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little unchanged for most people or was it a radical departure from the past? The 
two essays here stand in direct conflict regarding the “radicalism” of the revolu­
tion. In the first essay, Gordon S. Wood, professor at Brown University, claims 
that white, male American patriots assaulted the bonds of traditional monarchical 
society. As a result, the Revolution set in motion processes of change that would 
transform the arrangements of state and society. The Revolution, he declares, 
propelled the new country in radical new directions. Gary B. Nash, professor at 
UCLA, finds the emphasis for liberty coming from the efforts of society’s op­
pressed: women, African Americans, and the poor. White, male leaders, Nash 
asserts, took the revolutionary emphasis from the oppressed and also looked to 
contain just how radical the revolution would be.

Radical Possibilities of the American Revolution
GORDON S. WOOD

By the late 1760s and early 1770s a potentially revolutionary situation existed in 
many of the colonies. There was little evidence of those social conditions we 
often associate with revolution (and some historians have desperately sought to 
find): no mass poverty, no seething social discontent, no grinding oppression. For 
most white Americans there was greater prosperity than anywhere else in the 
world; in fret, the experience of that growing prosperity contributed to the un­
precedented eighteenth-century sense that people here and now were capable of 
ordering their own reality. Consequendy, there was a great deal of jealousy and 
touchiness everywhere, for what could be made could be unmade; the people 
were acutely nervous about their prosperity and the liberty that seemed to 
make it possible. With the erosion of much of what remained of traditional so­
cial relationships, more and more individuals had broken away from their fami­
lies, communities, and patrons and were experiencing the anxiety of freedom 
and independence. Social changes, particularly since the 1740s, multiplied rap­
idly, and many Americans struggled to make sense of what was happening. 
These social changes were complicated, and they are easily misinterpreted. Lux­
ury and conspicuous consumption by very ordinary people were increasing. So, 
too, was religious dissent of all sorts. The rich became richer, and aristocratic 
gentry everywhere became more conspicuous and self-conscious; and the num­
bers of poor in some cities and the numbers of landless in some 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 the source of the instability 
and anxiety. Indeed, it was the pervasive equality of American society that was 
causing the problems....

... [Bjecause such equality and prosperity were so unusual in the Western 
world, they could not be taken for granted. The idea of labor, of hard work,
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leading to increased productivity was so novel, so radical, in the overall span of 
Western history that most ordinary people, most of those who labored, could 
scarcely believe what was happening to them. Labor had been so long thought 
to be the natural and inevitable consequence of necessity and poverty that most 
people still associated it with slavery and servitude. Therefore any possibility of 
oppression, any threat to the colonists’ hard-earned prosperity, any hint of reduc­
ing them to the poverty of other nations, was especially frightening; for it 
seemed likely to slide them back into the traditional status of servants or slaves, 
into the older world where labor was merely a painful necessity and not a source 
of prosperity. “The very apprehension thereof, cannot but cause extreme 
uneasiness.” “No wonder,” said Gadsden, “that throughout America, we find 
these men extremely anxious and attentive, to the cause of liberty.” These hard­
working farmers and mechanics were extraordinarily free and well off and had 
much to lose, and “this, therefore, naturally accounts for these people, in partic­
ular, being so united and steady, everywhere,” in support of their liberties against 
British oppression....

America was no doubt “the best poor Man’s Country in the World.” But 
the general well-being and equality of the society set against the gross inequality 
and flagrant harshness of both white servitude and especially black slavery made 
many people unusually sensitive to all the various dependencies and subordina­
tions that still lurked everywhere in their fives. Thus in 1765 at the outset of the 
imperial crisis John Adams’s fearful and seemingly anachronistic invocation of an 
older feudal world of “servants and vassals” holding “their lands, by a variety of 
duties and services ... in a state of servile dependence on their lords,” could at 
once arouse the colonists’ anxieties over the potentialities, however inchoate and 
remote, of a dependent world in their midst. They repeatedly put into words 
their wide-spread sense that very little stood between their prosperous freedom 
and out-and-out oppression. Indeed, they told themselves over and over that if 
ever they should agree to a parliamentary tax or allow their colonial assemblies to 
be silenced, “nothing will remain to us but a dredful expectation of certain 
slavery.” The tenants of one of the New York landlords may have seemed to 
the landlord’s agent to be “silly people” by their resisting a simple extension of 
the services required of them out of “fear [of] drawing their Posterity into Bond­
age,” but they knew the reality of the eighteenth-century world. They knew the 
lot of ordinary people elsewhere, and they knew especially the lot of white and 
black dependents in their own society, and thus they could readily respond to 
images of being driven “like draft oxen,” of being “made to serve as bond ser­
vants,” or of foolishly sitting “quiedy in expectation of a m[aste]r’s promise for 
the recovery of [their] liberty.” The immense changes occurring everywhere in 
their personal and social relationships—the loosening and severing of the hierar­
chical ties of kinship and patronage that were carrying them into modernity— 
only increased their suspicions and apprehensions. For they could not know 
then what direction the future was taking.

By the middle of the century these social changes were being expressed in 
politics. Americans everywhere complained of “a Scramble for Wealth and 
Power” by men of “worldly Spirits.” Indeed, there were by the early 1760s
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“so many jarring and opposite Interests and Systems” that no one in authority 
could relax, no magistrate, no ruler, could long remain unchallenged. More 
and more ordinary people were participating in electoral politics, and in many 
of the colonies the number of contested elections for assembly seats markedly 
increased. This expansion of popular politics originated not because the mass of 
people pressed upward from below with new demands but because competing 
gentry, for their own parochial and tactical purposes, courted the people and bid 
for their support by invoking popular whig rhetoric. Opposition factions in the 
colonial assemblies made repeated appeals to the people as counterweights to the 
use of royal authority by the governors, especially as the older personal avenues 
of appeal over the heads of the governors to interests in England became clogged 
and unusable. But popular principles and popular participation in politics, once 
aroused, could not be easily put down; and by the eve of the Revolution, with­
out anyone’s intending or even being clearly aware of what was happening, tra­
ditional monarchical ways of governing through kin and patronage were 
transformed under the impact of the imperial crises. “Family Interests,” like the 
Livingstons and De Lanceys in New York, or the Pinckneys and Leighs of South 
Carolina, observed one prescient British official in 1776, “have been long in a 
gradual Decay; and perhaps a new arrangement of political affairs may leave 
them wholly extinct.” Those who were used to seeing politics as essentially a 
squabble among gendemen were bewildered by the “strange metamorphosis or 
other” that was taking place.

With the weakening of family connections and the further fragmentation of 
colonial interests, crown officials and other conservatives made strenuous efforts to 
lessen popular participation in politics and to control the “democratic” part of the 
colonists’ mixed constitutions. Some royal governors attempted to restrict the 
expansion of popular representation in the assemblies, to limit the meetings of 
the assemblies, and to veto the laws passed by the assemblies. Other officials toyed 
with plans for remodeling the colonial governments, for making the salaries of 
royal officials independent of the colonial legislatures, and for the strengthening 
the royal councils or upper houses in the legislatures. Some even suggested intro­
ducing a tided nobility into America in order to stabilize colonial society. But most 
royal officials relied on whatever traditional monarchical instruments of political 
patronage and influence they had available to them to curb popular disorder and 
popular pressure—using intricate maneuvering and personal manipulation of 
important men in place of whig and republican appeals to the people.

After 1763 all these efforts became hopelessly entangled in the British gov­
ernment’s attempts to reform its awkwardly structured empire and to extract rev­
enue from the colonists. All parts of British policy came together to threaten 
each colonist’s expanding republican expectations of liberty and independence. 
In the emotionally charged atmosphere of the 1760s and 1770s, all the imperial 
efforts at reform seemed to be an evil extension of what was destroying liberty in 
England itself. Through the manipulation of puppets or placement in the House 
of Commons, the crown—since 1760 in the hands of a new young king, George 
III—was sapping the strength of popular representation in Parliament and unba­
lancing the English constitution. Events seemed to show that the crown, with
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the aid of a pliant Parliament, was trying to reach across the Adantic to corrupt 
Americans in the same way.

Americans steeped in the radical whig and republican ideology of opposition 
to the court regarded these monarchical techniques of personal influence and 
patronage as “corruption,” as attempts by great men and their power-hungry 
minions to promote their private interests at the expense of the public good 
and to destroy the colonists’ balanced constitutions and their popular liberty....

By adopting the language of the radical whig opposition and by attacking 
the monarchical abuse of family influence and patronage, however, the American 
revolutionaries were not simply expressing their resentment of corrupt political 
practices that had denied some of them the highest offices of colonial govern­
ment. They actually were tearing at the bonds holding the traditional monarchi­
cal society together. Their assault necessarily was as much social as it was political.

But this social assault was not the sort we are used to today in describing 
revolutions. 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 position or 
rank came artificially from above—from hereditary or personal connections that 
ultimately flowed from the crown or court. Courtiers, said John Adams, were 
those who applied themselves “to the Passions and Prejudices, the Follies and 
Vices of Great Men in order to obtain their Smiles, Esteem, and Patronage and 
consequently their favors and Preferments.” Patriots, on the other hand, were 
those who not only loved their country but were free of dependent connections 
and influence; their position or rank came naturally from their talent and from 
below, from recognition 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?”

Only by understanding the hierarchical structure of monarchical society and 
taking the patriots’ assault on courtiers seriously can we begin to appreciate the 
significance of the displacement of the loyalists—that is, of those who maintained 
their allegiance to the British crown. The loyalists may have numbered close to 
half a million, or 20 percent of white Americans. As many as 80,000 of them are 
estimated to have left the thirteen colonies during the American Revolution, 
over six times as many emigres per 1,000 of population as fled France during 
the French Revolution. Although many of these American emigres, unlike the 
French emigres, did not have to abandon their nation and could remain as much 
British subjects in Canada or the West Indies or Britain itself as they had been in 
one of the thirteen colonies, nevertheless, the emigration of the loyalists had sig­
nificant effects on American society.

It was not how many loyalists who were displaced that was important; it was 
who they were. A disproportionate number of them were well-to-do gentry op­
erating at the pinnacles of power and patronage—royal or proprietary office­
holders, big overseas dry-goods merchants, and rich landowners. Because they 
commanded important chains of influence, their removal disrupted colonial 
society to a degree far in excess of their numbers....
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To eliminate those clusters of personal and familial influence and transform the 
society became the idealistic goal of the revolutionaries. Any position that came 
from any source but talent and the will of the people now seemed undeserved 
and dependent. Patrimonialism, plural officeholding, and patronage of all sorts— 
practices that had usually been taken for granted in a monarchical society—came 
under attack....

It is in this context that we can best understand the revolutionaries’ 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 constitution of 
1776, one Virginian recalled, was “to prevent the undue and overwhelming in­
fluence 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 these great men and by ensuring that only men who owned their own 
land could vote.

A republic presumed, as the Virginia declaration of rights put it, that men in 
the new republic would be “equally free and independent,” and property would 
make them so. Property in a republic was still conceived of traditionally—in pro­
prietary terms—not as a means of personal profit or aggrandizement but rather as 
a source of personal authority or independence. It was regarded not merely as a 
material possession but also as an attribute of a man’s personality that defined him 
and protected him from outside pressure. A carpenter’s skill, for example, was his 
property. Jefferson feared the rabble of the cities precisely because they were 
without property and were thus dependent.

All dependents without property, such as women and young men, could be 
denied the vote because, as a convention of Essex County, Massachusetts, de­
clared in 1778, they were “so situated as to have no wills of their own.” Jefferson 
was so keen on this equation of property with citizenship that he proposed in 
1776 that the new state of Virginia grant fifty acres of land to every man that 
did not have that many. Without having property and a will of his own—without 
having independence—a man could have no public spirit; and there could be no 
republic. For, as Jefferson put it, “dependence begets subservience and venality, 
suffocates the germ of virtue, and prepares fit tools for the designs of ambition.”

In a monarchical world of numerous patron-client relations and multiple de­
grees of dependency, nothing could be more radical than this attempt to make 
every man independent. What was an ideal in the English-speaking world now 
became for Americans an ideological imperative. Suddenly, in the eyes of the 
revolutionaries, all the fine calibrations of rank and degrees of unfreedom of 
the traditional monarchical society became absurd and degrading. The Revolu­
tion became a full-scale assault on dependency....

Of course, the revolutionary leaders did not expect poor, humble men— 
farmers, artisans, or tradesmen—themselves to gain high political office. Rather, 
they expected that the sons of such humble or ungenteel men, if they had abili­
ties, would, as they had, acquire liberal and genteel republican attributes, perhaps 
by attending Harvard or the College of New Jersey at Princeton, and would 
thereby rise into the ranks of gentlemen and become eligible for high political
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office. The sparks of genius that they hoped republicanism would fan and kindle 
into flame belonged to men like themselves—men “drawn from obscurity” by 
the new opportunities of republican competition and emulation into becoming 
“illustrious characters, which will dazzle the world with the splendor of their 
names.” Honor, interest, and patriotism together called them to qualify them­
selves and posterity “for the bench, the army, the navy, the learned professions, 
and all the departments of civil government.” They would become what Jefferson 
called the “natural aristocracy”—liberally educated, enlightened gendemen of 
character. For many of revolutionary leaders this was the emotional significance 
of republicanism—a vindication of frustrated talent at the expense of birth and 
blood. 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 aticien 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.”

Because the revolutionaries are so different from us, so seemingly aristocratic 
themselves, it is hard for us today to appreciate the anger and resentment they 
felt toward hereditary aristocracy. We tend to ignore or forget the degree to 
which family and monarchical values dominated colonial America. But the rev­
olutionaries knew only too well what kin and patrimonial officeholding had 
meant in their fives. Up and down the continent colonial gentry like Charles 
Carroll of Maryland had voiced their fears that “all power might center in one 
family" and that offices of government “like a precious jewel will be handed 
down from father to son.” Everywhere men expressed their anger over the exclu­
sive and unresponsive governments that had distributed offices, land, and privi­
leges to favorites....

The Revolution’s assault on patriarchy inevitably affected relationships within 
the family, as decisions concerning women’s and daughters’ rights were made that 
conservatives later regarded as “tending to loosen the bands of society.” Changes in 
the family begun earlier found new republican justifications and were accelerated— 
showing up even in paintings. In earfier-eighteenth-century family portraits fathers 
had stood dominandy above their wives and children; now they were portrayed on 
the same plane with them—a symbolic leveling. With the Revolution men lost 
some of their earlier patriarchal control over their wives and property. Although 
wives continued to remain dependent on their husbands, they did gain greater 
autonomy and some legal recognition of their rights to hold property separately, 
to divorce, and to make contracts and do business in the absence of their husbands. 
In the colonial period only New Englanders had recognized the absolute right to 
divorce, but after the Revolution all the states except South Carolina developed 
new liberal laws on divorce.

Women and children no doubt remained largely dependent on their hus­
bands and fathers, but the revolutionary attack on patriarchal monarchy made 
all other dependencies in the society suspect. Indeed, once the revolutionaries 
collapsed all the different distinctions and dependencies of a monarchical society
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into either freemen or slaves, white males found it increasingly impossible to ac­
cept any dependent status whatsoever. Servitude of any sort suddenly became 
anomalous and anachronistic. In 1784 in New York, a group believing that in­
dentured servitude was “contrary to ... the idea of liberty this country has so 
happily established” released a shipload of immigrant servants and arranged for 
public subscriptions to pay for their passage. As early as 1775 in Philadelphia 
the proportion of the workforce that was unfree—composed of servants and 
slaves—had already declined to 13 percent from the 40 to 50 percent that it 
had been at mid-century. By 1800 less than 2 percent of the city’s labor force 
remained unfree. Before long indentured servitude virtually disappeared.

With the post-revolutionary republican culture talking of nothing but lib­
erty, equality, and independence, even hired servants eventually became hard 
to come by or to control. White servants refused to call their employers “master” 
or “mistress”; for many the term “boss,” derived from the Dutch word for master, 
became a euphemistic substitute. The servants themselves would not be called 
anything but “help,” or “waiter,” which was the term the character Jonathan, in 
Royall Tyler’s 1787 play The Contrast, preferred in place of “servant.”...

By the early nineteenth century what remained of patriarchy was in disarray. 
No longer were apprentices dependents within a family; they became trainees 
within a business that was more and more conducted outside the household. 
Artisans did less “bespoke” or “order” work for patrons; instead they increasingly 
produced for impersonal markets. This in turn meant that the master craftsmen 
had to hire labor and organize the sale of the products of their shops. Masters 
became less patriarchs and more employers, retail merchants, or businessmen. 
Cash payments of wages increasingly replaced the older paternalistic relationship 
between masters and journeymen. These free wage earners now came and went 
with astonishing frequency, moving not only from job to job but from city to 
city. This “fluctuating” mobility of workers bewildered some employers: “while 
you were taking an inventory of their property,” sighed one Rhode Islander, 
“they would sling their packs and be off.”

Although both masters and journeymen often tried to maintain the tradi­
tional fiction that they were bound together for the “good of the trade,” increas­
ingly they saw themselves as employers and employees with different interests. 
Although observers applauded the fact that apprentices, journeymen, and masters 
of each craft marched together in the federal procession in Philadelphia on July 4, 
1788, the tensions and divergence of interests were already visible. Before long 
journeymen in various crafts organized themselves against their masters’ organi­
zations, banned their employers from their meetings, and declared that “the in­
terests of the journeymen are separate and in some respects opposite of those of 
their employers.” Between 1786 and 1816 at least twelve major strikes by vari­
ous journeymen craftsmen occurred—the first major strikes by employees against 
employers in American history.

One obvious dependency the revolutionaries did not completely abolish was 
that of nearly a half million Afro-American slaves, and their failure to do so, 
amidst all their high-blown talk of liberty, makes them seem inconsistent and 
hypocritical in our eyes. Yet it is important to realize that the Revolution
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suddenly and effectively ended the cultural climate that had allowed black slav­
ery, as well as other forms of bondage and unfreedom, to exist throughout the 
colonial period without serious challenge. With the revolutionary movement, 
black slavery became excruciatingly conspicuous in a way that it had not been 
in the older monarchical society with its many calibrations and degrees of un­
freedom; and Americans in 1775-76 began attacking it with a vehemence that 
was inconceivable earlier.

For a century or more the colonists had taken slavery more or less for granted 
as the most base and dependent status in a hierarchy of dependencies and a world 
of laborers. 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. It was no accident that Americans in Philadelphia in 
1775 formed the first antislavery society in the world. As long as most people had 
to work merely out of poverty and the need to provide for a living, slavery and 
other forms of enforced labor did not seem all that different from free labor. But 
the growing recognition that labor was not simply a common necessity of the 
poor but was in fact a source of 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 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 new racial and anthropological ways that 
their former monarchical society had never needed. The Revolution in effect set 
in motion ideological and social forces that doomed the institution of slavery in the 
North and led inexorably to the Civil War.

With all men now considered to be equally free citizens, the way was pre­
pared as well for a radical change in the conception of state power. Almost at a 
stroke the Revolution destroyed all the earlier talk of paternal or maternal gov­
ernment, filial allegiance, and mutual contractual obligations between rulers and 
ruled. The familial image of government now lost all its previous relevance, and 
the state in America emerged as something very different from what it had been.

The Radical Revolution from the “Bottom Up”
GARY B. NASH

“WHO SHALL WRITE THE HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN REVOLU­
TION? Who can write it? Who will ever be able to write it?” Thus wrote John 
Adams in 1815 to Thomas Jefferson, his old enemy but by this time his septua­
genarian friend. “Nobody,” Jefferson replied from Monticello, “except merely its 
external facts ... The life and soul of history must be forever unknown.”

Not so. For more than two centuries historians have written about the 
American Revolution, striving to capture the “life and soul” of which Jefferson
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