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American historiography abounds with analyses of the women reform­
ers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These analyses, wheth­
er they be those written by proponents,1 antagonists,2 or more objective 
historians, 3 commonly revolve around the thesis that the major motivating 
force behind this female reform activity was the belief that women pos­
sessed abilities equal to men and, therefore, should be given equal politi­
cal, economic, and social rights. Almost always overlooked in such anal­
yses is the more extreme idea that motivated one important group of female 
reformers. This was the idea of female superiority, .which emphasized 
that women rather than, and not only together with, men were best able to 
solve certain problems in the political, economic, and/or social areas not 
previously open to female activity. 

Although some early women reformers may have implied it as early as 
the 1840's, not until 1874 was the idea of female superiority expressed 
clearly and directly. On August 3, 1874, Mrs. Jane Fowler Willing, facul­
ty member at Illinois Wesley an University; Mrs. Emily Huntington Miller, 
juvenile fiction writer and trustee of Northwestern University; and Mrs. 
Martha McClellan Brown, a prominent temperance worker in Alliance, 
Ohio, met together aboard a steamer bound for the National Sunday School 
Assembly at Fairpoint, New York. In the ensuing discussion these three 
agreed that women should not be confined to an existence in the home. They 
expressed a common belief that their sex possessed the necessary outlook, 
the talent, and the "god-given" obligation to work generally for the "better-
ment of mankind. " 5 They decided that women could cure some of society's 
existing ills better than could men. The scattered successes of the previ­
ous year 's women's crusades against the liquor traffic, ^ for instance, i l ­
lustrated to them that the so-called weaker sex had accomplished more in 
a few months of temperance reforming than men had been able to accom­
plish in many y e a r s . 7 Mrs. Willing, Mrs. Miller, and Mrs. Brown de­
cided to propose to the delegates attending the National Sunday School As­
sembly that a national organization be created to spearhead and to give di­
rection to such female work. 8 The delegates greeted the proposal with en­
thusiasm and issued the "call, " an appeal for attendance at a national con­
vention to be held in Cleveland in November» 1874. 
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On November 18, 135 delegates, representing 16 states, answered the 
"call" and appeared in the Second Presbyterian Church in Cleveland. 10 
These delegates established the Woman's Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU), the first large-scale and unified women's organization to appear 
on the American scene. As their organization's name indicates, WCTU 
women chose the alcohol problem as their chief concern and the dual advo­
cacy of total abstinence and the legal prohibition of the liquor traffic as 
their major reform plank. Yet, from the time of their first meeting, the 
majority of white-ribbonersH dedicated themselves to a broad base of r e ­
form. They expressed concern over the problems of labor and clamored 
for higher wages, better working conditions, courts of arbitration and con­
ciliation, and more educational opportunities for l abore r s . 1 2 They voiced 
their disapproval of polygamy and divorce, helped unwed mothers, and 
sought to reform prostitutes. 1** They sought to Americanize immigrants^'* 
and to break down prejudices against Indians and Itegroes. 15 They agitated 
for slum c lea rance^ and asked for better jury tr ials. -^ They argued 
against war and stood for peace and arbitration. 18 They fought for women's 
rights in general and for female suffrage in particular. 19 As Frances Wil-
lard proudly announced, the white-ribbon stood for all aspects of reform: 
prohibition, purity, philanthropy, prosperity and peace. -1® 

The many reforms advocated by WCTU women stemmed from a con­
cern with man's environment in this world. The white-ribboners indirectly 
advocated the possible perfectability of man, and they reasoned from this 
premise that people could be bettered proportionally as society was im­
proved. They thus believed in the necessity and possibility of solving exist­
ing social problems. While this theory was not, of course, original, the 
companion idea of female superiority in reform activity was a unique con­
tribution of WCTU ideology. 

From the time that Mrs. Willing, Mrs. Miller, and Mrs. Brown con­
ceived the creation of the WCTU, the idea of female superiority was impor­
tant. In presenting this idea, WCTU women first argued that the few "sin­
cere men" could not protect adequately society's well-being nor institute 
needed reforms. ^ The women went even further and generalized that most 
men did not want a "moral society. " To the white-ribboners the existing 
society of the 1870Ts and 1880fs was a reflection of the immoral, man-made 
world. Frances Willard's stirring address, delivered at the 1885 national 
WCTU convention, highlighted this argument. Using the prevailing public 
attitude towards and the "unfair laws" regarding prostitution as her primary 
illustrations, Miss Willard proclaimed that the prostitute, like the "too of­
ten undefended and unavenged victim of seduction and violence, " was the 
creation of man's "sex necessity. "2^ WCTU spokesmen, other than Fran­
ces Willard, heralded the charge of man's immoral society. They argued 
that men waged war without understanding its impact upon wives and chil­
dren. 2 They maintained that the husband-father s who drank alcoholic bev-
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erages failed to comprehend the financial, physical, and emotional burden 
inflicted upon the family by their inebriety.2 5 These and many other spe­
cific examples were used to substantiate this WCTU viewpoint. 

WCTU women supplemented their negative arguments with positive ex­
pressions of female superiority. Women, argued the white-ribboners, pos­
sessed the emotional sensitivity and understanding lacking in men and were 
thus better able to solve the problems of society. -6 Even though some men 
had proposed worthwhile programs, WCTU spokesmen insisted that the part i­
cipation of women was necessary for the successful institution of specific 
reforms, such as increased benefits for l abore r s , 2 7 or more general r e ­
forms, such as Christian Socialism. 2 8 This belief in the superiority of 
women prompted the white-ribboners to advocate woman suffrage and full 
women's rights. 

WCTU members put their idea of female superiority within a religious 
framework. At the first, organizing convention in 1874, Mrs. Willing, Mrs. 
Mary C. Johnson, Mrs. Donelson, and other early WCTU leaders pro­
claimed that God had given women their superior qualities, had brought 
them together to reform society, and would continue to direct them until 
sin, poverty and anguish no longer exis ted. 2 9 Frances Willard summed up 
this belief by asserting that the "Divine Ruler" had chosen women as the 
"apostles of reform" and had given them a sense of perception, a measure 
of hope and faith, and a respect for justice and right superior to those pos­
sessed by men. 30 

After 1874, WCTU spokesmen continued to believe in the divine origins 
of female superiority. They maintained that God not only had given women 
superior qualities and had chosen them to spearhead the necessary reforma­
tion of society but that He, revealing himself through the Holy Spirit, had 
also told them what to do and how to do it. 31 Inspired by this idea, the 
white-ribboners engaged in diversified reform activity. Unlike Carry Na­
tion, who, under holy pretense, attacked saloons in Kansas with hatchet in 
hand, WCTU women generally engaged in peaceful activity. They peti­
tioned Congress and state legislatures, put pressure upon other governmen­
tal and educational officials, printed and distributed pamphlets, magazines, 
and newsletters, held public meetings, and attempted to infiltrate and in­
fluence many organizations and institutions. 33 

The emphasis put upon the divine origin of female superiority is under­
standable when the religious backgrounds of white-ribboners and the theo­
logical position of the organization are considered. Most WCTU women 
were active members of specific Protestant churches that were within the 
fundamentalist camp. 34 As an organization, the WCTU officially welcomed 
all—Jew and Gentile, Catholic and Protestant, believer or skeptic--into its 
fold, but in practice it espoused a type of Protestant fundamentalism. Offi­
cial statements in the WCTU press and by white-ribbon leaders emphasized 
a literal interpretation of the Bible. 3 5 The WCTU press repeatedly insisted 
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that successful social reform had to stem ultimately from a literal and 
fundamental gospel theology and had to be furthered by those who had 
"learned their social science from the Bible."^6 

The doctrine of fundamental Protestantism became manifest in all fa­
cets of WCTU propaganda: printed material, articles in official publica­
tions, speeches by members, and in the educational material for the young. 
WCTU theoreticians, however, made no effort to reconcile the fundamen­
talist concepts of man's sinful nature and God's predestined design for this 
world with the previously mentioned environmental view and the implied 
doctrine of the possible perfectability of man. Still, this organization of 
women, devoted to "divinely-directed" social reform activity, furnished 
additional evidence that the social gospel movement was not limited, as 
some historians have maintained, 3 7 to liberal Protestant churches and/ 
or to liberal groups within Protestant churches. As already shown, WCTU 
activity also indicates that many female Protestants were no longer willing 
to sit in their church pews and homes while men controlled society. These 
women not only began to question the ability of men to rule and to reform 
society, but they began to advocate the God-given social superiority of wo­
men. 

Opposition to the WCTU arose simultaneously with its inception and 
grew larger as the organization increased its membership, activity and 
influence. Much of this opposition stemmed from interests, especially the 
brewing and distilling industries, antagonistic to the specific reforms 
stressed by the white-ribboners, Other opposition, however, came from 
men who often sympathized with the reform objectives but reacted negative­
ly towards the expressed idea of female social superiority and female r e ­
form activity. These men, the most outspoken of whom were clergymen, 
were shocked that well-meaning women, especially those who called them­
selves religious, would "become public spectacles and would agitate under 
a fallacious banner of Divine direction. " These men believed that women 
possessed superior attributes only in regard to home-making and that the 
ideas advocated and the activities proposed by the WCTU, if adopted by wo­
men, would lead only to a neglect of the home. 38 

The WCTU was not throttled by this opposition. Inspired by the two­
fold belief that society needed reforming and that women, because of their 
divinely bestowed superior qualities, were to be the major reformers, the 
white-ribboners exerted much influence in American society from 1874 un­
til the early 1920's. They increased their membership from 135 in 1874 to 
345, 949 in 1921. They established chapters in fifty-three states and t e r r i ­
tories. They added to their ranks almost one-half million juvenile and hon­
orary members. 3 9 Although important, these figures alone indicate but 
one portion of the organization's influence. The dissemination of propagan­
da and the pressure put upon legislators, public officials, educators, min-
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is ters , and the general populace in regard to many reforms brought results 
both on a national and on a state level. 

An exemplary achievement of WCTU activity was the movement for 
"scientific" temperance instruction.4 0 By 1877, white-ribboners had con­
vinced the International Sunday School Committee to adopt regular temper­
ance lessons in supervised church quarterlies. 4 1 Because of WCTU per­
suasion, moreover, the Methodist Episcopal Church endorsed Sunday school 
temperance lessons in 1880, and the Methodist Episcopal Church South soon 
did l ikewise.4 2 The resolution of the North Alabama Conference of Metho­
dist Churches in 1885 indicated the effectiveness of WCTU persuasion tech­
niques: M.. .We will teach temperance from the pulpit, in the Sunday-school, 
and from house to house until public opinion is properly educated. " 4 3 This 
terminology was specifically that used by the WCTU. 

The white-ribboners did not rest with temperance teaching in Sunday 
schools. They became even more concerned with "scientific" temperance 
instruction in the public schools. This idea, although not unique to WCTU 
women, became a white-ribbon endeavor and success. Due almost solely 
to the influence of the WCTU, Vermont in 1882 passed a law requiring "sci­
entific" temperance instruction in the public schools. Michigan and New 
Hampshire followed in 1883, New York and Rhode Island in 1884, ten other 
states in 1885. By 1887, twenty-three states had enacted such laws. By 
1897, temperance education laws were on the statute books of the federal 
government and forty-one states, and by 1901, there was not a political di­
vision in the United States without such a l aw. 4 4 

Not content with merely the passage of laws, the white-ribboners, by 
putting pressure upon publishers, were able to control the writing and the 
use of hygiene and physiology textbooks. The women made sure that the 
textbooks used by students emphasized the evils of alcohol and advocated 
total abstinence rather than moderation. The story concerning the success­
ful attempts to institute "scientific" temperance instruction and to editorial­
ize textbooks is important in the history of education in the United States.4 5 

The successful institution of "scientific" temperance instruction, al­
though perhaps the most significant, was but one of many WCTU achieve­
ments. Other WCTU temperance activities were also successful. Indeed, 
an historian of the Prohibition party asserted that the WCTU did more than 
did any other organization to wield public sentiment in favor of total absti­
nence and prohibition. 4 6 Two historians of state prohibition movements 
each depicted the WCTU as the most important temperance organization in 
their respective s t a tes . 4 7 Even the distilling and brewing industries agreed 
that the WCTU influenced public opinion in regard to prohibition more than 
did any other single organization. 4$ The president of the National Retail 
Liquor Dealer fs Association, for instance, advised his organization in 1912: 
"We need not fear the churches, the men are voting the old tickets; we need 
not fear the ministers,, for the most part they follow the men of the churches; 
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we need not fear the YMCA, for it does not do aggressive work; but, gen­
tlemen, we need fear the Woman's Christian Temperance Union and the 
ballot in the hands of women; therefore, gentlemen, fight woman suf­
frage. " 4 9 

The other achievements of the WCTU cannot be assessed so readily, 
yet indications exist that they were plentiful. WCTU activity played no 
small part in the passage of state legislation prosecuting prostitution more 
severely and raising the age of legal consent of women. 5 0 White-ribbon -
ers affected the women's rights movement, especially in regard to woman 
suffrage.5 1 They influenced the social welfare movement and even the la­
bor reform movement. 5 2 In all their activity the white-ribboners repeat­
edly advocated their unique idea of female superiority. 

The WCTU crusade impressed many important men. Henry Ward 
Beecher, Charles M. Sheldon, Josiah Strong, Walter Rauschenbush and 
other religiously-oriented reformers first viewed the white-ribboners with 
favor because of their temperance advocacy. Soon these reformers, by 
their own admissions, were won over to the women's rights and other r e ­
form movements by the female crusaders. 5 ^ The same development oc­
curred with Neal Dow.5 4 Samuel Clemens, John Greenleaf Whittier, Wil­
liam Cullen Bryant, Andrew Carnegie, and many others, not necessarily 
connected with the temperance reform, also acknowledged their being won 
over to many reform movements by WCTU persuasion. 55 These men were 
aware of the idea of female superiority. Whereas antagonists sarcastically 
attacked the white-ribboners for uttering "such blasphemy, " the men ac­
knowledging WCTU influence did not deny the idea. When these men con­
sidered the reforming ability displayed by WCTU women, they affirmed, if 
only by implication, that women possessed certain qualities superior to 
men. 5 6 

The idea of female superiority remained the driving force behind WCTU 
activity until the early 1920Ts. At that time, however, the white-ribboners, 
highlighted by a few that had for years viewed with some suspicion the p re ­
vious "do-everything" reform policy, became increasingly content with so­
ciety in general. They did not continue to proclaim adamantly their unique­
ly superior reforming abilities. Rather, they began to emphasize that many 
advocated reforms had been realized and that the general position of women 
in society had never been better. They pointed to the passage of the Nine­
teenth Amendment as the prime example in both these regards. Only one 
problem continued to remain important for them. WCTU women limited 
their scope almost entirely to a concern with alcohol. They argued for to­
tal abstinence and for compliance with the recently passed Eighteenth 
Amendment. 

The transition from an organization dedicated to the broad ideology of 
female superiority and to a program of general social reform to an organi­
zation dedicated almost exclusively to one reform hurt the prestige of the 
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WCTU. The decline of the WCTU, evident not so much in membership 
figures as in the influencing of public opinion and legislation, has been 
steady up to the present time. Apparently, American men, as well as 
non-WCTU women, were influenced more by an extreme ideology and a 
general program than by an ideology and program concerned with but one 
specific problem. Even in regard to temperance-prohibition persuasion, 
the white-ribbon activity proved most successful when put within this larger 
framework. Such a consideration may provide historians and sociologists 
with an additional clue with which to study reform activity. 

University of Michigan 
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