
Abigail Adams—Letters  

On independence and the rights of women 

To John Adams, March 31-April 5, 1776  

I wish you would ever write me a Letter half as long as I write you; and tell me if you may where your 
Fleet are gone? What sort of Defence Virginia can make against our common Enemy? Whether it is so 
situated as to make an able Defence? … 

I have sometimes been ready to think that the passion for Liberty cannot be Equally Strong in the 
Breasts of those [i.e., Virginians] who have been accustomed to deprive their fellow Creatures of theirs. 
Of this I am certain that it is not founded upon that generous and Christian principal of doing to others 
as we would that others should do unto us. 

…I feel very differently at the approach of spring to what I did a month ago. We knew not then whether 
we could plant or sow with safety, whether when we had toild we could reap the fruits of our own 
industery, whether we could rest in our own Cottages, or whether we should not be driven from the sea 
coasts to seek shelter in the wilderness, but now we feel as if we might sit under our own vine and eat 
the good of the land. 

I feel a gaieti de Coar to which before I was a stranger. I think the Sun looks brighter, the Birds sing more 
melodiously, and Nature puts on a more chearfull countanance. We feel a temporary peace, and the 
poor fugitives are returning to their deserted habitations… 

I long to hear that you have declared an independency -- 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. 

I want to hear much oftener from you than I do. March 8 was the last date of any that I have yet had. -- 
You inquire of whether I am making Salt peter. I have not yet attempted it, but after Soap making 
believe I shall make the experiment. I find as much as I can do to manufacture cloathing for my family 
whowhich would else be Naked. . . . Every one of your Friends send their Regards, and all the little ones. 
Your Brothers youngest child lies bad with convulsion fitts. Adieu. I need not say how much I am Your 
ever faithfull Friend. 



 

[In a letter of April 14, John Adams replies teasingly that the men “know better than to repeal our 
masculine systems,” suggesting that “we have only the name of masters,” and are in practice are 
subjects, not masters.] 

To John Adams, 

May 7, 1776  

How many are the solitary hours I spend, ruminating upon the past, and anticipating the future, whilst 
you overwhelmd with the cares of State, have but few moments you can devote to any individual. All 
domestick pleasures and injoyments are absorbed in the great and important duty you owe your 
Country  . . . Thus do I supress every wish, and silence every Murmer, acquiesceing in a painfull 
Seperation from the companion of my youth, and the Friend of my Heart. 

[Abigail argues that the Congress should proceed to declare independence]  

…A Goverment of more Stability is much wanted in this colony, and they are ready to receive them it 
from the Hands of the Congress, and since I have begun with Maxims of State I will add another viz. that 
a people may let a king fall, yet still remain a people, but if a king let his people slip from him, he is no 
longer a king. And as this is most certainly our case, why not proclaim to the World in decisive terms 
your own importance? 

Shall we not be dispiced by foreign powers for hesitateing so long at a word? 

I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies, for whilst you are proclaiming peace and good 
will to Men, Emancipating all Nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over Wives. But you 
must remember that Arbitary power is like most other things which are very hard, very liable to be 
broken -- and notwithstanding all your wise Laws and Maxims we have it in our power not only to free 
ourselves but to subdue our Masters, and without violence throw both your natural and legal authority 
at our feet: 

"Charm by accepting, by submitting sway 
Yet have our Humour most when we obey." 

 

  



On Women’s  Education 

To John Adams, August 14 1776 

…You remark upon the deficiency  [illegible]  of Education in your Countrymen. It never I believe was in a 
worse state, at least for many years. . . In this Town I never saw so great a neglect of Education. The 
poorer sort of children are wholly neglected, and left to range the Streets without Schools, without 
Buisness, given up to all Evil… 

If you complain of neglect of Education in sons, What shall I say with regard to daughters, who every day 
experience the want of it. With regard to the Education of my own children, I find myself soon out of my 
depth, and destitute and deficient in every part of Education. 

I most sincerely wish that some more liberal plan might be laid and executed for the Benefit of the rising 
Generation, and that our new constitution may be distinguished for Learning and Virtue. If we mean to 
have Heroes, Statesmen and Philosophers, we should have learned women. The world perhaps would 
laugh at me, and accuse me of vanity, But you I know have a mind too enlarged and liberal to disregard 
the Sentiment. If much depends as is allowed upon the early Education of youth and the first principals 
which are instilld take the deepest root, great benifit must arise from literary accomplishments in 
women. 

Excuse me my pen has run away with me. … 

Adieu ever yours. Breakfast waits. 

 

To John Thaxter, February 15 1778 [Thaxter was a cousin and a tutor to the Adams children] 

It is really mortifying Sir, when a woman possessd of a common share of understanding considers the 
difference of Education between the male and female Sex, even in those families where Education is 
attended too. Every assistance and advantage which can be procured is afforded to the sons, whilst the 
daughters are totally neglected in point of Literature. Writing and Arithmetick comprise all their 
Learning. Why should children of the same parents be thus distinguished? Why should the Females who 
have a part to act upon the great Theater, and a part not less important to Society, (as the care of a 
family and the first instruction of Children falls to their share, and if as we are told that first impressions 
are most durable), is it not of great importance that those who are to instill the first principals should be 
suiteably qualified for the Trust, Especially when we consider that families compose communities, and 
individuals make up the sum total. Nay why should your sex wish for such a disparity in those whom 
they one day intend for companions and associates. Pardon me Sir if I cannot help sometimes 
suspecting that this Neglect arises in some measure from an ungenerous jealousy of rivals near the 
Throne—but I quit the Subject or it will run away with my pen.  

 


