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Introduction 

Twentieth-century evolutions in historiography, among other social events, led to 

questions about the virtual complete absence of social and political minorities in the historical 

record. Society did not recognize these people as relevant actors with agency. Prior to these 

questions, most historians focused on “great men,” intellectual, military, and political history, 

generally neglecting to include anyone except white, elite males because societal mores dictated 

that only these men made real history. This historiographical essay will explore authors who 

discuss women in the American Revolution (1775-83). These authors discuss what the 

Revolution did for women. These authors primarily use Marxist, Progressive, and Neo-

Consensus approaches. When taken altogether, these approaches work toward creating and 

presenting an increasingly comprehensive picture of women in early American history.   

 
An Early Exception 

Elizabeth Fries Lummis Ellet wrote not only the first history of women in the War for 

Independence, but she was also the first historian of women in the United States.1 Her father was 

a doctor, and her mother was the daughter of a Revolutionary War officer. Her husband served as 

a professor at Columbia College and South Carolina College. Through her life, Ellet published 

over fifteen books covering history, poetry, and more. She also translated books into English.  

In approximately the mid-eighteenth century, the times allowed for exceptions to the 

exclusion of women from history. In the 1840s and 1850s, for example, women such as Susan B. 

Anthony, Lucretia Mott, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton increasingly sought increased autonomy for 
 

1 Elizabeth F. Ellet, The Women of The American Revolution, vol. 1 of The Women of The American 
Revolution, 5th ed. (New York, NY: Baker and Scribner, 1849); Ellet, The Women of The American Revolution, vol. 
2 of The Women of The American Revolution, 5th ed. (New York, NY: Baker and Scribner, 1849); Elizabeth F. 
Ellet, The Women of The American Revolution, vol. 3 of The Women of The American Revolution, (New York, NY: 
Baker and Scribner, 1850); “Elizabeth F. Ellet” Dictionary of Literary Biography, 1984, in the Gale Literary 
Databases, Dictionary of Literary Biography http://galenet.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/ (accessed November 
13, 2008).       
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themselves and others in a society dominated by white males culturally, economically, militarily, 

politically, and socially. In 1848, sixty-eight women and thirty-two men signed the “Declaration 

of Sentiments and Resolutions.” Furthermore, in the same year, Mott and Stanton hosted the 

world’s first women’s rights conference. These decades also witnessed the Second Great 

Awakening and increasing rhetoric that called for the abolition of slavery; therefore, these were 

decades of reform. Like all authors, then present-day issues inform and influence Ellet’s writing.     

Ellet wrote the first history of American women in her two-volume The Women of the 

American Revolution (1848). Due to its popularity, she wrote a third volume (1850). Her efforts 

make her an early social historian. Although historical evidence does not indicate that Ellet was 

involved in the movements for an increase in female autonomy, these movements surely inspired 

her and her audiences. Similarly, her very positive, patriotic descriptions of individual women 

surely added impetus to a reconsideration of the roles of women in that time. She also describes 

women who were very humane. She explores women from all social classes. Altogether, The 

Women of the American Revolution has over 150 accounts of women and their life/experience in 

Revolutionary America. She tells of a woman who ran into a fire in order to save books. She also 

tells of a woman who gave half of her last loaf of bread to a starving British soldier. 

Furthermore, as indicated in other scholarship, such as Alfred F. Young’s The Shoemaker and 

the Tea Party: Memory and the American Revolution (1999), beginning in about the 1820s-30s 

people had a desire to remember, celebrate, and record events and people of the Revolution.  

Compared to other scholarship here, The Women of the American Revolution is not a 

work by a professionally, university-trained historian. Consequently, historians may not be as 

comfortable using her accounts. With the absence of footnotes, endnotes, and a bibliography, 
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readers cannot follow through with the sources Ellet used. Moreover, anecdotal evidence account 

for much of her evidence.  

 
A New Beginning  

After Ellet’s pioneering efforts, historians generally did not have a place for women in 

historical events--whether about the Revolution or not--until after World War II (1939-45): A 

new beginning resulted from post-war conditions. After the war, the United States was one of 

the, if not the, world’s strongest power. The Civil Rights Movement, the Women’s Rights 

Movement, and movements by counterculture youth encouraged historians to expand their 

coverage due to, for example, these grassroots movements. In addition, the bicentennial of the 

nation in the 1970s stirred new interests in the Revolutionary era. Also, new sources became 

available for studying that era. Altogether, the Women’s Rights Movement and the two-

hundredth birthday of the United States created an environment that welcomed female 

scholarship about females in history. As graduate schools during this time only focused on the 

traditional historical trajectories, the first historians of women were self-taught.        

 Joan Hoff-Wilson’s “The Illusion of Change: Women and the American Revolution” 

(1976) appears in a collection of essays edited by Young called The American Revolution: 

Explorations in the History of American Radicalism.2 Her article follows the Progressive or 

Marxist tradition. After receiving her Bachelor of Arts in 1957 from the University of Montana, 

Hoff-Wilson received her Master of Arts degree from Cornell University in 1959 and her 

doctorate from the University of California-Berkeley in 1966. Her scholarly interests include 

 
2 Joan Hoff-Wilson, “The Illusion of Change: Women and the American Revolution” in The American 

Revolution: Explorations in the History of American Radicalism, ed. Alfred Y. Young  (DeKalb, IL: The Northern 
Illinois University Press, 1976): 383-445; “Joan Hoff Wilson,” Contemporary Authors Online, Gale, 2002, in the 
Gale Literary Databases, Dictionary of Literary Biography http://galenet.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/ 
(accessed November 13, 2008).      
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foreign policy, economics, Herbert Hoover, Richard Nixon, law, and women. She has written or 

edited over fifteen books, and she has written numerous articles for scholarly journals. Beginning 

in 1989, Hoff-Wilson was a co-founder and editor of the Journal of Women’s History.  

 In “The Illusion of Change,” the test of whether the Revolution benefited women rests in 

whether or not they became feminists. A feminist must be consciously anti-patriarchal; therefore, 

as women did not become feminists after the Revolution, the Revolution did not benefit them. At 

the same time, this patriarchal society merely acted upon these women. Hoff-Wilson asserts that 

the strength and knowledge these women actually had came from other sources. For women, 

Hoff-Wilson believes the Revolution was over before it began. 

Hoff-Wilson does not give women any agency. Her argument comes across as insensitive 

partly because she does not exercise cultural relativism. She judges these late-eighteenth-century 

women with contemporary conceptualizations of radical feminism. Furthermore, she seems to 

believe that society’s men completely dominate women unless they reject everything associated 

with traditional mores. For example, Hoff-Wilson does not allow for women who enjoyed 

raising children. On the other hand, she neglects parallels between men and women: Both had 

curtailed rights and opportunities compared to those available in the twentieth and twenty-first 

century. Hoff-Wilson also homogenizes the experience of all women. In the case of Jane Adams 

and “Molly Pitcher,” they both had virtually the same experience. Any simple view of history 

reveals that these women had very different encounters with men. Other scholars have explained 

that society seems to have applied the pseudonym “Molly Pitcher” to many different women, 

who were camp followers. Overall, for truly revolutionary change, women and men must be in 

complete opposition, according to Hoff-Wilson.  



6 

Women’s history was trying to emerge as an academic field when Hoff-Wilson wrote her 

article, which perhaps helps explain some of her approach. First, she uses very dense, unclear 

prose and undefined jargon, for example the phrase “structural-functional.” Perhaps she did this 

to prove that she was equal to men, and to prove that women’s history could use theory and 

jargon. Perhaps she also purposely made her argument extreme to stir debate. Finally and most 

importantly, women’s fight for equality could be an intense fight.    

 Building on Hoff-Wilson’s scholarship of Revolutionary women, in 1980, Linda K. 

Kerber and Mary Beth Norton each, independently, published an original, research-based 

monograph that explores women and the American Revolution. Kerber published Women of the 

Republic: Intellect & Ideology in Revolutionary America; Norton published Liberty’s Daughters: 

The Revolutionary Experience of American Women, 1750-1800. 3 Unlike their predecessor, Hoff-

Wilson, they do not use dense, jargon-laced prose.   

Kerber received her undergraduate degree from Bernard College in 1960, her Master of 

Arts degree from New York University in 1961, and her Doctor of Philosophy degree from 

Columbia University in 1968. During her doctoral studies, the famous political historian Richard 

Hofstadter served as her advisor. Kerber’s first book, Federalists in Dissent: Imagery and 

Ideology in Jeffersonian America, deals with political history, a traditional field. She also has a 

connection to Neo-Consensus historian Gordon S. Wood, as she has an essay published in a 

collection of essays he co-edited. Besides teaching legal history, history of the early republic, 

 
3 Linda K. Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect & Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill, 

NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1980); Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary 
Experience of American Women, 1750-1800 Rev ed. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996); “Linda K 
Kerber,” Contemporary Authors Online, Gale, 2002, in the Gale Literary Databases, Dictionary of Literary 
Biography http://galenet.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/ (accessed November 13, 2008); “Mary Beth Norton,” 
Contemporary Authors Online, Gale, 2002, in the Gale Literary Databases, Dictionary of Literary Biography 
http://galenet.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/ (accessed November 13, 2008); “Historically Speaking; An 
Interview with Mary Beth Norton,” The Journal for MultiMedia History Volume 3 – 2000, 
http://www.albany.edu/jmmh/vol3/norton/norton.html. (accessed November 13, 2008).      
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intellectual history, and women’s history, she is also active in the discipline’s organizations. For 

example, she was previously president of the American Historical Association. She is currently 

May Brodbeck Professor in Liberal Arts and Sciences at The University of Iowa.  

Norton received her undergraduate degree from the University of Michigan in 1964 

(where she studied with John Higham) and her doctorate from Harvard University in 1969. 

Noted and highly regarded consensus historian Bernard Bailyn was her advisor. Like Kerber’s 

first book, Norton’s first book, The British-Americans: The Loyalist Exiles in England, 1774-

1789, focuses on the so-called traditional historical inquires of war, politics, and elites. In 1971, 

Norton became the first woman employed in Cornell University’s Department of History. Since 

then she has taught there and shifted her research to women’s history. Like Kerber, Norton is a 

self-trained historian in women’s history. 

 Kerber and Norton both explore the American Revolution’s causes and consequences for 

women from a female perspective. Norton, however, provides more context by thoroughly 

exploring the general experience of women, culturally and geographically, in Colonial America. 

Further, whereas Kerber contends the Revolution either did nothing or actually hurt women and 

uses an intellectual approach, Norton believes the Revolution significantly altered women’s lives 

in a positive way, using a social analysis. Both, however, give women more agency than Hoff-

Wilson, and both deviate from the patriotic and heroine-worshiping perspective of Ellet.     

According to Kerber, enlightenment philosophies in the European tradition did not have a 

place for women; these discourses carried over into the Revolution and the United States. 

Therefore, the new republic did not have a model to share rights with women (and others). Like 

virtually all wars, the Revolutionary War provided a temporary increase in the status of women. 

Women were agents of information, and they started economic boycotts. Furthermore, they 
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followed armies, serving as cooks and even more often as nurses. Women created homosocial 

support groups and wrote petitions. After the war, however, the men did not provide women with 

a permanent elevation in status, as for example, in the practice of coverture. Women, in fact, lost 

rights after the Revolution. In the realm of education, however, women did gain some increased 

autonomy but, of course, with limits. Using the “Republican Motherhood” conceptualization, 

Kerber argues that society wanted women who had some education, at institutions such as the 

Young Ladies’ Academy of Philadelphia, so that they would raise a wise generation of males, 

who would be able to run the country. Women had to be careful, however, how much and what 

kind of education they gained. In this time, society did not recognize women as equals and 

women were thus denied rights and freedom compared to males.    

Although elements of intellectual history, social history, and cultural history inform this 

monograph, historiographically, Women of the Republic is primarily a Neo-Consensus history. 

Kerber ignores class tensions; social, cultural, or economic conflicts; and the inevitable 

differences that exist everywhere in virtually all societies, thus her book is clearly not in the 

Progressive tradition. Women who belong to various social, ethnic, and racial backgrounds are 

absent. Kerber’s greatest contribution to Revolutionary historiography is perhaps her creation of 

the “Republican Motherhood” concept, which refers to the place women had in society and the 

roles society dictated to them. Later historians have expanded the historiography of what the 

concept “Republican Motherhood” embodies and what it means. Some historians use it to argue 

that women actually had an increase in equality.    

Norton opens by arguing that society’s gender dichotomies and the associated rules 

confined Colonial women. Previous historians had argued that Colonial America lacked strict 

divisions based solely on one’s sex. Women, Norton argues, had low self-esteem and lacked 
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leisure time. Upon marriage, women’s assumed household duties simply shifted from one house 

to another. Society’s men expected women to birth another child as soon as possible after the 

previous one. During this time, no one challenged this social system. Women, Norton asserts, 

had the very opposite of autonomy.  

The Revolution, however, changed everything, according to Norton. Because of the war, 

men gave women a political voice in terms of society’s economic boycotts against the British. 

This meant they had to sacrifice tea and work harder at home--something they did, voluntarily. 

Norton argues that women’s commitment to the Revolution broke marriages and friendships and 

resulted in their active role in military conflict. Women’s sense of pride that developed in these 

years of conflict and revolution continued in the post-war years according to Norton and her 

reading of women’s writings. The war made women forever more androgynous. In contrast to 

Hoff-Wilson--who says women were not for their own increased autonomy but that Thomas 

Paine was--Norton says that with the Revolution, women no longer blindly accepted 

dehumanizing treatment and called for changed. Marriage and divorce were up for debate for 

women. Whereas Hoff-Wilson argues post-Revolution reforms in education did not benefit 

women because the education did not point them in feminist directions, Norton argues that the 

Revolution allowed women, especially those in the North, to be educated in grammar, rhetoric, 

history, geography, mathematics, and the natural sciences. These women received a serious 

academic education in or very near their hometown, not skills in dancing or sowing. Women still 

spent much of their life in the domestic sphere; however, the education society recognized that 

women deserved and received meant true change for women had been achieved in the 

Revolution. This war provided the experience and rhetoric that would be used in later campaigns 

to increase women’s rights and women’s spheres even further.        
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Historiographically, Liberty’s Daughters is rooted in Bailyn’s Consensus tradition. In 

parallel to his the Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, Liberty’s Daughters gives a 

teleological perspective of what became the United States. Specifically, Norton’s monograph is 

closest to being a Neo-Consensus history because she does recognize that exceptions existed and 

does recognize and discuss conflict that occurred in terms of one’s sex or the Revolution. 

Conflict and differences by race, class, or region, on the other hand, are absent in this 

monograph. Nonetheless, she downplays these differences and continues to generalize and 

homogenize: all women are considered as one, which is ironic considering Norton’s desire for 

individual, female autonomy. Besides her training with Bailyn, it is likely her consensus 

perspective and argument that the Revolution greatly increased opportunities for women derives 

from her being one of the first historians of women (at least since the 1880s and 1890s when 

“History” became an academic discipline). For Norton to want women’s history to be positive, 

exciting, and hopeful, seems natural.      

In contrast to Kerber’s legal and intellectual evidence, Norton’s interpretations derive 

from her study of letters and other writings by women located in 368 unpublished collections of 

family papers, which make this in part a social history. To Norton, only women’s actual writings 

can shed light on their improved social conditions. A reader may wonder, if these private 

writings are the only evidence that indicate an improved condition for women, was their social 

condition really improved? This is also problematic because one’s writings could very well 

represent only hopes and dreams. Typically, authors should support their analysis with various 

perspectives. Using her samples, Norton argues that their experiences can and should represent 

all women. For example, she discusses Connecticut’s and Massachusetts’s increased rate of 
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divorce petitions and argues that this data is representative of the nation. Scholars generally 

consider such generalizations as weak evidence.   

 
Complicating the Scholarship  

In 1996, Joan R. Gundersen wrote the first edition of her To Be Useful to the World: 

Women in Revolutionary America, 1740-1790. 4 Audiences received it so well that Gundersen 

published a second, revised and updated edition ten years later. In 1968, Monmouth College 

granted Gundersen a Bachelor of Arts degree in History and German. One year later, the College 

of William and Mary granted her a Master of Arts degree with Thad Taste having served as her 

advisor. During her first year of graduate work, she took classes from John Selby, Lester 

Cappon, and Richard Maxwell Brown. According to Gundersen, her work at the Institute for 

Early American History and Culture during this first year was essential to her historical training. 

For her doctorate, she transferred to the University of Notre Dame because she married a 

television director, Robert Gundersen, who had a job in Elkhart. While at the University of Notre 

Dame, Marshal Smelser--the Early Americanist on their staff--served as her advisor. Like Norton 

and Kerber, Gundersen’s original research did not focus on women. Her dissertation studies the 

Anglican ministry in Virginia, using social class as a backdrop, which likely influenced her later 

writing that looks at women from the point-of-view of their various social classes. Upon 

graduation in 1972, she spent a summer at the Newberry Library on Family History and 

Demography, studying with Richard Jensen and Daniel Scott Smith. As an educator, she has 

taught women’s study classes from the beginning of her career. Gundersen also teaches religious 

history and cultural history. As an author, she has published numerous articles and books. She is 

 
4 Joan R. Gundersen, e-mail message to author, November 02, 2008; Gundersen, Joan Gundersen’s 

Homepage, http://www.jrgundersen.name/ (accessed November 01, 2008); Gundersen, To Be Useful to the World: 
Women In Revolutionary American, 1740-1790 Rev. ed. (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2006). 
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currently a visiting professor at the University of Pittsburgh, and she is a professor emeritus at 

the California State University San Marcos.   

From the beginning, Gundersen recognizes and praises the pioneer efforts of Kerber and 

Norton; however in contrast to the black and white explanation that they provide in reference to 

the inquiry of whether the Revolution improved the life and status of women, Gundersen 

complicates the picture as she argues that the Revolution both increased and decreased women’s 

rights. Even though To Be Useful to the World is primarily a work of synthesis, Gundersen has a 

unique approach, by also adding social class to the scholarship of Revolutionary women also 

making her a revisionist and Progressive historian. Norton and Kerber primarily focus on elite 

women. When they wrote, due to the Cold War, for example, it was perhaps not as acceptable to 

discuss class. Furthermore, Gundersen complicates the analysis by including information about 

Native-American women and African-American women. Whereas Kerber and Norton have a 

narrow time frame, Gundersen follows the positive and negative changes for women by tracing 

three generations of women from approximately 1740 to 1790. While also exploring other 

women (and men) as necessary, her analysis tells the story of three families. She studies 

Elizabeth Dutoy Porter (and her slaves), a rural woman; Deborah Read Franklin, an urban 

woman; and Margaret Brant, a woman adopted into the Mohawk Native-American life. Simply, 

Gundersen argues that Colonial and Revolutionary America were times of constant change for 

all women and men.    

Despite her unique and practical departures from Norton and Kerber, Gundersen’s work 

does have drawbacks. First, while her book is understandably organized by themes (e.g., 

marriage, education, labor, migration, immigration, social statuses) to show how the women of 

various social, racial, and ethnic backgrounds lived compared to other women at the same time, 
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this novel approach is hard to follow because she goes back and forth between her three primary 

focuses and their daughters and granddaughters. Because of this organization, readers are hard-

pressed to develop a sense of chronology. Second, for the part, even though this is a social 

history that explores complex and conflicting patterns in Colonial and Revolutionary life, 

Gundersen does not include the actual voices of women.  

        
History for General Readers 

Compared to the other scholars discussed here except for Ellet, Ray Raphael has had an 

unusual career. “Women” located in Raphael’s A People’s History of the American Revolution: 

How Common People Shaped the Fight for Independence (2001) clearly builds on the 

scholarship of other scholars in this paper, but it is also a synthesis designed for general readers.5 

He does not have a doctorate; however, he does hold a Masters degree from University of 

California-Berkeley (1967) and Reed College (1968). Beginning in 1967 continuing to 1997, he 

taught in various public schools. He did some part-time teaching at the College of the Redwoods 

from 1978-95. His scholarly writing on the Revolutionary era began in 2001. As of 2008, he has 

published twelve books. He is primarily a “bottom up” historian, who uses a Marxist approach to 

analyzing history. Currently, he is not teaching in order to research and write fulltime.  

Much of the information is actually very similar when compared to Norton and Kerber, 

but Raphael, like Gundersen, also explores non-elites in Revolutionary American. He 

complicates the picture and adds new interpretations. Raphael directly attacks Norton’s assertion 

that the elite, literate women can also speak for the non-elite, non-literate women. Primarily, he 

brings class and social tension to the forefront, especially focusing on the daily labor preformed 

 
5 Ray Raphael, “Women,” in A People’s History of the American Revolution: How Common People Shaped 

the Fight for Independence, The New Press People’s History Series, ed. Howard Zinn, (New York, NY: Perennial, 
2002): 135-81; Ray Raphael’s Homepage http://www. rayraphael.com/, (accessed November 1, 2008).    



14 

by female heads-of-household, many of whom were illiterate. During the revolution, these 

women worked especially hard as indicated in Raphael catalogue of examples. Women made 

items at home such as cloth that could not be imported. Women also wrote petitions and 

collected money. Furthermore, they also became increasingly androgynous, as they assumed so-

called male responsibilities on the family farm such as fixing roofs and fences. Raphael explains 

that conditions required women to feed and house traveling armies. Among the scholars here, he 

also uniquely argues that colonial and Revolution America were very dangerous (for men and 

women) because, for example, women were raped by American and British Armies, and men 

died of disease while at war. The economically poorest women often followed these armies. 

Raphael’s basic point is that: Before the Revolution, women worked hard; during the war, they 

worked even harder. During the war, they acquired permanent, new abilities that enhanced 

women’s sense of self.  

Carol Berkin provides general readers an updated synthesis of Revolutionary scholarship 

in her eighth book called Revolutionary Mothers: Women in the Struggle for American’s 

Independence (2005).6 She attended graduate school in the 1960s at Columbia University, 

perhaps even with Kerber. Richard Morris was Berkin’s advisor. According to Berkin, Morris 

was supportive of female students but did not see women’s history as a possible trajectory for 

historical inquiry. Berkin has written books about women and their experience in American 

society, especially in the Colonial and the Revolutionary period. Besides being a research 

scholar. She has also helped with several television documentaries. She is currently a professor at 

City University of New York. 

 
6 Carol Berkin, Revolutionary Mothers: Women in the Struggle for American Independence, (New York, 

NY: Vintage Books, 2005); “Carol (Ruth) Berkin,” Contemporary Authors Online, Thomson Gale, 2005, in the Gale 
Literary Databases, Dictionary of Literary Biography http://galenet.galegroup.com.ezproxy.lib.uh.edu/ (accessed 
November 13, 2008). 
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Berkin’s monograph, like Gundersen’s, presents a more complex and diverse picture of 

Revolutionary America compared to Kerber; therefore, Berkin is somewhat a revisionist 

historian. Berkin includes both, economically, rich and poor white women who are both younger 

and older, African-American women, and Indian women. Whereas Kerber takes a broader look 

at the female role decades before and after the Revolution, Berkin, like Raphael, is primarily 

interested in the 1775-83 timeframe. (Berkin does recognize that fighting continued well after the 

1781 surrender.) Berkin simply argues that women, whether they were for or against 

independence, played vital roles in the Revolutionary struggle, either by choice or force. For 

women, Berkin argues, the Revolution blurred boundaries between the home front and 

battlefront. Women had an increase in rights during the war but not before or after.  

Berkin opens by providing background information. “The Easy Task of Obeying” traces 

the familiar history of women in Colonial North America. As Kerber also says, due to 

Enlightenment discourses and long standing practices in Western civilization, society recognized 

women as anything but equal to men. “They say it is the tea that caused it” carries the 

straightforward point-of-view that women had a role in the developing tension because they 

agreed to stop purchasing tea. Late Colonial society gave women this economic choice and 

thereby, also a political voice.  

Berkin then discusses women and the war. “You can form no idea of the horrors” 

discusses life on the home front. As Berkin would have readers believe, all of the men were off 

fighting and they left women at home who were stressed because they had to deal with increased 

responsibilities on the farm, money shortages with rampant inflation, the threat of being raped or 

beaten by enemy soldiers, and the threat that enemy soldiers might steal farm animals. These 

women, Berkin argues, faced many challenges and fears. When these women were not facing 
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challenges, they raised money for the army. She does not discuss the fear men had. “Such a 

sordid set of creatures in human figure” provides an account of the female cooks, washerwomen, 

seamstresses, nurses, and prostitutes who followed the armies. These women followed armies 

not just to provide assistance or occasionally fight, but because they were fearful to remain at 

home. At times, these women caused trouble, resulting in greater supervision of their behavior. 

In a sharp contrast to Hoff-Wilson, Berkin presents a picture of women who need the assistance 

of men. “How unhappy is war to domestic happiness” explains that women generals’ wives such 

as Martha Washington followed the armies--weather permitting--because it was their duty. “A 

journey a Crosse ye wilderness” discusses women who supported the British and faced forced 

exile from patriot areas. “It was I who did it” recounts women who were spies or used their 

socially prescribed and defined stereotypical behaviors to be active participants in the war 

efforts: female spies claimed to innocently eat documents, they listened to conversations though 

keyholes, and served liquor to soldiers in hopes of getting information from them, for example. 

“There is no sex in soul” explains how that after the Revolution women returned to the private 

spheres of life. As Kerber also explains, the war did provided increased opportunities for females 

to receive an education. Although Berkin does not use the term “Republican Motherhood,” she 

describes what it embodies and applies to women in Antebellum America. She concludes by 

saying conditions forced women at Seneca Falls to create their own “declaration of 

independence,” and that it began the second war for independence. It is slightly problematic to 

label this movement the second war for independence because it over simplifies and overlooks 

other and early movements by women, African-Americans, and others.        

Furthermore, Berkin discusses African-Americans and Native-Americans in connection 

with the Revolutionary War. “The women must hear our words” provides an attempt to explain 
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the Revolution from a Native-American perspective. During the War for Independence, these 

Native-Americans were in a difficult position because they had to choose a side when neither 

one was particularly hopeful. If Americans won, Indians--both men and women--knew they 

would not be welcomed into the new society’s freedom and equality. This was in part because 

the Indians had a very different culture, where women had in fact a high place socially, 

politically, and legally. Female and male relations were completely different in Indian societies 

as opposed to European/American societies. “The Day of Jubilee is come” explains that in 

certain areas the Revolution provided African-American slaves with an opportunity for freedom, 

but in Southern states after the war conditions only worsened for slaves. Female slaves struggled 

to maintain the family. Regardless of the side African-Americans took during the war, the 

Revolution did not provided them increased, or in most cases, any autonomy. Although it is 

notable and mainly original that Berkin includes Native-Americans and African-Americans, she 

does not focus on women as much as one may hope and does not fully integrate these chapters 

with her argument.       

Although Berkin does recognize that not all women were equal by societal terms and that 

not all women were in favor of independence from Britain, Revolutionary Mothers comes across 

as something of a Neo-Consensus history. It is also teleological. Berkin does bring the battle to 

the cities’ and countries’ streets. But further, Berkin would have one believe that everyone was 

actively and willingly fighting and involved in the struggle for either the American or British 

side. To her, the Revolution disrupted every person’s life. She downplays class struggles. In its 

entirety, the political and military events of the Revolution provide the backdrop for this 

Revolutionary study. Furthermore, her usual chapter titles provide additional hints as to her 
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perspectives and make the book further accessible to general audiences. Also, presenting a 

favorable, black and white account of the Revolution is a key factor for most general audiences.  

 
Conclusion 

The historical scholarship on women in the Revolution has greatly expanded since 1848 

as indicated in this paper, but there is still room for expansion. Of course, this paper does not 

explore many important articles and monographs that discuss women and the Revolutionary 

society. Ellet pioneered the way for both historians of women. Hoff-Wilson, Kerber, and Norton 

wrote the first contemporary accounts of women in this era. They were pioneers in establishing 

women’s history for both the scholarly community and the general public. Gundersen, Raphael, 

and Berkin continued in Norton’s and Kerber’s footsteps by revealing more of the true 

complexities of the era under study. Overall, there has been a great evolution in interpretation, 

not overall information among these various historians. If the sources should exist, future 

historians should no doubt look to expanding the existing picture of women in the United 

States’s Revolutionary society. They could also explore these women’s lives from a cultural or 

more global perspective. Furthermore, what about the experience of female children or elderly 

females? Future scholars have a plethora of questions that need answering. Nonetheless, 

society’s historic “gender amnesia” has greatly decreased, and social and political minorities, 

such as women, Native-Americans, and African-Americans, are in history books.          


