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Résumé 

 
En lisant de nombreux historiennes de l'Amérique puritaine, telles que Carol 

Karlsen et Margaret O. Thickstun, on a le sentiment que toutes les femmes 

américaines, dans la société puritaine, sont restées silencieuses et ont occupé 

une place de citoyen de seconde zone. La représentation de la femme 

puritaine dans leurs écrits a négligé des femmes remarquables comme Anne 

Hutchinson, Abigail Smith Adams, Francis Wright et Emma Hart Willard qui 

ont refusé de porter le lourd fardeau de la représentation des actions d'Ève 

dans le jardin d'Éden de l'Ancien Testament. Ces quatre femmes ont non 

seulement défendu les droits de la femme à interpréter et à exprimer leurs 

sentiments sur les questions bibliques, mais elles ont également remis en 

question l'interprétation standard de l'histoire d'Adam et Ève. Cet article 

déconstruit cette représentation largement répandue de la femme puritaine 

qui vit humblement dans la maison de son père, se soumet à sa volonté, 

apprend à lire et à écrire et acquiert des compétences nécessaires pour un 

jour gérer son propre foyer en mettant en exergue ces quatre femmes qui ont 

farouchement remis en question l’ordre établi par les principes de 

l'orthodoxie puritaine. 

Mots-clés : Femmes, Puritanisme, Amérique, Représentation, Principes 

 

Abstract 

 
In reading many of the writers of Puritan America such as Carol Karlsen and 

Margaret O. Thickstun, we notice that all American women, in the puritan 

society, have been silent and have occupied a slot just above the beast of the 

field. This representation of the puritan woman has overlooked some 

outstanding women such as Anne Hutchinson, Abigail Adams, Francis 
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Wright and Emma Hart Willard who have refused to carry out the heavy 

burden of the depiction of Eve’s actions in the Garden of Eden from the Old 

Testament. These four women have not only promoted the right for women to 

interpret and speak their feelings regarding biblical matters, but they have 

also challenged the standard interpretation of the story of Adam and Eve. 

This article deconstructs the widely spread representation of the puritan 

woman who walks humbly within the walls of her father’s home, submits to 

his will, learns to read and write and acquires the skills necessary to one day 

manage a household of her own by putting on the forefront these four women 

who have made a difference by challenging the principles of Puritan 

orthodoxy. 

Keywords: Women, Puritanism, America, Representation, Principles 

Introduction 

In the USA, Puritanism was a religious doctrine that 

almost controlled the socio-political lives of American citizens. 

According to Clarke (1977), puritan ethics quickly dominated 

most of the thirteen colonies. In line with the interpretations of 

some principles and beliefs of Puritanism, God and nature had 

decreed that women were inferior to men. In the same vein, 

sexuality became taboo, and with it, work was given great 

importance. Sexuality was considered a sin, and it was also an 

obstacle to work. Yet, one had to work to succeed and prove 

oneself worthy part of God's chosen people. On the other hand, 

work was absolutely necessary from an economic point of view 

for the colonies to prosper. And there was no shortage of work. 

Everyone, women, men, and children, had to do it. And the more 

one worked, the less likely one was to succumb to the devil's 

temptations. Women were easy prey for the devil and had to be 

kept in legal and moral subjection to prevent them from 

"falling." And just as a man who earned more money than his 

neighbor felt superior, the growing tendency of men to earn the 

family bread alone increased their sense of masculine 

superiority. 
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But some women like Anne Hutchinson, Abigail Smith 

Adams, Francis Wright and Emma Hart Willard challenged 

these norms by having another point of view of puritanism and 

the relationships between man and woman in society. In her 

deconstructive approach of the Scriptures and the moral values 

of her time, Anne Hutchinson (1589-1643) was one of those 

women who dared criticize publicly the established order. In the 

Puritan religion, as in many other religions, women had only one 

right, that of remaining silent and listening to God and his 

representatives on earth, who, of course, happened to be men. 

When Anne Hutchinson arrived in Boston in 1634, she 

vigorously demanded for women the right of thought and 

expression in religious matters. In line with Anne Hutchinson in 

her challenge of the established order of the male-dominated 

society, Abigail Smith Adams had borrowed the similar 

deconstructive approach. 

  

As a matter of fact, historians such as Lynne Withey, 

Vera O. Laska, and Lisa Tuttle claim that Abigail supported 

increased legal rights for women and constitutional equality 

(Shingleton 1998). In Elizabeth Evans’s study Weathering the 

Storm: Women of the American Revolution asserts that “The 

most famous advocate for women’s rights was Abigail Smith 

Adams, wife of John Adams… Refusing to be an obscure 

mouthpiece for her husband’s views, she influenced many of his 

political decisions.” (Evans, 1975:5). Linda Kerber has noted 

that Abigail was one of the few women of her time to believe 

that she could be both a wife and mother and a political being. 

More recent explanations of Abigail have tied her to the 

founding fathers as a revolutionary figure. Other scholars have 

labelled Adams a revolutionary who has attempted to move out 

of the domestic sphere which she usually occupies. 
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Frances Wright (1795-1852) and Emma Hart Willard are 

among the women who dared differ from the established order 

of the american puritan society. Francis Wright was nourished 

by the ideas of the revolution: liberty, equality for all, the 

importance of rational thought, of reason. In 1826, she founded 

a community, Nashoba, in Tennessee, with the aim of freeing 

the slaves who worked there by teaching them to become 

economically independent. She advocated an absolutely free 

way of life, the amalgamation of races, the abolition of "bondage 

of marriage," of property, of religion, and free and open 

education for all. Concerning Emma Hart Willard, she has 

demonstrated that women could teach and girls could learn the 

Classical and scientific subjects commonly thought suited only 

to men. Her success prompted her to write An Address to the 

Public; Particularly to the Members of the Legislature of New-

York, proposing a Plan for Improving Female Education in 

1819. It is worth mentioning that the pamphlet was warmly 

received by readers such as Thomas Jefferson and John 

Adams, yet the legislators to whom the pamphlet was addressed 

failed to respond. 

 

The purpose of this article is to examine the lives of these 

four women who dared raise dissenting voices in puritan 

America and analyze how their acts of extraordinary bravery, 

ingenuity, strength, and determination made a difference during 

their times and changed the world in which they lived in. For 

didactic purposes, the study of these dissenting voices in history 

will be put in the core knowledge biography series that 

encourages young readers to learn about real superheroes in 

history and remarkable stories that will inspire young readers to 

become the superheroes of the future. 

 

 

 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Jefferson
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Adams-president-of-United-States
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Adams-president-of-United-States
https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/yet
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I. Anne Hutchinson, a woman who dare say no 

 

What is worth mentioning right at the beginning is that 

Anne Hutchinson, who had received no formal education, dared 

to oppose the greatest thinkers of her time. For Karlsen and 

Carol, Anne Hutchinson is the first known american woman to 

demand a role for women other than the one assigned to them. 

When Anne Hutchinson was born in 1591, her parents could not 

have imagined that their baby would grow up to be a woman that 

people would still talk about more than four hundred years later. 

But the way Anne’s father and mother raised her made it 

possible for her to become that woman. By November 1637, 

John Winthrop had had enough of Anne, her ideas, and her 

outspokenness. As a church member, Anne was supposed to 

believe what the church taught. She was supposed to obey the 

ministers. She was supposed to obey her husband. And most 

importantly, she was a woman. She was not supposed to preach 

in public. In fact, she was not even supposed to sit in her 

husband’s chair!  

 

But in her posture of her defiance of the established 

order, Anne Hutchinson gathered women in her home to 

comment on the Scriptures. She believed that an individual 

could communicate directly with God, and this threatened not 

only the Church but the entire society of the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony since there was no separation of Church and State. 

Hutchinson established a principle: rulers and ruled are equal 

before God. This demand led to her leading mass meetings, then 

two court trials, banishment, and, finally her death (The 

Hutchinson Papers 1825).  She has put into question the 

teachings of the Scriptures that she believed were man-made 

texts to control the lives of women. She has firmly disagreed 

with the Genesis which states that God created Eve as Adam's 

companion. In Hutchinson’s mind, this conception of the 
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creation is bias in so far sa that it does not put woman on an equal 

footing from the start. With determination and bravery, Anne 

Hutchinson challenges the teachings of Paul who, in the First 

Epistle to the Corinthians, teaches that man is the head of woman 

(chapter 11, verse 3) and that woman was created for man and 

not the other way around (chapter 11, verse 8). In addition, in 

the Epistle to the Ephesians, Paul strongly recommends that 

wives submit to their husbands as to the Lord (chapter 5, verse 

22). A man must help his wife, but a woman must respect her 

husband (chapter 5, verse 33). They are one flesh, and this same 

flesh is man, of course, as many have already said. 

 

Anne Hutchinson was found guilty because of her 

opinions and judged. Pregnant and very ill, she was not allowed 

to sit during the trial, which shows the little regard that is given, 

in practice, to sacred motherhood. Her trial was rigged and 

banished from the colony, then excommunicated. John 

Winthrop began by addressing Anne in these terms: “Mistress 

Hutchinson, you are called here as one of those that have 

troubled the peace of the commonwealth and the churches 

here.” (Clarke, 1977:467). After a lengthy speech, he told Anne 

that she needed to repent, or apologize and start behaving as the 

church wanted her to behave. If she repented, she could stay in 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony. But if she would not repent, she 

would be banished and forced to leave the colony.  

 

Winthrop then asked her how she would answer the 

charges. Anne replied, “I hear no things laid to my charge.” 

Anne meant that even though Winthrop had talked and talked, 

he never said exactly what she had done wrong. But on the 

second day, Anne said something that the ministers could not 

forgive. She told them that she believed God had spoken to her 

directly, just as he had spoken to Abraham in the Bible. Puritan 

belief clearly taught that God did not speak to people directly 
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and that Puritans had to consult the Bible and their ministers to 

know what God expected of them. John Winthrop and his fellow 

Puritans probably thought that if they banished Anne 

Hutchinson, her teachings would be forgotten. Wouldn’t they be 

surprised to learn that the exact opposite is true? 

 

 Anne’s story has not been forgotten. Today, Anne 

Hutchinson is remembered as the most famous woman of the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony. There are statues and memorials 

dedicated to her. One such statue, of Anne and Susanna, stands 

in front of the Massachusetts State House in Boston. There are 

rivers, highways, schools, gardens, and college dormitories 

named after her. And in 1987, Anne’s name was officially 

cleared. Michael Dukakis, the governor of Massachusetts, 

formally pardoned her, overturning Winthrop’s judgment 

against her. No longer would she be banished from 

Massachusetts. 

 

II. Abigail Smith Adams, a revolutionary woman 

 

Before and during the Revolution and the Revolutionary 

War, women played an important role. Much is said about the 

Boston "Tea Party" but women also took actions in this 

direction. According to Baym (2002), women organized anti-tea 

leagues and disseminated substitutes for the product. Some 

groups were highly organized and contributed to the boycott of 

English goods by weaving and making clothing, or by publicly 

pledging to buy only local products. During the war, women 

formed commandos and, by force, forced merchants who were 

stockpiling food to bring it out of hiding. During the war, and 

this often happened thereafter, women fulfilled the duties of men 

fighting far from home. They also provided clothing for the 

army. Some women, disguised as men, fought in the army's own 

ranks.  
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In Butterfield’s (1975) opinion, the American 

Revolution, like all other revolutions, did not bring about the 

liberation of women as women. Women were not granted the 

right to vote, except in New Jersey, which gave it back in 1776, 

only to abolish it in 1806. Nothing changed in their status. 

British oppression disappeared, but patriarchal oppression 

remained firmly in place. Abigail Adams's exhortations to her 

husband served no purpose, except to earn her mockery and 

disdain from her revolutionary husband. It is worth pausing for 

a moment to consider the famous letter she wrote to John Adams 

on March 31, 1776. 

 

[I]n the new code of laws which I suppose 

it will be necessary for you to make, I desire you 

would remember the ladies and be more generous 

and favorable to them than your ancestors. Do 

not put such unlimited power into the hands of 

the husbands. Remember, all men would be 

tyrants if they could. If particular care and 

attention is not paid to the ladies, we are 

determined to foment a rebellion, and will not 

hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we 

have no voice or representation. That your sex 

are naturally tyrannical is a truth so thoroughly 

established as to admit of no dispute; but such of 

you as wish to be happy willingly give up the 

harsh title of master for the more tender and 

endearing one of friend. Why, then, not put it out 

of the power of the vicious and the lawless to use 

us with cruelty and indignity with impunity? Men 

of sense in all ages abhor those customs which 

treat us only as the vassals of your sex (Linda, 

1980:36). 
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Abigail Smith Adams (1744-1818) was the daughter of 

a highly respected Massachusetts minister, wife of the second 

president of the United States, and mother of six children. Not 

your typical feminist. A respectable woman. She never went to 

school. While her husband was waging a revolution in 

Philadelphia at the Continental Congress, she single-handedly 

ran the vast family estate. A few months later, John Adams 

would help draft the Declaration of Independence, which, as 

everyone knows, promises the right to life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness... for white men. The letter she wrote then, 

and the response she received, are worth quoting as a kind of 

prophecy, some seventy years before the first feminist 

convention. 

 

It is worth mentioning that women worked and paid 

taxes directly or indirectly but did not have the right to vote; yet 

the Declaration of Independence said: “Taxation without 

representation is tyranny.”  (Dykeman 1995). Juries excluded 

women, so women were judged by their oppressors. Married 

women could own nothing and sell nothing. They could not sign 

contracts or control their wages. Their person, their time, and 

their services were the property of another. They could not 

defend themselves in court, nor sue anyone in court, nor be sued. 

They were not held morally responsible for a crime committed 

in the presence of their husbands. A man could apprentice a child 

without his wife’s consent. 

 

Most interpretations of Abigail place her almost 

exclusively in the Adams household. Instead, in these 

interpretations, Abigail enters the political sphere which in the 

eighteenth century was seen as exclusively for men. Historians 

such as Charles W. Akers challenged the notion that Abigail 

strictly belongs to the domestic sphere and attempted to provide 
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her with political agency. In his book, Abigail Adams: A 

Revolutionary American Woman (2007), Akers ascribes 

Abigail’s political experience to her husband: “Marriage to John 

Adams brought his wife a range of experience unequaled by any 

other American woman of her day.” 

 

III. Francis Wright, a reformist a head of time 

 

Frances Wright was a Scottish-born American social 

reformer whose revolutionary views on religion, education, 

marriage, birth control, and other matters made her both a 

popular author and a female dissenting voice in American 

history. Wright’s utopian socialist ideas and unconventional 

lifestyle greatly inspired later women’s rights advocates 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, who placed her 

portrait in their first volume of the History of Woman’s Suffrage 

(Morris 1984). Likely one of the most well-traveled women of 

her time, Wright observed and commented on American society 

on two wide-ranging visits to the United States, first in 1818 and 

again in 1824. Because of her ideas in favor of sexual freedom 

and atheism, Frances Wright became the target of violent 

attacks. For a long time, the term "Fanny Wrightist" remained 

an insult. One of her statements is worth noting: 

However novel it may appear, I shall venture 

the assertion that, until women assume the place 

in society which good sense and good feeling 

alike assign to them, human improvement must 

advance but feebly. It is vain that we would 

circumscribe the power of one half of our race 

and that half by far the most important and 

influential [...] Let women stand where they 

may in the scale of improvement, their position 

decides that of the race. (Morris, 1984:66) 
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Fanny Wright was the first woman to speak regularly in 

public, but her name, at the time, was synonymous with shame. 

Few people were willing to listen to her and understand her. 

Though dismissed by the conservative press in America and 

England, Wright captured the attention of reformers such as 

Jeremy Bentham and Mary Shelley. It was in Paris in 1821, on 

Bentham's business and her own, that Frances Wright met 

the Marquis de Lafayette. He too praised her work, and she 

became a participant in Lafayette's clandestine intrigues in 

support of various revolutionary movements. At his insistence, 

she published her fictionalized treatise on the philosophy of 

Epicurus, A Few Days in Athens (1822).  Jefferson said the work 

was a "treat to me of the highest order," and he filled seven pages 

of his commonplace book with excerpts from it. He wrote that 

"the matter and manner of the dialogue is strictly antient ... the 

scenery and portraiture of the Interlocutors are of higher finish 

than anything in that line left us by the antients; and, like Ossian, 

if not antient, it is equal to the best morsels of antiquity."  

 

Frances Wright early realized the anomaly of her 

position in the masculine world of politics: "I dare say you 

marvel sometimes at my independent way of walking through the 

world just as if nature had made me of your sex instead of poor 

Eve's," (Goldstein, 1982:92). She wrote to Lafayette. "Trust me, 

my beloved friend, the mind has no sex but what habit and 

education give it, and I who was thrown in infancy upon the 

world like a wreck upon the waters have learned, as well to 

struggle with the elements as any male child of Adam’’ 

 

By the time Lafayette left for France in 1825, Wright had 

decided to stay in America to promote social reforms. Not long 

after her visit to Monticello, Wright implemented a practical 

plan to demonstrate to Americans the possibility of eradicating 

slavery. In some ways her plan resembled Jefferson's own 

https://www.monticello.org/research-education/thomas-jefferson-encyclopedia/paris/
https://www.monticello.org/research-education/thomas-jefferson-encyclopedia/marquis-de-lafayette/
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scheme for gradual emancipation. Slaves would be trained for a 

vocation while working out the cost of their purchase, their keep, 

and their eventual colonization abroad. After meeting Robert 

Owen and observing his utopian community at New Harmony, 

Wright began an experimental community on the site of present-

day Germantown, Tennessee. She called her 2000-acre farm 

Nashoba, the Chickasaw word for "wolf," and about thirty slaves 

were employed. Lafayette and Robert Owen served as trustees 

of the venture, and though Jefferson did not offer an 

endorsement of financial support for the project, his response 

was supportive: 

 

at the age of 82. with one foot in the grave, and 

the other uplifted to follow it, I do not permit 

myself to take part in any new enterprises, even 

for bettering the condition of man, not even in the 

great one which ... has been through' life that of 

my greatest anxieties." He continued, "Every 

plan should be adopted, every experiment tried, 

which may do something towards the ultimate 

object. That which you propose is well worthy of 

trial (Morris, 1984: 102) 

 

Wright became the first woman in America to edit a 

journal, initially the Harmony Gazette, and after moving to New 

York City in 1829, The Free Enquirer. She also became the first 

American woman to give a popular lecture series before an 

audience of men and women. Little escaped her attention: she 

condemned capital punishment, cited the dangers of intolerant 

religion, and demanded improvements in the status of women, 

including equal education, legal rights for married women, 

liberal divorce laws, and birth control. She traveled to most of 

the major cities of the East and Midwest, making an impressive 

appearance as "noble" or "masculine" depending on the 
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observer, and sometimes wielding her sole text, a copy of the 

Declaration of Independence. Condemned by the press and the 

clergy as "the great Red Harlot of Infidelity" and the "whore of 

Babylon," and often in need of a bodyguard, Wright nevertheless 

captivated large audiences with her commanding presence. Ellen 

Wayles Randolph Coolidge, whom Wright would have met at 

Monticello in 1824, captured the sense of scandal that 

accompanied Wright's name. Ellen wrote from Boston: 

"Frances Wright has arrived in Boston to deliver a course of 

lectures which I hope nobody will go to hear. the report is that 

she has mad[e] a sentimental arrangement with Mr Owen .... 

Miss Wright will probably not be noticed by any modest 

woman." In another letter she derisively stated that Wright is 

again troubling Boston "where she divides public attention with 

a Rhinoceros the first ever brought to the United States." (Celia, 

1984: 10) 

 

IV. Emma Hart Willard, education as a catalyst for change 

 

One of the earliest advocates for women's 

higher education in the United States, Emma Hart Willard, in 

1819, published A Plan for Improving Female Education, both 

a call for reform and a blueprint for establishing a publically 

funded women's seminary that would feature a more challenging 

curriculum. According to Mark (2000), Emma Hart Willard was 

a lifelong advocate and champion for women's education. 

Despite the gender roles that were firmly entrenched in the post-

Revolutionary War society of America in her youth, Emma 

Willard's father, Samuel Hart, encouraged her to pursue 

academics and philosophy. By the age of 13, she taught herself 

geometry and had enrolled in the Berlin Academy in 

Connecticut, where she attended for two years before becoming 

an instructor there. At the age of 19, she was offered a summer 

teaching job at a girls' school in Middlebury, Vermont. 

https://www.monticello.org/research-education/thomas-jefferson-encyclopedia/ellen-wayles-randolph-coolidge/
https://www.monticello.org/research-education/thomas-jefferson-encyclopedia/ellen-wayles-randolph-coolidge/
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However, her experience at these "finishing schools" for 

young women focused so intently on preparing them for the 

roles and responsibilities society imposed on them at the time 

inspired her to chart a new course. In 1814, just 26 years old and 

bearing a financial burden from her father's passing and 

outstanding debts, Emma Willard opened a new kind of 

boarding school for intellectually curious women out of her 

home in Middlebury. This "Middlebury Female Seminary" 

operated out of Madame Willard's living room for five years, a 

fledgling foundation for what would become a transformational 

educational institution. 

 

In 1819, based on her experience running her home-

based seminary, Emma Willard wrote "A Plan for Improving 

Female Education," a proposal addressed to the New York State 

Legislature which argued a practically unheard-of concept at 

that time: young women needed access to the same subjects of 

learning as young men. Yet, her direct experience as both a 

student and an educator in other female academies lent credence 

to her idea and soon some of the most influential members of 

early American society had joined her cause, including John 

Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and, most importantly, New York 

Governor DeWitt Clinton. 

 

The post-Revolutionary America of Emma’s childhood 

was tolerant in comparison. In some liberal towns, girls were 

allowed to use the school house before seven in the morning and 

after six at night, and for a few weeks each summer, though often 

without a teacher – in other words, when the building wasn’t 

needed for what was thought of as a more important function, 

teaching boys. At age 13, in the year 1800, Emma taught herself 

geometry, and two years later she enrolled in the Berlin 

Academy, which was essentially a finishing school for girls. 
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After studying at the school for only two years, she began 

teaching there. 

  

Emma may have taught her students using the repetition 

and memorization popular at the time, but she was clearly no 

stodgy schoolmarm. If she was popular with her students, she 

was less so with Middlebury College professors, who refused to 

let her observe classes or examinations. She also fell afoul of a 

religious faction in town. The details are murky now, but some 

supposed indiscretion by Emma drew the wrath of some 

churchgoers, who threatened to close the school. A leading 

citizen, Dr. John Willard, rose to her defense, and won her heart. 

The two were married soon afterwards. She was 22 at the time; 

he was 50. 

 

Willard had been the first doctor in town. Being 

politically connected, he had been appointed U.S. marshal for 

Vermont by President Thomas Jefferson and had given up his 

practice. Willard owned several area farms and built an 

impressive brick home on Main Street. Having married a man of 

means, Emma left teaching. But she didn’t give up on education. 

In fact, she seems to have studied more than ever. Emma was 

greatly influenced by her nephew, who lived with the family 

while attending Middlebury. The young man encouraged 

Emma’s interest, tutoring her in geometry and philosophy. You 

can imagine her reading her nephew’s textbooks while nursing 

her young son, to whom she had given birth a year after her 

marriage. Unlike her mother, she would have only one child. 

 

In 1812, two years after the marriage, shame and the 

specter of financial doom fell upon the family. The Vermont 

State Bank in town had been robbed, the directors announced, 

but they didn’t know when, how or by whom. Money was 

missing, but they’d found no sign of forced entry. 
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Depositors suspected an inside job, perhaps involving the 

directors themselves, including Dr. Willard. The directors were 

legally liable to make up the loss, so Willard mortgaged his 

farms to raise his share of the money. 

 

Emma did what she could to help; she made plans to 

open a girl’s boarding school in their home. “My leading motive 

was to relieve my husband from financial difficulties,” she 

explained later. “I had also the further motive of keeping a better 

school than those about me.” She would create an academically 

rigorous curriculum, akin to what boys were learning, even if 

she had to stay just ahead of her students in studying the subjects. 

Then suddenly the family’s financial burden was lightened. The 

Vermont Legislature, lobbied by the directors, agreed to have 

the state cover most of the bank losses. The directors would only 

have to pay $1,238.84. 

 

Though the Willard family finances improved, Emma’s 

mind was made up. She would go ahead and found her school. 

In spring 1814, the Middlebury Female Seminary opened. The 

school soon attracted many admirers, but few among state 

lawmakers, who refused to fund girls’ schools. In a letter to 

Fanny Pierpont Skinner, wife of governor Richard Skinner, 

Emma Willard wrote:  

 

(Legislators) expend thousands for the education 

of male youths, but when was anything ever done 

by the public to promote that of females? And 

what is the reason for it? … It is partly from 

inattention to the subject, and partly from the 

absurd prejudice that, if women’s minds were 

cultivated, they would forget their own sphere, 

and intrude themselves into that of men (Mark, 

2000:14) 
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She may have been arguing for less than total equality, 

but Willard was ahead of her day. She continued to lobby for 

public funding for girls schools. In 1818, she wrote Vermont 

Gov. Cornelius Van Ness, asking for state aid. Van Ness, 

offering no money, suggested she help open a female seminary 

then planned for Burlington. She declined, and the seminary was 

never founded. 

Instead, Emma tried her luck in New York state, where she 

presented the legislature with her “Plan for the Improvement of 

Female Education,” which called for public funding of girls’ 

schools. Willard laid out her argument step by step, like a 

mathematician proving a geometry theorem: 

 

She argued that “It is the duty of a government to do all 

in its power to promote the present and future prosperity of the 

nation, over which it is placed. This prosperity will depend on 

the character of its citizens. The character of these will be 

formed by their mothers.” (Willystine, 1970: 54) Willard sent 

copies of the plan to national political leaders, including former 

Presidents Jefferson and John Adams and President James 

Monroe, who praised its wisdom. Expecting state support, 

Emma moved in 1819 with her husband and many of her 

students to the town of Waterford, which provided a building for 

the school. Despite the support of New York’s governor, the 

legislature rejected the plan.  

 

But two years later, Willard’s arguments swayed leaders 

of the small factory town of Troy, who created a special tax to 

cover the cost of buying land and a constructing a building for 

the Troy Female Seminary. The school flourished, offering real 

academics to girls – the first time that had been done on a large 

scale in the United States. Other schools modeled after the 

seminary soon sprang up. Within 10 years, enrollment in Troy 
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had reached 300. The school was making money. So, too, were 

the textbooks Willard was writing. Her American history books 

would go through dozens of printings, be translated into several 

European and Asian languages, and remain popular for half a 

century. Through all her later success, Emma Willard never 

forgot the role her time in Vermont played, though she didn’t 

mention the bank robbery. “If otherwise than as a teacher I have 

done any good to posterity,” she wrote, “… Middlebury will be 

associated with it 

Conclusion 

When we read history, we get the impression that the 

United States is a country of men and that they alone made this 

country what it is. It is difficult to imagine how women lived, 

what their role was and what they thought about it. If we take 

the conquest of the West as an example, we immediately think 

of cowboys, bandits, gold diggers, and Indian chiefs. If we stop 

for a moment to consider what image we have of women at that 

time, we see saloon girls and perhaps sometimes housewives and 

their children, on a prairie farm, cooking or washing clothes. 

Occasionally, too, a pure young girl with a tender heart appears 

whose sole aim in life is to conquer the virile cowboy who will 

become her husband. Today, people who believe in freedom of 

religion might struggle to understand how a difference of 

opinion about the meaning of a biblical passage, what clothes to 

wear, or how to pray could have led to such a fierce public 

debate. We might also wonder how much of what happened to 

Anne happened because she was a woman who was not 

supposed to speak up, let alone disagree.  

 

We remember Anne Hutchinson as an intelligent, well-

read woman who was willing to face great punishment in order 

to state her beliefs. If Anne had repented, she could have stayed 
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in her large, beautiful home and continued to live among her 

friends and neighbors. But being honest was more important to 

her. Her love of God was more important to her. She could not 

pretend to believe things she didn’t believe. She had to be strong, 

courageous, and truthful about her faith. Anne followed her 

conscience, and for that, she is honored. 
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