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1. What do you

LITERALLY see in

the cartoon?

2. What is the

message of this

political

cartoon?



Antebellum Reforms 

During the early 
antebellum era  

from 1800 to 1840,  
a number of social 
reformers fought  

to bring an end to a 
wide variety of  

social evils  



1. Working with your group, examine the primary 
documents and guess what the social problem is. 

2. When you have made your guess, turn the card over 
and take brief notes in the “Why was reform needed” 
section of your chart. 

3. Examine the placards to learn more about the reformers 
who sought change. Take notes about their life in the 
“Social Reformer” column of your chart. 

4. While examining the same placards, 
 take notes about their solutions for  
 social change in the appropriate  
 column of your chart. 

What were the social problems and reform 
movements of the antebellum era?  



1. Women were unable to vote 

2. Single women could own her own 

property 

3. Married women had no control 

over her property or her children 

4. Women could not initiate divorce 

5. Women could not sign a 

contract or sue in court 

without her husband’s 

permission 

Problem #1: Suffrage 



Women could not 

vote, run for 

political office,  

or sue in court 

 

Women’s opportunities were 

limited by the cult of domesticity 

Women were 

expected to oversee 

the family and 

home while their 

husbands worked to 

provide money 

Married women had  

no property r ights 

and could not file 

for divorce  



Problem #2: Abolition  



“King Cotton” led to a  

huge growth of slavery 

But, Northerners 

began to see slavery 

as immoral 
By the 1830s, all 

Northern states 

abolished slavery 

Slave rebellions and  

escape through the 

Underground Railroad 

became more common 



“The elementary schools 

throughout  the state are 

irresponsible institutions, 

established by individuals, from 

mere motives of private [profit], 

who are sometimes [lacking] 

character…and abilities. 

Ignorance, inattention, and even 

immorality, prevail to a [sad] 

extent among their teachers.” 
 

—Working Man's Advocate, 1830 

Problem #3: Education  



By 1800, the U.S. did 

not have a true 

education system for 

children 

Massachusetts and 

Vermont were the only 

states with compulsory 

attendance laws 

In most states, 

classes were not 

divided by age 

Few children attended 

school past the age of 10 

years old 



Problem #4: Temperance 



By 1800, alcohol abuse was seen as a 

serious problem 

Whiskey  

was 

cheap to 

make 

and buy 

By 1820, the typical 

adult drank more 

than 7 gallons of 

alcohol per year  

(Today, its 2.6 

gallons) 

Alcohol 

was linked 

to cr ime, 

debt, abuse, 

work 

problems 




