
The Untold Story Of Sexual Revolution In
Early America: Gender Relations In The
American Experience
When we think of the American Revolution, we often picture soldiers battling for
independence and famous founding fathers drafting the Declaration of
Independence. However, there is another revolution that went largely unnoticed -
a sexual revolution that transformed gender relations in early America. As we
delve into this often overlooked aspect of history, we discover a fascinating
journey of changing attitudes towards sex, love, and relationships.

The Puritan Foundations: Repression and Control

In early colonial America, the foundations were laid by the Puritans who brought
their conservative values from England. The Puritan society emphasized strict
religious principles, and sexuality was viewed as a sinful and disruptive force.
Sexual activity was deemed permissible only within the confines of marriage,
while extramarital affairs, premarital sex, and even masturbation were harshly
condemned.

Under this puritanical framework, men and women had clearly defined gender
roles, with men seen as the heads of the household and women expected to be
submissive and obedient. The primary purpose of marriage was procreation, and
pleasure or emotional intimacy were secondary concerns.
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The American Revolution: Winds of Change

The American Revolution brought about a seismic shift in the mindset of the
colonists. As they fought for freedom, ideas of liberty and equality began to
permeate all aspects of society, including relationships and sexuality. Women
played a vital role in supporting the rebel cause, and this newfound sense of
autonomy sparked a gradual transformation in their societal roles.

While the Revolution was primarily fought to gain political independence from
Great Britain, its ideals resonated with individuals seeking personal and social
freedom. The pursuit of happiness, a phrase immortalized in the Declaration of
Independence, came to encompass personal relationships and the quest for
emotional fulfillment.

Women's Liberation: Breaking the Shackles

The rigidity of the colonial era began to crack further as the 18th century
progressed. Women began to challenge societal norms and advocate for their
rights. The concept of "Republican Motherhood" emerged, arguing that educated
women were essential for raising virtuous citizens, thus expanding women's role
beyond homemaking.
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As women gained access to education and started participating in public life, their
interactions with men became more open and egalitarian. Love and
companionship started to take precedence over mere duty. Romantic novels,
such as "The Power of Sympathy" and "Charlotte Temple," became popular and
presented alternative ideals of love and desire.

The Birth of the American Dating Culture

The 19th century witnessed the emergence of a unique dating culture in America.
Young men and women began to engage in courtship practices outside the
supervision of their families. This change allowed individuals to choose their
partners based on compatibility and personal preferences rather than alliances
arranged by their parents.

The rise of industrialization and urbanization further propelled this change. Young
people migrated to cities in search of employment, giving them greater autonomy
and anonymity. They were exposed to diverse ideas and experiences, fueling the
exploration of love and sexuality.

The Impact of the Sexual Revolution

The sexual revolution in early America had profound implications for gender
relations and society as a whole. It challenged traditional gender roles and norms,
allowing individuals to explore their desires and pursue equal partnerships.
Women, in particular, experienced a newfound sense of freedom and agency.

However, it is important to note that these changes were not uniformly
experienced by everyone. While white middle-class women began to enjoy more
freedoms, those belonging to marginalized communities faced unique challenges
and continued to struggle for their rights.



The sexual revolution in early America was a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon that reshaped the nation's attitudes towards gender relations. It
emerged as a consequence of the American Revolution and the ideas of liberty
and equality it espoused.

Through the liberation of women and the birth of a dating culture, society began
to recognize the importance of emotional fulfillment and personal choice in
relationships. The seeds of the sexual revolution planted in early America
continue to influence our views on gender, love, and sexuality today.

As we explore the forgotten chapters of history, we come to appreciate the long-
lasting impact of the sexual revolution on gender relations and the American
experience. It reminds us that progress and change are inherent in our society,
constantly shaping and reshaping our understanding of what it means to be
human.
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In 1695, John Miller, a clergyman traveling through New York, found it appalling
that so many couples lived together without ever being married and that no one
viewed "ante-nuptial fornication" as anything scandalous or sinful. Charles
Woodmason, an Anglican minister in South Carolina in 1766, described the
region as a "stage of debauchery" in which polygamy was "very common,"
"concubinage general," and "bastardy no disrepute." These depictions of colonial
North America's sexual culture sharply contradict the stereotype of Puritanical
abstinence that persists in the popular imagination.

In Sexual Revolution in Early America, Richard Godbeer boldly overturns
conventional wisdom about the sexual values and customs of colonial Americans.
His eye-opening historical account spans two centuries and most of British North
America, from New England to the Caribbean, exploring the social, political, and
legal dynamics that shaped a diverse sexual culture. Drawing on exhaustive
research into diaries, letters, and other private papers, as well as legal records
and official documents, Godbeer's absorbing narrative uncovers a persistent
struggle between the moral authorities and the widespread expression of popular
customs and individual urges.

Godbeer begins with a discussion of the complex attitude that the Puritans had
toward sexuality. For example, although believing that sex could be morally
corrupting, they also considered it to be such an essential element of a healthy
marriage that they excommunicated those who denied "conjugal fellowship" to
their spouses. He next examines the ways in which race and class affected the
debate about sexual mores, from anxieties about Anglo-Indian sexual relations to
the sense of sexual entitlement that planters held over their African slaves. He
concludes by detailing the fundamental shift in sexual culture during the
eighteenth century towards the acceptance of a more individualistic concept of
sexual desire and fulfillment. Today's moral critics, in their attempts to convince



Americans of the social and spiritual consequences of unregulated sexual
behavior, often harken back to a more innocent age; as this groundbreaking work
makes clear, America's sexual culture has always been rich, vibrant, and
contentious.
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