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How did women challenge the institution of slavery before, and after, the Revolution? 
In this inquiry, students will explore primary and secondary material showing the ways women 
challenged the institution of slavery before and after the American Revolution. Students should consider 
the following accounts about enslaved women and think about how they managed to challenge the 
institution of slavery.  
 
ROUND 1: Visions of Slavery 
 
Document A: An “Idealized” Portrayal of American Slavery 
Note: The illustration depicted below is one of pure fantasy and a racist attempt to justify its existence. On 
a deeper level people knew slavery was wrong, and, as such, they spent a great deal of energy attempting to 
defend it. 

 
 
Transcription of text at the top of the image: 
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God bless you massa! you feed and clothe us. When we are sick you nurse us and when too old 
to work, you provide for us! These poor creatures are a sacred legacy from my ancestors and 
while a dollar is left me, nothing shall be spared to increase their comfort and happiness.  
 

Clay, Edward Williams. America. 1841. 1 print on wove paper : lithograph, hand-colored ; 31 x 
25.2 cm (image). Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. 
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003690759/. 
 

Questions for Analysis 
1. How does this print depict the slave master and his family? 

  
  

 
 

2. How are the enslaved women illustrated? What are they wearing, doing, etc.?  
 
 
 
 

3. How would you describe their relationship with the enslaved people? 
 
 
 
 

4. How does this depiction of slavery differ from what you know about history? 
 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on this document, did women challenge the institution of slavery? 
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ROUND 2: Before the Revolution 
In this section, students will examine primary material about enslaved women who challenged the 
institution of slavery before the American Revolution. Read the documents and respond to the guiding 
questions. At the end, form a new hypothesis. 
 
Document B: An Advertisement for Lucia, a Runaway Slave Girl  

Absented from her master, a negro wench, supposed to be about 14 years old, named 
Lucia. She has a black stroke over each of her cheeks as a mark of her country; she has a very 
particular flesh mark on her upper lip right under the middle of her nose, it consists of a small 
round hollow spot, in the middle whereof is a smaller protuberance quite round and fastened 
underneath by a small shank. Whoever takes up said wench, and brings her to the subscriber, 
shall have ten shillings reward paid by John Reinier. 
 
Royal Georgia Gazette (Savannah), November 19, 1766. 
 
Document C: A Run-Away Named Pegg 
RUN-AWAY, 
 

Last night the 12th instant. From Rebeccah Morehouse, opposite to Alderman Benson, at 
the shipyards, New-York, a tall, slim, straight, negro wench, named Pegg, about 40 years of age, 
of a yellowish complexion, has had the small pox, but is smooth faced, and talks good English, 
has the middle finger of her left hand crooked and cannot straighten it; was born at Oyster-Bay, 
but has resided several years in New-York, and formerly belonged to Mr. Pell; is sensible, 
cunning, and artful, and can wash, iron, and cook; had on a short red cloak, a white hat, and a 
pair of men’s shoes, and had with her a calico gown and a variety of other clothes. 

Whoever will bring home the said wench to her mistress or to the subscriber, ship-
carpenter at the ship yards, shall have 2 dollars reward if taken in town, or three dollars, if taken 
out of town, beside all reasonable charges. 

All masters of vessels and others are forewarned not to entertain or carry her away as 
they will answer it at their peril. 
 
The New-York Gazette: or The Weekly Post-Boy. “Run-Away.” December 13, 1764. New-York Historical 

Society. 
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Questions for Analysis 
5. How are the advertisements for the captures of Lucia and Pegg similar? 

 
 
 

6. What can we conclude about Lucia’s and Pegg’s lives as slaves given their descriptions? 
 
 
 
 

7. What does the advertisement about Pegg say will happen to those who support her 
escape? Why might someone help her? Why would that be considered illegal? 

 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, how did women challenge the institution of slavery 
before the Revolution? 
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ROUND 3: During the Revolution 
In this section, students will examine primary material about enslaved women who challenged the 
institution of slavery during the American Revolution. Read the documents and respond to the guiding 
questions. At the end, form a new hypothesis. 
 
Document D: Abigail Adams’s Letter to John Adams 
 
Boston Garison Sepbr. 22 1774  
 

I have just returnd from a visit to my Brother, with my Father who carried me there the 
day before yesterday, and call'd here in my return to see this much injured Town… I will not 
despair, but will believe that our cause being good we shall finally prevail… Next tuesday they 
are warned at Braintree all above 15 and under 60 to attend with their arms, and to train once a 
fortnight from that time, is a Scheme which lays much at heart with many. 

There has been in Town a conspiracy of the Negroes. At present it is kept pretty private 
and was discoverd by one who endeavourd to diswaid them from it-he being threatned with his 
life, applied to justice Quincy for protection. They conducted in this way-got an Irishman to 
draw up a petition letting to the Govener telling him they would fight for him provided he 
would arm them and engage to liberate them if he conquerd, and it is said that he attended so 
much to it as to consult Pircy upon it, and one [Lieut.?] Small has been very buisy and active. 
There is but little said, and what Steps they will take in consequence of it I know not. I wish most 
sincerely there was not a Slave in the province. It allways appeard a most iniquitious Scheme to 
me-fight ourselfs for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a 
right to freedom as we have. You know my mind upon this Subject. 

I left all our little ones well, and shall return to them to night. I hope to hear from you by 
the return of the bearer of this and by Revere. I long for the Day of your return, yet look upon 
you much safer where you are, but know it will not do for you. Adieu. My Father hurries me.  
 
Yours most sincerely, 
Abigail Adams 
 

Letter from Abigail Adams to John Adams, 22 September 1774 [electronic edition]. Adams Family 
Papers: An Electronic Archive. Massachusetts Historical Society. 
http://www.masshist.org/digitaladams/ 

 
Document E: Mammy Kate 

The story is that Mammy Kate rescued her master, Stephen Heard, in 1779 from a British 
prison camp in Augusta, where he was to be hanged… Mammy Kate, upon learning Heard was 
captured, traveled to the prison camp in Augusta where she volunteered to wash clothes for the 
British officers, a deed that gave her access to the prison and eventually to Heard. Given 
privileges not only to wash clothes, but to bring in food, she entered the compound with a 
clothes basket, secured Heard — who was a physically small man — in the basket and carried 
him outside the prison, according to Galis. 

Heard, who was grateful for the woman’s ingenuity and bravery, gave Mammy Kate her 
freedom, along with some land, but she insisted on staying at the Heardmont plantation, Galis 
said. Kate and Daddy Jack are both buried within the rock walls of the Heardmont Cemetery. 
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While written documents on the actual rescue do not exist from the 1700s, this is not 
surprising. Galis said, as few things were recorded during those days. For example, the Hargett 
Library at the University of Georgia, which houses historical documents, has only one letter from 
Stephen Heard, she noted. 
 
Ford, Wayne. “Sons of American Revolution honor black woman for heroics during War for 

Independence.” Athens Banner-Herald. October 14, 2011. 
https://www.onlineathens.com/story/news/state/2011/10/14/sons-american-revolution-honor-
black-woman-heroics-during-war-independence/15630484007/.  

 
Document F: A Runaway Named Jenny 
Note: in Old English “f” represents our modern “s.” 
 

 
 
Virginia Gazette (Purdie), April 11, 1777.	  
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Questions for Analysis 
8. How did Abigail Adams stand against slavery? What do her words show about support 

for the institution of slavery? 
 
 
 

9. How did Mammy Kate earn her freedom? Are accounts of her actions reliable given the 
lack of written sources? 

 
 
 
 

10. Why do you think Jenny ran away from slavery, while pregnant and with another young 
child? 

 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, how did women challenge the institution of slavery 
during the Revolution? 
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ROUND 4: After the Revolution 
In this section, students will examine primary material about enslaved women who challenged the 
institution of slavery after the American Revolution. Read the documents and respond to the guiding 
questions. At the end, form a new hypothesis. 
 
Document G: The Story of Elizabeth Freeman, originally known as Mum Bett 

It was soon after the close of the revolutionary war, that she chanced at the village  
meeting house, in Sheffield, to hear the Declaration of Independence read. She went the next day 
to the office of Mr. Theodore Sedgewick , then in the beginning of his honourable political and 
legal career. “Sir," said she, “I heard that paper read yesterday, that says, “all men are born 
equal, and that every man has a right to freedom. I am not a dumb critter; won't the law give me 
my freedom?” 
 Her application was made to one who had generosity as well as intelligence to meet it. 
Mr. Sedgewick immediately instituted a suit in behalf of the extraordinary plaintiff; a decree was 
obtained in her favour. It was the first practical construction in Massachusetts of the declaration 
which had been to the black race a constitutional abstraction, and on this decision was based the 
freedom of the few slaves remaining in Massachusetts.  
 
Sedgwick, Catharine Maria. “Mumbett, The Life Story of Elizabeth Freeman,” n.d. 

https://www.masshist.org/database/viewer.php?old=1&ft=End+of+Slavery&from=%2Fendofslave
ry%2Findex.php%3Fid%3D50&item_id=587. 

 
Document H: Portrait of Elizabeth Freeman (Mum Bett) 

 
 

Sedgwick, Susan Anne Livingston Ridley. Elizabeth Freeman. 1811. Miniature portrait, 
watercolor on ivory, 7.5 cm x 5.5 cm. Massachusetts Historical Society. 
https://www.masshist.org/database/23. 
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Document I: Advertisement for Oney Judge, The Washingtons’ Runaway Slave 
Absconded [to leave quickly and silently] from the household of the President of the 

United States, ONEY JUDGE, a light mulatto girl, much freckled, with very black eyes and bushy 
black hair she is of middle stature, slender, and delicately formed, about 20 years of age. 

She has many changes of good clothes, of all sorts, but they are not sufficiently 
recollected to be described— As there was no suspicion of her going off nor no provocation to do 
so, it is not easy to conjecture whither she has gone, or fully, what her design is; — but as she 
may attempt to escape by water, all masters of vessels are cautioned against admitting her into 
them, although it is probable she will attempt to pass for a free woman, and has, it is said, 
wherewithal to pay her passage. 

Ten dollars will be paid to any person who will bring her home, if taken in the city, or on 
board any vessel in the harbour; — and a reasonable additional sum if apprehended at, and 
brought from a greater distance, and in proportion to the distance. 
 
The Philadelphia Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser. “Advertisement.” May 24, 1796, Vol. 11, no. 

16031 edition. https://lccn.loc.gov/sn84026216. 
 
Questions for Analysis 

11. What did Elizabeth Freeman (Documents G and H) do after she heard the Declaration of 
Independence read?  

 
 
 

12. How is Oney Judge (Document I) described? In what ways does her description sound 
similar and different to earlier enslaved women, like Lucia and Pegg?  

 
 
 

13. How do you think enslaved peoples reacted to the Declaration of Independence and 
what impact might that have had on the early abolition movement? 

 
 
 
Hypothesis 3: Based on these documents, how did women challenge the institution of slavery 
after the Revolution? 
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FINAL ROUND: Synthesis 
Examine the work of Dr. Karen Cook Bell, a professor of slavery and women’s history, paying specific 
attention to the way in which she crafts her argument. Then, using your hypotheses, write one paragraph 
that draws evidence from the primary sources and answers the question: How did women challenge the 
institution of slavery before and after the Revolution? 
 
Document J: Running From Bondage - Enslaved Women and Their Remarkable Fight for 
Freedom in Revolutionary America 
 I argue that enslaved women’s desire for freedom for themselves and their children 
propelled them to flee slavery during the Revolutionary War, a time when lack of oversight, and 
opportunity due to the presence of British troops, created spaces for them to invoke the same 
philosophical arguments of liberty that White revolutionaries made in their own fierce struggle 
against oppression. The desire for freedom did not originate with the American Revolution. 
However, the Revolution certainly amplified the quest for liberty. 

Enslaved women challenged enslavers’ control of their movements through everyday 
acts of resistance such as truancy and through flight… Running away was a strategic act and 
represented a central expression of human agency. Flight served as a method of fighting against 
an oppressive system. 

To understand women’s lives in, and resistance to, slavery requires examining their 
efforts to escape bondage, and symbolically how what they wore and carried with them in the 
process of absconding were political acts that challenged enslavers’ powers. 
 

Karen Cook Bell. 2021. Running From Bondage : Enslaved Women and Their Remarkable Fight 
for Freedom in Revolutionary America. Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge University 
Press.  
 

Synthesis: Based on your hypotheses above, how did women challenge the institution of 
slavery before and after the Revolution? 
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