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Michael Goldberg's entry in the Young Oxford
History of Women in the United States, recently
released in paperback, provides a solid introduc‐
tion to the lives and experiences of American
women during the first half of the nineteenth cen‐
tury. The book and its accompanying promotional
literature do not explain exactly what age the
"Young History" series is aimed at, but Breaking
New Ground should prove suitable for ninth
through twelfth graders. Goldberg does a fine job
of presenting complex issues in language compre‐
hensible to young readers: power relations in
marriage and the pitfalls of divorce; the economic
hardships of working women; the sexual exploita‐
tion of African-American women by male slave‐
owners, and male resistance of women's broad‐
ened participation in antebellum politics and re‐
form. One of the work's major strengths is the
large number of marvelous illustrations that sup‐
plement the text. Photographs, lithographs, paint‐
ings, and reproductions of documents enliven
Goldberg's points, and allow young readers to put
faces to names and images to ideas. The illustra‐
tions work so well that they made me wish that
lavish graphics were more economically feasible,

and thus more common, in monographs and
scholarly publications aimed at adults.
More so than many surveys, Goldberg's work
considers the situations of a wide range of wom‐
en. Breaking New Ground includes sections on
American Indian and Hispanic women, as well as
material on black and white working women, but
also covers the more familiar ground of promi‐
nent reformers like Emma Willard, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, and Lydia Maria Child. Particularly
strong are Chapters Six and Seven, "Stepping Out:
Women in Public," and "The Politics of Resistance:
Women against Slavery," respectively. In the for‐
mer, Goldberg lays out the scope of women's in‐
volvement in benevolent causes, including both
the customary discussion of middle-class crusades
such as female moral reform and temperance and
the lesser-publicized story of working-class wom‐
en's involvement in labor agitation. The latter
chapter focuses on abolitionism, detailing black
and white women's interest in and commitment
to antislavery. Relating the problems that many
women had gaining the respect of male abolition‐
ists serves as an admirable segue to a discussion
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as middle-class couples up North" (p. 90). True
enough, but in the context of a work that lapses
into discussion of middle-class white women even
when attempting to do justice to other groups, this
may send the subtle message that the middle-class
experience should be the benchmark against
which all else is measured. Another example is
Goldberg's handling of women in the American
west. In "Conquerors and Conquered," a sixteen
page chapter covering the experience of western
migrant, American Indian, and Hispanic women,
the author devotes four pages to Narcissa Whit‐
man. In light of the wealth of material on middle
class women and the relative paucity of scholar‐
ship on women of other ethnic, racial and class
groups, it would be nearly impossible to avoid
this pitfall completely. But a specific acknowledge‐
ment to young readers that this coverage reflects
the current state of knowledge rather than a tran‐
scendent value judgment on the merits of various
groups would be salutary.
Perhaps this level of caution and solicitude
for high school-aged readers is unnecessary. In
any case, Breaking New Ground represents a step
forward in presenting the history of American
women to young readers. Though it may require
some explication and contextualizing by instruc‐
tors, it will doubtless interest students in the lives
and contributions of American women.
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