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W a s t h e A m e r i c a i i R e v o l u t t o n
a C o n s e r v a t i v e M o v e m e n t ?

YES: Carl N. Degler, from Out of Our Past The Forces ThatShaped
Modem Atmrica, rev. ed. {Harpa: & Row, 1970)

NO; Gordon S. WcmmI, from The Radicalism of the American Revo
lution (Alfred A. Knopf, 1̂ 1)

I S S U E S U M M A R Y

YES: Pulitzer Prize-winning author Carl N. Degler argues that upper-
middle-class colonists led a conservative American Revolution that
left untouched the prewar economic and social class structure of an
upwardly mobile people.

NO: Prize-wnning historian Gordon S. Wool argues that the
American Revolution was a far-reaching, radical event that pro
duced a unique democratic society in which ordinary people could
make money, pursue happine ,̂ and be self-governing.

WW as the American Revolution a true revolution? The answer may depend
on how the term rewlution is defined. Strict cmstnictkmists, for example, per
ceive revolution as producing significant and deep sodetal change, while loose
constmctimists define the term as "any resort to violence within a |K>litical order
to change its constitution, rulers, or policies." Historians agree that American
Revolutionaries fulfilled the second definition because they succes^ly fought a
war that resulted iri the overthrow of thdr British rulers and established a govem-
ment run by themselves. However, historians disagree over the amount of social
and economic changes that took place in America.

Early historians did not concern themselves with the social and econonric
aspects of the American Revolution. They instead argued over the causes of the
Revolution and refought the political arguments advanced by the rebelling
colonists and the British government. George Bancroft was the first historian
to advance the Whig, or pro-American, interpretation of the war. America won,
he said, because God was on our side.

Bancroft's view remained unchallenged until the beginning of the twentieth
century, when a group of imperialist historians analyzed the Revolution from
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the perspective of the British empire. ITiese historians tended to be sympathetic
to the economic and political difficulties that Great Britain faced in running
an empire in the late eighteenth century.

Both the Whig and the imperialist historians assiUBed titiat the Revdiution
was an external event whose primary cause was the political diferences between
the colonists and their British rulers. In 1909, however, historian Carl Becker
paved the way for a different interpretation of the Revolution when he con
cluded in his study of colonial New York that an intmtal revolution had taken
place. The American Revolution, said Becker, created a struggle not only for
home mle but also one for who should njie at home. This or conflict,
interpretation dominated most of the writings on the American Revolution
fxom 1910 through 1945. During this time progressive historians searched for
the social and economic conflicts among groups stmggling for political power.

Since World War 11, most professional historians have rejected what thc^
considered to be an oversimplified conflict interpretation of the Revdiution by
the previous generation of pmgressi ve historians, Robert E. Brown, in his studies
on colonial Massachusetts and Vii^nia, argued that America had become a
middle-class dethocracy before the American Revolution. Clonsequently, Brown
maintained, there was no need for a social revolution. Most influential have
teen the works of Harvard University professor Bernard Bailyn, who used a
neoconservative approach in analyzing the Revolution. In hh ltMqgkal Origins
of the American Revolution (Harvard University Press, 1968), BaUyn took ideas
seriously once again and saw the colonists implementing the views of radical
British thinkers in their stnj^le for independence. The most recent statement
on the American Revolution from the neoconservative perspective is
Amerka: The Revolution Before 1776 by Jon Butler (Howard University Pmŝ  2000).
In if, Butler argues that American colonial society—politically, socially, and
a:onomically—was dramatically transformed between 1680 and 1770.

In the first of the following selections, Carl N. Degler argues the neoconser
vative view of the American Revolution, maintaining that the upper-middle-
class colonists led a conservative Revolution that left untouched the prewar
economic and social class structure of an upwardly mobile people. This essay
is an excellent example of the loose constructionist definition of revolution.

Since the late 1960s, historians have written a great deal about blacks,
women, Native Americans, and "ordinary'' people. This neoprogresslve inter
pretation of America's past has also made views on the events surrounding the
Revolution more complicated. See the collection of articles In The American
Revolution: Explorations in the History of American Radicalisin edited by Alfred R
Young (Northern Illinois University Press, 1976).

Gordon S. Wood has given a new dimension to the neoprogresslve studies
of the Revolutionary era. In his took The Radicalism oft^w Anmimn Rewlution,
he argues the strict constructionist view that the Revolution produced ma|or
social changes. In the second selection, taken from this book, Wood maintains
that the American Revolution was a radical event because America was the first
nation to hold democratic values, allowing ordinary people to make money,
pursue happiness, and rule themselves.
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Carl N. Degler |4 YES
A N e w K i n d o f R e v o l u t i o i i

Con i i ^ rva t i ves Can Be Im iova to rs
like fabled genii grown too big to be imprisoned in their bottles, wars arKi rev
olutions ifrequentiy take on a life of their own i^espective of thdr first pur
poses. The overardhiing considerations of survival or victory distort or enlarge
the narrow and limited aims for which the conflict was begun. Ihe American
War for Independence was such an event. Begun for only limited politieai and
constitutional purposes, the war released social forces which few of the leaders
ever anticipated, but which have helped to moid the American tradition.

One such unforeseen result was the rapid and final disestablishment of
the Anglican Church, heretofore the state-supported religion in all of the colo
nies south of Mason and Dixon's Line and in parts of New York and New Jersey
as welL^ In knocking out the props of the State from beneath the Anglican
Chuich, the states provided the occasion for wider and more fundamental
innovations. Virginia in 1786, in disestablishing the Anglican Church, put no
other church in its place and instead passed a law guaranteeing religious free
dom, This law, with which Madison and Jefferson had so miKrh to do, prepared
the ground for the ultimate triumph pf the American doctrine of separation of
Church and State.

The ratification of the federal Constitu^on in 1788 constituted the first
step in the acceptance of the principle that a man's religion was irrelevant to
government, for the Constitution forbade all religious tests for officeholding*̂
Then in 1791, when the first ten amendments were added, Congre^ was
enjoined from legislating in any manner ''resf^cting an establishment of reli
gion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." These legalistic and now com
monplace phrases had centuries of man's religious history packed within them;
upon their implementation western Christendom reached a milestone in its
long quest for a viable accommodation between man's religious conscience
and raison d*itat

For millennia a man's religion had been either a passport or a barrier to
his freedom and the opportunity to serve his State; it had always mattered how
a man worshiped God, Since Enriperor Theodosius in the fourth century of the
Christian era, religious orthodoxy had been considered necessary for good citi
zenship and for service to the state. All this weighty precedence was boldly

Excerpted from Carl N, Degler, Out of Our Past: The Fortes Tfmt Shaped Modem America, rev. ed.
(Harper & Row, 1970). Copyright © 19S9, 1970 by Carl N. Degler. Reprinted by permission of
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.
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overthrown by Americans in 1789-91 when they «€Cted a government
wherein "a man's religious tenets will not forfeit the protection of the Laws nor
dqjrive him of the ri^t of attaining and hi^ng the highest offices tiiat are
known In the United States," as George Washington said.

In the course of the early nineteenth century, the federal example of a
strict divorce of State and Church was emulated by the individual states. At the
time of the Revolution many states had dananded Christian and often ftotes-
tant affiliatiCHis for offlcehoîUng, and some had even retained a state-supported
Church. Gradually, however, and voluntarily—Massachusetts was last in 1833—
all the states abandcsied whatever cormections tiiey mi^t have had wife the
churches. The doctrine of separation has been more deeply implanted in our
tradition in the twentieth century by the Suprene Coiut, v^ch has declared
that separation is a freedom guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment to the
Constituticm and therefore obl^atory upon the stat« as well as the federal
government Thus the two exiiemes of the American politick spectrum—^the
popular state governments and the august Supreme Court—have joined
in ssOKtioning this doctrine bom out of the Revolution by the liberalism of the
Inli^eruneilit!;^

It wjB a remarkably novel and even unique approach to tihe question of
the relation between the State and religion, j^though the doctrine repudiates
any connecticm between the State and the Church, the American version has
littie in ccHnmon with the practice in countries lite revoluttonajy FratKe and
MexJco and atheistic Soviet Russia, where s^ration has bem so hostile to reli-
^on as to interfere, at times, with freedom of worship. Hie American concep
tion is not antireligious at all. Our Presidents invoke the Deity and offer
Thaiiks^ving prayers, our armies and li^slatur^ maintain chaplains, and the
stete and federal governments encourage religion through the remission of
taxes. In America the State was declared to be secular, but itcontinued to reflect
the people's concern with religion. The popular interest in religion was still
evident in 1962 and 1963 when the Supreme Court invoked the principle
of separation of church and state to ban prayers and Bible-reading 6om the
fniblic schcK^s. In both Congress and the public press there was a loud protest
against such a close and allegedly antireligious interpretation of the principle.
But efforts to amend the Constitution in order to circumvent the Sujweme
Court's inteipretation failed.

In the ei^teenth century the American principle of separation of Church
and State was indeed an audacious experiment. Never before had a national
state been prepared to dispense with an official religion as a prop to its author
ity and never before had a churdi been set adrift vrithout the support of the
state. Throughout most of American history the doctrine has provided fireedom
for religious development while keeping politics free of rd^on. And that,
apparentiy, had been the intention of the Founding Fattos.

As the principle of the separation of Church and State was a kind of sodal
side effect of the Revolution, so also was the assertion in the Declaration of
Independence that "all men are created equal." Th«e five words have been
sneered at as idealistic, refuted as manifestly inaccurate, and denied as prepos-
t«ous, but they haw, nonetheless, always t«en capable of callit^ forth deep
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emotional response from Americans. Even in the Revolutionary era, tĥ
rxwervvas evident. In 1781 the Supreme JudkjW Court <rf Massachusetts
v̂ay at an end in that state because it "is incon̂ ent with our ovm conto
and institution" which "set out with declaring that all men are free
and equal...." The Reverend Samuel Hopkins told the ContinentalCongress
that it was Illogical to "be holding so many hundreds of bl̂ te m -
while we are maintaining tiiis stnî le for our own and our ChjJdren s liberty.
In 1782 William Binford of Henrico County, Virginia, set free twelw slaves
because he was "fully persuaded that freedom is the natural nght of all
mankind." Another Virginian, a few years later, fr̂  all his slav̂  which
had been "bom after the Declaration of Independence. Such efforts to
recondie the theory of the Declaration with the practices of life represent
only the beginnings of the disquieting echoes of the celebrated phrase.It is wrong to assume, however, that the mere inclusion of that phrâ  in
the Declaration worked the mighty influence implied in the foregdng es
pies; sodal values are not created so deliberately or so easily. Uke so ̂in the Dedaratlon, this sentence was actually the distillation of a cĥ shM
popute sentiment into a ringing phrase, allegiance to whteh stemmed from its
prior acceptance rather than from its eloquence. Tlie passionate belirf in ŝal
wuaUty which commentators and travelers in Jacksonian Amerî  would laterfîd so powerful was already emergent in this earlier period. Ind̂ , we have
aln̂ dy seen ite lineaments during the colonial period. After 1776 the conation was reinforced by the success of the Revolution and by the words of the
great Declaration itself.It was also suppcwted by the facte <rf Ameri<an social life. CtefHte the lowly
position accorded the Negro, wrotethe French traveler {jacques.Piejte] Bnssot m
n88, it still must be admitted "that fee Americans more than any othe ̂ le
are cGn\̂ nced that all men are bom free and equal." Moreover, he added, wemust acknowledge, that they direct themselves genially by this «
equality." German traveler johann Sdioe|rf noticed that m 1 hiladdphia rankof birth is not recognized, is resisted wth a total force.... People tl̂
speak here precisely as it prompts them... And in the pnvacy of the 1̂^Convention of 1787, Charles Pinckney of South Carolina urged his fellow
delegates to recognize the uniqueness of their ccmntry. "There is m̂  equality
of rank and fortune in America than in any other country under the sun, he
t o l d t h e m .

There were other signs of what an earlier generation would have stjgnia-
tized as "leveling tendencies" in the new post-Revolutionary soâ . The
attacks made by the Democratic-Republican societies upon the privileged
Order of the Ondnnati, because it was secret and confined to Revolutimî
officers and their deswiirfants, were obviously inspired by a growing ̂ alitâ
sentiment. French traveler Moreau de Saint-M^ recaUed with disgust how
Americans proudly told him that the hotel custom of putting str̂ ge travelers
together in the same bed was "a proof of liberty." By the end of the centûold sodal distinctions like rank-seating in churches and the differentî g Otle
of esquire were fast passing out of vogue. On an economic level, this apid-
ing American faith was translated as equality of opportunity, and here dour
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Federalist fisher Ames could lock arms with his Republican exponents when
he averred that "all camiot te rich, but all haw a right to make tfie attempt."

Though economic grievances seem to have played a n̂ gible role in
brining on the Revdution, this is not to say that there vme no ectmomic con-
sequaices. The economic stimulus afforded by the war demands and the ftee-
dom from Er̂ Ush mercantilisUc r̂ trictions whicsh victory made ĵ imanent
provided adventuresome American merchants and entrepreneurs with wide
qf̂ xjrtunities for gaining new markets and new sources of profit. The exfan-
sion of the American economy, which was to be characteristic all through the
ninet^nth csntury, was thus b^un^

But even when one has added tt̂ ether the new constitutions, the enligh
tened religious innovations, and the stimulus to equality, it is quickly apparent
that the social consequences of the Revolution were meager indeed. In both
puipose and implementation th^ were not to be equated with the mjaissive
soda! changes whijJ) shook France and Russia in later years. Ibr the most part,
the sodety of post-Revolutionary America vm but the working out of sodal
fore® which ŵ  already evident in the colonial period.

It is significant, for example, that no new social dass came to power
through the door of the American Revolution. The men who engineered the
revolt were laigely members of the colonial ruling dass. Peyton Randolph and
Pattick Henry were well-to<lo members of the Vii|;inia AssemWy; Washington,
reputed to be the ridiest man in America, was an officer in the Virginia militia.
The New Yoiic leaders John Morin Scott and Robert Uvinĝ on w®re judges on
the SujMeme Court of the colony, while Wlliam Drayton, a fire-̂ ng radkal
of South Carolina, was a nephew of the lieutenant governor of the province,
and himself a member of the Governor's Council until his anti-British acti\^ti«
forced his rmoval. Certainly Benjamin Franklin, citizen of the Empire, cele
brated scientist, and long retired, well-to-do fainter, was no submerged mem
ber of Philadelphia's society—or tendon's for that matten Moreover, Franklin's
natural son, William, was a Royal Govemor at the outbreak of the Revolution.
Hancodc of Boston and Christopher Gadscten of Charleston were only two of
the many respected and wealthy merchants who lent their sup r̂t to the
Patrick cause. In fact, speaking of wealth, the Revolution in Virginia was made
and led by the great landed class, and its members remained to reap the
benefits. Farther down the sodal scale, in the backwoods of Massachusetts, it
has been shown that the chief revolutionists in the western counties were the
old leaders, so that no major shift in leadership took place there either, as a
result of the Revolution.

This emphasis on position and wealth among the Revolutionary leaders
should not be taken as a denial that many men of wealth and brains left the
colonies in the exodus of the Loyalists. Certainly few patriots were the peers of
Jared IngersoD in the law, Jonathan Boucher in the Churdi, and Thomas
Hutchinscai and James Galloway in government. But the lx>yalist departure
did not decapitate the colonial sodal structure, as some have sû ested— Ĵt
only removed those most attached to the mother country.̂  A large part of the
goveming dass remained to guide the Revolution and neap its favors. It is true,
that in the stat® of Georgia and Pennsylvania, where the radical democrats
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held sway in the early years of the Revdution, new men seemed to occupy
positions of power. But these men were still unknowns on the periphery of
government and business, and generally remained there; they cannot be com
pared with the Robespierres and the Dantons, the Lenins and the Trotskys, of
the great continental eruptions.

A convenient gauge of the essential continuity of the governing class in
America b^re and after the Revolution is to be found in an examination of
the careers of ttie sign«s of the Declaration of Independence. Surely tiiese fifty-
five men are important patriot leaders and presiunably among the diief benefi
ciaries of the Revolutian they advocated. Yet they were by no means a disad
vantaged lot. Fully 40 percent of them attended collie or one of the Inns ofCourt in England at a time when such a privilege was a rarity. An additional
21 percent of them came from impc»tant families of their respective colonies,
or, like Robert Morris and Joî h Hewes, were men of acquired wealth. Over
69 pacent of them held office urKjter the cotonial regimes, 29 pewsnt alone
holding some office within the executive branch; truly these were not men
held at arm's length from the plums of office.

Most striking about the careers of these men is the fact that so many of
them hdd crfSce brfore and jrfter the dividing line of tihe Revolution. Of those
who held an cfflts under the state governments after the Revolution, 7S percent
had occupied crfflces before 1774, proving, if ne«i be, that ser^ in the
colonial jpvemments before the Revolution was no obstacle to political prefer
ment for a patriot afterward. If these who held no office before 1774 are not
counted—and several might be consadered too young to be expected to have
held office—then the continuity shov>?s up even more clearly, l^ty-nine
percent of those who filled an office before the Revolution also occupied an
office under one of the new state governments. And if federal office after 1789
is inducfcd, then the proportion rises to 95 percent. Add to this the fact that
other leaders, not induded in the group of signers, had similarly good social
backgrounds—men like Washington, Robert Uvingston, Gouvemeur Morris,
Philip Schuyler, and a dozen more—and the condû on that the Revolution
was a thoroughly upper-middle-dass affair in leadership and aim is inescapsble.

A further and pcriiaps more impcatant conclusion should be drflwn fiom
this analysis of the political careers of the signers after the Revolution, Th€se a>n-
servative, upper-dass l̂ tdm who prodaimed the Revolution suffered no rep|̂ -
ation in the course of the struggle; no mass from the bottom rose and seized
control of the Revolutionary situation to direct the stru^e into new channels.
Raths these men merely shifted, as it were, from their favored status under the
cokHiial regimes to comparable, if not improved, positions after the Revolution.

As a colonial revolt against an alien power, sudi a development is not sur
prising. But certainly-̂ r better or for worse—the ccaitinuity brought a depee
(rf social and political stability to the new nation rarely assodated wltii the word
"revolution" and serves, once again, to illustrate the tmly conservative nature of
the American revolt.

Similarly, in the redisttibution of land, which played such a crudal role in
France and Russia, the American Revolution set no example of social mt̂ vatitm
or consequence. Tlje Crown's lands, it is true were confiscated, and—of ̂ at€r
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import—so were the lands of the proprietors and those of the literally thou
sands of Tories. But the disposition of these lands hardly constitutes a social
revolution of major proportions. One can collect, of course, examples of the
breakup of great estates, like the De Lancey manor in New York, which was soM
to 275 individuals, or the 4€^0(>0''acre estate in North Carolina wtilch was
carved into scor^ of averagng 200 acres apiece, or the vast 21,000,000-
acre proprietary lands of the Penns. But the more significant question to be
answered is who got the land. And, from the .studies which have h&m made, it
would appear that most often the land went to speculators or men already pos~
sessing substantial aaeage, not to the landless or even to the small holder. To be
sure, much Tory land which first fell under the auctioneer's hammer to a specu
lator ultimately found its way Into the hands of a yeoman, but such a proô ure
is a rather slow and orderly process of sodal revolution.

Furthermore, it is obvious from the Confiscation Acts in the several slates
and the commissioners who operated pursuant to them that the motive
behind the acquisiticm of Tory lands was enhancement of the state revenues—
as, indeed, the original resolution from Congress had suggested. Under such
circumstances, pecuniary motives, not democratic theories of society, deter
mined the configuration distribution would take. And it is here that we b^n
to touch upon the fundamental reason why the confiscation of the royal, pro-
prietary^ and Loyalist lands never assumed crucial social importance. Land was
|ust too plentiful in America for these acres to matter. Speculators were k)aded
down with it; most men who wanted it already possessed it, or were on the
way toward possession. One recent investigator of the confiscations in New
York, for example, has pointed out that land there could be bought cheaper
from speculators than from a former Tory estate.

Even the abolition of primogeniture in all the southern states by 1791
cannot be taken as a significant example of the Revolution's economic influence.
The fact of the matter is that primogeniture had never appredably aifected land
distribution, since it came into play only when the owner died intestate. Con-
sidering the notorious litigiousness of eighteenth-century Americans, it is hardly
to be doubted that partible inheritance was the practice, if not the theory, long
before primogeniture was wiped from the statute books. Furthemiore, in almost
half of the country—New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and all of the New England
statesr~-primc^eniture never prevailed anyway.

As for the atx>lition of entail, it was frequently welcomed by owners of
entailed estates, as was the case in Jefferson's Virginia, since it would permit the
sale of otherwise frozen assets. These laws had not created a landed aristocracy in
America and their repeal made no significant alteration in the social landscape.

Instead of being an abmpt break, the Revolution was a natural and even
expected event in the history of a colonial people who had come of age. It is
tme that serial and political changes accompanied the Revolution, santie of
whidh were destined to work great influence upon American institutions in the
future, but these had been implicit in the pre-Revoiutionary scxriety. Moreover,
important social institutions were left untouched by the Revolution: the class
stmcture, the distribution of property, the capitalistic economy, the ideas of the
people concerning government.
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This lack erf ̂ Hofcaind and wideipread social and economic change is not
surprising. Hiese Americans, for all their talk, had been a contented and prô -
ous people un<fcr the British Crown and they were, theefore, ctmtented revolu
tionaries who wanted nothing more than to be undisturbed in their accustomed
ways. They are in no wise to be compared with the disgmntled bwyers, the frus
trated bourgeois, the tjrannized workers, and the land-hungry p̂ sants of the
anckns er f France and Ru^ ia .

Yet, in conclusion, it is perhaps fitting to recall that America was bean in
revolution, for this feet has become emfc«dded in our folk and se^histicat̂
fi-aditions alike. It was apparent in the self-conscious, often naive enthusiasm
dî yed by American statesmen and people in support of the colonial rebel
lions in South America and in Greece in the first two decades of the nineteenth
century. Revolutionaries of the middle of the century, like LchjIs Kossuth
yuTTgary] and (Giusepp«] Garibaldi {Italy}, garnered moral and material bene
fits from this continuing American friendship for rebellion. European exiles
and revolutionaries of 1848 wm; entertained at the Ltmdon residenas of
United States Minister Jam® Buchanan. And it is still apparent today. The dec
larations of independence of Ho Chi Minh's Dranociatic Rqjublic of (North)
Vietnam in 1945 and Ian Smith's Rhodesia in 1965 both begin with quotations
from the United States Declaration of Indefradence! And (President Gamal
Abdel] Nasser of Egypt, at the time of the United States intervention in
Lebanon in July, 1958, taunted Americans with their revolutionary tradition.
"How can the United States, which pushed off British colonialism many years
ago, forget its history?" he shouted to a crowd in Damascus.

An anticolonial traditton of such weight could not fail to leave its stamp
upon American attitudes— It was invoked aĝ in and again in drf»tes over
American foreign policy, and its contljiuing influence is evidoit in the movement
of former colonies like Hawaii and Alaska into statehood and the Philippines
into independence. Long before, in the era of the Revolution, American leadm,
profiting from the lessons of Britain's imperial problems, agreed in tihe Ordi
nance of 1787 and the Constitution that newly acquired territories could attain,
In the natural course of events, equal constitutional status with the original
thirteen states. Thus, in a single stroke, Americans ̂ destepped the tensions and
divisions attendant upon a colonial empire and laid the enduring foundaticms
for an expanding and united country.

Constitutional device, however, no matter how clever car farsighted, carmot
of themselves aeate a new p»ple. The form of econooiics and geĉ phy can
wreak havoc with the best laid plans of Foundii^ Fathers. Whether ^©rfcans
would retain their independence and become a truly united people was to be
determined only by time and the people themselves.

N o t e s
1. llils Is not to say, however, that disestaWishtnent of all churches was brought

about by the Revolution, All of the New England states, with the exception
of Rhode Island—still loyal to Roger Williams In this respect—continued to
support the Congregational Chureh,
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2. Just because the so-calM conservatives dominated the Constitutional Conven
tion^ such religjous indifference Mras possible. Generally the radials during
the Revolutionary era were in favor of state support or recognition of some
religion* Thus in the states where the radicals dominated, religious tests were
part of the Constitution: Georgia (all members of the legislature had to ̂
Protestants); North Carolina (no one could hold office who denied "God or
the truth of the Protestant religion''); and Pennsylvania (the test oath
demanded a belief in one God and his rewarding and punishing, and the
acknowledgment that the Old and New Testaments were "given by Divinte
Inspiration''). The contrast with the Constitutional Convention of 1787 is
striking. The Continental Congress®, which had been dominated by the radi
cals, always opened Its deliberations with chapiain«led prayers; the Conven
tion of 1787, however, failed to have either a chaplain or prayers, thou^
Franklin made an eloquent plea for both. He wrote later that ''the Conven«
tion except three or four persons thought Prayers unnecessary^" Whereas the
Declaration of Independence refers to "God" and "Divine Providence," such
words are completely absent from the "conservative" Constitution—much to
the mystification of modem conservatives.

3t. Schoepf, interestingly mough, dl$cover«^d in the economic opportunities avail
able in America the source of the sodai quality. "Riches make no positive
material jd^erence," he wrote concerning Philadelphia society, "because in this
regard every man expects at one time or another to be on a footing with his
rich neighbor, and in this expectation shows him no knavish reverence, but
treats him with an open, but seemly familiarity/'

4. William Nelson, American Tmy iOidotd, 1961), suggests in his last chapter that
America lost an organic or conservative view of society with the departure of
the Loyalists. Insofar as that is true, it would reinforce the liberal bias that has
been so characteristic of American political and social thought.

A
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T h e R a d i c a l i s i i i o f t h e
A m e i i c a n R e v o l u t i o n

e Americans like to ttrink of our revolution as not being radic^; ind«sd,
most of the time we consider it dovwiright conservative. It mtainly does not
appear to resemble the revolutions of other nations in which people were
killed, property was d«troyed, and everything was turned upside down. The
American revolutionary leaders do not fit our conventional image of revolu
tionaries—an̂ , passionate, reddess, maybe even bloodthirsty for the sake of a
cau .̂ We can think of Rĉ pierre, Lenin, and Mao Zedong as revolutionaries,
but not George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams. Tĥ  seem
tod stuSy, too solemn, too cautious, tew much the gaitlemen. We cannot quite
<X)nceive of revolutionaries in powdered hair and laiee breeches. The American
revolutionaries seem to belong in drawing rooms or legislative ĥ s, not in cel-
lars or in the streets. They made speeches, not bombs; they wrote learned pam
phlets, not manifestos. They were not abstract theorists and they were not
stxial levelers. They did not kill one another; they did not devour themKl\«s.
There was no reign of terror in the American Revolution and no resultant
dictator—«o Cromwell, no Bonaparte. The American Revolution does not
seem to have the same kinds of causes—the social wrongs, the class conflict,
the impoverishment, the grossly inequitable distributions of wealth—that
presumably He behind other revolutitwis. There were no peasant uprisings, no
jacquerie, no burning of chateaux, no storming of prisons.

Of course, there have been many Wstorians—Progressive or neo-Pr< r̂e«ive
historians, as they have been called—who have sought, as Hannah Arendt put
it, "to interpret tlie American Revolution in the light of the f rench Revolution,"
and to look for the same kinds of internal violence, class conflict, and scxSal
deprivation that pr̂ umably lay behind the French Revolution and other mod
em revolutions. Since the banning of the twentieth century these Prt^essive
historians have formulated various social interpretations of the American
Revolution essentially designed to show that the Revolution, in Carl Becker's
famous words, was not only about "home mle" but also about "who vm to
rule at home." They have tried to describe the Revolution essentially as a social
struggle by deprived and underprivileged groups against entrenched elites. But,
it has been conectly pointed out, despite an extraordinary amount of research
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and writing during a good part of this century, the puiposes of these Pro
gressive and neo-Pr<^ressive historians—"to portray the origins and goals of
the Revolution as in some signifleant measure expressions of a peculiar eco
nomic malaise or of the social jwotests and agitations of an impoverished or
threatened mass population^—^have not been fuffilled." They have not been fy-
fijled beaiuse the social conditions that generically are supposed to lie behind
all revolutions—^poverty and economic <feprivatioh—-were not present in colo
nial America. TTiere should no longer be any doubt about it: the white
American colonists were not an oppressed people; they had nocrushir^ impe
rial chains to tlirow off. In fact, the colonists iaiew they woe beet, more equal,
more prosperous, and less burdened with cumber«)me feudal and monarchical
restraints than any other part of manWnd in the eig^iteenth century, Sudi a
situation, however, does riot mean that ©slonial society was not susceptible to
r e v o l u t i o n .

Predsdy because the impulses to revoluti<w» in eighteeith-century America
b68a- little or no î semblance to the impulMs that presumably acjcount for modem
sodal pioteste ipd revohirions, we have tended to think of the Aanerican Revo
lution as having no social character, as having virtually nothing to do with the
satiety, as havirig no social causes and no social consequences. It has the^ore
often b^n con^dered to be essentially an Intellectual ev«nt, a constitutional
defense of American rights against British encroachments {"no taxation with
out representation"), undertaken not to change the existing sljucture of Society
but to pre^rve it. For some historians the Revolution seems to be little more
than a c<MGnial rebdlitSi or a war for independence. Even when we have recĉ -
nized the radicalism of the Revolution, we admit only a political, not a social
radicalism. The revolutionary leaders, It is said, were peculiar "eighteenth-
century radicals concerned, like the eighteenth-century British radicals, not
vwth the need to recast the sodal order nor wth the probkms of the economic
inequality and the injustices of stratified societies but with the need to purify a
corrupt constitution and fight off the apparent growth of prerogative power."
Consequentiy, we have generally deKaifĉ  the Revolution an unusû y con
servative affoir, concerned almost exdusvely with politics and constitutional
rights, and, in txroparison with the sodal radicalism of the other great revolu
tions of history hardly a revolution at all.

If we measure the radicalism of revolutions the degree of sodal misery
or aronomic deprivation suffered, or by the number of people killed or manor
houses burned, then this conventional emphasis on the consavatism of the
American Revolution becomes true enoug^l. But if we measure the radicalism
by the amount of sodal change that actually took place-4jy transformations
in the relationships that bound people to each other—thai the American
Revolution was not conservative at all; on the-contrary: it was as radical and as
revoluticHiary as any in history. Of course, the American RevolutitMi was vay
different fem other revolutions. But it was no less radical and no le^ social for
being different. In fact, it was one of the greyest revolutions the world has
known, a momentous upheaval that not only fundamentally altered the
character of American sodety but dedsivdy affected the coiarse of subsequent
history.
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It was as radical and social as any revolution in history, but It was radical
and social in a very spedal eighteenth-century sense. No doubt many of the
ccmcems and much of the language of that premodem, pre-Marxian eighteenth
-century were almost entirely political. Hiat was because most people In that very
different distant world could not as yet conceive of society apart from govern
ment. The social distinctions and economic deprivations that we today think of
as the cons^uence of class divlslcais, business exploitation, or various isms—
capitalism, racism, etc—wfere In the eighteenth century usually thou t̂ to be
caus^ by the abtKes of government. Social honors, social distinctions, perqiu-
sit«s of ofa<», business contracts, privil^es and mcwiopolies, even exe^ive
pr<̂ rty and wealth of various sorts—all scKsal evils and social deprivations— în
feet seerned to flow from connections to government, in the end from connec-
ticHis to monarehJcal atithority. that when Anglo-American radicals talked in
what seems to be only polltî  temis—purifying a corrupt constitution, elimi
nating courtieis, flghtirig crff aown power, and, mc»t important, becoming
repubUtans—they nevotheless had a decidedly s«x:lal message. In our eyes the
AriKrican revolutionaries appear to be absorbed in changing only their govern
ments, rtot their society. But in destK^ng monareJjy and establishing republics
ttiey were char̂ g their society as wdl as their governments, and they knew it.
Only they did not know—they could scarcely have imaĝ ed—liow much of
thdr society they would change J. Franklin Jam^n, who more tlian two pner-
ations ̂  described the Revolution as a soda! movement only to be roundly
criticized by a succeeding generation of historians, was at l̂ t right about one
thing: "the stream of levolutictti, once started, could not be confined within
narrow tanks, but spread abroad upon the land."

By the time the RevoluticMi had run its course in the early nineteenth
century, American society had been radically and thoroû ly transformed. One
class did not overthrow another; the poor did ncrt supplant the rich. But social
relationship̂ the way people were connected one to another—were changed,
and decisively so. By the early years of the nlnet̂ nth century the Revolution
had created a sodety fundamentally different from tfie colonial society of the
eî teenth century. It was in fact a new society unlike any that had ever existed
anywh«e in the world.

That revolution did more than legaDy create the United States; it trahs-
fonned American society. Because the story of Amerioi has turned out the way
it has, because the United States in the twentieth century has become the great
povrer that it is. It Is difficult, if not impossible, to appreciate and recover fuUy
the insignificant and puny origins of the country. In 1760 America vras only a
coU«:tion of disparate colonies huddled along a nanow strip of the Atlantic
coast—economically underdeveloped oû )osts existing c«) the very edg« of the
civilized worid. The less than two million monarchical subjects who liv«l in
these colcmles stiB took fcM- granted that society was and cnight to be a hjacarchy
of ranks and degrees of dependency and that most people were bound tcjgether
by personal ties of one sort or another. Yet scarcely fifty years later these insignif
icant bordttlarid provinces had become a giant, almc»t continentwide repuWic
of nearly ten million egalitarian-minded bustling citizens who not only had
thrast themselves into the vanguard of history but had fundamentally altered
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thar society and their scxial relationships. Far from remaining monarchical,
hierarchy-ridden subjects on the margin of civilization, Americans had b^ome
almost overnight, the most liberal, the most demoaatic, the most commercially
minded, and the most modem people in the work!.

And this astonishing transformation took place without industrialization,
wthout urbanization, without railroads, without the aid of any of the great
forces we usually invoke to explain ''modernization/' It was the Revolution
that was orucial to this transformation. It was the Revolution, mca-e than any
other single event, that made America into the most liberal, democratic, and
modern nat ion in the wor ld-

Of course, some nations of Western Europe likewise experienced great
social transformations and ''demcxrratic revolutions'' in these same years. The
American Revolution was not unique; It was only different. Because of this
shared Westem-wide experience in democratization, it has b^n argued by
more than one h is tc«f ian that the broader soc ia l t ransformat ion tha i carr ied
Americans fr<OT one century and one kind of society to anotiber was 'inevitable"
and "would have been completed with or without the American Revolution."
Therefore this t>roader social revolution should not be confused with the
American Revolution. Amejca, it is said, would have emeiged into the modem
world as a literal, demoaatic, and capitalistic society even without the Revolu
tion. Chie could, of course, say the same thing about the relationship between
the Frendhi Revolution^nd the emergence of France in the nineteenth century
as a liberal, democratic, and capitalistic society; and indeed, much of the
current revisionist historical writing on the French Revolution is based on just
such a distinction. But in America, no more than in France, that was not the
way it happened: the American Revolution and the social transformation of
America b̂ n̂ 1760 and the early years of the nineteenth century were
inextricably bound together. Perhaps the scm&\ transformation would have
happened 'In any case," but we will never know. It was in fact linked to the
Revolutiori; th^ occurred together. The American Revolution was Integral to
the changes occurring in American society, politics, and culture at the end
of the eighteenth century.

These changes were radical, and they were extensive. To focus, as we are
today apt to do, on what the Revolution did not accomplish—highlighting and
lamenting its failure to abolish slavery and change fimdamentally the lot of
women—is to miss the great significance of what it did accomplish; indeed, the
Revolution made possible the anti-slavery and women's rights movements
of the nineteenth century and in fact all our current egalitarian thinking. The
Revolution not only radically changed the personal and social relationships of
people, including the position of women, but also destroyed aristocracy as it
had been unders tood in the Western wor ld fo r a t leas t two mi l lenn ia . The
Revolution brought respectabiDty and even dominance to ordinary people long
held in contempt and gave dignity to their menial labor in a manner unprece
dented in history and to a degree not equaled elsewhere in the world. The
Revolution did not just eliminate monarchy and aeate republics; it actually
reconstituted what Americans meant by public or state power and brought
about an entirely new kind of popular politics and a new kind of demoaatic
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officeholder. The Revolution not only changed the culture of Americans—
maldng over their art, aidiitecture, and iconography—but even alta«d their
understanding of history, laiovdedge, and truth. Most important, it made the
interests and prosperity of ordinary people—their pursuits of happn^—the
goal of society and government. The Revolution did not njerely create a political
arid legal enviranment <x)nducive to economic expan^on; it alx) released pow
erful popular entrepreneurial and commerdal energie; that few realized existed
and transfomied the economic landscape of the country. In short, the Revolu
tion was the most radical and most far-rteching event in American history....

By the late 1760s and early 1770s a potentially revolutionary sittiation existed
in many of the colonic. Tliere was little evidence of those social conditions we

associate with revc^ution (and some histc»iarB have deperatdy sou^t
to find); no mass poverty, no seething social discontent, no grinding oppres-
don. For most white Americans tfiere was greater prosperity than anywhere
else In the world; In fact, the experience of that ĵ owmg prosperity contributed
to tiie unprecedented eighteenth-century sense that people here and now were
capaMe of ordering their own reality. QjnsequentJy, there was a great deal of
jealous and tcnidiiness everywrtiere, for what could be made could be trnmade;
the people were acutely nervous about their pro^rity and the liberty that
seemed to make it possible. Wth the erosion of much of what remained of tra
ditional social relationships, more and more individuals had broken away from
their families, communities, and patrons and were experiencing the anxiety
of freedom and independence. Social charges, particulariy since the 1740s,
multiplied rapidly, and many Americans struggled to rnake sense of v\?hat was
hapjKning. Tlhese social changes were complicated, and they are easily mis
interpreted. Luxury and conspicuous corsuroption by very ordinary {«ople
were increasing. So, too, was religious disŝ t of all sorts. The rich became richer,
and aristocratic gentry everywhere became more consĵ cuous and self-ccaisdous;
and the numbers of poor in some cities and the numbers ctf landless in sc«ne
areas increased. But social classes based on occupation or wealth did not set
themselves against one another, for no classes in this modem sense yet existed.
The society was becoming more unequal, but its inequalities were not tiie source
of the instability and anxiety. Indeed, it was the pervasive equality of American
society that was causirug the problems

This extraordinary touchiness, this tendency of the colonists in their
political disputes to argue "with such vehemence as if all had been at Stake,"
flowed from the precaribusness of American society, from its incomplete and
relatively flattened charactCT, and from the often "rapid ascenderKy" of its aris
tocracy, particularly in the I>eep South, where families "In less than ten years
have risen frcau the lowest rank, have acquir«l upward of £100,000 and have,
moreover, gain^ this wealth in a simple and easy manner." Men v^o had
quickly risen to the top were confident and aggressive but also vulnerable to
chiJlenge, especially sensitive over their liberty and independence, and unwill
ing to brook any interference with their status or their prosports.
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For other, more ordinary colonists the promises and uncertainties of
American life were equally strong. Take, for example, the lifelong struggle of
farmer and sawmill owner Moses Cooper of Glocester, Rhode Island, to rise
from virtual insigruficance to become the richest man in the town. In 1767-68,
at the age of sixty. Cooper was finally able to hire sufficient slaves and workers
to do all his manual ialx>r; he became a gentleman and justice of the peace and
appended "Esq." to his name. Ortainly by this date he could respond to the
rhetoric of his fellow Rhode Islanders talking about their colony as ''the prom
ised land a land of milk and honey and wherein we eat bread to the
full... a land whose stones are iron .,. and ,.. other choice mines and miner
als; and a land whose nvets and adjacent seas are stored with the best of fish/'
And Cooper might well have added, "whose forests were rich with riml:»," for
he had made his money from lumber. Yet at the same time Cooper knew only
too well the precariousness of his wealth and position arKl naturally feared
what Britain's meicantile r^trictions might mean for his lumter sales to the
West Indies^, What had risen so high could as readily faU: not surprisingly, he
became an enthusiastic patriot leader of his tiny town of Glocester. Multiply
Cooper's experience of uneasy prosperity many thousarKifold and we have the
stuff of a popular revolutionary movement.

... The great social antagonists of the American Revolution were not
poor vs. rich, workers vs. employers, or even democrats vs. aristocrats. They
were patriots vs. courtiers-categories appropriate to the monarchical world in
which the colonists had been reared. Courtiers were persons whose portion or
rank came artificially from above—from hereditary or personal connections
that ultirnately flowed from the crown or court. Courtiers, said John Adams,
were those who applied themselves ''to the Passions and Preludices, the Follies
and Vices of Great Men in order to obtain their Smiles, Esteem, and Patronage
and consequently their favors and Preferments. Patriots, on tlie other hand,
were those who not only loved their country but were free of dependent con
nections and influence; their position or rank came naturally from their talent
and ftom below, from recqgnition by the people. "A real patriot/' declared one
American in 1776, was "the most illustrious character in human life. Is not the
interest and happiness of his fellow creatures his care?"...

I t i s in th is con tex t tha t we can bes t unders tand the revo lu t ionar ies '

appeal to independence, not just the independence of the country from Great
Britain, but, more important, the independence of individuals from personal
influence and "warm and private friendship.'' The purpose of the Virginia con
stitution of 1776, one Virginian recalled, was "to prevent the undue and over
whelming influence of great landholders in elections." This was to be done by
disfranchising the landless "tenants and retainers" who depended "on the
breath and varying will" of th^e great men and by ensuring that only men
who owned their own land could vote.

A republic piesumed, as the Virginia declaration of rigjhts put it, that men
in the new republic would be "equally free and independait," and property
would make them so. Property in a republic was still conceived of traditionally---
in proprietary terms—not as a means of personal profit or a^andizement but
rather as a source of personal authority or independence. It was regarded not
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merely as a material possession but also as an attribute of a man's personality
that (tefined him and |Kotected Wm from out̂ de pressure. A caipenter's ̂ 1, for
example, was his property. Jefferson feared the rabble of the dties precisely
t̂ cause they were without property and were thus dqjendent.

All d̂ endents without fwopeity, such as wom«i and y<wng men, could be
d^ied the vote because, as a convention of Essex County, Massachusetts,
dedared In 1778, they were so situated as to have no wills of their own." Jefferson
was so keen <»i this equation of prqperty -w t̂h dtizerjshlp that he piqposed in
1776 that the new state of Virginia grant fifty acres of land to every man that did
not haw that imny. VWthcwt hâ tog prop̂  and a will of his own—without
having independence—a man c»uld have no pidilic ̂ Irit; and there could be no
repibUc. as Jefferson put it, "dependence bê  aibsavience and vê ty,

the geim erf virtue, and prepares fit todb for tifcie dtesigns of amWtion."
In a monarchical world crf nuraeroiB patron-dient rdations and mtritiide

degees Of dejKndency, nothing could be mote radical than this attempt to
mal« every man independent What was an ideal in the Bn̂ sh-spealdng world
now became ft» Americans an Meolc^cal imperative. Suddenly, in the eyes of
the tevolutionaiies, all the fine calibrations <rf rank and degrees of unfreedom
of the traditional monarchical society became absurd and depading. The Revo
lution became a fuU-scale assault on dependency.

At the begtoing of the eighteenth century the En̂ sh radical whig and
deist John Toland had divided all society into those who were free and those
vvSk) were dqpendent. "By Fmmart," wrote Toland, "I undeBtatKl men of prop
erty, or persons that are able to live of themselves; and those who tannot sub-
^ in this independence, 1 call Samnts." In such a ^ple division everyone
who was not ft«e was presumed to be a servant Anyone tied to someone else,
who was someone's dient or dependent, was seivile. The Am«lcan revolution
ary movenlent now brought to the surface this latent logic in eighteenth-
century radical whig thinking.

De{»ndency was now equated with slavery, and slavery in the American
world had a conspicuous significance. "What is a slave," â ed a New Jersey
writer in 1765, "but One who depends upon the will of another for the enjoy-
meit of his life and property?" "Liberty," said Stephen HopWns of Rhode
Island, quoting Algernon Sidney, "solely conasts in an independency upon the
wiU of anotha-; and by the name of slave we understand a roan who can nei
ther dispose of his person or goods, but enjoys all at the will of his master." It
was left to John Adams in 1775 to draw the tiltimate condusion and to destroy
in a single sentence the entire conception of sodety as a hierarchy of ̂ aded
ranks and dê ees. "There are," said Adams simply, "but two sorts of men in the
world, freemen and slaves." Sudi a stark dichotomy collapse all the deMcate
distinctions and dependendes of a monardiical sodety and created radical and
momentous implications for Americans.

Independaice, dedared David Ramsay in a memorable Fourth of July
oration in 1778, would free Americans from that monafchical world where
"favor is the saace of preferment " and where "he that can best please his
su r̂icxrs, by the low arts of fawning and adulation, is most likely to obtain
favor." The revolutionaries wanted to create a new republican worid in which



N O / G o r d o n S » Wo o d 1 3 7

"all offices lie open to men of merit, of whatever rank or condition/' They
believed that "even the reins of state may be held by the son of the poorest
men, if possessed of abilities equal to the important station/' Tliey were "no
more to look up for the blessings of government to hungry courtiers, or the
needy dependents of British nobility"; but they had now to educate their "own
children for these exalted purposes/' like Stephen Burroughs, the author of an
extraordinary memoir of these years, the revolutionaries believed they were "so
far republican" that they considered "a man's merit to rest entirely with him
self# without any regard to family, blood, or connection/' We can never fully
appreciate the emotional meaning these commonplace statements had for the
revolutionaries until we take seriously their passionate antagonism to the prev
alence of patronage and family influence in the mcien rigitm.

Of course, the revolutionary leaders did not expect ixx>r, humble men-
farmers, artisans, or tradesmen—themselves to gain high political office.
Rather^ they expect^ that the sons of sudi humble or ungenteel men, if they had
abilities, would, as they had, acquire liberal and genteel republican attributes,
perhaps by attending Harvard or the College of New Jersey at Princeton, andwould therebŷ se into the ranks of gentlemen and l̂ ome eligible for high
political office. The sparks of genius that they hoped republicanism would fan
and kindle into flame belonged to men like themselvesr—nien "drawn from
c^curity" by the new opportunities of republican competition and emulation
into becoming "illustrious clfaracters, which will dazzle the worid with the
splendor of their names." Honor, interest, and patriotism together called them
to qualify themselves and posterity "fm the "bench, the army; the navy, the
learnt professions, and all the depirtments of civil govemir>ent/' They would
fc^ome what Jefferson called the "natural aristocracy''—4iberally educated,
enlightened gentlemen of character. For many of the revolutionary leaders this
was the emotional significance of republicanism—^ vindication of frustrated
talent at the expense of birth and blô « For too long, they felt, merit had been
denied. In a monarchical world only the arts and sciences had recognized
talent as the sole criterion of leadership. Which is why even the eighteenth-
century anden regime called the world of the arts and sciences "the republic of
letters/' Who, it was asked, remembered the fathers or sons of Homer and
Euclid? Such a question was a republican dagger driven Into the heart of the old
hereditary order. "Virtue," said Thomas Paine simply, "is not hereditary."..,

In their revolutionary state constitutions and laws the revolutionaries
stmck out at the power of family and heralitary privilege. In the decades
following the Revolution all the new states abolished the legal devices of primo
geniture and entail where they existed, either by statute or by writing the aboli
tion into their constitutions. These legal devices, as the North Carolina statute
of 1784 stated, had tended "only to raise the wealth and importance of particu
lar families and individuals, giving them an unequal and undue influence in a
republic, and prove in manifold instances the sc)urce of great contention and
Injustice/' Their abolition would therefore "tend to promote that equality of
projK?rty which is of the spirit and principle of a genuine republic/'...

Women and children no doubt remained largely dependent on their
husbands and fa thers , but the revo lu t ionary a t tack on pat r ia rcha l monarchy
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made all other dependencies in the society suspect. Indeed, on<« the revdlution-
auates rpHapspd all the differait distinctions and dq)endaicies of a monarchkal
society into either freemen or slaves, white males found it increasingly impost-
tte to accefrt any dependent status whatsoever. Servitude of any sort suddenly
b»an)e anomalous and anadwonisac. In 1784 in New York, a gjroup believing
fliat indentured servitude was "craitrary to... the idea <rf liberty this cxxuntty has
so haĵ ly established" released a shipload of immigrwt servants and arrat̂ ed
for paiblic aibscriptions to pay for thar passage. As eaiiy as 1775 in IWla<telphia
the jfHOportion of the work force tiiat was unftee—cwmpased servants and
slaves—had already declined to 13 percent from the 40 to SO peKssit that it had
been at mid-century. By 1800 less than 2 percent the city's labor f<»ee re
mained utifree. kwig indentured ser\^de virtually disa|^)«iied...,

One obvious dependency the revolutionaries did not ccHnĵ «ely abolish
was that of nearly a half millican Afro-American slaves, and Uidr failure to do so,
îdst an tĥ  high-hlnwn talk of liberty, ma!«s them seem inconsistent and

hjpxritical in our eyes. Yet it is important to realize that the Revc^ution
siKldenly and dBFectively ended the cultural dimate that had allowed black
slaveiy, as well as othar forms of lx)ndage and unfjeedcan, to exist throî OMt
the odonial period without serious challenge. With the revolutionary move-
mmt, Mack slavery became excrudatingfy conspicuous in a vray that it had not
beoi in the older monarchical sodety vath its many caHbraaons and de^ees of
unfreedom; and Americans in 1775-76 began attacking it with a vehemence
that was incon«ivaWe earlier.

For a century <w more the cotonisis had takssj davery more or less for
granted as the most base and d̂ iendent status in a Wecaidq? <rf dqpmdmdes
and a vrorld of labonas. Rarely had they felt the need dther to criticize Wade
daray or to <tefend it. Now, however̂  the rqjubliom attack on dqiraKlency <x»n-
pelled Americans to see tihe deviant character of siavay arri to cwjfront theinstitutjon as tĥ  never had to before. It was no accident that Americans in
HiUaddî ia in 1775 formed the first anti-«laveiy sodety in tlK world. As long as
most people had to work merely out of poverty and the need to provide fctf a
liviî  slavery and other forms of enforĉ  labor did not seem all that dlHerent
from free labor. But the growing recognition that labor was not ̂ ply a common
ne(̂ ity of the pocff but was in fact a source ctf increased wealth and prosperity
for ordinary workers made slavery seem more and more anomalous. Americans
now recognized that slavery in a republic of workers was an ateration, "a pmiliar
institution," and that if any Americans were to retain it, as southau Americans
ewntually did, they would have to ejqplain and justify it in new radal and anthro-
pokJigical ways that thdr former monarchical sodety had never needed. Ttie Rev-
olutiOT in eJfed ^ in motion ideolc^kal and sodal fcHces that downed the
institutioji of Mavay in the North and led inexoraWy to ttie Qvil War.

VMi ^ m«i now considei^ to be «]ually free dtiams, the way was
pî red as wll for a radical change in the concq>tlOTi of state powen Almost at a
irtioke the Revolution destroyed all the earlier talk of paternal ot maternal gov
ernment, filial allegtoce, and mutual contractual djl̂ Oons tetween rulers and
ruled. The familial im ê of government now lost all its previous rdevance, and
the state in America emerged as something very (afferent frcrtn what it had been.
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W a s t h e A m e r i c a i i R e v o l u t i o i i a
C o n s e r v a t i v e M o v e m e n t ?

In arguing that the American Rwolution was a conservative affair, Degler
compares the American cQlonial leadeiship classes of lawyers, merchants, and
planters with those who led similar revolutions later in France, Russia, and
China. The Ametican leade^hip was different; maintains Degler, because most
held positions in govtmment both before and after the flevdiution. The gc^ls
of the American leaders also appear tame compared to revolutionaries in other
countries. The Americans got rid of mercantilism but preserv^ed capitalism.
Also, loyalists were dispatched to Canada and England, but an upper middle
class of pre-R^iSutionary leaders remained in power.

D̂ ler challenges the views of the earlier progressive historian J, Franklin
Jameson, who argues in The American Revolution Considered as a Social Mamnent
(Princeton University Press, 1926, that a radical transformation had taken
place in the postwar distribution of land Jameson also argues that the abolition
of the slave trade and the separation of church and state weie radical results of
the American Revolution. And if the abolition of slavery and the attainment
of equal rights for women were to come later, its roots were in the Revolution
ary period.

Wood concedes that the American Revolution was not radical in the strict
constructionist definition of the term. There were no major land reforms or polit
ical upheavals. Toiies such as Massachusetts governor Thomas Hutchinson were
given a one-way ticket to England—^not a trip to the guillotine. Nevertheless,
Wood argues that the Revolution was radical and social in a special eighteenth-
century, premodem, pre^Marxian mnse. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, class
divisions and economic exploration of the people resulted from abuses by
comipt, tyrannical governments run by various kings and queens. Once the
monarchy was overthrown, says Wood, the American Revolution created ''a soci
ety fundamentally different from the colonial society of the eighteenth century."

Although Degler and Wood disagree on whether the American Revolution
was radical c«r conservative, their arguments converge in several areas, E^ler sees
the disestablishment of tiiie Anglican Church and tlie acceptance of the separa
tion of the church ikatr the state as an unintended result of the Revolution. Both

Degler and Wood ccmeede that deference to authority was weakened and that
small famiers altered state legislatures, a number of state capitals were moved
west, and legislative sessions were Of^ned to the public. Obviously, the new
soda! history caused both historians to think about the long-range efftos of the
Revolution on the rights of women and the eventual abolition of slavery.
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