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senator to listen to all of the debate to censure Senator Joseph McCarthy. She voted with the majority to 
censure him.

Abel was a delegate to the White House Conference on Education in 1955 and a member of the Theodore 
Roosevelt Centennial Commission from 1955 to 1959. In 1960, she unsuccessfully ran in the Republican 
primary for governor.
See also: Bowring, Eva Kelly; Congress, Women in
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Abolitionist Movement, Women in the
In the 1830s, both African American and white women from the North and the South entered the men’s po-
litical world to crusade against slavery. Outraged by slavery’s inhumanity, they founded anti-slavery soci-
eties, broke social taboos by making public speeches before audiences of both women and men, and peti-
tioned Congress. The honor of their cause did not protect them from public acrimony and derision or from 
threats of violence, and in the process they carved new public spaces for themselves and laid the ground-
work for a women’s rights movement.

Women encountered their first significant obstacle to participating in the abolitionist movement in 1833 
at the founding meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society in Philadelphia. The meeting organizers per-
mitted women to attend the meeting but refused to let them speak from the floor or join the society. After the 
meeting, a group of black and white women organized the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society. In 
1832, a group of African American women had already moved on to the public stage when they formed the 
Female Anti-Slavery Society of Salem, Massachusetts, one of the first abolitionist groups. Groups formed in 
Boston, New York, and other communities, particularly in New England. When the National Female Anti-
Slavery Society convened in New York in 1837, delegates from 12 states attended.

Participating in the abolitionist movement required courage as well as commitment. Some courageous 
women, Harriet Tubman being a notable example, served the abolitionist movement as conductors on the 
Underground Railroad, and others housed and fed fugitive slaves as they made their way North. Even at-
tending abolitionist meetings could be dangerous. For example, when William Lloyd Garrison was sched-
uled to speak at an 1835 meeting of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society meeting, an angry mob gath-
ered and the mayor ordered the women in the convention hall to leave. In order to provide some level of 
safety to the African American women in the audience, each white woman accompanied a black woman out 
of the building. Garrison did not escape, and was dragged through the streets on a rope. At the second Anti-
Slavery Convention of American Women, held in Philadelphia in 1838, a mob gathered outside the conven-
tion and later burned the meeting hall.

Without voting rights, women were limited in the ways that they could influence political decisions, but 
they conducted petition drives and gathered thousands of signatures. In 1836, after abolitionist women had 
flooded Congress with petitions to end slavery, Congress responded to their pleas by passing a gag rule pro-
hibiting the petitions from being read or considered.

The commitment to ending slavery compelled some women to break the social prohibition against women 
speaking in public. Frances Wright, Maria Stewart, and Angelina and Sarah Grimké all drew criticism from 
the public, the press, and the pulpit for publicly addressing mixed audiences of women and men in the late 
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1820s and 1830s. In the next decade, however, it became more common for women, including Susan B. 
Anthony, Lucy Stone, Lucretia Mott, and Sojourner Truth, to use their oratorical skills on behalf of the abo-
lition movement.

Women writers used their pens to expose the wretchedness of slaves’ lives and to decry the injustice of 
slavery. For example, in 1833 Lydia Maria Child wrote the first anti-slavery book by a northern abolitionist 
calling for the immediate emancipation of the nation’s two million slaves. Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin humanized slavery for thousands of readers, solidifying their antipathy to slavery. As women 
continued to seek the end of slavery, they became increasingly frustrated by the limits placed on their effec-
tiveness as abolitionists and their rights as citizens. One of the most historically significant examples of 
these limits occurred at the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention held in London. Despite objections and a 
heated debate, the convention ruled that only male delegates could be seated. Among the women relegated 
to the convention hall galleries were U.S. delegates Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Excluded 
from direct participation, the two women spent hours discussing women’s status and the need for change. 
Eight years later, in 1848, they organized the first U.S. women’s rights convention and launched the nine-
teenth-century women’s rights movement.

Women remained active in the abolitionist movement, turning their attention to supporting the Union 
army during the Civil War. After the war ended, philosophical conflicts broke out between those whose first 
priority was protecting the newly freed slaves and those who preferred to focus on fostering women’s rights.
See also: Child, Lydia Maria Francis; Grimké, Angelina Emily and Sarah Moore; Mott, Lucretia Coffin; Stanton, Elizabeth Cady; 
Stowe, Harriet Elizabeth Beecher; Suffrage; Truth, Sojourner; Tubman, Harriet
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Abortion
The issue of a woman’s right to decide whether to continue a pregnancy or to terminate it became one of the 
United States’ most challenging political questions in the last three decades of the twentieth century and the 
first two decades of the twenty-first century, with no signs of opponents finding a resolution between ada-
mant anti-abortion stalwarts and equally strong pro-choice advocates. Debates on abortion have taken place 
in front of abortion clinics, in state legislatures, on the floors of the U.S. House and Senate, and in the U.S. 
Supreme Court, but the nation has not found a common ground on which to rest the range of issues related 
to abortion. It has prompted men and women to organize, run for political office, and perform acts of civil 
disobedience. Violence, including murder, has been committed in the name of protecting fetuses.

In 2019, state legislatures took action to limit abortion rights with an uncommon vigor. The table below 
summarizes the states that passed restrictive legislation. 

State laW

Alabama The nation’s most restrictive abortion ban with no exceptions for rape or incest

Arkansas An abortion ban after 18 weeks into pregnancy with no exceptions

Georgia The state passed a fetal heartbeat ban.
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State laW

Indiana
The state has passed two laws this year, with the first banning dilation and evacuation in 
some cases and the second allowing medical professionals to choose not to perform 
abortions.

Kentucky
The legislature passed and the governor signed a measure banning abortions after a 
fetal heartbeat is detected. The American Civil Liberties Union challenged the law and 
a federal judge stopped it from going into effect.

Mississippi Blocked by a federal judge, the law would ban abortions once a fetal heartbeat could be 
detected.

Missouri The state has banned abortions at eight weeks.

New York New York stands in contrast to other states in that its new abortion law protects access 
to abortion, even if Roe v. Wade is overturned.

North Dakota The abortion method commonly used in the second trimester is banned.

Ohio Abortion is banned once a fetal heartbeat is detected.

Tennessee If Roe v. Wade is altered or overturned, this law would make abortion illegal.

Utah A federal judge has blocked a law banning abortions after 18 weeks while it is being 
challenged by Planned Parenthood and the American Civil Liberties Union.

Those who support reproductive rights insist that women must have the right to control their own bodies 
and that the state has no role in the decision regarding whether a woman continues a pregnancy. Calling 
themselves pro-choice, they argue that no one favors abortion, but that circumstances, including a woman’s 
health, the fetus’s health, the pregnant woman’s ability to care for a child, and other factors such as rape or 
incest make the decision so intimate that only the pregnant woman can make it. Those who oppose abortion 
call it infanticide and insist that abortion is murder. Identifying themselves as pro-life, they argue that life 
begins at conception, that all life must be protected, and that abortions must stop.

In 2002, about 1.29 million abortions were performed in the United States, down from about 1.36 million 
in 1996. In 2014, the number of abortions was down to about 926,200. More than half of the women ob-
taining abortions were in their 20s in 2014. The same year, 46 percent of all abortions were among women 
who have never married. 

In 1821, Connecticut became the first state to enact abortion legislation, making it illegal after quickening 
(first recognizable movement of the fetus). In 1860, Connecticut made all abortions illegal, a policy fol-
lowed by every state by the end of the nineteenth century. By 1930, an estimated 800,000 illegal abortions 
were performed annually, and between 8,000 and 17,000 women died every year from them.
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In addition to prohibitions against abortion, access to birth control information and devices was also lim-
ited in some states and illegal in others. The first step in the legalization of abortion occurred in 1965, when 
the U.S. Supreme Court decided Griswold v. Connecticut. The case centered on a Connecticut law that made 
it illegal for anyone, including married couples, to obtain birth control drugs and devices. The Court found 
that the ban on contraception violated the constitutional right to marital privacy. In 1972, the Court extended 
the right to use contraceptives to all people, regardless of their marital status.

As the second wave of the feminist movement developed increasing visibility in the 1960s, reproductive 
rights, including the right to abortion, became one of the demands. Feminists initiated a wide range of proj-
ects to make abortions available, from teaching women how to self-abort to establishing referral services to 
presumably safe practitioners. In some communities, physicians and Protestant ministers established abor-
tion referral services or worked together to provide abortions by disguising the procedure in their records 
and reports. Between 1967 and 1971, 17 states decriminalized abortion, reflecting a change in public opinion: 
15 percent of Americans favored legal abortions in 1968, and by 1972, 64 percent did.

In 1973, the U.S. Supreme Court made its landmark decision in Roe v. Wade, invalidating restrictive abor-
tion laws across the country and making abortion legal. The Court found that the right to privacy “is broad 
enough to encompass a woman’s decision whether or not to terminate her pregnancy.” The Court also recog-
nized two compelling state interests that would justify restricting a woman’s right to choose. During the 
second trimester (four to six months) of a pregnancy, the abortion procedure could be regulated to protect a 
woman’s health. After fetal viability (approximately the 24th to 28th weeks), a state could pass legislation 
prohibiting abortions to protect the life of the fetus. The Court also stated that abortions could be performed 
at any time during the pregnancy to save the life of the mother.

To some, the decision meant that women would no longer need to seek illegal abortions and that women’s 
lives would be saved. To others, the decision meant that more pregnancies would be terminated. A Roman 
Catholic bishop called the decision “an unspeakable tragedy.” Those opposed to the decision organized to 
seek ways to make abortion illegal again. On both sides, existing organizations began defining their stands, 
and new organizations were formed to preserve Roe v. Wade or to reverse it. More than two dozen resolu-
tions to overturn the decision by constitutional amendment were introduced in Congress following the an-
nouncement of the Court’s decision in 1973. Several pro-life groups supported, and members of Congress 
introduced, the Human Life Amendment that stated that life begins at conception and that ending it was 
murder.

One of the early questions that arose centered on the issue of whether tax dollars could be used to pay for 
poor women’s abortions. In 1974, Medicaid programs in 43 states and the District of Columbia paid for first-
trimester abortions without restrictions for women who were covered by the program. In addition, Medicaid 
programs in 39 states and the District of Columbia paid for all legal abortions. In 1976, Republican Con-
gressman Henry Hyde of Illinois passed a measure prohibiting the use of federal funds for abortions. Known 
as the Hyde Amendment, the measure excluded coverage for abortions under Medicaid except to save the 
life of the mother. In subsequent years, Congress permitted the use of Medicaid funds for abortions for preg-
nancies resulting from rape or incest and pregnancies that two doctors agreed would cause the mother to 
suffer “severe and long-lasting physical health damage.” Pro-choice advocates promptly began looking for 
test cases with which to challenge the policy. In 1980, the U.S. Supreme Court decided in Harris v. McRae 
that the Hyde Amendment was constitutional. Justice Stewart Potter wrote: “...The Congress has neither 
invaded a substantive constitutional right or freedom, nor enacted legislation that purposefully operates to a 
detriment of a suspect class, the only requirement of equal protection is that congressional action be 
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rationally related to a legitimate governmental interest.” In 2003, 17 states used public funds to pay for abor-
tions for some poor women, usually under conditions requiring a court order to obtain the funding.

Pro-life groups also sought ways to limit access to abortion by establishing a variety of conditions and 
restrictions before the procedure could be performed. Several states passed legislation requiring minors 
seeking abortions to notify one or both parents or to obtain a judicial waiver. Beginning in 1976, the U.S. 
Supreme Court considered a variety of different approaches. The Court rejected requirements that both par-
ents be notified, but permitted the minor woman to obtain an abortion with the notification of one parent. In 
addition, the Court insisted that minor women must have an option beyond telling a parent and approved a 
system that allowed a minor woman to bypass her parent(s) and obtain permission from a judge to obtain an 
abortion. In 2019, 37 states required parental consent or notification for minors seeking an abortion.

Another approach to limiting access to abortion developed in 1988, when President Ronald Reagan’s 
administration issued new regulations for federally supported family planning programs. Under what be-
came known as the “gag rule,” 4,000 federally funded health clinic medical personnel were prohibited from 
discussing abortion with their clients. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld the regulations in Rust v. Sullivan 
(1991), but in 1993 President Bill Clinton eliminated them.

The availability of physicians trained and willing to perform abortions also became an obstacle to women 
seeking abortions. By 2000, 87 percent of counties in the United States had no trained, qualified doctors 
willing to perform abortions, requiring some women seeking abortions to travel great distances. Thirty-four 
percent of all women aged 15 to 44 lived in counties without abortion providers. In South Dakota and North 
Dakota, for example, only one physician in each state performed abortions. Some physicians stopped per-
forming abortions because they did not want to be harassed by pro-life demonstrators or because they feared 
for their safety. In addition, 45 states allow health care providers to refuse to participate in the procedure. 

Violence at abortion clinics first appeared in the 1970s, when groups including Operation Rescue physi-
cally blocked clinic entrances and destroyed clinic property and equipment. Between 1977 and April 1993, 
there were 36 bombings, 81 arsons, 84 assaults, and two kidnappings at abortion clinics or involving abor-
tion providers. In 1993 and 1994, abortion opponents killed two doctors, two clinic workers, and one volun-
teer escort. The National Organization for Women (NOW) initiated a lawsuit contending that the violence 
was part of a nationwide conspiracy that used violence to attain its goal of closing abortion clinics. NOW 
argued that trespassing, arson, the theft of fetuses, physical attacks, and threats against abortion clinics and 
abortion providers constituted extortion and came under the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organiza-
tions (RICO) statute. In NOW v. Scheidler (1994), the U.S. Supreme Court agreed and held that RICO could 
apply to anti-abortion protesters. The U.S. Supreme Court revisited NOW v. Scheidler two more times, in 
2003 and in 2006, ultimately concluding that RICO could not be used to sue anti-abortion organizations 
because economic extortion was not involved.

Congress, however, passed the Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances Act of 1994 to help protect women 
seeking abortions and the facilities and professionals providing the service. The law prohibits the use of 
force, threats of force, physical obstruction, and property damage intended to interfere with people seeking 
or providing reproductive health services.

In the mid-1990s abortion opponents focused on making a specific abortion procedure illegal, one they 
named “partial birth abortion,” which is not a medical term. Several states passed measures prohibiting par-
tial birth abortions and Congress twice passed bills prohibiting partial birth abortions, but President Bill 
Clinton vetoed both bills. Congress again passed a ban on the procedure in 2003, which President George W. 
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Bush signed. The first federal law restricting abortion practice, it was immediately challenged in three fed-
eral courts on the basis that it endangers the lives of women.

Congress passed, and President George W. Bush signed, “conscience clause” legislation in 2004. It was 
an expansion of earlier conscience clause policies that protected health care providers who refused to per-
form abortions based upon their personal opposition to the procedure. The measure, passed in 2004, denies 
federal aid to states and localities that require health care providers, hospitals and other facilities, or health 
insurance companies to fund, provide, or refer abortion services.

By the 1980s, abortion had become a delineating issue between the Republican Party, with its adamant 
insistence on opposing abortion, and the Democratic Party, with its strong support for abortion rights. The 
issue may have determined the 1992 presidential election between pro-life Republican incumbent President 
George H.W. Bush and pro-choice Democratic challenger Bill Clinton and the 1996 race between pro-life 
Republican Robert Dole and incumbent Clinton. Polls suggest that abortion played a key role in both years 
and that women who support abortion rights may have provided the winning margins for Clinton, who 
promised to support those rights. Clinton kept his pledges to pro-choice supporters. He overturned the gag 
rule that prohibited abortion counseling in federally funded family planning clinics, lifted the ban on fetal 
tissue research, and ended a ban on abortions at overseas military medical facilities. In addition, Clinton 
ended the Mexico City Policy, which denied United States aid to international family planning organizations 
that provided abortion services. Republican President George W. Bush reinstated the policy immediately 
after taking office in 2001. Democratic President Barack Obama rescinded it in 2009. Republican President 
Donald Trump reinstated it in 2017.

Preventing unwanted pregnancies has been a goal of both reproductive rights supporters and opponents. 
In 1970 Congress created the family planning program, offering birth control information, devices, and pre-
scriptions through hospitals, health departments, Planned Parenthood affiliates, and other agencies. Then in 
1981, Congress passed the Adolescent Family Life Program (AFLP) designed to discourage teenagers from 
being sexually active and to encourage pregnant teens to carry their pregnancies to term and put their babies 
up for adoption. The AFLP sponsors demonstration projects designed to encourage abstinence and to pro-
vide health, education, and social services to pregnant adolescents, adolescent parents, and their infants, 
male partners, and families. The AFLP also supports research on adolescent sexuality, pregnancy, and 
parenting.

Groups that support abortion rights include the American Association of University Women, American 
Civil Liberties Union, NARAL Pro-Choice America, National Council of Jewish Women, National Organi-
zation for Women, National Women’s Political Caucus, Planned Parenthood Federation of America, and 
Religious Coalition for Reproductive Rights.

Groups that oppose abortion rights include the American Life League, Concerned Women for America, 
Eagle Forum, Feminists for Life of America, National Right to Life Committee, Operation Rescue, and Pro-
Life Action League.
See also: Akron v. Akron Center for Reproductive Health; American Association of University Women; American Civil Liberties 
Union; American Life League, Inc.; Bellotti v. Baird; Bray v. Alexandria Clinic; Colautti v. Franklin; Concerned Women for Amer-
ica; Doe v. Bolton; Eagle Forum; Feminists for Life of America; Griswold v. Connecticut; Harris v. McRae; Hodgson v. Minnesota; 
Hyde, Henry John; National Council of Jewish Women; National Organization for Women; National Right to Life Committee; Na-
tional Women’s Political Caucus; NOW v. Scheidler; Operation Rescue; Planned Parenthood Association of Kansas City, Mo. v. 
Ashcroft; Planned Parenthood of Central Missouri v. Danforth; Poelker v. Doe; Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice; Roe 
v. Wade
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Abzug, Bella Savitzky (1920-1998)
Democrat Bella Abzug of New York served in the U.S. House of Representatives from January 3, 1971 to 
January 3, 1977. The first Jewish woman to serve in Congress, she was an outspoken, flamboyant feminist 
who once said: “We don’t so much want to see a female Einstein become an assistant professor. We want a 
woman schlemiel to get promoted as quickly as a male schlemiel.”

Born in New York City, Bella Abzug earned her BA from Hunter College in 1942 and entered Columbia 
University School of Law, but left to work in a shipbuilding factory to aid the war effort. She resumed her 
legal studies at the end of World War II and received her law degree in 1947 from Columbia University. She 
also did graduate work at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America.

In her legal practice, Abzug specialized in labor and civil rights cases, representing fur workers, restau-
rant workers, longshoremen, and civil rights workers. She defended people accused of subversive activities 
by Senator Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s and was a lawyer for the Civil Rights Congress and the American 
Civil Liberties Union. From 1961 to 1970, she was 
national legislative director for Women Strike for 
Peace, an organization she helped found.

Early in her legal career, Abzug began wearing her 
trademark hats. She explained: “When I was a young 
lawyer, I would go to people’s offices and they would 
always say, ‘Sit here. We’ll wait for the lawyer.’ 
Working women wore hats. It was the only way they 
would take you seriously.” She added: “When I got to 
Congress, they made a big deal of it. So I was 
watching, did they want me to wear it or not? They 
didn’t want me to wear it, so I did.”

Abzug challenged the incumbent Democratic 
Congressman from her district in the 1970 primary, 
running as an anti-Vietnam War candidate. With the 
campaign slogan, “This woman belongs in the 
House: the House of Representatives,” she promised 
to work for better housing, a reduced defense budget, 
equal rights for women, and an end to the war in 
Vietnam.

A leading opponent of the war, she introduced a 
measure on her first day in office to withdraw troops Photo Credit: Warren K. Leffler
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from Vietnam by July 4, 1971. It failed, as did her other attempts to end U.S. involvement in Vietnam. She 
supported the Equal Rights Amendment, childcare, women’s credit rights, pay equity for women, and wel-
fare reform. She introduced the measure that created Women’s Equality Day in 1973, which celebrated the 
53rd anniversary of woman’s suffrage. She helped organize the Congresswomen’s Caucus, but in part be-
cause some did not want to be identified with Abzug’s outspoken feminism, it did not formally organize until 
she left Congress. She wrote the bill that created the National Women’s Conference, which was held in 1977 
and which she chaired. Following the conference, President Jimmy Carter appointed Abzug co-chair with 
Carmen Delgado Votaw of the National Advisory Committee for Women. Six months later, Abzug criticized 
the president’s economic policies, charging that they adversely affected women, and Carter dismissed her. 
Abzug ran unsuccessfully in the Democratic primary for United States senator in 1976, for mayor of New 
York in 1977, and for a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1978 and 1986.

A founding member of the National Women’s Political Caucus, she also founded the Women U.S.A. Fund 
in 1980. With an initial agenda of increasing women’s involvement in politics through voter education and 
registration programs, the Women U.S.A. Fund worked to involve more women in foreign and environ-
mental policymaking.

Abzug presided at the World Women’s Congress for a Healthy Planet in 1991 and was a member of the 
1992 International Facilitating Committee of Nongovernmental Organizations and Independent Sectors for 
the United Nations Conference on the Environment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. She 
also founded the Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO), which served as one of 
the main coordinators of the nongovernmental forum held in coordination with the 1995 United Nations 
Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China.

She wrote Bella! Ms. Abzug Goes to Washington (1972), and co-authored Gender Gap: Bella Abzug’s 
Guide to Political Power for American Women (1984), as well as other works relating to women and poli-
tics. She died on March 31, 1998 of complications following open heart surgery.
See also: Congress, Women in; Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues; Equal Rights Amendment; National Women’s Confer-
ence; National Women’s Political Caucus; Pay Equity; Women Strike for Peace
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Achtenberg, Roberta (b. 1950)
When President Bill Clinton nominated Roberta Achtenberg for the position of assistant secretary for 
Housing and Urban Development in 1993, she became the first acknowledged lesbian considered for a 
cabinet level post. Republican Senator Jesse Helms (Republican, North Carolina) labeled her a “damn les-
bian.” He said that he would not vote for her because she was a “militant, activist, mean lesbian,” none of 
which reflected her abilities to perform on the job. After nine and a half hours of filibuster in the Senate, the 
body confirmed her. She also served as senior adviser to the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development. 
President Barack Obama later appointed Achtenberg to the United States Commission on Civil Rights in 
2011.
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Achtenberg served on the Board of Supervisors for the City and County of San Francisco from 1990 to 
1993. Achtenberg has also served as a teaching fellow at the Stanford Law School, Dean of New College of 
California School of Law, Staff Attorney of the Lesbian Rights Project of Equal Rights Advocates, Inc., and 
founded the National Center for Lesbian Rights. In addition, Achtenberg serves on the California State Uni-
versity Board of Trustees.

Achtenberg earned her JD degree at the University of Utah.
See also: Democratic Party, Women in the; Lesbian Rights; National Center for Lesbian Rights
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Adams, Abigail Smith (1744-1818)
Abigail Adams established herself as an early advo-
cate for women’s rights with a letter she wrote to her 
husband John in 1776, asking him to “remember the 
ladies” as he helped construct a new nation. A dedi-
cated correspondent with her husband and other rev-
olutionary leaders and thinkers, she shared her hus-
band’s commitment to American independence. 
When John Adams became president of the United 
States in 1797, Abigail Adams became First Lady.

Born in Massachusetts, Abigail Adams was largely 
self-educated, primarily because schools for women 
in colonial America were nonexistent. The lack of 
educational opportunities for women was a con-
tinuing disappointment to her and one that she saw as 
an unnecessary limitation on her sex, an early indi-
cator of her awareness of women’s status. In 1764, 
she married John Adams, who deeply influenced the 
depth of her patriotism and her commitment to sepa-
ration from England. When John Adams was elected 
to serve in the First Continental Congress in 1774, the couple began decades of extended separations as he 
accepted a variety of assignments at home and abroad. Abigail Adams remained at home with their growing 
family, managing their farm and educating their children. Her business acumen may have saved the family 
from the financial ruin that many other patriots experienced.

In addition, she provided John Adams with reports on local political developments through their exten-
sive correspondence. In her letters she expressed her concerns about proposals for taxation and trade poli-
cies as well as her opposition to slavery. Of her many letters, the one dated March 31, 1776 has received the 
greatest attention. In it, Abigail Adams wrote to John Adams:

Painting by Gilbert Stuart
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I long to hear that you have declared an independency and by the way in the new Code of 
Laws which I suppose it 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 deter-
mined to foment a Rebellion and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we 
have no voice, or Representation.

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly established as to admit of 
no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master 
for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of 
the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. Men of Sense 
in all Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us 
then as Beings placed by providence under your protection and in imitation of the Su-
preme Being make use of that power only for our happiness.

In this historic letter, Abigail Adams’s request is modest. She does not ask for political rights such as suf-
frage rights or political equality; she only sought legal protection for women. Under English common law, 
married women had no legal existence and were thus vulnerable to abuse by their husbands.

When John Adams replied on April 14, 1776, he compared women to other dependent groups:
As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. We have been told that our 
Struggle has loosened the bands of Government everywhere. That Children and Appren-
tices were disobedient, that schools and Colleges were grown turbulent--that Indians 
slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their Masters. But your Letter was 
the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and powerful than all the rest were 
grown discontented.

Abigail Adams repeated her pleas for women in later letters, including one in which she described to John 
Adams the frustrations of women patriots, who could not vote, serve in the government, own property, or 
have a voice in legislation. As she explained, women patriots had also made significant sacrifices in the 
quest for independence, but they were limited in the ways that they could contribute to their country or could 
benefit from its potential. In a letter to another woman, Abigail Adams contemplated sending a petition to 
Congress calling for women’s independence. In other letters, Abigail Adams expressed her concern about 
the inequality of educational opportunities among children and married women’s lack of rights.

In the context of the American and French Revolutions in which the ideals of freedom, liberty, and 
equality were being sought in new ways, Abigail Adams’s plea for women’s rights could be viewed as a 
reasonable extension of the philosophies supported by her husband and other American patriots. Abigail 
Adams’s letters testify to one woman’s interest in women’s status, but she did not begin a woman’s move-
ment or provide the basis for later women’s rights efforts.
See also: Coverture; Suffrage

References: Levin, Abigail Adams: A Biography (1987).
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Adams, Alma (b. 1946)
An artist and college art educator for forty years 
(1972-2012), Democrat Alma Adams of North Caro-
lina was first elected to the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives in a special election in 2014. As a congress-
woman, her priorities include increasing the 
minimum wage, protecting Social Security, and ad-
vocating for strong education policies, along with the 
arts and culture. 

Adams began her political career when she ran for 
and won a seat on the Greensboro, North Carolina 
school board in 1984, serving until 1986. She then 
served on the Greensboro city council from 1987 to 
1994 and the North Carolina House of Representa-
tives from 1994 to 2014. In 2014, Mel Watt, the Con-
gressman representing her district resigned, and the 
seat became vacant. Adams ran simultaneously for 
the 113th and 114th Congresses. In the 114th Con-
gress, she served as Assistant Whip for the Demo-
cratic Caucus. She also founded the Historically 
Black College and University Caucus. 

Adams earned a B.S. degree from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University in 1968 and 
a M.S from the same university in 1972. She earned a Ph.D from Ohio State University in 1981.
See also: Congress, Women in 

References: Alma Adams, bioguide.congress.gov (accessed October 1, 2018); Alma Adams//almaadamsforcongress.com/about (ac-
cessed October 1, 2018).

Adams, Annette Abbott (1877-1956)
In 1914, Annette Adams became U.S. attorney for 
the northern district of California, which, at that time, 
was the highest judicial position any woman in the 
world had ever held. In 1920, she became the first 
female U.S. assistant attorney general.

Born in Prattville, California, Annette Adams 
graduated from the State Normal School in Chico, 
California, in 1897 and taught school for five years. 
She returned to college and earned her bachelor of 
law degree in 1904 and her JD in 1912, both from 
Boalt Hall.

In 1912, Democratic Congressman John Raker re-
cruited Adams to join presidential candidate 


