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For nearly a decade, the thirteen North American colonies fought Britain for its political 

independence to later form the United States of America at the close of the war. This decade of 

war is often illustrated by the stories of great men and the boasts of their accomplishments. 

However, in the background of these tales of victory are the many women conducting essential 

work to support the colonies and war efforts that were necessary for the success of the war and 

independence. Women served the cause of independence in many important ways despite being 

unable to serve in the Revolutionary Army.1 The tasks and efforts taken on by women during the 

war led to a shift in gender roles that differed from colonial gender norms and traditions and 

fueled the demand for further change in the newly formed republic for women’s roles and 

freedoms. The fundamental roles of women in the war were domestic, political, and martial and 

allowed women to take on new roles in the absence of their husbands and fathers that 

exemplified abilities that the “weaker sex” was not believed to possess. The contributions of 

colonial women were significant in obtaining the successful independent status that the 

Revolutionary War was fought to achieve, and the new tasks and roles that they were able to take 

on shifted the gender roles of the new republic, expanded their political voices, and ignited an 

activist spirit that would lead them to pursue more rights, independence, and most importantly, 

education for themselves. 

Though there are some exceptions in the American colonies, women ultimately 

experienced a suppressive life in which they found themselves subject to a biblical interpretation 

of how they figured into her society. A woman was provided with an image to strive to achieve 

 
1 “The Sentiments of an American Woman.” Philadelphia, 1780. Broadsides, leaflets, and pamphlets from America 
and Europe. Library of Congress. https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300. 1. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300
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that required her to be chaste, dependent, obedient, silent, and moral.2 These expectations as well 

as colonial laws did not leave colonial women with opportunities for freedom or autonomy over 

their lives and bodies, and the ideas that women were to be obedient and submissive to their 

husbands and fathers reinforced and supported the dominating patriarchy.3 Roles for women 

within the colonies were centered around domesticity and the running of the household, but 

power within the household rested in the hands of a man. This was evident through policies like 

femme-covert. This policy meant that women, once they took a husband, did not have the right 

to own property or conduct her on wealth as she was “covered” by her husband.4 This further 

detracted from the legal and economic autonomy of women in the colonies.  

With the start of the war for independence, however, men are called away to serve in the 

Revolutionary Army, and women are left alone to continue their own tasks while also assuming 

the tasks and roles that were assigned to men. This left women with a wide range of 

responsibility from agricultural projects to running the household’s finances or the family’s 

business that they had not previously been exposed to as femme coverts with no political, legal, 

or economic rights.5 Women also took on drastically different tasks and roles by aiding the 

revolutionary cause directly through roles in the military. While women were not able to fight in 

the army, though there are a small number of exceptions, many women took on the positions of 

camp followers, nurses, and even spies.6 Women, although weak and feeble according to 

 
2 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “British Colonial Women”, lecture, Arkansas State University, September 12, 

2021. 
3 Durba Ghosh. “Gender and Colonialism: Expansion or Marginalization?” The Historical  
Journal 47, no. 3 (2004): 737–55. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4091763. 745. 
4 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “British Colonial Women”, lecture, Arkansas State University, September 12, 
2021. 
5 Betsy Erkkila. “Revolutionary Women.” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 6, no. 2 (1987):  
189–223. https://doi.org/10.2307/464269. 326. 
6 Betsy Erkkila. 189. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4091763
https://doi.org/10.2307/464269
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colonial norms and expectations, also took on tasks of manual labor such as digging trenches and 

building walls for the army.7 Women were important strategical figures in the war. This is 

largely due to the general consensus according to British norms that women were harmless, 

domestic, and kept out of political or wartime matters. Women were vessels of secret messages 

through letters to their husbands. Their traditional work as cooks and maids for soldiers left them 

unnoticed and able to eavesdrop and pass on information.8 The ease at which women could slip 

by unnoticed in roles that were essential to soldiers as well as the home in the domestic setting 

further illustrates the low status and respect that women held in society. Work as female spies, 

often known by the code “Agent 355”, was integral to war efforts. Female spies in the New York 

Culper Ring were an important part in the missions to catch and try Benedict Arnold, one of the 

most infamous traitors of American history.9  

Direct roles in the military were fewer as it was thought to be a man’s role and no place 

for the weaker sex.  Most women served as camp followers where they continued their domestic 

work for their husbands and other soldiers in the Revolutionary Army. However, some women 

did find themselves in unique situations that allowed them a place in battle. The famous Molly 

Pitcher is one of the most well-known examples of this. Initially a camp follower who brought 

water to the front lines for drinking and cooling artillery, she quickly took her husband’s place 

on the front line when he was killed in 1776. She operated his artillery and was later wounded in 

 
7 “The Sentiments of an American Woman.” Philadelphia, 1780. Broadsides, leaflets, and pamphlets from America 
and Europe. Library of Congress. https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300. 1. 
8 Amy J. Martin. “America’s Evolution of Women and Their Roles in the Intelligence Community.” Journal of 
Strategic Security 8, no. 3 (2015): 99–109. http://www.jstor.org/stable/26465249. 99. 
9 Amy J. Martin. 99. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26465249


4 
 

her arm and chest. She was also the first women to be awarded pension for her work in the 

military, meaning her role was recognized.10  

The women of the American Revolution also took on a new political role in the absence 

of their husbands and in support of the cause for independence. Women had a very important 

part in the revolution as they worked to both boost morale and support and raise money.11 They 

also took measures to support the revolution by banding together and boycotting British goods to 

spread economic influence and a negative blow on the economy of Britain, who relied heavily on 

the selling of goods to the colonies.12 This allowed women the opportunity to join together and 

see the possibilities that the uniting of women held. They exercised a thought process in which 

they were able to boycott goods and prove their own resourcefulness by producing those goods 

themselves as well as take a political stand and message against the British, by forming groups 

such as the Daughters of Liberty for spinning material, for example.13 Experiences such as these 

enabled women to begin developing new perceptions of themselves as individuals capable of 

making independent decisions and economic impact as well as develop their own political 

opinions, and those ideas helped to fuel the increasing female activism of the war and the 

following years in the new republic.  

The opportunities that women were left with to involve themselves in politics and 

independence in the absence of their husbands is where we begin to see the contested shift in 

gender roles as a result of the American Revolution. Women were not permitted to involve 

 
10 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “Revolutionary Women”, lecture, Arkansas State University, September 2021. 
11 “The Sentiments of an American Woman.” Philadelphia, 1780. Broadsides, leaflets, and pamphlets from America 
and Europe. Library of Congress. https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300. 1. 
12 Wendy Martin. “Women and the American Revolution.” Early American Literature 11, no. 3 (1976): 322–35. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25070796. 330. 
13 Wendy Martin. 330. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25070796
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themselves in politics. Founding fathers like Thomas Jefferson and John Adams believed that 

women’s involvement of politics would be immoral and would undermine the Republic as it did 

not encourage the purity and chastity of women and therefore did not encourage the morality of 

the nation as a whole.14 However important their involvement might have been to the revolution, 

the patriarchal society in which they lived did not intend for that political involvement to 

continue after the conclusion of the war. Many women, however, applied their new self-

perceptions and began to seek more rights and freedoms for themselves in the new republic. 

They had been given opportunities to run their households, care for children, successfully keep 

business and plantations afloat without their husbands, and were increasingly becoming aware 

that their previous notions that they were helpless, submissive creatures were not true. Although 

gender roles may not have shifted in law, there is significant evidence for a shift in the ideology 

of gender roles that resulted in actions taken to manifest the change in law and freedoms.  

We see key female figures of the revolution, like Abigail Adams, constantly pushing for 

women’s rights and freedoms which required her to cross lines and voice opinions that she was 

not truly permitted to voice as a woman. Women like her continued to pursue rights after the 

war, although with slow progress. Women like Judith Sargent Murray and Mary Wollstonecraft 

appear nearly thirty years after the war as activists for women’s rights as well as strong 

supporters of women’s education.15 Their published works can be used as an example of the 

gender role shift that occurred following the revolution. Works published by women during the 

revolution are few in number, with most of them signed anonymously to protect the woman’s 

identity. Other historical works by women from the revolution are most often private letters and 

 
14 Wendy Martin. “Women and the American Revolution.” Early American Literature 11, no. 3 (1976): 322–35. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25070796. 333. 
15 Wendy Martin. 334.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25070796
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journals that were not written with the intention of a public audience. The ability of women like 

Murray and Wollstonecraft to publish works in which they voice their opinions on society and on 

the female position in society is evidence that a shift occurred because they were not able to 

publish works like this before. We see in the writings of an anonymous woman in “The 

Sentiments of an American Woman” the careful wording and caution that she uses to maintain 

the ideal image of a colonial woman under patriarchal standards so as to successfully convey her 

message without upsetting the societal norms under which she lived.16 Her anonymous signature 

also illustrates the danger that she put herself in by producing public writing despite the careful 

steps she took in acknowledging her “inferior” status as a woman in the letter so as not to offend 

the social hierarchy.  The language that the author of this letter uses suggests that she, as well as 

other woman of the time, were becoming increasingly aware of their position in society and that, 

though their contributions to the war, they were more important and powerful than they were 

allowed to be. It is this realization that ignites the activism for women’s rights and freedoms in 

the new republic. This supports the idea of a gender role shift in that women would not have 

considered taking these steps before the war as it would have been both illegal and immoral, but 

following their war experiences, women began to recognize an inequality in law but not in 

capability.  

The shift in gender roles resulting from the American Revolution is most evident in the 

time following the close of the war as the New Republic began to be organized. Women had 

shouldered all of the burdens left behind by their husbands and had shown a “masculine” sort of 

courage in navigating the challenges that they had faced during the war.17 The founders of the 

 
16 “The Sentiments of an American Woman.” Philadelphia, 1780. Broadsides, leaflets, and pamphlets from America 
and Europe. Library of Congress. https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300. 1. 
17 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “Revolutionary Women”, lecture, Arkansas State University, September 2021. 

https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.14600300


7 
 

nation were left with questions regarding women: What was a woman after she took on these 

roles and proved her capabilities? Would women just resume their previous duties and abandon 

all that they had done upon the return of men? What did women need to be to maintain division 

in roles? Women began to ask these questions as well as they realized their shift back into 

traditional labor despite their successful contributions during the war.18  

The political stands that women were able to take during the war ignited the activism that 

would lead them to challenge the traditions of the colonial era in the New Republic. However, 

many women retain the careful language that appeals to the patriarchal norms in their fight for 

rights and freedoms. This strategy allowed them to illustrate their goals as means to support 

traditional values and gather support from the men in power. Mary Wollstonecraft’s 

“Vindication of the Rights of Women” is an excellent example of this strategy as she defends the 

need for women’s education in the new republic. Wollstonecraft argues that to raise patriotic 

sons for the republic, their mothers must be educated themselves as patriots.19 This argument 

successfully establishes need and support for the education of women while also appealing to the 

idea that it was a woman’s role to raise children. This argument carefully attempts to obtain 

education for women under the guise of that education being only to support the republic as 

patriotic duty. This argument is an excellent example of the shift in the ideology of gender roles 

for women, though it is carefully masked. However, Wollstonecraft’s ideas were met with many 

conflicts, such as the arguments of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.20 Though women had not obtained 

new roles on paper, it was evident that they were forming and that women were not content with 

 
18 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “Revolutionary Women”, lecture, Arkansas State University, September 12, 
2021. 
19 Mary Wollstonecraft. 2017. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Jonathan Bennett. 2. 
20 Mary Wollstonecraft. 8. 
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remaining at the bottom of the social ladder. The ideological shift in gender roles was necessary 

for the shift that would occur in later years on paper.  

The shift in gender roles is still a huge source of debate among scholars. Women did 

return to their traditional work after men returned from war which could easily suggest that the 

shift was only temporary as a necessity for the continuance of the colonies during the war. 

However, I believe that this conclusion is missing very important details. The ideological shift, 

especially the developing perceptions from the women themselves, is extremely integral for the 

shift that followed legally in later years. If women had simply returned to their traditional roles 

with no protest, we would not have famous women like Mary Wollstonecraft advocating for 

rights and education. Though women’s roles were assumed to resume as they had before, they 

could not. Women had shouldered the “masculine” burdens during the war.21 They had been 

given opportunities to step out of the home and to use their voices to rally support and condemn 

the British.  

Their traditional, former roles might have continued to be expected of them, but women 

were becoming increasingly aware that they wanted more and were, as they had proven during 

the war years, capable of more. Many historians argue that the political and legal status of 

women did not change following the war, and this would suggest the absence of a shift.22 This 

assumes that gender roles are only based upon law and neglects the ideas and values that shape 

gender roles and lead to changes. However, the realization that gender roles could not remain the 

same cannot be ignored as the discussion of women’s rights in the republic began to surface and 

 
21 Prof. Sarah Wilkerson Freeman, “Revolutionary Women”, lecture, Arkansas State  
University, September 2021. 
22 Rosemarie Zagarri.. “The Rights of Man and Woman in Post-Revolutionary America.” The William and Mary 
Quarterly 55, no. 2 (1998). 206. 
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remain relevant in the years following. 23 The question of equality regarding the rights of men 

and women became a popular area of discussion as well, also supporting a gender role shift. If 

the shift was not occurring, there would be no need for the discussion at all. Mary Wollstonecraft 

brings forth ideas such as universal human rights and asserts that those rights had only been 

granted to men essentially from the beginning of time and denied to women on the basis of sex.24 

Wollstonecraft also begins implanting the ideas that women were independent beings, capable of 

making choices for themselves. She points out that both men and women have duties that they 

can choose to perform but that rights and duties are intimately connected, that one cannot exist 

without the other.25 These ideas are important as she spoke directly to female audiences, 

exposing them to new thoughts to help fuel support and demand for change.  

Though the American Revolution was a fight for independence from Britain, it also 

initiated a fight for the independence of women in its aftermath. With husbands and fathers 

leaving to fight the war, women were left in their homes and communities to take care of their 

homes and livelihoods while also supporting the cause of their nation. Women were able to take 

on tasks and roles during the war that enabled the realization of their position and the inequalities 

that existed in their societies. They were able to prove to both themselves and the patriarchy, 

though this was not rightfully acknowledged, that they were a capable sex with abilities beyond 

child-rearing and cooking. Women participated in the Revolution in many ways whether this was 

domestic, financially as they took over businesses and the home’s finances, politically through 

their support of the army, or physically through work as nurses, camp followers, and even spies. 

 
23 Rosemarie Zagarri.. “The Rights of Man and Woman in Post-Revolutionary America.” The William and Mary 
Quarterly 55, no. 2 (1998). 206.  
24 Rosemarie Zagarri. 207. 
25 Mary Wollstonecraft. 2017. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Jonathan Bennett. 107. 
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These new roles may not have continued at the close of the war, but they enlightened women and 

led to a gender role shift, principally in ideology that led to a shift on paper throughout the years 

as women continued to seek greater freedoms. This ideological shift was the start of increased 

female activism and desire to have a voice in their country and a role beyond a domesticated 

mother and housewife. The work of revolutionary women did cause a shift in gender norms that 

would continue to domino, even if it was slowly, into increasingly expanded rights and freedoms 

for women as gender roles continued to shift in the developing United States.  
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