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It was June 28, 1776. The committee had completed its work and was ready to present the Declaration of Independence to the full Second Continental Congress. The British-American colonists very thoughtfully and methodically had come to the decision to separate from the British Empire; it certainly was not a rash decision. The Revolutionary War was already more than a year old, yet the purpose of the conflict was not totally clear in America; the Congress had submitted an Olive Branch Petition to King George III requesting him to respect colonial rights—it was rejected outright. Finally, on June 7, 1776, Virginia delegate Richard Henry Lee read a resolution that declared “these united colonies” ought to be “free and independent states” and “dissolved” any and all “political connections” with Great Britain. The Congress proceeded to appoint a committee, consisting of Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Robert Livingston, Roger Sherman, and Thomas Jefferson, charged with drafting a statement making the case for colonial independence. The committee’s document, largely the handiwork of Thomas Jefferson, demonized King George III as a brutal tyrant, eloquently expressed a universal declaration of human rights and dignity of all men, unapologetically listed specific grievances against the British crown and Parliament, and unequivocally declared colonial independence. The committee, recognizing the higher purpose and historic significance of its mission, the impact its words would have on future generations all over the world, and the magnitude of the consequences should the colonists fail in this extraordinary undertaking, concluded with the statement: “[A]nd for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.”
 

When we think of the American Revolution, we think of the revolt of the British North American colonies against England, the mother country.  However, the thirteen colonies that rebelled in 1775 constituted barely one third of Britain’s North American colonial holdings.  Its other colonies, including Canada, the Floridas and a variety of Caribbean islands, did not join the rebellion.  One fundamental characteristic—one that contributed significantly to the revolutionary sentiment—of the thirteen colonies was their immense population growth; through natural increase and immigration the population of the colonies doubled every twenty-five years from 1700 to 1775, a clear indication of colonial prosperity during that time. Indeed, American diplomat Benjamin Franklin, in his herculean effort to resolve the emerging differences between the colonists and British government noted in the 1750s that the American population “will in another century be more than the people of England, and the greatest number of Englishmen will be on this [Atlantic] side of the water.”
  On the eve of the American Revolution, about two and a half million people, five hundred thousand of which were black, populated the thirteen colonies between the Massachusetts-Canadian border and the southern border of Georgia.  Virginia, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Maryland were the most populous, with Philadelphia, New York, Boston and Charleston as the major colonial cities.  Indeed, most American colonials anticipated, and many in England feared, what Franklin foresaw: “a gradual inversion of the relationship [between America and Britain, with] the American country [as] the senior partner.”
 
Background to the American Revolution 

On the eve of the American Revolution, the thirteen colonies had political establishments that were far more democratic and representative than any of the other British colonies or England itself.  Eight of the colonies—Georgia, North and South Carolina, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, Virginia, New Jersey—had royal governors and were administered directly by the king.  Three—Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Delaware—operated under proprietors and two—Connecticut and Rhode Island—elected their own governors under self-governing charters.  All, however, had two-house legislatures with the upper house normally appointed by the king or colonial governor and the lower house elected by the property owners.  (At this time, property ownership was still the primary requirement for voting and holding office with approximately half of the adult white male population unqualified.)  Of all the privileges the American colonists enjoyed as British subjects, self-taxation was the most precious and the one they came to cherish above all.  The lower house normally possessed the power of taxation and could challenge the governor by withholding his salary, a situation the British government mistakenly failed to address.  In the South, county governments ruled the rural, plantation region, while the town meeting format prevailed in New England. (This is why the county government is still very powerful and important in many southern states while the local governments in many northern states operate on the township level.)  

The official beginning of the revolutionary era is commonly dated from 1763, at the conclusion of the French and Indian War and the decision of the British authorities to embark on an imperial reorganization of the North American colonies.  But by this time, the democratic ideas of tolerance, representative government, educational opportunities, equality of economic opportunity, and freedom of speech, press, and assembly were firmly established in the colonies.  Americans came to view these freedoms as natural, inalienable and inviolable and any effort to alter or revoke them would meet a fierce response. Indeed the group of men who became known as the revolutionary generation never intended to become confrontational revolutionaries; they simply wanted things to remain as they had been for many generations previous, “the restoration of their political rights.” As historian Jack Rakove notes, Jefferson, Franklin, Washington, the Adams cousins and the rest of America’s Founding Fathers became “revolutionaries because a crisis in a single colony spiraled out of control in 1773-1774.”
  
It can be argued, however, that the American Revolution actually began in 1620 and 1630, the moment William Bradford and the Pilgrims, and John Winthrop and the Puritans decided to leave England for the New World.  Indeed, the founding of America was itself a revolutionary act.  The Great Migration was an act of defiance against the established authority—both religious and political—and a revolutionary step in an effort to create a new way of life.  To migrate to the New World was to rebel—the difficulty and uncertainty of the transoceanic voyage required much courage.  The American environment, with its deep forests, great distance from British authority, and the absence of class and social distinctions nurtured independent sentiment and combined a strong sense of individualism with community spirit.  Furthermore, by the latter part of the eighteenth century, most colonists had been born and raised in the New World and had only their American experience on which to rely; as such, England had become almost a foreign country.  Although they believed themselves entitled to the rights and privileges of Englishmen, many colonists came to think of themselves as Americans set apart from British subjects.  In addition, Americans viewed themselves with a sense of specialness; the sense that they were on a mission to create a new and better society stimulated feelings of independence.  Already, the foundations for American exceptionalism were percolating. Without the Puritan mindset and mission to establish a “city on a hill,” development of the principles of self-government, immigration of the numerous non-English ethnic groups, establishment and diffusion of numerous religious denominations during and following the Great Awakening, colonial wars, and economic differences between the colonists and the mother country—all of which occurred or originated prior to the official revolutionary period—the American Revolution would have only been a dream.


The American Revolution is unique in all of world history in that it is the only revolution to be orchestrated by and in the name of the political and economic elites of a society.  In virtually all other instances, revolutions have occurred on behalf of the poor, downtrodden, and oppressed.  But in the case of the American Revolution, it was the wealthiest and politically privileged who rebelled against the British, yet as a byproduct the rest of American society would benefit from the patriots’ actions.  As Gordon S. Wood writes, 

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 [from the French Revolution of the 1790s], Lenin [from the Russian Revolution of 1917], and Mao Zedong [from the Chinese Revolution of the 1940s and 1950] as revolutionaries, but not George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams.  They seem too stuffy, too solemn, too cautious, too much the gentlemen . . . 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 did not kill one another; they did not devour themselves. There was no reign of terror in the American Revolution and no resultant dictator. . . 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 burning of chateaux, no storming of prisons.

What’s more, these political and economic elites in America had little to gain personally, but much to lose in endeavoring to foment revolution.  Patriots like Benjamin Franklin, John Hancock, John and Sam Adams, and George Washington became, in British eyes, traitors to their country and, as a result, risked everything, including their lives, in supporting and organizing the revolution.  While subsequent revolutions in history were orchestrated for the acquisition of absolute personal power for the revolutionaries under the façade of acting in the name of “the people,” the American Revolution was one that fought for first principles: the ideal that emphasized the dignity of the individual, the values of freedom, liberty, justice, and opportunity in both the political and economic realm, and the theory of self-government to realize that ideal.   

French and Indian War

While the colonies slowly but steadily moved toward a permanent break with Great Britain, the revolutionary era began in 1763 following the Treaty of Paris that ended the French and Indian War.  The French and Indian War (known as the Seven Years’ War in Europe) was the last of the colonial wars between European powers prior to the American Revolution.  Though the war involved virtually all the European nations in the Old World, like the previous wars, it pitted the British against the French and their Indian allies in America.  It was during this conflict that a young lieutenant colonel from the Virginia militia became a household name. Just twenty-two at the beginning of the war, George Washington was an up and coming planter and surveyor from Virginia. Because of his skill as a horseman and his knowledge of the countryside, he was charged by the British authorities to negotiate the removal of the French from the Ohio River Valley. At one point he engaged the French in a military skirmish that resulted in the death of the French commander. Reflecting on his military experience, Washington wrote his brother that he “heard the bullets whistle, and believe me there is something charming in the sound.”
 Later, he served under British General Edward Braddock and organized a successful retreat after the French ambushed the British near Fort Duquesne on the present site of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. General Braddock was killed during the battle and Washington became a hero in Virginia. The British would eventually recover and defeat the French in Europe as well as North America and the treaty that concluded the war resulted in the virtual elimination of France from the New World.  Britain acquired all of Canada, Louisiana, and received Florida from Spain who had supported France in Europe.  In short, the 1763 Peace of Paris recognized Britain’s hegemony over virtually all of North America.
  


Ironically, while the French and Indian War was a great military victory for the British and their colonies, it contributed directly to the revolutionary spirit of the colonists and the eventual explosion and separation of the thirteen colonies from Great Britain.  Several reasons account for this.  First, as part of their strategy to defeat the French, the British, under Prime Minister William Pitt, sought to “tie down as many French as possible” in the war in Europe “while pouring British resources into the [North American] Empire he was building.”
 As William Bennett makes clear, “Pitt was the first British prime minister to recognize the strategic importance of North America.”
 At the same time, Pitt made agreements with the western Indian tribes that both drove a wedge between the natives and their French allies and pledged to safeguard their territory from white encroachment.  After the war, the British issued the Proclamation of 1763,
 which prohibited English settlement of the vast territory west of the Appalachian Mountains and required any potential settlers to obtain special permission from British officials to settle in the region.  As expected, the proclamation infuriated land hungry Americans, especially after they had just helped Britain eject the French from North America.  
Second, though allied with the British, the colonists hated the officers sent from England to command the colonial soldiers; their profane and vulgar conduct, their propensity to invade colonial homes, combined with their arrogant aristocratic treatment of the colonists caused the Americans to fiercely resent British presence in America.  This was compounded by the fact that, despite Britain’s total control over the entire North American continent, it still had to devote a large amount of money and manpower to maintain and protect its territorial gains.  
Third, the British also resorted to harsh measures to enforce the Navigation Acts as the mother country continued its desire to monopolize colonial trade and economic activity.  And most importantly, the French and Indian War, as well as the wars earlier in the century had placed a heavy financial burden on Britain. As one student of the period notes, the British “gained a world, with a debt time bomb attached to it.”
 As such, England needed new sources of revenue and many saw the colonies as a partial solution to this problem; this decision “altered the correlation of forces between Britain and America,” which largely went unnoticed or ignored in Britain, while concentrating the revolutionary, and later independent, spirit in America.
  

Economic Issues and the American Revolution


Economically, the mercantilist theory was still the leading philosophy in Great Britain.  This theory, we may recall, stipulated that the economic activity of the colonies should serve only the mother country.  It measured a nation’s wealth by the silver and gold holdings in its treasury.  The colonies’ role in this system was to provide England with cheap raw materials and to provide a permanent market for manufactured products.  In this way, the British could fill their treasury with gold by selling their manufactured products, but would not have to spend their gold by purchasing natural resources from foreigners.  In short, Britain viewed the colonies as tenants designed to assist England in its quest to become a completely self-sufficient empire.   The Navigation Acts passed by Parliament were intended to enforce this system and maximize the efficiency and production of the colonies.


Despite the rigidity and strictness of the mercantilist system, it did have some benefits for the colonies.  It granted the colonists a monopoly on the British market.  It also offered the colonists complete enjoyment of the undiluted rights of Englishmen.  Furthermore, it granted the colonies the opportunities of self-government and alleviated the colonists of the burden of financing an army or navy for protection.  In short, many Americans, along with the British, prospered economically and politically under this system.  Moreover, the benefits experienced by the Americans came with very few financial obligations, a situation many British subjects in the Old World considered unjust and unfair.  


However, the mercantilist system contained some drawbacks.  It forced British goods on the colonies at prices the British determined.  It also restrained the colonies from printing their own currency, which was viewed as an assault on colonial welfare.  What’s more, the king enjoyed veto power over any law passed by the colonial legislatures, an authority the colonials fiercely resented as a deliberate encroachment on their liberties.  The system also stifled economic initiative, permitted no competition among the colonists or with foreigners, and tended to favor one section of the colonies over another.  The southern colonies, for example, profited from the mercantilist system since they produced a disproportionate amount of raw materials, such as sugar, tobacco and rice.  On the other hand, the northern colonists were in the early stages of industrial manufacturing that brought them into what they considered unfair competition with England’s more established manufacturing operation.  However, southern farmers were also at the mercy of fluctuating agricultural prices.  At times, farmers experienced serious debt due to the falling price of tobacco.   Eventually, impoverished Virginia farmers joined manufacturers and other tradesmen in Massachusetts who were agitating for revolt.  
To many Americans the mercantilist system was debasing and insulting; it placed them in a state of perpetual economic adolescence.  Americans, at times, considered themselves and the nation they were constructing superior to the British-European model; yet they were treated as second-class subjects of the British crown.  As Theodore Roosevelt noted, the American Revolution occurred because England failed to recognize an emerging nation when it saw one.
  In the end, although many Americans prospered materially from the alliance with Britain, their political sensibilities were constantly offended by the thought that they stood as subordinate citizens within the British Empire.  And while economic repression alone would not have spurred the colonists into rebellion against the mother country, it “helped to establish the conviction in the minds of many Americans that Great Britain regarded the growth of the colonies with implacable jealously and hostility.”
  It was the combination of these economic grievances, combined with the emerging political heavy-handed tactics by British officials to enforce the new economic and financial policies of the empire that finally ignited the American Revolution.


The episode that brought on the American Revolution centered on the imperial reorganization of the British colonies in an effort to finance its vast debt following the French and Indian War.  During that seven year span, the British national debt exploded from “74.5 million pounds in 1755 to 133.25 million in 1763,” an enormous amount that alone was almost certain to provoke a taxpayers’ revolt anywhere in the empire.
 In addition, with a large army and navy required to protect the new territorial acquisitions resulting from the war, the British looked to new sources of revenue.  London resolved, and many in England agreed, to institute new financial policies that would ease the tax burden on its citizens in England and transfer a portion of the cost to maintain the empire to those who seemed to gain from it most—the colonists.  However, the American colonists had become used to their situation of relative autonomy on the North American continent; their own assemblies represented them and they had the luxury of British manufactured products as well as a market for their raw materials.  They possessed all the rights of Englishmen and, in general, prospered in comparison to the population in England and on the European continent.  The colonists had also become accustomed to being left alone; for the century and a half prior to 1763, England was preoccupied with domestic and continental problems and had left the colonies to their own devices.  As discussed in the previous essay, this policy of “salutary neglect” contributed significantly to colonial liberty and a unique American identity.  Now, any effort to change these conditions would be interpreted by many Americans as a blatant, intentional, and ultimately unacceptable violation of American colonial rights.  

The Revolutionary Era:  The Stamp Act Crisis

Following the British victory over the French, in which the American colonists made a substantial contribution, the Americans considered themselves on equal par with other British subjects. With the French removed from North America, the colonists no longer saw the need for British protection; but they still considered themselves loyal subjects of the British crown. As William Bennett notes, “They were proud of being Britons. They were proud of themselves and what they had accomplished within the British Empire. They expected greater respect and greater autonomy as a result of their exertions during the French and Indian War. They were determined to claim these as their part of the fruits of victory.”
 But the British did not quite see the situation the same way. They expected the Americans to not only pay for the “fruits of victory” in North America in the form of financing British troops to police the new borders, but also to help finance the massive debt that the British government had incurred over the course of more than a century of warfare. This would be the principle source of conflict between London and her North American colonies.

The British government’s first attempt to finance its escalating debt occurred in 1764 under the leadership of Prime Minister George Grenville. In that year, the British Parliament passed the Sugar Act, an import tax, or tariff, designed to raise revenue in the colonies.  The following year, Grenville pushed through Parliament the Quartering Act, a particularly offensive measure that required colonials to provide food and shelter for the despised British troops, which was somewhat curious since the justification for the additional troops was to patrol and secure Britain’s new North American frontier borders. As William Bennett points out, the colonists “began to suspect that the redcoats were being sent to control them.”
 At the same time Parliament implemented the Quartering Act, it also passed the sweeping Stamp Act that placed a tax on virtually all “printed and paper goods in the colonies,” such as newspapers, contracts, mortgages, insurance policies, liquor licenses, and even playing cards.  The new law received its name because “payment of the tax was certified by a stamp on the article taxed.”
 The Stamp Act not only infuriated the colonists because it was a tax levied without their consent, but the proceeds from the law supported the presence of the British military in the colonies.  Furthermore, offenders of the act were tried in admiralty courts, a British judicial forum that disregarded the jury system.  The colonists considered these actions a clear assault on local liberties.  

In time, many Americans came to perceive these series of laws to be part of an escalating conspiracy to deprive them of their liberties as Englishmen.  “No taxation without representation” became the predominant phrase.  One of the first expressed objections to taxation without representation occurred prior to the revolutionary era with the previously mentioned Molasses Act of 1733.
  (Molasses is the primary ingredient in the production of rum.)  Passed as a revenue measure, the act placed a duty—tax or tariff—on foreign molasses imported to the American colonies from the West Indian islands.  In reality, the law worked to prohibit the importation of foreign molasses since the duty on the product was repressively high—an indication that, in many cases, the real purpose of taxation is not to raise revenue but to influence behavior.  So while the Molasses Act worked to reinforce the mercantilist system, its design as a revenue measure instilled in the colonists a developing objection to the effort by Parliament to tax the American colonies.  Indeed, the colonials recognized the right of Parliament to legislate on colonial affairs in general, but not in the area of taxation.  In their view, taxation held a special place in a government’s index of powers; taxation was a direct assault on individual property rights and only the peoples’ representatives—who would face the voters at regular intervals—could legislate on taxation. In the colonies, the peoples’ representatives were the colonial legislatures, not the British Parliament, which contained no colonial representation. Thus Parliament in England had no taxation authority over North America.  
Parliament’s responded to the colonial theory of government by claiming “virtual representation;” that is, the Parliament represented all British subjects regardless of where they resided and regardless of whether a colonial delegate sat in the legislature.  For example, a British representative from London or Liverpool or Bristol could just as legitimately and efficiently represent a British subject from Jamestown or Boston.  Needless to say, the colonists rejected this theory out of hand and claimed that true representation involved the members of the legislature knowing the personal needs and concerns of their constituents. Referring to this as actual representation, the colonists reasserted the efficacy of the colonial legislatures’ localism as the only true basis for self-government.
  

The Americans responded to these series of Parliamentary acts by convening the Stamp Act Congress in New York City.  Representing nine of the colonies, the Congress met following aggressive action by representatives of Virginia who approved what became known as the Virginia Resolves. Inspired largely by the fiery oratory of Patrick Henry, famous for his later outburst “give me liberty or give me death,” the Virginians declared that the tax was “illegal, unconstitutional, and unjust. . . . The inhabitants of this Colony are not bound to yield Obedience to any law or Ordinance whatever, designed to impose any Taxation whatever upon them,” except those passed by the colonial legislature.
 Similar sentiments were duplicated in several other colonies.

In New York, the hastily convened Congress, while professing their loyalty to the British crown, drew up a statement of rights and grievances and demanded repeal of the act.  It resolved to boycott all English products—known as the non-importation agreement—until the act was canceled.
  The non-importation agreement was a major step in the evolution of revolutionary sentiment not only because its effectiveness depended on mass colonial commitment to its enforcement and acceptance of the likely economic hardship that was sure to result, but also because it was a method in which all the Americans could participate.  Previously silent or indifferent colonists who, up to this point, did not believe they could effectively resist British authority now had an opportunity to become personally involved and contribute to the resistance against British abuse of power.  Some of the more radical colonists formed groups, such as the Sons and Daughters of Liberty, which at times degenerated into mob violence.  The colonial actions resulted in the repeal of the Stamp Act in 1766; however, for good measure, the Parliament passed the Declaratory Act that claimed it had the right “to bind” the colonies “in all cases whatsoever.”   Although this was largely an abstract legal assertion, Parliament’s flexing of its legislative muscle elevated the tension between the mother country and her rebellious colonies and contributed to the growing sense in America that the British leadership intended to permanently subdue the colonies.

The Townshend Acts

The following year, William Pitt, the hero of the French and Indian War, formed a new ministry; however, Charles Townshend became the leading figure in the new government and proceeded to pass a series of laws that carry his name.  Believing that the Americans objected only to “internal” taxes—that is, taxes on items sold within the colonies such as those provisions covered under the Stamp Act—Townshend decided to implement a series of “external” taxes, or taxes on imported goods. Known collectively as the Townshend Acts, these new revenue-raising decrees placed regulations and duties on products imported from England such as glass, white lead, paper, paint, and most importantly, tea.  In addition, the new laws “provided for a board of customs commissioners to sit in America and collect the tax as the goods arrived.”
 Townshend, however, misjudged the American perspective on taxation and, as with Grenville’s taxes, the colonists fiercely resisted these new measures. To add fuel to the fire, the money raised from these duties paid the salaries of the royal governors, judges, and members of the customs board, the very people charged with enforcing the new tax laws.
 
Probably the greatest colonial response to the Townshend duties came from John Dickinson, a young Pennsylvanian who had spent much of his formidable years in London and retained a deep affection for the English people, their culture, customs, and most importantly, their political system. But the new Townshend taxes, and more importantly, the purpose of these new taxes spurred Dickinson to action. In his famous Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, Dickinson made the clear distinction between internal taxes like the Stamp Act, and external taxes like custom duties on imports intended to regulate and protect British trade. He also made the distinction between whether external taxes were designed to regulate trade or raise revenue. In his letters, the “Farmer” acknowledged that “we may legally be bound to pay any general duties on these commodities, relative to the regulation of trade,” but charged that “any special duties imposed on their exportation to us only, with intention to raise a revenue from us only, are as much taxes upon us, as those imposed by the Stamp Act.” Dickinson concluded his broadside against Townshend by charging that if “the Parliament can legally impose duties to be paid by the people of these colonies only, FOR THE SOLE PURPOSE OF RAISING A REVENUE” and if “the Parliament can legally take money out of our pockets without our consent, our boasted liberty is but A sound and nothing else.”
 The colonies responded positively to the Pennsylvanian’s attack on Townshend’s policies and consented to another non-importation agreement and intensified their efforts to boycott all British goods.  While the tea tax was not a confiscatory one by any stretch of the imagination, it had the effect of increasing the illegal importation (smuggling) of foreign tea and demonstrated that for the colonists the principle of taxation was more important than the actual amount of the tax itself.  

By the late 1760s, tensions between the American colonists and British reached the boiling point.  Already in a rebellious mood, the Americans resisted these new laws as well as the previous ones; the Parliament responded by suspending the New York legislature for violating the Quartering Act.  In March 1770, bloodshed occurred for the first time as a result of colonial resistance to British authority.  On March 5, while on patrol and attempting to control an unruly Boston crowd, a frightened British soldier accidently fired into the crowd.   Known as the Boston Massacre, eleven were killed in the skirmish that ensued, including Crispus Attuckus, a black man from Boston who holds the dubious distinction of being the first person killed in the American Revolution.  The British five soldiers involved were put on trial for murder and, ironically, were defended by John Adams, a patriot and great champion of American independence.  Thanks to the legal skills of Adams, who considered his decision to defend the soldiers “one of the most gallant, generous, manly and disinterested actions of my whole life, and one of the best pieces of service I ever rendered my country,”
 three of the British soldiers were acquitted and the other two were found guilty of lesser charges. This was important substantive as well as symbolic event in the American Revolution as it demonstrated that in the midst of an emotionally charged atmosphere, the British soldiers could receive a fair trial in America.

The Boston Massacre was the final straw for some of the colonials.  Samuel Adams, cousin of John and one of the most radical Americans, was known as the “Penman of the Revolution”
 and possessed an ultra-sensitive passion for colonial rights.  He was zealous, tenacious, and courageous and had a deep faith in the common people; he viewed the American populace as a “trained mob.”  Situated squarely in colonial America’s “tradition of opposition politics,”
 Adams organized the local Committees of Correspondence within Massachusetts, which spread propaganda and information through the exchange of letters, both private and public.  This agitation sought to keep alive the opposition to British policy.   In the Virginia, the House of Burgesses established a standing committee on inter-colonial affairs; soon every colony had a similar committee.  These inter-colonial committees eventually evolved into the first American assembly, the Continental Congress, which would debate and ultimately proclaim American independence.  

Although the colonists rejected the actions of the British Parliament and objected to Parliamentary abuse of power, it is important to note that their protestations were directed toward the king.  Unlike Great Britain today, the king (or queen) possessed a substantial amount of power and influence over parliamentary actions, and, while the series of laws that provoked the American Revolution were acts of Parliament, they had the full support and backing of the king.  Despite this, however, the American colonists professed loyalty to the crown; as their opinion of Parliament eroded over the years, they still respected the king and considered him their only superior.  While King George III may have been good in his private morals, he was a poor leader, stubborn, and power hungry.  He tended to surround himself with “yes men,” which did not always translate into sound advice.  The colonists pressured the king to repeal the Townshend Acts, which he did with the exception of the tax on tea, a move designed to demonstrate to the Americans once again the principle of parliamentary authority of colonial taxation.  To some of the more radically patriotic colonists, this was tantamount to pouring gas on the fire.

But to a large number of colonists, especially merchants who suffered under the Non-Importation agreement, the repeal of the Townshend Acts was a signal to end the British boycott and restore normal relations with the mother country.  For three years—1770 to 1773—relations between the colonies and Great Britain improved dramatically, despite the best efforts of patriots, such as Sam Adams, to keep the revolutionary embers burning.  In fact, the “colonies had never seemed so prosperous as during the period of the decline of the patriot party.”
  Indeed, it actually seemed as if the colonies were moving toward civil war rather than union.  Disputes over disproportionate representation of the interior regions of the colonies compared to the seaboard districts (the Regulator Movement in the Carolinas, for instance), heavy and inequitable colonial taxation, and boundary disputes raised the specter of serious cracks in American solidarity.  For example, a dispute over the Wyoming Valley region of Pennsylvania (the present site of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania) resulted in fighting between Connecticut settlers, who claimed the territory, and Pennsylvania settlers.  A similar occurrence took place in New Hampshire between residents of New York and Massachusetts.

The Boston Tea Party

But just when it appeared the patriot cause was a lost one, the British government came to its rescue.  Although the repeal of the Townshend Acts had eased the tensions between Britain and her American colonies, the tax on tea remained in place, leaving the bitter taste of colonial taxation without representation in the mouths of many Americans.  Then, in December 1773, an event demonstrated the seriousness of the colonists’ opposition to British authority and taxation, and indicated that the situation had passed from resistance to outright rebellion.  The British East India Tea Company possessed seventeen million pounds of unsold tea and faced bankruptcy if the company did not sell its product.  This prospect would have had a calamitous effect on British finances, not to mention the private fortunes of many prominent British subjects, including members of Parliament.  As a solution, the British government hoped to sell the excess tea by awarding the company a complete monopoly on the American tea business.  The Tea Act of 1773 retained the tea duty instituted by Prime Minister Townshend, but since the East India Tea Company was given the advantage of selling its product directly to the colonies and not through English merchants—in effect, cutting out the middleman—taxed British tea was now cheaper than the smuggled Dutch tea Americans had been drinking for the previous three years.  But despite the prospect of cheaper tea and the best efforts of some Americans to view this turn of events as a reason for improved relations with the mother country, the principle of Parliamentary taxation remained and many colonists still demanded a boycott of British tea.

At this point, however, the tax issue was coupled with an even more ominous threat to American political and economic liberties.  Part of the East India Tea Company’s monopoly resulted in the creation of “consignees”—agents who were instructed to sell the commodity directly to tea dealers in the colonies and who, due to their close relationship with British authorities and officials of the East India Company, quickly became public enemy number one in the colonies.  American merchants viewed these consignees as a threat to their well-being; the consignees, it was feared, would become agents of the company and eventually eliminate the American merchant altogether and sell tea directly to the colonists.  For American merchants, this threat to free enterprise was more hazardous than the Townshend duties.  In place of a tax that could be passed on to the consumer, there was now the real possibility that all business would be taken over by the East India Company and its favorites in the British government.  What’s more, if this sort of action could occur with the tea business, what about other businesses? As a result of this challenge to colonial political and economic liberties, colonists burned cargoes of tea owned by the East India Company in Annapolis, Maryland.  But in a much more celebrated event on December 16, 1773 in Boston, whose consignees had the full support of the royal governor of Massachusetts (the only governor in any of the colonies to support British policy). Under a century-old law, cargo had to be unloaded within twenty days of a ship’s docking. The deadline for the tea in Boston was December 17.
 Thus, on the night prior to the deadline, bands of colonists disguised as Indians, dumped 342 chests of tea into the Boston Harbor.  Radicals celebrated the “party;” they pronounced it to be a “’glorious illegality’ perpetrated by a ‘band of virtuous patriots’—‘an act of absolute moral and political necessity, and therefore exempt from even good laws.’”  John Adams wrote in his diary that “This destruction of the tea is an event so body, so daring, so firm, intrepid & inflexible, and it must have so important Consquences, and so lasting, that I cannot but consider it an Epocha in History” and that it was an event “that I greatly admire.”
 However, some colonists (even some sympathetic to the revolutionary movement) expressed concern over the blatant destruction of private property.
 One of those critics was none other than Benjamin Franklin who denounced the “violent injustice” and urged the Massachusetts government to “repair the Damage and make Compensation to the Company.”

As a result of the Boston Tea Party and the mixed emotions over its efficacy and legitimacy, the patriots resolved to boycott tea completely.  This meant that even smuggled tea was to be eliminated from the American diet.  The patriots “reasoned that only by abstaining altogether from tea could Americans be certain that they were not drinking dutied British tea.  Even the smugglers were warned not to import tea lest they unwittingly aid the British government in its efforts to raise a colonial revenue.”
  As a result, Americans ended their fondness of tea and under patriotic pressure it nearly disappeared from the colonies.  In its place, Americans began to consume coffee; it became the patriotic drink and thus, Americans were weaned from the teacup to the coffee cup, where, for the most part, “their devotion still rests.”
 

The Intolerable and Quebec Acts

Without question, the Boston Tea Party “set the tinder and kindling alight.”
 The destructive actions and outright defiance on the part of the Americans infuriated the British authorities; the response was swift and harsh. In 1774, a series of additional laws, collectively dubbed the Intolerable Acts—the British called them the Coercive Acts, while Samuel Adams called them “the vengeful Stroke of the hand of Tyranny”
—passed Parliament with the king’s enthusiastic approval.  The Boston Port Act closed Boston harbor until the destroyed tea was paid for in full.  In addition, the Massachusetts Government Act revoked the charter rights of Massachusetts and essentially ended self-government in the Bay Colony; now the colony was under the direct supervision of the crown and Parliament.  The Administration of Justice Act removed the colonial courts from trying cases involving British officials or military personnel, “implying that they could engage in violent acts against the colonists with impunity.”
 What’s more, a new Quartering Act forced the colonists to house and feed British soldiers at colonial expense. Finally, Parliament, believing that a fair trial in America was impossible, passed a law that allowed royal officials accused of murder while suppressing riotous protests to be tried in London rather than in America where the alleged crime occurred. But once again, a parliamentary act designed to send a message and put the colonies in their place backfired.  The New England colonials, lead by Sam Adams, responded with the Solemn League and Covenant,
 which pledged to re-introduce an even more determined non-importation policy, to which was added a non-consumption policy—no products made in Britain would be imported or consumed by the colonists.
  Though some of the other colonies resisted the radical initiatives of the Bostonians, residents from the other colonies, especially Virginia, rallied to Massachusetts’s side and aided the rebel colony in whatever needs—financial, food, supplies, moral support—she had.  

At the same time Parliament instituted the Intolerable Acts, it also passed the Quebec Act.
  This law moved the boundary of Quebec (part of British Canada) to the Ohio River and granted cultural and religious toleration to all the French Catholics living within its boundaries in return for French Canadian allegiance to the British Crown.  While some viewed this measure as an act of English toleration toward British Canada’s French-speaking subjects, its greatest impact may have been keeping Canada within the British Empire’s orbit; in return for toleration of Catholicism and French language and custom, French Canadians pledged loyalty to the British crown.
 From the American perspective, colonials regarded the Quebec Act as an encroachment on their territorial integrity, an act of repression, and a threat to their rights since French culture and tradition did not recognize trial by jury or representative government.  Moreover, French Catholicism had been very aggressive in its efforts to convert others and demanded conformity to orthodox Roman Catholicism, something the Protestant British colonists would never tolerate.  As a result, fears of Catholic domination spread across the colonies; Alexander Hamilton somewhat hysterically expressed an opinion shared by many colonists when he claimed that the “act would bring millions of Papists from Europe until the Protestant colonies found themselves encircled by ‘a Nation of Papists and Slaves.’”
  Though the law was not part of the Intolerable Acts, the 1774 Quebec Act simply added to the colonial belief of a British conspiracy to reduce Americans to perpetual subservience; it substantially contributed to colonial unity and essentially guaranteed victory for the radicals in the upcoming Continental Congress.

The First Continental Congress and Lexington and Concord

The colonial response to the Intolerable Acts was the meeting of the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia in September 1774.  Virginia, in particular, demonstrated unwavering support for Massachusetts when members of the recently dismissed House of Burgesses agreed that “an attack, made on one of our sister colonies, to compel submission to arbitrary taxes, is an attack made on all British America, and threatens ruin to the rights of all.”
 Twelve of the thirteen colonies (Georgia was the only holdout because it needed the assistance of the British military for protection against Indian attacks from Florida) were represented at the Congress and future American heroes, such as George Washington, Patrick Henry, Benjamin Franklin and the Adams brothers, were among the elected delegates.  Indeed, Washington’s response to the Intolerable Acts was typical within America when he accused the North ministry of establishing “the most despotic system of tyranny that was ever practiced in a free government.”
 The Congress was not a radically rebellious body; it petitioned Parliament to modify its stance in its relations with the colonies; unfortunately, all colonial appeals and petitions were summarily rejected.  While the Congress expressed its desire to remain part of the British Empire, it also issued a Declaration of Rights
 that was based largely on a document, A Summary View of the Rights of British America,
 written by a young Virginian named Thomas Jefferson. The declaration claimed that the colonists in the New World possessed “all the rights of free-born Englishmen, and that the unwritten constitution of England assured these rights.”
  It also rejected “every idea of taxation internal or external, for raising a revenue on the subjects, in America, without their consent.” But at the same time, the Congress resolved to “cheerfully consent” to laws passed by the British parliament that were related “to the regulation of our external commerce, for the purpose of securing the commercial advantages of the whole empire to the mother country.”
 At this point, the American colonists were not interested in delivering an “ultimatum” to British authorities; rather they were strategically proposing a “plan of negotiation.”

By issuing the Declaration of Rights, the Congress’s intent and goal was merely a restoration of the political state of affairs between the colonies and the crown prior to the Stamp Act in 1765; it did not even consider the possibility of independence.  But while the colonies attempted to reconcile their differences with the mother country, they also maintained and intensified the economic sanctions against British goods.  Over the objections of the Tories (the conservative members of the Congress and those who tended to sympathize with the British), the Congress gave its approval to The Association, a loosely confederated agreement among the colonies that urged the complete boycott of English goods.  Originating from a series of resolutions passed by the Suffolk (Massachusetts) County Convention, The Association mandated the policies of non-importation and non-consumption of British goods, and non-exportation of colonial raw materials to any part of the British Empire.
  This high-handed economic warfare caused some dissension among the colonies; South Carolina, for example, protested the disproportionately negative impact non-exportation would have on the predominantly agricultural South, whose principle customers were Great Britain and Ireland, compared to the North, which engaged in more commerce and manufacturing.  (This was an early indication of the potential dangers to American unity stemming from the divergent economic interests between the northern and southern colonies, later, states.)  However, despite these strains, all of the colonies supported The Association, support that “convinced” John Adams that “America will support Massachusetts, or perish with her.”
 What’s more, The Association began the process of inter-colonial cooperation for the very important and indispensible practice of constitution-writing.

In early 1775, recognizing the increasing intransigence of the colonists, Parliament ordered additional troops to North America.  In April, British commander General Thomas Gage sent a regiment to seize gunpowder installations in several Massachusetts towns in an attempt to prevent them from falling into colonial hands.  He also ordered the arrest of some of the more radical colonial leaders, such as Samuel Adams and John Hancock.  The Massachusetts House of Representatives responded by forming a Committee of Safety that was empowered to call up the state militia at a moment’s notice.  At Lexington, the situation escalated when colonial minutemen refused to obey British commands to disperse; shots were fired and eight Americans were killed.  The British Redcoats were forced to retreat to Concord where Paul Revere, in his famous midnight ride, and William Dawes warned the colonials of the impending danger. The American Revolution had begun. 

British and Colonial Advantages and Disadvantages


At first glance, the American colonists’ revolt against the mighty British Empire may seem like a one-sided affair.  The British had numerous advantages over the colonists, not least of which was its three to one population advantage.  It also had superior wealth, the world’s strongest navy, and a professional army.  Another advantage for the British was the relative disunity of the Americans.  The colonial population at the time of the revolution was not monolithic in its attitude toward the British.  In fact, the colonists can be roughly divided into three equally separate viewpoints: one third, represented by cousins John and Sam Adams, supported the revolution and eventually and enthusiastically supported American independence; another third, represented by the speaker of the Pennsylvania colonial assembly Joseph Galloway, remained loyal to the British crown; and the remaining third, represented by Pennsylvania patriot John Dickinson, defended American liberties but sought endlessly for reconciliation with the mother country. But by the mid-1770s when it was apparent that reconciliation was impossible, Dickinson, whose 1767-1768 Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer offered one of the most authoritative statements in support of American liberty, spoke for much of this group when he said, “The first wish for my soul is for the Liberty of America. The next is for the constitutional reconciliation with Great Britain. If we cannot obtain the first without the second, let us seek a new establishment.”
 But before the actions of the British government pushed the American colonies into a cohesive unit, more than just constitutional objections challenged colonial unity. Sectional jealousies between the various regions of the colonies and also between the wealthy and less wealthy colonies contributed to colonial discord.  Thus, the lack of cohesion and a chronic lack of funds resulted in constant shortages of supplies and equipment for the colonial military.  What’s more, payment for service was also a serious problem, which led to mass desertions and a woeful lack of discipline among colonial fighters.  

One potential advantage on which the British failed to capitalize was the American reliance on state and local militias for the majority of the Revolutionary conflict.  The American mind during the revolutionary era—indeed, one that the Americans had experienced during the previous ten years of conflict with the British authorities—held that large European-style standing armies were the source of tyranny and a grave threat to political liberty.  The colonists believed in the “conviction that the militia were the guardians of liberty and that a regular standing army was its eternal enemy.”
  Despite the fact that the colonials were fighting for their independence and freedom from Britain, they were unwilling to sacrifice any principles of liberty, even on a temporary basis, to attain that goal; thus the colonial resistance to forming a regular standing army and its dependence on the militia as its primary fighting force.  However, the militias stood as probably the greatest American weakness in the War for Independence; they were difficult to organize, proved miserably inefficient, undisciplined, ill trained, undependable, and under-equipped. One individual who preferred professional soldiers over the state militias was George Washington who said, “To place any dependence upon militia, is, assuredly, resting upon a broken staff.”
 Yet throughout the Revolutionary War Americans continued to sing the praises of the militia with nearly fatal consequences to their war effort and Britain’s failure to take advantage of this situation cost it dearly.

But the Americans also had certain advantages that permitted them to overcome British superiority, as well as their own weaknesses, and in the end gain an unexpected victory.  A significant natural advantage for the the Americans was the benefit of fighting on their own territory. The colonists knew the landscape during a time when accurate maps were unheard of. Additionally, the British were more accustomed with the open style of European warfare; the American environment with its geographic vastness was more conducive to guerrilla type of combat.  Moreover, America possessed no central nerve center; in Europe, the capture of the enemy’s capital, or a major economic or financial center would, in many cases, decide a conflict’s outcome.  In America, this one vital area did not exist; the colonists essentially traded space for time until the British will to fight was depleted.  This home field advantage also gave the Americans the ability to sustain themselves through their agricultural production, whereas the British were forced to rely on loyal colonists for assistance or endure the delays of a two thousand mile trans-Atlantic voyage for troops, supplies, and ammunition.
 But an enormous advantage for the Americans fighting on their own territory was the psychological sense of defending their own property—their homes and families—against an uninvited invader. Unlike the British—who would simply go home, win or lose, after it was over—the Americans were literally fighting for their lives. They had already been condemned as traitors; losing the war would certainly result in mass executions for treason. This provided the Americans with unimaginable motivation to prevail.

But without a doubt, the greatest American advantage was its superior military and political leadership.  George Washington, commander of the Continental Army, used his sheer force of will, discipline, and character to lead the colonials during the eight years of war and eventual victory.  Though not terribly experienced as a military commander at the outset of the war, Washington “learned from his mistakes, and, above all, provided the personal glue that held together the Continental Army.”
 But perhaps more important than the general’s growth as a military tactician was his perceptive understanding of the war’s “strategic dimensions.” In a time when military glory and triumph often translated into political power and a sense of entitled authority, Washington, despite “how much he would have welcomed a decisive clash with the enemy [and] a chance to win the battlefield laurels all commanders covet,” he “subordinated his impulses to a broader understanding of the revolutionary struggle.”
 In doing so, Washington engaged in what was called a “war of posts,” a defensive strategy in which he avoided direct military confrontations; rather he shadowed the enemy in an attempt to discern his intentions and accumulate intelligence, and only when the Continental Army held an overwhelming tactical advantage did Washington decide to strike.
 In addition to his personal qualities, his astute political skills and his comprehension of the entire revolutionary strategy, he was assisted by able generals, such as Nathanial Greene, Horatio Gates, and Benedict Arnold (before he treasonously attempted to deliver West Point to the British), and also by foreign officers, such as German Baron von Steuben and Frenchman Marquis de Lafayette.  Von Steuben was an officer who had served in the Prussian army under Frederick the Great; he taught the colonials how to fight like professional soldiers.  He instilled discipline in the troops and brought experience and a military mindset to the colonial cause and helped neutralize the chaotic state of the state militias.  Lafayette emerged as one of the great heroes of the American Revolution who generously placed his life and his fortune at the disposal of the American colonists and became one of Washington’s closest advisors and personal friends. 

In dealing with foreign nations, Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, quickly becoming the elder statesman of colonial America, was a master diplomat.  Known around the world for his inventions, publications, witticisms, and experiments in science, Franklin had tirelessly worked, to no avail, during the 1760s and early 1770s to convince British authorities to relax their harsh policies toward the colonies. On one particularly brutal occasion in January 1774, Franklin, representing several colonies before the British government, endured a merciless attack by British solicitor general Alexander Wedderburn over a Massachusetts Assembly petition to have the colonial governor removed from office. Calling the petition “groundless, vexatious, and scandalous and calculated only for the seditious Purpose of keeping up a Spirit of Clamour and Discontent,”
 Wedderburn publicly humiliated Franklin and accused him of treason. The incident infuriated Franklin and, as Richard Beeman points out, marked “the beginning of Franklin’s transformation from conciliator to revolutionary.”
 But due to his long service in England and other parts of Europe, the Pennsylvanian was the most cosmopolitan of the colonial leaders; his skill in obtaining French assistance proved crucial in the final outcome of the Revolutionary War.  France, still licking its wounds from the French and Indian War, was determined to contribute in any way to a British defeat and Franklin proved instrumental in bringing the French onto the American side.  Though France had visions of re-establishing a major role in North American affairs, its intervention, along with Spain, on the colonial side neutralized the British superiority of the seas and played an indispensable role in the battle of Yorktown, which sealed the revolutionary victory for the Americans. 

In addition to the military leadership of Washington and the diplomatic genius of Franklin, contemporary political theorists, such as Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, Thomas Paine, and John Adams, provided the intellectual justification for the revolution; they put into words the values and ideals for which the colonists fought and were willing to sacrifice their lives.  But the individuals credited with providing the intellectual framework for the American revolutionary mind were the seventeenth century political theorists John Locke and Algernon Sydney  

John Locke, Algernon Sydney and the Intellectual Foundation of the American Revolution

Although Locke’s 1690 Two Treatises on Government
 was an intellectual and political justification for the English (Glorious) Revolution of 1688, the Americans employed his theories to argue against the arbitrary power of the King and Parliament.  Locke contended that there was a state of nature in which man enjoyed complete liberty, but sin had disrupted that state of perfect nature. Consequently, God had provided man with civil society, i.e., government, to secure certain fundamental rights and liberties and to ensure self-preservation. This government was endowed with certain specific and limited powers, which above all was the protection of private property, i.e., protection of colonial wealth from Parliamentary taxation.  Whenever a government encroached upon those limited powers it ceased to be legitimate and became tyrannical.  Thus, the citizens would be justified in overthrowing that government by revolutionary means and replacing it with one that respected the rule of law.  The colonials seized upon this emphasis on natural law by Locke, making it the “chief bulwark of American liberty because it strictly limited the authority of the mother country over the colonies.”
  
Locke also recognized the supremacy of the British Parliament over the Crown because of its representation of the people; however, the colonists interpreted this Lockean theory to justify their contention that the colonial assemblies—again, representative of the people—were superior to the prerogatives of the Parliament and the King.  Thus, from 1765 to 1775 “[i]deas were the weapons with which Americans fought before they resorted to arms; the War of American Independence did not begin until both sides had become convinced that force alone could decide the issues that divided the empire.”
  Indeed, John Adams said on several occasions noted that the real American revolution began fifteen years before the first shot was fired as “an intellectual and moral revolution in the minds and hearts of the people.”
 Although the colonists conducted most of the revolutionary war without a written constitution, the political theories and ideals of John Locke, which were later embodied in the Declaration of Independence, represented the American intellectual guideposts throughout the rebellion.
A lesser known but no less significant influence on the American patriots was Algernon Sydney, an English parliamentarian who opposed the “divine right of kings” philosophy and the absolute rule of France’s Louis XIV. He was also a political opponent of England’s Charles II and was eventually charged and executed for treason. Sydney’s impact on the Americans stemmed from his endorsement of natural rights, the right of the people to orchestrate a revolution against an abusive and unjust government, and the obligation of the people to question the authority of their rulers. In Discourses on Government, a publication for which he lost his life, Sydney wrote, the people have “reason, understanding, or common sense, and ought to make use of it in those things that concern themselves and their posterity, and suspect the words of such as are interested in deceiving or persuading them not to see with their own eyes. . . . A general presumption that Kings will govern well, is not a sufficient security to the People . . . those who subjected themselves to the will of a man were governed by a beast.”

While Sydney did not completely reject the notion of a monarchical government, he believed the best government comprised a combination of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. He affirmed that “the difference therefore between good governments and ill governments is not, that those of one sort have an arbitrary power which the others have not, for they all have it; but that those which are well constituted, place this power so as it may be beneficial to the people, and set such rules as are hardly to be transgressed; whilst those of the other sort fail in one or both these points.” Like Locke, Sydney regarded government as a contract, a sacred trust between the people. “God leaves to Man the choice of Forms in Government; and those who constitute one Form, may abrogate it. . . . The general revolt of a Nation cannot be called a Rebellion. . . . Laws and constitutions ought to be weighed . . . to constitute that which is most conducing to the establishment of justice and liberty.” A firm believer in natural rights, Sydney considered liberty and equality intimately linked: “That equality which is just among equals is just only among equals.” An indication of Locke’s and Sydney’s influence on the American political thought was revealed by an 1825 comment by Thomas Jefferson, the founder of the University of Virginia: “Resolved, that it is the opinion of this Board that as to the general principles of liberty and the rights of man, in nature and in society, the doctrines of Locke, in his ‘Essay concerning the true original extent and end of civil government,’ and of Sidney in his ‘Discourses on government,’ may be considered as those generally approved by our fellow citizens of this, and the United States.”


British Failings during the Revolution
The superior political and military leadership possessed by the Americans was complemented by inept and, at some very crucial times, incompetence on the part of their British counterparts. During the mid- and late 1770s, the British possessed no William Pitt (the prime minister who led the British to victory in the French and Indian War) or Duke of Wellington (the military leader who, within 40 years, would lead the British to victory over Napoleon).  Lord North, the prime minister during much of the revolution, was one of King George’s “yes men.”  He constantly feuded with his political opponents in Parliament and proved uncompromising and obstinate in his dealings with the colonists.  
A particularly thoughtless policy implemented by British officials on the American side of the Atlantic Ocean occurred early in the conflict. In November 1775, Virginia’s military governor Lord John Murray Dunmore issued an edict stating, “all [indentured] Servants, Negroes, or others (appertaining to Rebels) free, that are able and willing to bear Arms, they joining his majesty’s Troops as soon as may be, for the more speedily reducing this Colony to a proper sense of their Duty, to his Majesty’s Crown and Dignity.”
 Dunmore’s proclamation created the conditions that threatened to explode into a race war and had the effect of infuriating even Virginians who opposed slavery, as well as those who were lukewarm toward the revolution, turning them into instant patriots. George Washington, for example, wrote of Dunmore’s decree, “That man must be crushed before spring, he will become the most formidable enemy America has. . . Nothing less than depriving him of life or liberty will secure peace to Virginia.”
 Though some slaves realized their freedom as a result of Dunmore’s decree, it in no way revealed an idealistic opposition to slavery as neither the governor’s own slaves nor slaves of loyalists were freed as a result of his proclamation.

Militarily the British suffered from a woeful lack of leadership, organization, and coordination.  Although its army would win more battles than it lost, the ineptitude of the British leadership eventually cost them the war. As one observer notes, “The British had no strategy at all to win the war except attrition, which [ultimately] operat[ed] more effectively against them than against the Americans.”
 Another points out that “the imaginative failure of the British ministry constitutes perhaps the greatest blunder in the history of British statecraft.”

Closely related to the questionable military strategy of the British political leadership was their decision to use mercenaries—hired soldiers—in the war, a policy that substantially contributed to the colonists’ determination to defeat their British cousins.  Many colonists regarded the rebellion against British authority as an internal family feud; however, the British difficulty in maintaining a large standing army forced them to look elsewhere for soldiers.  German Hessians were the most numerous of the mercenaries and many thousands fought on the British side during the war.  This use of foreigners by the British amplified the colonial hatred for the mother country and instilled in the Americans an even more resolute conviction to make permanent the rupture with Great Britain.  

The Americans also benefited from some misplaced British self-perceptions as well as an inferior attitude toward the American colonists.  The typical Englishman possessed an arrogant, over-inflated opinion of himself, and operated under the assumption that Americans were cowards who would escape at the sight of the “superior” British redcoats.  Additionally, the British assumed that a large number of colonial loyalists would quickly come to the aid of the mother country and suppress the rebellion before it had a chance to gain momentum.  Both assumptions proved false—the Americans did not flee at the sight of the British bullets, blood, or death, and the colonial Tories (loyalists) did not rise in opposition to the patriots.  Unquestionably, “few errors of judgment have proved more costly to the British Empire.”

Another advantage for the Americans was the sympathy they received from the English Whig party, the political opponents of the Tories, the majority party in Parliament.  While the Whigs may not have agreed with the way the colonists reacted to British authority, they believed the Tories had violated colonial rights and the Americans were entitled to have their grievances heard and petitioned.  One of those English Whigs was Edmund Burke.  A member of the loyal opposition in British politics and famous for his “salutary neglect” comment, Burke denounced Lord North’s ministry as unduly provocative in its relations with the colonies and declared that “a great empire and little minds go ill together.”
  He argued that use of force against the Americans would be “a feeble instrument, for preserving a people so numerous, so active, so growing, so spirited.”
 Although he never supported the concept of revolution, Burke offered six resolutions of conciliation that he and his supporters believed could serve as the basis for compromise, gradual accommodation, and reform of the British colonial system.  Among the resolutions Burke articulated was the fact that the colonies lacked representation in Parliament; indeed, the distance between the colonies and Britain made parliamentary representation impractical.  What’s more, Burke asserted that colonial assemblies were competent to levy taxes and acknowledged that those same assemblies had made voluntary grants to the Crown for the common defense.  Although Burke’s resolutions were rejected by Parliament, his speech gave comfort to and boosted the morale of the American patriots to win their independence. 

The Second Continental Congress

Although the Revolutionary War dragged on for eight long years, a handful of pitched battles largely determined its outcome.  In fact, decisions that were not directly related to actual military battles significantly affected the war’s progress.  Probably the most important decision made by the colonials occurred at the Second Continental Congress in May 1775.  Compared to the First Continental Congress, this was quite a rebellious body and, despite their proclamations of loyalty to Britain and the hope that George III would consent to a redress of their grievances, it prepared for all out war.  But the king rejected the Congress’s “Olive Branch Petition,”
 without even reading it. In his August 1775 Proclamation of Rebellion, George III condemned “the traitorous correspondence, counsels, and comfort, of diverse wicked and desperate persons within this realm.” He also ordered all loyal subjects in the colonies to use their “utmost endeavors to withstand and suppress such rebellion and to disclose and make known all treasons and traitorous conspiracies.”
 In effect, the king proclaimed the colonies in a state of rebellious treason.  As a result, Congress selected George Washington, a colonel in the Virginia militia, to head the “minimalist, but grandiosely titled” Continental Army in Massachusetts.
  Commissioned with the rank of general, Washington was not only a wise and prudent choice to lead the ragtag bunch that would comprise the Continental Army, it was a politically shrewd one as well. 
New Englander John Adams, in an effort to unite the two largest and leading rebellious colonies, suggested Washington for the post, giving “a national character to his commission.”
  Tall, dignified, and possessed with impeccable integrity, Washington was a “man of commanding stature, few words, and a reputation for great courage in battling the French and the Indians.”
 Accepting no salary for his services, Washington brought outstanding powers of leadership, bravery, and valor to the colonial cause.  Earlier in his life he had written his Rules of Civility and Good Behavior that epitomized his understanding of upstanding moral character and energy.
  General Washington’s strength of character, self-discipline, sense of justice, and trust of people gave virtually everyone confidence that he was the correct man to lead the American forces.  Especially appealing to the people was Washington’s assertion that he was a “citizen-soldier,” who believed in the “supremacy of civilian rulers.”  In other words, elected officials, not appointed military men, should govern the country during and after the war.  Through his words and actions Washington had “reassured the public that Congress had selected the right commander, a man well-suited to lead a republican army.”

But despite Washington’s strength of character and complete selflessness in his approach to the burgeoning American nation, he also demonstrated some deficiencies as a military strategist and organizer.  What’s more, he sometimes failed to learn from his mistakes.  On several occasions, Washington fell prey to traps laid by British commanders; in addition, he mistakenly divided his troops in the face of the main British army.  Moreover, he could become narrowly focused on one objective and fail to see the necessity of changing tactics—for months he was convinced the main British attack would occur in the north when it really was going to take place in the south.  However, his decision to convert the American War for Independence into a war of attrition—a “war of the posts,” as he called it—proved to be a wise one.  Essentially, Washington engaged in the “first modern guerrilla war;”
 his intention was to avoid a direct confrontation with the British army unless he possessed an overwhelming advantage or he had no other option than to fight.  Rather, he sought to “draw the British inland and away from their sea-borne communications and supplies” and into unfamiliar territory “where they would have to expend troops protecting their lines against constant irregular harassment.”
 This decision meant the war would be a prolonged one that would require foreign assistance; but in his view it was the only way the Continental Army could survive and emerge victorious.

Thomas Paine and Common Sense
During the first two years of the war, the idea of independence had been discussed, but there were still many who preferred reconciling their differences with Britain if it could be achieved on pre-1765 colonial terms.  However, in 1776, colonial morale and enthusiasm to the thought of independence was given a tremendous boost with the publication of a small pamphlet authored by Thomas Paine entitled Common Sense.
  A radical democrat who hated the monarchy, Paine came to America upon the recommendation of Benjamin Franklin. Although he failed in virtually all of the business ventured he attempted, Paine possessed unique literary talents that caught Franklin’s attention. Believing that all power originated from the people, Paine repudiated the fixed hierarchy of power and hereditary aristocracy epitomized by the British system. He also rejected the English constitutional system on which many colonial moderates based their claims to American liberties. Rather, Paine endorsed the concept of equality of condition and a citizen’s (or civic) virtue in which individuals sacrificed their private interests for the public good. His ideal government was a democratic republic in which the state derived its authority from the consent of the governed.  Indeed, many of the individual colonies already practiced the republicanism that Paine advocated; but he combined those ideas with the intellectual justification for independence.
  

Paine’s Common Sense was probably the most influential piece of literature favoring the idea of American independence.  Though Americans embraced the concept of dissent, rebellion did not come easy to them; loyalty was deeply ingrained in the colonists and the process that led to a declaration of outright independence was a serious one, not to be proclaimed lightly.  Colonial unity was unstable and open rebellion could actually work against the colonists’ efforts to resist British authority if it was not perceived as a last resort.  But with the appearance of Paine’s pamphlet, many previously indifferent to the colonial cause became supporters; it even drew some long-time loyalists into the patriots’ camp.  It would not be an overstatement to say “John Adams was probably more influential than any other American in moving Congress, but it was Paine who moved the people.”
 Paine passionately, but sensibly, argued that the colonials’ existence under British hegemony was contrary to “common sense.”  Nowhere in the vast universe did a smaller heavenly body control the larger one.  So why, Paine asked, should the tiny island of England control the enormous continent of North America?  As for the king, Paine denounced him the “Royal Brute of Great Britain.”  
But it was not just the king, George II, and the colonists’ “habitual support for the British monarchy” that Paine denounced. “The heart of the problem” and the source of all of America’s problems in its relationship with the mother country “was the institution of monarchy,”
 the fundamental source of tyranny and the antithesis of liberty. Independence from tyranny, according to Paine, was a natural condition in which people should live and this truth was obvious to those who cared enough to think about it. In effect, it was simply “common sense.” He also included a “powerful and emotional appeal”
 that could not have been a better statement of American exceptionalism: 

O! ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been haunted round the globe. Asia and Africa, have long expelled her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. [America] receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.

Paine concluded his broadside with the words, “however strange it may appear to some, or however unwilling that may be to think so, matters not, but many strong and striking reasons may be given to show that nothing can settle our affairs so expeditiously as an open and determined declaration for independence.”

Not everyone shared Paine’s passion for radical, egalitarian democracy.  While his political opponents, such as John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison also rejected a hereditary aristocracy, they preferred a “natural aristocracy” in which those driven to work hard and perseverance received the rewards for their efforts.  They, in opposition to Paine, distrusted the lower classes and non-property holders and feared runaway republicanism and pure democracy—they referred to it as a “mobocracy.” The radical leveling effect of the society that Paine seemed to advance conflicted with their idea of rewarding hard work. Moreover, the method by which Paine’s ideas would be enforced required a powerful centrally controlled government, which, in time they believed, would evolve into tyranny.  But despite these differences, Common Sense served to unite the colonies in the common purpose of republican opposition to the dictatorial and overbearing policies of the British monarchy and Parliament.

The Declaration of Independence

With the publication of Common Sense and the king’s proclamation that the colonies were in a state of treasonous rebellion, the movement toward independence in the Second Continental Congress came to a head. Finally, on June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee, a delegate from Virginia, introduced a resolution to the Congress stating, “these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states.”
  This simple statement would serve as the colonies’ formal declaration of independence.  His motion was temporarily tabled (meaning debate and a vote on it was delayed) while the delegates returned to their respective colonies to seek counsel and support for the principle of independence. But in the meantime, the Congress selected a five-member committee, consisting of John Adams of Massachusetts, Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, Robert Livingston of New York, and Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, to prepare an official statement of independence.  The committee, which acknowledged Jefferson’s “literary abilities,” unanimously recommended that the Virginian draft the document.
  

Age 37 at the time of the declaration, Thomas Jefferson was a great wordsmith.  Tall, upright, red-headed and an expert in the law, he was not an original political thinker; however, he excelled in literary style, possessed great command of the English language, and eloquently articulated the political ideals of freedom and liberty characterized by the Enlightenment that sometimes drifted into hyperbole.  His declaration has been called the “world’s greatest editorial;” but it is much more than that. According to Timothy Sandefur, the Declaration “cut Americans loose and forfeited claims to ‘the rights of Englishmen’ in exchange for arguments based on the rights of all mankind.”
 What’s more, since the Continental Congress eventually approved Richard Henry Lee’s independence resolution and the Declaration, it is a “legal document—a part of the nation’s organic law and the inspiration for America’s Constitution.”
 It establishes America’s constitutional order that is premised on the principle that the “basic right of every person is to be free.” It “sets the framework for reading our fundamental law” and is the “conscience of the Constitution.”
 The Declaration clearly puts freedom and liberty at the forefront of civil society. “Freedom is the starting point of politics; government’s powers are secondary and derivative, and therefore limited.” The Jefferson’s Declaration “hold[s] that all people are naturally born free, and may use their freedom to create a political and legal order that respects and protects their rights.” That “political and legal order”—the US Constitution—was “design[ed] in such a way that it is both strong enough to secure [the people’s] freedom, and limited so as not to threaten that freedom. Liberty is the goal at which democracy aims.”
 
The first paragraph of the Declaration of Independence is a grand proclamation of the purpose of government, natural rights possessed by the people, and the consequences if the government fails in its fundamental duties to the governed. The second sentence in the paragraph is the one that is most familiar to Americans, but it is the first sentence that establishes the revolutionary principle (at least in 1776) of popular sovereignty; that is, all power originating with the individuals that comprise the American polity or nation. The Declaration’s first sentence states:

When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

Notice Jefferson’s use of the pronouns “them” and “they,” which refer to the “one people” who are in the process of “dissolve[ing] the political bands” to the British Empire. The Virginian’s use of the plural pronouns indicated his and the Founding Fathers’ belief that the “one people” of the United States of America was a collection of particular individuals entitled to all the fundamental rights of humanity. Had the members of the Second Continental Congress wanted to create the American polity as a single, collective unit, they would have used the singular pronoun “it” rather than “them” or “they.” This is a very important distinction to recognize. In creating the American society as a collection of particular individuals, Jefferson sought to demonstrate that each and every person who comprised the new United States was entitled to the rights and liberties that the British government had violated and that the Declaration of Independence was seeking to restore. Had the “one people” of the United States been considered a single, collective group, a majoritarian philosophy would have ensued with the will of the majority taking precedent over any fundamental rights of any individual member of the collective. Thus, the purpose of the Declaration of Independence was to establish America as a nation of united, but distinct, individuals and to restore the fundamental rights and liberties to every member of the about to be proclaimed American nation.

Once establishing the American polity as an aggregate of particular individuals, Jefferson pronounced his great statement of human rights.

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

In making this grand proclamation, Jefferson acknowledged that the source of liberty and human rights was God. In referencing “the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God,” he asserted that all men, in the eyes of God, are created equal.  In other words, the “unalienable rights,”—those of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,”—expounded in the Declaration are “endowed” to all men by “our Creator” and can never be taken away.  But as historic and revolutionary as these words were, perhaps an even more important phrase in this paragraph is the one that follows: “That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.” This crucial statement establishes the principle that “first come rights and then comes government.”
 In other words, these natural rights expressed by Jefferson were not granted to individuals by the government; rather, humanity by virtue of its existence already possessed them—they pre-exist the creation of government.  In a world populated with flawed and imperfect humans, government was established by humans and given “just powers” to protect and secure those rights.  Moreover, government could only operate legitimately by the consent of those over which it governed; however, the governed—the people—could not sanction or consent that the government—the people’s servants—exceed its “just powers” and infringe on the natural rights of the people. Thus, the foundation of the American political system of government stipulates that certain rights and liberties are beyond majority rule and it is up to the people to ensure that the government stays within its limited boundaries and does not transcend beyond its “just powers.” 
Unfortunately today, many people see the government as the provider, rather than the guarantor or protector, of our liberties; and because of this lack of understanding, many citizens simply acquiesce as government takes liberties away from the people—in many cases through the democratic process—while claiming to preserve them.  While the rule of law is a critical pillar of American exceptionalism, it is vitally important to keep in mind that the rule of law cannot supersede the “inalienable rights” guaranteed by the Declaration. Indeed, if a “law” violates the fundamental rights of the people, it cannot legitimately be called a law. In 1798, Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase famously refused to acknowledge an act of Congress as a law if it violated the Constitution when he stressed: “An act of the Legislature (for I cannot call it a law) contrary to the great first principles of the social compact, cannot be considered a rightful exercise of legislative authority.”
 Too many times in America’s past, and present for that matter, laws that claim to advance the principles of liberty and freedom actually have the effect of invading them. Early examples of this were the numerous state and federal provisions designed to protect slavery. Though these legislative acts were passed by a majority in Congress and may have had the support of a majority of the population, especially in the South, they grossly violated the fundamental rights of an entire race of people. Later, Jim Crow legislation in the Southern states, again passed with the support of a majority of the people, codified racial segregation and disenfranchised millions of black Americans across the United States, despite the clear intentions of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, which were designed to grant full social and political rights to all Americans. A more modern case would be the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), which passed Congress with a slim majority but never had the support of a majority of the people. The ACA, as several Supreme Court decisions have indicated, contained several provisions that violated religious liberty, economic freedom, as well as sovereignty over health care options and end of life choices. As social scientist Charles Murray points out, “American government does not command our blind allegiance to the law. It is part of our national catechism that government is instituted to protect our unalienable rights, and that when it becomes destructive of those rights, the reason for our allegiance is gone. At that point, revolution is not treason, but the people’s right.”
 This is precisely what Thomas Jefferson was advocating in the Declaration of Independence, and it is what the American colonists prepared for in their conflict with the British government. This is also the point that Benjamin Franklin sought to instill in his fellow Americans during the revolutionary era when he said:  “Those willing to sacrifice their liberty for security deserve neither.”

Recognizing the British monarchy, rather than the English Parliament, as the head of the empire, the second section of the Declaration of Independence contained a list of grievances directed specifically toward King George III. It denounced the British crown as illegitimate; it maintained that the king, his advisors, and his lackeys in Parliament had set upon a course “of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States.” Thus, the Americans’ only recourse was to throw off this royal tyranny and form an independent nation under a new form of government.  Jefferson justified the colonies’ rebellion by charging that the British Parliament, with the king’s acquiescence, had imposed taxation without representation, prohibited trial by jury, established a military dictatorship, maintained standing armies in the colonies, cut off colonial trade, hired mercenaries, and incited the hostilities of the Indians—in effect, the British government had systematically and deliberately encroached on the fundamental liberties of the people.  The original draft of the declaration also disingenuously indicted the king for saddling the colonies with African slavery; however, opposition from southern delegates and the effort to maintain colonial unity forced Jefferson to remove this clause.  
After listing the long train of abuses committed by the British monarchy against the American colonists, Jefferson reminded the king of the many efforts on the part of the colonies to redress their grievances, all of which were rejected by the crown. Thus, the Americans had no choice: “appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intention,” but to “solemnly publish and declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States” and that “all political connection” between the colonies and Great Britain is “totally dissolved.” Knowing that merely stating independence did not make it so, Jefferson concluded the Declaration by appealing to the “protection of divine Providence,” and “mutually pledg[ing] to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.”
The Declaration of Independence made it abundantly clear to all that the colonies were now fighting for more than just the restoration of their pre-1765 rights and liberties; they were fighting for the complete separation from Britain and the hope of establishing a new form of government based on the principles expounded by Jefferson; most importantly, they were fighting for their survival as a people.  But it was also clear that if independence was to succeed and republicanism triumph, the colonies must remain united.  Recognizing this, Benjamin Franklin, soon after the Declaration was approved, solemnly stated: “Gentleman, we must now all hang together or we will surely hang separately.”
  After nearly a month of vigorous debate within the individual colonial legislatures and the Continental Congress,
 the delegates, on July 2, passed Richard Henry Lee’s independence resolution. A euphoric John Adams wrote to his wife Abigail that 

The Second Day in July 1776 will be the most memorable Epocha, in the history of America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary festival. It ought to be commemorated, as the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion of God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires, and Illuminations from one End of the Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.

 Adams was right on target regarding the festivities and celebrations of America’s independence; however, he was off by two days. While Representative Lee’s declaration resolution was approved on July 2, the Declaration of Independence was approved by the Congress on July 4, which is officially recognized as America’s day of Independence, although the state of New York would not convey its approval until July 9.
 Eventually, fifty-six members of the Continental Congress signed the Declaration of Independence with the most famous being Massachusetts businessman John Hancock, who allegedly said he wrote his name large enough so “King George will not have to use his spectacles to read it.”
  Despite New York’s delay in approving the Declaration, a mob in the Empire State celebrated by toppling a statue of King George III and melted the four thousand pounds of lead in the monument into forty-two thousand musket bullets.
 If the American victory in the Revolutionary War was the “shot heard around the world,” then the Declaration of Independence was the “shout heard around the world” and would become the basis for future revolutionary movements throughout the globe.

In the years since the adoption of the Declaration of Independence, historians and political commentators have questioned the sincerity of those who wrote and approved of the document.  How, they ask, could American colonists assert their independence from Great Britain by claiming that all men are created equal by virtue of nature, yet continue to enslave over one million of their fellow human beings?  These historians answer their own question in one of two ways: First, they say the colonists did not really believe what they wrote; rather they needed something to justify their break with Britain and, hypocritically adopted the philosophy of equality to fit their purposes.  The second explanation centers on the claim that the colonists did not consider blacks to be members of the human race, that they were somehow inferior beings who could not partake in the blessings of liberty; thus, the phrase “all men are created equal” did not apply to them.  In either case, these historians assert that the authors of the Declaration should not be looked upon as great men seeking liberty and justice for all, but self-serving aristocrats who used high sounding principles to pursue only personal political goals and financial gain at the expense a whole race of people.  

But despite the seeming contradictions—and there were serious contradictions—in the formation of a nation based on the principles articulated in the Declaration of Independence while many of its proponents owned slaves, these inconsistencies must be considered in the context of American historical development, and whether or not it was even realistically possible to free the slaves at that time.  In the first place, slavery had existed since the settlement of the New World and the North American colonies; indeed, in the context of world history, slave labor had been part of society since antiquity.  The difference in America was that its brand of slavery was based on race and many of the colonists clearly were uncomfortable with the existence of the institution borne by a specific group of people on American soil.  Indeed, many of the Declaration’s supporters opposed slavery, even those who owned slaves, including Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, George Mason, and James Monroe.  At the time of the Declaration, many states in the North were in the process of gradually emancipating their slaves and many anticipated a similar process in the South.  However, while many slaveowners in the South made the personal decision to free their slaves, slavery in southern society at large had become such an integral part of the region’s political and social structure that it was impossible to eliminate the institution immediately.  Thus, compromise on the issue was the only way to achieve unity among the colonies.  
This can be quite a difficult concept for some, especially black Americans whose ancestors suffered the degrading and brutal conditions of slavery, to accept.  Prior to 1854, future president Abraham Lincoln maintained that he was willing to accept a great temporary (he hoped) evil—slavery—in order to prevent an even greater permanent evil—disunion.  The authors of the Declaration adopted similar reasoning: approve the Declaration with slavery in its midst and work to implement emancipation later.  (They, of course, could not have anticipated how economically, socially, politically, and culturally dependent on slave labor the South would become in the nineteenth century.)  This is how Lincoln viewed the intent of the Declaration of Independence and the situation in 1776 America.  In 1857, he stated, “Its [the Declaration’s] authors meant [the Declaration] to be a stumbling block to those who in after times might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths of despotism.”
  In other words, Lincoln believed the Declaration’s philosophical principles of the equality of man and the recognition and guarantees of fundamental liberties applied more to future generations, such as his own, than to the generation of 1776.  It was a document that would transcend time and historical eras.  When considering the apparent contradictions between the Declaration’s principles and the actual situation in 1776 America when the Declaration was written, it may best to keep in mind this statement from Professor Harry V. Jaffa: “It was not wonderful that a nation of slaveholders, upon declaring their independence, did not abolish slavery.  What was wonderful—perhaps even miraculous—was that this nation of slaveholders, upon becoming independent, declared that all men are created equal, and thereby made the abolition of slavery a moral as well as logical necessity.”
  Historian Gordon S. Wood expands on this point.  “To focus, as we are today apt to do, on what the [American] Revolution did not accomplish—highlighting 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.”
  In the end, Americans—slaves included—were compelled to tolerate slavery for a time—eighty-nine years to be exact—but the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution, which is intimately linked to the 1776 document, provided the mechanisms for the eventual eradication of slavery in America and the realization of equal rights for all. Indeed, on the eve of the American Civil War, anti-slavery Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts invoked the principles of the Declaration to demand freedom for slaves when he proclaimed it the “illuminated initial letter of our history. . . the national heart, the national soul, the national will, the national voice, which must inspire our interpretation of the Constitution.”

The Revolutionary Battles

Despite the lofty philosophical principles of the Declaration of Independence, victory and independence for the Americans would be won or lost on the battlefield.  Militarily, the American Revolutionary War started off well for the colonials.  Ethan Allen and his Green Mountain Boys from Vermont, and Benedict Arnold won battles at Ticonderoga and Crown Point, New York, respectively.  In June 1775, Bunker Hill was the site of a colonial victory over the Redcoats, which, if nothing else, gave the colonials the confidence that they could compete with the mighty British war machine. In 1776, the colonials won victories in the South, at Moore’s Creek Bridge, North Carolina and Charleston Harbor, South Carolina.  However, events did not always go well for the Americans and toward the end of 1776 American morale had sunk to seriously low levels; indeed, it was during this period of the war that Thomas Paine wrote his famous statement that these were “times that try men’s souls” and that “[t]yranny, like hell, is not easily conquered.”
  Washington was defeated by the British in Long Island, forcing him to escape to New Jersey; however, British General William Howe’s failure to pursue and crush Washington’s army allowed the colonials to limp back to their home base in Pennsylvania.  One of several serious military blunders on the part of the British, this failure on Howe’s part permitted Washington to regroup and fight another day.  In fact, a few months later in December 1776, the American commander made his famous crossing of the Delaware River and captured a group of Hessian troops in Princeton and then Trenton, New Jersey. This was a victory of such momentous proportions that British historian George Otto Trevelyan wrote, “It may be doubted whether so small a number of men ever employed so short a space of time with greater or more lasting results upon the history of the world.”

The following year, Howe defeated Washington in Pennsylvania on two separate occasions, at Brandywine Creek and Germantown.  While these were not decisive defeats and the colonials managed to save the American capital at Philadelphia from British capture, Washington decided to retire to Valley Forge for the winter.
  The failure of the Continental Congress to provide Washington’s army with sufficient supplies cost him and his men dearly in the winter of 1777-1778.  Enduring one of the coldest winters on record, the troops barely lived above subsistence level; the men suffered without food or proper clothing and supplies.  Diseases, such as typhoid fever and influenza, as well as dysentery, malnutrition and exposure contributed to over 2500 deaths.  The brutal conditions endured by Washington’s men due to the impotence of the Continental Congress caused many to recognize the necessity of a stronger, more powerful central authority.  Valley Forge in late 1777 and early 1778 would be on the minds of many ten years later during the Constitutional Convention and the framing of a new governing charter.  Indeed, the experience at Valley Forge was to “become a national symbol of endurance. . . The national spirit [the troops] built [there] would sustain them through four more years of war and provide momentum for the long process of forging a national political system out of the persistent localism of American politics.”

Saratoga and the Alliance with France

Meanwhile, General Howes’s decision to trap Washington in Pennsylvania resulted in the isolation of British general “Gentleman” John Burgoyne’s army in New York.  As a result Britain’s military strategists’ failure to coordinate their forces and reinforce the British army to the north, Burgoyne, who was known for his lavish style and incurring large debts, was defeated on October 17, 1777, by von Steuben and American General Horatio Gates at Saratoga.  The Battle of Saratoga was a crucial victory for the Americans and a battle of historic proportions in American and world history.  In addition to a devastating defeat for the British, Saratoga was a major morale boost for the colonials.  One New Yorker proclaimed that the victory had “rescued this devoted Government, already almost ruined, from total Destruction.”
 Most importantly, however, it demonstrated the vitality of the American cause and prompted the French to enter the conflict on the side of the colonials.  A few months later in February 1778, due largely to the diplomatic skill of Benjamin Franklin, France and the United States signed a treaty of alliance, which fundamentally altered the nature of the war. As Conrad Black points out, “The entire history of diplomacy yields few triumphs so great and important to the world as this coup wrought by Franklin at the age of 72.”

The American agreement with France, who was also joined by Spain in support of the Americans, may appear to be a natural alliance in that they both shared a fierce hatred for the British Empire.  However, the alliance may be better described as a union of strange bedfellows.  France was ruled by an absolute monarchy, more rigid, tyrannical, and dictatorial than Britain.  It also was a society based on a very strict hereditary and aristocratic hierarchy, something the American mind rejected outright.  Moreover, orthodox Catholicism was the official religion of France; indeed, numerous French Protestants had migrated to America to escape religious persecution in their homeland.  The agreement between France and the United States demonstrates a truism concerning relations between nations: Nations do not have allies, they have interests.  On most occasions, nations will associate and form alliances with other nations possessing similar ideals and values; however, at times it may be in the best interest of a nation to ally itself with a nation having completely different values.  Indeed, an alliance with a seemingly antagonistic nation presents risks and may create its own set of problems in the future—this is why future President Washington would caution against engaging in “permanent entangling” political alliances. Accordingly, as geopolitical circumstances change, the alliances between nations may also change.  This is an essential truth for all nations in virtually all situations and it is what makes the art of diplomacy so challenging.  In the case of the American colonials, although some questioned the efficacy of formalizing a treaty with the France of Louis XVI, the alliance was unquestionably in the best interest of the American cause against the British Empire.

But despite the participation of Spain and France on the American side, the military situation continued to decline for the Americans.  The British strategy to invade the southern colonies, a perceived stronghold of loyalist sentiment, stemmed from General Washington’s refusal to place a high priority on the American South.  But at this point in the war, Britain had lost hope of winning the war and its strategists “really aimed only at breaking off and keeping some of the southern states and Florida, to make the core of a tropical and Caribbean empire.”
 After initial British successes at Charleston and Camden, South Carolina in 1780, the colonials recovered to win a victory in South Carolina at Kings Mountain in 1780, a victory Jefferson called “That joyful annunciation of that turn in the tide of success which ended the Revolutionary War;”
 the following year the Americans, under the brilliant leadership of General Nathaniel Greene, would clear most of the British troops out of the South.

Yorktown and the Treaty of Paris

The battle that essentially won the Revolutionary War for the Americans occurred in October 1781, nearly two years before the official end of the conflict.  British general Charles Cornwallis, after General Greene forced him out of the South and some skirmishes in Virginia, had fallen back to the Chesapeake Bay at Yorktown to await naval supplies and reinforcements.  This turned out to be an enormous blunder as General Washington, accompanied by the French commander Comte de Rochambeau, cornered Cornwallis at Yorktown.  But instead of receiving relief from the British navy, a French squadron under Admiral Francois Joseph Paul de Grasse blockaded the Chesapeake Bay and prevented the British fleet from reaching Cornwallis and his troops.  Compounding Cornwallis’s desperate situation, British General George Clinton, situated in New York, failed to move south and assist his colleague.  On October 19, Cornwallis surrendered his entire army of eight thousand to the Americans, a “dramatic victory,” in the words of Conrad Black, “that knocked the stuffings out of the morale of one side while lifting the other.”
  As Cornwallis’s troops stacked their weapons in front of the American victors, the British band played The World Turned Upside Down.  Although fighting would continue for several more months, the Americans essentially had won their independence.   

The defeat at Yorktown spelled the end for the British.  The English people were weary of war and the intervention of France and Spain forced them to think of the integrity of their whole empire, not just the thirteen rebellious colonies.  The government of Lord North collapsed and was replaced by the Marquess of Rockingham, a Whig administration sympathetic to the Americans.  Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and John Jay of New York comprised an American delegation that traveled to Paris to negotiate a peace treaty with Britain.  Although the Americans agreed not to negotiate a treaty separate from France and were to notify France at every stage of any peace talks with the British, (this was part of their 1778 alliance) the American representatives came to terms with Britain in 1783.  

The generous provisions of the Treaty of Paris granted everything the Americans wanted and more.  Above all, Britain recognized American independence; it also ceded an enormous tract of territory extending west to the Mississippi River, and from the Great Lakes to Spanish Florida.  (In a separate agreement between Britain and Spain, Florida was returned to Spain.)  The Americans agreed not to persecute any loyalists (many of whom escaped to Canada or returned to England) and consented to return any confiscated property to those loyal to the crown, although this promise was not fully realized.  In France, the Paris Foreign Office approved of the treaty after the fact; they were content with the magnitude of the British defeat and, not expecting American independence to survive, privately hoped to play a major role in future New World affairs.  In fact, “the French had been swindled by Franklin into providing and by Washington into deploying the margin of victory, as well as vital financial support, and had nothing to show for it but more war debts and the flashing sparks of republicanism and democracy in the dry straw and tinder that now underlay the French monarch and aristocracy.”
 Paradoxically, France’s participation in the American Revolution, rather than fortifying its status as a world power, further added to its national bankruptcy and, in part, contributed to France’s own much more devastating revolution within six years. 
The significance—both contemporary and historical—of the Americans’ victory in their battle for independence against the British Empire cannot be overstated.  More than just a victory on the battlefield against a seemingly superior foe, it was the triumph of an idea.  For the first time in history (but not the last) a group of people fought for and formed a nation based on the ideals on which a revolution was fought.  But what is unique about the American Revolution and what makes it unique in human history is that the outcome of the revolution closely matched the original objectives of the revolutionary ideals.  Revolutions subsequent to the American War for Independence have witnessed numerous attempts to reshape society on the strength of an idea; however, the outcome of these efforts have, in most cases, resulted in the complete antithesis of the originally stated purposes of the revolution.  “In contrast to the great revolutions that have marked the twentieth century, the American Revolution succeeded in accomplishing what it set out to do—to give men more liberty than they had previously possessed.”
  What’s more, “In the American Revolution, citizens shaped a nation by claiming the capacity to manage human nature and recast human institutions while acknowledging human limitations expressed in history.”
  In short, what made the American Revolution revolutionary was the novel idea that ordinary men—farmers, lawyers, blacksmiths, fishermen, etc.—possessed the intellectual capacity, the reasoning skills, and, most importantly, the desire and willingness to create a self-governing society. They also recognized the limitations to the improvement of the human condition—human beings were not perfectible—and understood the necessity to place definitive restraints on the power of any government they formulated.
In the vast majority of revolutionary events, the effort to establish a new political order based on an idea has been an abysmal failure.  A brief reading of the French Revolution of the 1790s, with its Reign of Terror, and the communist revolutions in Russia in 1917 and China in the late 1940s, with their secret police, agricultural collectivization and starvation, and Great Terror provide overwhelming evidence.  The American effort was not without its limitations and shortfalls, but its leaders had the modesty and the humility to recognize the dangers of trying to force an idea on an unwilling people.  While many of America’s founders worked long and hard to establish a legacy that history would recognize as significant, they were not so power thirsty to willingly risk the practical implementation of the revolutionary ideals. 
General Washington epitomized this republican spirit of the revolution when, on December 23, 1783—the day historian Thomas Fleming calls “the most important moment in American history”
—at the conclusion of the war, he voluntarily retired saying, “Having now finished the work assigned to me, I retire from the great theatre of action; and bidding an affectionate farewell to this august body, under whose orders I have so long acted, I here offer my commission, and take any leave of all the employments of public life.”
 Earlier in the year, Washington had a prime opportunity to seize power had the inclination been within him. At Newburgh, New York, in what one historian has called the “most perilous moment in the brief history of the United States,”
 a group of army officers threatened to march on the Continental Congress if their demands for benefits payment were not met. Washington, who could have joined the revolt and established a military dictatorship, “excoriated” the officers and their Newburgh Address, calling it an “‘insidious’ and ‘shocking’ document that betrayed both the army and the nation. It would ‘open the flood-gates of civil discord’ and ‘deluge our rising empire in blood sow.’”
 In suppressing the Newburgh Conspiracy in its tracks, Washington, as Joseph Ellis writes, “prevented the American Revolution from descending the path taken by previous and future revolutionary movements, from republican ideals to military dictatorships.” What’s more, and perhaps just as important, the former army commander assured that “the army ceased to be a pawn in a plot to expand the powers of the Congress.”
 

But this was not the only occasion in which Washington was urged to seize power. In the spring of 1782 he received a letter from an army officer urging him to use the army and establish himself as king. Washington summarily rejected the suggestion that he “view[ed] with abhorrence” and “reprehend[ed] with severity.” He could not how he could have encouraged an idea that was “big with the greatest mischiefs that can befall my country.”
 By abiding by the true republican values of the revolution, Washington’s gesture of humility “both humanized and elevated him”
 in the eyes of all Americans. He was the greatest of all Americans who had single-handedly saved the revolution from perhaps its greatest threat during it most vulnerable phase and “drove a stake through the heart of monarchy in America.”

At the same time, the American revolutionaries recognized the delicate balance between a tyrannical, overbearing central government and one too weak to protect the rights and liberties of the people.  Even Thomas Jefferson, a skeptic of central authority and a champion of limited self-government, realized that a government of the people and by the people required a delicate balance between authority to act and limitations on that authority.  What’s more, they respected the tradition—both political and religious—that had been established over the nearly two hundred years of colonial life.  Unlike the French who destroyed their society without knowing what would replace it, Americans knew the benefits they had as British subjects; they knew what they wanted and believed they knew how to make it better.  The

happy outcome [of the American Revolution] was made possible by the fact that 

Americans had been trained in self-government under British rule; that they upheld the 

tradition of individual liberty, representative government, and the common law; that they 

did not seek to establish Utopia overnight; that they had already achieved a greater degree 

of social, political, and economic equality than any other people. . . By their [the leaders of 

the Revolution] reckoning, no revolution could be accounted good unless it liberated the 

individual from oppression in all the protean forms it was capable of assuming.  A 

revolution, they said, was to be judged by its fruits.”
  

In short, the Americans created a nation based on the rule of law, not on the rule of men.

But for the present, the colonials’ victory over Great Britain completed only the first stage of the original mission of America’s founding.  John Winthrop’s “city on a hill” was now a brand new nation; a nation born out of the four pillars that made America exceptional—a philosophy of freedom, liberty, and natural rights endowed to all men so they could pursue happiness, as espoused in Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence.  The Americans, as a result of the Paris treaty, were granted a tremendous territorial birthright.  That, combined with their heritage of freedom, offered Americans boundless economic opportunities.  America’s national domain resulting from the treaty “acted as a constant stimulus to economic development: prodding states to improve access, luring skilled farmers onto fertile land, and adding thousands of professional opportunities in the western communities that sprouted across the frontier.”
  However, the next step in creating a new nation would be substantially more difficult than the first.  The colonies had been able to set aside their differences and unite against a common foe.  They demonstrated that they could fight together; now they had to prove that they could govern together.  With Great Britain vanquished, the Americans would have to again put aside selfish desires and work in unison to establish a workable governing structure so America’s mission could be carried forward. Indeed, General Washington, who, in a symbolic demonstration of civilian authority over military might, publically handed over his sword to Thomas Mifflin, president of the Continental Congress on December 23, 1783, and said that it “remained to be seen whether the Revolution he had led to victory was ‘a blessing or a curse, not to the present age alone, for with our fate will the destiny of unborn millions be involved.’”
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