Was the American Revolution Revolutionary?
Historical Deliberation
“The American Revolution seems fated to be remembered with an endless debate, about what kind of revolution it was, and whether it was a ‘real’ revolution at all…”

-Historian John Shy, 1976

Before you Deliberate, answer the following questions below:
What is a Revolution?  Create a personal definition.
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
In your opinion, what makes change revolutionary?  
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
Background

Historians have been debating the significance of the American Revolution since it occurred.   Most fall into two categories.  Strict Constructionists perceive “revolution” as producing significant and deep societal change, while Loose Constructionists define the term as any resort to violence within a political order to change its constitution, rulers, or policies.  Historians agree that American Revolutionaries fulfilled the second definition because they successfully fought a war that resulted in the overthrow of their British rulers and established a government run by themselves.  However, historians disagree over the amount of social and economic changes that took place in America.  
Key Questions to Consider:
· What is a revolution?
· How did American government change as a result of the Revolution?

· How did American society change as a result the Revolution?

· How did the American economy change as a result of the Revolution?

· Was the historical change that resulted from the American Revolution significant enough to be deemed “revolutionary?”

Directions:
You and two or three of your classmates are historians contemplating how the American Revolution should be remembered.  In your groups, review each of the opinions of famous historians in the field on the topic.  After you are finished, deliberate with your group to come to a consensus.  Finally, write up a one page “Historical Opinion” on the back of this sheet that tells how your group answered the question, “Was the American Revolution revolutionary?” making sure to explain which documents were influential in your opinion.  
Historians: _______________, _________________, ________________, ________________
Historical Opinion:  (Circle one below).
“The American Revolution was truly revolutionary.”
“Though a significant event, the American Revolution was not revolutionary change.”
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Was the American Revolution Revolutionary?
Documents List

*Note = You may not use all of the documents, however, all documents have something to do with the deliberation question and can be used to justify your decision.
Document #1: John Richard Alden, The American Revolution, 1954
“The successful rebellion of the patriots profoundly affected the course of the future, not only for the Americans, but for all other peoples. The American Revolution brought the first break in the European colonial system. It inspired and continues to inspire colonials of all colors to seek freedom from European domination. It also brought into existence for the first time in modern history a republican system of government in a large nation. The example of republicanism successful over the vast territory of the United States constituted a threat to monarchism everywhere, and stimulated revolt against kings and emperors. The proclamation in the Declaration of Independence of the equality of men in the sight of the Creator continues to serve as a battle cry for social and political justice. The patriots won independence; they also made a good start on the long road toward establishing and securing 'the rights of mankind.”
Document #2: Clinton Rossiter, Seedtime of the Republic, 1953
“However radical the principles of the Revolution may have seemed to the rest of the world, in the minds of the colonists they were thoroughly preservative and respectful of the past . . . . The world - at least the American corner of it - had already been made over as thoroughly as any sensible man could imagine. Americans had never known or had long since begun to abandon feudal tenures, religious intolerance, and hereditary stratification. Their goal therefore was simply to consolidate, then expand by cautious stages, the large measure of liberty and prosperity that was part of their established way of life.”
Document #3: Daniel Boorstin, The Genius of American Politics, 1953

“The Americans were fighting not so much to establish new rights as to preserve old ones… The Revolution itself had been a kind of affirmation of faith in ancient British institutions… trial by jury, due process of law, representation before taxation, habeas corpus, freedom from attainder, independence of the judiciary, and the rights of free speech, free petition, and free assembly.”
Document #4: Gordon Wood, The American Revolution, 2002
“The Revolution had radically democratized the new state legislatures by increasing the number of their members and altering their social character…  Men of more humble and more rural origins and less educated than those who had sat in the colonial assemblies now became representatives.  In New Hampshire, for example, in 1765 the colonial assembly had contained only thirty-four members, almost all well-to-do gentlemen.  By 1786 the state’s House of Representatives had increased to eighty-eight members.  Most of these were ordinary farmers or men of moderate wealth…  In other states the changes was less dramatic but no less significant.”
Document #5: Carl Degler, Out of Our Past, 1984
“A convenient gauge of the essential continuity of the governing class in American before and after the Revolution is to be found in an examination of the careers of the signers of the Declaration of Independence… Over 69 percent of them held office under the colonial regimes…Most striking about the careers of these men is the fact that so many of them held office before and after the dividing line of the Revolution… Eighty-nine percent of those who filled an office before the Revolution also occupied an office under one of the new state governments.”
Document #6: J. Franklin Jameson, The American Revolution Considered as a Social Movement, 1940
 “The status in which the electoral franchise was left at the end of the Revolutionary period fell far short of complete democracy.  Yet during the years we are the considering, the right to suffrage (vote) was much extended.  The Freeholder, or owner of real estate, was given special privileges in four of the new state constitutions, two others widened the suffrage to include all owners of either land or personal property to a certain limit, and two others conferred it upon all tax-payers.”

Document #7: Linda Grant DePauw, “The Revolution and the Unfree,” 1973

“Four groups – Negroes, servants, women, and minors together comprised approximately 80 percent of the two and a half million Americans in the year 1776.  The legal doctrine applied to these classes excluded them from the category of persons who should enjoy the “inalienable rights” of which the Declaration speaks.  But perhaps the most significant mark of their unfreedom was their usual lack of a right to vote, for the privilege of consenting to the laws was the essential right of a free man…A fifth group of colonial Americans, adult white males with little or no property, was also deprived of the vote in elections and so fell short of full liberty.   

Document #8: Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, 1991 

“For a century or more the colonists had taken slavery more or less for granted… Rarely had they felt the need either to criticize black slavery or to defend it. Now, however, the republican attack on dependency compelled Americans to see the deviant character of slavery and to confront the institution as they never had to before… Americans now recognized that slavery in a republic of workers was an aberration, “a peculiar institution,” and that if any Americans were to retain it, as southern Americans eventually did, they would have to explain and justify it in a new racial and anthropological ways that their former monarchical society had never needed.  The Revolution in effect set into motion ideological and social forces that doomed the institution of slavery in the North and led inexorably to the Civil War.”








