
The Cult of Domesticity and True Womanhood 
 

The Cult of Domesticity & True Womanhood Defined:  

Between 1820 and the Civil War, the growth of new industries, businesses, and professions helped 
to create in America a new middle class. (The Middle class consisted of families whose husbands 
worked as lawyers, office workers, factory managers, merchants, teachers, physicians and others.)  

Although the new middle-class family had its roots in pre-industrial society, it differed from the pre-
industrial family in three major ways:  

I) A nineteenth-century middle-class family did not have to make what it needed in order to 
survive.  
 
2) When husbands went off to work, they helped create the view that men alone should 
support the family. This belief held that the world of work, the public sphere, was a rough 
world, where a man did what he had to in order to succeed, that it was full of temptations, 
violence, and trouble. A woman who ventured out into such a world could easily fall prey to it, 
for women were weak and delicate creatures. A woman's place was therefore in the private 
sphere, in the home, where she took charge of all that went on.  
 
3) The middle-class family came to look at itself, and at the nuclear family in general, as the 
backbone of society.  
 

A new ideal of womanhood and a new ideology about the home arose out of the new attitudes about 
work and family � the "cult of domesticity".   
 
This ideal of womanhood had essentially four parts--four characteristics any good and 
proper young woman should cultivate: piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness.  
 
Ideal Number One: Piety:  

� Nineteenth-century Americans believed that women had a particular propensity for religion. 
The modern young woman of the 1820s and 1830s was thought of as a new Eve working 
with God to bring the world out of sin through her suffering, through her pure, and 
passionless love.  

 
Ideal Number Two: Purity:  

� Without sexual purity, a woman was no woman, but rather a lower form of being, a "fallen 
woman," unworthy of the love of her sex and unfit for their company.  

� To contemplate the loss of one's purity brought tears and hysteria to young women. This 
made it a little difficult, and certainly a bit confusing, to contemplate one's marriage, for in 
popular literature, the marriage night was advertised as the greatest night in a woman's life, 
the night when she bestowed upon her husband her greatest treasure, her virginity.  

� From thence onward, she was dependent upon him, an empty vessel without legal or 
emotional existence of her own. A woman must guard her treasure with her life. Despite any 
male attempt to assault her, she must remain pure and chaste.  

� Female purity was also viewed as a weapon, to be used by good women to keep men in 
control of their sexual needs and desires, all for their own good. A woman's only power was 
seen as coming through her careful use of sexual virtue.  

 



 
Ideal Number Three: Submissiveness  

� Men were to be movers, and doers--the actors in life. Women were to be passive bystanders, 
submitting to fate, to duty, to God, and to men. Women were warned that this was the order 
of things.  

� Just in case she might not get the point, female submissiveness and passivity were assured 
for the nineteenth century woman by the clothing she was required to wear. Tight corset 
lacing closed off her lungs and pinched her inner organs together. Large numbers of under 
garments and the weight of over dresses limited her physical mobility.  

 
 
Ideal Number Four: Domesticity:  
Woman's place was in the home. Woman's role was to be busy at those morally uplifting tasks 
aimed at maintaining and fulfilling her piety and purity.  
 
Scientific Sexism and Separate Spheres Ideology:  
 
It was assumed that women were different from men, both physically and mentally inferior.  
 
Women's physical inferiority was based on three observations:  

1) The visual evidence that women were generally physically smaller than men. 
  
2) The belief that women had less physical stamina than men because they seemed to faint 
so much more (not necessarily an innate difference but one based on the clothing worn by 
the two sexes and the amount of exercise they got).  
 
3) The knowledge that women menstruated, and therefore were believed physically 
incapacitated every month. Menstruation was regarded as a periodic illness inflicted upon 
women. It was believed that menstruation could bring on temporary insanity in women. 
Clearly women were inferior to men who were not interrupted or incapacitated every month 
by illness.  
 
4) Women were deemed more delicate and weak than men because the female nervous 
system was finer, more irritable, and more prone to over-stimulation and fatigue than the 
male nervous system, because of the "unpredictable nature" of the female reproductive 
system.  

 
Women were deemed intellectually inferior to men as well as physically inferior. Again, this 
was based on two kinds of observations.  

1) Women had smaller brains than men. Natural scientists measured cranial capacity and 
brain weight and correlated these with intelligence. At first scientists developed ratios based 
on size of brain to body weight. But they discovered that female brain size to female body 
weight yielded a higher ratio that did male brain size to male body weight. So they changed 
the correlation, and related brain weight to body height.  
 
2) It was also said that the female brain was of an inferior and more primitive type than the 
male brain. Much of this kind of interpretation came out of a pseudo science called 
phrenology. Phrenology was the art of reading the bumps and curves and shape of the skull.  
 


