
In honor of Women’s History Month, our resource this month explores Republican
Motherhood, an idea that emerged in late 18th-century America. The concept regarded
women as the primary teachers and transmitters of civic virtue and citizenship to their
children. As we focus on America@250, this idea highlighted women’s role in shaping the
next generation of virtuous citizens in the new republic following the American Revolution.

As women have gained equal rights and participate fully in civic life beyond the home, and
as American education and culture have expanded the circle of influence, civic virtue is
now widely understood as the shared responsibility of many parts of society. Schools,
faith communities, mentors, and other role models all play important roles in shaping civic
character.

With the advent of the Information Age, mass media and social media have further
expanded the number of voices and influences that shape civic understanding.
Nonetheless, Republican Motherhood can still be viewed as a historical framework: women
were seen as the keepers of the nation’s conscience, entrusted with the responsibility and
opportunity to instill the values and virtues that help civic society function at its best, or
at least continually strive toward it. We invite you to explore this idea and debate with
your students, and look forward to hearing how you may incorporate the accompanying
resource with your students this month and beyond. 
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Source 1: James Peale. The Artist and His Family. 1795.
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What details do you notice in the painting? Look closely at the people, their clothing,
their expressions, and the setting. What stands out to you?

2. How are the family members interacting with one another? What might these
interactions suggest about family roles and relationships in early American society?

3. How is the mother depicted in the painting? What might her role or presence suggest
about expectations for women during this period?

4. What values or qualities does the painting seem to emphasize about family life?
5. How might this image reflect the idea of Republican Motherhood?
6.  In what ways might mothers have been seen as responsible for shaping the character

and civic values of the next generation?
7. How do ideas about parenting, education, and civic responsibility today compare with

those suggested in this painting?

at

Debate:

Compare two different models of how civic values are shaped in society:

Republican Motherhood (18th-century model): Mothers were seen as the primary
educators responsible for shaping the civic virtue and character of the next generation
within the home.
Modern civic influence (today’s model): Civic values are shaped by many influences,
including schools, media, community organizations, mentors, and families.

Working in groups, develop three arguments supporting each model and three arguments
identifying its limitations. Consider questions such as who has the greatest influence, how
civic values are transmitted, and how inclusive each model may be. Be prepared to explain
which model you believe more effectively promotes civic virtue and why.

Dialogue Exercise: 

In addition to debate, you can engage your students in dialogue to foster greater
understanding and appreciation for others. Consider exploring the following prompt with
your class:

Think of an experience from your own life that has helped you appreciate either a more
traditional or a more modern approach to teaching civic virtue. Share your experience with
the group. As you listen to others, keep in mind that the goal of dialogue is not to win an
argument, but to deepen our understanding of one another’s perspectives and lived
experiences. Listen with curiosity and respect, seeking to understand before responding.
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Source 2: Abigail Adams. Letter to John Adams, 31 Mar.–5
Apr. 1776. Excerpt. 

Abigail Adams (1744–1818) was an early advocate for women’s rights and the wife of
Founding Father John Adams. In this letter from 1776, she shares her thoughts on women’s
role and influence during a pivotal moment in American history.

I feel very differently at the approach of spring to what I did a month ago. We knew not then
whether we could plant or sow with safety, whether when we had toild we could reap the
fruits of our own industery, whether we could rest in our own Cottages, or whether we
should not be driven from the sea coasts to seek shelter in the wilderness, but now we feel
as if we might sit under our own vine and eat the good of the land.

I feel a gaieti de Coar to which before I was a stranger. I think the Sun looks brighter, the
Birds sing more melodiously, and Nature puts on a more chearfull countanance. We feel a
temporary peace, and the poor fugitives are returning to their deserted habitations.

Tho we felicitate ourselves, we sympathize with those who are trembling least the Lot of
Boston should be theirs. But they cannot be in similar circumstances unless pusilanimity and
cowardise should take possession of them. They have time and warning given them to see
the Evil and shun it. -- I long to hear that you have declared an independency -- and by the
way in 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 favourable 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 perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the
Laidies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, 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. Regard us then
as Beings placed by providence under your protection and in immitation of the Supreem
Being make use of that power only for our happiness.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What signs of progress toward independence does Abigail Adams describe in this letter?
2. How does Abigail Adams argue that women should have a voice in civic matters? What

reasons or examples does she provide?
3. Which points or warnings in her letter stand out to you? Do you find her argument

persuasive or compelling? Why?
4. If you were to pen a case to advance opportunities for women today—250 years after

Abigail Adams did, what would you focus on? Why did you select this issue?
5. Is there a female civic champion that you admire today? What about this person do you

find inspiring?

at



6

AM
ERICAAM
ERICA

2 5 02 5 0
at

Source 3: Mary Lyon. The Inception of Mount Holyoke
College: Portions of Letters Written by Mary Lyon, Between
the Years 1831 and 1837. Springfield, MA: Springfield Print. 

Mary Lyon (1797–1849) was a pioneering educator who believed women should receive
rigorous academic training alongside moral and civic instruction. She founded Mount
Holyoke Female Seminary in 1837, one of the first institutions in the U.S. dedicated to the
higher education of women.
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Discussion Questions:

1. What goal or vision does Mary Lyon express in this letter, and how does she justify it?
2. In what ways does Lyon’s vision for women’s education reflect the principles of

Republican Motherhood?
3. How does Lyon respond to critics or skeptics of her plans? What does this reveal about

the qualities of leadership and determination necessary to pursue groundbreaking ideas?
4. Mary Lyon writes this in 1833. Considering events in American society, politics, and

education at this time, why might the founding of a female seminary have seemed both
important and innovative?

5. How does Lyon appeal to “Divine Providence” in justifying her work? Do you find this
heartening or inspiring? Why or why not?
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Source 4:  Lillian D. Wald. The House on Henry Street.
Illustrations by Abraham Phillips, Henry Holt and Company,
1915. Excerpt.

Lillian Wald (1867–1940) founded the Henry Street Settlement, where she and her
colleagues provided education, health care, and social services to immigrant communities.
Through English classes, civic instruction, and community programs, Wald helped
immigrants navigate American society and participate more fully in civic life.

I had spent two years in a New York training-school for nurses; strenuous years for an
undisciplined, untrained girl, but a wonderful human experience. After graduation, I
supplemented the theoretical instruction, which was casual and inconsequential in the
hospital classes twenty-five years ago, by a period of study at a medical college. It was
while at the college that a great opportunity came to me.I had little more than an inspiration
to be of use in some way or somehow, and going tothe hospital seemed the readiest means
of realizing my desire. While there, the long hours “on duty” and the exhausting demands of
the ward work scarcely admitted freedomfor keeping informed as to what was happening in
the world outside. The nurses had notime for general reading; visits to and from friends
were brief; we were out of the currentand saw little of life save as it flowed into the hospital
wards. It is not strange, therefore, that I should have been ignorant of the various
movements which reflected the awakening of the social conscience at the time, or of the
birth of the “settlement,” which twenty-five years ago was giving form to a social protest in
England and America. Indeed, it was not until the plan of our work on the East Side was well
developed that knowledge came to me of other groups of people who, reacting to a humane
or an academic appeal, were adopting this mode of expression and calling it a “settlement.”

Two decades ago the words “East Side” called up a vague and alarming picture of
something strange and alien: a vast crowded area, a foreign city within our own, for
whose conditions we had no concern. Aside from its exploiters, political and economic,
few people had any definite knowledge of it, and its literary “discovery” had but just
Begun.

The lower East Side then reflected the popular indifference—it almost seemed contempt
—for the living conditions of a huge population. And the possibility of improvement
seemed, when my inexperience was startled into thought, the more remote because of
the dumb acceptance of these conditions by the East Side itself. Like the rest of the world I
had known little of it, when friends of a philanthropic institution asked me to do
something for that quarter.
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Discussion Questions:

1. How does Lillian Wald describe how she came to care deeply about the welfare of
others? What experiences influenced her commitment to service?

2. What can we learn from Wald’s perspective about recognizing opportunities to serve
others in our everyday lives?

3. How did women in the settlement house movement, such as Jane Addams, build on the
concept of Republican Motherhood by extending their influence and care to immigrant
communities?

4. In what ways can we honor their legacy today by sharing what we’ve inherited and the
resources or opportunities available to us with others?
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