4 Major Problems irs the Era of the American Revolution

The Revolution Preserved Social Inequality
BARBARA CLARK SMITH

The Radicalism of the American Revolution is a powerful and ambitious work, a syn-
thesis that aspires to reinterpret events that Amersicans have long seen as central to
their identity as a nation. Gordon Wood states his purpose in the title: his book will
explicate ways in which the American Revolution was redical, establishing that it
was, in fact, “as radical and as revolutionary as any [such unheaval] in history.” But if
the radicalism of the era is crucial 1o Wood, it remains in his hands an elusive and un-
satisfying characterization. Seventeenthcentury English revolutionaries oppled &
king and embraced startling, leveling, and millenniel ideas. Eighteenth-century
French revolutionaries went so far as to abolish slavery and consider the rights of
women as citizens of the republic. And in early nineteenth-century Peru, an anticolo-
nial revolution produced the impulse to include Native Americans as “Peruvians” In
the light of such events, how are we to understand Wood's repeated emphasis on the
radicalism of the American case?, ..

What were the characteristics that made the Revolution radical? Most obvi-
cusly, perhaps, Wood means that it was extensive and sweeping. No quick explosion
of coloniel resentment, American Independence had roots deep in the colonia} past
and came to fruition in the experience of subsequent generations. As Wood con-
structs it, the American Revolution consisted of more than the two decades of wr-
moil that consume a full semester in many college courses. His synthetic account,
he suggests, will offer a Jarger view. Some historians cite John Adams, who said that
the Revolution took place well before Independence in the hearts and minds of the
American people; others quote Benjamin Rush, who declared that the Revalution
would not be complete until the institutions of American society were transformed
in accordance with the premises of libesty, Wood defily and ambitiousty incorpo-
rates hoth emphases; his revolution is a long revolution, and it happens twice.

It happens first to a society steeped in the principles of monsrchy. Colonial
America was obsessed with dependencies, premised on patriarchal authority, caught
up with degrees and subordinations, organized around personal connections and
political influence, committed above all to hierarchy. That society had republican

aspects nonetheless, for the colonies suffered from a weak aristocracy, unruly com-
moners, and a mobile population increasingly given to commerce and consuming.
These elements of republicanism became so pronounced that the Revolutionaries
were able 10 slough off monarchy rather effortlessly when the time came. . . . But
Wood's revolution occurs decades later as well, in a democratic phase, as republi-
canism {which, after all, was already pervasive in American society and, as such, is
not easily posed as an agent of sweeping change) yielded to democracy, as the pre-
tensions of aristocracy fell and the defense of gentlemanly merit increasingly fell
on deal ears. In this moment Wood finds the “real revolution,” a transformation
that took place in the nineteenth century, . .
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As 10 what was radical about this, readers receive various and conflicting indi-
cations. Patriot leaders, Wood points out, adopted a radicatly new way of seeing
themselves and their world. Bom in a society that reserved political authotity for
men of birth and breeding, they imagined and dared to embrece the notion that men
of humble origins might merit political rule. . . .

Within pages, however, those patriots’ achievement melts into air. Readers leam
that the Revolution was not republican at all. . .. In the aftermath of the Revolution,
with the coming of the Jacksonian age, Americans faced the limits of human virtue,
dismissed their utopian ideals, and accepted the invisible hand of self-interest as the
basis for social and political life. The radicalism of the Revolution, it ernerges, was
not republicanism but its abandonment. . . .

Reserving the term “revolutionaries” for an elite makes it possible, even nec-
essary, for Wood to leave out significant parts of the resistance movement. There is
a gap at the middle, at the heart, of his dua) revolution. If he offers more than the
usual college course on Revolutionary America, he also offers less. A section en-
titled “Revolution™ occupies twenty out of 369 pages of text. Neither there nor
clsewhere do readers leamn substantial amounts about these topics and events: the
Boston Tea Pasty, the Boston Massacre; the gathering of Sons of Liberty; women
mobilizing to disuse tea and take up the spinning wheel: merchants and artisans ne-
gotiating over terms of nonimportation; committees of correspondence feverishly
linking inland villages and seaports; committees of inspection cementing a cross-
class patriot coalition by enforcing the Continental Association of 1774; wartime
entitory mob and struggles against monopolists and price gougers. In this revolu-
tion there is no heroism, delinquency, or treason; no one fought this revolution
{save George Washington, who took no salary for it). Although the federal Consti-
tution comes in for discussion, the bulk of what counts as “the Revolution” in
many courses and monographs is barely here,

Readers receive no picture of the unfolding of resistance, the moves and coun-
termoves of different actors, the reluctance of merchants and the energy of arti-
sans; the fears of indebied slaveholders as they faced fervent evangelicals and
unruly African-American workers. Wood doesn't march us throogh the familiar
course of events, and for that we might well be grateful, save for this effect: he has
therehy omitted the means by which the patriot coalition, a coalition across region,
rank, interest, and belicf, was achieved. . . .

There is too little here, for example, about popular ideas of liberty and popular
political forms. Wood does not consider whether the relatively humble patriots
who joined the Revolution actively shaped the coalition and contributed their own
understanding of events. If there was something radical about the era, it seems, it
could not be the plebeian capacity for interracial alliance, for running away, rising
up, contesting the law, and otherwise presuming their awn competence to accupy a
public terrain, If there was something radical about patciot leaders, it could not be
their capacity to ally themselves and hence negotiate with those beneath them on
the social scale. So the long sweep of Weod's Revolution, from colonial society to
lacksonian America, takes place at the surface, absent a careful account of revolu-
lionary eveats, absent the agency of antisans, sailors, and foot soldiers, absent the
full daring of elite patriots, who staked their all on their inferiors’ competence to
resist constituted authority and to commit themselves to liberty. ...
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-« . To accept much of Wood's argument, to follow his use of terms, readers
must absorb an imperative: although many things have happened in this history, we
allow only some of them to count. . . .

Indeed, il is noteworthy that what intercsts Wood most about African-American
slavery is whether that institution was conspicuous to eighteenth-century Euro-
Americans. . . . Most slaveholders and others saw no evil, Wood tells us, as if that
were all we need to know about them or as if theirs were the only subjectivities that
matiered. Surely African-American slavery was conspicuous to some Americans: it
depends on who was looking. . . .

We might imagine a radical revolution in the eighteenth century, centered in the
vision and the acts of those Americans—patriot and tory, black and white—who
extended the imperatives of liberty from the imperial controversy to relationships at
home. The radical moment in some Americans' revolution came when they looked
anew at slavery, Although some Founding Fathers would still figure as revolution-
aries in this story and although the natrative would still unfold in the nineteenth cen-
tury, its center would substantially shift outside elite hands and elite vision.

Ounc is left with the impression that Wood's purpose is less to discover Ameri-
can radicalism than 1o avoid acknowledging radicalisms of the wrong kind. He
plays down historical reservations about the market 10 suggest an unproblematic
relationship between ordinary people and consumption. . . . Yet in one erucial
decade, from 1765 to 1775, colonists high and low sought liberty by rallying
around a critique of consumption and withdrawing from the British market. . . .
Antebellum Americans were strongly evangelical, Wood says, but he does not note
that many looked to religion—as to trade unionism, political participation, and social
reform—precisely to give their individualistic, consuming society some moral
compass. Instead, Wood resolves the Revolution into a comfortable, democractic
ninelcenth-century society that was, after all, good enough for everyone. What, in
the end, does Wood means when he characterizes the American Revolution es radi-
cal? At heart, I think, he means that it was adequate.

Edmund S. Morgan once noted that most Americans seem to think that the
American Revolution was “a good thing.” Morgan's characteristic understatement
contains a wealth of insight. Few historians or others approach the Revolution
freshly. . . . Revolutionary ideas and events Jay claim to Americans’ loyalty. . ..
Americans do not have to accord sacred status to the intentions of the Founders to
feel implicated in the American Revolution or obligated by its commitments and
aspirations. . . . In this culture, the Revolution has claims.

It is because of that context, I think, that The Radicalism of the American Revo-
lution remains insistent that for Revolutionaries we look to the Founders and for rad-
icalism we ultimately look to impersonal demogrephic and commerciat forces. . . .
This book invokes the American Revolution as a powerful legitimating narrative and
attaches it to the socioeconomic changes of the early nineteenth century, There is
more to this than hamessing our approval of the Revolution to nineteenth-century
capitalism, making mobile, competitive, and individualistic elements of the Jackson-
ian efa ot just revolutionary but American Revolutionary, hence worthy of celebra-
tion and deference. ...

- - - Wood commits himself 1o overstating the impact of Revolution, constructing
a unidimensional, fully adequate revolutionary legacy. That commitment renders
the relationship between the Revolution and the freedom of people not initially
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included in its blessing far too transparent, linear, and simple than it was and
remzins. Wood’s revolution takes too much credit. It slights the agency of those
who did struggle to end slavery and makes it difficult to comprehend or even
credit those who opposed abolition. “American 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 eventuaily did, they would
have to explain and justify it in new racial and anthropological ways. . . . 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"" But Revo-
lutionaries and their followers defended slavery too. Those who believed that
slavery was the bedrock of the republic were drawing on their Revolutionary
heritage every bit as surely as those who cast the Constitution as a compact with
the devil. . ..

Wood silently rejects the argument that slavery and freedom were less coinci-
dent, contradictory growths than twe formations that implied and assumed each
other, phenomena “joined at the hip.” . . . Wood does not attend to the ways that the
bonds of slavery loosened and then tightened again in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. . . . [M]aking a defense of slavery necessary was not the same
as making a defense of slavery impossible.

‘Yet Wood persists in constructing a Revolution and a Jacksonian society suffi-
cient to all. In his account, women of any circumstance figure largely as an absence.
The Revolution failed to liberate women in this period, he notes, although it would
do so later, But the Revolution was not a transhistorical agent that could go march-
ing through the ages to bestow economic, social, or palitical rights on waiting
womankind. Women’s inequality was a presence in the nineteenth century, and
present with it were ideological versions of women’s nature that have profoundly
affected female Americans for over a century. Take women's responsibility for
virtue. As Wood himself notes, having adopted self-interest as the basis of politics
and society, American eulture did not dispense with viriue but placed it under the
cusiodial care of middle-class women. At the same time that self-inierest became
what participation in public life was about, women were given the virtue that mede
it crucial that they not participate,

Thus neither women nor enslaved African Americans were left out of Ameri-
can freedom; both were included in it within critical, unfree, and arguably neces-
sary roles. . . . This Revolution did not bring “a full-scale assault on dependency™
so much as a reformulation of dependence that banished it from the consciousness
of the public world, set apart African Americans, children, women, tenants, and
other poor people, remade the American state, recast forms of participation, and
constructed a narrative of the Revolution and of American-ness without their aspi-
rations, experiences, and agency, Such omission was necessary and real, in part as
adenial of the dependence of the heeds of households, the supposedly independent
and sometimes even self-made men of the nineteeath century, whe in fact relied on
the labor they controlled and denied in the home, the fields, and the mills,

For Wood, I think, such arguments appear 1o be quibbling, stressing the things
the Revolution did not do, when in fact it accomplished so much. The Revolution
made possible later movements for abolition and women's rights “and in fact atl our
current egalitarian thinking,” he writes. Others would suggest that those movemenis
and that thinking have also taken place against the weight of the American past, for
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the Revolution extended and contained liberty. It offered & particular heritage of par-
_ ticipation, particular possibilities for public life, but not others . . . .

I

The Revolution Destroyed Monarchy and
Paved the Way for Democracy

GORDON S. WOOD

Smith, like otReg neo-Progressive or New Left historians, believes hat radicalism
means “substantivg change in the Jot of those who were most oppredsed, subjugated,
or marginal in the Sgiety.” In her opinion, these most oppresséd, subjugated, or
marginel were African®American slaves, women, and other “hafe-nots” on the very
bottom of American society.

No one denies that thesé\groups were oppressed in variglis ways, as most people
were in premodern times, andhat black slaves especigify endured & subjugation
rarely duplicated in the history of\the world. . . . 1 do no gnore issues of slavery and
gender or of ethnicity. . . . Tb be sul, I do not repeat/ . . dozens of mopographs on
race and gender over the past few deca¥gs, but 1 beligle I have set these issues in their
proper context for fully understanding théw . . . and have correctly set forth the essen-
tial challenges the Revolution made to the Ppositién of women and to slavery, includ-
ing explaining the origins of the first emancipi{ion and the abolition movement. . . .

No doubt I speat less time than Smith /. Wquld have liked or expected on the
lot of slaves and women in the Revolutiog . . . BulN never intended merely to syn-
thesize contemporary scholarship., Of gourse, my bdgk does rely heavily on the
writing of meny historians. . . . But it tfies to be much mbdee than a simple summing
up of existing scholarship; it also ainfs to say something neW and original about the
Revolution, to see it from an uncofiventional, if not unfashidgable, perspective—
which is why . . . “the bulk of whét counts as ‘the Revolution’ ifhm any courses and
monographs is barely here.”

What I hoped to do was gress beyond the issues of contempora scholarship,
which often deal with past/oppressions of women and blacks in a ty present-
minded manaer, to retrieye a kind of oppression that has been lost to\us. There
existed in the premodery world another, more general sort of oppression Mat I be-
lieve the Revolution eliminated, a comprehensive oppression that subsumed the
oppression of both sdves and women and in which all ordinary people had & steke.

This oppressign involved all common ordinary Americans, including not on
blacks and womep but white males as well, This oppression was, of course, scarcely
comparable to Ahe particular degradation suffered by African-American slaves;
nevertheless, ts climination had to precede the elimination of the oppression of
blacks and Women. The age-old humiliation felt by all commoners in the premodern
world is Jy no means as well known today as that experienced by black slaves and
women! and for that reeson I thought it was worth emphasizing. . . . Because this
opppéssion of all ordinary people is not an issue of our own time in the way race,
gefider, and ethnicity are, it is not easy to get present-minded historians . . . to

From Gorden S. Wood, “Equality and Social Canflict in the American Revolution,” Wittiam and Mary
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understand it. In fact, so absorbed in the present cultural wars gfe they that it is
ingonceivable to them that any white males in the past, unless tiey were sailors or
holpeless or very poor, could ever have been oppressed or have felt oppressed. They
imply that only those who are oppressed or marginalized i our own time were
capable of being oppressed two centuries ago. If the Revolutjon did not totally abol-
ish slovkry and fundamentally change the lot of women, tfen it could not possibly
have beey radical. In other words, there is something /fprofoundly anachronistic
about theik conception of the Revolution, as far as it is Axpressed in their critiques:
they indict e Americans of the past for not thinking a4 we think and for not behav-
ing as we wopld behave today. Consequently, they apé unable to understand a docu-
meni as fundemental to the Revolution as the Declpfation of Independence.

We cannotappreciate the radical significance/in 1776 of the Declaration’s ring-
ing affirmation Yhat all men were created equal/and had certain inalienable rights
unless we underMand the earlier presumptiond of inequality and the contempt in
which ordinary peyple, white as well as black, were held throughout previous his-
tory. What was radihal about the Declaratiotyin 17767 We know it did not mean that
blacks and women were created equal 1o yhite men (although it would in time be
used 1o justify those edpalities too). It wag radical in 1776 because it meant that all
white men were cqual. .\, . In my book 1Avanted 10 get that point clear; for once the
claim of equality by all vhite males wps established in the eighteenth century (no
menn feat since it took a few thousand fears of Western history to accomplish), then
the other claims to equality ¥ould follow and, relative to the total span of Western
history. although not to our brief Anferican past, follow rather rapidly.

So when Smith says that déyejopments concerning social leveling are not cen-
tral 1o my story, or . . . that I excfude from my account the ideals and passions of
ordinary Americans, they could fid¢ be more mistaken. Central to my story is the
struggle of ordinary people to efnerge into consciousness and prominence; indeed,
their emergence ultimately is What théyadicalism of the Revolution is all ebout.

- Contrary to what these critics say, my account is not written out of elite archives
and is not merely a reflection/of northeastdm aristocrats. They assume that [ am tak-
ing the paint of view only offthe Revolutionkry leaders and the better sort and ignor-
g that of common ordinagy people because L do not talk about Jack Tars or women
in food riots or the homelgss. The only ordinaly people they can really conceive of
are those on the very bottom of the society, usually the society's victims, whom they
sentimentalize and wrag/in a nostalgic mantle of tomantic communalism, Commen
fanmers, artisans, shopkeepers, peity merchants, psptobusinessmen—those whom
today we might labe! ‘fower-middle class” or “middle’¢lass"—these ordinary peaple
have no real place in fheir consciousness.

Yet these sorts/of ordinary people are the major actyrs in the Revolution and
the major actors fn my story. . . . The demographic and“economic forces that I
talked about ary'not some superhuman entities. They are miely shorthand terms
for the actions’of hundreds of thousands of these ordinary worbyday people.

These common people did have spokesmen among the Revolytionary elite., . . .
Jefterson was the most important of these spokesmen. Better than dpyone else ever
had. Jefferson articulated our basic American ideology—our belieh in liberty and
equality. our confidence in education, and our faith in the common sedse of ordinary
people. But Jefferson was not an ordinary working persen—he was a slave-owning
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