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Challenging Self-Sacrifice in the Antebellum

Temperance Movement

— Christian Beliefs Among Women Seeking Divorce Law Reform —

Chior1 Goto

This study examines the call for divorce law reform by white middle-class female
temperance activists in the antebellum United States, interpreting it as a practice of
critical understanding of Christianity based on women's experiences. As support for
state prohibition laws increased in the late 1840s, women who had led moral suasion
efforts were compelled to redefine their roles in the temperance movement. The demand
for divorce law reform by some female temperance activists can be viewed as an effort
by disenfranchised women to adjust their roles within the state’s prohibition regime.
This study demonstrates how prohibitionist women——influenced by the women'’s rights
and state prohibition movements——critically examine the “self-sacrifice” of women
praised by society and the church. Furthermore, it shows that the domestic and societal
roles they have advanced, which is grounded in their own understanding of Christianity,

contain new forms of violence.

Keywords: temperance movement, women'’s rights movement, divorce law reform, feminist theology
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