CHAPTER 7
THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, 1776-
1786 |

7-1 A Colonial Woman Argues for Equal Rights, 1776

Abigail. Adams was one of the more prominent advocates for women’s rights in colonial America. Abigail’s
letters to her husband, John Adams, reveal the sort of philosophical basis by which she argued for the equality
of women under a new American government. The following excerpt is from a letter Abigail wrote to her
husband, and his response, while John was at the Continental Congress in 1776. SOURCE: Charles Francis
Adams, Familiar Letters of John Adams and his wife Abigail Adams (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1873).

Abigail to John

...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 outselves 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
mote tender and endeating 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.

John to Abigail

...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 Colleges were grown turbulent—that Indians slighted their
Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. But your Letter was the first Intimation
that anothet 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 full
Fotce, 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. T am sure every good Politician would plot, as long as he would against Despotism. Empire,
Monatchy, Aristocracy, Oligarchy, or Ochlocracy.—A fine Story indeed. I begin to think the
Ministry as deep as they are wicked. After stirring up Tories, Landjobbers, Trimmers, Bigots,
Canadians, Indians, Negroes, Hanoverians, Hessians, Russians, Irish Roman Catholicks, Scotch
Renegadoes, at last they have stimulated the [Ladies] to demand Priviledges and threaten to
rebell.



