
Women 
The long Revolutionary War, which 

touched the lives of almost every region, 
naturally had a significant effect on American 
women. The departure of so many men to fight 
in the Patriot armies left wives, mothers, 
sisters, and daughters in charge of farms and 
businesses. Some women handled these 
tasks with great success. In other cases, 
inexperience, inflation, the unavailability of 
male labor, or the threat of enemy troops led 
to failures and dislocations. Some women 
whose husbands or fathers went off to war 
did not have even a farm or shop to fall back 
on. Many cities and towns developed 
significant populations of impoverished 
women, who on occasion led popular 
protests against price increases. On a few 
occasions, hungry women rioted and looted 
for food. On several other occasions (in New 
Jersey and Staten Island), women launched 
attacks on occupying British troops, •whom 
they were required to house and feed at 
considerable expense. 

Not all women, however, stayed behind 
when the men went off to war. Sometimes by 
choice, but more often out of economic 
necessity or because they had been driven 
from their homes by the enemy (and by the 
smallpox and dysentery the British army 
carried with it), women flocked in increasing 
numbers \ to the camps of the Patriot armies 
to join their male relatives. George 
Washington looked askance at these female 
"camp followers," convinced that they were 
disruptive and distracting (even though his 
own wife, Martha, spent the winter of 1778-
1779 with him at Valley Forge). Other officers 
were even more hostile, voicing complaints 
that reflected a high level of anxiety over this 
seeming violation of traditional gender roles 
(and also, perhaps, over the generally lower-
class backgrounds of the camp women). One 
described them in decidedly hostile terms: 
"their hair falling, their brows beady with the 
heat, their belongings slung over one 
shoulder, chattering and yelling in sluttish 
shrills as they went and spitting in the gutters." 
In fact, however, the women were of 
significant value to the new army. It had not 
yet developed an adequate system of supply 
and auxiliary services, and it profited greatly 
from the presence of women. They increased 

army morale, and they performed such 
necessary tasks as cooking, laundry, and 
nursing. 

But female activity did not always remain 
restricted to "women's" tasks. In the rough 
environment of the camps, traditional gender 
distinctions proved difficult to maintain. 
Considerable numbers of women became 
involved, at least intermittently, in combat—
including the legendary Molly Pitcher (so 
named because she carried pitchers of water 
to soldiers on the battlefield). Molly Pitcher 
watched her husband fall during one 
encounter and immediately took his place at 
a field gun. A few women even disguised 
themselves as men so as to be able to fight. 
   After the war, of course, the soldiers and 
the female camp followers returned home. 
The experience of combat had little visible 
impact on how society (or on how women 
themselves) defined female roles in 
peacetime. 
    The Revolution did, however, call certain 
assumptions about women into question in 
other ways. The emphasis on liberty and the 
"rights of man" led some women to begin to 
question their position in society as well. "By 
the way," Abigail Adams wrote to her husband 
John Adams in 1776, "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 favorable to them 
than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited 
power into the hands of the Husbands." 
    Adams "was calling for a very modest 
expansion of women's rights. She wanted new 
protections against abusive and tyrannical 
men. A few women, however, went further. 
Judith Sargent Murray, one of the leading 
essayists of the late eighteenth century, wrote 
in 1779 that women's minds were as good as 
men's and that girls as well as boys therefore 
deserved access to education. Murray later 
became one of the leading defenders of the 
works of the English feminist Mary Woll-
stonecraft, whose Vindication of the Rights of 
Women was published in the United States in 
1792. After reading it, Murray rejoiced that 



Americans were beginning to understand "the 
Rights of Women" and that future generations 
of women would inaugurate "a new era in 
female history.” 

In most respects, however, the new era did 
not arrive. Some political leaders—among them 
Benjamin Franklin and Benjamin Rush—voiced 
support for the education of women and for 
other feminist reforms. Yale students in the 
1780s debated the question "Whether women 
ought to be admitted into the magistracy and 
government of empires and republics." And 
there was for a time wide discussion of the 
future role of women in a new republic that had 
broken with so many other traditions already. But 
few concrete reforms became either law or 
common social practice. 
   In colonial society, under the doctrines of 
English common law, an unmarried woman 
had some legal rights (to own property, to 
enter contracts, and others), but a married 
woman had virtually no rights at all. She could 
own no property and earn no independent 
wages; everything she owned and everything 
she earned belonged to her husband. She had 
no legal authority over her children; the father 
was, in the eyes of the law, the autocrat of the 
family. Because a married woman had no 
property rights, she could not engage in any 
legal transactions (buying or selling, suing or 
being sued, writing wills). She could not vote. 
Nor could she obtain a divorce; that, too, was a 
right reserved almost exclusively for men. 
That was what Abigail Adams (who herself 
enjoyed a very happy marriage) meant 
when she appealed to her husband not to 
put "such unlimited power into the hands 
of the Husbands." 

The Revolution did little to change any 
of these legal customs. In some states, it did 
become easier for women to obtain 
divorces. And in New Jersey, women 
obtained the right to vote (although that 
right was repealed in 1807). Otherwise, 
there were few advances and some 
setbacks—including widows' loss of the 
right to regain their dowries from their 
husbands' estates. That change left many 
widows without any means of support 
and was one of the reasons for the 
increased agitation for female education: 

such women needed a way to support 
themselves. 

The Revolution, in other words, far from 
challenging the patriarchal structure of 
American society, actually confirmed and 
strengthened it. Few American women 
challenged the belief that they occupied a 
special sphere distinct from men. Most 
accepted that their place remained in the 
family. Abigail Adams, in the same letter in 
which she asked her husband to "remember 
the ladies," urged him to "regard us then as 
Beings placed by providence under your 
protection and in imitation of the Supreme 
Being make use of that power only for our 
happiness." Nevertheless, the 
revolutionary experience did contribute to 
a subtle but important alteration of 
women's expectations of their status within 
the family. In the past, they had often been 
little better than servants in their husbands' 
homes; men and women both had generally 
viewed the wife as a clear subordinate, 
performing functions in the family of 
much less importance than those of the 
husband. But the Revolution encouraged 
people of both genders to reevaluate the 
contribution of women to the family and the 
society. 

One reason for this was the participation 
of women in the revolutionary struggle 
itself. And part was a result of the 
reevaluation of American life during and 
after the revolutionary struggle.  As the 
republic searched for a cultural identity for 
itself, it began to place additional value on 
the role of women as mothers. The new 
nation was, many Americans liked to 
believe, producing a new kind of citizen, 
steeped in the principles of liberty. Mothers 
had a particularly important task, therefore, 
in instructing their children in the virtues 
the republican citizenry was expected now 
to possess. Wives were still far from equal 
partners in marriage, but their ideas, 
interests, and domestic roles received 
increased respect. 
 


