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The Campaign for Higher Education for
Women in Late 19th-Century Massachusetts

Tatsuro Sakamoto*

This paper explores some ways in which the energy and enthusiasm of a generation of
Boston women were organized and their influence exercised on behalf of higher education for
the first generation of college women in late 19th-century. The paper examines the activities

of the Massachusetts Society for the University Education of Women as a case study.

The Society was organized in 1876 by a group of ladies whose affiliations and interests
gravitated toward Boston University. Their purpose was to help women students who needed

scholarship, as well as to aid the general effort for advancement of the status of women.

In 1878, The Society undertook a project to raise $40,000 to endow a professorship for a
woman at Boston University. This effort was eventually unsuccessful, since, by the 1880, it

raised only some $3000.
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the promotion of higher education for women was somewhat negatively evaluated in conven-

This author, however, maintains that, to understand the role of the various women’s
groups organized to promote higher education for women in the late decades of the 19th
century, it is important to look at other kinds of activities of these groups. Since the ladies of
the Society thought domestic responsibilities as the proper and the first obligation of a wo-

man’s life, they carried on much of the Society’s work “quietly and unobtrusively”.

The society sponsored a public meeting featuring eminent women speakers such as Julia
Ward Howe, furnished a young ladies’ reception room at Boston University, and established a
loan library for the use of women students who could not afford expensive textbooks. Besides
providing these services, there was frequent rendering of social courtesy, invitation to members’

homes, and personal amenities.
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This author highlights those aids that not only fostered the kindly bonds between the ladies
of the Society and the first generation of college women but also encouraged the women
students to raise their consciousness for social reform. The society was, in fact, a forerunner
of the organization such as American Association of University Women (Association of

Collegiate Alumunae in those days) that united these women graduates.

The principal primary sources used in this study are archival materials located in libraries

and archives in the Boston area.



