Historians on the Revolution
Point of View #3
We Americans like to think of our revolution as not being radical; indeed, most of the time we consider
it downright conservative. It certainly does not appear to resemble the revolutions of other nations in
which people were killed, property was destroyed, and everything was turned upside down. The
American revolutionary leaders do not fit our conventional image of revolutionaries-angry~ passionate,
reckless, maybe even bloodthirsty for the sake of a cause. We can think of Robespierre, Lenin, and Mao
Zedong as revolutionaries, but not George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams. They seem
too stuffy, too solemn, too cautious, too much the gentlemen. We cannot quite conceive of
revolutionaries in powdered hair and knee breeches. The American revolutionaries seem to belong in
drawing rooms or legislative halls, not in cellars or in the streets. They made speeches, not bombs; they
wrote learned pamphlets, not manifestos. They were not abstract theorists and they were not social
levelers. They did not kill one another; they did not devour themselves. There was no reign of terror in
the American Revolution and no resultant dictator-no 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 lie behind other
revolutions. There were no peasant uprisings, no jacqueries, no burning of chateaux, no storming of
prisons. Of course, there have been many historians-Progressive or neo-Progressive historians, as they
have been called-who have sought, as Harmah Arendt put it, "to interpret the American Revolution in
the light of the French Revolution," and to look for the same kinds of internal violence, class conflict, and
social deprivation that presumably lay behind the French Revolution and other modern revolutions.
Since the beginning of the twentieth century these Progressive 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 rule" but also about---who was 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 correctly pointed out [by Bernard
Bailyn, despite an extraordinary amount of research and writing during a good part of this century, the
purposes of these Progressive and neo-Progressive historians-"to portray the origins and goals of the
Revolution as in some significant measure expressions of a peculiar economic malaise or of the social
protests and aspirations of an impoverished or threatened mass population-have not been fulfilled."
They have not been fulfilled because the social conditions that generically are supposed to lie behind all
revolutions-poverty and economic deprivation-were not present in colonial America. There should no
longer be any doubt about it: the white American colonists were not an oppressed people; they had no
crushing imperial chains to throw off. In fact, the colonists knew they were freer, more equal, more
prosperous, and less burdened with cumbersome feudal and monarchical restraints than any other part
of mankind in the eighteenth century. Such a situation, however, does not mean that colonial society
was not susceptible to revolution.

*****

If we measure the radicalism of revolutions by the degree of social misery or economic deprivation
suffered, or by the number of people killed or manor houses' burned then this conventional
emphasis on the conservatism of the American Revolution becomes true enough. But if we measure
the radicalism by the amount of social change that actually took place-by transformations in the

relationships that bound people to each other-then the American Revolution was not conservative
at all; on the contrary: it was as radical and as revolutionary as any in history. Of course, the
American Revolution was very different from other revolutions. But it was no less radical and no
less social for being different. In fact, it was one of the greatest revolutions the world has known, a
momentous upheaval that not only fundamentally altered the character of American society but
decisively affected the course of subsequent history. It was as radical and social as any revolution in
history, but it was radical and social in a very special eighteenth-century sense…By the time the
Revolution had run its course in the early nineteenth century, American society had been radically
and thoroughly transformed. One class did not overthrow another; the poor did not supplant the
rich. But social relationships-the way people were connected one to another-were changed, and
decisively so. By the early years of the nineteenth century the Revolution had created a society
fundamentally different from the colonial society of the eighteenth century. It was in fact a new
society unlike any that had ever existed anywhere in the world....
*****
It was the Revolution, more than any other single event, that made America into the most liberal,
democratic, and modern nation in the world.... These changes were radical, and they were
extensive. To focus, as we are today apt to do, on what the Revolution did not accomplishhighlighting and lamenting its failure to abolish slavery and change fundamentally 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 understood in the Western world for at least two millennia. The Revolution brought
respectability and even dominance to ordinary people long held in contempt and gave dignity to
their menial labor in a manner unprecedented in history and to a degree not equaled elsewhere in
the world…
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