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         Happiness is something for which many people strive. In fact, such a pursuit 

seems to epitomize what it means to be American. Certainly in the 1925 song “I 

Want to Be Happy,” which was recorded by everyone from Ella Fitzgerald to Judy 

Christy, one hears the narrator stating he or she wants “to be happy.” And ever-

generous, the narrator further states he or she will not be happy until they make an 

unnamed person in their life “happy, too.”1 In this paper, I will explore the pursuit of 

happiness in America by looking at the life of Deborah Sampson, an 18th century 

American woman. 2  My goal is not to study the degree to which she made others 

happy, but probe how happiness simply manifested in the life of an exceptionally 

courageous early American woman.3 

                                                        
1 The song was composed by Vincent Youmans for the 1925 musical No, No Nanette. Irving Caesar 
wrote the lyrics. This song was written in the so-called “Roaring Twenties,” when many Americans 
strove for happiness in many ways including buying cars and other goods, something that would also 
happen in the 1950s, the period in which Judy Christy sung this song. See Liz Cohen, A Consumer’s 
Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America, (New York: Random House, 2004); 
James T. Patterson, Grand Expectations: The United States, 1945-1974, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996); “I Want to Be Happy” at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Want_to_Be_Happy and  “I Want 
to Be Happy” lyrics at http://www.stlyrics.com/lyrics/teafortwo/iwanttobehappy.htm (accessed 
July 8, 2014). 
2 The basic facts of her life are presented in a book by Alfred F. Young. See Alfred F. Young, 
Masquerade: The Life and Times of Deborah Sampson, Continental Soldier (New York: Vintage, 2004). 
3 Such a task is meaningful partly because “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” is a well-known 
phrase in the United States owing to its appearance in the Declaration of Independence, which was 
drafted by Thomas Jefferson, a “Founding Father” of this country and its third president. For more, 
see Jack N. Rakove, The Annotated U.S. Constitution and Declaration of Independence (Cambridge, MA: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Want_to_Be_Happy
http://www.stlyrics.com/lyrics/teafortwo/iwanttobehappy.htm


 Sampson’s childhood years did not start out happy. As her biographer Alfred 

Young has written, as a young girl she was orphaned and became a servant in a rural 

Massachusetts home until age 18, or roughly until 1778.4  She eventually passed as a 

man in order to become a colonial soldier.  

Sampson’s actions were partly an issue of timing. She did not come from a 

family of wealth so there were not many young men eager to marry her.  Also, many 

potential suitors were engaging in the American colonists’ battle for their 

independence from Great Britain, something Sampson herself decided to do. 

Unlike the narrator in the song “I Want to Be Happy,” Sampson’s pursuit of 

happiness seemed to be related to her hunger “for knowledge of the wider world.” 

Though she had the ability to care for others, she seemed to have a special mission 

that needed to accomplish first. Inspired by her namesake, Deborah, a Biblical 

woman, she disguised herself as a man and enlisted as a soldier in the colonial army 

in May 1782, serving seventeen months. Though taking risks is not always the end 

result of any pursuit of happiness, it paid off for Sampson who survived an injury 

and received an honorable discharge and even her soldier’s pension, the latter in 

1805. 5 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009). Notably, happiness was the subject of a 2006 film 
starring Will Smith and many other songs across time including Pharrell Williams’ “Happy.”  For 
more, see  “The Pursuit of Happyness” (2006), Dir. Gabriele Muccino, at 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0454921/ (accessed July 30, 2014) and “24HoursofHappy” at 
http://24hoursofhappy.com/ at (accessed July 30, 2014) at Pharrell Williams, “Happy” (Official 
Music Video) at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6Sxv-sUYtM  (accessed July 30, 2014). 
4 Young, 37. 
5 Note to students: here, you would simply write “Ibid” (Such a citation announces to the 
reader that you are still citing information from Alfred Young’s book about Sampson). Next, 
write a comma and insert the book’s page number where you found the fact mentioned in this 
sentence. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0454921/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6Sxv-sUYtM


Though she passed as a man to serve in the military, which on the surface 

makes her appear as being untraditional, Sampson was actually quite conventional. 

Following her discharged, she went on to marry and have children.6 In fact, her 

military superiors determined she behaved in chaste and upright ways throughout 

her service.  Though courageous as any man, she believed women should serve as 

role models to others – even men. To the female listeners in one audience during 

one of her book speaking tours, she once said the following: “The rank you hold in 

the scale of beings is in many respects superior to that of man.” 

In this paper, I explored the pursuit of happiness, which seems to be a big 

part of what it means to be American. I did so by looking at the life of Deborah 

Sampson, an 18th century American woman. Sampson’s happiness ultimately 

seemed to rest on finding balance in being a courageous, but conservative human 

being. 

 

 
 
 

                                                        
6 Again, write “Ibid.” and insert the page numbers for the facts mentioned in this sentence here. 


