments to patients that are similar to those the manufacturer provides. The 

doctor, then, is qualified to endorse the device from a medical perspective and validate 

the severity and significance of the symptoms. Thus, doctors are in the dominant 
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category. For example, advertisements for White Cross brand vibrators claim “this 

wonderful instrument gives you the three greatest natural curative agents in the world—

vibration, faradic, and galvanic electricity” (White Cross, “Power for You!”). 

Manufacturers also associate their products with legitimate medical sources by pointing 

out that specialists charge “huge fees” of $3-5 per treatment with similar devices (White 

Cross, “Enjoy Life!”; “Power for You!”). However, while such associations affirm the 

legitimacy of the vibrator as a medical device, manufacturers provide the same treatment 

in a more inexpensive and private way. Thus, the manufacturer ranks highest in the 

hierarchy because it has the best interests of the afflicted in mind.  

The afflicted are the target audience of the advertisement, and fall lowest on the 

hierarchy because it they are in an undesirable situation. Fortunately for the afflicted, the 

advertisements emphasize just how easy it is to transition from afflicted to consumer. The 

afflicted can move to the highest possible position on the hierarchy (that they can 

achieve) rather easily: the only thing that stands in the way of mobility is the purchase of 

a vibrator. However, the afflicted do have some power over the dominant category; they 

are potential consumers, and the manufacturer would go out of business if the afflicted 

chose not to purchase the product. This means that manufacturers must refute potential 

social or moral objections and establish a social context in which it is acceptable to 

purchase a vibrator. As discussed previously, manufacturers describe these devices as 

useful for every member of the family, and use medical jargon to imply self-treatment for 

a medical problem to accomplish this. For example, one advertisement reminds the 

consumer that, “hundreds of Physicians and Sanitariums use and recommend Vibratory 
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Massage” (White Cross, “Here’s Health and Power”). The vibrator is clearly being 

marketed for at-home treatment of a disease. Establishing a socially appropriate context 

is only the first step, however. Manufacturers must also make vibrators sound enticing—

they must make the consumer want to purchase one. 

Therefore, while advertisements are careful to legitimate vibrators by presenting 

them as medically endorsed substitutes for treatment by a doctor, they also describe them 

in a way that suggests the consumer will enjoy owning one: 

Vibration is Life. It will chase away the years like magic. Every nerve, 

every fibre of your whole body will tingle with the force of your own 

awakened powers. All the keen relish, the pleasures of youth, will throb 

within you. Rich, red blood will be sent coursing through your veins and 

you will realize thoroughly the joy of living. Your self-respect, even, will 

be increased a hundredfold. (White Cross, “Power for You,” emphasis in 

original) 

The electromechanical vibrator allows the consumer to improve her health in a manner 

that is not only doctor-approved, but also enjoyable to undertake—all without sexual 

implications. Advertisers actively fostered perceived differences within the subordinate 

categories by appealing to the potential consumer’s desire to be considered beautiful and 

frugal. In order for the afflicted to move to the highest position within the hierarchy 

possible for her (consumer), she must accept the ideologies of beauty and thriftiness, 

believe in the credibility of the medical community, and have faith in the social ideals of 

commercialism and progress. Choosing not to purchase a vibrator undermines a woman’s 
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credibility because it means she is not adhering to at least one of these socially promoted 

tenets. 

Foucault argues that hierarchies maintain themselves through a complex system 

of punishing deviance and gratifying conformity. In this context, conformity consists of 

purchasing the device for the reasons listed in the advertisement. Women receive 

gratification for conformity through the alleviation of symptoms and the perception of 

thriftiness. Deviance consists of not purchasing the device, paying too much for treatment 

from a doctor, or using the vibrator for reasons that are not endorsed by society or the 

manufacturer (i.e., to achieve orgasm). In the first two cases, punishment is understood to 

be inherent in the action: not purchasing the device means continuing to suffer symptoms 

and using a doctor means paying too much for relief. However, while using the vibrator 

to achieve orgasm was not considered socially acceptable at that time, it is a case where 

deviation produces gratification. This gratification could conceivably lead to more 

women purchasing the product. While there would be negative social consequences for 

an individual woman if it were known she was using a vibrator for this purpose, she can 

easily avoid those consequences by not talking about it. Therefore, it is in the 

manufacturer’s best interest to aid the consumer by masking the potential deviance in 

order to maximize profits. 

Enough consumers were aware of the device’s deviant association that 

manufacturers used social camouflage strategies in vibrator advertisements. Thus, while 

vibrators were developed to treat hysteria, advertisements for vibrators did not explicitly 

mention hysteria. However, doctors’ endorsements of these products subtly invoke 
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medical associations for consumers who purchased the device on socially acceptable 

grounds. Similarly, while doctors categorically denied that vibrators caused orgasms, and 

advertisements for vibrators did not discuss orgasm explicitly, the language in these 

advertisements certainly suggests that outcome. Purchasing the device in order to achieve 

orgasm is technically considered deviance. However, women can portray themselves as 

conforming to society’s norms if they do not broadcast their deviant intentions publicly. 

As stated previously, this also means that orgasm can be considered gratification for 

deviance. Women might also find gratification in subverting the authority of the doctor, 

especially those women who were treated by a doctor prior purchasing a vibrator. By 

moving vibrator use to the private sphere, women stopped broadcasting their hysteria. 

Possibly, this movement towards the private sphere deprived doctors of data suggesting 

women were biologically incapable of participating in public life, and might have 

improved women’s credibility in political forums. 

Representations of Gender in Medical Rhetoric 

 
 Ironically, while almost all advertisements for vibrators contain endorsements 

from doctors or other references to the medical profession, it is difficult to find articles 

that explicitly mention the vibrator. However, articles on hysteria, masturbation, and the 

use of galvanic and faradic electricity in the treatment of gynecological ailments abound 

in medical literature from the Progressive Era. During this period, Maines’ research 

reveals that doctors classified hysteria in the same category as neurasthenia: “by the end 

of the nineteenth century neurasthenia was frequently classed with hysteria and chlorosis 

under the generic term ‘hysteroneurasthenic disorders’” (Technology 35-6). The lack of 
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explicit discussions of vibrators in journal articles on hysteria is revealing because it 

indicates how distasteful doctors found the subject. Almost all articles on the 

aforementioned subjects attribute hysteria to being unmarried and living a sedentary 

lifestyle. Women suffering from hysteria are encouraged to devote themselves to 

motherhood, although doctors present no evidence that doing so will alleviate any 

symptoms. Instead, doctors appear to simply be using their authority as medical 

professionals to endorse common social views without providing scientific proof that 

their opinions are correct. These articles do not explicitly mention suffrage any more than 

they explicitly mention vibrators. However, the judgmental tone doctors take makes it 

clear that doctors associate adhering to traditional social roles with morality as well as 

with physical health. 

 Despite the lack of texts that deal explicitly with the vibrator, as discussed above, 

articles in gynecological journals do not hesitate to discuss masturbation. For example, a 

few extreme doctors such as A.J. Bloch advocate clitoridectomy as a treatment for this 

vice. Numerous articles claim that bicycles damage female parts or promote 

masturbation; this supports Garvey’s argument that the medical profession associated 

bicycles with masturbation. Many medical articles also discuss the apparently 

controversial electric sewing machine; the vibrations of its motor were suspected of 

orgasmic effects. However, journal articles from this time period are far too outdated to 

come up in contemporary academic search engines. Because of this, it is difficult to 

obtain enough related articles to get a sense of the professional conversation on these 

issues or to conduct thorough searches for articles that explicitly mention vibrators. In 
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order to explore issues raised by these articles more deeply and within the context of this 

work, one particular journal article will be explored in more depth in the next section. 

This article is Dr. A.F.A. King, M.D.’s “Hysteria,” which was published in The 

American Journal of Obstetrics and Diseases of Women and Children in 1891. Although 

this is early in the Progressive Era, this article was chosen because King cites different 

doctors’ published definitions of hysteria, outlines common characteristics of the disease 

according to these diagnoses, and discusses numerous treatments. In essence, it is a 

thorough historical review of the profession’s perceptions of hysteria and as such seems 

most relevant to this study. 

Case Study: A Medical Discussion of Hysteria 

 
 King’s “Hysteria” is notable because it lists and discusses other doctors’ 

definitions, characteristics, and treatments for hysteria. This overt intertextuality suggests 

the presence of a long-term discussion within the medical community despite my 

difficulty in locating these discussions now. King was a Professor of Obstetrics at two 

universities: Columbian University in Washington, D.C. (now George Washington 

University), and the University of Vermont. He was also a member of various obstetrical 

and gynecological societies within the U.S. and abroad. He originally read “Hysteria” 

before the Washington Obstetrical and Gynecological Society on April 25, 1890. The 

article was published a year later in the May 1891 The American Journal of Obstetrics 

and Diseases of Women and Children, a journal that was not only reputable during the 

time period but that also continues to be published today. In this article, King considers 

how metaphorical spaces such as gender and class affect and interact with this disease. 
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Additionally, he explores the connections between hysteria and age, focusing specifically 

on women’s propensity for hysteria during the reproductive period of their lives (similar 

to Dewees). Finally, because class distinctions have a direct effect on women’s abilities 

to lead sedentary lives, and living a sedentary life was associated with hysteria, King also 

discusses physical spaces such as the home.  

King believes that the physiological “cause” of hysteria is not having children. 

Therefore, he recommends that women suffering from hysteria marry if they are 

unmarried, and have children if they have not already done so. These recommendations 

are a form of spatialization because the space emphasized by such activities is the home. 

King also identifies a sedentary lifestyle with hysteria; he claims that affluence and ease 

often lead to chronic hysteria. Additionally, he believes that women do not have the 

capabilities to acknowledge or describe the disease accurately or to participate in their 

own treatment. This inability is partly due to what King (and S. Weir Mitchell) identifies 

as one of the key features of the disease: an utter lack of volitional control. Interestingly, 

according to King, hysteria is not a solitary disease—the hysteric desires attention and 

will only suffer from an hysterical attack when someone is nearby to witness. This 

assertion seems difficult to prove, and is also counterintuitive given his claim (discussed 

later) that women are too ashamed to talk about this disease. Certainly this hypothesis 

supports Foucault’s observation that doctors legitimized their presence through “a clinical 

codification of the inducement to speak” similar to the relationship between priest and 

confessor (History of Sexuality Volume I, 65). However, this theory also implies that 

husbands and doctors do not monitor women against their will. Instead, King’s 
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explanation suggests that women want monitoring and boundaries, and that in fact 

hysterical attacks are cries for attention despite the fact that they are involuntary. 

King believes that hysteria most commonly occurs in “single women, or rather in 

those, whether single or married, whose sexual wants remain ungratified” (518). Though 

King does identify mental and muscular work as valid treatments, he considers them 

“difficult, tedious, and bothersome” since women do not have the volitional control 

necessary to undertake such work on their own, but must be constantly supervised and 

compelled to participate in such work. Ironically, the very treatments that could possibly 

cure women are also identified as those traits that, by virtue of the disease, they are 

unable to achieve independently. Participation in mental and muscular work, then, must 

be done with approval and under supervision—presumably of the husband—and King 

appears to consider such treatments too labor intensive to be worth men’s while. Instead, 

King encourages husbands to deny this type of attention to their hysteric wives; he argues 

that, “the hysteric patient delights in evoking sympathy. She loves to be fondled and 

caressed; and, usually, the more of this treatment she receives the worse she gets” (520). 

Women are instead encouraged to participate in the traditional gender roles of wife and 

mother in order to prevent the disease from becoming chronic.  

The author asserts that symptoms of hysteria are not observed in the lower 

classes, those who work for a living, those who are happily married, before puberty or 

after menopause, or when completely alone. King argues that this is because hysteria’s 

biological function is to put the woman in a state where she will engage in sexual 

activity—activity that her instinctual shame would otherwise prevent her from engaging 
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in. The lower classes are not ashamed of their sexual desires, not because they engage in 

the mental and muscular activities of work outside the home, but because they do not 

have highly developed moral sensitivities. This coincides nicely with Foucault’s 

observation that it is the middle and upper classes who are most constrained by sexual 

moralities.  Those who are happily married or incapable of reproduction have no physical 

need to “suffer” from this “illness.” Similarly, if a woman is completely alone, there is no 

chance for copulation; thus, there is no biological reason for a paroxysm at that time.  

King does note that there are cases of hysteria “occurring in married women who 

have had children” (528, emphasis in original). However, since this does not fit the 

theory he has laid forth, King disregards them, stating “they may not belong to the 

‘sexual hysteria’ we are here considering” (529, emphasis in original). Thus the focus of 

treatment is not on making the marriage a happy one or gratifying the woman’s sexual 

wants, though these are identified as causes of the disease. Rather, King considers finding 

one’s sexual or marital life unsatisfying as proof that another treatment must be found. 

Ironically, these same women who, by definition, do not have the volitional control 

required to pursue education or work outside the home are entrusted—nay, encouraged—

to raise children.  

King asserts that hysteria begins to occur at puberty and generally ends with the 

“change of life,” i.e., menopause. The disease is then most likely to occur during a 

woman’s reproductive years. While, as discussed earlier, King believes that hysteria finds 

its beginnings in biological reproductive processes and is thus not a disease in the strictest 

sense, this does not prevent him from contradicting this conclusion elsewhere: 
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Every woman who exhibits the phenomena of a hysteric attack is always 

ashamed of it afterwards—instinctively ashamed. She will always deny, 

never acknowledge it; and when accused or told of it will become 

offended and angry. This is an inherited and fundamental feature of the 

process. (518).  

King’s complete conviction regarding this issue encourages doctors to contradict female 

patients’ descriptions of their symptoms and experiences under the guise of being 

understanding and knowledgeable. The understandable defensiveness of a woman thus 

contradicted would enable doctors to adhere to their preconceptions regarding hysteria 

and also, in the process, create another expected symptom.  

Like most doctors, King considers the hysterical paroxysm the defining symptom 

of the disease, but claims it “is a temporary and short affair. The helpless creature, who 

seems to have lost all her senses and sensations, is in a few minutes up and about, 

apparently as well as ever” (519). King believes that the paroxysm and feelings of shame 

always occur simultaneously because the paroxysm itself is a biological holdover from 

aboriginal, more primal times that women would rather deny today, especially the 

modern “prudish women of strong moral principle whose volition has disposed them to 

resist every sort of liberty or approach from the other sex” (522). Because more modern 

times require marriage before participation in sexual activity, circumstances do not 

always permit nature’s intended result of the paroxysm—copulation—to take place. 

Thus, King argues, hysteria becomes a chronic condition for the modern affluent woman, 
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whereas in the lower classes and in aboriginal times it was a “transient and temporary 

affair” (527). 

In his “definitions” section, King provides a structure within which monitoring of 

hysterical behavior can occur, and progress toward or away from a cure can be charted. 

First, he states that both men and women can have hysteria, and that just as fevers can 

have many different causes, so can hysteria. However, he qualifies this by claiming that 

hysteria most commonly occurs in the female, and the most common type of hysteria is 

“sexual hysteria in women” (516, emphasis mine). This means that women are more of a 

problem than men, and that sexual problems are more common than nonsexual problems 

in women. The physician has the most power within the hierarchy of doctor/patient, but 

that power is assumed and therefore unspoken here. Because King is speaking to an 

audience of other medical professionals, it is unnecessary for him to defend the 

physician’s right to wield power over the patient. Instead, this article focuses on how 

much attention the medical profession should devote to the various types of hysterics. As 

stated above, woman/sexual, woman/non-sexual and man are the three possible 

categories. 

Beyond the brief mention as a possible category, men are simply not discussed in 

King’s article, which itself becomes a sign of their power. It is not necessary to discuss 

men because they can discuss themselves; they are the standard, and there is no point in 

discussing the standard, only the deviation from it. Male physicians are the dominant 

category and they enforce their authority by assuming denial, eliciting shame, and 

discounting symptoms that do not adhere to their preconceived understanding of the 
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condition. Because this text was written by a man for an audience of men, King presents 

no options to enable women to gain credibility or mobility. Instead, male doctors are 

provided with a vocabulary that will enable them to move women from the undesired 

state (single and sedentary) to the desired state (wife and mother) within the system. The 

one potentially empowering treatment—intellectual and muscular exercise—is 

discounted, and even then it is not something a woman can undertake on her own. 

Women are always the object and never the subject in this worldview. 

 For women, conformity to expected norms consists of beginning to suffer from 

this condition at puberty and ceasing to suffer from it upon marriage and motherhood. 

Given this interpretation, “marriage” seems to serve as a euphemism for sexual activity, 

since such activity is considered inappropriate outside of marriage. Deviance consists of 

suffering from this condition after marriage and motherhood, not getting married, or 

(presumably) sex outside of marriage, although this option is not discussed. According to 

the article, the attention and sympathy given the sufferer can serve as gratification for 

continuing to “suffer” from the condition, and husbands should be made aware of this so 

they do not inadvertently provide their wives with incentives to remain hysteric. 

Gratification for conformity is considered inherent in marriage and motherhood because 

those conditions satisfy the biological need behind the paroxysms—reproduction. That 

marriage and motherhood might not be inherently gratifying is not considered. 

Punishment for deviance consists of encouragement to marry; the use of narcotics, 

alcohol, and other drugs to treat the condition; and surgical removal of the ovaries. 
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 While King’s discussion and synopsis of hysteria took place in a variety of 

medical forums, it is clear that social (not medical) traditions regarding a woman’s place 

in society were major influences when it came to diagnosing and treating this “illness.” 

Symptoms were carefully constructed to give doctors the authority to indulge in their 

own preconceptions and provide them with the power to undermine women’s 

articulations of their own experiences. Similarly, the treatments given the most credence 

were those that were the most convenient for the husbands and the least threatening of the 

balance of power within the home. Despite this, no contradiction was perceived when 

King and other physicians recommended that women hysterics be entrusted with the care 

of children. This type of callous treatment, however inadvertent, makes it easy to 

understand why women would purchase vibrators being advertised in high-circulation 

magazines rather than continue to seek treatment from their family doctor. 

Conclusion: Categorical Connections 

 
In “A Cyborg Manifesto,” Donna Haraway states that “a cyborg is a cybernetic 

organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a 

creature of fiction. Social reality is lived social relations,” emphasizing that it is 

impossible to separate the intertwined nature of the different aspects of society (149). 

Additionally, she argues that it is impossible to construct a simple or abstract description 

of social reality (Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto” 149). Instead, lived reality must 

always be taken into consideration, no matter how much more complicated that makes 

our analysis. Although this chapter explores three spheres of women’s lived experience, it 

must be remembered that the spheres do not exist independently, but rather in a complex 
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network. If not only “the boundary between science fiction and social reality,” but indeed 

all boundaries are “an optical illusion” (“A Cyborg” 149), then it is the perceived 

peripheries of those boundaries, the places where they intersect, overlap, or otherwise are 

involved in a negotiation of territory that are of the most rhetorical interest, because this 

is where change takes place. Even the graph here is deceptive; the three spheres do not 

overlap equally, the areas of overlap are not static, and they are not the only three spheres 

of existence in which women participated. Each is constantly moving, depending on the 

time, situation, or person to which it pertains. Individually, each of the three spheres 

discussed here may have internal schemas that are not only systematic, but also 

hierarchical. However, once those systems go from closed (that is, operating 

independently) to open (interacting with other systems within a larger social network), 

these hierarchies no longer function so rigidly. 

 Take, for example, a woman’s interaction with medical constructions and 

relationships with her doctor. Women had no choice but to seek treatment for hysteria 

from doctors prior to the advent of vibrators that were inexpensive and easy to 

manufacture and distribute. Neither Maines’ work nor the medical literature I surveyed 

provides evidence about whether women sought treatment for hysteria themselves or 

whether their husbands recommended they see a doctor. However, what is clear is that 

these women paid doctors $3-5 per visit, a huge sum at that time, for each individual 

treatment session. Because they obtained relief and perhaps even orgasm from these 

treatments, and because the disease was rarely considered “cured” from one visit, women 

became consumers—not only of the physical gratification, but also of the social stigma 
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that accompanied diagnosis and that was reified with each treatment. The fact that 

orgasm was a result of using the device could be considered a tacit trade-off that both 

doctors and patients were willing to make. Access to orgasm, as long as it was not 

explicitly acknowledged as such by either party, was permitted as long as women 

acquiesced to the label “hysteria” and all of the social judgments associated with that 

diagnosis. At this time (and for centuries prior, according to Sydenham), the middle-class 

was believed to suffer from this ailment most often, probably because they were the only 

ones who could afford access to the treatment. 

 Once electromechanical vibrators became easily and inexpensively mass-

produced, women became consumers of this illness in an even more overt way. In Selling 

Culture, one of Richard Ohmann’s main arguments is that by the Progressive Era, 

industrialization had led to crisis: companies were able to produce far more goods than 

previously, and thus had to create new markets for those goods. Stewart and Elizabeth 

Ewan make a similar argument in Channels of Desire—that technological changes led to 

a shift in perception: the defining characteristic of the upper-class went from production 

and self-sufficiency to the ability to consume. Thus, not only were products becoming 

more and more inexpensive to produce, but the measure of one’s social standing 

depended on one’s willingness and ability to consume those products. So not only were 

magazines becoming more inexpensive and widely circulated, as Ohmann, Scanlon, 

Garvey, and others have pointed out, but also consumption of the goods being advertised 

within those magazines was rising rapidly.  
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This only makes sense, since companies would not continue to pay for 

advertisements within a particular magazine if it were not in their best economic interest. 

However, it also means that the potential demographic “suffering” from hysteria 

(previously middle- and upper-class women) also increased, potentially exponentially. 

Following the trend of women’s magazines in general (in which previously expensive 

magazines associated with the upper class suddenly became affordable, and therefore 

available to middle- and lower-class readerships), vibrators transitioned from expensive 

private treatments to relatively inexpensive and publicly advertised devices. This 

transition illustrates the continued blurring between private and public boundaries, 

though how widespread perception of this blurring might have been is difficult to 

determine. This difficulty arises because by purchasing the devices, women removed 

themselves from the more public eye of doctors who could then insist that a particular 

woman suffered from hysteria. However, the claim that large numbers of women must 

suffer from the disease is made all the more credible by the fact that these devices were 

clearly so popular and widely advertised. 

These same popular mass-market publications were the very forums that were 

being used to debate issues such as women seeking higher education, entry into the 

workforce, and enfranchisement. Thus the transition to consensus asserted by Gring-

Premble is not seamless; tension exists within these forums. On the one hand, they were a 

platform from which women could defend the merits of the franchise. On the other, 

suffragists’ points were not only explicitly undercut by conservative editors such as 

Edward Bok, they may have also been implicitly undercut through vibrator 
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advertisements’ associations with hysteria. These associations included the lack of 

volitional control and inability to participate in mental or muscular work noted by King 

and other physicians. And while these magazines had the power to swell the ranks of 

suffragists due to their wide distribution, they also had the power to imply that a whole 

new group of women suffered from the various physiologically determined mental, 

emotional, and physical shortcomings that had been levied against suffragists since the 

1800s. 
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5. CONCLUSION, OR HISTORY AS ACTIVISM 
 
“There is no possibility of not repeating. The only question that remains is: How will that 

repetition occur, at what site, juridical or nonjuridical, and with what pain and 

promise?”—Judith Butler, Excitable Speech 

 

“Reframing is social change”—George Lakoff, Don’t Think of an Elephant! 
 

“We do not need a totality in order to work well”—Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg 

Manifesto” 

Introduction: Summary Thus Far 

 
 As discussed in “Chapter 2: Opportunities for Women Antebellum,” prior to the 

Civil War the United States was characterized by cultural anxieties that manifested 

themselves via a variety of political and social movements. These movements included 

abolition, moral reform, and women’s suffrage. One thing that these movements had in 

common was the fact that white women participated as activists in causes that benefited 

both themselves and others. Women’s participation in these movements led to white men 

employing a variety of techniques in order to keep these women out of the public sphere 

and engaged in domestic pursuits. These techniques included anti-activists burning down 

Philadelphia Hall during a co-ed abolition convention, magazine owners hiring women 

such as Sara Josepha Hale to promote domestic ideals “woman to woman,” and doctors 

suggesting that women were at such high biological risk simply menstruating and having 

children that any extra-domestic activities were physiologically impossible and/or 

dangerous. Ironically, women had originally begun to enter the public sphere as a result 

of social sensitivities that they were encouraged to develop as wives and mothers. Thus, 

when they found themselves blocked from membership in political and social 
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organizations because of their gender, they began to organize in order to gain the 

credibility and mobility to better act on these sensitivities. 

 Women activists enjoyed their biggest success when the Civil War resulted in the 

achievement of a major antebellum goal: abolition. As discussed in “Chapter 3: Woman 

as Political and Economic Threat Postbellum,” the women leaders of activist 

organizations fully expected to build upon that success with a Constitutional amendment 

extending suffrage to women. When this did not occur, women continued to have to 

defend their entry to the public sphere. Primarily, this defense was aimed at the white 

male audience who believed that once the crisis (slavery) that led women to speak 

publicly had passed, women would retire happily back to the domestic sphere from which 

they had been reluctantly called. Men encouraged women to reconnect with a 

conservative, traditional identity as homemakers through the promotion of parlor 

literature and women’s magazines. Additionally, doctors such as Silas Weir Mitchell 

became well-known beyond medical circles—not just for treatment of hysteria, but for 

the reification of traditional gender roles as crucial to good health. However, in addition 

to this audience—an audience that women had developed a variety of rhetorical 

techniques to appeal to—women also had to address a relatively new audience: their 

peers. That is, white women previously involved in activist movements solely for the 

purpose of abolition refused to align with the new goals of the women’s movement. 

Speeches such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s address to the National Woman Suffrage 

Convention reveal the frustration of activist women and their attempts to reconnect and 

cement a unified group identity.  
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 The tensions between conservative and progressive ideals of womanhood 

intensified during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as explored in 

“Chapter 4: The Progressive Era and Women’s Suffrage.” Notably, the boundaries 

between the three spheres explored in this work (political, social, and medical) began to 

blend, overlap, and intensify as women’s suffrage became increasingly inevitable. When 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton spoke to Congress, she adopted a rational, humanistic natural 

rights argument at odds with popular and medical portrayals of women as creatures of 

influence and emotional fragility destined for domesticity. Advertisements in particular 

began to draw on medical endorsements to sell potentially controversial devices such as 

safety bicycles and electromechanical vibrators. In addition to the legitimacy afforded by 

medical endorsements, advertisements also relied on language that suggested women 

who purchased these products were conforming not just with their increasingly important 

roles as American consumers, but also with conservative ideals of womanhood. Doctors’ 

promotion of consumer products—and medical literature in general—also undercut 

activist women’s claims that they were capable of the deliberative rationality necessary to 

participate in public life. In fact, according to medical literature of the time they were not 

capable of exercising control over their own wills, instead seeking to manipulate those 

around them.  

 What portrayals of women in all three spheres across the time periods covered 

have in common is the idea that women are creatures of influence. Doctors throughout 

the eras examined in this work believed that hysteria was an attention-seeking device 

intended to manipulate their husbands, friends, families, and even the medical 
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professionals treating them. Similarly, men and others opposed to women’s suffrage 

argued that women could achieve the political power that they sought simply by 

responsibly fulfilling their natural and inevitable roles as wives and mothers. Both before 

and after the Civil War, Sarah Josepha Hale argued in “The Editors’ Table” that a woman 

who excels at her domestic duties will be able to exert well-earned influence over her 

husband and rest easy in the fact that her sons will grow up to be responsible, fair-minded 

citizens. Similarly, during the Progressive Era, editor Edward Bok is known for his 

increasingly fervent claims that a domestic life and influence over husbands and sons is a 

woman’s destiny (Scanlon 4). Advertisements for vibrators found in these and other 

popular women’s magazines claim that “woman and her beauty has been the subtle 

power that has made the world go round,” encouraging woman to leave the commercial 

world to the men and concentrate on the health and well-being of their families (“Beauty 

is Yours”). 

 These debates, of course, gained momentum in the Progressive Era in part 

because of activist women’s persistence in political and educational arenas. However, 

conversations about women’s roles stayed at the forefront of public consciousness for a 

variety of other reasons. One such contributing factor was technological advancements in 

printing quality and commercial production that made magazines, medical journals, and 

commercial and medical devices cheaper, more visible, and more widely available than 

ever before. Not only could more women afford to purchase vibrators for at-home use or 

to seek medical treatment, they were exposed to these debates on women’s issues via 

parlor manuals and high-circulation women’s magazines whether or not they bought the 
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products advertised therein. The circulations of medical journals also benefited from 

improvements in printing techniques that also enabled individual doctors to gain 

notoriety, both within their professions as well as in society generally. 

 However, the increasingly insistent claims that society could change and improve 

while maintaining traditional gender roles were largely employed by men and women in 

order to undermine the credibility of those women agitating for increased mobility. The 

fact that the vast majority of those individuals and groups espousing more conservative 

views may have honestly believed what they were saying (rather than consciously using 

them simply as a rhetorical strategy) only made them more effective advocates for the 

status quo. The fact that individuals of both genders were opposed to women’s suffrage 

and other goals of the movement raises interesting questions about their motivations for 

participating in or opposing women’s suffrage. Those questions were part of what first 

interested me in this topic, and the implications are addressed further in the next section. 

Oppression, Subversion, and the Real Question 

 
 Feminist activities in the 19th century were concerned primarily with suffrage and 

are today generally referred to as “first-wave” feminism. From the 1960s until the late 

1980s, “second-wave” feminism (which focused on a variety of legal inequalities as well 

as reproductive rights) dominated. Contemporary feminism, which gained momentum in 

the 1990s and continues today, is often referred to as “third-wave” feminism. During 

today’s third wave, a variety of scholars with widely different goals and methodologies 

identify as “feminist.” Perhaps the most well-known and (among laypeople) negatively 

regarded form of feminism is radical feminism, associated most often with the end of 
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second-wave feminism. When I originally began this work, it was with the newly-

feminist, radically-minded conviction that women had been oppressed by men, that they 

had been controlled and regulated helplessly, against their will. I was angry that women 

had been subjected to such treatment and wanted nothing more than to expose how they 

had been oppressed—by magazine editors, doctors, husbands, and participants in the 

political system, to name a few. In terms of the “science of discipline,” it was my belief 

that the consequences for deviance, including being diagnosed with hysteria, were so 

high that women did not dare to think or act beyond the boundaries that had been 

established for them. Similarly, I believed that regardless of the actual negative 

consequences for failure to conform, the perceived negative consequences for acting 

outside the norm were so great in these women’s minds that they repressed their natural 

desires for education and civic participation in order to avoid those consequences. After a 

time, this conformist behavior became automatic: hegemony. 

Alternatively, I hypothesized it was possible that women were so effectively 

influenced by the rhetoric defining “normalcy” for them that it honestly did not occur to 

them to act or react in socially unacceptable ways. In Carlson’s terms, I assumed that 

women never developed a feminist consciousness because they never perceived 

themselves as being wronged. Certainly it is difficult to argue that men’s legal, economic, 

domestic, and other rhetorical actions regarding the place of women in society were 

intended as anything other than oppression. Equally certainly, some women felt too 

trapped by their circumstance to act productively, and others were happy to uphold the 

status quo. Even surface-level research into nineteenth-century activist women, however, 
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reveals that my original assumptions were incorrect. As summarized in the previous 

section, the beginnings of a feminist consciousness can be seen in organized form prior to 

the Civil War. Further, these organizations only gained momentum and membership until 

the Progressive Era culminated with women’s suffrage. Obviously, those women who 

participated in these movements were attempting to negotiate their place in public life. 

On the other hand, those women who either broke off or did not participate in the 

movement were not necessarily buying into men’s restrictive views of womanhood or 

being actively oppressed in the sense of external factors forcing them to comply with 

socially accepted views.  

The realization that hysteria-as-oppression-and-repression could not be 

universally true led me to the next most attractive conclusion: that women appeared to 

conform with conservative ideals of womanhood in order to achieve a more attractive 

goal. For example, women pretended to be happy as wives and mothers in order to secure 

a secure future for themselves. Carlson uses of the concept of casuistic stretching in her 

own argument, which is similar; for example, she reasons that women claimed 

participation in moral reform would make them better wives and mothers. As the century 

went on, women also argued higher education would make them better wives and 

mothers in order to achieve intellectual independence. With regards to my own research, 

I believed that once treatment for hysteria moved from painful treatments (such as 

clitoredectomy or vaginal flushing with abrasive chemicals) to the potentially orgasm-

inducing vibrator, women had an incentive to pretend to be hysteric (despite any negative 

social consequences) because of the pleasurable personal consequences. 
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At first glance, when analyzing with this lens, the potentially demoralizing 

conclusion that women were helpless in the force of male power, or that they were too 

foolish to realize they were being tricked into behaving, is replaced with the far more 

attractive notion that it is men that were the dupes of women. For example, in the face of 

a growing activist segment of the female population despite negative consequences for 

lack of conformity, men instead attempted to create positive consequences for 

conformity. They changed tactics in this way because increasing numbers of women who 

challenged traditional roles in a variety of ways meant that the argument that conformity 

was inherently positive was apparently ineffective. Under this new approach, women 

were rewarded if they “conformed” (which consisted of diagnosis or self-identification as 

hysterical). Yet first-wave feminism continued to flourish and make advances toward its 

ultimate goal.  

In all three spheres examined in this work, women were described as sirens, and 

were even encouraged to use their influence, rather than direct displays of power, to 

change the world around them. What if it were true? Not only that, what if that exactly 

what women were doing? Women were successfully making progress toward their 

political goals.  Additionally, the unpleasant consequences associated with hysteria had 

gradually been replaced with pleasant ones—and even those were making their way out 

of the public scrutiny of doctors and into the more private setting of the home.  This 

movement from public to private raises an interesting question about the definition of 

“consequence.” However, once the “subversive women” chain of reasoning is followed 

to its logical conclusion, it becomes clear that it is based on the idea that women 
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embodied the very stereotypes that men were using to keep them out of the public sphere. 

Such a conclusion is also distasteful. Additionally, it is hard to imagine that doctors 

adapted their treatment of hysteria solely or even mainly because they were under the 

influence of their female patients. 

Yet the real reason that I inevitably rejected all these interpretations is because 

they are too simple. Rather than assigning all the agency to men or to women, I believe it 

is more productive to view historical movements as complex negotiations between a 

variety of groups with very different initial social standings, goals, and therefore 

rhetorical strategies. Women were obviously invested in gaining additional power, while 

men were interested in maintaining the power they had established for themselves over 

the centuries. However, as we have seen throughout this work, people’s agendas could 

not necessarily be assumed based on their gender. Additionally, women’s activism was 

eventually successful: in 1920, women received the right to vote. I believe that the 

negotiation that resulted in the gradual presence of women in political, social, and 

educational forums was made possible because both genders had something more 

important at stake than attaining or maintaining power. That “something” was the family. 

A common argument men used to undermine women’s activism was that 

education and civic participation would damage women’s desire and ability to perform 

domestic duties and raise children. However, I did not find any evidence that these 

activist women intended to completely eschew these “traditional” duties. Activist women 

certainly wanted the opportunity to gain education, work outside the home, and otherwise 

participate in public life. Yet contrary to the popular wisdom of the time, one of the 
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arguments that they used when agitating for these rights was that it would improve their 

ability to serve as educators and moral guides for their children. Of course, it is easy to 

claim that women said this only to further their political goals, but in fact, the vast 

majority of women continued to get married and have children after achieving suffrage 

and other goals (and continue to do so to this day). Additionally, as noted by Garvey, 

once achieving suffrage women did not display any gender-specific voting patterns (112). 

It may be that men perceived continued activist activities as a negative consequence that, 

if allowed to continue, would disrupt the traditional family lifestyle more than granting 

women suffrage would. Therefore, granting women the rights that they sought would 

redirect their focus back to traditional roles more effectively than continuing to deny 

them those rights. 

Interpreting the phenomenon of hysteria within a framework of negotiation, 

interaction, and interface is obviously more complex and therefore potentially less 

satisfying. However, in “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway argues that standpoints 

“are about communities, not about isolated individuals,” because in order to situate 

yourself you must explain your position in relation to others (187). In the same work, 

Haraway claims that in our analyses of the world we should not be striving for objectivity 

because it is impossible to achieve. Instead, we should acknowledge the complexity of 

the world and the fact that we do not (and in fact are unable) to know everything. Further, 

we should approach our analyses of the world with a margin of error mentality that takes 

responsibility for what we choose to see and the conclusions we choose to draw. 

Therefore, this work does not claim to uncover the True or “real” motivations behind the 
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actions of either men or women in the historical periods being examined. Rather, I seek 

to make observations that have the potential to inform more recent historical and even 

contemporary events, as suggested in the next section. 

Other Applications: Or, Toward Future Research & Teaching 

 
Clearly the ways in which gender was constructed in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries continues to have concrete and observable effects on portrayals of 

women’s sexuality in contemporary times. Despite the fact that hysteria is no longer 

considered a disease and vibrators are both common and readily available, social 

camouflage still surrounds them. These devices can be purchased online or via mail, to be 

delivered in “discreet packaging” to “the privacy of your own home.” They can be 

purchased in erotic stores, almost always stand-alone buildings with no windows. They 

are packaged as “novelty items,” implying that over one hundred years since their 

inception, we have stopped pathologizing vibrators and instead chosen to trivialize them. 

It would seem, then, that very little progress has been made to normalize female 

sexuality. As feminists we can only hope to challenge the social constructions of the 

present by recognizing, challenging, and systematically deconstructing the social 

constructions of prior generations that serve as a foundation to those of today. 

For example, “disorders” such as PMS have historical connections to hysteria, 

and the medical community continues to evolve its definition and treatment. Progressive 

women in the public eye, such as Hillary Clinton, undergo scrutiny and censure—even 

from other women and other members of the Democratic party. On the other hand, 

conservative women in the public eye, such as Ann Coulter, are lauded and considered 



 175

credible by other conservatives of both genders despite contradictions between her 

lifestyle and the lifestyle that she promotes—contradictions both obvious and 

fundamental. If we are to prevent the continued replication of these constructions, we 

must not only continue to uncover the way in which these mechanisms functioned in the 

past. We must also speak out against the way they function in the present in order to 

create a future in which we are free to construct a model of female sexuality that is 

descriptive, rather than continuing to force ourselves to fit within a prescriptive, 

contradictory, socially imposed model. 

Pathologizing “PMS” 

 
As stated above, there is evidence that the diagnosis of hysteria still persists, 

though by another name: premenstrual syndrome. A British physician named Katharina 

Dalton “coined the term ‘premenstrual syndrome,’” coincidentally at during the same 

decade that hysteria was removed as a disease by the APA: the 1950’s (Tavris 316). 

Symptoms include the following: 

Weight gain, eye diseases, asthma, nausea, blurred vision, skin disorders 

and lesions, joint pains, headaches, backaches, general pains, epilepsy, 

cold sweats and hot flashes, sleeplessness, forgetfulness, confusion, 

impaired judgment, accidents, difficulty concentrating, lowered school or 

work performance, lethargy, decreased efficiency, drinking or eating too 

much, mood swings, crying and depression, anxiety, restlessness, tension, 

irritability, and loss of sex drive. (qtd. in Tavris 312) 
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Compare this list of symptoms, both to itself (many of the symptoms are opposite of each 

other—hot sweats and cold flashes? Lethargy and sleeplessness?) as well as to the list of 

symptoms of hysteria given on pages 4-5. Can it possibly be coincidence that a 

diagnosable “syndrome” that persists to this day a) surfaced during the same time that 

hysteria was removed from the list of diseases, b) contained virtually all of the same 

symptoms and c) was again a diagnosis applicable only to women? A Chinese study 

reached the conclusion that almost 80% of women suffered from PMS (qtd. in Tavris 

312). One wonders who could not suffer from PMS, given that some sources list “as 

many as 150 different symptoms” (Tavris 312, italics in original). 

 I feel that the line of research begun in this work could be productively continued 

by examining the history of PMS. How did it develop? How did it evolve over time? Is 

the development of over-the-counter (OTC) treatments for this “syndrome” similar in any 

ways to the commercialization of earlier treatments for hysteria? What rhetorical 

strategies have pharmaceutical companies used to legitimize PMS in the eyes of the 

public and promote OTC treatments for profit? How do recent medical “developments” 

fit in with evolving popular understandings of and contemporary conventional wisdom 

regarding PMS? For example, while approximately 80% of women have long been 

considered to “suffer” from PMS, the syndrome does not appear to interfere with 

women’s abilities to perform everyday activities. However, this perception has changed 

somewhat with the recent “discovery” of Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder (PMDD).  

The website Facts for Health discusses PMDD at length (in addition to other 

disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder, alzheimer’s, and social anxiety 
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disorders). The website stresses that “PMDD is not just a new name for premenstrual 

syndrome (PMS), a condition that affects as many as 75% of menstruating women. It is, 

however, considered to be a very severe form of PMS that affects about 5% of 

menstruating women” (“Premenstrual”). Unlike PMS, which has been “treatable” via 

OTC medications for many years, only four medications—all prescription—have been 

approved by the Food and Drug Administration for treatment of PMDD 

(“Premenstrual”). These medications include Paxil CR and Zoloft. What is revealed by 

this trend that attempts to move PMS from a minor, self-treatable ailment back to the 

hands of professionals? What effect do the associations with anxiety disorders and 

depression suggested by the “approved” medications have on public perceptions of 

womanhood? 

The Bid for the Presidency: Senator Hillary Clinton 

 
 I feel that the research begun in this work can also be productively continued by 

examining contemporary activist women, and how they are portrayed by media outlets 

and regarded by the general public. Currently, there is no woman more in the public eye 

than Hillary Clinton, ex-First Lady and current Senator seeking the Democratic 

candidacy for President in the 2008 election. On the one hand, the fact that Hillary 

Clinton can not only attempt to seek the Democratic candidacy, but also be taken so 

seriously, shows just how far women have come since gaining suffrage only 88 years 

ago. However, reactions to her potential nomination, even from members of her own 

party, have been mixed (to say the least). What is it about Clinton that raises such fear 

and hostility in her intended audience? Putting the questions “Why do people hate Hillary 
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Clinton?” and “Why do people love Hillary Clinton?” into Google reveals not only the 

various articles and blogs addressing this question, but also exponentially more 

comments from readers offering their opinions on the matter. 

 Even briefly surfing these comments is telling. According to Robert Bluey, author 

of the Bluey Blog and director of the Center for Media & Public Policy at The Heritage 

Foundation, a conservative think tank, people’s dislike of Clinton began during her 

husband’s presidency (Sean). Rather than conform with the longstanding traditional 

image of the First Lady as homemaker for the nation, she was an active participant in 

politics. The many comments that I read on various sites give a wide variety of reasons 

for disliking her. Some of those reasons genuinely appear to have nothing to do with her 

gender, such as the claim that she has too much of a political history and is therefore too 

entrenched in the political machine to effect genuine change. Other reasons, however, 

tend to be highly gender-based: 

• Her participation in politics was inappropriate as First Lady, 

• She betrayed feminists by staying with her husband after he cheated on her, 

• She betrayed feminists by using her husband to gain political power, 

• She is cold and calculating (as evidenced by her strategic run for Senator of New 

York and her history of flip-flopping or using opinion polls to drive her votes in 

the Senate), 

• She is unattractive, 

• She is overly assertive (as evidenced by the fact that she continues to focus on 

health care despite not achieving success immediately), 
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• She hates white men. 

Even those who profess to like Clinton or to agree with her stances on the various issues 

often say that they do not support her bid for the presidency because they believe she is 

too divisive to accomplish any of her goals if she is elected. Yet how can she possibly 

accomplish her goals if even those who support her ideas do not support her person? 

As stated above, one way to continue the work begun in this dissertation would be 

to examine the ways in which Clinton represents herself versus how she is portrayed by 

the media and conceived/received by the general public. What does she say about herself, 

and in what forums? To what degree does she represent herself through direct forums 

such as debates and her website? To what degree do media outlets cover her through 

indirect forums such as interviews, quotations, and political analysis? How do the 

“bookends” of the authors, interviewers, or other intermediaries portray her? Does she 

tend to be covered more often by progressive or conservative outlets, and how does that 

portrayal differ? Additionally, how are the media’s portrayals of Clinton different from, 

or similar to, portrayals of past activist women? During the time periods examined in this 

work, activist women had to gain credibility as human beings in order to gain mobility 

within political and social systems. Certainly historic activists such as Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton were subject to many of the same criticisms. On the other hand, clearly Clinton 

has achieved mobility within the political system, but still struggles to gain credibility—

to the point where she is eschewed by the very demographics that would generally be 

expected to support her. What impact will she, and the rhetoric surrounding her, have on 

the portrayal and perception of future women activists and politicians? 
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Bringing it Back to the Classroom 

 
 In “From Analysis to Design: Visual Communication in the Teaching of Writing,” 

Diana George argues that the use of visual communication can go beyond the analysis of 

visual images (television, advertisements, etc.) that is and has been frequently used in the 

composition classroom.  She feels that students are so saturated with visual imagery and 

so many of them are already somewhat proficient in their production that it is imperative 

for writing teachers to treat the production of visual imagery as similarly complex and 

difficult tasks, capable of containing/sustaining argument, and that the production of such 

visual imagery can be made a part of the course.  The concrete example that she gives is 

of a class that studied the history of African colonization, and the different visual 

arguments that students made (and gave as presentations) in her class.  Using the history 

of women’s rights as a framework within which to compare contemporary women’s 

magazine advertisements to advertisements from the height of the suffrage movement is 

another is a similar opportunity to demonstrate to students how complex and situated 

advertisements are. 

Similarly, political issues and situations are frequently used as the fodder for 

rhetorical analysis of political discourse in the composition classroom. Perhaps in using 

only contemporary and accessible material such as newspaper clippings, we are not doing 

students any favors.  Analyzing more recent political events such as Clinton’s historic bid 

for the presidency against the rich historical context of women’s suffrage might not just 

deepen students’ understanding of the past, but also enable them to better investigate and 

interpret clues in present events that they might previously have overlooked. This is a 
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vital skill, because as college students move away from their homes for the first time for 

college, they are preparing to become citizens in a variety of contexts: citizens of the 

university community, citizens of their specific academic disciplines, citizens of 

consumer- and entertainment-culture, and citizens of a democracy. In honor of rhetoric 

and composition’s tradition of civic engagement, I believe that two of my foremost 

responsibilities as an instructor are to teach students how to treat those with opposing 

views respectfully, and to teach them to make socially sensitive and ethical arguments 

about potentially divisive issues, or even to make them aware that “real-life” issues such 

as those surrounding the construction of gender do exist. 

Conclusion: What Does History Have to do with the Here and 
Now? 

 
 In Don’t Think of an Elephant! linguist George Lakoff says that “frames are 

mental structures that shape the way we see the world,” and that “we reject facts in favor 

of frames.” That is, if a fact doesn’t fit a frame that defines the way we see the world, 

instead of rejecting the frame we ignore/forget the fact. People aren’t consciously aware 

of their frames—one can recognize frames by identifying what counts as “common 

sense” among the people. Because of the way frames work on people’s understanding of 

the world, “reframing is social change” (xv). Similarly, Judith Butler argues in Bodies 

That Matter that that discursive/symbolic categories—such as sex, gender, race, 

sexuality, etc.—are formed through two main processes: reiteration/ repetition and 

exclusion. That is to say, definitions are naturalized through the sheer force of repetition, 
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and the definitions themselves, at least as far as the categories she's interested in, are 

defined more by what they are not as opposed to what they are.  

When attempting to change these definitions and categories, it is tempting to 

provide simple stories with specific, useful themes. In “Metaphor and War: The 

Metaphor System Used to Justify War in the Gulf,” Lakoff outlines strategies that the 

administration used to make the Gulf War palatable to the American people, such as the 

fairy tale of the just war. Similarly, we have a tendency to remember specific historical 

figures such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton as a hero who triumphed against the odds, or to 

cast men as the villains who cannot be reasoned with but must be defeated. Such 

interpretations have been used throughout history to create a sense of connection and 

solidarity, or to motivate a group to take action when success is not guaranteed—Stanton 

used them herself. However, such thinking also has the potential to lead to laziness; why 

should I take action when I can wait for the appearance of a hero to lead me? Similarly, 

casting an entire segment of the population as cunning but ultimately unreasonable is 

hardly a productive foundation from which to begin a campaign for social change. 

Rather, we should heed Haraway’s call to take pleasure in the confusion of boundaries. 

By acknowledging the complex multiplicity of factors in historic events, we will find 

ourselves better able to make sense of contemporary events and take considered and 

informed action. As a budding historian and feminist, then, I have come to regard 

historical research as a form of activism. 

These theories suggest that the process of analyzing the past with a critical eye 

that does not take conventional wisdom or interpretations for granted as Truth has the 
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potential to influence the way that contemporary events and relationships are understood 

and interpreted. Therefore, it is not only difficult, but also not particularly productive, to 

debate whether or not the concept of hysteria or women’s use of vibrators was an 

acceptance or rejection of representations of womanhood. Such matters are rarely one or 

the other—sexual expressions can be a means of self-validation and social conformity 

with the nuances playing quite contested functions. The real rhetorical interest comes 

from exploring how the complex tensions between conflicting goals were negotiated 

between and among numerous involved parties with various ideological allegiances. Such 

an understanding can provide insight on how those negotiations and reifications are being 

carried out today—insight that can enable us to change women’s lived experience in the 

here and now.  
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