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LOST THE VOTE
A Revolutionary Story, 1776–1807

THE NEW JERSEY STATE CONSTITUTION   

The 1776 New Jersey State Constitution was arguably the most inclusive state constitution, 
in terms of race and gender, produced by the newly independent states. The Provincial 
Congress of New Jersey adopted its new Constitution on July 2nd, 1776, the same day that 
the Continental Congress voted for American independence. All of the new states created 
constitutions for their governments, and many used male pronouns (like he, him, and his) 
when referring to their citizens. This was true of New Jersey’s as well. But one thing set the 
New Jersey Constitution apart. Its electoral statute — specifying who could vote — used the 
gender-neutral pronoun “they.” 

On display here is the original New Jersey State Constitution of 1776. When the 
Revolutionary Provincial Congress adopted the Constitution on July 2nd, it transformed 
New Jersey from a colony into a state. “All inhabitants of this colony of full age,” it 
reads, “who are worth fifty pounds proclamation money or clear estate in the same, and 
have resided within the county in which they claim to vote twelve months immediately 
preceding the election, shall be entitled to vote.” Fifty pounds was not an insignificant 
amount of property, but you didn’t have to be rich to vote under this requirement. Owning 
a small piece of land, a few livestock, or even a single enslaved person was enough to 
qualify someone to vote. Even more profoundly, the wording meant that anyone who met 
the property requirement — no matter their race or gender — had the right to vote. 

But a key question remained unanswered at the time and is even uncertain today: was 
dubbing voting citizens “they” intentional, or was it a rushed oversight? 

On November 18th, 1790, with the Revolutionary War long over, the New Jersey General 
Assembly made a decisive change. They altered the language of the law to include the 
words “he or she.” This deliberate and revolutionary “she” proclaimed what the New Jersey 
Constitution of 1776 had only implied: that propertied women could vote. Initially applied 
to only certain counties, the law went statewide in 1797. It also implemented township-
level voting — so that people could vote closer to home — and secret ballots, giving voters 
new confidence in the validity of the election process. Women began appearing on lists of 
people who voted in increasing numbers.

206




