Abstract

Reading historical texts for evidence of the beginnings of modern ideologies has long been a practice of scholars.  But when reading modern ideology into historical texts becomes a hide-and-seek game of what we can make of particular phrases, we run the risk of overreading the presence and importance of that modern ideology within the historical context of the writer. 

One such overreading trend occurred in the 1960s and 1970s with the dawn of the women’s equal rights movement.  Feminist scholars began rereading historical texts by women in an effort to reclaim what they saw as the beginnings of a political women’s movement, and Abigail Adam’s march 31, 1776 letter, often referred to as her “Remember the Ladies” letter lead the reclaiming movement like a battle cry.  Since then, Abigail Adams’s letter has been analyzed and anthologized, often accompanied by her husband John Adams’s responding letter, as an indicator of the history of women’s awareness of the gender inequality maintained by a patriarchal society and government. 

In this article, I survey the standard presentation of the final one-and-a-half paragraphs of Abigail’s letter as well as Abigail herself as a woman of eighteenth century revolutionary America.  While gender roles and equality are surely apparent as important issues both as the subject of the letters and in the styles in which they are written, various scholars (editor’s, biographers, and critics) frequently foreground Abigail’s roles as wife and mother in order to emphasize the radicalness of her ideas about women and equality.  In doing so, these scholars misread Abigail’s intentions, incorrectly labeling her a revolutionary and a suffragette.

A close reading of the standard presentation of Abigail’s letter illuminates the critical relationship between text and context.  Scholars inadvertently (or perhaps not) facilitate incorrect, decontextualized readings of Abigail’s letter when they present only the short, ending paragraphs rather than the full text of the letter; even scholars’ glosses of the first three-fourths of the letter as “domestic matters” fails to provide readers with adequate information for understanding where such ideas might have fit into the eighteenth-century woman’s world.  

References

Bibliography
Adams, A.  (1776).  Letter from Abigail Adams to John Adams, March 31, 1776.  In L. H. Butterfield, M. Friedlaender, and M. Kline (Eds.).  The book of Abigail and John: selected letters of the Adams family, 1762 – 1784  (pp. 120-21).  Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP.

Adams, J.  (1776).  “Letter from John Adams to Abigail Adams, April 14, 1776.”  In L. H. Butterfield, M. Friedlaender, and M. Kline (Eds.).  The book of Abigail and John: selected letters of the Adams family, 1762 – 1784  (pp. 121-23).  Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP.

---.  (1776).  “Letter from John Adams to James Sullivan, May 26, 1776.”  In J. Selzer (Ed.).  Conversations: readings for writing (4th ed.) (p. 322).  Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Akers, C. W.  (1980).  Abigail Adams: an American woman.  Boston: Little, Brown.

Burke, K.  (1957).  Philosophy of literary form: studies in symbolic action (Rev. ed.).  New York: Vintage.

Butterfield, L. H., Friedlaender, M., and Kline, M.  (Eds.).  (1975).  The book of Abigail and John: selected letters of the Adams family, 1762 – 1784.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP.

Cott, N. F.  (1978).  “Passionlessness: an interpretation of Victorian sexual ideology, 1790-1850.”  Signs 4: 219-36.
Crane, E. F.  (1999).  “Notes and documents: political dialogue and the spring of Abigail’s discontent.”  William and Mary Quarterly 56.4: 745-74.

“The Declaration of Independence.”  (1776).  26 March 2002.  <http://www.nara.gov/exhall/charters/declaration/declaration.html>.

Degler, C. N.  (1980).  At odds: women and the family in America from the revolution to the present.  New York: Oxford UP.

De Pauw, L. G.  (1978).  “The American revolution and the rights of women: the feminist theory of Abigail Adams.”  In L. R. Gerlach, J. A. Dolph, and M. L. Nicholls (Eds.).  Legacies of the American revolution (pp. 199-220).  Logan, UT: Utah State UP.

Evans, E.  (1975).  Weathering the Storm: women of the American revolution.  New York: Scribner.

Gelles, E. B.  (1988).  “The Abigail industry.”  William and Mary Quarterly 45: 656-83.
---.  (1998).  First Thoughts: life and letters of Abigail Adams.  New York: Twayne.

Lauter, P., and Yarborough, R. (Eds.).  (2002).  The Heath anthology of american literature, Vol. 1 (4th ed.).  New York: Houghton Mifflin.

León, V.  (2001).  Uppity women of the new world.  New York: MJF Books.

Levin, P. L.  (1987).  Abigail Adams: a biography.  New York: St. Martin’s.

Morris, R. B.  (1973).  Seven who shaped our destiny: the founding fathers as revolutionaries.  New York: Harper and Row.

Nagel, P. C.  (1987).  The Adams women: Abigail and Louisa Adams, their sisters and daughters.  New York: Oxford UP.

Norton, M. B.  (1980).  Liberty’s daughters: the revolutionary experience of American women, 1750-1800.  Boston: Little, Brown.

Selzer, J.  (Ed.).  (2000).  Conversations: readings for writing (4th ed.).  Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Shuffelton, F.  (1990).  “In different voices: gender in the American republic of letters.”  Early American Literature 25.3: 289-304.

Whitney, J.  (1947).  Abigail Adams.  Boston: Little, Brown.

Withey, L.  (1981).  Dearest friend: a life of Abigail Adams.  New York: Free Press.

Wilson, J. H.  (1976).  “The illusion of change: women and the American revolution.”  In A. F. Young (Ed.).  The American revolution (pp. 383-445).  DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois UP. 

Notes


 Analyses emphasizing gender issues include Evans (1975), Wilson (1976), Cott (1978), De Pauw (1978), Norton (1980), and Degler (1980).  Anthologies including the standard final one-and-a-half paragraph excerpt include Seltzer’s Conversations: Readings from Writing (2000) and Lauter and Yarborough’s The Heath Anthology of American Literature, 4th ed. (2002).  Biographies of John Adams and of Abigail Adams including the standard excerpt include Whitney (1947), Morris (1973), Akers (1980), Withey (1981), Levin (1987), and Nagel (1987).

2 To my knowledge, the edited collections of John and Abigail’s letters are the only published texts containing Abigail’s March 31, 1776 letter in its entirety; the excerpt of the final one-and-a-half paragraphs is the dominant presentation form of this letter in anthologies and analyses, and biographies.
3 Charles Francis Adams edited out Abigail’s errors for the original collection.  

4According to Vicki León, there were a number of women who demanded and earned legal votes in their communities more than 129 years earlier in Maryland.  Margaret Brent was named executrix of Lord Baltimore’s estate, a position which empowered her with certain legal rights that included a vote in the Assembly and the opportunity to represent citizens as an attorney (22-3).
5 When John Adams first became a delegate to the Continental Congress, Abigail noted in a letter to him that she was affectionately called “Mrs. Delegate” in their neighborhood and asks jokingly of her husband “Why should we not assume your titles when we give you up our names” (Akers 37).

6 When I have taught using this reading, I have observed that many students are able to call up from their memories the phrase “taxation without representation” and remember that this particular offense against the Americans by the King of England was a primary cause of conflict leading to the American Revolution.

7 Though women were not granted equality either in the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution, no rebellion led by Abigail Adams or any other woman occurred at this time (Butterfield, Friedlaender and Kline 5).  However, the boldness of the threat itself is noteworthy since at its making John could not know that a women’s rebellion would begin in earnest in just one-hundred years.  

8 Even this description presents problems for many modern readers as we are able to profile a “traditional American family,” at least in a political sense, as white, Anglo-Saxon, protestant, heterosexual, married, and with children.

9 “Saucy” was a word used frequently between John and Abigail Adams, particularly as Abigail became more educated and interested in politics and felt more confident in sharing her ideas with John.  They used “saucy” generally “to describe spirited (as sometimes unwelcome) behavior” (Crane 757).

10 Women’s novels up until the late-nineteenth and the twentieth centuries, such as Cummins’s The Lamplighter of the mid-nineteenth century, have been frequently categorized as novels of manners, written as an aid for transferring the social rules and values of the white middle class from mothers/finishing school teachers to daughters/young ladies.
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