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Thomas Wilson Dorr: The Working Class Right to Vote 
• Compelling Question 

o How can your purposeful leadership spotlight and contribute to expansion of freedom even if it 
does not appear immediately to be successful?   

• Virtue: Purpose 
• Definition – Purpose is my answer to the question "why do I exist?" It is the reason for which I exist; it is 

my goal, that thing to which my actions are directed. It is our answer to the question “what are you for?” 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn how Thomas Wilson Dorr led an effort to expand the right to vote 
in Rhode Island, and evaluate the methods he used. They will use this example to be purposeful in 
their own lives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze and evaluate Thomas Wilson Dorr’s purposeful behavior in leading the effort 

to expand suffrage in Rhode Island for working class men.  
o Students will apply their knowledge of the virtue purpose to their own lives.  

• Background 
o In 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed the right to vote to African American men. The 

Nineteenth Amendment of 1920 guaranteed it to women. And in 1971, the Twenty-Sixth 
Amendment extended it to people aged eighteen to twenty. As the decades passed, federal and state 
governments wrote it into the state and federal constitutions, honoring almost every American’s 
right to vote. 
 
However, in the mid-1800s, there were many men in America who did not have the right to political 
expression on Election Day. In 1840, Thomas Wilson Dorr and fellow suffragists set out to change 
that for the working class men of Rhode Island. They stirred up controversy and set an example for 
the nation. 
 
In 1840, Rhode Island was governed according to its original 1663 charter. Under its provisions, all 
white males who owned at least $137 worth of property could vote. At the time, the requirement 
did not seem to create a problem. The majority of the population was farmers and landowners, and 
there was little pressure to change the law.  
 
When the industrial boom hit Rhode Island in the early 1800s, however, a new class of working 
white males emerged. They lived in cities, worked in factories, and often rented housing. Before 
long, working class men composed over sixty percent of the state’s white male population. These 
men worked, paid taxes, and were subject to the same laws as property owners. But they could not 
vote because they did not own the required amount of property. One suffragist declared that the 
Declaration of Independence should read: “all men are created equal, except in Rhode Island!” 

• Vocabulary 
o Fifteenth Amendment 
o Nineteenth Amendment 
o Twenty-Sixth Amendment 
o Charter 
o Whig Party 
o Democratic Party 
o People’s Convention 
o Popular sovereignty 
o Landholders’ or Freedmen’s Convention 
o Referendum (plural: Referenda)  
o Ecstatic 
o Illegitimate 
o Escalated 
o Arsenal 
o Extralegal 
o Insurrection 
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o Law and Order Party 
o Luther v. Borden 
o Foreshadow 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

• Observation Questions 
o What was Dorr’s purpose in leading the People’s Convention? 
o What actions did Dorr take to achieve his goals? To what extent was he successful with each step 

along the way? 
• Discussion Questions 

o Discuss the following questions with your students.  
 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Botelho, Joyce M. Right and Might: The Dorr Rebellion and the Struggle for Equal Rights. 
Providence: Rhode Island Historical Society, 1992. 

o Conley, Patrick T. The Dorr Rebellion: Rhode Island’s Crisis in Constitutional Government. 
Providence: Rhode Island Bicentennial Foundation, 1976. 

o Dennison, George M. Dorr War:  Republicanism on Trial, 1831–1861.  Lexington:  University 
Press of Kentucky, 1976. 

o  Gettleman, Marvin E. The Dorr Rebellion. New York: Random House, 1973.  
o Keyssar, Alexander. The Right to Vote. New York: Basic Books, 2000. 
o King, Dan. The Life and Times of Thomas Wilson Dorr. Freeport, N.Y.: Books for Libraries Press, 

1969. 
o The Dorr Rebellion: When RI Had 2 Governors: New England Historical Society. 

http://www.newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/dorr-rebellion-ri-2-governors/  
  

http://www.newenglandhistoricalsociety.com/dorr-rebellion-ri-2-governors/
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Handout A: Thomas Wilson Dorr: The Working Class Right to Vote 
 
Background 
 
In 1870, the Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed the right to vote to African-American men. The Nineteenth 
Amendment of 1920 guaranteed it to women. And in 1971, the Twenty-Sixth Amendment extended it to people 
aged eighteen to twenty. As the decades passed, federal and state governments wrote it into the state and federal 
constitutions, honoring almost every American’s right to vote. 
However, in the mid- 1800s, there were many men in America who did not have the right to political expression on 
Election Day. In 1840, Thomas Wilson Dorr and fellow suffragists set out to change that for the working class men 
of Rhode Island. They stirred up controversy and set an example for the nation. 
In 1840, Rhode Island was governed according to its original 1663 charter. Under its provisions, all white males 
who owned at least $137 worth of property could vote. At the time, the requirement did not seem to create a 
problem. The majority of the population was farmers and landowners, and there was little pressure to change the 
law.  
 
When the industrial boom hit Rhode Island in the early 1800s, however, a new class of working white males 
emerged. They lived in cities, worked in factories, and often rented housing. Before long, working class men 
composed over sixty percent of the state’s white male population. These men worked, paid taxes, and were subject 
to the same laws as property owners. But they could not vote because they did not own the required amount of 
property. One suffragist declared that the Declaration of Independence should read: “all men are created equal, 
except in Rhode Island!” 
 
Narrative 
 
Other northern states in the late 1790s and early 1800s, already had drafted new constitutions. Most gave 
taxpaying white males the right to vote. In 1840, Dorr and his associates raised the issue before the Rhode Island 
legislators. They demanded a new constitution, including the right to vote. 
 
For political reasons, the legislature refused. The majority of property holders belonged to the Whig Party. Most 
working class citizens were Democrats. Afraid that the new working class would elect members of the opposing 
party, the legislators balked at their demands. Unable to secure a new constitution from the established legislature, 
the suffragists decided to create their own. 
 
Leading the suffragists’ movement were Dorr and his group, the People’s Convention. Dorr was the eldest of seven 
children belonging to one of Rhode Island’s wealthiest families. An aristocratic lawyer who supported the 
suffragists’ cause, Dorr was a great orator who believed in the principle of popular sovereignty—that the people 
are the ultimate source of government’s authority. “Rights are the gift of God,” he wrote. “The definition and 
protection of them are the objects of just government.” He recruited men from all over the state to join his 
movement. In October 1841, the People’s Convention drafted a new state constitution that would guarantee the 
voting rights of working white males. 
 
At the same time, the Rhode Island legislature convened their constitutional convention, the Landholders’ or 
Freemen’s Convention. They also drafted a new constitution. In January 1842, both constitutions were presented to 
the state in referenda (the practice of submitting to popular vote a proposed measure). All taxpaying men were 
allowed to vote on The People’s constitution, while only property holders voted on the Freemen’s constitution. The 
People’s constitution passed; the Freemen’s constitution failed. The suffragists were ecstatic. 
 
In effect, Rhode Island suddenly had two governments—the official legislature of the 1663 charter, and the new 
government and constitution approved by a people’s majority. The People’s Convention delegates quickly met, and 
in May that year Dorr became governor of the state of Rhode Island. They began making plans and organizing a 
new state government. Dorr explained the right of the people to change their government: "The establishment of 
any mode of convenience for amending the constitution through the action of the legislature cannot impair the 
general un-alienated and inalienable right of the People at large to make alterations in their organic laws and any 



 Bill of Rights Institute – American Portraits 4 

other mode which they deem expedient."  
 
The Whigs in the legislature, now known as the Law and Order Party, were on the defense. They publicly declared 
that Dorr’s government was illegitimate, and elected their own officials under the Freemen’s constitution. They 
reelected their governor. Then they convinced the rest of the legislature to punish candidates running for office 
under the People’s Convention. 
 
Meanwhile, Dorr and the new legislature notified the federal government of the changes in Rhode Island. As people 
nationwide became more aware of what was happening in Rhode Island, predictably, Democrats supported the 
Dorrites, and Whigs labeled them rebels. Nevertheless, the federal government refused to intervene. Voting was a 
state matter. 
 
The conflict in Rhode Island escalated to the point of violent rebellion. On May 18, 1842 the suffragists attempted 
to take control of the state arsenal in Providence in order to prevent the opposing governor’s troops from using the 
weapons there. Dorr demanded the stored weapons, claiming he was the elected governor of Rhode Island. The 
guards refused. The Dorrites attacked the arsenal, but their canons misfired, and they were defeated quickly. In the 
aftermath of the incident, Dorr fled the state. His followers were charged with treason. Without its leaders, the 
extralegal government created by the People’s Convention lost support throughout the state, and the original 
government regained its political power. 
 
However misguided the violent insurrection had been, the suffragists’ efforts were not entirely in vain. Following 
the rebellion in 1842, the Law and Order Party worked hard to prevent similar protests, and they proposed a new 
compromise constitution. All native-born, taxpaying, adult males could vote, but not on budgets or taxes.  The 
citizenship requirement continued to prohibit immigrants, mostly Irish Catholics, from voting. Many working class 
white males still lacked a voice in financial decisions. 
 
In the 1848 case, Luther v. Borden, the United States Supreme Court revisited this episode of Rhode Island’s 
history. The Rhode Island suffragists argued that the state had violated Article Four of the U.S. Constitution, which 
guarantees “to every State in this Union a Republican Form of Government.” In a republican form of government, 
citizens are entitled to elect officers and representatives. Those officials are responsible to them, and should 
govern according to law. Rhode Island, they argued, was preventing this. Nevertheless, the Court refused to 
address the issue. They believed it a political question, best left to the executive or legislative branch of the federal 
government to decide. 
 
Long before young adults, women, and African Americans fought for the right to vote, Thomas Wilson Dorr and the 
working white men of Rhode Island battled for their political voice. They recognized the political imbalance of the 
voting system in their state and took the initiative to change it. While their efforts were limited by a lack of federal 
support, they demonstrated the lengths to which a group can go to secure a voice in government. The work of these 
early Rhode Island suffragists foreshadowed the demand for voting rights by women and freed slaves. The 
rebellion signaled that the old voting rules would not stand unchallenged. 
 
 


