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Press Release 
What does the American Revolution mean for sexuality? Two opposing 

viewpoints in the early women’s rights movement, Eddy and Woodhull,  

exemplify an enduring American divide.  

America’s Centennial year was the climax of a nineteenth-century culture war between 
conservative Christian defenders of strictly monogamous legal marriage and the free-love 
activists who advocated abolishing marriage and repealing all legal restrictions governing 
sexuality. Two representatives of the opposing sides, Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of the 
first Christian denomination to put women into the pulpit world-wide, and Victoria Woodhull, 
the first woman to run for US president, publicly clashed in 1876 near Boston, the cradle of 
the American Revolution. A forthcoming historical biography, Crossing Swords, tells the 
story of an American marriage debate during the early women’s rights movement.  

Seattle, WA, April 27, 2015:  There is nothing new about marriage debates and culture war in 

this land of liberty. Americans have been wrestling over laws governing sexuality since the first Pilgrims 

landed at Plymouth Rock. The mid-1870s, however, was a particularly contentious period, as a forth-

coming book by Cindy Safronoff reveals.  

In the decade after the American Civil War, reformers wanted to fulfill the promise of the American 

Revolution by giving both blacks and women the right to vote. The legal changes for woman suffrage 

seemed to shake the foundation of the male-female relationship. Disagreement over the implications of 

women’s rights for sexuality triggered the political, legal, and religious fight documented in this compara-

tive biography, Crossing Swords: Mary Baker Eddy vs. Victoria Claflin Woodhull and the Battle for the 

Soul of Marriage. Part marriage law history lesson and part drama, the story explores the American con-

flict between defenders of the Puritan-influenced partnership marriage model and the counter-culture 

“free-love” movement through the life experiences, careers, and public statements of Eddy and Wood-

hull, two trailblazing women on opposite sides of the social issue.  

Woven through the story are two opposite philosophies—nineteenth-century variations of conserva-

tive and progressive views—and different subcultures made possible by American freedom, each with its 

own way of applying American concepts of rights, enlightenment, and freedom to sexuality. Many found-

ers of the American Republic and famous historical figures make cameo appearances, as well as sym-

bols like the Liberty Bell and Statue of Liberty. Independence Day had special meaning to both Eddy and 

Woodhull, and their public confrontation occurred during America’s Centennial celebrations. The sched-

uled July 4, 2015, release is a nod to the book’s thoroughly American themes.  

Crossing Swords contributes to a deeper intellectual understanding of two important historical fig-

ures—largely overlooked but nonetheless influential women’s rights advocates—and a long-forgotten 

American marriage debate. This thought-provoking literary non-fiction story is a surprisingly relevant pre-

quel to the similarly divisive social issues of today.  
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