
Rights in Early America 
 
In this activity, you are assigned roles as different members of early American society and move to different areas of the classroom according to 

whether you could always/sometimes/never exercise different rights in the 1770s and 1780s. This activity helps you understand different rights 

and privileges and helps set up our next activity "Claiming We the People." 

 
Objectives 

1. Students will be able to describe the rights afforded to different members of society in early America. 
 
Instructions 
NOTE: Each student will be one of the following identities: 

 White man with property 

 White man without property 

 Enslaved woman 

 Free African-American man 

 White woman 

1. Step 1: Please locate your identity cards. In a moment, you will be asked to decide whether you could exercise various 

rights in the 1770s and 1780s.  

2. Step 2: Different areas of the room are designated with signs indicating  ALWAYS, SOMETIMES or NEVER. I am 

going to read a right, and then you have to decide whether you would have ALWAYS had that right, you would have 

SOMETIMES had that right, or you would have NEVER had that right in Revolutionary America.  

o IN OTHER WORDS: 

 Imagine you are the identity on the card, living in America in the late 1770s. 

 Listen to each statement. For each, decide whether you would have had that right ALWAYS, SOMETIMES, 

or NEVER. 

 Move to the correct spot in the room.   

3. Step 3: After I read a right aloud, I will travel and see if you are in the correct spot. 

4. Step 4: After going through all of the rights, we will debrief: 

o Who had the most rights? 

o Who had the fewest rights? 

o Whose rights were in flux? 

Note -- Free black men and white women's rights were most in flux, because society wasn't quite sure what to do with them yet. 

Societal leaders weren't sure whether race determined rights, or status as free.  They weren't sure whether gender determined 

rights, or status as free.  

5. Step 5: Discuss key points of the "Snapshot of Rights in Revolutionary America." with students. 

Historical Context 
The American Revolution raised more questions about equality and human rights than it answered. Though individual states 

loosened limits on who could hold office and vote, Americans had differing opinions about how democratic their republic 

should be, about how broadly or directly ordinary people should participate in political affairs. These divisions persisted as new 

states moved to establish their own permanent governments and constitutions. Though the ideas of the Revolution inspired 

many states to get rid of property requirements for voting, far fewer considered abolishing slavery or adopting women's 

suffrage.   
 

 

http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/items/show/1673


 

A Snapshot of Rights in the Early Republic 
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Notes: 

• On the eve of the Revolution, less than 60% of adult white males could vote. By 

1790, roughly 60-70% of adult white males could vote. 

• Many states replaced property-holding requirements for voting with 

requirements that voters be able to pay taxes; this provision thus excluded 

apprentices, male domestic servants, and the poorest members of society 

• In the 1770s and 1780s, most northern states (and North Carolina) allowed free 

African-American men who met property requirements to vote. 

• New Jersey allowed women to vote from 1776 to 1807, provided they owned 

property. 

• In some New England towns, Native American men were allowed to vote. 
Starting with Kentucky in 1792, most new states specifically excluded Native 

Americans. 

 

U.S. Population, 1790 
 

The numbers below are based on population count that includes 16 states in 1790. The 1790 census 
recorded five categories of people: free white males over 16, free white males under 16, free white 
females, other free people, and slaves. The census did not separate “other free people” by gender or 
race and did not separate slaves by gender. In 1790, the U.S. was a very young nation; about half of 
the population was under the age of 16. 

 
Total Population: 3,893,635 

Group Total Percentage Estimate 

Free white males 1,598,944 41.1
% Free white females 1,541,263 39.5
% Other free people 59,511 1.5% 

Slaves 694,280 17.8
% Figures based on the 1790 census 


