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understanding Human experiences  
through the lens of Gender

An individual’s gender structures her or his interactions and connections to 
other people (including kinship and marriage) as well as access to economic 
resources and social power, among many other things (Paynter 2000; Rot-
man 2009a; Voss 2008a, 2008b). Gender “manifests itself in production 
(economics and labor) and reproduction (both physical and social)” ( Ja-
cobs 2011: 303). Therefore, gender is central to human experiences as a 
social force that shapes one’s roles and relationships.
 The history of archaeological and historical investigations of gendered 
social relations has been published extensively elsewhere, but two recent es-
says in particular eloquently frame the history of gender analyses in the dis-
cipline of historical archaeology. Gellar (2009) and Spencer-Wood (2012) 
examined the evolution of inquiries of gendered social relations as well as 
the ways in which different waves of feminist thought in the present have 
influenced the questions posed about gendered experience in the past (see 
also Rotman 2013a; Tomášková 2007).
 Early attempts to counter male-focused (androcentric) interpretations 
of gender, for example, sought to be more inclusive of women by actively 
seeking evidence of female presences at the sites under investigation. Often 
the results of these analyses, however, were ultimately too female-focused 
(gynocentric) and, therefore, as biased as androcentric ones. Similarly, 
initial efforts to understand gendered lives frequently relied on outdated 
feminist ideals, such as “reductive duality, conflations of gender and sex, 
[and] stereotypical representations” (Gellar 2009: 67). More recent studies 
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have been influenced by third-wave feminist diversity theory. These analy-
ses emphasize that gender, class, and race are inextricably linked. Notably, 
“gendered inequalities and poverty have for a very long time been structur-
ally caused by the patriarchy that underwrites capitalism” (Spencer-Wood 
2012: 183).
 Orser (1996: 57) eloquently discusses the impact of colonialism and 
capitalism (as well as Eurocentrism and modernity) on historical archaeol-
ogy and the ways in which these -isms “trail the field like four quiet shad-
ows.” I do not wish to replicate his persuasive argument here, but I do 
seek to highlight the entanglement of gender with these powerful forces as 
complex phenomena (e.g., W. Adams 1990; Agnew 1995; Beaudry 2004; 
Deslandes 2007; Kockelman 2007; Matthews 1989; McMurry 1988; 
Middleton 2007; Narotzky 2007; Rothschild 2006; Rotman 2005, 2006, 
2009a; Wall 1994; Wilkie and Bartoy 2000).
 To do so, analyses of gender must interrogate the social, ideological, eco-
nomic, and political forces that have shaped gender through time and across 
space (Rotman 2009a; Spencer-Wood 2007). Colonialism and capitalism, 
particularly as they intersect with patriarchy, are especially relevant to dis-
cussions of gendered human experience in the territory of North America 
that is now the contiguous United States because of the ways in which they 
have influenced social relations.

Gender Ideologies through Time and across Space

From the seventeenth through the early twentieth centuries in historic 
North America, gender relations were structured primarily but not en-
tirely by corporate families, republican motherhood, the cult of domestic-
ity, equal rights feminism, and domestic reform (more on these in the next 
chapter) (Coontz 1988; Rotman 2001, 2009a). Although somewhat se-
quential from the seventeenth through the early twentieth centuries, these 
gender systems were not mutually exclusive, often operating in contem-
poraneous times and spaces. These ideologies have been well documented 
elsewhere and are only briefly summarized here (e.g., Alcott 1838, 1849, 
1851; Baker 1984; Beecher 1841; Beetham 1996; Bleier 1984; Child 1831, 
1833; Clinton 1984; Cott 1977; DuBois 1978; Friedan 1963; Giele 1995; 
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Green 1983; Hayden 1995; Newcomb 1855; Romero 1997; Ryan 1985; 
Sklar 1973; Strasser 1982).
 The gender ideals summarized in this chapter represent the dominant 
cultural discourses of their respective eras, particularly within Anglo-Euro-
pean society, and adherence to their tenets was expected (Rotman 2009a). 
Those who did not conform, whether by choice or by circumstance, were 
often perceived as a threat to the prevailing social order. It is for this rea-
son that these gender ideals—particularly corporate families, republican 
motherhood, and the cult of domesticity—are used in this volume as a 
preliminary entry point for investigating gender roles and relations in a 
variety of temporal and geographic contexts in historic North America.
 These ideologies were distinct in terms of their primary purpose, but in 
many cases, only subtle variations differentiated them. For instance, men’s 
and women’s gender roles have often been understood and naturalized as 
separate, particularly within the culturally prescribed norm of heterosexual 
married couples. It is only the degree of separation and the specific ways in 
which those separations were enacted that has varied according to ideol-
ogy. For example, as I explain below, under republican motherhood (which 
combined women’s political and domestic roles), there was a clear ideologi-
cal separation between men’s and women’s activities, but the physical spaces 
wherein these were enacted were not particularly distinct. In contrast, the 
cult of domesticity represented both an ideological and a physical separa-
tion for women and men (A. Ferguson 1989; Rotman 2001, 2009a).
 In other instances, however, ideals differed in fundamental and signifi-
cant ways. The cult of single blessedness was an ideology (1740–1910s) 
which “advocated that women not marry men but instead marry their pro-
fessions as religious callings, in analogy with nuns who became celibate 
brides of Christ” (Spencer-Wood 1999a: 172; see also Chambers-Schiller 
1984; Spencer-Wood 2007). This structuring of gender relations was radi-
cally different from other contemporaneous ideologies in part because it 
defined women in roles outside of heteronormative marriage and illus-
trated how multiple gender systems operated simultaneously with other 
cultural ideals and norms.
 The adoption and implementation of each gender ideology also var-
ied according to time and space, financial and social circumstances, and 
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the abilities and desires of human agents (M. Brown 1987; Goody 1971, 
1972; Groover 2003; Mrozowski 1984; Rotman 2005; Van Bueren 2004). 
Although gender ideals were often perceived as categorically separate, 
distinctions between genders were frequently blurred in the actual lived 
experiences of individuals—producing a kaleidoscopic spectrum of un-
derstandings, interpretations, and implementations of gendered roles and 
relations within a single community (Demos 1970; Rotman 2009a).
 In addition, human agents often understand gender relations as public 
versus private, production versus consumption, active versus passive, cul-
ture versus nature, and men versus women. That view, however, distorts 
social reality (Beaudry 2004; Rotman 2006, 2009a). Such binary opposi-
tions belie the fact that an artifact can be an aspect of production and con-
sumption, public and private, or male and female (Wurst 2003: 227) and, 
thus, can be used to perform or reinforce a particular gendered identity. 
Rejecting a rigid binary structure “allows us to conceptualize more than 
two genders and to see age, marital status, class, and race as key aspects of 
gendered social relations” (Wurst 2003: 230).
 Importantly, too, dominant gender discourses focused primarily on 
white, urban, middle-class (and often Protestant) women in their peak re-
productive years. Masculinity was frequently assumed and women were 
thus habitually defined as “not male” ( Jacobs 2011: 303). People outside 
the parameters of biological reproduction (i.e., children, the elderly, indi-
viduals who chose celibacy, gay and lesbian individuals) as well as the poor 
and those racialized as nonwhite (such as many immigrants and enslaved 
Africans) were often excluded from prevailing gender ideals (Fitts 1999; 
Paynter 2000; Rotman 2009a). Therefore, the gender ideologies presented 
in this chapter represent the cultural norms against which “otherness” and 
deviance were defined (Berg 1978; DeCunzo 1995; Rotman 2009a). Criti-
cal analyses of gender seek to examine both similarity and difference as well 
as how gender closely intertwines with other vectors of social inequality 
(Orser 2010: 129).

Corporate Families in Colonial New England

The early colonial period in places such as New England was marked by 
the illusion of consensual politics within communities, an ideal which was 
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expressed in the cultural landscapes of villages. By the end of the first quar-
ter of the eighteenth century, families had become important economic and 
political units as well as agents for the reproduction of class differences. 
Specifically, property-ordered families consisted of complex households 
structured by property ownership, containing individuals related by kin-
ship, servants, other dependents, and even children settled on nearby par-
cels (Coontz 1988: 73). Each household (broadly defined) was “linked by 
social obligation, economic need, kin or servant ties, and law to neighboring 
households and to church activities, town meetings, and courthouse pro-
ceedings” (Coontz 1988: 84). Given the high degree of social, economic, 
and political interdependence of households, it was the corporate family 
that was deemed the most important institution of colonial New England 
society.
 During the early to mid-eighteenth century, wealthy families controlled 
many civil, military, and political offices (Stillinger 1992: 79; Sweeney 
1986). Social inequality was the hallmark of colonial life; consequently, the 
subordination of women and dominance of men were based less on ideas 
about gender than the need for hierarchy in all social relations. All persons 
in colonial society were “inferior” to someone else; all faced prohibitions 
and restrictions on their activities (Coontz 1988: 97–99).
 As the eighteenth century wore on, the household became less a cen-
ter of economic production and more of a locus of social reproduction, 
particularly for affluent and elite families. Women who remained involved 
in productive activities in the home did not experience a significant de-
cline in their status (Ember 1983: 304; Rotman and Nassaney 1997). Yet, 
overall, some women became separated from household production during 
the pre–Revolutionary War period, resulting in their lowered status vis-à-
vis men. As the war approached, households and families—as well as the 
structuring gender ideologies within them—were being redefined.

Republican Motherhood

The ideology of republican motherhood emerged in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries, a time of tremendous social change, particularly 
in New England. Society was “increasingly acrimonious and beset with 
tensions, with many people eagerly imitating English styles of politeness 
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