ABIGAIL ADAMS:
AWOMANAHEADOFHERTIME

ByLesleyMesser

"l desire you would Remember the Ladies, andnlobee generous and favorable to
them than your ancestordf.particular care and attention is not paid to thdiés weare
determined to foment a Rebellion and will not holofselves bound by any Laws in
which we have no voice, drepresentation (Levin, 82)." Abigail Adams, onéhaf most
prominentfigures in the early feministmovemente thesevords in accordance with her
belief that the same lavextended to men should apply to their female copatés. Born
in 1744 in Weymouth, Massachusetts to a motherdesaended from the prestigious
Quincy family and a fathewho was active in the esteemed Congressional minAigail was
always very curious and had a strong desire tolésite most women of her time, she was not
formally educated, but read literature and learReehch at home with her twsisters.
Her voracious reading habits helped her to forgperad with ayoung Harvard law student,
John Adams, whormshe married in 1764.

Although much of her infamy comes from her rolelas second First Lady and the
mother of President JolQuincy Adams, Abigail Adams is also renowned farroée as a
strong and independent woman as well as forphedigious letter writing. The first of her
letters were-writteto her husband, John, during his service in the gae Revolution.
(However, astime passed, she began towrite ffnegeiently to various family members and
friends about botimundane issues of her social life and politicaldspegarding national
affairs.) During this time period, Abigail was fetto assume the more "masculine” role of
breadwinner and support herfamily. She succégsar her family's farm untishe decided to
sell it after four years, relying soley upon whateestic skills she had previously acquired to
earn moneyduring atime of inflation and scarcity of laboft#ough suchdisplay mayseem
hypocritical comingfrom afeminist, Abigaldams didhot consider domesticity be a sign of
weaknes®rsubmission. Infact, she continually expressesidisfactionwith the feminine role in
society and was proud to support her family andcbhentry in whatever way she could.

Besides managing her family farm, Abigail Adaexsided knowledge of entrepreneurship
and economics. Witheyays, "As prices and taxes continued to rise apdipmoneycontinued to
depreciate, Abigail depended on her tradiegtures to make ends meet (122)." Luxury items
were oftentoo expensive for most people in colonial Amerwafford, and therefore, Abigail
requested that her husband ordmrious items from Europe for resale in the Unigtdtes.
Usually, she sold the items herself and was alotate enouglkeconomic profit to make ends meet,
however, she would alseork through otherd necessary.



Furthermore, during this time, Abigail Adams nolyomanaged her family's domestic
responsibilities and finnnciahatters, but also real estate affairs. For exanWi&ey
explains on page one-hundred-twenty-two," .. Abi¢@dk steps to improve the Adamses' long-
term financial securityin the spring one of their neighbors died and &isifcameup for sale.
Knowing that John had long been interestetheproperty, she immediately began
negotiating for thepurchase without waiting for his advice. During thext several years she
continued to acquire land when it becaawvailable, acting with the advice and assistance of
Cotton Tufts but relying mostly on her own judgmébiespite the troubles and hardships that
Abigail Adams faced while trying to suppolner family; she firmly believed that such sacrifice
ought be considered her patriotic duty.

In addition to possessing a strange sensedefpendence, Abigail Adams
expressed a strong distrastvard men. In one of her earliest letters to Jadleams whowas
fighting for the patriots, she wrote, "Do not puthk unlimited power in the hands of the
Husbands. Rememball menwould be tyrantsifthey could (Gelles, 4Xlthough she was not
in a position to question male authority, she deeply concerned with the injustices that were
impressed uporwomen during the colonial era. She stresses thenvghe says, "Whythen,
not put it out of the power of the vicious athe Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity an
impunity (Gelles, 48)."Although her Puritan background acted for most of her suspicions
regarding men, agreatdeal also affosm her belief that women were often abused aketta
for granted by males. She concluded that women wemrdmateto men, as she said, "Regard
us then as Beings placed pypvidence under your protection and imitatiothefSupreme
Being make use of that power only for our happiri€sdles,48)." Metaphorically speaking,
Adams says here that tinelationship of men and women was comparable tooffauman
beings and a Supreme Being, insinuating that wonese often mistreated and looked down
upon due to their inferior stature. Thus, she cwlily argued for equal women'srights
and exhibited unusual gender awarenegsisitime period. Perhaps this was best
demonstrated in hdight for adequate women's education.

This subjectwas one that preoccupied Abigail Adamsughout herlife. In fact, she
feltso strongly abouttheissu®at she recommended to her Presidential husbahdht#aew
body of laws that he and the other Founding Fathiersdrafting should, "..be distinguished for
learning and virtue.If we mean to have Heroes, Statesmen, and Philessphleshould have
learned women (Gelles, 48)." She justified thishxplaining that education was compatible with
domesticity. Because women had been viewed only as motherslanghters before the war
and society had adapted to sugnder roles, Abigail did not envision a compldikteration of
such biases, but rather,hoped foranimprovedipostheheld an opinion radical at that time: that
women's minds wergust as capable of absorbing knowledge as memshay toohad the right
to be educated.

Abigail Adamsinfluenced the feministmovement tvauld emerge in the early twentieth
century more than she ever could have imaginedfdraist movement that wa® prominent
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in the 1920's when women demanded the right to nesterfaced in the 1960's and early 1970's. To
combatdiscrimination in employment, adequate day careageeprofessional opportunities and
unequal pay, women followetthe example of Abigail Adams and lobbied for egyali

Refusing to be ignored, groups and unions wereddrrandeventually, laws were passed and
drastic changes were maidethe legislature.

Awoman truly ahead of her time, Abigail Adams vaéide toinfluence the politics pf her
husband, and consequentlye national government. With a keen sense of gemsareness,
shewas able to perceive the inequities that ekietel refused to rest until action was taken to
correct themAbigail Adams, therefore, was not only an independeomanand radical thinker, but
also a forerunner inwomen's fight foequality.

WORKSCITED

1. Akers, Charles WAbigail Adams. An American Woman: Little, Brown k Co.,
Canada Ltd., Canada. 1980.

2. Gelles, Edith B Portia: TheWorld of Abigail Adams: IndianaUniversity Press,
Bloomington, IN. 1992.

3. Levin, Phyllis LeeAbigail Adams: ABiography: St. Martin'sPress, New York,
NY. 1987.

4, Whithey, LynneDearest Friend: A Life of Abigail Adams: The Free Press, New
York, NY. 1981.



