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Was the American Revolution revolutionary for women? 
Examine the following documents about women during and after the American Revolution and 
consider if the War was revolutionary— if it brought meaningful change to their situation— or if 
it did not. Use the graphic organizer below to help keep track of the evidence and then write a 
paragraph in which you decide if the American Revolution was revolutionary for women, or if it 
was not.  
 
Inquiry 
Below are differing documents in favor and against … 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that show…  
2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which 

information is most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least 
persuasive to you? Mark that #1. 

 
Rank Evidence: It was revolutionary. Evidence: It was not revolutionary. Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it 

worked out that way? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. In conclusion, was the American Revolution revolutionary for women?  
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Document A: Abigail Adams asks her husband, John, to “Remember the Ladies”  
 
 I long to hear that you have declared an independancy—and by the way in the 
new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you 
would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to them than your 
ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember 
all Men would be tyrants if they could. If perticuliar care and attention is not paid to the 
Laidies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by 
any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation. 
 

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly established as to 
admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh 
title of Master for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out 
of the power of the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with 
impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the 
vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by providence under your 
protection and in immitation of the Supreem Being make use of that power only for our 
happiness. 
 
“Abigail Adams to John Adams, 31 March 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0241. [Original source: The 
Adams Papers, Adams Family Correspondence, vol. 1, December 1761 – May 1776, ed. 
Lyman H. Butterfield. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963, pp. 369–371.] 

 
Document B: John Adams Replies to Abigail Adams’s Letter 
 

As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. We have been told 
that our Struggle has loosened the bands of Government every where. That Children 
and Apprentices were disobedient—that schools and Colledges were grown turbulent—
that Indians slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. But 
your Letter was the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and powerfull 
than all the rest were grown discontented.—This is rather too coarse a Compliment but 
you are so saucy, I wont blot it out. 
 

Depend upon it, We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems. Altho 
they are in full Force, you know they are little more than Theory. We dare not exert our 
Power in its full Latitude. We are obliged to go fair, and softly, and in Practice you know 
We are the subjects. We have only the Name of Masters, and rather than give up this, 
which would compleatly subject Us to the Despotism of the Peticoat, I hope General 
Washington, and all our brave Heroes would fight. 

 
“John Adams to Abigail Adams, 14 April 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/04-01-02-0248. [Original source: The 
Adams Papers, Adams Family Correspondence, vol. 1, December 1761 – May 1776, ed. 
Lyman H. Butterfield. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963, pp. 381–383.] 
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Questions for Analysis 

1. What does Abigail Adams tell her husband John? Why does she say “Remember 
the Ladies”?  

  
  

 
 

2. What is John’s reaction to Abigail’s?   
 
 
 
 

3. What does John Adams compare women to? Why is that significant?  
 
 
 
 
Document C: The ‘Danger’ of Democracy  
 

Our worthy Friend, Mr. Gerry has put into my Hand, a Letter from you, of the 
Sixth of May, in which you consider the Principles of Representation and Legislation, 
and give us Hints of Some Alterations, which you Seem to think necessary, in the 
Qualification of Voters. . . . 

 
What Reason Should there be, for excluding a Man of Twenty years, Eleven 

Months and twenty-seven days old, from a Vote when you admit one, who is twenty 
one? The Reason is, you must fix upon Some Period in Life, when the Understanding 
and Will of Men in general is fit to be trusted by the Public. Will not the Same Reason 
justify the State in fixing upon Some certain Quantity of Property, as a Qualification. 

 
The Same Reasoning, which will induce you to admit all Men, who have no 

Property, to vote, with those who have, for those Laws, which affect the Person will 
prove that you ought to admit Women and Children . . . . 

 
Society can be governed only by general Rules. Government cannot 

accommodate itself to every particular Case, as it happens, nor to the Circumstances of 
particular Persons. It must establish general, comprehensive Regulations for Cases and 
Persons. The only Question is, which general Rule, will accommodate most Cases and 
most Persons. 

 
Depend upon it, sir, it is dangerous to open So fruitfull a Source of Controversy 

and Altercation, as would be opened by attempting to alter the Qualifications of Voters. 
There will be no End of it. New Claims will arise. Women will demand a Vote. Lads 
from 12 to 21 will think their Rights not enough attended to, and every Man, who has 
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not a Farthing, will demand an equal Voice with any other in all Acts of State. It tends to 
confound and destroy all Distinctions, and prostrate all Ranks, to one common Levell. 

 
 

“From John Adams to James Sullivan, 26 May 1776,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-04-02-0091. [Original source: The 
Adams Papers, Papers of John Adams, vol. 4, February–August 1776, ed. Robert J. 
Taylor. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979, pp. 208–213.] 

 
Questions for Analysis 

4. Who does John Adams believe should have the right to vote? 
  
  

 
 

5. Why does John Adams believe women are unfit to vote? 
 

 
 
 
Document D: The Legal Status of Women in the Early Republic  
  
 A woman’s personal property by marriage becomes absolutely her husband’s, 
which at his death he may leave entirely away from her; but if he dies without a will, she 
is entitled to one-third of his personal property, if he has children; if not, to one-half… 
 
 By the marriage, the husband is absolutely master of the profits of the wife’s 
lands during coverture: and if he has had a living child, and survives the wife, he retains 
the whole of those lands, if they are estates of inheritance, during his life: but the wife is 
entitled only to dower, or one-third, if she survives, out of the husband’s estates of 
inheritance: but this she has whether she has had a child or not… 
 
 With regard to the property of women, there is taxation without representation: 
for they pay taxes without having liberty of voting for representatives: and indeed there 
seems at present no substantial reason why single women should be denied this 
privilege.  
 
Cord, William H.. A Treatise on the Legal and Equitable Rights of Married Women: As Well in 

Respect to Their Property and Persons as to Their Children. With an Appendix of the 
Recent American Statutes and the Decisions Under Them. United States: Kay and 
Brother, 1861. 

 
Questions for Analysis 

6. Why is it significant that the author states women are taxed “without 
representation?  
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Document E: Phillis Wheatley’s “His Excellency George Washington” 
 
One century scarce perform'd its destined round, 
When Gallic powers Columbia's fury found; 
And so may you, whoever dares disgrace 
The land of freedom's heaven-defended race! 
Fix'd are the eyes of nations on the scales, 
For in their hopes Columbia's arm prevails. 
 

Wheatley, Phillis. “His Excellency General Washington,” 1776. 
https://poets.org/poem/his-excellency-general-washington. 
 
Document F: Washington’s Response to Phillis Wheatley’s Poem 
 
Mrs Phillis, 

 
Your favour of the 26th of October did not reach my hands ’till the middle of 

December. Time enough, you will say, to have given an answer ere this. Granted. But a 
variety of important occurrences, continually interposing to distract the mind and 
withdraw the attention, I hope will apologize for the delay, and plead my excuse for the 
seeming, but not real, neglect. 
 

I thank you most sincerely for your polite notice of me, in the elegant Lines you 
enclosed; and however undeserving I may be of such encomium and panegyrick, the 
style and manner exhibit a striking proof of your great poetical Talents. In honour of 
which, and as a tribute justly due to you, I would have published the Poem, had I not 
been apprehensive, that, while I only meant to give the World this new instance of your 
genius, I might have incurred the imputation of Vanity. This, and nothing else, 
determined me not to give it place in the public Prints.1 
 

If you should ever come to Cambridge, or near Head Quarters, I shall be happy 
to see a person so favourd by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal and 
beneficent in her dispensations. I am, with great Respect, Your obedt humble servant, 

 
G. Washington 
 
“From George Washington to Phillis Wheatley, 28 February 1776,” Founders Online, 
National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-03-02-0281. 
[Original source: The Papers of George Washington, Revolutionary War Series, vol. 3, 1 
January 1776 – 31 March 1776, ed. Philander D. Chase. Charlottesville: University Press 
of Virginia, 1988, p. 387.] 
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Questions for Analysis: 
 

7. How does Phillis Wheatley, a formerly enslaved African woman, describe 
Washington and the Americans fight for freedom?  
 
 

 
8. How does George Washington respond to Phillis Wheatley’s poem? Why is it 

significant given her status as a female author and a formerly enslaved person?  
 

 
 
 
Document F: New Jersey State Constitution of 1776, Article 4 
 

That all Inhabitants of this Colony of full Age, who are worth Fifty Pounds 
proclamation Money clear Estate in the same, & have resided within the County in 
which they claim a Vote for twelve Months immediately preceding the Election, shall be 
entitled to vote for Representatives in Council & Assembly; and also for all other publick 
Officers that shall be elected by the People of the County at Large. 

 
“New Jersey State Constitution,” July 2, 1776. 
https://www.state.nj.us/state/archives/docconst76.html#page3 

 
Document G: “The Good Old Times” - Women Voting in New Jersey  
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Pyle, Howard, 1853-1911, artist, “Clipping : Harper's Weekly. Women at the polls in 
New Jersey in the good old times. November 13, 1880,” Ann Lewis Women's Suffrage 
Collection, https://lewissuffragecollection.omeka.net/items/show/1371. 

 
Document H: Women Voting in New Jersey During the Late 1700s 
 

 
 
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated. “Women Voting in New Jersey Towards the Close of the Last 
Century.” November 12, 1864. 

 
 

Document I: 1807 New Jersey Electoral Reform Enrolled Law 
 

No person shall vote in any state or county election for officers in the 
government of the United States, or of this state, unless such person be a free, white, 
male citizen of this state. 

	
“Electoral Reform Enrolled Law,” November 16, 1807. New Jersey State Archives, 
Department of State.  
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Document J: 1884 New Jersey State Constitution, Article II. Right of Suffrage. 
 
Every white male citizen of the United States, of the age of twenty-one years, 

who shall have been a resident of this State one year, and of the county, in which he 
claims his vote five months, next before the election, shall be entitled to vote for all 
officers that now are, or hereafter may be elective by the people . . . . 

 
“New Jersey State Constitution,” 1884. 

https://www.state.nj.us/state/archives/docconst44.html#art2 
 

 
Questions for Analysis 

9. Who can vote according to the New Jersey Constitution of 1776? Are women 
explicitly excluded? Why is this significant?  

  
  
 
 

10. Documents F and G illustrate women voting in New Jersey during the late 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-centuries. What kind of women are voting 
according to the images? Why is that the case? 
 
 
 

 
11. How is the New Jersey Constitution amended in 1807? What did it change for 

women? 
 
 
 
 

12. According to the 1884 New Jersey Constitution, how did Americans in the late 
1800s seem to feel about women having the right to vote a hundred years earlier? 

 
 
 
 


