
American Revolution and Social Change DBQ 

 

To what extent did the American Revolution fundamentally change American society? Should it be considered 

a revolution or did the break from Great Britain change little about American life? 

Document A 

American negotiators argued that the Indians were “a conquered 

people” who should be grateful to be consulted at all: “You are 

mistaken in supposing that…you are free and independent na-

tion,” explained one American negotiator, “and can make what 

terms as you please. It is not so. You are a subdued people.” As 

the Americans saw the situation, after the Treaty of Paris, there 

was no such thing as Indian Country, since all the land from the 

Atlantic to the Mississippi belonged to the United States by 

right of conquest…It was a take-it-or-leave-it proposition in 

which the Indians surrendered a portion of their tribal lands or 

faced war with the United States and certain annihilation.  

 

Joseph J. Ellis “America Creation” 

Document B 

 

In the eighteenth century the American principle of separation of 

Church and State was indeed an audacious experiment. Never 

before had a national state been prepared to dispense with an 

official religion as a prop to its authority and never before had a 

church been set adrift without the support of the state. 

      

Carl Degler “Out of our Past: Forces That Shaped Modern 

America” 

Document D 

 

Benjamin Banneker Challenges Jefferson, 1791 

A self-taught mathematician and astronomer and free-born 

black man of Maryland, Banneker sent Jefferson an almanac he 

had composed as a demonstration of the abilities and skills of 

one of the black race and challenged Jefferson and other white 

Americans "...to wean yourselves from those narrow prejudices 

which you have imbibed." Jefferson was so impressed with Ban-

neker’s skills that he would recommend him to the French Acad-

emy of Sciences and arrange a position for Banneker as sur-

veyor for the District of Columbia. 

 

_______________ 

 

I suppose it is a truth too well attested to you, to need a proof 

here, that we are a race of beings, who have long labored under 

the abuse and censure of the world; that we have long been 

looked upon with an eye of contempt; and that we have long 

been considered rather as brutish than human, and scarcely ca-

pable of mental endowments.... I apprehend you will embrace 

every opportunity to eradicate that train of absurd and false 

ideas and opinions, which so generally prevails with respect to 

us; and that your sentiments are concurrent with mine, which 

are, that one universal Father hath given being to us all; and that 

he hath not only made us all of one flesh, but that he hath also, 

without partiality, afforded us all the same sensations and en-

dowed us all with the same faculties....  

                                                             Benjamin Banneker to 

Thomas Jefferson, August 19, 1791. 

Document C 

 

Charleston, South Carolina, Sons of Liberty, 1766 

This membership list of the Charleston, South Carolina Sons of 

Liberty can be quite revealing as to the social and economic 

background of the people who opposed the King and later sup-

ported revolution against his authority. 

_______________ 

 

  1. Christopher Gadsden, merchant. 

  2. William Johnson, blacksmith. 

  3. Joseph Veree, carpenter.  

  4. John Fullerton, carpenter. 

  5. James Brown, carpenter. 

  6. Nath[anie]l Libby, ship carpenter. 

  7. George Flagg, painter and glazier. 

  8. Tho[ma]s Coleman, upholsterer. 

  9. John Hall, coachmaker. 

10. W[illia]m Field, carver. 

11. Robert Jones, sadler. 

12. John Loughton, coachmaker. 

13. "W." Rogers, wheelwright. 

14. John Calvert, "Clerk in some office." 

15. H[enry] Y. Bookless, wheelwright. 

16. J. Barlow, sadler. 

17. Tunis Teabout, blacksmith. 

18. Peter Munclean, clerk. 

19. W[illia]m Trusler, butcher. 

20. Robert Howard, carpenter. 

21. Alexander Alexander, schoolmaster. 

22. Ed[ward] Weyman, clerk of St. Philip's Church, and glass 

grinder. 

23. Tho[ma]s Swarle, painter. 

24. W[illia]m Laughton, tailor. 

25. Daniel Cannon, carpenter. 

26. Benjamin Hawes, painter 



Document E 

 

Abigail Adams corresponded with her husband 

throughout his long career and their many separa-

tions. In 1776 John Adams was a delegate to the 

Continental Congress at Philadelphia when this se-

ries of letters were exchanged. The Adams couple 

enjoyed a close, intimate lifetime relationship. Abi-

gail was not joking when she spoke of a change of 

status for women, she was a free thinking individual, 

but John was less open to the changes she proposed 

as evidenced in his later letter to John Sullivan on 

the topic of voting. 

 

Abigail Adams to John Adams 

I long to hear that you have declared an independ-

ency -- and by the way in the new Code of Laws 

which I suppose I 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 particular care and attention is not paid 

to the ladies we are determined to foment a Rebel-

lion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws 

in which we have no voice, or Representation. 

Document F 

 

New Jersey Women and Blacks Can Vote, 1776 

In 1776 in response to the call from the Continental Congress for all thirteen colonies to adopt state constitutions, New Jersey wrote 

its own fundamental document more liberally than any other of the colonies. New Jersey extended the right to vote to women and 

free blacks and this was not accident - it was affirmed in another law three years later concerning the election of members of the Leg-

islative Council., the General Assembly, sheriffs and coroners in which the legislators wrote: "... every voter shall openly, and in full 

view deliver his or her ballot..." Women and blacks voted until 1807 when serious allegations of vote fraud by some women voters 

resulted in a new law redrawing that right. 

_______________ 

... We, the representatives of the Colony of New Jersey, having been elected by all the Counties, in the freest manner, and in con-

gress assembled, have, after mature deliberations, agreed upon a set of charter rights and the form of a Constitution, in the manner 

following… 

 

Section IV. 

 

That all inhabitants of this Colony, of full age, who are worth fifty pounds proclamation money, clear estate in the same, and have 

resided within the County in which they claim a vote for twelve months immediately preceding the election, shall be entitled to vote 

for Representatives in Council and Assembly, and also for all other public officers, that shall be elected by the people of the County 

at large.... New Jersey State Constitution of 1776  

_______________  

 

Whereas doubts have been raised, the great diversities in practice obtained throughout the state in regard to the admission of aliens, 

females, and persons of color, or negroes to vote in elections... 

 

Section I. 

 

Be it enacted, by the council and general assembly of this state, and it is hereby enacted by the authority of the same, That from and 

after the passage of this act, no person shall vote in any state or county election... unless such person be a free, white, male citizens of 

this state..." 

Election Laws of 1807 

Document G 

 

A Young Lady Goes Radical, 1793 

Priscilla Mason’s outspoken address before the patrons of her academy 

was an unusual, but not an unheard of display. Mason demanded that 

rights of men be extended to women, while suggesting that women should 

earn those rights by seeking a proper education. In what ways have 

women’s attitudes begun to change between 1775 and 1793? 

_______________ 

 

Our high and mighty Lords (thanks to their arbitrary constitutions have 

denied us the means of knowledge, and then reproached us for the want of 

it. Being the stronger party, they early seized the scepter and the sword; 

with these they gave laws to society; they denied women the advantage of 

a liberal education; forbid them to exercise their talents on those great oc-

casions, which would serve to improve them.... Happily, a more liberal 

way of things begins to prevail. The sources of knowledge are gradually 

opening to our sex.... But supposing now that we posses'd all the talents of 

the orator, in the highest perfection; where shall we find a theatre for the 

display of them? Man; despotic man, first made us incapable of the duty, 

and then forbid us the exercise. Let us by suitable education, qualify our-

selves for those high departments--they will open before us.  

                                               Priscilla Mason's salutary address to the 

Young Ladies' Academy, 1793. 



Document H 

Seven Black Men of Massachusetts Demand the Vote 

In 1780 seven free black men of Dartmouth, Massachusetts, 

petitioned the state legislature to grant them the right to vote 

using the same argument of taxation that the colonists had used 

to justify rebellion against the King of Great Britain, that 

American Revolution then ongoing. 

_______________ 

 

...we apprehend ourselves to be Aggreeved, in that while we 

are not allowed the Privilage of freemen of the State having no 

vote or Influence in the Election of those that Tax us yet many 

of our Colour (as it well known) have cheerfully Entered the 

field of Battle in defense of the Common Cause and that (as we 

conceive) against a similar Exertion of Power (in Regard to 

taxation) too well known to need a recital in this place....  

                 The petition of seven black men of Dartmouth, 1780. 

Document I 

 

These changes were radical, and they were extensive. To focus, 

as we are today apt to do, on what the Revolution did not accom-

plish – highlighting and lamenting its failure to abolish slavery 

and change fundamentally the lot of women – is to miss the great 

significance of what it did accomplish; indeed, the Revolution 

made possible the anti-slavery and women’s rights movements of 

the nineteenth century and in fact all our current egalitarian think-

ing…The Revolution brought respectability and even dominance 

to ordinary people long held in contempt and gave dignity to their 

menial labor in a manner unprecedented in history and to a de-

gree not equaled elsewhere in the world. 

       

Gordon Wood “Radicalism of the American Revolution”  

Document J 

 

Abigail Adams Describes Rebellious Ladies of Massachusetts, 

1777 

Colonial women played a significant role in the American 

Revolution. Organizing themselves into the Daughters of Lib-

erty, they were just as radical as their male counterparts. The 

women were responsible for boycotting British household 

goods and making good that embargo by buying only American 

made goods, sewing their own clothing and that of their men 

and children, weaving American wool and cotton into home-

spun textiles, and a myriad of ways to support the Revolution. 

In this case, Abigail Adams proudly wrote to her husband of 

the manner in which the women of Massachusetts [probably 

Braintree, her home] dealt with an opportunistic merchant who 

used the war to justify inflationary prices for his wares. 

 

_______________ 

 

One eminent, wealthy, stingy merchant (who is a bachelor) had 

a hogshead [wooden barrel of 60-140 gallons in volume] of 

coffee in his store, which he refused to see the committee under 

six shillings per pound. A number of female, some say a hun-

dred, some say more. assembled with a cart and trunks, 

marched down to the warehouse, and demanded the keys, 

which he refused to deliver. Upon which one of them seized 

him by his neck and tossed him into the cart. Upon his finding 

no quarter, he delivered the keys when they tipped up the cart 

and discharged him; then opened the warehouse, hoisted out 

the coffee themselves, put it into the trunks and drove off.... A 

large concourse of men stood amazed, silent spectators of the 

whole transaction....     Abigail Adams to John Adams, 1777. 

Document K 

…politics in America was open to a whole class of talented men 

– women were still unimaginable as public figures – who would 

have languished in obscurity throughout Europe because they 

lacked the proper bloodlines. Washington, for example, would 

have never risen beyond the rank of major in the British army. 

Adams would have become a mere country lawyer. Hamilton, 

who was literally a bastard, would have never enjoyed the oppor-

tunity to display his natural brilliance. To be sure, there was still 

a discernible social hierarchy in revolutionary America, but there 

was also unprecedented opportunity for movement from bottom 

to top (and vice versa). When the revolutionary crisis arrived, it 

could draw upon the latent talent of a segment of the population 

never before permitted access. 

 

…it is no exaggeration that between the summer of 1775 and the 

spring of 1776…If one wished to push the evidence a bit, to in-

clude the civil rights and feminist movements, the next two cen-

turies of political reform were previewed. 

 

Joseph J. Ellis “America Creation” 

Document L Religious Diversity 


