




















The step into domesticity had proven an irrever-
sible one for the Grimkes. They had embarked on
their 'experiment' to prove that women were capable
of leading full and active public lives while continuing
to adhere to the traditional familial forms that society
demanded of their sex. To the degree that their lives
were a test for their beliefs, they proved just the
opposite, that it was precisely her 'domestic relations'
that relegated woman to her inferior status, and that
kept her from full involvement in the world beyond
the hearth.

The Grimkes premature withdrawal from the
public sphere and their subsequent retreat into domes-
ticity and motherhood represent the squandering of
the immense talents of two remarkable women. Had
Angelina and Sarah been men, greater note might have
been taken of the foreshortening of their political lives,
but since they were women, the sacrifice of their
unique talents to the routine, yet exhausting demands
of domestic duties continues to go unnoticed and un-
lamented by historians. Their contemporaries,
however, were not unaware of the dimensions of their
tragedy. After visiting Angelina at Fort Lee, Abby
Kelly reported to Anne Weston, '"How many Shanges
have come over 'the spirit of her dream. md

It was a tragedy, both for the Grinmkes themselves
and for the crusade they had initiated, which, in its
early years, needed all the brilliance and bravery it
could muster. In his new and radical history of the
Woman Movement, William O'Neill argues that fem-
inism in America failed to alter substantially the

feminine condition, and he attributes this to the ul- -

timate refusal of the Movement to deal critically with
the fact that "it was the obligation imposed upon wo-
men by their marital and familial rg}es that prevented
them from achieving full equality."™ It was the
Grimkes failure also.

Like the great majority of their sisters, in their
century and ours, the Grimkes sacrificed the unique
promise inherent in their humanity to the routine de-
mands made upon their femininity. The same social
forces and conventions which overwhelmed the Woman
Movement overwhelmed them, and in the tragedy of
their lives the tragedy of American feminism and of
American womanhood is writ small. =
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