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The antebellum women's rights movement
has received its fair share of attention from schol‐
ars of women's history. This latest addition by
Nancy Isenberg, however, offers a refreshing per‐
spective on the origins and evolution of feminist
thought in the decades preceding the Civil War.
While earlier studies have focused on such issues
as the movement's connections to antislavery and
other reform efforts, its ideological development,
and its relationship to the "woman's sphere," Isen‐
berg firmly places antebellum women's rights in
the context of religion, politics, and the law [1]-exploring, as she states, "the many ways in which
women's rights advocates encountered antebel‐
lum political culture" (p. xiii). Employing original
research as well as provocative political and legal
theory, Isenberg argues that antebellum feminists
illuminated the contradictions in both popular
understandings of democracy and "constitutional
principles of protection and due process"(p. xviii).
Early women's rights activists, she continues, ap‐
plied this critique of American egalitarianism to
the family, the church, and the state. They also
moved beyond dismantling to offer an alternative
vision of men and women as equally capable and

"simultaneously the same and different," a notion
then of "co-equality," as Isenberg puts it (p. xviii).
Isenberg begins her analysis by successfully
destabilizing both an accepted wisdom and a sa‐
cred text of feminist activism and women's histo‐
ry. Scholars, she asserts, have relied on Elizabeth
Cady Stanton's History of Woman Suffrage to re‐
construct the origins of the women's rights move‐
ment without questioning its "internal logic."[2]
She rightly points out the problems with seeing
the History as anything but a partial view of the
movement. Isenberg goes on to problematize the
widely accepted notion that Stanton's 1848 Seneca
Falls women's rights convention was the source of
the movement and her "Declaration of Senti‐
ments" the articulation of its central ideas. Even
nineteenth-century activists, such as Paulina
Wright Davis, questioned this privileging of
Seneca Falls. By complicating the origins of the
movement Isenberg forces us to rethink both
what came before and what came after. Her book
offers a sophisticated and nuanced history of
what came before.
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