
Lesson Plan: The Cult of True Womanhood 

Kara Redding, St. Paul Preparatory School 

This lesson is third in my unit sequence on the Early Republic (1800-1840). It is preceded by a lesson on 

Republican Motherhood and another on the effects of the Market Revolution on the economic roles of 

men and women.  

The hook is a modern magazine cover which I display on the projector and ask students to explain what 

the headlines indicate about how girls are supposed to behave. By introducing a modern example, I am 

able to explain that ideals are not absolute truths about our behaviors and give students a relevant 

access point to the content of the lesson.  

Next, students define the words 

“liberate” and “oppress”. Then I 

introduce the four tenets of the 

Cult of True Womanhood 

(purity, submissiveness, 

domesticity, and piety/moral 

authority), using images and 

discussion to help students 

define these concepts in their 

own words. Ultimately, they are 

asked to determine whether 

each tenet served to liberate 

women or to further oppress 

them. The image at left is used 

to illustrate submissiveness and 

gives me leave to discuss laws 

about domestic abuse in the 

19
th

 century (which will help us 

discuss the birth of the 

Temperance Movement in a later lesson). It is a fascinating opportunity to listen to students of diverse 

cultural backgrounds talk about their cultural expectations for men and women and their ideas about 

what is oppressive and what is natural.  

Once students have had the opportunity to write their own definitions of each tenet and identify 

whether they thought it was more liberating or oppressive for women, we move on to an application 

activity, where the magazines and domestic economy books take center stage.  

After establishing definitions for the four tenets of the Cult of True Womanhood, students must take 

four quotes and match each one to the tenet it best describes.  

Figure 1: Cartoon from The Vote, a newspaper published by the Women's Freedom 

League (February, 1911). Accessed through spartacus-educational.com. 



“In matters pertaining to the education of their children, in the selection and support of a 

clergyman; in all benevolent enterprises, and in all questions relating to morals or manners, they 

have a superior influence.” 

- Catherine Beecher, Treatise on the Domestic Economy 1842 (Piety/Moral Authority) 

“Sit not with another in a place that is too narrow; read not out of the same book; let not your 

eagerness to see anything induce you to place your head close to another person's.” 

-Mrs. Eliza Farrar, The Young Woman's Friend 1836 (Purity) 

"Surely then, it is politic to bestow upon the education of girls the most exact attention: Let 

them be able to converse correctly and elegantly, (in their native strains) with the children they 

may usher into being."  

    - Judith Murray The Gleaner 1792-1794 (Domesticity) 

"She feels herself weak and timid. She needs a protector. She is in a measure dependent… 

Women despise in men everything like themselves except a tender heart. It is enough that she is 

effeminate and weak; she does not want another like herself."  

-George Burnap, in The Sphere and Duties of Woman 1848 (Submissiveness)  

The following instructions are displayed: 

1. Read the four documents and answer the following questions for each document: 

1. Which characteristic of the Cult of True Woman is addressed in the document? 

2. Did the author/artist believe this characteristic to be oppressive or liberating? Why?  

The lesson concludes with students responding to the reflection question below: 

Describe whether you think the Cult of True Womanhood was more liberating or more 

oppressive for U.S. women and explain why.  

This lesson presents a very small subset of documents available to illustrate the expansive influence of 

the Cult of True Womanhood – there are many more cited at the end of this post that could serve to 

expand a similar lesson.  

 


