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LOST THE VOTE
A Revolutionary Story, 1776–1807

VOTING WOMEN     

The 1790s saw the rise of the first national political parties in the new American Republic, 
the Democratic-Republicans and the Federalists. Partisan rivalry came to a head in the 
1800 presidential election when Democratic-Republican Thomas Jefferson defeated 
Federalist incumbent John Adams. In New Jersey, both parties pushed for regulations to 
prevent fraud, while also campaigning with new methods and among new constituencies.

Amidst the growing partisanship, women and people of color played an increasingly 
crucial role in politics. Both Federalists and Republicans vied for their votes, believing 
women and free Blacks had the power to influence or even determine elections in the 
state. Women voters used and saw the objects displayed here on election days. The ballot 
box, for example, is from Deptford Township in Gloucester County, and matches the strict 
regulations issued in 1797 that were meant to prevent election tampering and fraud. Voting 
often took place in public spaces like taverns. Unlike today, when campaign materials 
are forbidden inside polling places, partisan imagery was everywhere. Imagine walking 
into a tavern whose sign bore a painting of Democratic-Republican party leader Thomas 
Jefferson, like the one displayed here.

Heated political contests sparked conflicts and accusations of voter fraud across the state. 
As early as 1783, the New Jersey State Legislature began to receive petitions from residents 
across the state eager to curb voter suppression and voter fraud and reform the state’s 
election system. Some of these petitions argued that people were voting illegally, often 
targeting people of color, non-residents, immigrants or “aliens,” and married women 
as likely suspects. It remains questionable whether these accusations were legitimate. 
In addition, controversies over the state’s first gradual abolition law, adopted in 1804, 
compounded regional and political tensions within New Jersey. These accusations and 
controversies contributed to a new law, passed in 1807. All white male taxpayers could 
now vote. But the Legislature stripped that right from women, people of color, and recent 
immigrants. 

The story of how women lost the vote exposes some of the most profound contradictions  
of the American Revolution. 
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