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and woolen goods from England, and drinking herbal tea instead of tea that was taxed by 
the British. Some women moved beyond such mild patriotic activities to outright political 
behavior, writing pamphlets urging independence, spying on enemy troops, carrying 
messages, and even, in isolated instances, fighting on the battlefields.13

Men’s understanding of women’s place in early American politics was nicely put by 
Thomas Jefferson, writing from Europe to a woman in America in 1788:

But our good ladies, I trust, have been too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics. 
They are contented to soothe & calm the minds of their husbands returning ruffled 
from political debate. They have the good sense to value domestic happiness above all 
others. There is no part of the earth where so much of this is enjoyed as in America.14

Women’s role with respect to politics is plain. They may be wise and prudent, but their 
proper sphere is the domestic, not the political, world. They are almost “too good” for poli-
tics, representing peace and serenity, moral happiness rather than political dissension, the 
values of the home over the values of the state. This explanation provides a flattering reason 
for keeping women in “their place” while allowing men to reign in the world of politics.

In Your Own Words
»	 Describe the events and political motivations that led to the colonies’ split with 

England.

The Articles of Confederation
Political and economic instability under  
the nation’s first constitution

In 1777 the Continental Congress met to try to come up with a constitution, or a frame-
work that established the rules for the new government. The Articles of Confederation, 
our first constitution, created the kind of government the founders, fresh from their colo-
nial experience, preferred. The rules set up by the Articles of Confederation show the 
states’ jealousy of their power. Having just won their independence from one large 
national power, the last thing they wanted to do was create another. They were also 
extremely wary of one another, and much of the debate over the Articles of Confederation 
reflected wide concern that the rules not give any states preferential treatment. (See the 
appendix for the text of the Articles of Confederation.)

constitution   the 
rules that establish a 
government

Articles of 
Confederation  the 
first constitution of the 
United States (1777) 
creating an association 
of states with weak 
central government


