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ABSTRACT
This essay explores Eliza W. Farnham’s 1849 initiative for an all-female expedition to
California, developed in the context of the Gold Rush migration and the extreme
demographic gender imbalance that characterized the early American West, where
rapid expansion and economic speculation, together with male-dominated settlement
patterns, produced widespread anxieties over social disorder, moral instability and the
absence of stable family structures. Set against the broader mid-nineteenth-century
debate on women’s rights and the redefinition of women’s social and political roles,
as well as the contradictions generated by US territorial expansion during a period of
intense national reconfiguration following the Mexican-American War, Farnham’s pro-
posal articulated a deliberate response to the dominant masculine model of westward
expansion, envisioning instead a female-led civilizing intervention designed to reform
frontier society through the migration of “intelligent, virtuous, and efficient women.”
Drawing on primary sources, particularly her 1856 California, In-Doors and Out; or, How
We Farm, Mine, and Live Generally in the Golden State, it shows how she advanced a radical
theory of women’s moral, intellectual and spiritual superiority over men, contending
that their domestic and civic influence was pivotal in shaping both local communities and
the nation. By integrating eastern discourses on domesticity and the women’s sphere
with the ideology of Manifest Destiny and notions of American exceptionalism, she
sought to translate these principles into practice, envisioning a society in which women
could stabilize California social life, cultivate civic virtue and guide the ethical formation
of frontier settlements. By examining Farnham’s project, this study contributes to the
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historiography on women, empire and the American West, engaging with scholarship
such as Amy Kaplan’s Manifest Domesticity and the New Western History tradition. It
also shows that, although her expedition achieved only limited success, her frontier
experience exemplifies the ways nineteenth-century gendered values and practices
were mobilized to reinforce processes of nation-building, linking the domestic sphere
to the broader cultural, political and imperial ambitions of the United States.

KEYWORDS
Eliza W. Farnham, Gold Rush California, American Frontier, Domesticity, Manifest
Destiny

Introduction: Toward a Female Expedition to the West

In February 1849, an unusual announcement appeared on the streets of New
York and was soon reprinted inmajor newspapers across the country: a call for
an all-female expedition to California, aiming to recruit a body of “intelligent,
virtuous, and efficient women” to counter the social disorder of a Gold Rush
society dominated by men. Participation in the venture was subject to strict
requirements: applicants had to be at least twenty-five years of age and provide
references attesting to their education,moral character andprofessional compe-
tence. Eachwomanwas expected to contribute $250 to cover the cost of passage
and secure respectable accommodation in SanFranciscountil they found stable
employment. A common relief fund would assist any member who fell ill or
faced financial hardship. The party, ideally numbering between one hundred
and one hundred thirty-two women, would be accompanied by respectable
married men and their families to ensure protection and social standing upon
arrival. By challenging the dominant masculine narrative of westward expan-
sion, the proposal articulated amoral and civilizingmission rooted in the belief
that the presence of competent women, endowed with their “kindly cares and
powers, so peculiarly conservative to man under such circumstances,” could
mitigate social vices, including gambling and intemperance, and contribute to
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the establishment of a more orderly andmorally coherent frontier society. For
the women themselves, California promised opportunities and lucrative em-
ployment far superior to those available in the eastern states (Ship Angelique).

Emerging during a transformative period in the United States following the
1848 discovery of gold, the initiative coincided with a massive migration that
brought approximately 300,000 settlers to California between 1848 and 1856,
nearly tripling the population recorded in the 1847 census and profoundly
reshaping the region’s social and economic landscape through the arrival of
people not only from across the United States but also from China, Australia,
Mexico and South America (Johnson; Rohrbough; Brands; Eifler; Snodgrass).
However, only a small fraction of these migrants were women. The fed-
eral census of 1850, taken at the height of the early Gold Rush, recorded
roughly 120,000 non-Native residents in California, of whom only about
7,000were women, representing between five and eight percent of the popula-
tion. Among those whomigrated specifically in search of gold, the proportion
was even lower, with women constituting only a minimal percentage of the
so-called Argonauts (Levy, “They Saw the Elephant”).

Largely legitimized by the ideology of Manifest Destiny, a concept coined
in 1845 by journalist John O’Sullivan to articulate the United States’ providen-
tial mission to extend democracy and civilization across the North American
continent, this expansion was later invoked by President Polk to justify the
war againstMexico, thereby framing westwardmigration and territorial acqui-
sition as both a national andmoral imperative (Stephanson; Eisenhower). The
rapid population growth and economic potential of California soon made the
question of its political status urgent, culminating in the Compromise of 1850,
which admitted it as a free state into theUnion and reshaped the constitutional
balance between free and slave states, further embedding the regionwithin the
national political framework (Waugh).

The Gold Rush was initially hailed as a providential opportunity to extend
American civilization to the Pacific, but the rapid male-dominated migration,
the lack of stable family structures and the ensuing social disorder soon exposed
the contradictions of this narrative and raised serious concerns in the eastern
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states about the new community’s moral foundations. The spread of saloons,
gambling halls and brothels, along with the frequent resort to vigilante justice,
seen as evidence of the authorities’ inability to uphold the rule of law, rein-
forced the impression that Gold Rush society was fundamentally at odds with
eastern middle-class values of order and respectability (Roberts).

The announcement in New York was designed to mitigate and ultimately
resolve these tensions. By identifying the absence of women as the main cause
of social degeneration, it offered an alternativemode of fulfilling the westward
mission: the integration of morally and intellectually equipped women as
agents of stability. Supported by prominent intellectual figures like John W.
Edmonds, Horace Greeley and William Cullen Bryant, the initiative called
for the creation of the California Association of American Women, aiming to
reform society through themoral and civilizing influence traditionally ascribed
towomen. California was therefore transformed from a territory imagined pri-
marily as an object of conquest into a political and cultural laboratory inwhich
new forms of female intervention in the public sphere could be articulated and
tested.

The driving force behind the proposal was Eliza W. Farnham (1815-1864),1

a writer and a prominent figure within the mid-nineteenth-century landscape
of US reform movements. Between 1844 and 1848, she had served as matron
of the women’s prison at Sing Sing in New York, where she had advanced a
rehabilitativemodel rooted inmoral instruction, emotionalwell-being and the
principles of phrenology.2 Her commitment to humanitarian reform further
extended to her involvement with the New England Asylum for the Blind in
Boston, an institution dedicated to the education of visually impaired children,

1 To date, no comprehensive biography of Farnham has been published. For concise
biographical overviews, see Lewis, “Farnham, Eliza Wood Burhans” and Zeisel.
2 Eliza W. Farnham’s tenure at Sing Sing Prison has been a subject of key historical
studies such as Lewis, From Newgate to Dannemora, and Floyd. For an analysis of her
work within a broader context of women’s influence on American penology, see also Mocci,
“Riforme carcerarie” and Mocci, “Donne, giustizia e diritti.”
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thereby attesting to her deep entrenchment in the philanthropic and reformist
networks of her era. Parallel to this sustained reformist engagement, Farnham
had already acquired direct experience of frontier life during her years in Illi-
nois, later memorialized in Life in Prairie Land (1846), that afforded her an
intimate understanding of the dynamics of settlement and the indispensable
role played by women in forging both the material and moral foundations of
emergent communities.

The decision to orient her civilizing mission toward California was far from
incidental. As early as 1846, Eliza’s husband, Thomas Jefferson Farnham (1804-
1848), a nationally renowned lawyer, travel writer and outspoken advocate of
American expansionism, had visited Santa Cruz, where he had purchased a
tract of land known as El Rancho La Libertad, with the intention of settling
there with his family (Churchill). However, shortly after his arrival in 1848,
he had contracted a fever and died in San Francisco, before the planned re-
location could be realized. Despite her widowhood and the presence of very
young children, her determination to move to California was shaped both by
practical necessity andby a broader reformist vision. On the one hand, the land
investment previously undertaken by her husband, difficult to manage from a
distance, had become essential to the family’s livelihood, now deprived of his
income. On the other hand, her long-standing commitment to humanitarian
reform led her to interpret the move westward as an opportunity to extend
her civilizing mission to a new social environment. This dual motivation
found expression in California, In-Doors and Out; or, How We Farm, Mine,
and Live Generally in the Golden State (1856), one of the earliest extended
accounts of California, which offered both a lucid depiction of frontier life
and a sustained reflection on women’s role as a stabilizing force in the process
of settlement. Her vision would later receive a more systematic and explicitly
theoretical formulation in the substantial two-volume treatiseWoman and Her
Era (1864), wherein Farnham articulated her conviction that women’s moral,
intellectual and spiritual superiority over men constituted the foundation of a
renewed social order.
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This essay examines Farnham’s experience in California,3 with particular
attention to the role she envisioned for women in shaping the social and
moral fabric of the West. Situated within the interpretive framework of the
NewWesternHistory – which, since the 1980s, has critically revised Turnerian
conceptions of the frontier by foregrounding gender as a central category of
analysis4 – the article also aligns itself with the historiographical trajectory
inaugurated byAmyKaplan’s theorization ofManifestDomesticity, which has
illuminated the entanglements between the domestic sphere and the cultural
narratives of US empire and nation-building. Within this intellectual constel-
lation, the essay demonstrates how Farnham projected an eastern model of
domesticity onto the West as a means of interpreting the structural tensions
and contradictions of Californian society, while simultaneously positioning
women as indispensable agents in the production of frontier stability and the
consolidation of the expanding nation.

The California Frontier: Navigating Social Chaos and
Moral Uncertainty

In the first half of the nineteenth century, access to California from the eastern
United States remained limited and often prohibitively expensive, with only
two principal routes available. The first consisted of an overland passage along
theOregon andCaliforniaTrails, opened in the 1840s and traversedby caravans
of settlers, but fraught with environmental hazards and recurrent conflicts
with Indigenous populations. The second, considerably longer and more

3 For a detailed scholarly analysis of Eliza W. Farnham’s experience in California, see
Levy, Unsettling the West.
4 For historiographical studies on women’s participation in development of the Western
frontier, see, among others, Jeffrey; Armitage and Jameson; Monk, Schlissel and Ruiz;
Levy, They Saw the Elephant; Sigerman; Riley; Bakken and Farrington; Irwin and
Brooks; Woodworth-Ney; Cherny, Irwin and Wilson. For literary studies, see in particular
Lawrence. They represent only a selection of the extensive scholarship on the subject.
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perilous, entailed a maritime voyage around South America via Cape Horn.
Extending over four to six months, this route exposed travelers to frequently
stormy seas, precarious sanitary conditions aboard ship and severe logistical
challenges in securing adequate provisions of food and fresh water (Brands).
In 1849, the year in which Eliza W. Farnham undertook her journey by sea, no
transcontinental railroad yet existed. Constructionwouldnot commenceuntil
1863 and would only be completed in 1869, leaving settlers without any rapid
or reliable connection between the eastern and western coasts. Both routes
tested the physical endurance and moral fortitude of settlers to the extreme,
particularly for women accompanied by children, as in Farnham’s own case.

Although driven by considerable ambition and supported by a distin-
guished network of intellectuals and political figures, her project encountered
significant obstacles from its very inception. Actual participation was lim-
ited, partly due to an extended illness lasting approximately two months that
severely constrained her capacity for mobilization and led to a marked re-
duction from the roughly two hundred initial commitments (Farnham 380).
The journey to California proved exceptionally arduous: the ship was poorly
equipped, inadequately provisioned and commanded by a captain notorious
for his harshness. Among the twenty-two passengers were Farnham’s children
and their governess, who abandoned her post during the voyage to marry a
crew member. The itinerary, punctuated by enforced stops in Santa Catarina,
Brazil, and Valparaíso, Chile, culminated in a dramatic episode in which Farn-
ham, while attempting to secure passage for a new Chilean nanny, was left
ashore destitute and separated from her children. Only through the interven-
tion of a local pastorwas she able to obtain assistance and continue her journey,
ultimately completing her relocation to California after more than a month of
considerable hardship (1-22).5

5 Unless otherwise indicated, all page references in the text refer to Farnham’s Califor-
nia, In-Doors and Out.
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During her seven years in Santa Cruz, Farnham functioned both as a keen
observer and an active participant in the constructionof a rapidly transforming
frontier, meticulously documenting her experiences in her book California,
In-Doors and Out. After settling in an area near the former Spanish mission
that, between 1769 and 1833, had served as an institution of conversion and
cultural assimilation for Indigenous communities, she observed the enduring
legacy of a systemprofoundly altered by its secularization in 1834. That process
haddismantled themissionorder: landswere privatized, ecclesiastical property
dispersed and many structures fell into ruin. Farnham recalled with nostalgia
the years preceding the Gold Rush, when “California was the home of peace
and rest,” andmissionaries had transformed Indigenous peoples “from lawless
enemies to useful and perfectly manageable servants,” creating an equilibrium
that, in her view, was soon shattered by the discovery of gold (36-40; 323-25).
Her reflections reveal the deeply racialized nature of this social order, in which
Indigenous populations were simultaneously subordinated, instrumentalized
and confined within a framework of domination that both enabled European-
American settlement andmasked the coercive and violent foundations of colo-
nial control (Banner; Satz).

Upon her arrival, she confronted a scarcely developed rural environment,
compounded by her status as a widow with two young children in a pre-
dominantly male society. The house designated for her proved immediately
uninhabitable and she soon confronted severe material hardships arising from
the scarcity of skilled labor and the unreliability of local workmen (48-49; 208),
while the practical exigencies of everyday life compelled her to relinquish her
customary domestic routines. Her attire, formerly a marker of social decorum,
gave way to functional garments, while she acquired new skills, such as horse-
back riding to navigate her property, adapting to a way of life that diverged
radically from the comforts and conventions ofNewYork society (108-09). She
characterized this period as a “half-nomadic state,” marked by material precar-
iousness and constant adaptation, where domestic stability – a cornerstone of
her vision of “female-led civilization” – remained a distant goal. Despite these
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constraints, Farnham gradually succeeded in domesticating her environment,
rendering a single roomhabitable through ingenious organization. Within this
confined space, beds, tables, chairs, books and trunks coexisted, and all daily
activities, frommeal preparation to childcare, were conducted in close proxim-
ity, in a manner that, she observed with irony, would “astonish housekeepers
at home” accustomed to far more comfortable and refined domestic standards
(53; 69-70).

Her experiences at home reflected broader patterns of uncertainty in west-
ern society, where the prospects of wealth and rapid economic advancement
were undermined by weak governance and extensive disorder. In her book,
Farnham underscored the structural contradictions of Californian institu-
tions, rooted in legislative inefficiency and pervasive insecurity. The remark-
able growth of the state was overshadowed by “moral turpitude,” expressed
through “frauds, forgeries, and briberies” that rivaled the worst criminal
records of the world (371). Instability, she argued, was inherent to frontier life:

To-day is black, tomorrow white […] Thus, life wears on, constant in nothing but
its fluctuations; and, although every year diminishes, in a measure, the force of
these destructive influences, they yet have strength enough to cause a feeling of
insecurity that haunts most persons by night and by day. (208)

This institutional weakness was fostered by political corruption, self-serving
officials and the widespread reliance on forms of private justice such as the Vig-
ilance Committees, extralegal organizations of citizens who took law enforce-
ment into their ownhands in the absence of an effective and impartial judiciary.
Dominated by merchants, bankers and professionals, the Committees aimed
to impose order and suppress rampant crime, particularly in San Francisco,
where the influx of gold-seekers had overwhelmed the existing political and
legal systems (93-96; 315-21; 458-508). Their actions, which included lynchings,
public trials and summary executions, were justified by a belief in the necessity
of popular justice to protect life and property in a Californian society desta-
bilized by rapid growth and institutional weakness (Senkewicz). Moreover,
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according to Farnham, the region’s isolation and the predominance ofmaterial
ambition impeded the cultivation of higher ideals, while the vast majority of
newcomers, arriving in the region as “gold-hunters,” pursued selfish aims to
the detriment of family and community; as she lamented, in San Francisco
there was “scarcely anything deserving the name of society” (253). The tran-
sience of the population, with constant arrivals and departures, undermined
social cohesion, fostering distrust and fragmentation. Gambling houses and
drinking establishments became the true centers of daily life, wheremoney and
alcohol circulated as fluidly as the ambitions of those who sought fortune in
the Golden State (286; 307-09).

A particularly grave concern for Farnham was the impact of frontier life on
the moral integrity of women and children. She reported that the universal
obsession with gold she observed during her stay was eroding family bonds,
moral codes and forms of solidarity, leaving room for extreme individualism
and endless competition (256-57): “The true worth and real integrity of men
and women was never more severely tried, on a broad scale, than it has been in
California” (393). Shemaintained that themoral declinewasmost pronounced
among the young, whose liveswere ravaged by the hardships ofmining, render-
ing even the worst urban slums comparatively mild in contrast to the mining
settlements she witnessed, as groups of six-year-olds walking with swagger,
cigars in their mouths and “uttering huge oaths,” imitating the behaviors of
their fathers and older men. These children grew up in a context devoid of
schools or moral guidance, leading her to believe that the mines became spaces
where vice and misconduct were transmitted intergenerationally (357-59). Ac-
cording to Farnham, themoral fragility ofCalifornia highlighted the profound
responsibility borne by women who sought to settle there, positioning them
as stewards of societal virtue. In a Western society marked by competition
and transient hierarchies, women emerged as the principal agents of moral
continuity, shaping both the character of their own households and the ethical
tenor of the wider community. Their presence was a stabilizing force that
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could sustain the principles of decency and civic responsibility upon which,
according to Farnham, a flourishing society ultimately depended.

Women and Domesticity in California: “The World’s
Nursery of Freedom”

In her account, Farnham explicitly addressed women from the eastern states
who might have considered relocating to the West by using a language and
set of arguments that her readers shared and that could recognize. First,
she reassured prospective female settlers that in California women enjoyed
the “maximum possible deference and care,” and that they had no reason
to fear for their personal security, but cautioned that the work required was
primarilymaterial – “washing linen, cleansing houses, cooking, nursing”– and
demanded “fortitude, indomitable resolution, dauntless courage, and a clear
self-respect.” Without these qualities, a woman would struggle to endure the
sense of being “in an enemy’s country […] entirely alone” (155-57). Califor-
nia, she wrote, offered immense opportunities for her sex: the few women
who had accompanied her had found immediate employment at unusually
generous wages, ranging from seventy-five to one hundred dollars per month,
and she was convinced that, if hundreds more arrived, all would secure work
without delay. However, she emphasized that women’s active participation in
California’s economic and social spheres did not represent a radical challenge
to the traditional social order, but rather a provisional suspension of it, a
temporary disruption imposed bymaterial circumstances, destined to dissolve
once conditions allowed a return to middle-class conventional domestic and
social arrangements (28).

Farnham believed in the superiority of women over men, a conviction she
would later elaborate more systematically in her work Woman and Her Era,
published in 1864. Unlike most nineteenth-century thinkers, who used Dar-
winian ideas to justify male dominance and social hierarchies, she held that
women’s reproductive capacity conferred upon them the highest and most
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important place in society, establishing a form of superiority grounded in
maternity and positioning them as pivotal agents in the advancement of their
communities (Woodward 337-56). Good women in the West functioned as
central figures around whom men’s best qualities could develop and, by living
lives of sacrifice alongside their families and guiding them through example,
they were called to endure hardship with steadfastness so that their “saving
influence” might secure men’s “earthly salvation” (296; 300-04).

Her outlook intersected with contemporary US debates on the female
sphere, which gained momentum following the 1848 Seneca Falls Conven-
tion and underscored the tension between emerging suffragist claims and the
enduring cultural emphasis on domesticity as the central arena of women’s
action (Baritono; DuBois; Hoffert). During the 1840s, while still in New York,
Farnham herself took part in these debates, opposing women’s suffrage on the
grounds that women’s most significant contributions to society derived from
their moral and domestic influence. In her articles for the weekly magazine
Brother Jonathan (1843), she contested the suffragist arguments advanced by
its editor, JohnNeal, maintaining that women’s freedomwas rooted in the do-
mestic sphere, an arena she deemed incompatible with political participation,
which, she argued, would erode theirmoral and spiritual authority (“Rights of
Women”). At the same time, her appointment as matron of Sing Sing Prison
situatedherwithinnineteenth-century reformist networks, inwhichher initial
collaboration with the suffragist Georgiana Bruce Kirby evolved into a close
and lifelong friendship and eventually led to her acquaintance with Margaret
Fuller, one of themost prominent advocates of women’s intellectual and social
emancipation in the antebellum period. It was in this context that Farnham’s
work at the prison attracted Fuller’s attention, prompting the latter to visit the
institution and engage directly with the conditions of incarcerated women,
an experience she later documented in the New-York Tribune and incorpo-
rated into Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), where she challenged
the gendered separation of spheres and articulated a vision of women’s role
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that diverged sharply from Farnham’s outlook (Mocci, “Riforme carcerarie;”
“Donne, giustizia e diritti”).

Despite her collaboration with Fuller and Kirby, Farnham’s position in
California, In-Doors and Out remained firmly grounded in the domestic
paradigm shehad already articulated in the 1840s. In this laterwork, she instead
alignedherselfmore closelywith easterndiscourses of female domesticity,most
notably Catharine Beecher’s conceptualization of women as transmitters of
moral values through household governance and the upbringing of children.
A prominent educator and author from a distinguished family of reformers,
also Beecher opposed women’s suffrage, arguing that women could shape the
nation most effectively through their influence within the home, an idea she
advanced in works such as A Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841), which
contributed to the professionalization of domestic labor in the nineteenth
century (Sklar). Like Beecher, Farnham extended these ideas to the frontier,
where women, strengthened by harsh conditions and the demands of commu-
nity mediation, assumed pivotal roles as agents of civilization. In line with
the nineteenth-century cult of domesticity and the paradigm of republican
motherhood (Welter; Kerber), Farnham framed domestic responsibilities as
a means to shape the moral and civic well-being of the wider community, a
logic that, even in provisional frontier households, enabledwomen to embody
what Paula Baker has termed “political domesticity” (620-47), legitimizing
their public role through domestic skills and values. Within this framework,
frontier women enjoyed a form of influence surpassing that of their eastern
counterparts, as their emancipation lay in their capacity to shape society and
guide communities through moral authority, untainted by the corruption
associated with political engagement.

Central in Farnham’s projectwas the idea ofwomen as guardians of virtue. A
home governed by femalemoralitywas the foundation of social order, while its
degeneracy endangered the entire community. InCalifornia, where everything
was scarce, the rarity of virtuous women gave their presence a vital civilizing
force: “Her presence is the guarantee for the best manifestation of his nature
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[…] and bad as it often is, we may rest assured that without her it would
be inconceivably worse.” California thus appeared as a land where women’s
highest qualities were “more indispensable to the social weal” than elsewhere
(295), their self-sacrifice counterbalancing men’s unrestrained ambitions. She
exalted the “martyr women of California” who, despite hardship, brought a
“mission of love and purity” and transformed homes into “the holiest and
purest nursery of what is good in the heart” (294-95). Domesticity was thus
both duty and instrument: women were linchpins of stability and bearers of
national ideals, transforming the frontier into civil society not through claims
to equality but through the elevation of private virtue into public good.

Furthermore, Farnham situated women’s role within a broader ethical rev-
olution, described as “an era of improvement” that she believed was inaugu-
rating a new social order. She cited signs of progress – public schools, ad-
vances in the press and culture, reduced vice and interventions in public life
– as evidence that, over the course of her seven-year residence, California was
gradually stabilizing toward amore structured and orderly society. Despite the
turbulence of its early years, California’s extraordinary capacity for growth tes-
tified, for Farnham, to its potential as a community capable of civic and moral
regeneration (275-83; 307-10; 319-21; 361-62). In her view, the state had already
been “redeemed from the worst of all despotisms – a despotism of ruffians,”
acquiring a population whose “intelligence and honesty” compared favorably
with other new states and attracting evermore industrious settlers. Thewaning
of “wild enthusiasm and insane hopes” opened theway tomore regulated busi-
ness, stable labor and the consolidation of civic institutions, while the rejection
of slavery proved decisive in the political reconfiguration that accompanied
California’s admission to the Union in 1850, amid broader national tensions
over its extension into the newly acquired territories (505-06). Although she
never formally aligned herself with organized abolitionist circles in the earlier
phases of her career, her position would later converge more explicitly with
anti-slavery activism. After her short tenure as matron of the Stockton Insane
Asylum, she returned to New York in 1862 and, in the following year, became
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active in theWomen’s Loyal National League, guided by prominent suffragists
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, contributing to the campaign
that petitioned Congress for a constitutional amendment abolishing slavery.
In 1863 she also responded to a call for female volunteers to serve as nurses for
the wounded at Gettysburg, an experience that further embedded her within
the humanitarian dimensions of the Union war effort and strengthened her
abolitionist outlook (Levy). According to Farnham, only free labor could en-
sure the circulation of commerce and culture between East and West and thus
constituted the pillar that would allow California to flourish as the “garden of
the Union,” a state where “true manhood” and “true womanhood” together
guaranteed the preservation of republican civilization (507).

In Farnham’s view, women’s domestic influence became inseparable from
California’s progress and from the larger project of American expansion. She
viewed the frontier both as a site of economic opportunity and a stage on
which theUnited States coulddemonstrate its exceptional character, extending
the nation’s ideals of virtue, civic responsibility and social order into new
territories. The domestic oversight of eastern women became, in her account,
an instrument of a broader nationalmission, linking the intimate sphere of the
household to the grand narrative of Manifest Destiny, the idea that the spread
of American values across the continent was not only inevitable but morally
justified. In this sense, women enacted a gendered form of exceptionalism:
through their cultivation of virtue, they advanced the nation’s civilizing mis-
sion in California, celebrated by Farnham as “the world’s nursery of freedom,”
a land whose development under free institutions would extend lessons of
liberty and self-government far beyond its borders, from Europe to Asia, and
even to themost remote hamlets of the globe (327-29). Seen in this light, female
agency was foundational to the state’s political trajectory. Women anchored
institutions, stabilized communities and ensured that California embodied a
vision of American society that was uniquely capable of fulfilling its global
destiny (vii).
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Conclusion: Reclaiming the Female Dimensions of Amer-
ican Destiny

AlthoughElizaW. Farnham’s all-femalemigrationproject ultimately failed and
only a fewwomen followed her to California in 1849, her initiative reveals how
she articulated a perspective in which the frontier became a testing ground
for a model of nation-building rooted in female moral leadership rather than
conquest and masculine power. Farnham’s use of domesticity, shaped by the
broader debates over women’s sphere in major eastern cities and informed by
Catharine Beecher’s vision of women’s domestic role in American democracy,
intersected with the young nation’s expansionist ambitions, offering a moral
justification for settlement and positioning middle-class eastern women as key
agents in civilizing new territories and instilling republican principles in emerg-
ing communities. Beyond its regional significance, California, in Farnham’s
view, symbolized the global reach of the American model, as its republican
governance and the vital agency of women in shaping both homes and public
life demonstrated a system whose influence could inspire societies far beyond
its borders, positioning California – and, by extension, the United States – as
a paradigm of broader moral and social order.

Farnham’s focus onwomen’s role in shaping theCalifornian frontier demon-
strates how gendered practices were mobilized to sustain and project national
ideals, linking private moral authority with public nation-building and posi-
tioning the domestic sphere at the core of American expansion. Herwork thus
challenges traditional male-centered narratives of the frontier and resonates
with the historiographical arguments advanced by Amy Kaplan, who empha-
sized how domesticity functioned as a central instrument in legitimizing US
cultural and imperial projects. At the same time, it reflects a colonial and
racialized dimension, particularly in her discussion of the Spanish mission
at Santa Cruz, where she framed the process of Indigenous assimilation and
subordination as a positive and necessary outcome of the Western civilizing
mission. In this sense, her domestic ideologywas inseparable from the broader



The Female Frontier 175

structures of power and domination that underpinned American expansion,
illustrating how gender and race intersected in the construction of frontier
society, a nuance that enriches the insights offered by theNewWesternHistory
by foregrounding the active role of women within these hierarchies.
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