
Antebellum Social Reform 

 

Second Great Awakening 

From 1801 for years a blessed revival of religion spread through almost the entire 

inhabited parts of the West....The Presbyterians and Methodists in a great measure 

united in this work, met together, prayed together, and preached together.... 

They would erect their camps with logs or frame them, and cover them with clapboards 
or shingles. They would also erect a shed, sufficiently large to protect five thousand 

people from wind and rain, and cover it with boards or shingles; build a large stand, seat 

the shed, and here they would collect together from forty to fifty miles around, 
sometimes further than that. Ten, twenty, and sometimes thirty ministers of different 

denominations would come together and preach night and day, four or five days 
together.... 

A new exercise broke out among us, called the jerks, which was overwhelming in its 

effects upon the bodies and minds of the people. No matter whether they were saints or 
sinners, they would be taken under a warm song or sermon, and seized with a 

convulsive jerking all over, which they could not by any possibility avoid, and the more 
they resisted the more they jerked....I have seen more than five hundred persons 

jerking at one time in my large congregations....The first jerk or so, you would see their 

fine bonnets, caps, and combs fly; and so sudden would be the jerking of the head that 
their long loose hair would crack almost as loud as a wagoner's whip. 

- Peter Cartwright 

Public Education 

I believe in the existence of a great, immortal, immutable principle of natural 
law...which proves the absolute right to an education of every human being that comes 

into the world; and which, of course, proves the correlative duty of every government to 

see that the means of that education are provided for all.... 

Massachusetts is parental in her government. More and more, as year after year rolls 
by, she seeks to substitute prevention for remedy, and rewards for penalties. She 

strives to make industry the antidote to poverty, and to counterwork the progress of 
vice and crime by the diffusion of knowledge and the culture of virtuous principles. 

- Horace Mann, 1846 

 

 

 



School Enrollment, Whites ages 5-19 (1861)  

 
Percent Enrolled 

In School  
Percent Actually 

Attending  
Days in School 

Year 

Northeast  62 %  59 % 150  

South  76 % 57 % 116  

West  30 % 45 % 80  

 

Prison Reform 

I proceed, gentlemen, briefly to call your attention to the present state of insane 

persons confined within this Commonwealth, in cages, closets, cellars, stalls, pens! 

Chained, naked, beaten with rods, and lashed into obedience.... 

I have seen many who, part of the year, are chained or caged. The use of cages all but 

universal....I encountered during the last three months many poor creatures wandering 
reckless and unprotected through the country. 

- Dorothea Dix, 1843 

Women’s Rights 

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of 
man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny 

over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world.  

 
He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective franchise.  

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice....  
He has made her, if married, in the eyes of the law civilly dead.  

He has taken from her all right in property, even to the wages she earns....  
He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employment, and from those she is 

permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration.  
He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most 

honorable to himself....  
He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education--all colleges being 

closed against her....  
He has created a false public sentiment, by giving to the world a different code of morals 

for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women from society, 
are not only tolerated but deemed of little account in man....  

He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her own 

powers, to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and 
abject life. 

- "Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions" of the 1848 Seneca Falls, New York, 

Women's Rights Convention 

 



Temperance 

Intemperance is the sin of our land, and, with out boundless prosperity, is coming in 

upon us like a flood; and if anything shall defeat the hopes of the world, which hang 

upon our experiment of civil liberty, it is that river of fire, which is rolling through the 
land, destroying the vital air, and extending around an atmosphere of death. 

- Lyman Beecher, 1826 

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created temperate; that they 

are endowed by their Creator with certain natural and innocent desires; that among 

these are the appetite for cold water and the pursuit of happiness! that to secure the 
gratification of these propensities fountains and streams are gushing....  

 
- Manifesto of the Washington Total Abstinence Societies, 1841 
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