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POLITICS PRIVATE AND PUBLIC 
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LEVEL: 
High School 

TIMEFRAME: 

Approximately 45 minutes  

OBJECTIVES: 
Students will examine short 18th-century primary source documents related to gender and the 
private versus public spheres during the American Revolution and the founding of the United 
States of America.  

STANDARDS:
· Civic Values and Social Norms  
· Revolution and the New Nation   
· Analysis of Primary Sources 
· Evaluating Sources 

· Reading For Perspective  
· Integrating Evidence from Multiple 

Relevant Historical Sources into a 
Reasoned Argument About the Past 

 

 
 
PROCEDURE: 

1. Provide students with the Background Information handout (included in PDF) for 
information on Martha Washington’s role during the presidency and her Republican 
Court. 

2. Distribute the Primary Source Set – Politics Private and Public handout for students 
to read (included in PDF).   

3. Ask students to analyze the primary sources in pairs through the lens of political and 
public versus family and private concerns using the Primary Source Set Graphic 
Organizer worksheet (included in PDF). 

4. Distribute the Primary Source Set Venn Diagram worksheet (included in PDF) and 
ask students to compare and contrast the four primary sources. Students should 
identify elements from each document that fall into private, public, or private and 
public concerns.  

5. Instruct students to rewrite Martha Washington’s obituary using information from the 
primary sources. Students should be prepared to identify changes made and use 
evidence to support those changes. 
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OPTIONAL EXTENSION ACTIVITIES: 

1. Ask students to answer the following questions. Students can use the Primary Source 
Set Short Answer worksheet (included in PDF) to answer the questions.  

a. What political and public concerns did George and Martha Washington raise? 

b. How do these political and public concerns impact their family and private 
concerns?  



 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
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George Washington Teacher Institute | mountvernon.org  1 

 

Women’s history is often delineated into debates on the public versus private spheres. 
Recently, historians have been analyzing how these two seemingly separate worlds interact 
and influence one another. Martha Washington, as First Lady, is a great example of this new 
interpretation of women’s history. During George Washington’s presidency, Martha 
Washington held Friday evening drawing-room gatherings at their temporary home in 
Philadelphia. Both men and women regularly attended. This evening gathering, known as the 
Republican Court, was a symbolic gesture of the public (the political and male dominated 
world) intertwining with the private (the family and female dominated world). While Martha 
Washington became friendly with well-known women such as Abigail Adams and Mercy Otis 
Warren (a poet, writer, and historian), she often bristled against the limitations public 
expectations placed upon her. 
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Source A – Martha Washington Obituary from the Augusta Herald, Augusta, Georgia June 9, 1802  
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association  
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Source A – Transcript: Martha Washington Obituary from the Augusta Herald, Augusta, Georgia June 9, 1802 
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association  
 

1     DIED – At Mount Vernon, on 

2 The 22d ultimo, Mrs. MARTHA 

3 WASHINGTON, widow of the 

4 late illustrious General GEORGE 

5 WASHINGTON. – To those amiable 

6 and christian virtues, which adorn 

7 the female character, the added dig- 

8 nity of manners, superiority of un- 

9 derstanding, a mind intelligent and 

10 elevated. ----- The silence of re- 

11 spectful grief is our best eulogy. 
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Source B – Martha Washington to Mercy Otis Warren, December 26, 1789 
  
                                                                                           

1                                                                                                        New York December the 26th 1789 

2 My Dear Madam 

3 Your very friendly letter of the 27th of last month has afforded me much more satisfaction than all the  

4 formal compliments and emty ceremonies of mear etiquette could possably have done. - I am not apt  

5 to forget the feelings that have been inspired by my former society with good acquaintances, nor to be  

6 insensible to thair expressions of gratitude to the President of the United States; for you know me well  

7 enough to do me the justice to beleive that I am only fond of what comes from the heart. - Under a  

8 conviction that the demonstrations of respect and affection which have been made to the President  

9 originate from that source I cannot deny that I have taken some interest and pleasure in them. - The  

10 difficulties which presented themselves to view upon his first entering upon the Presidency, seem thus  

11 to be in some measure surmounted: it is owing to this kindness of our numerous friends in all quarters  

12 that my new and unwished for situation is not indeed a burden to me. When I was much younger I  

13 should, probably, have enjoyed the inoscent gayeties of life as much as most my age; -but I had long  

14 since placed all the prospects of my future worldly happyness in the still enjoyments of the fireside at  

15 Mount Vernon –  

 

16 I little thought when the war was finished, that any circumstances could possible have happened  

17 which would call the General into public life again. I had anticipated, that from this moment we  

18 should have been left to grow old in solitude and tranquility togather: that was, my Dear madam, the  

19 first and dearest wish of my heart; - but in that I have been disapointed; I will not, however,  

20 contemplate with too much regret disapointments that were enevitable, though the generals feelings  

21 and my own were perfectly in unison with respect to our predilictions for privet life, yet I cannot  

22 blame him for having acted according to his ideas of duty in obaying the voice of his country. The  

23 consciousness of having attempted to do all the good in his power, and the pleasure of finding his  

24 fellow citizens so well satisfied with the disintrestedness of his conduct, will, doubtless, be some  

25 compensation for the great sacrifices which I know he has made; indeed in his journeys from Mount  

26 Vernon - to this place; in his late Tour through the eastern states, by every public and by every privet  

27 information which has come to him, I am persuaded that he has experienced nothing to make him  

28 repent his having acted from what he concieved to be alone a sense of indespensable duty: on the  
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29 contrary, all his sensibility has been awakened in receiving such repeated and unaquivocal proofs of  

30 sincear regards from all his country men. with respect to myself, I sometimes think the arrangement is  

31 not quite as it ought to have been, that I, who had much rather be at home should occupy a place with  

32 which a great many younger and gayer women would be prodigiously pleased. - As my grand  

33 children and domestic connections made a great portion of the felicity which I looked for in this  

34 world. - 1 shall hardly be able to find any substitute that would indemnify me for the Loss of a part of  

35 such endearing society. I do not say this because I feel dissatisfied with my present station - no, God  

36 forbid: - for everybody and everything conspire to make me as contented as possable in it; yet I have  

37 too much of the vanity of human affairs to expect felicity from the splendid scenes of public life. - I  

38 am still determined to be cheerful and to be happy in whatever situation I may be, for I have also  

39 learnt from experianence that the greater part of our happiness or misary depends upon our  

40 dispositions, and not upon our circumstances; we carry the seeds of the one, or the other about with  

41 us, in our minds, wherever we go.  

 

42 I have two of my grand children with me who enjoy advantages in point of education, and who, I trust  

43 by the goodness of providence, will continue to be a great blessing to me, my other two grand  

44 children are with thair mother in virginia. –  

45  

46 The Presidents health is quite reestablished by his late journey - mine is much better than it used to be  

47 - I am sorry to hear that General Warren has been ill: hope before this time that he may be entirely  

48 recovered - we should rejoice to see you both, I wish the best of Heavens blessings, and am my dear  

49 madam with esteem and  

 

50                                                                                                              regard your friend and Hble  

51                                                                                                              Sert  

52                                                                                                              M Washington  
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Source C – Martha Washington to Fanny Bassett Washington, October 23, 1789 

1             New York October the 23d 1789 

2 My dear Fanny 

3 I have by Mrs Sims sent you a watch it is one of the cargoe that I have so long  

4 mentioned to you, that was expected, I hope is such a one as will please you - it is of  

5 the newest fashon, if that has any influence on your tast - The chain is of Mr Lears  

6 choosing and such as Mrs Adams the vice Presidents Lady and those in the polite  

7 circle wares. It will last as long as the fashon - and by that time you can get another  

8 of a fashonable kind - I send to dear Maria a piece of Chino to make her a frock - the 

9 piece of muslin I hope is long enough for an apron for you, and in exchange for it, 1  

10 beg you will give me the worked muslin apron you have like my gown that I made  

11 just before I left home of worked muslin as I wish to make a petticoat of the two  

12 aprons - for my gown - Mrs Sims will give you a better account of the fashons than I 

13 can - I live a very dull life hear and know nothing that passes in the town - I never  

14 goe to the publick place - indeed I think I am more like a state prisoner than  

15 anything else, there is certain bounds set for me which I must not depart from - and  

16 as I can not doe as I like I am obstinate and stay at home a great deal – 

17 The President set out this day week on a tour to the eastward Mr Lear and Major  

18 Jackson attended him - my dear children has had very bad colds but thank god they 

19 are getting better My love and good wishes attend you and all with you - remember 

20 me to Mr & Mrs L Wn how is the poor child - kiss Maria I send her two little  

21 handkerchiefs to wipe her nose 

22 Adieu  

23 I am my dear Fanny yours 

24 most affectionately  

25 M Washington 
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26 Mrs F Washington 

27 Mount Vernon  

28 Favored by  

29 Mrs. Sims 
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Source D – George Washington to Martha Washington, June 18, 1775 

 
1 Philadelphia June 18th 1775. 

 

2 My Dearest, 
3 I am now set down to write to you on a subject which fills me with inexpressable concern—and this  
4 concern is greatly aggravated and Increased when I reflect on the uneasiness I know it will give you— 
5 It has been determined in Congress, that the whole Army raised for the defence of the American Cause  
6 shall be put under my care, and that it is necessary for me to proceed immediately to Boston to take  
7 upon me the Command of it. You may beleive me my dear Patcy, when I assure you, in the most  
8 solemn manner, that, so far from seeking this appointment I have used every endeavour in my power  
9 to avoid it, not only from my unwillingness to part with you and the Family, but from a consciousness  

10 of its being a trust too great for my Capacity and that I should enjoy more real happiness and felicity  
11 in one month with you, at home, than I have the most distant prospect of reaping abroad, if my stay  
12 was to be Seven times Seven years. But, as it has been a kind of destiny that has thrown me upon this  
13 Service, I shall hope that my undertaking of it, is designd to answer some good purpose—You might,  
14 and I suppose did perceive, from the Tenor of my letters, that I was apprehensive I could not avoid  
15 this appointment, as I did not even pretend ⟨t⟩o intimate when I should return—that was the case—it  
16 was utterly out of my power to refuse this appointment without exposing my Character to such  
17 censures as would have reflected dishonour upon myself, and given pain to my friends—this I am sure  
18 could not, and ought not to be pleasing to you, & must have lessend me considerably in my own  
19 esteem. I shall rely therefore, confidently, on that Providence which has heretofore preservd, & been  
20 bountiful to me, not doubting but that I shall return safe to you in the fall—I shall feel no pain from  
21 the Toil, or the danger of the Campaign—My unhappiness will flow, from the uneasiness I know you  
22 will feel at being left alone—I therefore beg of you to summon your whole fortitude & Resolution, and  
23 pass your time as agreeably as possible—nothing will give me so much sincere satisfaction as to hear  
24 this, and to hear it from your own Pen. 

 

25 If it should be your desire to remove into Alexandria (as you once mentioned upon an occasion of this  
26 sort) I am quite pleased that you should put it in practice, & Lund Washington may be directed, by  
27 you, to build a Kitchen and other Houses there proper for your reception—if on the other hand you  
28 should rather Incline to spend good part of your time among your Friends below, I wish you to do so— 
29 In short, my earnest, & ardent desire is, that you would pursue any Plan that is most likely to produce  
30 content, and a tolerable degree of Tranquility as it must add greatly to my uneasy feelings to hear that  
31 you are dissatisfied, and complaining at what I really could not avoid. 
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32 As Life is always uncertain, and common prudence dictates to every Man the necessity of settling his  
33 temporal Concerns whilst it is in his power—and whilst the Mind is calm and undisturbed, I have,  
34 since I came to this place (for I had not time to do it before I left home) got Colo. Pendleton to Draft a  
35 Will for me by the directions which I gave him, which Will I now Inclose—The Provision made for you,  
36 in cas⟨e⟩ of my death, will, I hope, be agreeable; I have Included the Money for which I sold my own  
37 Land (to Doctr Mercer) in the Sum given you, as also all other Debts. What I owe myself is very  
38 trifling—Cary’s Debt excepted, and that would not have been much if the Bank stock had been applied  
39 without such difficulties as he made in the Transference. 

 

40 I shall add nothing more at present as I have several Letters to write, but to desire you will remember  
41 me to Milly & all Friends, and to assure you that I am with most unfeigned regard, My dear Patcy Yr  
42 Affecte 
43                                                                                                                                                              Go: Washington 

 

44 P.S. Since writing the above I have receivd your Letter of the 15th and have got two suits of what I was 
45 told wa⟨s⟩ the prettiest Muslin. I wish it may please you—it cost 50/. a suit that is 20/. a yard. 
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Fill in the following chart using evidence from each primary source document. 

 

 

 
Primary  
Source 

 
Political and Public  

Concerns 
 
 

 
Family and Private 

Concerns 
 

 
 
 
 

Source A 

  

 
 
 
 

Source B 

  

NAME___________________________________ 
 
DATE ___________________________________ 
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Primary  
Source 

 
Political and Public  

Concerns 
 
 

 
Family and Private 

Concerns 
 

 
 
 
 

Source C 

  

 
 
 
 

Source D 
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Fill in the following Venn diagram using evidence from each primary source document. 

 

Private Public

NAME___________________________________ 
 
DATE ___________________________________ 
 

Private 
and 

Public 
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Answer the following questions using evidence from the primary source documents. 
 

1. What political and public concerns did George and Martha raise?                                                                                                                                                                                                 

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. How did these political and public concerns impact their family and private concerns?                                                                                                                                                                                       

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________ 

NAME___________________________________ 
 
DATE ___________________________________ 
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