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Political Experience and Enlightenment
Ideas in Eighteenth-Century America

THE political and social ideas of the European Enlightenment have had a
peculiar importance in American history. More universally accepted in
eighteenth-century America than in Europe, they were more completely and
more permanently embodied in the formal arrangements of state and society;
and, less controverted, less subject to criticism and dispute, they have lived on
more vigorously into later periods, more continuous and more intact. The
peculiar force of these ideas in America resulted from many causes. But
originally, and basically, it resulted from the circumstances of the prerevolutionary period and from the bearing of these ideas on the political experience
of the American colonists.
What this bearitig was-the nature of the relationship between Enlightenment ideas ant1 early American political experience-is a matter of particular interest at the present time because it is centrally involved in what
amounts to a fundamental revision of early American history now under
way. By implication if not direct evidence and argument, a number of recent
writings have undermined much of the structure of historical thought by
which, for a generation or more, we have understood our eighteenth-century
origins, and in particular have placed new and insupportable pressures on its
central assumption concerning the political significance of Enlightenment
thought. Yet the need for rather extensive rebuilding has not been felt, in
part because the architecture has not commonly been seen as a whole-as a
unit, that is, of mutually dependent parts related to a central premise-in part
because the damage has been piecemeal and uncoordinated: here a beam destroyed, there a stone dislodged, the inner supports only slowly weakened and
the balance only gradually thrown off. The edifice still stands, mainly; it
seems, by habit and by the force of inertia. A brief consideration of the whole,
consequently, a survey from a position far enough above the details to see the
outlines of the over-all architecture, and an attempt, however tentative, to
sketch a line-a principle-of reconstruction would seem to be in order.
A basic, organizing assun~ptionof the group of ideas that dominated the
hlr. Bailyn, professor at Harvard University, presented this paper in a briefer form to the
XIth International Congress of Iiistorical Sciences, Stockholn~,1960. As printed here, it was read
at the Massachusetts Ilistorical Society, January 12, 1961.
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earlier interpretation of eighteenth-century American history is the belief that
previous to the Revolution the political erperi~nceof the colonial Americans
had been roughly analogous to that of the English. Control of public authority had been firmly held by a native aristocracy-merchants and landlords
in the North, planters in the South-allied, commonly, with British officialdom. By restricting representation in the provincial assemblies, limiting the
franchise, and invoking the restrictive power of the English state, this aristocracy had dominated the governmental machinery of the mainland colonies.
Their political control, together with legal devices such as primogeniture and
entail, had allowed them to dominate the economy as well. Not only were they
successful in engrossing landed estates and mercantile fortunes, but they were
for the most part able also to fight off the clamor of yeoman debtors for cheap
paper currency, and of depressed tenants for freehold property. But the control
of this colonial counterpart of a traditional aristocracy, with its Old World
ideas of privilege and hierarchy, orthodoxy in religious establishment, and economic inequality, was progressively threatened by the growing strength of a
native, frontier-bred democracy that expressed itself most forcefully in the
lower houses of the "rising" provincial assemblies. A conflict between the two
groups and ways of life was building up, and it broke out in fury after 1765.
The outbreak of the Revolution, the argument runs, fundamentally
altered the old regime. T h e Revolution destroyed the power of this traditional aristocracy, for the movement of opposition to parliamentary taxation,
1760-1776, originally controlled by conservative elements, had been taken over
by extremists nourished on Enlightenment radicalism, and the once dominant
conservative groups had gradually been alienated. The break with England
over the question of home rule was part of a general struggle, as Carl Becker
put it, over who shall rule at home. Independence gave control to the radicals,
who, imposing their advanced doctrines on a traditional society, transformed
a rebellious secession into a social revolution. They created a new regime, a
reformed society, based on enlightened political and social theory.
But that is not the end of the story; the sequel is important. The success
of the enlightened radicals during the early years of the Revolution was
notable; but, the argument continues, it was not wholly unqualified. T h e
remnants of the earlier aristocracy, though defeated, had not been eliminated:
they mere able to reassert themselves in the postwar years. In the 1780's
they gradually regained power until, in what amounted to a counterrevolution, they impressed their views indelibly on history in the new federal Constitution, in the revocation of some of the more enthusiastic actions of the
earlier revolutionary period, and in the Hamiltonian program for the new
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government. This was not, of course, merely the old regime resurrected.
In a new age whose institutions and ideals had been born of revolutionary
radicalism, the old conservative elements made adjustments and concessions
by which to survive and periodically to flourish as a force in American life.
The importance of this formulation derived not merely from its usefulness
in interpreting eighteenth-century history. It provided a key also for understanding the entire course of American politics. By its light, politics in
America, from the very beginning, could be seen to have been a dialectical
process in which an aristocracy of wealth and power struggled with the People, who, ordinarily ill-organized and inarticulate, rose upon provocation
armed with powerful institutional and ideological weapons, to reform a periodically corrupt and oppressive polity.
In all of this the underlying assumption is the belief that Enlightenment
thought-the reforming ideas of advanced thinkers in eighteenth-century
England and on the Continent-had been the effective lever by which native
American radicals had turned a dispute on imperial relations into a sweeping
reformation of public institutions and thereby laid the basis for American
democracy.
For some time now, and particularly during the last decade, this interpretation has been fundamentally weakened by the worl; of many scholars working from different approaches and on different problems. Almost every important point has been challenged in one way or another.' All arguments
concerning politics during the prerevolutionary years have been affected by
1 Recent revisionist writings o n eighteenth-century ,Imerica are voliiminous. T h e main points
of reinterpretation will be fonnd in the following books and articles, to which specisc reference
is made in the paragraphs that follow: Robert E. Brown, Middle-Class Demon-acy and the RevoItition in Massachrtsetts, z6gr-1790 (Ithaca, N. Y., 1955); E. James Ferguson, "Currency
Finance: ,In Interpretation of Colonial Monetary Practicec," TVillinm and Jfary Qrrarterly, X
(Apr. 1953). I 53-50; Theodore Thayer. "The Land Bank System in t h r Americnn Colonies."
1ournal of Economic History, XI11 (Sprinq 195;)~ 145-59: Dray Hamtuond, Bgnl~sand Politics
in Americu f ~ o mthe Rezoolr:tion to the Civil War (Princeton. N . J., 1957); George A. Billias,.
T h e Mmachusetts Land Bankers of 1740 (Orono, Me., 1959); Milton M. Klein. "Deniocracy and
Politics in Coloninl New York," N e w York History, XL (July 1959), 221-46; Oscar and Mary
F. F-landlin. "Radical? and Conservativr\ in Mncsachusetts alter Independence," New England
Qzrarterly, XVII (Sept. r g j q ) , 343-55: Bernard Bailyn, "The Blount Papers: Notes o n the Merchant 'Class' in the Revolutionxrv Period." U'illiam and Mary Qrrarterly, XI (Jan. 1 0 5 4 ) ~98104: Frederick B. Tolles, "The P,mwican R e r o l ~ ~ r i oConsitleretl
n
as a Social hl~ivement: A ReEvaluation," Amerirart Ilistorical Rerjiew, LX (Oct. 1954), 1-12; Robert E. Brown, Charles
Beard and the Constitrrtion: A C~iticalAnalysis of " A n Economic I n t e r ~ e t a t i o no f the Constitirtion" (Princeton, N. J., 1956); Forrest McDonald, TVe the People: T h e Economic Origin$ of
the Constiturion (Chicago, 1958); Daniel J. Boorstin, T h e Genitts of American Politics (Chicago,
1 9 5 3 ) ~and T h e Americans: T h e Colonial Experience (New York, 1958). References to othcr
writings and other viewnoints will he found in Edinund S. Morgan. "The American Revolution:
Revisions in Need of Revising," William and Mary Quarterly, X I V (Jan. 1 9 5 7 ) ~ 3-15; and
Richard B. Morris, "The Confederation Period and the American Historian," ii~id.,XI11 (Apr.
1956), 139-56.
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an exhaustive demonstration for one colony, which might well be duplicated
for others, that the franchise, far from having been restricted in behalf of a
borough-mongering aristocracy, was widely available for popular use. Indeed,
it was more widespread than the desire to use it-a fact which in itself calls
into question a whole range of traditional arguments and assumptions. Similarly, the Populist terms in which economic elements of prerevolutionary history have most often been discusqed may no longer be used with the same confidence. For it has been shown that paper money, long believed to have been
the inflationary instrument of a depressed and desperate debtor yeomanry, was
in general a fiscally sound and successful means-whether issued directly by
the governments or through land banks-not only of providing a medium of
exchange but also of creating sources of credit necessary for the growth of an
underdeveloped economy and a stable system of public finance for otherwise
resourceless governments. Merchants and creditors commonly supported the
issuance of paper, and many of the debtors who did so turn out to have been
substantial property owners.
Equally, the key writings extending the interpretation into the revolutionary years have come under question. The first and still classic monograph
detailing the inner social struggle of the decade before 1775-Carl Becker's
History of Political Parties in the Province of N e w Yovk, 1760-1776 (1909)has been subjected to sharp criticism on points of validation and consistency.
And, because Becker's book, like other studies of the movement toward revolution, rests upon a belief in the continuity of "radical" and "conservative"
groupings, it has been weakened by an analysis proving such terminology to
be deceptive in that it fails to define consistently identifiable groups of people.
Similarly, the "class" characteristic of the merchant group in the northern
colonies, a presupposition of important studies of the merchants in the revolutionary movement, has been questioned, and along with it the belief that
there was an economic or occupational basis for positions taken on the revolutionary controversy. More important, a recent survey of the writings following up J. F. Jameson's classic essay, The Anzerican Revolution Considered
as a Social Movement (1926)~has shown how little has been written in the last
twenty-five years to substantiate that famous statement of the Revolution as
a movement of social reform. Most dramatic of all has been the demolition of
Charles Beard's Economic Interpretation of the Constitution (1913), which
stood solidly for over forty years as the central pillar of the counterrevolution
argument: the idea, that is, that the Constitution was a "conservative" document, the polar opposite of the "radical" Articles of Confederation, embodying
the interests and desires of public creditors and other moneyed conservatives,
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and marking the Thermidorian conclusion to the enlightened radicalism of
the early revolutionary years.
Finally, there are arguments of another sort, assertions to the effect that
not only did Enlightenment ideas not provoke native American radicals to
undertake serious reform during the Revolution, but that ideas have never
played an important role in American public life, in the eighteenth century or
after, and that the political "genius" of the American people, during the Revolution as later, has lain in their brute pragmatism, their successful resistance
to the "distant example and teachings of the European Enlightenment," the
maunderings of "garret-spawned European illuminati."
Thus from severs1 directions at once have come evidence and arguments
that cloud if they do not totally obscure the picture of eighteenth-century
American history composed by a generation of scholars. These recent critical
writings are of course of unequal weight and validity; but few of them are
totally unsubstantiated, almost all of them have some point and substance, and
taken together they are sufficient to raise serious doubts about the organization
of thought within which we have become accustomed to view the eighteenth
century. A full reconsideration of the problems raised by these findings and
ideas would of course be out of the question here even if sufficient facts were
now available. But one might make at least an approach to the task and a
first approximation to some answers to the problems by isolating the central
premise concerning the relationship between Enlightenment ideas and political experience and reconsidering it in view of the evidence that is now available.
Considering the material at hand, old and new, that bears on this question,
one discovers an apparent paradox. There appear to be two primary and contradictory sets of facts. The first and more obvious is the undeniable evidence
of the seriousness with which colonial and revolutionary leaders took ideas,
and the deliberateness of their efforts during the Revolution to reshape institutions in their pattern. The more we know about these American provincials
the clearer it is that among them were remarkably well-informed students of
contemporary social and political theory. There never was a dark age that destroyed the cultural contacts between Europe and America. The sources of
transmission had been numerous in the seventeenth century; they increased
in the eighteenth. There were not only the impersonal agencies of newspapers,
books, and pamphlets, but also continuous personal contact through travel and
correspondence. Above all, there were Pan-Atlantic, mainly Anglo-American,
interest groups that occasioned a co~ltinuousflow of fresh information and
ideas between Europe and the mainland colonies in America. Of these, the
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most important were the English dissenters and their numerous codenominationalists in America. Located perforce on the left of the English political
spectrum, acutely alive to ideas of reform that might increase their security in
England, they were, for the almost endemically nonconformist colonists, a
rich source of political and social theory. It was largely through nonconformist connections, as Caroline Robbins' recent book, T h e Eighteenth-Century
Commonwealthman (19j9), suggests, that the commonwealth radicalism of
seventeenth-century England continued to flow to the colonists, blending,
ultimately, with other strains of thought to form a common body of advanced
thcory.
In every colony and in every legislature there were people who knew Locke
ar?d Beccaria, Montesquieu and Voltaire; but perhaps more important, there
was in every village of every colony someone who knew such transmitters of
Enqlish nonconformist thought as Watts, hTeal,and Burgh; later Priestley and
Price-lesser writers, no doubt, but staunch opponents of traditional authority,
and they spoke in a familiar idiom. In the bitterly contentious pamphlet literature of mid-eighteenth-century American politics, the most frequently cited
authority on matters of ~rincipleand theory was not Locke or Montesquieu
but Cato's Letters, a series of radically libertarian essays written in London in
I~C-1723 by two supporters of the dissenting interest, John Trenchard and
Thomas Gordon. Through such writers, as well as through the major authors,
leading colonists kept contact with a powerful tradition of enlightened
thought.
This body of doctrine fell naturally into play in the controversy over the
power of the imperial government. For the revolutionary leaders it supplied
n common vocabulary and a common pattern of thought, and, when the time
cnme, common principles of political reform. That reform was sought and
srriously if unevenly undertaken, there can be no doubt. Institutions were remodeled, laws altered, practices questioned all in accordance with advanced
dnctrine on the nature of liberty and of the institutions needed to achieve it.
T h e Americans were acutely aware of being innovators, of bringing mankind
a long step forward. They believed that they had so far succeeded in their
rffort to reshape circumstances to conform to enlightened ideas and ideals that
they had introduced a new era in human affairs. And they were supported in
this by the opinion of informed thinkers in Europe. The contemporary image
of the American Revolution at home and abroad was complex; but no one
doubted that a revolution that threatened the existing order and or tended
new social nnd ~oliticalarrangements had been made, and made in the name
of reason.
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Thus, throughout the eighteenth century there were prominent, politically
active Americans who were well aware of the development of European
thinking, took ideas seriously, and during the Revolution deliberately used
them in an effort to reform the institutional basis of society. This much seems
obvious. But, paradoxically, and less obviously, it is equally true that many,
indeed most, of what these lenders considered to be their greatest achievements during the Revolution-reforms that made America seem to half the
T\ orld lilie the veritable heavenly city of the eighteenth-century philosophershad been matters of fact before they were matters of theory and revolutionary
doctrine.
No reform in the entire Revolution appeared of greater importance to Jefferson than the Virginia acts abolishing primogeniture and entail. This action,
he later wrote, was part of "3 system by which every fibre would be eradicated
of antient or future aristocracy; and a foundation laid for a government truly
republican." But primogeniture and entail had never taken deep roots in
America, not even in tidewater Virginia. Where land was cheap and easily
av,ulahle such legal restrictions proved to be encumbrances profiting few.
Often they tended to threaten rather than secure the survival of the family,
as Jefferson himself realized when in 1774 he petitioned the Assembly to
break an entail on his wife's estate on the very practical, untheoretical, and
common ground that to do so would be "greatly to their [the petitioners']
Interest and that of their Families." The legal abolition of primogeniture and
entail during and after the Revolution was of little material consequence.
Their demise had been effectively decreed years before by the circumstances
of life in a wilderness environment.
Similarly, the disestablishment of religion-a major goal of revolutionary
reform-was carried out, to the extent that it was, in circumstances so favorable to it that one wonders not how it was done but why it was not done more
thoroughly. There is no more eloquent, moving testimony to revolutionary
idealism than the Virginia Act for Establishing Religious Freedom: it is the
essence of Enlightenment faith. But what did it, and the disestablishment
legislation that had preceded it, reform? What had the establishment of religion meant in prerevolutionary Virginia? The Church of England was the
state church, but dissent was tolerated well beyond the limits of the English
Acts of Toleration. The law required nonconformist organizations to be
licensed by the government, but dissenters were not barred from their own
worship nor penalized for failure to attend the Anglican communion, and
they were commonly exempted from parish taxes. Nonconformity excluded
no one from voting and only the very few Catholics from enjoying public

ofice. And when the itineracy of revivalist preachers led the establishment to
contemplate more restrictive measures, the Baptists and Presbyterians advanced to the point of arguing publicly, and pragmatically, that the toleration
they had so far enjoyed was an encumbrance, and that the only proper solution was total liberty: in effect, disestablishment.
Virginia was if anything more conservative than most colonies. T h e legal
establishment of the Church of England was in fact no more rigorous in South
Carolina and Georgia: it was considerably weaker in North Carolina. It
hardly existed at all in the middle colonies (there was of course no vestige of it
in Pennsylvania), and where it did, as in four counties of New York, it was
either ignored or had become embattled by violent opposition well before the
Revolution. And in Massachusetts and Connecticut, where the establishment,
being nonconformist according to English law, was legally tenuous to begin
with, tolerance in worship and relief from church taxation had been extended
to the major dissenting groups early in the century, resulting well before the
Revolution in what was, in effect if not in law, a multiple establishment. And
this had been further weakened by the splintering effect of the Great Awakening. Almost everywhere the Church of England, the established church of
the highest state authority, was embattled and defensive-driven to rely more
and more on its missionary arm, the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel,
to sustain it against the cohorts of dissent.
None of this had resulted from Enlightenment theory. It had been created
by the mundane exigencies of the situation: by the distance that separated
Americans from ecclesiastical centers in England and the Continent; by the
never-ending need to encourage immigration to the colonies; by the variety,
the mere numbers, of religious groups, each by itself a minority, forced to live
together; and by the weakness of the coercive powers of the state, its inability
to control the social forces within it.
Even more gradual and less contested had been the process by which government in the colonies had become government by the consent of the governed. What has been proved about the franchise in early Massachusetts-that
it was open for practically the entire free adult male population-can be
proved to a lesser or greater extent for all the colonies. But the extraordinary
breadth of the franchise in the American colonies had not resulted from popular demands: there had been no cries for universal manhood suffrage, nor
were there popular theories claiming, or even justifying, general participation
in politics. Nowhere in eighteenth-century America was there "democracy"middle-class or otherwise-as we use the term. T h e main reason for the wide
franchise was that the traditional English laws limiting suffrage to freeholders
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of certain competences proved in the colonies, where freehold property was
almost universal, to be not restrictive but widely permissive.
Representation would seem to be different, since before the Revolution
complaints had been voiced against the inequity of its apportioning, especially
in the Pennsylvania aild North Carolina assemblies. But these complaints were
based on an assumption that would have seemed natural and reasonable almost nowhere else in the \h7estern world: the assumption that representation
in governing assemblages was a proper and rightful attribute of people as
such-of regular units of population, or of populated land-rather than the
privilege of particular groups, institutions, or regions. Complaints there were,
bitter ones. But they were complaints claiming injury and deprivation, not
abstract ideals or unfamiliar desires. They assumed from common experience
the normalcy of regular and systematic representation. And how should it
have been otherwise? T h e colonial assemblies had not, like ancient parliaments, grown to satisfy a monarch's need for the support of particular groups
or individuals or to protect the interests of a social order, and they had not
developed insensibly from precedent to precedent. They had been created at a
stroke, and they were in their composition necessnrily regular and systematic.
Nor did the process, the character, of representation as it was known in the
colonies derive from theory. For colonial Americans, representation had none
of the syn~bolicand little of the purely deliberative qualities which, as a result
of the revolutionary debates and of Burke's speeches, would become celebrated
as "virtual." T o the colonists it was direct and actual: it was, most often, a
kind of agency, a delegation of powers, to individuals commonly required to
be residents of their constituencies and, often, bound by instructions from
them-with the result that eighteenth-century American legislatures frequently resembled, in spirit if not otherwise, those "ancient assemblies" of
New York, composed, the contemporary historian William Smith wrote, "of
plain, illiterate husbandmen, whose views seldom extended farther than to
the regulation of highways, the destruction of wolves, wild cats, and foxes, and
the advancement of the other little interests of the particular counties which
they were chosen to represent." There was no theoretical basis for such direct
and actual representation. It had been created and was continuously reinforced
by the pressure of local politics in the colonies and by the political circumstances in England, to which the colonists had found it necessary to send
closely instructed, paid representatives-agents, so called-from the very
beginning.
But franchise and representation are mere mechanisms of government by
consent. At its heart lies freedom from executive power, from the independent

action of state authority, and the concentration of power in representative
bodies and elected officials. T h e greatest achievement of the Revolution was of
course the repudiation of just such state authority and the transfer of power to
popular legislatures. N o one will deny that this action was taken in accordance with the highest principles of Enlightenment theory. Rut the way hacl
been paved by fifty years of grinding factionalism in colonial politics. In the
details of prerevolutionary American politics, in the complicated maneuveri n g ~of provincial politicians seeking the benefits of government, in the patterns of local patronage and the forms of factional groupings, there lies a
history of progressive alienation from the state which resulted, at least by the
I ~ ~ o ' sin, what Professor Robert Palmer has lucidly described as a revolutionary situation: a condition

. . . in which confidence it1 the justice or reason~blenessof existing authority is undermined; where old loyalties fade, obligations are felt as impositions, law seems
arbitrary, and respect for superiors is felt as a form of humiliation; where exi~ting
sources of prestige seem undeserved . . . and government is sensed as distant, apart
from the go1 erned 2nd not really "reprecenting" them.
Such a situation had developed in mid-eighteenth-century America, not from
theories of government or Enlightenment ideas but from the factional op13osition that had grown up against a succession of legally powerful, but often
cynically self-seeking, inept, and above all politically weak officers of state.
Surrounding all of these circumstances and in various ways controlling
them is the fact that that great goal of the European revolutions of the late
eighteenth century, equality of status bcfore the law-the abolition of legal
privilege-had been reached almost everywhere in the American colonies at
Ieast by the early years of the eighteenth century. Analogies between the
upper strata of colonial society and the European aristocracies are misleading.
Social stratification existed, of course; but the differences between aristocracies in eighteenth-century Europe and in America are more important than
the similarities. So far was legal privilege, or even distinction, absent in the
colonies that where it existed it was an open sore of festering discontent, leading not merely, as in the case of the Penn family's hereditary claims to tax
exemption, to formal protests, but, as in the case of the powers enjoyed by the
Hudson River land magnates, to violent opposition as well. More important,
the colonial aristocracy, such as it was, had no formal, institutional role in
government. hTo public office or function was legally a prerogative of birth.
As there were no social orders in the eyes of the law, so there were no governmental bodies to represent them. T h e only claim that has been made to
the contrary is that, in effect, the governors' Councils constituted political in-
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stitutions in the service of the aristocracy. But this claim--of dubious value
in any case because of the steadily declining political importance of the Councils in the eighteenth century-cannot be substantiated. It is true that certain
families tended to dominate the Councils, but they had less legal claim to
places in those bodies than certain royal officials who, though hardly members
of an American aristocracy, sat on the Councils by virtue of their office. Councilors could be and were removed by simple political maneuver. Council seats
were filled either by appointment or election: when appointive, they were
vulnerable to political pressure in England; when elective, to the vagaries of
public opinion at home. Thus on the one hand it took William Byrd I1 three
years of maneuvering in London to get himself appointed to the seat on the
Virginia Council vacated by his father's death in 1704, and on the other, when
in 1766 the Hutchinson faction's control of the Massachusetts Council proved
unpopular, it was simply removed wholesale by being voted out of ofice at
the next election. As there were no special privileges, no peculiar group possessions, manners, or attitudes to distinguish councilors from other aauent
Americans, so there were no separate political interests expressed in the
Councils as such. Councilors joined as directly as others in the factional disputes of the time, associating with groups of all sorts, from minute and
transient American opposition parties to massive English-centered political
syndicates. A century before the Revolution and not as the result of antiaristocratic ideas, the colonial aristocracy had become a vaguely defined, fluid
group whose power-in no way guaranteed, buttressed, or even recognized in
law-was competitively maintained and dependent on continuous, popular
support.
Other examples could be given. Were written constitutions felt to be particular guarantees of liberty in enlightened states? Americans had known
them in the form of colonial charters and governors' instructions for a century before the Revolution; and after 1763, seeking a basis for their claims
against the constitutionality of specific acts of Parliament, they had been
driven, out of sheer logical necessity and not out of principle, to generalize
that experience. But the point is perhaps clear enough. Major attributes of enlightened polities had developed naturally, spontaneously, early in the history
of the American colonies, and they existed as simple matters of social and
political fact on the eve of the Revolution.
But if all this is true, what did the Revolution accomplish? Of what real
significance were the ideals and ideas? What was the bearing of Enlightenment thought on the political experience of eighteenth-century Americans?
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Perhaps this much may be said. What had evolved spontaneously from
the demands of place and time was not self-justifying, nor was it universally
welcomed. New developments, however !gradual, were suspect by some, resisted in part, and confined in their effects. If it was true that the establishment of religion was everywhere weak in the colonies and that in some places
it was even difficult to know what was orthodoxy and what was not, it was
nevertheless also true that faith in the idea of orthodoxy persisted and with
it belief in the propriety of a privileged state religion. If, as a matter of fact,
the spread of freehold tenure qualified large populations for voting, it did nct
create new reasons for using that power nor make the victims of its use content with what, in terms of the dominant ideal of balance in the state, seemed
a disproportionate influence of "the democracy." If many colonists came
naturally to assume that representation should be direct and actual, growing
with the population and bearing some relation to its distribution, crown 0%cials did not, and they had the weight of precedent and theory as well as of
authority with them and hence justification for resistance. If state authority
was seen increasingly as alien and hostile and was forced to fight for survival
within an abrasive, kaleidoscopic factionalism, the traditional idea nevertheless
persisted that the common good was somehow defined by the state and that
political parties or factions-organized opposition to established governmentwere seditious. A traditional aristocracy did not in fact exist; but the assumption that superiority was indivisible, that social eminence and political influence had a natural affinity to each other, did. T h e colonists instinctively conceded to the claims of the well-born and rich to exercise public office, and in
this sense politics remained aristocratic. Behavior had changed-had had to
change-with the circumstances of everyday life; but habits of mind and the
sense of rightness lagged behind. Many felt the changes to be away from, not
toward, something: that they represented deviance; that they lacked, in a
word, legitimacy.
This divergence between habits of mind and belief on the one hand and
experience and behavior on the other was ended at the Revolution. A rebellion that destroyed the traditional sources of public authority called forth the
full range of advanced ideas. Long-settled attitudes were jolted and loosened.
T h e pounds of legitimacy suddenly shifted. What had happened was seen
to have been good and proper, steps in the right direction. T h e glass was half
full, not half empty; and to complete the work of fate and nature, further
thought must be taken, theories tested, ideas applied. Precisely because so
many social and institutional reforms had already taken place in America, the
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revolutionary movement there, more than elsewhere, was a matter of doctrine,
ideas, and comprehension.
And so it remained. Social change and social conflict of course took place
during the revolutionary years; but the essential developments of the period
lay elsewhere, in the ef3ort to think through and to apply under the most
favorable, permissive, circun~stancesenlightened ideas of government and
society. The problems were many, often unexpected and difficult; some were
only gradually perceived. Social and personal privilege, for example, could
easily be eliminated-it hardly existed; but what of the impersonal privileges
of corporate bodies? Legal orders and ranks within society could be outlawed without creating the slightest tremor, and executive power with equal
ease subordinated to the legislative: but how was balance within a polity to be
achieved? What were the elements to be balanced and how were they to be
separated? It was not even necessary formally to abolish the interest of state
as a symbol and determinant of the common good; it was simply dissolved:
but what was left to keep clashing factions from tearing a government apart?
The problems were pressing, and the efforts to solve them mark the stages
of revolutionary history.
In behalf of Enlightenment liberalism the revolutionary leaders undertook to complete, formalize, systematize, and symbolize what previously had
been only partially realized, confused, and disputed matters of fact. Enlightenment ideas were not instruments of a particular social group, nor did they
destroy a social order. They did not create new social and political forces in
America. They released those that had long existed, and vastly increased
their power. This completion, this rationalization, this symbolization, this
lifting into consciousness and endowing with high moral purpose inchoate,
confused elements of social and political change-this was the American
Revolution.
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