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Abstract: This paper is a historiography of the roles and opportunities of women in the American 

British colonies. This work uses the general history of the women’s field and shows how early 

American scholarship has evolved along with it. There are some examples of colonial women 

and the various roles and opportunities they experienced during the time period all the way up to 

the American Revolution in this historiography.  
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Until the women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s, women throughout American 

history were being treated as a side note to the development of the nation instead of being active 

participants.  A study conducted on the works written on women between 1985 and 2005 shows 

that historians still predominantly write on men. This evidence does not mean that there has not 

been a great improvement towards including women more thoroughly in historical studies. As 

historians uncover more evidence, the role of the woman in American society continues to 

become better known, and the integration of women into mainstream history becomes more 

complete.
 1

 

 Few historians looked at women seriously throughout the early years of American 

historical writing though Bonnie G. Smith states this does not mean women’s history was not 

invented yet. She explains that though few historians covered women’s history, amateur histories 

were being written all the time. This stayed true even into the 1900s. Historian Gerda Lerner 

noted in her 1969 article “New Approaches to the Study of Women in American History” that 

true, historian scholarship on American women barely existed. She further stated that the actual 

field of Women’s History was not recognized. In her 2004 historiography on the development of 

U.S. Women’s History she states that there were only twenty-four books that she could find by 

1970 on American women. True growth did not happen until the equal rights’ and women’s 

movement of the 1960s brought change and made female as well as male historians truly wonder 

how women got in the situations they were in.
 2

 

With the development of scholarship of women’s history, certain eras are looked at more 

thoroughly than others. When looking at the 1960s and 1970s, one reason for this differentiation 

in studying U.S. history is the greater interest in more modern developments as opposed to those 

of early America. Another reason for the unbalanced coverage is the availability of sources. It is 
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harder to find information on women from colonial times compared to later eras because the 

information that would be the most helpful in truly assessing their place in society does not exist 

or exists in the few works still around. As a result, historians take advantage of every piece of 

information available and try to piece together the best possible narrative for the various women 

in colonial America. These primary documents range from public political records to private 

diaries and letters of individual women. As Carol Berkin and Leslie Horowitz state, finding early 

American women’s sources takes creativeness and persistence, and even then scholars must look 

at these sources with the bias of the time in mind.
3
 

This includes looking at all the available information on early American women’s roles 

and opportunities in society. This evidence fuels many arguments including the one that states 

many colonial women’s lives were less restricted than previously thought, especially in the 

earlier years of the colonies. This argument further states that colonial women did more than just 

household chores and child rearing, though it is important to note that these roles were quite 

important to colonial society. It continues by saying that many women were able to find some 

sort of autonomy in the colonies, and with this freedom some women were able to carve out their 

own path in the colonies and leave their mark on society. This argument later became labeled the 

‘Golden Age’ argument because it suggests that women had a great deal of opportunities 

compared to the women who did not travel to the colonies and were still constrained by the 

traditional stereotype of women at this point in time. Critics state that though this argument deals 

with the stereotype of upper and middle class Anglo-American women, it does not take into 

account the experiences of Native Americans or African Americans which helped shape the 

experiences of colonial Anglo-American women in many ways. 
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This paper stems from the curiosity of if there really was a golden age in colonial 

America, how this argument developed, and how it relates to the separate spheres argument often 

associated with the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The main focus of this 

historiography is on the works done on the various roles and opportunities women had in the 

upper, middle and southern British American colonies. This means attempting to properly cover 

the evolution of the coverage of colonial American women in the thirteen colonies.  

One of the first great works on colonial American women is Elizabeth Anthony Dexter’s 

1924 work Colonial Women of Affairs. Using her extensive amount of research she shows the 

various occupations women had outside the home. The examples of jobs go from work generally 

associated with women today, such as midwifery and teaching, all the way to various artisan 

jobs, such as carpenter, tanner, printer, and blacksmith. She presents all these to ultimately 

support her argument that the reason for all these opportunities for women was because they 

were living in pioneer conditions. In other words, her argument supports the golden age 

argument stated earlier by supporting the statement that in the early years of the colonies women 

found greater autonomous opportunities.
4
  

Another work that helped women’s history grow was Julia Cherry Spruill’s book 

Women’s Life and Work in the Southern Colonies published in 1938. It specifically helped the 

scholarship of the southern colonies. She states in her preface that she tried to write about the 

changing attitudes towards women in the south, but she soon found out it was next to impossible 

to write this. There were so few secondary sources written about women in general. This 

changed her focus towards collecting all the primary sources she could so that future historians 

had a place to begin. The book does have a thesis in which she declares that women held 

importance to the development of the early colonies. She uses the primary evidence she worked 
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hard to obtain in order to support this claim. Her book even shows the various jobs women held 

including printers, shopkeepers, ferry operators, and tavern-keepers. Though Spruill’s book was 

an important step towards achieving a greater focus on women’s history, historians like Cynthia 

Kierner point out that this work as well as other isolated early studies did not influence debate or 

further studies. This book and many other early works were largely ignored until their 

rediscovery in the 1970s.
5
  

The works of the early 1970s were done by historians and scholars who were not 

specialized in women’s history since the historical field was in its early stages. Family history 

grew during this time in tandem with social history which in turn influenced women’s history. 

Historians in the 1970s started a debate on the gender separation argument, also known as the 

separate spheres argument. The separate spheres argument is important to note when dealing 

with colonial America because many early American studies were fueled by the interest to find 

contradictory evidence showing that while the separate spheres thesis applies in many cases to 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it did not apply to colonial times. This debate relates 

to the golden age argument because scholars found evidence showing there were colonial women 

not completely suppressed under patriarchy and confined to the private sphere. Even with this 

evidence there are other primary documents that show that women were in fact suppressed 

within what is the private sphere. A question stems from this realization which is if the roots of 

separate spheres started with the British colonists or grew from conditions within the colonies as 

settlements became more stable and the gender ratio became increasingly less skewed.
6
  

The late 1970s and 1980s are really where the explosion of scholarship begins for 

women’s history. A lot of the women and men raised during the Equal Rights Movement and 

Second Wave Feminist Movement were coming of age and were ready to contribute to the 
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expanding amount of social, cultural, ethnic, and women’s history. Gerda Lerner states that one 

can see the scholarship growth not through the publications of books so much as the dissertations 

being published. The women’s historical field in general went through a transformation during 

this time focusing on the differences of women’s lives and experiences, not just the similarities. 

Historians began to look at African Americas women’s lives in the colonial era though this initial 

scholarship was not from women’s historians. The evolution of how whiteness is seen began 

during this period as well. Scholars began working towards recording whiteness as an ethnicity 

and race just as much as people considered Latin American, African American, or another ethnic 

group.
7
 

Whiteness studies dealing with colonial women include the historical work by Cecily 

Jones entitled Engendering Whiteness (2009). Though her work includes the development of 

Anglo-American and African American relations all the way through the Civil War, this work 

does a good job showing how visions of whiteness shaped early America. Jones began her study 

to figure out the ‘overlapping imbrications of whiteness’ and how it shaped the worlds of Anglo-

American women in slave-based communities in both Barbados and North Carolina. Though 

Barbados is not an American British colony it is important to look at in the development of slave 

societies in the British American colonies. Helped by her extensive primary research, Jones uses 

her monograph to show the institutions of power white women possessed in a world defined by 

men’s dominance. These power opportunities often were race and gender specific, helping to 

disprove the arguments that women only acted on the margins or that they acted as victims 

willing to accept their fate. This work is important because it aims to show that women were 

both victims as well as agents within colonial American society as well as show the role of 
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whiteness as a ‘socially constructed racialised identity.’ Though this is a later work on whiteness 

studies, it does a good job in showing the major goals of the subfield.
8
 

The coverage of marriage within the colonies is an important development within the 

field all throughout its duration. Through it historians can study the similarities and differences 

for married women in the various colonies. In Marylynn Salmon’s 1989 book Women and the 

Law of Property in Early America, among other books covering colonial marriage, the marriage 

law surrounding Anglo-American women is described. English law dictated that once a woman 

married she no longer had control of her own property because she became a ‘femme covert’. 

This was part of the law of coverture in which a woman became considered part of her husband 

instead of an independent entity.
9
  

These laws followed the immigrants to the colonies and influenced the way colonial 

society ran. Though the majority of wives were restricted to doing housework this does not mean 

that they did not have any power. Wives that wished to start up their own businesses without 

having to go through their husbands could apply for ‘feme sole trader’ status. This status allowed 

these wives to run shops and obtain various supplies without permission from their husbands. 

Though this was a great example of autonomy, the only southern colony with a statute dealing 

with this opportunity was South Carolina, and the only other colony with this statute was 

Pennsylvania. Wives in the other colonies had to find different ways to gain permission to run a 

business.
10

  

Evidence found on marriages in the early colonial period is often used to support the 

earlier stated Golden Age argument. In the early years of the colonies, women sent to places like 

colonial Virginia had the power to choose their husbands since there were so many men and so 

few women. The historian Marcia Zug states that the women sent over to the colonies are often 
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seen as mail order brides because the men requested they be sent over, but she argues that these 

women in many cases were not victims. These future brides were sent over to ensure the success 

of various colonial settlements through reproduction. In the case of the Southern colonies, 

because of the low amount of families that actually came over, the gender imbalance problem 

caused several instances of the governments asking for women to be sent over. In some instances 

these women gained upward mobility through marriage. Others who might have been sent over 

to be indentured servants as punishment could use marriage to get out of serving any time as 

servants.
11

  

Also in the early years of the colonies death rates were high, and women often became 

widows as a result. The high mortality rate for men in Virginia left people questioning why 

women were surviving. Some explained it by stating that because the women worked jobs they 

were not supposed to work they upset the balance causing the high rate of male deaths. The truth 

can partially be explained by the observation that women married at a younger age than men 

typically which meant that many of the women had a great possibility to outlive their first 

husbands. Many of these women would take second husbands and tended to have greater power 

in their second marriages. Possessing valuable property from the first marriage often contributed 

to this greater power.
 12

  

Wives witnessed how the family dealt with business transactions, and they used this 

knowledge to support their husbands in court as witnesses when the family needed to collect debt 

payments. Wives also represented their husbands when dealing with other various economic 

matters including dealing with the hiring of workers as well as creditors who came to the house 

while the husband was away working. There are primary sources that indicate that husbands at 

times trusted their wives more than anyone to conduct business for them as well as manage the 
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finances. With this trust husbands supported their wives in starting up their own businesses.
 

There is evidence of this in various newspaper advertisements of the time, and some of this 

evidence shows the growing of autonomy through the women opening up shops solely run by 

them.
 13

  

In a class many people associate with the later antebellum period, massive plantations, 

and submissive women, Cara Anzilotti states that the South Carolina planter class saw it as a 

necessity actually to empower planter women in some way during the colonial era because of the 

growing demographic changes within the colony. The white population became the minority 

because of the increasing need for black labor. Though they were given this bit of autonomy, 

white planter women understood their role in keeping the patriarchy system in place to keep the 

white planter elite men the dominant members of society.
14

  

Kathleen Brown’s work, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriots, covers 

Virginia planter society and presents a different point of view on the matter of women’s 

empowerment. The separation of men’s and women’s duties held a great importance in their 

society as the colony grew in size and significance. Men did what they could to keep women out 

of what they considered traditional men’s affairs. This rigidity did not exist to the same degree in 

the Carolina Low Country for race and class differences held greater importance though the 

importance of gender norms eventually reaches South Carolina by the nineteenth century. This 

comparison shows that just because two colonies are considered part of the southern colonies 

does not mean that the experiences of the people within these colonies were the same. 

Understanding women’s experiences in the colonies starts with being aware of the societal norms 

set up in each colony. It also helps to be aware that wives were not the only members of colonial 

society.
15
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While looking at the various discoveries of Anglo-American married women’s 

opportunities it is important to note the scholarship on married women of other ethnicities within 

the British American colonies. Looking at Native Americans around the time of the first British 

settlers, the societal norms of many of the tribes show quite a bit of difference. One of the main 

ones is the idea of a matrilineal society instead of a patriarchal society. In these societies, the 

women were not in charge of hunting or making war, but they did do the farming. The women in 

their control of the food were greatly respected and held power within their societies. When a 

couple got married, the male moved in with the wife’s family. As stated by Gail Collins, looking 

at the first settlement set up by the English in Roanoke, North Carolina, it is not hard to imagine 

the look on the faces of the elites as they observed native women doing what many English 

considered men’s work. Of course, women of lower classes in Britain often had to work in the 

fields with their husbands because they could not afford to hire help so this observation might 

have been taken in differently if a different class of people had arrived in Roanoke.
 16

 

Scholarship on single women developed alongside that of married women in the colonies. 

With this scholarship, historians show that single women also had autonomous opportunities. 

These women, called ‘Femes soles’, held a different position in society than married women. 

They had the ability to create contracts, own property, and head a household, which are 

situations often associated with males. Though they had these abilities, single women were 

poorer than those who were married. They also had the tendency to gravitate towards urban 

areas.
 17

  

Emma L. Powers presents in her article “Landladies and Women Tenants in 

Williamsburg and Yorktown: 1700-1770” that in these cities in Virginia single women were able 

to have jobs as landladies as well as tenants. Landladies actually seemed to be the most stable 
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part of the city population. Tenants, on the other hand, tended to live an unstable life shuffling 

from job to job and served as seamstresses, teachers, and dancing mistresses among other 

possible positions. They also could take a job in millinery and tavernkeeping. Both single and 

married women tried, and sometimes succeeded, in running taverns and millineries. Successful 

milliners had to be quite skilled in the commercial world which included understanding credit 

and accounting. Some historians argue that millinery was the best and most productive job for 

women seeking to be successful business women.
 18

  

Cynthia Kierner stated that in rare cases women found themselves in a position where 

they owned land. In early colonial Maryland a woman by the name of Margret Brent was 

unmarried and still managed to set herself up with a good amount of wealth. She owned good 

amount of land and actually became the executrix for the estate of the governor at the time, 

Leonard Calvert. She attended court many times because of her land owning. When seeking for a 

way to protect her property she asked the assembly if she could have the right to vote and was 

promptly turned down. Despite this outcome, she still retained her land which was big for a 

woman at this point in time.
19

 

Some single African American women in the early years of the colonies were able to find 

opportunities for themselves. Gail Collins states that a free black population already existed by 

the mid-seventeenth century. The free women in particular could set up their own businesses 

because they were not held back by the same laws and expectations as the Anglo-American 

women. These businesses included catering and trading. As the colonies developed however 

these opportunities became much fewer. It is true that both Anglo-American and African 

American women lived under the same patriarchal system in the colonies, but race-based 

expectations led to different experiences.
20
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According to Marylynn Salmon, law was a big factor in how many women gained 

opportunities within the colonies. This included the power widows gained once their husbands 

died. Some widows were able to hold on to their spouse’s property because it was seen as being 

what was best for the rest of the family. Some widows gained property because the law existing 

within their community dictated that it was a husband’s duty, even in death, to take care of his 

spouse so that she did not become a burden for the community. Others gained temporary control 

of their husband’s assets until the oldest son was of age. When a widow held power over her 

deceased husband’s possessions, she worried about various threats to her authority including 

servants who might not listen, neighbors who refused to respect her, and various relatives who 

did not see the inheritance being dealt with properly. Widows often were in the center of conflict 

because though they were allowed to be in charge of the estate they were not allowed to serve in 

the military, vote, or hold a political office. Even if they only gained temporary control does not 

mean they did not leave their mark when they were in charge.
 21

 

Carol Berkin’s First Generations (1996) shows a great example of how law can be 

different depending on the settlement within the colonies. Her book is influential because she 

goes beyond the typical study of Anglo-American women of British descent. She uses the early 

Dutch settlers to show how Dutch women in New Netherlands, what later would become New 

York, had more autonomy in terms of property rights than British women in the colonies. Before 

the eventual takeover of the settlement by the British, these women had no issue inheriting their 

husband’s property in full. Growing support of the British laws led to a change in property rights 

for these women, but this example can still be used as proof for the golden age argument.
22

 

Mary Beth Norton in her 1979 article entitled “The Myth of the Golden Age” looked at 

all the evidence she had available to her at the time and did not agree with this supposed 
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increased autonomy of women in colonial America however. For example, she did not see the 

women being able to choose who they marry all that autonomous. Many women got married at 

quite young ages, and Norton saw this as more of restriction than a future opportunity. The 

majority of widows did not receive enough property to support themselves entirely, often having 

to rely on outside help such as one of their children or another relative. She also talks about how 

perceived autonomous opportunities were often applied only to Anglo-American women and not 

the other ethnicities that existed within society. African American women, for example, were 

more likely, especially in the later years of the colonies, to do more outdoor work than Anglo-

American women. Just because they worked these jobs did not make them autonomous 

opportunities. They were being forced to do it.
23

 

Marcia Zug states in her article “Lonely Colonist Seeks Wife” that not all historians agree 

that colonial women as a whole experienced more autonomy, but many admit that the colonies 

with the fewest women offered more legal rights, dower protection and inheritance rights. The 

colonies that had the fewest women in the early years were Maryland, Virginia, and South 

Carolina. To strengthen this point, Zug presents a bill that failed in early Maryland going through 

that dealt with making widows remarry in a certain amount of time. This meant widows stayed 

single as long as they needed.
24

 

When looking at the scholarship of early American women’s history it is important to 

take into account the education colonial women because whether it was just knowing read or 

being able to write as well, literacy could easily be used to find forms of autonomy. In Catherine 

Kerrison’s work Claiming the Pen published in 2006, she covers the intellectual life of women in 

the early American South. She declares that intellectual history has been focused quite a bit on 

New England, and it is only recently that scholars really started to believe the Southern 
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intellectual life deserved attention. At the time she was writing this, which is not that long ago, 

Southern colonial women’s literacy barely received any attention. She states that the purpose of 

her book is to show what southern women did with their literacy including ‘taking up the pen’ in 

order to ‘exercise the rights of men’.
25

  

The estimates taken for the time likely underrepresented women’s literacy, and it is now 

majorly accepted that more women could read than what was previously thought possible in 

earlier historical works. Dinah Nuthead is one of many women used in Roger P. Mellen’s work 

“An Expanding Public Sphere: Women and Print in Colonial Virginia” published in 2010 to 

prove that women read, wrote, and printed various publications instead of being illiterate. This 

work also shows examples of these publications including a poem that was published in 1736 in 

a newspaper talking about the inequality of women and men. Mellen states that because of the 

anonymous nature of print, many things published could be disguised instead of dealing with the 

automatic treatment of women when dealing with face to face contact. This anonymity created 

the opportunity for women to speak out for equality as did literacy.
26

 

Writing grievances anonymously was one way women showed their want of greater 

autonomy but was not the only way. Records exist of women acting out publicly against what 

was expected of them in order to achieve greater roles and opportunities within society. Kirsten 

Fischer presents these records in her work on colonial North Carolina women to support her 

argument that women acted out in order to show that they were not alright with the limitations 

placed upon them as early as the beginning decades of the British Colonial era. In 1697, a white 

woman by the name of Dorothy Steel set out on a journey to escape her husband and a life she 

did not want. She did not succeed and received punishment for unlawfully departing from her 

husband and also having an extramarital affair with one of the men she hired to help her escape. 
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Fischer states that this abandonment of marriage represents a challenge to the social hierarchy set 

in place slowly but surely in North Carolina. Many women challenged the North Carolina social 

hierarchy, and most of them worked as servants.
27

 

A colonial subject covered by many scholars throughout the years that deals with the 

roles of women in colonial America is the concept of witchcraft. The Salem Witch Trials of 1692 

are among the most popular topics taught in American grade schools as well as college 

undergraduate courses. Though the general facts are taught, there is normally not enough time 

for the true implications of the event to be explained. Scholars take this as an opportunity to 

figure out what exactly allowed this event to happen in the late 1600s in early American 

Massachusetts. Authors influenced by the second wave feminist movement saw witchcraft as a 

means for men to subject women to the institution of patriarchy. As scholarship has continued, 

historians have discovered different reasons for witchcraft prosecution.
28

  

Carol F. Karlsen in her book The Devil in the Shape of a Woman (1987) supports the 

claim that colonial womanhood goes right along with colonial witchcraft beliefs. Her study deals 

with the woman’s side of things which is good for a class on women’s history. Brian Levack in 

his various works (1987-2013) on witchcraft attempts to get at the heart of the problem by 

looking at witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and comparing it to the way witchcraft was seen in 

the colonies by the time of the Salem Witch Trials through the eyes of both men and women. His 

works help explain the various issues going on during that time causing the community of Salem 

as well as surrounding towns to be susceptible to the accusations of the young women who 

caused so much trouble for their community. His works as well as Karlsen’s work show that 

Salem was not the only area that dealt with accusations of witchcraft in early America. Recent 

work on this topic includes Alison Games’ Witchcraft in Early North America (2010). Her work, 
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as well as others specifying on the topic of witchcraft in the colonies, tries to present witchcraft 

as a bridge to understanding the various facets of United States history and in turn make it 

possible to teach the overall topic of witchcraft to non-scholars. With this goal in mind, historical 

witchcraft studies could help define the roles and opportunities of colonial women.
29

   

Coverage of women in the later part of the colonial period, also known as the 

revolutionary era, has brought up many arguments throughout the years including whether or not 

women gained or lost autonomy during the revolutionary period. Mary Beth Norton’s book 

Liberty’s Daughters, published in 1980, does well in showing the differences in experiences of 

women whether they were African-American or Anglo-American, freemen or slaves. The book 

is divided in two with one section being what stayed constant for women throughout the period 

and the other being about the changes that occurred. The constant includes what was expected of 

them in the household including ‘wifely’ duties and their reaction to these constraining ideals of 

what a perfect wife and mother should be like. Many women did however want to be mothers. 

By the time before the Revolution, if a woman stayed single she dealt with a great amount of 

disrespect. Norton states that even though women were suppressed in many ways, new 

opportunities emerged for them as the revolutionary period developed. New republican ideas led 

to a change in society’s ideas on how women had to act, and women gained new ideas of self. 

This book is important because it shows that women still had moments of autonomy despite the 

growing ideas of women staying in the private part of society. She even found primary evidence 

of ‘separate spheres’ beliefs in the later years of the colonial period that help show this growth.
30

 

Linda Kerber’s book Women of the Republic, also published in 1980, holds importance 

because it helps to define the ideal of ‘Republican motherhood.’ Her definition of this concept 

actually started in her 1976 work “The Republican Mother” in which she stated that republican 
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ideology included a political role for women, but this role worked to both help and harm 

women’s positions in society. She states in Women of the Republic that there was very little room 

for women to speak up in politics even in the revolutionary period though, like Norton, she 

realizes that women had a brief increase in influence within the public sphere during this time. 

Her work does a good job describing the influence of republicanism during this period and how 

women played their part in independence. For example, she states that until the economic 

boycotts began, it was not evident that women would have to come out of their private sector and 

into the public in order to help win the Revolution. Her monograph is still considered important 

in discussing the historiography of early America because of her thoughts on republican 

motherhood. This and Norton’s work are both seen as supporters of the movement that started in 

the late 1970s supporting the notion that all the events that happened to women in the late 

eighteenth century led to the most significant shift in early American women’s history.
31

 

Another important book on women during the American Revolution is the monograph 

The Ties That Buy (2009). Ellen Haritgan-O’Connor sets out to show the connections between 

women and the economic networks that existed in the revolutionary era. She realizes that many 

people portray women as defiant in these sorts of situations but seeks to show that in urban 

populations in particular a person no matter what their gender is necessary in some way to keep 

the economy going. She calls many of these people intermediaries, and these intermediaries 

provided the means to make economic transactions happen. The importance of her book is that it 

adds a new perspective to the scholarship of women’s roles in colonial society. It shows that 

women had opportunities in the public sphere even in the later colonial years.
32

  

One section of women’s history to take into account is the people who write biographies. 

Susan Ware states, “Many historians make good biographers, but not all biographers make good 
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historians.” Just because this is how they are seen does not make them any less important than 

other historical works. Biographies existed among the first historical works of women’s history 

and helped the women’s historical field grow much like the other historical works did and still 

do. They show readers the lives of various individuals which give people a sense of what was 

going on in this particular person’s time. The biographies of colonial women are no different.
33

  

A biography that really influenced and shaped future research on early American women 

was Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s book published in 1990 called A Midwive’s Tale. Though it 

focuses on a woman of the Early Republic, the information in this work still holds importance in 

understanding what it was like for women in early America. Martha Ballard, the woman in the 

novel, kept a diary of her life, but many historians before Ulrich did not see any use in spending 

an extended period of time on deciphering its pages. Ulrich was able to study its pages and use it 

to not only tell the story of Martha Ballard’s life but many women of the time as well. By doing 

this, this book goes beyond the traditional biography and presents both the true and possible 

influences in the ordinary lives of early American women.
34

 

Within this historiography there are many statements that can be strengthened through 

biographical works and case studies. This includes the development of the widow in colonial 

society. As stated earlier, many widows found themselves in positions of power. One particular 

position of power was that of printer. When looking closely at American colonial society there 

are several cases of widows taking over printing businesses in colonial America. The first female 

printer in the colonies was named Dinah Nuthead. She assumed control in 1695 in Maryland. 

Though she was in charge, this does not mean she was the type setter for the shop. What makes 

her story important comes from the evidence from the time that explains that she could not even 
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sign her own name. Going back to literacy rates and what constitutes literacy, most likely she 

could read and understand what was being put into print. 
35

 

Another widow printer, covered in a biography done in 1977 by Ira L. Baker and in 1997 

by Martha J. King, named Elizabeth Timothy, took charge of the South Carolina Gazette in late 

1738 and ran the paper until 1746 when she passed it on to her son Peter. The fact that Elizabeth 

was able to keep the paper afloat is enough to show that she did not squander her acquired 

power. She kept her subscribers interested and in turn helped influence their thoughts and ideals. 

She ran the paper with a dedicated business sense and was able to hand it over to her son in good 

condition. Once she handed over the business, she actually tried her hand in running a shop that 

dealt with writing supplies and books. This is an example of how a biography helps expand 

historical work. This particular one strengthens the belief that women had the ability to work and 

contribute to society publicly within British colonial America. Of course, this example does not 

apply to all women within these colonies.
36

  

Another approach to women’s history is the collection of historical essays. A lot of 

scholarly work found on colonial women is contained within various collections. Sometimes 

these works deal with a specific period of time. For example, Larry D. Eldridge’s 1997 collection 

focuses entirely on the various women in early America. He separates these essays into subtopics 

which are race, ethnicity and gender, religion, work opportunities, family life, and the court 

system. He states in his introduction that the purpose for his collection is to show just how great 

the diversity of women’s experiences is and even states that the way he groups the essays could 

easily be done another way. His work holds importance to the development of colonial women’s 

history because of the presentation of women other than elite white women. His work reflects the 

evolution of women’s history in general as well because of this.
37
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Other essay collections deal with colonial women, but in the context of the entire history 

of American women. The collection edited by Nancy A. Hewitt has the same idea in mind as 

Eldridge did in showing the experiences of women of all ethnicities and classes, but she does it 

while showing the evolution of these experiences from colonial all the way up to modern times. 

In her introduction she states that her goal as well as the goal of the various authors included is to 

show the progress of women’s history as well as encourage further work. Collections like this 

make it easier for people to make comparisons and get a general idea for what scholarship needs 

to be focused on next.
 38

  

The particular series Hewitt’s collection belongs to also has collections on subjects such 

as the colonial era as well as the development of the American South. The one put together on 

Colonial America by Daniel Vickers attempts to cover the colonial world as thoroughly as 

possible. Topics span from ecology and economy to African Americans and pre-contact Native 

Americans. There is one chapter focused entirely on women and gender, and this article does a 

great job covering the various outlets for colonial women’s history despite its limitation to this 

one section.
39

  

After looking at all the research on the roles, opportunities, and autonomy of colonial 

American women, the golden age argument easily can be both proven and disproven. There are 

many cases of women in colonial times expressing themselves and functioning independently 

from men. If one compares their experiences with the present day however these examples easily 

can be seen as extraordinary cases instead of proof that all women had an increase in autonomy 

by moving to the British American colonies. Going further with this, the eventual rise of what is 

generally considered the separate sphere era started with the policies set in place in each colony 

as well as the literature that was read by both men and women throughout the colonial decades. 



20 

 

Historians believe that ultimately the role of separate spheres had a lot to do with what the 

majority of women were influenced by and accepted as the societal norms. 

Women’s history is continuously evolving. Gender, though the concept started gaining its 

acceptance in the 1980s, is a dominating factor in a great amount of recent research. There are 

continuous debates about if gender and women’s history should be combined or left separate. 

Some people believe this debate has run its course, and the coexistence of women’s history and 

gender history is here to stay. There is no denying that gender plays a role in the development of 

women’s roles and opportunities in early America, but this does not mean women cannot 

continue to be looked at separately as well.
40

    

Globalization of women’s history is another route recent scholarship is taking. Mary E. 

Frederickson states that with all the feminist scholarship, ideas of ‘American Exceptionalism’ 

strengthened. She calls for a shift in focus from this exceptionalism to looking at the 

development of women’s history globally. This means doing things like looking at the 

experiences of women in different areas during a particular point in time and figuring out all the 

similarities and differences of the various women living in each area. This route is important 

because of the continued increase in connectivity between the nations of the world. By looking at 

how various nations and cultures developed it is easier to understand the current situations of a 

particular group.
41

 

The evolution of early American women’s history throughout the decades since the 

beginning of women’s history is still happening to this day. As each generation comes of age, 

new perspectives emerge and shape the way scholars look at primary evidence as well as past 

studies. New evidence might even emerge within the next year that completely changes how 

scholars look at the experience of women in the beginning years of the United States. Early 
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pioneers like Julia Cherry Spruill and Elizabeth Anthony Dexter would not be disappointed with 

the way women gained prominence in American historical scholarship. Women are no longer 

looked at as a side note to the development of this nation though there still is work to be done.  
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