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Cynthia Kierner's  interpretive monograph is
part of a new wave of scholarship on women in
the revolutionary and early national period that
is forcing us to rethink the relationship of gender
to ideas of public and private.[1] While carefully
delineating gender ideologies and the shifting lim‐
itations  and  opportunities  for  women  during
these transitional years, Kierner does not use the
idea of patriarchy as the main causal force in a
story of women's oppression. This clearly distin‐
guishes her work from that  of  Kathleen Brown,
Jean Friedman, and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese.[2] 

Kierner lays out evidence of a shifting gender
ideology  in  the  South  (defined  as  Eastern
seaboard  areas  from  Virginia  through  Georgia).
Before  the  revolution,  southern women had ac‐

cess  to  certain  public  roles,  especially  through
economic actions and rituals of sociability which
required  female  participation.  This  pre-revolu‐
tionary world blurred lines between public  and
private.  For  example,  hospitality  in  one's  home
was a public demonstration shaping one's public
image, but the setting was private. Women's roles,
however, were changing and being redefined in
ways  that  increasingly  substituted  the  symbolic
participation of  women in a  genteel  culture for
more direct public participation at the courthouse
and as economic managers. Deepening racial and
class lines were a factor in this shift. 

The stresses of the revolutionary era redrew
the lines of public and private. Women were ex‐
cluded from many of the new rituals demarking



revolutionary politics,  while the small  elegances
of sociability appeared decadent and wasteful to a
virtuous  republic,  especially  during  war.  As  re‐
publican ideology developed in ways inclusive of
white  males  by  contrasting  them  to  dependent
classes of females and slaves, evangelical religion
recast the religious landscape with a new empha‐
sis  on  domestic life  as  the  locus  of  virtue  and
piety.  Although wartime demands  for  cloth  and
other  home manufactures  initially  gave  women
an important  way to  participate  in  the  conflict,
these  substantial  contributions  were  soon  lost
from view amidst images of women as dependent
petitioners. 

Kierner argues that the reshaping of gender
ideology  to  correspond  to a  public-private  di‐
chotomy was the work of a conservative counter-
revolution in both political and religious thought.
As women's presence in public decreased, howev‐
er, the new importance assigned to domestic roles
resulted in unprecedented growth in opportuni‐
ties  for  women's  education and a rationale that
would  let  women stretch  the  boundaries  of  the
private sphere to encompass a growing set of phil‐
anthropic activities. Thus the first quarter of the
nineteenth  century  saw  southern  women,  like
their northern counterparts, create an impressive
array of benevolent societies, Sunday schools, and
church  societies.  Beyond  the  Household places
southern  white  women  in  the  mainstream  of
trends that women's historians have long associat‐
ed with the northern experience. 

The general outline of Kierner's book is per‐
suasive,  but the chapters on the colonial  period
are more creative than those on the revolutionary
and antebellum eras in thinking outside of stan‐
dard paradigms of public and private. Intent on
showing  growing  domestication,  Kierner  treats
some of women's formal public positions (such as
nurse  and  regimental  woman)  as  informal  ar‐
rangements or extensions of domesticity. The rev‐
olutionary  chapters  are among  the  few where
more middling women come to the forefront, be‐

cause  it  is  they  who  took  more  active  roles  in
manufacture and in the military.  This  sets  up a
logical  problem,  because  Kierner's  discussion of
the periods before and after the revolution focus‐
es on how the experiences of the elite shaped gen‐
der roles for the upper and middling classes. The
result is a disconnect between the class of those
who shaped gender ideology before and after the
revolution, and the class of those whose experi‐
ences are supposed to have provided that shaping
during the war. 

Similarly,  Kierner  sees  post-revolutionary
women's growing philanthropy and church work
as expansions of a domestic sphere. Her work is a
close fit  with scholars such as Catherine Clinton
and Suzanne Lebsock.[3]  Such an interpretation
allows Kierner to place southern women within
the interpretative framework long used by wom‐
en's  historians  for  northern  women.  The  later
chapters of  Beyond the Household should really
be read in tandem with Elizabeth Varon's creative
1998 study We Mean to Be Counted: White Women
and Politics in Antebellum Virginia. Both histori‐
ans  document  women's  widespread  work  in
church organizations. Both see this as an expan‐
sion of women's opportunities and cite numerous
ways that women were active shapers of their so‐
ciety.  Varon,  however,  documents  what  Kierner
did not find--political roles for women and opposi‐
tion to slavery (as evidenced in their role in the
colonization societies)--and argues,  unlike Kiern‐
er, that philanthropy was a public/political act. 

It is difficult when working with such a sweep
of primary and secondary material not to overex‐
tend  somewhere,  and  Kierner  occasionally  mis‐
reads her  sources.  At  one point  she claims that
even the women of middling families had slaves
dedicated to household production. As evidence,
she cites the David and Elizabeth LeSueur planta‐
tion with seventeen slaves,  of  which she claims
three were used full time for cloth production (p.
15). Unfortunately, her source actually only claims
that slave wome probably worked alongside Eliza‐
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beth in such tasks in addition to field work. In an‐
other place, Kierner moves Elizabeth Feilde from
Kingston Parish, Gloucester County, to York Coun‐
ty on the other side of the York River (p. 81).[4] 

Despite  these  momentary  lapses,  this  is  a
good book and one that  deserves to be read by
women's historians, southern historians, and his‐
torians  of  Early  America.  This  book  challenges
women's historians to fit southern white women
into the paradigms they too often have reserved
for northern women alone. When combined with
Varon's work, it is an antidote to the assumption
that southern white women were too oppressed
by the patriarchy to have public roles in the new
republic. Finally, Beyond the Household continues
the recent historiographic emphasis on women's
losses as well as gains during the revolution. In to‐
tal,  this  is  a  considerable  accomplishment  for  a
work with barely 218 pages of text. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-sawh 
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