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History 363 

AMERICAN SOCIAL REFORM 

FROM REVOLUTION TO RECONSTRUCTION 

 

Reed College Margot Minardi 

Fall 2013 minardi@reed.edu, 503-517-7477 

MW 3:10-4:30 Office hours: T 10:00-12:00, F 1:30-2:30 

Library 387 and by appointment, Vollum 124 

 

Countless nineteenth-century Americans participated in movements for social reform. 

What made it possible for ordinary people to believe that they should and could change 

their world? What were the boundaries of their reformist visions? How did reformers 

balance radical and conservative impulses within their movements? This course considers 

these questions with reference to temperance, abolitionism, women’s rights, health 

reform, and other reform agendas. In contextualizing these movements, we will consider 

the transnational dimensions of American reform, as well as connections between social 

reform and the rise of market capitalism, evangelical Christianity, and democratic politics 

in the early republic. 

 

By the end of the semester, you should be able to explain: 

 

 the emergence of humanitarianism in the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world; 

 the transformation of major reform movements (especially abolitionism and women’s 

rights) over the course of the nineteenth century; 

 the connections and tensions among different activists, ideologies, and movements for 

American social reform; 

 the role of social reformers in responding to and shaping major historical 

developments of the period (including the political revolutions of the Atlantic world, 

industrialization and urbanization, religious revivalism, the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, and American expansionism); 

 the cultural and intellectual undercurrents of social reform. 

 

Course structure 
 

This course is divided (very roughly) into three segments, each corresponding to a major 

assignment. More detailed descriptions of the assignments will be distributed in class 

well in advance of the due dates. 

 

The first third of the course (Weeks 1 through 4) focuses on the emergence of 

humanitarianism and organized social reform in the eighteenth and early nineteenth-

century Atlantic world. We will study a few primary sources, but we will focus on 

reading historiography (secondary sources) so that you will gain some grounding in the 

relevant scholarship. By the end of this section of the course, you should have a growing 

sense of what sorts of questions historians have asked about social reform, what evidence 

they have relied upon to address those questions, and how they have interpreted that 

evidence. This section of the course culminates in a short paper, in which you will 
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 2 

interpret a primary source in light of the secondary sources we will have read up to that 

point. 

 

The second portion of the course (Weeks 5 through 9) focuses on one of the most vibrant 

periods of social reform in American history (1820s-1850s). After a brief discussion of 

some of the underlying political, religious, economic, and social transformations that 

motivated social reform in this period, we will turn our attention to primary sources (and 

occasional secondary sources) concerning some of the major reform impulses of this era: 

temperance, poor reform, prison reform, abolitionism, and women’s rights. During this 

portion of the course, your major assignment will be to lead one class discussion 

(together with one or two colleagues). You will meet with me in advance of your 

assigned day in order to discuss your plans for leading conference, and after the 

conference you will write an interpretive summary of one of the documents that formed 

the core of that day’s discussion. 

 

The final portion of the course (Weeks 10 through 14) explores the radicalization of 

reform in the 1840s-1860s, the transformation of social reform during the Civil War and 

Reconstruction, and the legacies of antebellum reform movements beyond the nineteenth 

century. Your major assignment in this part of the semester is a final paper based on a 

primary source (or sources) of your own choosing. You will develop your topic in 

consultation with me, prepare a draft of your paper to workshop in class, and then submit 

a final draft during exam week. 

 

Expectations and assignments 

 

Honor principle  

Reed’s honor principle governs our conduct in this course in two ways: 

 

 Respect for others. If you don’t agree with what someone else has to say, you are 

welcome (and encouraged) to express your point of view, but you must do so 

respectfully, and you must support your claims with textual evidence. 

 

 Intellectual honesty. I expect all work you do for this course to be your own. If you 

have questions about what constitutes plagiarism and how to avoid it, don’t hesitate to 

ask. In your written work, please follow the Chicago Manual of Style for footnotes, 

not in-text citations. There is an abbreviated guide to Chicago style here: 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html 

 

Attendance and participation  
Because much of what you learn in this course will come out of the discussions you have 

with each other in conference, I pay careful attention to attendance. Missing more than 

three conferences will put you at risk of failing the course. I expect you to come to 

conference on time and prepared to participate in discussion of the assigned readings. 

Participation includes both expressing your own thoughts and questions and listening 

carefully to those of others. If you have concerns about speaking in conference, please 

http://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide.html
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come see me so that we can discuss ways to make participating in the discussion easier 

and more enjoyable for you. 

 

Assignments  
You will receive detailed descriptions of all written assignments ahead of their due dates. 

Failure to complete all assignments will put you at risk of failing the course. 

 

 Discussion questions. Once every two weeks or so (a total of five times during the 

semester) you will be expected to submit a question highlighting a theme, passage, or 

problem relating to that day’s reading that you would like to discuss in conference. 

Developing these questions will provide you with an opportunity to reflect on the 

readings prior to conference, and they will help to set the agenda for each day’s 

discussion. Your questions should be posted to Moodle by 8 a.m. on the day of the 

conference at which the readings will be discussed. 

 

 One short paper. 4-6 pages analyzing an assigned primary source in light of 

secondary readings. Due by 5 p.m. on Friday, September 27, either by email or in 

hard copy to my office. 

 

 Discussion leading and interpretive summary. Together with a partner, you will lead 

one of the discussions during the second segment of the course (between October 2 

and November 4). This assignment includes meeting with me in advance to talk about 

your plans for the day, planning how you want to get the discussion started, and 

developing a list of questions and topics for discussion with the class. After you have 

led the discussion, you will individually write a 2-3 page interpretive summary of a 

passage of one of the primary sources from that day’s discussion. This paper is due 

one week after the conference you led. 

 

 Preparatory assignments for final paper. After fall break, I will meet with each 

student individually to discuss plans for the final paper, which should make a 

historical argument about a primary source (or set of primary sources) of your own 

choosing. You should then email me a brief proposal for your final paper by 8 p.m. 

on Friday, November 15. In addition, a 5-6 page draft of your paper is due by email 

or hard copy at the beginning of class on Monday, December 2. 

 

 Final paper. This paper should be a substantial revision and augmentation of your 

draft, not simply an edited version of it. You will meet with me between the first draft 

deadline and the final deadline to discuss your revisions. 10-12 pages; due by email 

or in my office by 5 p.m. on Monday, December 16. 

 

Policy on late work  
Because I have sequenced reading and writing assignments carefully, failure to complete 

them on time will be detrimental to your progress in the course. Requests for extensions 

must come in writing (i.e. via email) at least 24 hours in advance of the deadline. Your 

email should include an explanation of your request and a proposed alternative deadline. I 

reserve the right to refuse any request for an extension, as well as to refuse to accept any 
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work that comes in after the deadline. Please be aware that in most cases, I take the extra 

time into account in determining the paper’s grade. I will grant no extensions on reading 

responses or drafts of the final paper, as these assignments will be circulated to others 

prior to discussion in class. 

 

Disability accommodation 

I am eager to talk with any student about how to make this course a productive and 

enjoyable learning experience. I request that students with disabilities requiring 

accommodation contact me and the director of disability support services (Theresa 

Lowrie, disability-services@reed.edu) within the first two weeks of class in order to 

make arrangements for suitable accommodation. 

 

Communication 

I will use email (often via Moodle) to post important announcements about the course. 

Please be sure to check your Reed email once a day so that you will see these messages. 

You can reach me via email for all sorts of questions, but I also encourage you to come 

talk with me during office hours to discuss your work in this progress. If you can’t make 

my posted office hours, just email me and suggest a few alternative times. 

 

Reading 

 

The books listed below are on order at the bookstore and on reserve at the library. Earlier 

editions than the ones listed below are fine and may be less expensive. 

 

a) Thomas Bender, ed., The Antislavery Debate: Capitalism and Abolitionism as a 

Problem in Historical Interpretation (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 1992). 

b) Lori Ginzberg, Untidy Origins: A Story of Woman’s Rights in Antebellum New York 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 

c) Paul E. Johnson, A Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and Revivals in Rochester, New 

York, 1815-1837 (1978; New York: Hill and Wang, 2004). 

d) Seth Rockman, ed., Welfare Reform in the Early Republic: A Brief History with 

Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002). 

e) Kathryn Kish Sklar, ed., Women’s Rights Emerges in the Antislavery Movement, 

1830-1870 (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000). 

f) John Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men: Radical Abolitionists and the 

Transformation of Race (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004). 

g) Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Norton Critical Edition, ed. Elizabeth 

Ammons (New York: Norton, 1993). 

h) David Walker, David Walker’s Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, ed. Peter 

P. Hinks (University Park, Penn.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000). 

 

Aside from a few items available only on library reserve, the remaining readings are 

available electronically via the Moodle syllabus (log on to moodle.reed.edu and go to 

History 363). Because we will be analyzing texts closely in class, it is imperative that you 

bring the readings (either digitally or in hard copy) to class. 

mailto:disability-services@reed.edu
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WEEKLY SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1: Introduction 

 

M 9/2 No class: Labor Day 

 

W 9/4 Imagining a better world 

a) Bring to class a short description of your utopia. 

 

Week 2: Feeling like a reformer 

 

M 9/9 The heart and mind of Benjamin Rush 

a) Benjamin Rush, “On Slave-Keeping,” “On Punishing Murder by Death,” “Of the 

Mode of Education Proper in a Republic,” “The Influence of Physical Causes Upon 

the Moral Faculty,” “The Effects of Ardent Spirits upon Man,” and “The Benefits of 

Charity,” in The Selected Writings of Benjamin Rush, ed. Dagobert D. Runes (New 

York: Philosophical Library, 1947), 3-18, 35-53, 87-96, 181-211, 334-341, 399-403. 

[e-reserves] 

 

W 9/11 Pain and sympathy 

a) Lynn Hunt, “‘Torrents of Emotion’: Reading Novels and Imagining Equality,” in 

Inventing Human Rights: A History (New York: Norton, 2007), 35-69. [library 

reserve] 

b) Karen Halttunen, “Humanitarianism and the Pornography of Pain in Anglo-American 

Culture,” American Historical Review 100.2 (1995): 303-334.  

c) Susanna Rowson, excerpts from Charlotte: A Tale of Truth (1794).  

 

Week 3: The birth of humanitarianism 

 

M 9/16 The origins debate 

a) David Brion Davis, excerpts from The Problem of Slavery in the Age of Revolution, in 

Bender, The Antislavery Debate, 17-103. 

b) Thomas L. Haskell, “Capitalism and the Origins of the Humanitarian Sensibility,” 

Parts 1 and 2, in Bender, The Antislavery Debate, 107-160. 

 

W 9/18 Revolutionary autonomy and its limits 

a) François Furstenberg, “Beyond Freedom and Slavery: Autonomy, Virtue, and 

Resistance in Early American Political Discourse,” Journal of American History 89.4 

(2003): 1295-1330.  

b) Richard Bell, “Introduction: Alarming Progress” and “Saving Sinking Strangers,” in 

We Shall Be No More: Suicide and Self-Government in the Newly United States 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 1-15, 81-114. [e-reserves] 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2169001
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2169001
http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000684306
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3092544
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3092544
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Week 4: After the Revolution 

 

M 9/23 Getting organized 

a) Amanda Bowie Moniz, “Saving the Lives of Strangers: Humane Societies and the 

Cosmopolitan Provision of Charitable Aid,” Journal of the Early Republic 29.4 

(2009): 607-640.  

b) Richard S. Newman, “Republican Strategists: The Pennsylvania Abolition Society,” 

in The Transformation of American Abolitionism: Fighting Slavery in the Early 

Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2002), 16-38. [e-reserves] 

c) Anne M. Boylan, “Women in Groups: An Analysis of Women’s Benevolent 

Organizations in New York and Boston, 1797-1840,” Journal of American History 

71.3 (1984): 497-523.  

 

W 9/25 Mothering rights 

a) Rosemarie Zagarri, “The Rights of Man and Woman in Post-Revolutionary 

America,” William and Mary Quarterly 55.2 (1998): 203-230.  

b) Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), introduction 

(accessible under “Front Matter”) and chapters 2, 9, 10, and 12.  

 

F 9/27 FIRST PAPER DUE by 5 p.m. 

 

Week 5: Reform as market discipline 

 

M 9/30 God and Mammon 

a) Johnson, A Shopkeeper’s Millennium, 3-141. 

 

W 10/2 Sobering up 

a) Bruce Dorsey, “Drink,” in Reforming Men and Women: Gender in the Antebellum 

City (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), 90-135. [e-reserves] 

b) Excerpts from Confessions of a Female Inebriate (1842) and Narrative of Charles T. 

Woodman, a Reformed Inebriate (1843), in Drunkard’s Progress: Narratives of 

Addiction, Despair, and Recovery (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1999), 69-96. [e-reserves] 

c) George Cruikshank, “The Bottle” (1847). 

 

Week 6: Pictures from some institutions 

 

M 10/7 Reforming poverty or reforming the poor? 
a) Rockman, ed., Welfare Reform in the Early Republic, 37-56, 73-106, 120-164. 

 

W 10/9 Behind locked doors 

a) Michel Foucault, “The Body of the Condemned,” in Discipline and Punish: The Birth 

of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage, 1995), 3-31. [library reserve] 

b) Steven Mintz, “The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society,” in Moralists and 

Modernizers: America’s Pre-Civil War Reformers (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1995), 86-90. [e-reserves] 

http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/journal_of_the_early_republic/v029/29.4.moniz.html
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/journal_of_the_early_republic/v029/29.4.moniz.html
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1887469
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1887469
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2674382
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2674382
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/WolVind.html
http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/sentimnt/galltsaaf.html
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c) “On the Penitentiary System in the United States…,” Christian Examiner and 

General Review 20.3 (1836): 376-392. [e-reserves] 

d) A Massachusetts Man, Letters on the Comparative Merits of the Pennsylvania and 

New York Systems of Prison Discipline (Boston, 1836). [Google Books] 

 

Week 7: Engendering abolitionism 

 

M 10/14 The prophets of Boston 

a) Walker, David Walker’s Appeal, 1-82. 

b) William Lloyd Garrison, “To the Public,” The Liberator, 1 Jan. 1831, 1.  

 

W 10/16 From movement to movement 

a) Robert H. Abzug, “Woman’s Rights and Schism,” in Cosmos Crumbling: American 

Reform and the Religious Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 

204-229. [e-reserves] 

b) Sklar, ed., Women’s Rights Emerges, documents #6-17, 21-22, 24-28, 30-35 (pp. 84-

112, 118-121, 122-134, 135-159). 

 

Week of 10/21: Fall Break 

 

Week 8: How does a novel change the world? 

 

M 10/28 Representing slavery 

a) Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1-189 (Volume 1). 

 

W 10/30 Liberty and death 

a) Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 190-388 (Volume 2). 

 

Week 9: Feminist origin stories 

 

M 11/4 Insider history 

a) Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Our Wedding Journey,” “Boston and Chelsea,” “The First 

Woman’s Rights Convention,” and “Susan B. Anthony,” in Eighty Years and More 

(New York: European Publishing Company, 1898), 71-91, 127-168. [also on library 

reserve] 

b) Sklar, ed., Women’s Rights Emerges, 165-179. 

c) Ginzberg, Untidy Origins, 1-26. 

 

W 11/6 Beyond Seneca Falls 

a) Ginzberg, Untidy Origins, 27-169. 

 

Week 10: Abolitionist transformations 

 

M 11/11 The making of a reform friendship 

a) Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men, 1-181. 

 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Letters_on_the_Comparative_Merits_of_the.html?id=zY07AAAAcAAJ
http://books.google.com/books/about/Letters_on_the_Comparative_Merits_of_the.html?id=zY07AAAAcAAJ
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4h2928t.html
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/stanton/years/years.html
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W 11/13 Politics, violence, and the crisis of the 1850s 

a) Stauffer, The Black Hearts of Men, 182-285. 

 

F 11/15 BRIEF PROPOSAL for final paper due via email by 8 p.m.  

 

Week 11: Making the world anew 

 

M 11/18 Communism, Christianity, free love  
a) Mintz, “Utopian Socialism,” in Moralists and Modernizers, 146-152. [e-reserves] 

b) Jennifer Cubic and Heather Rogan, eds., “Were Women in the Oneida Community 

Liberated or Oppressed by Bible Communism, 1848-1880?,” document project in 

Women and Social Movements in the United States, 1600-2000. Read introduction 

and documents 1-5, 7, 10-11, 16-18, 20-22.  

 

W 11/20 Assessing utopian “failure” 

a) Carl J. Guarneri, “Brook Farm and the Fourierist Phalanxes: Immediatism, 

Gradualism, and American Utopian Socialism,” in America’s Communal Utopias, ed. 

Donald E. Pitzer (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 159-180. 

[e-reserves] 

b) Dan McKanan, “Making Sense of Failure: From Death to Resurrection in Nineteenth-

Century American Communitarianism,” Utopian Studies 18.2 (2007): 159-192. [e-

reserves] 

c) Louisa May Alcott, “Transcendental Wild Oats” (1873).  

d) Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Historic Notes of Life and Letters in New England” (1880). 

 

Week 12: Civil War and Reconstruction 

 

M 11/25 Taking reform South 

a) Carol Faulkner, ed., “How Did White Women Aid Former Slaves During and After 

the Civil War, 1863-1891?,” document project in Women and Social Movements in 

the United States, 1600-2000. Read introduction and documents 1-18.  

b) Charlotte Forten, “Life on the Sea Islands,” Atlantic Monthly (June 1864), reprint in 

Two Black Teachers During the Civil War (New York: Arno Press, 1969), 67-86. [e-

reserves] 

 

W 11/27 No class. (Make-up 12/11.) 

 

Week 13: Civil War and Reconstruction (continued) 

 

M 12/2 Feminist transformations 

a) Ellen Carol DuBois, “Outgrowing the Compact of the Fathers: Equal Rights, Woman 

Suffrage, and the United States Constitution, 1820-1878,” Journal of American 

History 74.3 (1987): 836-862. 

b) Sklar, ed., Women’s Rights Emerges, 191-204. 

c) Elizabeth Cady Stanton, “Solitude of Self” (1892). 

FINAL PAPER DRAFTS due at beginning of class. 

http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000636248
http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000636248
http://transcendentalism-legacy.tamu.edu/ideas/wildoats.html
http://transcendentalism-legacy.tamu.edu/authors/emerson/essays/historicnotes.html
http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000636217
http://asp6new.alexanderstreet.com/was2/was2.object.details.aspx?dorpid=1000636217
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1902156
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1902156
http://www.pbs.org/stantonanthony/resources/index.html?body=solitude_self.html
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W 12/4 Research roundtable 

a) Read paper drafts as assigned. 

 

Week 14: Assessments and legacies 

 

M 12/9 The trouble with freedom 

a) William Lloyd Garrison, “Valedictory: The Last Number of The Liberator,” The 

Liberator 29 Dec. 1865, 206.    

b) Walt Whitman, “Reconciliation,” Leaves of Grass, 1891-92 ed. 

c) Nina Silber, “The Culture of Conciliation: A Moral Alternative in the Gilded Age,” in 

The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 93-123. [e-reserves] 

d) Gaines M. Foster, “Christ and Prohibition in the Constitution?,” in Moral 

Reconstruction: Christian Lobbyists and the Federal Legislation of Morality, 1865-

1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 27-46. [e-reserves] 

e) Browse “(Un)Reconstructing Uncle Tom’s Cabin” on the Uncle Tom’s Cabin and 

American Culture website. 

 

W 12/11 Legacies 

a) Ronald G. Walters, author’s note, preface, and afterword to American Reformers, 

1815-1860, revised edition (New York: Hill and Wang, 1997), ix-xix, 219-222. [e-

reserves] 

b) Ellen Carol DuBois, “Feminism Old Wave and New Wave” (1971).  

c) Jeffrey L. Pasley, “E-Abolitionists,” Common-place 1.4 (2001).  

d) Please do at least one of the following online explorations: 

 Browse websites of contemporary anti-slavery organizations, including 

http://www.iabolish.org/, http://www.freetheslaves.net/, and 

http://www.antislavery.org/english/. How do the arguments and strategies of these 

groups compare to those of eighteenth and nineteenth-century abolitionists? 

 Do an internet search for “third wave feminism” and/or “fourth wave feminism” 

and explore the results, focusing on sites produced by feminist authors and 

organizations. How do the arguments and strategies of modern feminists—

whether or not they accept the “third wave” label—compare to those of 

nineteenth-century women’s rights activists? How do divisions in modern 

feminism compare to those among nineteenth-century reformers?  

 

M 12/16 FINAL PAPER DUE by 5 p.m. 

http://fair-use.org/the-liberator/1865/12/29/valedictory
http://fair-use.org/the-liberator/1865/12/29/valedictory
http://www.whitmanarchive.org/published/LG/1891/poems/182
http://reserves.reed.edu/items/11740/get_file
http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/proslav/unreconut.html
http://www.uic.edu/orgs/cwluherstory/CWLUArchive/wave.html
http://www.common-place.org/publick/200109.shtml
http://www.iabolish.org/
http://www.freetheslaves.net/
http://www.antislavery.org/english/

