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IIA Determination to Labor .

Female Antislavery Activity in

Rhode Island

Deborah Bingham Van Broekhoven

II.

Rad ical abolu iom sr leader William Lloyd Garn..,on Ireel v admmed the
Im po rtance 01female support for th e anuslavery movement . In alen er

to one you ng woman he cit ed the accomplishments of Bnu..h tcrna It:

abolinonr st s, and sou ght to pvr ..uadc potential female organizer.. that

" the dcsnnv oi the ..laves I !"> in th e hand.. of Am encan women, and com

plet e em anc ipation ca n never rak e pla ce wnhour thcir cooperauon." In
that sa me letter Garr ison plead ed with women W su ppor t h i.. growmg

m ovement : " Fu lly comprchendmg the horrible suuanon of rh c fem ale

s laves, how can they [American womenI rest quie tly upon their beds at

n igh t . or feel md iffercnt to the dchvernnce of those bonds ; Oh, If rhe
shriek.. co u ld reac h our cars , .. we shou ld shudder and turn pale,

and make new resol ut ion s .. . women of New England-mothers and

daughters' II I (;11 1 to awake you r sympathies, and secure you r 'lid, I m .1Y

well despair of gammg rhc hea rts and support 01 men."

If su rvrvm g recor ds are mdicative, Rhode Island women, fro m Bap

tists [0 Spmr uahsts. respon ded with enthusi asm to Garrisoll's plea.

Tbe orgnnizauon of ;J "Ladies Anti-Slave ry Society" in Providen ce in

I H~ 2 -c-onc yea r befo re the ci tv's first malt: ant isla vcrv soctc tv -c-cnco ur
age d Ga rrison to hope for "a m ultitude of similar assoc iations , not on ly

in th is hut in every ot he r pa rt (If the coun t ry." Alt hough seve ral rece nt

st ud ics, 01 the aholLt lolllst movement have reexam in ed wo men 's anti 

slave ry acuviues, the extent of then involvement is sti ll not apprcci

ated . As was rruc nationwide . In the I S ~OS and IS~OS Rhode Is land

women activrsts spunsorl'd publ ic lectures. organ ized pen non drives,
and raised funds to support abol itionism. In return , these women rc

ccivcd new knowledge J.nJ poliuca l skills and a sense of paru crpanon

m a moral com m u ni ty, The cont ribut ion of Rhode bland women tu the

abolitionist movemen t was SIgn ificant and deserves greater underst an d .

IJ1R than it ha .. received m recent s tud ies of Rhode Isl and abolitio ni sm,
which neglect women's assoc ianons or characrenzc one local orgamaa
lion a!lo " on ly a female soc icrv."

In kecpmg with runct centb -ccnrur y assumptions about female ch ar

acte r, abohuoru..ts frequently employed emotiona l appeals to rally

women to thell cause. "T he Sla\'l~-Wife, " the malor piece In LJhert}'

ChImes, published by the Providence Ladies Anti-Slavery Soci et y m

,\h \'.In Broekhnven I ~ a member ut the
Amencan StUdll"~ Department .II R;lrTIn~'

ton College An ..... rhe r versjon ot this ;11
ucle ....;l~ presented a~ ran 01;1 lecture
....·r":' In coruunctum ....lth an exhrbn ;I I

the ,\ 1u'oCum ti l Rhude bl;lnd H l ~to'" en
IIII",J "The L..orn ~ the Lash. :'\;nl1 hu n

lnd ucrrv arnJ ~ ,ulhern Slave rv '
I Wil ha m LlovdG;lrn~"n to Hamon

Plummer 'I.n ch 4. 1.'1:;, The Lelia, 0/

" ',J/hJm L/m-d Curnvm, ed walter .'\1
.\ 1ernli AnJ luul~ Roc bames. f, vols
(C.lm blld.i:e , .\1a~,., 1'17 [ I, I. 1011- 10'1

1 Lellen Of \\',//ium L!O\·d G.Jmllltl,

1,l VI
\ lohn l .\1yer 5, "Annvlavcrv A~l· nt '

In Rhode 1,IAnJ, I ~ H- ra r- ," R I HI'
ron' XX X (1'17 I), 1 4 Sec also h" ..Ann.
vlavcrv A lI:e nclC~ In Rhod e Isla nd 1~ 1 1 

I~ H , " I< IIIXXIX I IQ 70l, 1i1-'I~ Recent

, ludiC' lhal hav e c mphavrzed th e mater
rnlr ot women In th e annvlavcrv mov e
mcm include Ronald G. \\lal l(' rs, The
Ant J,1<ll'I'n' Appeul American A /mil
rl<JnJ,\ m ' I f /a 18 10 IBaJu m ure, 1'1771,

Hlanchc GI .."man Hersh , Th(' .~ "H'HV of
,<; 0 ; Fcrmmst AholH lOnJ,t ,~ m AmcrJc<1
[Urb ana. 1<,17 11 1, law rence 1_Friedman .
( ;rt'XUTWU_\ !i<llnf~, Se!fund Cnm munJ(I'

In A m n JC un AhohtlunL\m I lflO -IIi",o

(Ne w YUlk, 1'11".11, and luJnh Wellman,
"women and Reform In Antcbcflum Up'
' IJ le N ew York : A Prufile of Grasston! ,
f ernak Abohnorucrs." In \1a bd E Dcu
rrrch an d V.'l:lnla C. PUld)', ed s Clw
""I' <l Wo m a n Sll/(l,e'~ m th e' HHlfJrl of

Am t'/lu ltl Women \Wa~hml:llln, D .C
''11'10). 1['- 117 .
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ittl-li, typifies thi s sua tcgv . The s tory 's chief ap pea l is th e charac te r of

it s female h eroin e, Clusy Da\'IS, who, at the cost 01her life, resist s h er

ma st er 's sexual advan ces and remains loyal to her hu sband. Writt en by
Rhod e Island acnvisr an d au thor Frances Wh ipp le Crcen. the story I~

presented as an au rhenuc na nauvc of one female slave 's suffering as re

cou nted by her husband. Laco Rav.'
l aco recall s falhng 111 love with Clu..y and receiving thei r "bcnevo

lent" master 's pc rrm ..sion to marry, Aiter the marnugc, Laro ht",l~in" t il
sense a coldness 10 his n ew Wile and the couple dnns apart , Rcturmng

unexpectedly from an errand one day, Lace discovers the master tur

uvelv leaving their s lave cahill, and under..rands the reason for Clusv's

reser ve. Yet dcspnc rep eated la..lungs. Clusy has resisted the master's

advances . At the same time, she miorm.. Lace rhat she is pregnant . as

suring him that the ch ild I" hi s. De ..puc Clu, y\ resolve, the ma..tn's
advances continue, and neither the sympathetic plantation mistress

nor the Presbyterian mm...ter whu married Clusv ,101.1 Lace can help . In

fact , the nurustcr advises C lu ..y ((J " subm n" and the Sill Will he he r

master's not he r own. Meanwh ile, each week the master continues to

receive cornmuruon from th i.. vamc munster .

T h e bearings cont inue; C lusy grows pa le r and Lacu more desperate.

O ne day while Laco I!> work ing in the fields , the master ncs up Clusv
for anothe r beaung, dunng which she fain ts and suffers a rmscarnage.

When Laco di scover s hi s dea d ch ild and nearly dead wi fe, they make

plans to escape . Sti ll suftcnng from th e abuse m fhcred upon her, Clusv
dies while they are passmg thr ough Maryland . Still, laco remembers,

she had felt the north Wind of freedom o n her cheek and died confide nt

of a heaven ly rew ard, Lace con nnucs to up per Ca nada where, when

questioned abo ut hi s grief he recall s his loss , The narrative concl udes

with Laco u rging th e li st ener to " te ll m y story.. .. publ ish it ab road ;

for if any woman can hea r it without a wish-a dcrcrnnnanon to labor

wirh all h er might to abolish THE SLAVERY OF WOMAN, I impeach
he r virtues-She is not true- sh e is not PURE." ft

l i ke female s laves in man y annslavcr y trac ts, the light-skinn ed Clusv

posse sses th e virtues that northern wo men most valued, pie ty an d sex

ual purity. C lusy's fai th, for exam ple, remain s s trong th roughout her or"

deal. When th e min ist er encou rages sub mission to th e mast er 's sexual

adv ances, Laco co ndem ns the religion the clergy ma n represents. Cl usy,
however , co ncl udes that the rnmist er " is a liar ... and the lord Jesus

C h ris t n ever se nt hi m ." At th is porru th e na rrator reminds readers th at

then own piety requires acnon: "T h in k of tfus. all vc virtuous-a li ye

pious women o f the land; and if you r virtue, your piety, arc not a mere
sham-c-a re not a damning hc -c-grve speedy help to th e thousands o f

women-all of them your ..isters in the bonds of Chnsuanny-c-who arc

daily prosti ru ted."

Sexua l pun ty was fundamental to the status of true womanhood, and

such acknowledgments of the sexua l abuse of slave women elicited

strong rcac nons from the public . Clusv's light skm reminded readers

that rruscegenanon had been occurring for generations in the South ,
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ern phasizmg th at unlike C lusy m an y s lave women had been viola ted .

Man y Americans, m ale and fema le, wcre shocked that abol iuoru sts

wou ld even mention such scandals and joined the anu -abolmoms t

ran ks because of this . C lusy 's vulne rabi lity, however , was also su re to

engage the sympathy of women who wo uld be ala rmed nor by the mas
ter 's lu st (sexua l purnv was considered to be pri ma rily a female virtue ]
but by her lack of protccuon. He re too th e na rra tor add resses the reader

dircc tly : "T h m k of It, all ve modest and vi rtuous women, who haw

husbands, and brothers and frie nds, and the laws, 10 wall around , and

protec t your puntv.:" Education and literature for middle-class women

abounded with moral tales of innocent young women hcinK seduced.
The result was always catastrophic to the woman, who usually ....'en t

insane or dred or both. The rragedv of "The Slave-wife" IS that despi te
her ca refully reramcd puri ty, Clusy dies.

Having esrabhshed a sympathetic bond between Rhode Isl and women

and the phglu of slavcs like Clusy, Liberty Ctnmes then tu rned to ways
women could transform their sympathy into ac tion . In " What Can A

Woman Do?" the:author admmcd that Independent thought in a woman

was ne w and often viewed with suspicion. but argued that " the rhmg

becomes more and more common and IS fast losmg its strangeness .? 

As exa mples o f women's poli tic al effec tiveness. he cited the women pe

titione rs in Bn tam who helped end slavery there, the salon keepers in
pr e-revo lut ionary Fran ce who fos te red revolu t ionary drsc u -srons m

their pa rlor s, and the in fluence of C h ris tia n wo men in the chu rch - ho th

as Catholic nu ns or samts providing spiritual guida nce and as Protes

tant s who financed and ma naged chu rch projects. St ill, the prac t ical
question rema ined: what coul d women -barred from voting, lcgishu 
m g. and pr cachmg-c-hope 10 accompli sh : T h e key means of female in 

tluc ncc. th is wntcr and ma ny othe rs argued. was th rou gh thc cduca non

of ch ildren . Whet her formall y as sc hool teachers or informall y as moth 

ers, an y "pat u-n t an d perseverant" woman co uld become an " apos tlc"

for abohrion T he result s, th c articl e sugges ted. m ight he t wc n ty, Hfty.
or on e-hundred fold . I "

Whil e so me abolr u orust tact ics aroused co nt roversy, women could

follow m ost (If the advice in tsbenv Chimes witho ut rebelhng agai mt
the not ion that woman 's pla ce was the home and her m ajor role that of

m other. Advi sing wo men to exert their m oral infl uence un the yo ung
inv ol ved nothing radical, ior la rge numbers at new schools were (stab

hsbcd expressly to educa te women 10 he be tter mother s and teac he rs 01

ch ild re n . This emphas is on the mothe r 's role as educator and rransm u 

tcr o f m oral s promoted gene ra l ed ucation to r wo men and allowed , pe r

haps even required, wo men to learn about civ ic mat te rs . As tine histo

run has poi nted out , women were considered "mothe rs of the republ ic "
and as such we re respons ible for the training of America's future Citi

zens and leaders who would incv uably deal with the slavery issue ."

Severa) pa mouc aruclcs tn Libert}' Chimes noted th e h ateful blotch 01

slavery un th e nsmx Klmy 01 Arncnca. O ne decrdcd lv apocalvpuc poem

predicted that the coun tr y would be torn apart by SUicidal desr rucnon

J7

~ . IbId, 99
9 Richard HIldreth . "What Can A

Woman Do l " In l.Il>ert~· Ctnmes, ';4- 40,

10 'l>,d.. 40 ,

II Lmda Kerber . Wom en of lhe Re
tm bhc : InItJlu'/ and Ideo!(Jj{v In RelloJu 
tJonolry AmeflCd IChapd HIll. 191'0 )_
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("T he shadow of a comma wra th . IU.,t scn lcs around he r sons." ) be
ca use America ns who loved libcn v tail ....d to erad icate the imusncc n t
s lave ry. II The message was clea r: II mothc r ~ w.... rc to secure the futu re

for their child ren, abuliuunisr act ivit y was necessa ry.

whether m Prov tdcncc, Boston, or ups tate Ne w York, this ty pe 01 ar

gument-by orators or wrucrs-c-won many fema le heart s. O nce per 

suaded of the need to take acuon. the next step was to iom or form a

female antisla ver y SOC II:ty, hundreds nf wh ich cx rxtcd ac ross rh c No rt h

in th e 18 ."\0 5 and I H40 S. [11 these ass oci anons wome n cou ld cdu carc
themselves and work to win more female converts. So mc women re

focused or add ed anns laverv act ivit ies In cstnbhshcd female associa

t ions. In Providence, for exa m pic, the Colored Fema le Literar y SOl:lety

and the Colored Female Tr act Socie ty both contribu ted money to Ga r
ri son 's newsp aper, the Liberator ." Whi le men at the li m e, and sev cra l

scholars si nce , have described these women's groups as auxiliaries to

the m or e dominan t male antislavery soc ie t ies , this labe l is mislead ing .

In N ew England , the women 's ~rou ps somcumcs formed before mal t' so
cie t ies in their an-a. As ment ioned earl ier, a group of young worn....n m

Providence formed New England's first fema le anns laverv society in

lune Hlp. Boston ladies abo organ ized a sma ll group In 18\.! , Plula 

delphia a year la ter , and othe rs soon followed and m u lti plied . Young

peop le formed ruvcnile crnancrpanon socn-nc III Providence and Paw

tuc ket in 18"\4 and another group of Providence women, initially over

one hu nd red s trong, formed a more enduring annslaverv SOCIety in

t 8H . This group, perhaps the largest and most acnve in the sta te, pub-
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hsbed tsbenv Ctnme» and encouraged ot her Rhode Island women to

form their ow n annslavc rv societ ies ."

The Ken t County Femal e An n- Slavery Socretv, al..o formed III 11'1 :\"

wa s perhaps more typical of the hundreds of sma ller, yet acuvc female

soc iencs ac ross the North . To ed ucate th emselves, th eir fann hcs. and

fri ends abou t th e evils 01 slave ry, thes ..: wome n he;Hd spea ke rs when

poss ible. but mor e oncn auended puhhc readings oi an u slaverv lite ra
ru re. Thcy also raised money lor abohnomst cau..es , particu larly to

support the LIberator. and organized several pennon drives In the vil

lages ot Fiskeville. lack-on. Arkwright . Coventry, l'hem x. and washmg
tu n AI rhc hcrgh t 0 1 the ir acnvmcs 10 th e I ~ lOS, 26\ women "su b

sen bed " to the ..ocu-t y's CI m...m utt on. whi ch made clear the ,hSIICI,1 n on 's

purpose :

we believe that all men arc created equal. ,IOJ a re endowe d by th eir

Creator with cc nam malicnahlc nahr ... among which, arc life , Iib
ert y, an d the pu rsun oi happmc-,-, We believe that s lave ry \ '10

late-, these sacred rights. is opposed to the dictates of humanity.

and the precepts of Chnsuannv. and ough t there fore to be rm rnc

dt atc lv abohshed . . The obrccr o i this soc iety ..hall be 10 cttec r
the ent ire and Immed iate ernnnci panon oi the ens laved peop le o f

color wi th in the iunsdicuon 01 the Unued State s, and In obuun for

th em th eir inahcnnb!c righ ts.

While these se nnmcn ts were not gen der base d, arti cle nne ot the by

laws emphasized " the special du rv" 01 women to hel p other wome n " to

ove rthrow a system which exposes til outrage and crirmna l wrong,

nearl y one million oi American females ."

Kent County women otten drew support and idea-, trom other anti

slavery women. Whil e ma le speakc r-, were not excluded, rhc society's

pr ograms m ore often included lit erature by women and, occasion nllv,
members gave anti slavery speeches, The group li-n-ned to selec t ions

from suc h pu blicauons as Rlgh( I/lld \ ....nlIlg III HO\((JfI, th e firM ann ual

report of the Bost on Ladles Ami -Slaver y SOCiety, wh ich incl uded a de

railed accou nt of a nor hy Boston 's mcn "of propert y and sta nding" to

an annou nced mecung oi the women's group. [)1.°Sp It C rh rs nppovnion,
the Boston women emphasized the ngh mess (If their s tand a~alO~( ... lav-

cry : " It wa.. for our CH ILlJ REN we did It to pre~er\'C' them 'an 10-

hentancc purl' and undefiled. and thai tadeth not awav."' And so the
Kent Cou n ty women lea rne d of Scriptu re and precedent that supported

the ir altruism . As th e Hosnm women declared : " we C<ln not , • ° believe
that this garme n t of womanhood __ . debars us from the pnvdcges tJT

absol ves us from the d ut ies oi a spmt ual exist l' nl:t: .' · ' ~ This sc n n mc n t

su re ly re inforced th e Ken t County wo me n in th eir co nv ic tion, as s ta ted

10 th eir co ns ti tution, that slavery wa<; an anu-Chnsnan Instit u tion .

The women ah.o read Ehsabeth ChJ.mller's An Appeal to lht' LdtlJes

of the United State~, ex trac ts irom An~elina GTlln ke's Appeal to the
Women of the South , and Sarah G n mkC's A ppeal to (he CleT~\" of the

1812 Broa dside. CI ty of

t'rovidence. COII Tte .~l' of Rhode

island HislOrJ('1I1~ociet}' UIJTarl'

(Ri ll x J 4672 /.

I ~ Conv uunon ul the Ken! Ccuntv Fe
malt: Ann.Slaverv \1>1:1<'1\' Kent Coum v
Female Anl1 ·Slan~q' Socrerv Records.
RhIlJ ... lvland Hrst oncal S,xlt' ry· IHlo'loattcr
cued a, KFAS Recs.]

re. Mmurc s. March 'i, I ~,tl and Ian I I,

III, 7, KFAS Recs. and Mafia w est on Choir 
man. R1Xhr and \-\-',,,nx In Rn~lOrl, R"f'<,f/
01 rhe Rolton female AnlJ -5Ja ~'t'r\' ~(J .

cmv l&h ron, J!"ltl l, \ ~

•., \ 'mUles. AJ'rtl , 0 • ~,." .IOJ ""'J"
t ~ ,IOJOcl I-I.t~ \ ~ KFASRt"cs

1
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Sout h . It is clea r that th e Kent Cou nty ladies apprec ia ted the message

of these sou the rn sis ters. for whe n th e Con gregat ion al clergy of Con

necticut wrot e a public lett er ce ns u ring th e C n mkes for speaking to

" pro m iscuous" [male and female ] audiences, these women ralli ed to

support both the Gn mkes an d C amson. their sponsor. And despite

their religious orientat ion , the lad ies singled ou t the Con greg at iona l
clergy for ce nsure and em phasized their "conf idence in the !Otegr it y

and purit y of purpose of " Ga m son and h is radica l aboli tion is t ne ws

pap er." In do ing th is, th e Kent Coun tv women agreed ....-irh the Pro vi 

dence Ladi es Ant i-Slavery Society wh ich s ta ted : " We deem the se lf
denying labors of the M isses Gnmke worthy of all praise... . We

totally di sapprove of the lat e 'Cle rical Protes ts: regarding them as in 
judicious and unc hnsuan ." I .

Although It seem!'. unlikely tha t any Kent County women attended

th e firs t nation al con vention of abohnomst women In 18 n . th ey did

read th e report (If the proceed ings and respond to ItS requ est that aboh 
t ionist women conce nt ra te thea acnvmes on pe titioning to block the

annexation of Te xas and to abolish s lave ry in the Di stric t of Columbia

as the most direct and effecti ve method to publicize antislavery is

sues." If s ta te o r regional meetings were rare, le tters be twee n femal e

societies kept the women in formed and encour aged abou t the ac uvi ucs

of other soc iet ies . The Kent County so c ie ty recei ved It:Ul"fS from the
ladies o f Putnam, OhIO [acco m pan ied by a pe ti t ion to circ u la te ], the

Fall River Lad ies Anti -Slavery SOC IC ty, an d th e Providence Ladies Anti 
Slavery Society, which al so sent bunks " lor lending." '"

The Pro vidence society see ms [0 have devel oped a standard letter
asking sym path et ic individual s to bcgm a " ladles" anti slavery soc ie ty

in th eir village . A copy ha s survi ved, written by Elizabeth J. Chace, the

society 's correspond ing secre tary, to Emily Win sor of Greenville in

r 837 during the heigh t of th e an t is lavery ag iranon (see page 4 '\). Chace
began with a genera l greeting and a specifi c request tha t Winsor form

an an t is lave ry society, She then cited som e reasons for this act ivity: the

extra strength women gained th rough associa ti on , both locally and

statewide; the im mediate th reat of Texas, another s lave territory. being

added to the Un ion ; and finally a plea " for the downtrodden and op 

pressed in southern bondage and to rou se our own New England women

to the discharge of thei r high responsrbil n v." The letter conclu ded with

an offering of C h ris tian encou ragem ent and future aid from the Provi

dence Society: " I hope yo u w111 be enabled to do much ' th rough C h ris t

strengthening you,' and that you w ill find many warm hea rt s and strong
hands to cooperat e with yoU." ll ThiS type of com m un ication not on ly

spurred women to begin new socienes. it also kept up morale, co nveyed
ne ws, coordin ated petition dri ves at cru cial m oments, and, above all ,

reinforced members ' se nse that abolit ion is t women were part of a na

tional community dedi cat ed to endi ng slavery.

While the m inutes of the Kent Co unty Ant i-Slavery Society give

us so me sense of the acuvmes u nde rtaken by su ch socie t ies, the pub
li cations of Pro vidence and Pawtucket .....omen provide an excelle nt
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sampling 01 the type of literat ure used to educate peo ple, particularly

women, to th e evils 01 slavery and to the vi rtues and methods of abolt

uomsm. Frances w h ipple G reen. the most prolific antislavery writer 10

Providence. au thored " T he Slave-Wife " In tsbertv Ctnrnes, and edited

The Envoy: From Free Heans ro the Free II M-lol. published by the

Pawtucke t luverule Emancipation Socretv" G reen was typical of many
reformers of the li me, advoceung on Issues from abohuorusm and in 

dian nghts to factory refor m and the ex tension of the t rancluse to u n

prope rtied men. t'She wrote a h istory of th e Dorr War, sidi njl; with Dorr 's
effo rts to fu rther democracv.) Because she was active In many reform

and socia l ci rcles, Grecn was able to so lic it cont ribut ions fro m promi

nent Rhode Islanders, Elizabe th Buffu m Chace, Sarah Chace, Anna

Weston, and Soph ia Littl e (New port) and from more nat ionall y kn own

M assachusett s and Philadelphia abolition ist s . Like most of her non

abul iuoni st works, The Envoy is eq ualit arian in to m' and argu ment ,
q uite as radical as Ga rr iso n's Liberator. And w hile she addressed The
Envoy to both mothe rs and fa thers. the primary argume nt conce rned

slave women. C hi ldren 's an tislavery liter at u re was also drsr nbuted in

Rhod e Is land , inc luding The Ann-Staverv Alphabet, which began " You
arc very young. tis true I But there's much you can du." It instruc ted

ch ildren to join the crusade by pleading wi th slaveowners, talking with

playmates about the evils of slave ry, and boycotting products, like

sugar. manufac tured With slave labor."
Wh ile the success of these efforts IS Impossible to quantify, we do

kn ow that the pennonmg and li ter ary activi ty that took place in Rhode

Is land was ex te ns ive . The Um ted States Congress cou ld not deal with

the vol u me of petit ion s on s lave ry and so enac ted the ga~ ru le, autom at

icall y tabling an y suc h petitions, an action that did not stop pennon

ing. and In fact may ha ve encou raged this act ivit y. Thou sands of peti

ti ons were se nt to wash in gton an d hundred s were drrecn-d to sta te
govcrnrncrus, parti cularl y in the North . In Rhode Isl and the volu me 01

an t is lavery petition s, plus a j1;IlOJ number uf anri -abohnonist ones. wa s

so large that a special com m ittee of the s ta te legi slature was appo inted

to deal wi th the m. Wh ile ant islaver y pet it ion s conti nu ed to arr ive, the
leg islatu re clearl y did not Wish to take a st rong abolmomsr po sit ion . In

fac t. w hen T homas Dorr presented a resolu tion to accept the pe ti tions

agamsr slave trade in the Distric t of Columbia , It was rciccted -l-l - 7 ,H

T he issue remained ali ve for seve ral years, and m October lMJ] th e

Gene ra l Asse mbly passed a resolut ion against th e annexat ion of Texas
and appointed another committee to respond to the petitions, T h e

co mmittee's com promise report affirmed th e evil of sl ave ry but also th e
sovere ign n ght s of southern stu tcs.'

Women m Rhode Island and e lsewhe re also provided srgmficant fi
nan ci al su pport to mamtai n the movement . They orga n ized an m stiru

non es pec ia lly useful to antislavery societies : the (an or bazaar , held

o n a ver y large scale annually In Boston and Philadel ph ia . These fair s

were grand moneymak ers, oft en generating the greatest sha re of the s tate

antislaver y budget . Held during the C h ristm as season, th e local fair was

.'
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a good pla ce to huy gifts an d at th e same time heir th e cause. Smaller

towns held scaled -down vcrsrons and Provi den ce women sco rne d to

have co mbin ed th eir selli ng with a formal te a party and supper. The
flyer for the 18<; 3 Providence fund -rai ser announced "the usual attrac

tions pre sented on such oc ca sion s, will he full y di splayed."> Also, he 

cause the Boston faa .....as wcll -cs rabhsbcd and nearby, some Rht Mk)s ·

land women su pport ed It bv scndlllg mon ey or Items to se ll." C amson

puhli clv acknowledged the Hnan cralunportan cc of these fa irs , report 
m g at o ne annual meeung:

To a Iew cnc rgcn c women III Bost on , Phil adelph ia, Ci ncinatti , and

o ther pla ces, It IS due that the m ovem ent has not bee n ,. cn pplcd

for the ....'unt of . . nl"n"s:-.a ry resour ces. T hese have bee n seconded
by the ze alo us diort :-. of h undr ed s ot smaller ci rck-, In villages an d

towns, and part icularl y hy the generous and u nce asing elton ni o ur
friends [abroad] ttl su pply the F;]u .. ..... n h mer chandi se. , , . Tht,

larger proportion ot the "urn expended annuall y hy this socie ty
co mes from tfus so urce ."

Child ren also helped to r.J ISl' money tor th e m uvcm cnt. For exam ple,

The En vov, pu bli shed by the Pawt ucket luvc mle Emancipation Soc iety,
wa s intended In be both an cd ucanonal tool and a fund -raiser. and one

year 's needl ework by a group 01 l'rov idcn cc guls wh o met and se wed

together netted almost tine hundred do llan, tor the m ovement."
In addm on to ralslIlg m on ey, the Lurs served other purposes .1S well.

They were educauonal em cr pnscs In whi ch abolmomst s could mvit c

unconverted m ends who Im~h( imbibe some anti s lavery sen n mcru as

they sampled refreshments and sho pped tor ~ift s . And Ronald walters
ha s argued that t he fJu!> were a ru e ot com m uru ry which affirmed the
unity of anuslaver v suppor te rs . workmg at the lai r brought women into

contact with other pouts ut the abulitiomst comm uni ty and allowed

me n and women, young and ol d, hluck and whuc to gather and show

thei r Uni ted pu rpose , Provid en ce women rnvncd " Friend's 01 the Slave .
Lovers of you r count rv's freedom. come and help u s ! " ~ ' As Maria Weston

Cha pman, organ izer 01 the Boston fair wrot e (If it s benefit s : " It IS th e

moral pow er , srr i ngm~ hom th e cxc ru on to raise [funds]. th is in crea se

o i hght , and vncrxv, and sk ill , and per sev eran ce. and ch ris ti an iellow

Sh IP, and devon-dness tn our holy vnt crpnse. c-und spmtual s t reng th
and comfort .c- uhar we valu e l;lT more than thclarucst sum ." " The cvi

dc ncc irom their wnungs and contact s with srstc r-, fro m Bost on and

c1sewhcrl' mdrcarcs th at th e Provrdcnce women at thei r tea party and

su ppe r or the Kent Co unty w o me n ga t hc r tn~ srgna tu rcs agreed whole
heartedly with Cha pman.

Although some women's acuvu v con un ucd attcr 1 8.~O, the Rhude Is
land female aholitioOl st mov ement declined ma rked ly, twenty years he
fore the CIVil War began. For example. thc Kent County Female Ann

Slavery SOUl't )' apparent ly d wmdlcd and stopped keeping records. Some
rea sons se em to have been person al . The cortcspondmg sccn-rarv tnr

the Providence Female Anu-Slav cr v Socictv died In ll'l olO, w b ile the
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Kent Co un ty Ann-Slavery Soc iety sec re tary lef t to pu rsue miss ionary

work 10 th e South . But the pro blem was broader than the loss III a few
leaders. Indeed , nati on wide ma le support seems [0 have dnm mshcd at

this porm, and debate about the nat ur e of tlus qu ie t period before the

war cormnues among brstonans . For some the moh violence of the

I t',\os, generated by amagorusm toward northerner s who opposed ..lav 

vrv. led many ttl wonder It abohuonisr 's acuvmes were -umng up a
.....orsc problem .

While hnle ann-abolruorust violence occurred in Rhode Island, the

Dun War may have left annslaverv supporters like Green concern ed.

confused, or hitter at the role of local blacks in th e conservative victory

over the Dorr Democrats. More ccrtaml v the Don War focused atten 

tion on ISSUl'S 01 more immediate concern to Rhode Islanders than slav

crv. As abolmomsr A_ Parrbanks rioted in IS,U " T he temperance rc
torrn and the abohnon also, are all put back ... owing to the poliucal

crntc that h.l ... been w alo:lIllo: be tween the Government and Don pa rncs
rhu, pa.,t season."

Anothe r reason that women 's annslavcrv act ivities may have de 

dilled .,0 quickly was that most stili assumed that woman 's place ....·d S

In the home-not In pohncs. And whrle some male abohuomsrs had

a llowed women In work tor the cause. la rgely on the grounds oi expcdr 
enc v, many ret reated irom th is more eq ua li tarian stance after the vio

lence 01 th e Ix \OS_Rega rdlcs-, oi the app roval for rare and bold women

like th e G rimke Sis ters, women's plan' m the polit ical arena had neve r
been clear! y cvrab lixhcd, even within aboliuon ts r ran ks. In r.llslIl g fund...

to su pport orgamzanon ... advoc ating aboli tionism , cn iist illlo: popula r

sup por t in the form of pennon "' lgnatu rI'S, and cxpandmg the ran ks of

act ivities by reac hi ng and recru it ing ot he r women, fem ale ac uv ruc...

seem [0 have been respon sible tor m uc h of the movement 's succc...s .

T h eir in volveme nt . however . req u ired ant islaver y advocates to dea l
w ith a IlC W cnucism -c-thar th ey were undermin ing the horne and pe r

haps society hy changing wo me n's role-c-creanng accusation... that

wom en were h md enng rh c mo vement . T he m ost radi cal aboli norusts.

li ke Ga rri ...on , co n un ued 10 champion bo th uboli tionis m and women 's

ngh ts . drlo:u mg th.n wo me n were needed an d ha d the n uht 10 speak. T hl'

more conse rva t ive abohuonists spli t wi rh Garri son ove r thi s issue ... 0

that afte r Ix~o there w-crc two na t ion al a......oci adons and many loc al
~JtJups sp ilt and feuded with each other."

In Rhod e Isl and many abohuomsts deplored rhrs separauon end fu 
t ilel y u rged u nnv lor the good 01 the shared goal . T he overa ll effect was

that women's ngbts. an issue w hu-h ha d bee n clea rly, though oncn Ill '

advertcn tl y, raised III the anuslavcrv cru...adc, was tabled .•Manv women

after tX40 rcs tncrcd thei r ac t ivities to less co ntroversia l vuppnrt scr

vICes. Fund ·ralsllllo: was su ll permiSSible, since ....'om en had hcen dOllllo:

th at a t churchl's tor ...orne t im e, hut mOTe undclllably p')litlcal p<1rt IClpa
t ion, hke puhllc ...pt·akmR and petitlonm/1.. dlmmish(:d .

Some women, Iikt' Frances Wh ipple Green and EItZ<1hcth Butium
Chace, rei usl'd to compromise. Smce the church stood tor the prl,.,ent
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order and therefore a~ainM abolmonism, Green abandoned Christian
o rthodoxy. Chace res igned from the Providence Meeti ngs of Friends,

th e members 01wh ich , she argued. we re not tr u ly antislavery but rather

apa thet ic in thei r support of the Matus quo . Untcu:~tlOJ;:ly. Chace 's hus

band, also a prornmenr rad ical abolmonisr , never lei t the Qua ke r meet

mg. l Chace cou ld not take li m e for othe r women 's causes, such as rais
in~ money to restore Mount Vernon : "How can the women of rhrs

nation talk 01 commcmoranng that struggle [the Revolution ]. .....hen•

w ith their consent . and approval and ard . every Sixth .....oman in the land

IS liable to be sold on the auction -block : " '" And Green continued to

.....nte against prerudrce on the eve of the Civil War, publishing her long

est .....o rk . Shahmah m Pursuu of Freedom 1 1 8 ~ 81. the story of an AI
gerian noble .....ho comes to Amenca to learn about " t ru e human free

dom." Of course he is appalled by slavery. and. atter a series of stock

adventures, leaves the United States wnh his bride to seck greater tree
dom in Brazil ."

Permomng the fede ral and sta te govcmmcrus. cd ucanng themselves

and therr childrcn . fund raistngfor nanonal and IIKal associanons. Rhode

Is land 's abohuorusr women played a srgruficant role In the fi/dlt against

slavery. Despite the d iminished Visibility alte r rR4Q of fema le abol i

tionists, most Am en can s cont inued to believe in the supe rior pie ty and

moral se nse of women. As one of the conserva t ive ab ohuomsts no ted :
"the in fl u ence of woman under God, is omnipotent ." '< In return, Rhode

Island wo men, like female ac ti vists elsew here, benefitted pe rso nally

from the ir Involvement as their spheres of acti vit y, friends h ip, and in
flue nce broadened. Te ns of th ousan ds 01 American wo me n accepted the

res po nsibi lity of morallcader slup, wh ich encou raged even conserva t ive

wo me n to ex pa nd th eir roles. Hundred s of .....omen co nti nued their re

forming efforts, not just in te mpe rance, cd ucauon, or abo lition, but for

women 's right s as .....e ll. G reen campaigned for factory workers and C h ace

against sexua l inequality. Other women , too, continued th e moral cam
paign against slave ry. As on e Providence woman wrote to the Liberator:
" Ii our gos pe l tea ch er s w ill no t lead us, we m ust lea d th em ! Should we

not blush . .. in as mu ch as our sis ters are in bonds, an d we have not so
much as lifted a hand to save tht'm." "
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Providence
luly 27th IMp

Ma s Em ily A Wm ,\ C!r
<Jf Greenville, Smnhtield. R.I ,

Dear friend,

H<J~'m~ had the pleasure of bemg Informed that ,\'OUme m tere sted In the
cauve of truth and humannv I ven ture to address .vou a leuet co respecf fully
en/fe<Jt you !O exert ~'OUf mttuence m smmeduuelv iorttung a female Anu
Slavery .'Iociet\' In vour place. S !length~preng.\ irom actIOn and tJctwm
com e from bemg thro ....T/ In ou r o wn resources . tivr or .~ I X individuals onlr
a.\H.lCla tu'e III th is labor of Ion: m ass ummg thIS responsi bilit y of a socsetv
can produce etiect much more than twice tha t number who feel no such
respcnsibilnv. However smoll mereiore the maienot from wInch you can
otgarnze let me entreat \'ou as one un ued ....l th you III tius iaerer cause to go
on en the holy wflfk-/t VI't1l gladden the hea rts of the Fem ale Socie ty here
to know that ano mer Sater brave l.S at work nea rby-who VIlli work III the
m igh t of love and the po we r of tru th plead ing m frum pet tones ior the
crushed and teuered.

Now U empha tlctJllv the time for the women of our country to labor. If

the,~' have the ca use of the perishing a t heart. If they are loving of their
cou ntry they Will m tius ume of their Na tion's ex treme pen! pu t forth theu
energies to wtJrn her at least nom extend ing the boundaries of her unholy
and gUIlty traffic.

If we ate thoroughly un bued I-nth th e principles of abonnomsm we shall
dum If not only a dut y b ut a prsvt lege to engage en uns labor of lo ve. What
he art would not reicnce to enter m ro tlus glorsous work. To plead for the
downtrodden and oppresse d in southern bondage. and to rou.se msr own
New England women to the di scharge of their high responsstnlnv.

Wlil not these argument .s urged m 100'e arouse th e iemales of your town
to ocnon t We shnutd have SfJCleties organized and pensions going f{)fth not
only [torn every CI W but every quiet valley and peaceful plam at me NOlth
The voices o f New Eng/and women should be heard In every breeze ct vmg

"Shall we behold unheeding.
Life's holie,st teel ings crushed!
Whw Womatl' ~ bean is bleeding,
Shall Woman 's voice be bushed!"

I hOJle you will be enabled to do much " through Ch rist strengthenmg YOIl . "

and that you WIll find many wa rm hearts and strong hands to cooperate
with you. He not discouraged Ihough you meet with strong oppo sitron if
you stand the trial you \!VIII he all the better pupated ior your duties. Dill
Society here will he happ y to give von an y advice or assiH an ce ttl tht'lT
powe-r and by treq ner n cornm iln ica tttlg. en list the sym pa thies of both ttl
thIS com m on cause-s-Let Il S hear from you soon-s- A nd may our tieavenlv
Father xrant that 11 m ay be such flding .s as shall gladden ou r hearts an d
give 11.\ a new ItnpefU,~ to go un. Lei m e ugam urge yon to Start a MlC lcty.

Thmk you number never fsicf sn small a Ji.H

Respect full y and uulv vmns
III the

Cause of Suffe rttlg

Eliza /. Chace
COf. Sec.
P.LAS SoC/etr

Miss Emil y A. WI nsor
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The Providence School Board

Reform Movement, 1898- 1924

Patrick Harshbarger

In II}I ~ a small pamphlet ennded Should Providence Have A Small
School Commission! A Contnbunon To The D,.<;CUHHm claimed that
Providence's large .....ard-based school board was outdated, if not meffi 

cicnt, and that Wisdom dictated the city 's adoption of a small . ap

pomred school board . Thrs pamphlet, published by the Providence Pub

lic Education Association lPPEA l. a reform organization uf prominent
cit izens, summed up the arguments 0 1 a controve rsy that had begun at

least fifteen yea rs earl ier and W,lS to continue for more than a decade .

The sc hool hoa rd reform co ntroversy embroi led the city cou nc il, teac h

ers, school commutcc members, concerned citizens and th eir c rgaruaa

nons, and the state legislature . At stake was con trol o j the city schools,

an msutuuoa which all considered an rm por ran t s tabihzmg influence

for the industrialized and immigrant -swel led city. Thl' school board rc
form movement was not unique to Providence ; Similar debates oc

curred in almost every Amencan city. Issues included the relative mer

Its of small and large school boards, the mode of selection 01 board

members and the fiscal dependence of boards on ci ty councils. Some at 

tem pts at reform failed , but most succeeded; as a result, reform ers re 

duced the size of school hoards, abolished the ward-based election of

school commmcc membe rs. and achieved their goals 0/ ccnnaltzauon,
efficiency, and nonparusan ship in school ad mi ni st ratiun.

Twen ty yea rs pnor to th e PPEA publ rcanon. Dr. loscph Mayer Rice,

an uulucnna l cducator and reform er. had toured Amenca's urba n sc hool

sys tems and commented on the diversity of school boards :

Boards are selected accordmg to ....-hi m s. Some are elected by the

people, others are appointed. the eppomnna ptl .....cr lying In the

hands of mayors . rudges or councilmen, or a hoard of education may

consist oj a comrmuee oi the common council.

One historian has suggested that as citil"S grew hom urhan vi llages , they

ret ain ed the patterns of the loosdy structured school committee or

co unci l. In the la tte r ha lf of the nin et eent h cent ury, the joh of opcr auna
eve r larger sc hools beca me in crea singly diffi cult for theseloosel y suuc

tu red co mmittees. T he result was as Rice observed- a hap hazard divr 

s ion of autho ntv among city councils, school su pervisors, an d sc hoo l

boards .'
Reformers like Rice argued the need for a uniform system of school

management , advocating small, non-ward-based school committees;

\tr, Harvhb•.H~'T IS currenrlv a ~[;llt mern
ber at [he Sl.uer .\ 1111 Hl~t OIl C Su e In

Pa..'t uc ke l He ~rdJU<lu:J lrom Bro..'n
Um verslty In ' <,1"4

I joseph ." RIce Th.. l'Ur.l lC kh",,1
_~num " r Ihe tJnlled ~rule<. .....J 1...1..
renee A C rem i n I f'.,; ... ..- York , I<,I"'QI. II

1 David R Tv..ck. The O ne R"" ~ ,,,
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SCH OOL B OARD R~ F ORM M O VlMENT

and, though the school board reform movement engendered fierce de 

bate in many cit ies-two rival sch ool boards existed in Chicago until

the courts intervened, and th e structure of New York City 's hoard
changed three times in twenty-seven years-the reformers ' success was

substantial. ' For example , ,1 recent survey of fourteen representative

cities showed that in 1900 seven appointed boards, four held at -large

elections, one appointed only a superintendent, and two elected mcm 

hers by wa rd . By 1920 eight appointed board members hy their mayors,
fu dges, or city councils, and six elected boardmen in city-wide elec

tions. ' By rv r 3 only four cities with populations of 100,00 0 or more

still e lected committee members by wa rd.' In addition, between Ill\}1

and 1913 the average school committee size dropped from 2 I.') to 10.2,

and by 1923 to 7 " ~

In Providence, reformers battled for over twenty-five years hdore
achieving these goal s. Between I8 \}8 and 1924 Providence had a thirty 

three member school committee consisting of three popularly elected

representatives from each of th e city 's ten wards, the mayor, the presi 

dent of the city common co uncil, and the chairm an of the common

council 's committee on education. School committee members typi 

call y came from Prov idence 's middle and upper classes and included

many iu dgcs, lawyers, doctors, and businessmen.' The position was
nonpaying, hu t may, at times, hav e been used as a political s tepping

stone to city councilor beyond-at least, reformers beli eved such was

the case .' Except for occasional Italian or Irish names, the membership
lists for the period suggest that few school committee representatives

were recent immigrants , ln 19 17thI.' first woman was ele cted to the

board and by 1924 seven of the thirty- three members were women.

School committee terms ran three years, and often members held their

seats for over ten years. Significantly, the Providence School Corn

mittee appeared to be a fairly homogeneous and stable organization

throughout this period.

The school committee was involved in all matters concerning publi c
education, from hiring pe rsonnel to selecting t extbooksj and performed

its duties in two ways : through th e superintendent of schools and the

boa rd's standing committees. As executive director of the schools, the

superintendent advised and oversaw teachers, disciplined students, co

ordinated programs between schools, and reported to the com m ittee

about the state of the edu cat ion system. The board functioned through

its five-member standing co m m itt ees, each of which oversaw a desig
nated area of public education . For example, in 1902 the board was

divided into sixteen standing committees : annual report, accounts, ap 

port ionment, bylaws, domestic science, drawing. education of back

wa rd children, evening schools, grammar and primary schools, high

schools, hygiene, music, penmanship, private schools, relations to the

city council, and schoolhouses ." An executive committee, chaired by

the hoard's president, performed the board's important functions, nomi

nating a superintendent and initiat ing most policy decisions.

-



~C H O{) L B O A RD REfORM MOVl MINT

The Oxford Stree t Grammar
School in J886. From Providence

Illus tra ted (J886). plate 7 ~.

Courtes y o f Rh ode Island
Historical Society LIbrary
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There wer e tw o arcus. how ever , ove r which [he school co m mi ttee

made rccommeudanons hut d id not exe rcise cont rol . the sch oo l budge t
and constr uction of new bui ldings . The city counc il an nua lly de te r

mm ed the amoun t 01 m on ey to he appropriat ed to the schools and,

through ItS Depa rtment of Public Works, approved all co nst ruct ion .

T h is sit uat ion pro vided constant fru strat ion for the school co m m ittee,

which found the cuv cou ncil forever Ignoring its recommendations for

a larger school budget an d construct ion of new schoolhouses and ad.
rmmsrranve offices ,

T he refor m movement began In 1898 when the city counc il fail ed to
appropriate a ll funds requested by the school com m ittee in its an nua l

budget . In late September, the school committee responded to a fort y

thousand do llar deficit In It S operating funds by announcing a resolu

t io n closing all kindergartens, abohshing evening schools, suspendi ng

classes in special depanmems Ie.g .• drawing, cooking, and sewmgl, and

"ernommg economy and cu rtailment of expe nses in eve ry possible
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SC HOO L BO ARD RE fO R M MOVfME.NT

d irection ," lu The public was ou traged. and on October 19 a ma ss dem 
onstration was held in Providence's Infantry Ha ll, th e city's largest au 
ditorium, to protest . Part icipan ts ca lled upon th e com mi t tee to rem
state all of th e effecte d programs and de manded th at th e ma yor appoi nt
a public sc hool invest igati on commi ttee to vxamme exis ti ng condi
tions and recom me nd Im proveme nts . In res ponse to public pressure,
Mayor William C. Barker appointed an investigation co m mittee, and
the sc hool co m mittee reopened th e evening schools for a shortened
twenty-week term and resumed all suspended work. No ne theless, for
lack of fundi ng. th e schools closed two weeks ea rly."

The in vest igation commi ttee com prehens rvelv su rvey ed the schools
on topics fro m cu rricu la to bu ilding upkee p, The five members of the
com mi ttee were all prominent Prov idence ci tizens : Dr. James G , vose,
Congregationalist minister of the Benefi t St ree t Church; Professor
Nathan iel F.Da vis , a marhemaucs teacher at Brown Umversnv, Sarah E.
Doyle, for mer Providence school teacher and president of the Rhode is
land Collegiate Women 's Association; Comehus S. Sweetland, presr
dent of th e Pro vidence Banking Company ; and Michael J. Herson. a
deal er in men 's furn ishmgs. Then repo rt , completed m May 18'}'J, rec
om mended two m.l.1OJ cha nges to the school system : repeal of the free
text boo k law, a measu re which would save the schools the cos t of buy
ing books, and rep lacemen t of th e "cum berso me" th irty-th ree mem ber
sc hool committee wit h a n ine member boa rd of education to be ap
pointed by the ma yor . Th ree mem bers were to be women and one was to

be the chairman of the city co uncil's com mi t tee on educatio n. In addi 
tion, the inve sugarors conde m ned th e tendency of school com m ittee
me n to look more part icularl y toward affairs 10 their own wards rather
than toward the whole sc hoo l sys te m, and decr ied th e usc of the schoo l
commitee by cert ain members as a pol it ical ste pping sto ne, An ap 
pointed committee, it was argued, wou ld cl irm nate these evi ls. They
alluded to " honest" graft IIIl the curren t board , recommending a law to

prohibit city gove rn ment officia ls from se lling suppl ies to the schoo l
depart ment . " By such a law," th ey added , "m uc h opportunity for favor 
itism , to use a m ild word, is avoid ed ." Furthermore, if th e present sys
tem cont inued, th e com m ittee believed that execut ive power shou ld be
taken aw ay from the sch ool cnm m n tce and "placed in th e hands of
educat ionally trained offic ials, who ought to be capable of selecung
teach ers." !'

Ove rall , thi s repo rt must have st uck a th orn in the school com m it
tee 's side , so much of one th at th e boa rd answe red with a report of its
ow n, pom rmg out the " regretfu l" errors of the in vest igation co m m it
tee 's " thorough and praise worthy" su rvey. In ItS own len gth y report ,
the school committee argued tha t while there were advantages to a

sm all boa rd, as m uc h could be sa id in favor of a school committee
el ected by and responsrhle to the people; a large elected boa rd insured
better democracy, and a boa rd appointed by the mayor was "q uit e as
likel y to be affect ed by poli t ical cons idera tions as .....as the se lec tion of
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the school committee by th e vote rs of the wards." T he board me mbers
adamantly stated that the present orgamzanon of s ta ndmg co mmi ttees
was ne ither burdensome, divided along politica l lines. (If used as a
means 10 "po h t ical prefe rment " in the city. Addressmz favo rit ism, th e
repo rt stated firmly : " It has never been true 10 this city, and is d irec tly
contrary 10 the present practi ce here, as the shghtcst mvesngauon
would have ascertained." In response to the suggcsnon that pat ronage
played a ro le in th e sclccnon of teachers, the co m mittee me mbe rs we re
si m ilarly appa lled and angered . They noted th at all cand ida tes for
teac hi ng pos it ions we re taken from an " Approved List " of sta te norma l
school gradua te s ranked according to th e "e xce llence of the ir work as
cert ified by th e Normal Schoo l." "

In all , th e school commi t tee's report served 10 leave in so me doubt , if
not to di scr edit , mu ch of th e mvcsuganon co m m it tee's su rvey. And a l
th ough o n ly a few of the m vesn gun on co mm ittee's recommendations
were enac ted, the schoo l com m ittee was forced to an sw er th e acc usa 
t ions of outraged citizens and angry teachers. The I HI}H - I 1'191} co nt ro
versy Increased awareness 0 1 apparent s tructu ral wea knesses in the
management o f th e schools and spa rked a school boa rd reform move
ment 10 Providence.

Between II}OO and 1l,l10 , the must persistent critic of the Providence
School Committee was the PPEA . Formed in 1900 and dominated by
CIVIC-m inded women, cle rgy, and Brown University facu lty, the PPEA
asserted that its purpose was to guard the schools and in fluence the m
to adopt wha t it co nsidered the bes t educ ational sta nda rds . Reflec ting a
mist rust for the " uneduca ted" masses, one PPEA cha rte r publicat ion
sta ted th at

be tween a school committee, elected, as many of those in our Cit

ies arc, by poltttcalmtluen ccs, ami th e com m unity th ey ar e pre 
sumed to serve , there is a need in the present stage of our Am eri can
social evo lu t ion of an int erpretive body-c-an organi zat ion co m
posed of ci t ize ns avowed ly interested in th e qu est ion of th e best
method of educati ng our children. With a large voti ng populat io n
unused to the mear ung or sigmflcance of our sc hools, it IS de str 
able , tha t pu bli c sent iment should be influenced by those famili ar
wi th the best educat iona l tradition s, as well as awake to th e broade r
de m ands made upon our sc hools to-day by the complex nat ionalit y
of the ch ildre n to be educa ted IIlW int el lige nt citizens of the United
States ."

The PPEA attempted to carry out Its pohcy (or good education by iso
"H lIl~ th e school management system from po hncs. partisan shi p, and
the m tlue nce of boa rd members who did not sh are the ir concept of the
public sc hools.

The PPEA realized that any alterat ion in the st ruc ture 01Providen ce 's
sc hool com m ittee required amendi ng th e city charte r in th e Rhode Is
land Ge neral Assembly. In every session of the Ge neral Assembly from

\ I
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1901 to 190 5 bill s were presented lor th e crea t ion of a small, unpaid,
at -large, electe d board of education , The PPEA support ed these bills
wi th the written endorsements of prominen t educa tors like Andrew S.
Draper, Harvard President Charles W Eliot , and F. I. Goodenow. At a

rally for the 1905 bill , PPEA supporter Sarah E. Doyle reiterated the or 
ganization's position that th e co nduc t of the city's schools was so im 
portant as to be " placed in the hands of a few men wh o arc actuated by
the belief that ou r schoo ls are worthy of th e best , men who have the
interests of educat ion and the welfare of our children at heart ." n

Yet, despite th e support of lead ers like Doyle eac h atte m pt to modify
the charter failed . The 1903 bill, which came closest to passmg, was
approved by the House bu t hel d up in Senat e com m ittee. The PPEA felt
that the rea sons for this failure were merely political : th e city of ProVI
den ce was insufficie ntly represented in th e Rhode Island Senate, and
the Providence School Commit tee was unwi lli ng ei the r to endorse
open ly or reject reform. The failure of the legisla tion see med to con
finn the PPEA's worst fear s abou t th e incn mpa tabili ty of educat ion and
politics. As suppo rters of the reform bills attem pted to understand
their failure , one PPEA mem ber was quoted as sta t ing, "T here hav e
been not onl y no wort hy argument s, but no argume n ts at all , against
the measure . " I ~

In 191 3 the PPEA con ti nued ItS fight wnh Should Providence Have
A SmalJ School Commission ; A Con m buu on to the Discussion, a

well -or gani zed and less indignan t argume nt against the large schoo l
committee. In obj ective tones, this pu blication consi de red the relat ive
meri ts of small ver sus large, paid versus unpaid, and elected versus ap 
pointed boards . The corporate board of dir ectors provided the model for
the reformers ' ideal board of education. The Providence School Com
m ittee 's s truct ure was carefull y compared to schoo l boards in other
America n cit ies . The PPEA showed that for cities wi th pop ulations in
excess of one hundr ed thou sand. Providence's thirty-three me mber
school committee ranked in size second only til New York Ci ty . Re
for me rs hoped to prove the need for reorgamaanon befo re Providen ce
fell further behmd the times. In addition, the pamphle t suggested tha t
any new school com m ittee should be financially independent and ei 
ther elected a t large or appoint ed by the mayor, preferably the former .
Businesslike efficiency, ce n t ralized nrgan izntion, and a distrust for poli 
tics were the key val ues and tenets of refor m es poused by the PPEA.P

Other factors, bes rdcs th e PPEA, were ca lling attention to problems
in public schoo l administration . Throughout the 1900s and 1910s, the
growing school budget cont inually caused friction between the city
council and sch ool co m m ittee . Every year from 1898 to 1913 the ci ty
co uncil appropriated les s money than th e esume ted school expen
d itures, and inevitably th e sc hool com mittee plead ed at midyear for an
additional appropriation . The annual financial repo rts of th e sc hool
co m m it tee became angry and blunt . The 1911- 191 2 report read :
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The stereotyped report of inadequ at e funds m us t be ma de concern
ing the finances. Th e co mmittee asked th e City Co uncil for th e
maintenance of the schools the sum of $1 ,0 2 3,17 3.00. The council
appropriated for then use $900,000.10

School committee members defe nded these increases by cumg " the
natur al growth of the schools and the increases of wages insisted upon
by the school employees su pported by publi c opinion, by condi tio ns of
living, and in some cases by competi tion of th e school departme nts
of other cItIes''! An earher historia n caustically rema rked that the
schools had been "systematica lly starved by the city council by the
wuhholdmg of adequa te and reasonable appropn au ons." >

In addruon, the need for new schoolhouses to relieve overcrowded
condit ions became anothe r source of contention between the commit 
tee and council. Between 1900 and 1920 the number 01children III ProVI
dence schools increased fro m 2 S, 5I 3 to 36 ,730 .' 1 Every school report
between 1900 and 1915 pressed the city council . through Its Depart
ment of Public Works , to construct new buildings . The city council was
more responsive on thrs Issue, bu t often a proposal for a new building
or school add ition needed to be recommended repeat edl y before any ac 
tion was taken . For instance, an administ rative office bui ldi ng was de 
layed for four yea rs befo re approva l. Meanwhil e, th e superin tendent
ke pt offices in bad ly needed classroom space in one of the high sc hools,
the truant office r was posted in City Hall, and the supe rintende nt (If
ianuors found space in a local pollee stat ion." Like man y cities of th e
time , Providence was facing fina ncial diffi culties. Perhaps in th e coun
cil's mind the sc hoo l commi ttee's request s were extravagant . It see med
cle ar, ho weve r, to reforme rs. school board members, and some cit izens
th at th e city council's unw illi ngn ess to coo pera te with th e sc hoo l com
m itt ee was obstruc t ing pub lic education.

In many cit ies, suc h as Chicago, the teach ers ' federati ons effec t ively
lobbied the state legislat ures in support of school board refo rm bills ."
Th e Public School Teachers Association of Providence, alt hough ne i
th er as st rong nor as mil itant as, for exam ple, the Chicago Federat ion of
Teachers, supported a small commission. Citing the Ohio Plan , whe re
a small school board was e lec te d partly at large and partly by dist rict ,
one Providen ce teacher s ' publication insis ted:

The tendency toward small boards is well n igh uniform an d univer
sa l. If the wave is to come this way, will not the O hio Plan give Pro
vidence the bes t sa t isfact ion! "

However supportive of a sma ll board, teachers probably felt wise to
keep their opi nions relatively quiet. Even in Chicago, whe re teachers
tried to join the Chicago Federation of Labor, ove r six ty teache rs wer e
dismissed at one time for speaking and ac ting against the school boa rd ."

The experience of one outspoken Providence teacher du ring the
1898-1899 con troversy confirmed these fears. Lizzie C. Olney wrot e to
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and pnncwal and presulem
of the Rhode Island Women 's
Collegiate Assoc.ancn. was one
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Island Hi storical Society Libra rv
stu x J 4572 ).
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the Boston Herald ttl praise the mvcsnganon committee for reporting

" th e first truthful express ion oj what they [teachers] had longed til

sav." > Accusing the school commurcc of favonusm . she wrote:

Anyone who has watched the appomrmcm of teachers during the
last six or seven years knows perfectly well that those apporru 

rnenrs have been given not to those who arc capable but to those

whom certain members of the committee for political reasons de
sire or favor. Indeed there arc not a fcw tea chers w ho boast of ac 

quinng their positions in that way and oj the mtluence they are

able to exben [src]. lust so long .IS a positron on the co m m it tee

serves as a steppmg stone to pohucal advancement this evil w 111
continue .

Olney was soon disrm ... ...ed, thc rc...uh, she claimed. III having w ntren
the letter, which had been sho wn to m embers 01 the school corn mmee

but not published , In rcspon-v to her mq umcs. a newspaper correspon

dent told Olney that the lett er wa-, " rabid and libelous" and " th at she

should ne ver wnrc an other " Yet , du e to the ver y mvesttgatrve report

that Olney had praised, the school committee eliminated about a

dozen teach ing posmons, in clud ing hers . After thirteen years of service
10 the Providence schoo ls, vhc lett the citv.

A legislauvc act 01 the lanuarv 192 ,* General Assembly reorganized

the school admuust rat ion of Prov idence. ln tc rest rnel y, the imuanve for

the ac tion came finally from the cit y council. not the r PEA or another

reform group. In 1'}2 ' a council co m m itt ee had requested George D .
St rayer of the Columbia Teachers College to survey the Provide nce ci ty

sc hools and reco m mend changes. Between [9 10 and [()27, IXI of these

su rveys were com ple ted throughout the country, and educat ional pro

fession als lik e George Strayer could repor t a t least a fift y percen t suc

cess rat e in achieving the goa ls set forth in thei r su rveys. Ind eed, little
opposition emerged rn thesl' fo rm idable su rveys; h istorian David Tvack

reports "few we re the voices raised III public disse nt tha t would argue

wit h f indings of th e ernpincally and phi losophica lly loaded guns (If a
professional educator .':"

St rayer 's views were ... imilar to those of earlier refor m ers , and, coming

from an educational protcssional . gave credence to the opinions of

groups lik e the PPEA. Stre<;sin~ independence and nonpa rusansbtp.

Strayer outlined his undcrsrandmg of the school committee's postnon
III loca l gover nment :

The inten t11m IS clearly to recognize cducnnon as a stare fu nction ,
delegated to a loc al hody, separate and disnncr hom the general

city government . The d enion ot' members of rlus body on a non

pa rtisan bal lot mdicares .1 fu rther desire 10 remove schools from

the realm of municipal pohucs . Thr s separaten ess of schools hom

partisan control or consrderanon requires that the school commit

tee be given the ver y lar~est possrblc freedom in the exercise of Its
Iuncuon."
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Strayer 's findings in Providence were no t surpnsmg, he recommended
that the school cornmmee consist ot seven membe rs, five elec ted from
school d is tri cts and two elec ted at large . Th is. Straye r believed, wo uld
remove th e ev ib, of ward pohucs but retam a ior m of local cont ro l. In

addt uon. he proposed th at the city counc il be requir ed to appropriat e
the sum of any sc hoo l budget not exceedi ng thmv-Hvc percent 01 th e
city's tax revenue, and that if th e council failed to approve an y rccorn
mended new co ns tr uct ion, th e matter would he subnu ucd to a rcfcrcu 
dum. Strayer felt th ai th is wou ld solve th e fin ancial confl ic ts between
th e school co mmittee and city council. and preven t a repeat uf the I ill}X

financial sho rt fall .
It the rctor m III 11}1 4 seemed sudden, It was because the political c li 

mate had changed; no nppcsmon carne irum Ci ty Hall. the school com
mittee, or the Rhode Island General Assembly. Reform 'If rh rs sort was a
more genera lly accepted measure, and no one was will in).: to stand up
.1 ).:amSI the adv tce ut an ex pert As a result , these recom me ndations
passed th e legislat u re wit h only small alt erations. In Decem ber 1\) 14 , .1

per iod of over three deca des of ward-based schoo l ~' lVcrn men t had cunu-

Providence etenvemarv school
KTIldudtJnX ddH circa 190\ .

Cou rtesy of Rhode lslund
Historica l SnCiel}' Librarv

(RHi Xl \O(}lJ .

\ \
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to an end, and the views of concerned middle - and upper-class citizens,
the PPEA, professional educators, and teachers prevailed.

The late nineteenth and early twent ieth centuries arc recalled for the

reforms they brought to Amencan society, responses to social, demo

graphic, political, and economic changes underway. In Providence, as

elsewhere. school hoard reformers sought structural solutions to the

problems of public education . Reformers attacked partisanship, mcffi 
ciency, unprofessionaIism, and the lack of centralized decision making

in the large school committee. Their efforts Included little criticism of

the committee's policy decisions . instead. reforme rs denounced the

processes by which the board worked . One historian has named this

group " adm in ist ra t ive progressives." mcn and women who " sou gh t cen
tralization of control and social efficiency in urban education ." "

Historians have been tempted to su~e:st that the admimstrauve pro

gressives restructured thc school boards [(J keep rmrmgrants and work

ers from gaimng cont rol of the: schools . Joseph Cronin, for example, ar 

gues that the urban elite felt that the European immigrant, if elected to

the school committee, would patronize his family and friends by giving

them iobs or contract s and perpetuate old world Ideals in the schools

both unacceptable to the progressives who saw the schools as institu

tions to Americanize the immigrants and s tabilize the worki ng classes.
As the number of Immigrants grew, Cronin concludes the elite "co u ld

not re tain control of the city schools if they were run by boards elected

at the ward level, sn they changed the: ru les." " Smal l, popu larly elected
boa rds wou ld be more naturally lim ited to business and professional

leade rs in the community rather than party operatives.

Cron in is correct, th e administrative progressives did want to protect

th e sc hools fro m the uneducated masses, bu t ev idence from Prov i

dence suggests t hat the motivation til reform was m uch more complex

tha n a co nfl ict hetween the classes. Reformers felt that th e recent im
m igra n ts we re insufficient ly indoct rin ated in self-government to run

the sch oo ls, h owever, there is no clear evide nce to indicate tha t the

ci ty's elite felt their powe r on the school board slipping away. At the

he art of the school boa rd reform movement was a sincere belief and
a utopian faith in education to prese rve democ racy, teach morality,

Americanize the immigrant , and help the children of the city to suc

cess. The schools were a sacred institu tion to be protected and isolated
from the "evils" of the city.

Reformers used th e organization and management practices of the

effic iency movement in industry and the growing respect for profes

sionalism and expertise to centralize school policy decision makmg, to
expurgate pat ronage and corru pt ion from school politics, and to solve

the ongoing financial problems of the schools. Through charter amend 

ments like those obtained in Providence, the admirusrrauve progres

sives transformed this concept of educational management into law,

and restructured the school boards . David Tyack has called the urban

school reform movement a search for the "o ne best system." Reformers
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presumed tha t the ir ideas and values embod ied the principles for order
ing th e chao!'> they saw created by the d iversi ficat ion and grow th of th e
American cit y, The admi nis trat ive progressives were Ideally m mded
men and women w ith a great fai th in education . to them nothing less
than the best possible system of school management wou ld do .

17
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From the Collec tions:

An Embossed Leather Cockade

by Providence Engraver William Hamlin

Roben P. Emlen

Among recent addruon... ttl rhe socrcrv's museum collection ... is a rare

cockade from an carlv Rhode "land military uniform"It I!'> made of ern 
bossed leather. in a stvhzed rcprvscntauon of the elegant folded nb

bons worn on [he "Ide oi a cap or helmet Though leather cockades be
came standard i...... uc tor cc n am branches and rank s of the America n

mil itary by the end 01 the eigh teenth century, almn... t none have sur
vived to the present The ..O<:ll·ty'., ex ample I!> one oi a handful know n

tod ay.

In place of the bra ...... or tin m- agma u...cd to ornament the nngmal SIlk
ri bbon cockades, ill ustrati ve de:..ign ... we re ... tamped di rec tly mto [h e

body of leather cockades . In t lu ... ma nner, the ...ocictv .... example is

ric h ly ornamented w ith the rruht ary icon ograpbv 01 the new nauon
An Am encan eag le hold-, In h i... hcak u ba nne r proclaim in g " E I'lun bus

Unu m, " waving among thirteen ... tar ... . In his talons he clu tchc... cro......l·d

flag s; below them arc an ar ray of cannon and shot , sabres and pistol... ,

bug les an J ,1 drum. hel m et ... and a knapsack .

Such cxte ns ive rllu ... tranon Ita.. not been reco rded on ot he r stam ped

leather cockade ... of th is per iod T he uuu ...ua l am ou nt of orn ame nt ern 
bos sed on th is O IlC ca n he cx plamcd hy rhc discover y of the words

"HAM LIN" and " Provide nce ," ..tamped on th e left and right edges o j

the bottom shce . They refer ttl Will iam Hamli n. self- ta ugh t art ist and

Pro vidence 's firs t engraver

A jack of m an y trades. Hamli n IUfIleJ his hand to a Iasc tna ung van

etv of work d un ng h is run et v-...even years. A I\)fo l checklist 01 his en 

grav mgs Ibis the plates for some ... rxtv -nmc pnnts. to which has si nce
bee n added cxumplc-, oi frat ernal b;IJ,l.:e ... . a bras ... bel t buck le, and th e

com memorative plaque bu rred In the corne rstone of Prov idence's Fa st
Co ngregational Church 10 I ~ t v.' A furthe r dcrnonstranon of Will iam
Hamlin 's vcrsanluy ao; an engraver IS the discove ry that he abo cut the

s teel d ies that s tamped this leat her cockade

T he cockade has descended In the tarruly of Rhode Island Covcmor

Wilham Jones, and in I \) X2 was given to the society, along wah the

Innes pape rs. by hrs great . grea t granddaughter . Stvhsnca lly the cock

ade dates lrom the late eighteenth or I.".:lrly nmereenth cen tury; ' a lmle

late for Jones 's Revolutionary war service both as an army captain In

the Second Rhode bland Regiment . anJ as a captain of mannes on
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boa rd the fngatc Providence. But as governor ul Rhode Island from
Hit '\ to I ~I 7. be wa.. capt.nn genera l and. commander In ch id of the
..,t.He militia and. may have acquired the uniform adnrnmenr dun ng
thn"l' war years.

Recently photographed In high contrast, the cockade \.., reprod uced
here in !ull ..rze. Although leather I" a '>oft rna tenal [{J u..e fur a detailed
rmpresston, its cnsp marual images are glonou.. and drsunc r. The dis
covcrv and idennficanon of th is rather arcane PIl'Ct: (If leather has
meant .1 rare and valuable addu Ion to one 01 the soctctv's rich and var
red collccuons. and an Important resource fur st ude nts o f th e rmh ra rv
history 01 Rhode Island.

Iy
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The Annmcsomc Party In the Umred Slates , 1826 -18-1i . 8y \ .....n 
L1AM PRESTON V AUGHN, [Lexingto n, K v.: University Press of Kentuck y,

19 8 }. x + 24 4 pp. $21.00.]

Th e first professional historian of Anti masonry, Charles McCart hy,
called th e movement a "strange agitanon." Until recen tly, h istorians

have tended to agree. The seemmglv disproportionate reacti on to the
1826 abduction of Will iam Morgan by Freemasons was , for Richa rd
Hofst adt er, a prime exa m ple of th e rural reactionary mov ement and ItS

" paranoid sty le." O ver th e past ten yea rs, however , some histori an s
have suggest ed that th e Ant im asons were not so react ionary aft er all.
Instead , as Ronald P. Formisan o and othe rs have argued. th ey wer e a
middle-class movement figh n ng for soc ial and poh tical equa lity.

Odd ly, William Preston vaughn's new study adds littl e to this discus
sion. Although it neatl y sum marizes the wor k of the new school of in
terpretation , it see ms to accept withou t argume n t Hotsrad ter's view.
Vaughn speaks almost cas ually of "hysteria," and sees little cause for
Annmasomc fear s. The main concern of th e book lies el sewhe re-in
po lit ics . Annmason s are presented as men primanly ben t on gai ni ng
po li t ica l advan tage. Vaughn seems to conce ive of politics as a closed
sys te m, a separate sphere . For him as for McCarthy, the real story is in
th e act ions and inte rac tions of party leaders. The formation of a poliu 
cal orgamzanon. the emergence of leade rs and pro posals, and party
electoral successes and failures are traced In de tail. He devotes separate
chapte rs to Massachusetts, Vermont, Rhod e Island, and to other sta tes
where th e party was weaker , such as Ohio and N ew Jersey. Pennsyl vania
and N ew Yor k, th e sta tes with th e most infl uential par a es. are d iscussed
at grea te r lengt h . Will iam Wirt 's 18]1 president ial campaign and the
party 's dec line in 18 ] 6 and 1840 also recei ve extended attention .

Flourish in g in areas where poli t ica l affairs were in disarray in the late
181as and early 18]050, th e Antimason ic part y, in Vaughn's view, was
driven ch iefly by desire for political success. Although he notes th e
many puri st s who so ught to keep th e crusade from political m aneuver
109 and never m akes political advant age a sole cause, this argu ment
pops up agai n and again wh en he discusses Ant imason ic leade rs . This
vie w of poli ticians as prima rily conce rned with powe r fits neatly into
Vaughn's main argu ment-what he calls "the purpose of the book." The
Annmasons, he shows, were wi lling to side with diver se gro ups in or
der to gain polit ical advantage and were not merel y a bridge to the Whig
party. New York Ant imasons differed little in program, exc ept perhaps
o n th e bank, fro m th e Na tional Republi can s, and they eve ntually ab
so rbed the latter til the new Whig coal it ron , bu t in Massac huse tts. the

-
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maiornv of the Annmasomc party became Democrats, as did a substun

ria l minomy in Vermont and Rhode Island . T he Antimasons then we re
a " flexible nunurnv," not mere ly w lugs in the mak ing.

Despite it:- tlcxibrlnv and hunger for polit ica l success. the party

failed na tionally and cruoycd only temporary succevs o n the state level.
It elected severa l governors and dozens of nanonal rcprc ...cnranvcs hut

never achieved rnarontv Matus for vcry long. Still. Annmasonry sue

ceeded as a movement : the fraternity was severely crippled In must
states where the part}' .....as active, as vaughn shows m short sections

tacked on ttl the end 01 each "tate study. The number of Rhode Island
Masons. lor example, declined by two-rhirds bet wecn I Xl, and l1'll , .

Vaughn 's detailed statc-bv-sraee narrative warns historians agamst an

oversunphfied view of the party, yet its focus on party convennon ,

elections. and lcgrstauve acuvrue... limits its value . Although he tell ...

rhrs Story well . vaughn IS better at rccrnng what happened than at ex 
plauung ....·hy It happened Why, for example, were pohucrans able to

gam at least temporary ... UCCl· ...S by attacking Freemasonv: And If the

movement ended, a ... vaughn argues, because the arguments no longer

seemed plaus ible. why did so many people believe them to begin with;

The ans wcrs. It seems to me, must he found ou ts ide o f the book- in
the deep change... of spread ing Evangel ical and Democratic Ideas and in

the creanon of the first true pa rty system. vaugh n is content to summa

rize the Annrnasomc mdic rmcm, and, except for the s tory of ,....l or gan 's
abd uction, ~Ives lit tle attention to the moveme nt's causes . Anurna

so n rv developed 1Il a per iod when new ru les an d bounduncs well' nl'lIl~

es tab lis hed III pohncs and society; these systemic cha nges provide the

contex t which gives mea ni ng to th e An timason ic par ty's acn vu ics. Un

til such issues arc co nfronted in o ur accoun t of Antimasonr y, the m ove

ment and the part y wi ll remain, as th ey appear in Va ugh n's hook, <1

"str ange ,I/,(I rat ion." His ex te ns ive research and ca reful narra t iVI..' lend to

" th ick" documcmanon, not " th ick" description .

"'

Brown Umversuv ST E.V EN C. BU llOCK

Dissent and Conkvmnv on Narragansett Hav: The Coknnol Rhode Is·
land Town . By B RU LE C. DAN II.L<.. [M iddletown. Conn. : Wesleyan Un i
vers ity Pre...s . t(,Jiq. xn + I H pp. 525.00. )

The easy assu mpt ion tha t Rhode Isla nd IS th e exception to every ge ne t

ahzanon one can make about colonial Arncnca needs to be reexa rnm cd

and at least partially modified in the wake of Bru ce C. Da niels 's D1\ '

sent and Contormnv on Narragansett Bay: The Colonial Rhude Is/and
TO\I,71. Daniels's study attem pts a topical analysis of the ea rly Rhode

Is lan d ex pcncnce. HiS descnpnon of the colony 's settlement by " tou r
communities of outcasts" [p. 11. the formation of [Owns , demographic

pa tterns, local gove rnment. poor relief, and local finance leads to the
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co ncl usion that in many ways Rhode Island was indeed u ni que. The

co lony differed even from ItS closest New England neighbors in some

rather fundamenta l ways. Its ea rly tolerance 01 dissent , a prac tice for

whic h it was bo th famous and infamous. marked the colony from the

beginning as a pari ah by Its siste r colonies. Rhode Island was, more

ove r, characterized by a shghr ly more democratic Impulse. ItS inhabi
tants we re more an trauthrmra nan, indrviduahsuc. and politically ac

t ive than most. The colony was abo more urban, and relied on a better

paid, relatively efficient and impersonal bureaucracy tha t made it more
" mod ern" than either Connecticut or Massachusetts.

Nevertheless, Daniels assures us that " Rhode Island exhibrrcd enough

of the characrensncs of its Puntan neighbor [ConnecticutI to place It

well within the constitutional pa radigm " of the New England system,

even while it " exhibit ed enough differences to mark itself distinctively

within that pa radigm " [p. roc ]. The diffe rences were a matter of detail

and degree. not of essence . Most of Its vananons from the norm indi
cated merely that the much maligned colony was " ah ead" of Its time,

forced by its own cunous circumstances to deal with problems and ar 

ri ve at solutions that would eventually be confronted and embraced

elsewhere in America . Rehgrcus freedom. for Instance, would even

tua lly become the norm, not the exception. Impe rso nal bureauc rac ies
would, of necessit y, gradua lly repl ace the informa l and somewhat IT

regular means of social control tha t charac te rized th e towns of Massa
chusetts and Connect icu t .

The stmt lannes between Rhod e Island, on the one ha nd, and Con
necticut and Ma ssachu sett s, on the ot he r (for Daniels's comparisons

are con fined almost excl usively to these three colonies]. are not su r

pri sing. Rhode Island 's set tle rs shared a co m mon reli giou s bac kgrou nd

and a geographical s im ilari ty with their New England cou nterpa rts. It s

se tt lers ca rr ied with them J st rong beli ef In "I,lWan d order " an d a co m

mitment to a town meet ing form of govcmmcru . Moreover. Rhode Is
land 's physi cal proximit y to rhc rest of New England dictated that it

would wor k with it s neighbors to so lve probl ems of mutual defense,

and that there wo uld be a con ti nued tlow of se ttlers back and forth

across the border s th at art ificiall y separated Rhode Islan d from Ma ssa
ch us etts and Connecncu r.

Daniel s 's book is more suggcsnvc than conclusive . He neatly side
steps an y effort to define precisely what he means hy " New England, "

adrrum ng tha t It is perhaps impossible to asse rt that there we re "any

such th in gs as ' New Eng land norms' " [p. 11~ 1 . And th e attempt to place
a rnulntown study of Rhode Isla nd wu hi n a comparative co ntext often

see ms a bit forced and amficial. H IS genera lizations conce rrung Rhode

Isl an d 's re lationsh ip to the rest of New England a re of major interest .

Yet they all appea r hrictly, at the end of each chapter, where they

are provocative but nut always fully subsranna red . Still, the effort to

com pare Rh od e Isl and to ItS ideological and geographical neighbors IS

lau da bl e and often modestly successful. Daniels's analysis of Rhode Is
land 's st ruggle with the problems of poor relief and local finance is par-
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ticu larly il luminaung, as It high lights some of th e rea l d iffere nces that

the colony had with ItS la rger. mor e affluent , and less individualistic

ne ighbors.
Daniels 's first chapter IS hrs weakest. It discusses Rhode Islan d's he

gmnmgs as a colony composed of religious ex tremists , all of whose

leaders, at least. he ld " polit ica l views that provided a radical alter

native to the world surrounding them." But It fails to drsnnguish
clearly enough between Roge r William s and lus followers, who estab

lished the mamland settlement of Providence, and the " Antmomian"

supporters of Anne Hutchinson. who sett led in Portsmouth and then
Newport, on the Island of Aquidneck.Hr was , by the way, not Hutchm

son, as Daniels asserts II". ~ I . but William Coddington who led the

move from Portsmouth to Newport .] Williams founded his community
wuh the express mtcnt of guaranteeing religious freedom or " ..nul hb

ertv" to Its mhabnants . The Hurchinsonians planned to esrabhsh o ne

" t rue" srate-supponcd church in Portsmouth, and were , in their own

way, a'" commuted to rchgrous umformity as were the Pu ntans o f
Massachusens . They carne only gradua lly and reluc tantly tn share

Williams 's attitudes towa rd the separation of church and state.

Daniels 's analysts of Rhode Island 's un ique charac te ris t ics may need

some fine-tuning. Wh ile he docs ad mi t that the rhetorical battles be
tween Rhode Isla nd and its neighbors often gave an exaggerated rm pres

sion of the differences that really div ided them , he neve rt heless te nds
to overemphasize the ro le that religiou s di ssent had in developin g th e
co lony 's m ore unusua l charactcnsncs. At least as m uch im por ta nce."

must be at tached to Rhode Isla nd 's relatively small size, its lac k of a

h inte rland, and the proximi ty of most of its m ajor to wns to the: sea.

Da n iels dol'S not fal l to diSCUSS these factors, of co u rse, but it I S Rhode

Island 's rel igiou s ind ividualism, not it s ph ysical geography, that to so me
extent unfairly domi nates hi s analysis.

6,
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A Gift for the Future

The Rhode Island Historical Society
110 Benevolent Street. Providence , Rhode Island 019~

140 11H I -8'i7~

The Board of Trustees of the Rhode Island Historical Society would like you to
consider making the Society a beneficiary when you arc preparing your will.
Such a bequest would help insure the Society 's continuing efforts to collect, pre
serve, and interpret Rhode Island 's rich heritage. A bequest to the Society is
truly a gift to future generations of Rhode Islanders so that they may share in
the Soc iety' s services and programs.

Should you desire to include the Society as a beneficiary of an unrestricted
bequest when preparing your will, the following wording is suggested:

I give and bequeath to The Rhode Island Historical Society in Providence
In the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations dollars
IS , for its general uses and purposes.

The DIrector of the Society will be happy to discuss this matter with you .
Gifts to the Society via bequest are deductible from federal estate taxation.
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