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ABSTRACT

This work examines the American Revolution in relation
to its revolutionary character as defined by‘social
scientists. Two approaches to the war are reviewed. The
JNon—Revblutionary school holds that the American
Revolutionary War was not a true revolution pol?tically,
economically, or socially. The True ReVolution;ry school
holds that the Qar was a true revolutionary movement.

Fbllowing,a‘discussion of revolution by Mark Hagopian,
Louis Gottschalk, Hannah Arendt, and Samuel P. Huntington,
this work uses Huntington's approach to revolution to assess
the American Revolution against the merits of the two
presented schools of thought.

| The American Revolutionary War is seen as
nonrevolﬁfionary according to some criteria, but it is also
seen as a true revolutionary movement according to others.
The struggle for freedom as a main motivation for the
American patriots, and. the foundation of new political and
social institutions which were laid by the conflict are the
two criteria, following Huntington and Arendt, used to

conclude that the American war met the conditions of

revolution set forth by contemporary social scientists.
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I. Introduction

The American Revolutionary War began on April 19, 1775,

when a band of colonial Minutemen clashed with a group of
British redcoats in a battle at Lexington and Concord in New W

Hampshire. By July 4, 1776, the colonies had written and

adopted a Declaration of Independence from the British @
monarchy. The war advanced, and by 1778, the Americans had
signed an alliance with France which greatly aided the
colonists' struggle. With the support of the French, the 5
Americans posted victories in major battles throughout 1782.
On November 30, 1782, the British and Americans signed a
preliminary peace treaty in Paris, France. They signed a
final peace treaty on September 3, 1783, in Paris. The

Americans had been victorious in their struggle for

independence.1

How revolutionary was the American Revolutionary War?
This question has been debated by scholars for nearly 200
years. The American fight for independence was a movement
in which the American colonies waged’and successfully won a
war against the British monarchy and which culminated in the

founding of a new country.

Out of this controversy have grown major schools of
thought concerning the character, political impetus, and
consequences of the American Revolutionary War. Some |

scholars, among them Eric Robson, believe that the American




.

movement toward revolution was not a "true'" political,
social, and economic revolution. Other schblars, includiﬁg
George Bancroft, believe that the American Revolutionary War
was a ''true" revolutionary movement. Bancroft and others
point to post-revolutionary changes they regard as important'
political, social, and economic reforms that juétify calling

the American independence movement a true revolutionary

movement. These two schools remain the major
interpretations of the American independence movement.

This research piece strives to examine and analyze

these two major schools in order to evaluate the relative

position of each. Using various definitions and approaches

to revolution, this work examines a historical event and |

applies a definition of revolution to discover to what
extent the event meets current criteria of a political

revolution. Political scientists may then apply this

approach to the study of other conflictual events in an

attempt to better understand the complex reality which is

revolution.

Chapter II offers a discussion with evidence on why
some scholars feel that the war was not truly a revolution.
It reviews four propositions: the war was baéically an |

economic, not political struggle; the skrimishes were with

colonial governments and not against a united colonial
government; the British abandoned the war effort; and no
fundamental changes resulted from the war. Chapter III

presents four arguments from scholars believing the war
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truly was a revolution. These points of debate are that the
American Revoiutionary War was a struggle for human
independence; it promoted the growth of a unified nétion;
new institutions and governmental processes were founded;
and its success alone made it a revolution. Chapter IV
assesses the merits of both schools' propositiohs utilizing
Samuel P. Huntington's approach to revolution. Chapter V
presents a new way of looking at the American Revolution by
viewing various propositions from both schools of thought
and selecting the ones which are supported if one uses
Huntington's political institutions approach as a referent.
It is the goal of this paper to shed new light and
offer new views upon the political causes and the
revolutionary character of the American Revolutionary War.
The American Revolutionary War was chosen because it is a
well documented historical event, and because the American
system of government has been stable and effective for over
two hundred years. Due to the rise in the number of
skirmishes worldwide, from the revolutionary struggle in the
Philippines to the religious revolution raging in Iran, thisi
work is timely in its discussion of revolution. It is an
attempt to utilize varying theories of revolution in order
to try politically, economically, and socially to explain
why the event occurred and whether it can be called a
revolutionary movement. Over two hundred years since its
happening, it is still valid to ponder: just how

revolutionary was the American Revolutionary War?




II. An Examination of the Non-Revolutionary School of

Thought - The American Revolution Viewed as Not a

True Revolutionary Movement

The Non-Revolutionary school holds that the American
Revolutionary War was not a true revolution. Its proponents
are Eric Robson, among others, who foster the idea that the
American Revolution was not really a revolution at all.

This school, hereinafter identified as the Non-Revolutionary
School, holds that the American Revolution did not bring
about substantial, dramatic changes to the American scene
but, in fact, constituted a continuum of growth from the
British heritage. King George III is seen not as a king
with a taste for tyranny but as a responsible ruler who
exercised authority which was legally his. The
Non-Revolutionary School contains four major factors which
argue that the American war was not a true revolutionary

movement. These factors are that ecomonic concerns of the

period were important and overwhelming factors, the struggle .

for power between the colonial governments and the crown
affected the war by pointing out the division in the
colonies, British Parliament finally "gave in" to the
American revolutionarieé, and post-revolutionary society in

the United States was not dramatically different from

pre-revolutionary society.
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CAUSES

Economic Concerns

Captain Evelyn, a British Regular officer serving in
Boston before the American Revolution, sensed an economic
~problem surrounding the relations between the colonies when
he wrote to his father in 1775: |

"The true causes of it | tension between the
British and the colonists] are found in the
nature of mankind; and I think it proceeds from
a new nation, feeling itself populus, wealthy,
and strong; and that [colonists] being impatient
of restraint, are struggling to throw off that
dependency which is so irksome to them."?2

. The colonists were convinced that it was to their benefit
“économically to be independent of Great Britain.

The British were convinced that such a step would mean
fhe destruction of the British Empire. It was felt that if
~ the colonists were to succeed, more countries and colonies

would follow. George III retorted in 1779 that if America

" should succeed in its revolution:

"[T]he West Indies must follow then, not
independence, but must for its own interest be
dependent on North America; Ireland would soon
follow the same plan and be a separate state,
then this Island |[Britain] would be reduced to
itself, and soon would be a poor island indeed,
for reduced in her trade merchants would retire
with their wealth to climates more to their
advantage, and shoals of manufacturers would
leave this country for the new Empire."

Between 1763 and 1775, a flurry of Parliamentary
legislation persuaded almost every interest in the colonies
to share in dissatisfaction with Great Britain and the

crown. British policy was concerned with the reform of the
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colonial system of defense. The question of who should fund
it brought up the problem of the relative powers of
Parliament and local governments. Illegal trade was also a
major p:oblem.4 The colonists could only meet their
financial‘commitments to the British through the use of
illegal trade. The use of legislation and tradé
restrictions helped to provoke the colonists to seek action
against the British.

The colonists believed the laws of trade which had been
enacted by the British were heavily weighted in favor of
England. Some Non-Revolutionary school proponents have
argued that the real cause of the American Revolution was as
much a revolt against the limitations and penalties that
hindered free enterprise and the economy under colonial
regulation with Great Britain as it was a struggle for
political independence. Economically, it can hardly be
denied that the American colonies had outgrown the British
colonial empire. The British attempt to fit the American
colonies into the system of colonialism by more control was
made too late, and it ignored the diversity which
characterized the American lands.?

Under imperial direction private enterprise and
economic policies were allowedbto flourish until the acts of
Parliament in the 1760's and 1770's began to chip away at
this economic freedom. This erosion of the free market
eéonomy led to frustration and dissatisfaction with the

British monarchy.6
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From 1760 until the beginning of the Revolution itself,
the British government enacted a series of economic laws
which promoted anti-British thought in the minds of the
cblonists. In 1765, the Stamp Act passed the British
Parliament and required revenue stamps to be placed upon
newsbapers, pamphlets, cards, dice, papers invoived in court
proceedings, academic degrees, licenses, permits to sell
liquor, and other commercial documents. The money generated
from the stamps was to be remitted to Britain for the
expenses needed to run and protect the colonies. The
colonists reacted harshly to the Stamp Act. The British
pfogram abridged the range of privileges the colonies had
long enjoyed, asserting the priority of British over
American interests in regulation of maritime trade, the
occupation of the west, and the conduct of government.
Through a united backlash against the Stamp Act, the
colonists were able to defeat the act before it could go
into operation.’/ The Stamp Act symbolized the economic
background surrounding the American Revolution. The
Townshend Acts, the Tea Act of 1773, and the Intolerable
Acts were also examples of economic splits with the British.

According to Robson and others, the American |
revolutionary movement was not a revolution. It was not
fought over high sounding political and constitutional
concepts, such as the power of who has the right to tax or
national rights. Instead, it was mainly concerned with

colonial manufacturing, wild lands and fur trade, sugar,
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tea, and other economic commodities. The struggle involved
the nonpolitical survial or collapse of the British
capitalist system within the colonial framework of worldwide
capitalism, not a revolutionary'movement.8

Political Skirmishes with Colonial Governments

Proponents of the Non-Revolutionary school hold that
the American colonies, while situated upon the same
continent, were not united. However, most favored remaining
part of the British empire. The House of Representatives of
Massachusetts Bay, for example, in its Circular Letter of
1768, written in opposition to the Townshend Acts which were
designed/to tax many commodities, made it clear that the
people in the colony preferred taxation by the Parliament of
Great Britain without representation to any such taxation
with representation, while in their own later constitutions
only two states applied the same principle. The colonies
had begun to levy taxes in their own assemblies and wished
to continue to do so, rather than have taxes or internal
1egislation imposed upon them from outside.?

"No taxation without representation" is not in itself
an adequate explanation of the beginnings of the’American
Revolutionary War, though it was a slogan capable of

exciting people to action ait the time, Its main effect was

to lend additional emphasis to the real grievance, and to
enlist support from the sympathetic in Great Britain for the

need for more adequate consideration from Parliament and the
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crown. The fundamental cause underlying the beginnings of
the American Revolutionary War can be traced to the demand
for self-government and home rule and not to underlying
social and political instabilities to the extent with which
true revolutionary movements have been studied. Robson
believes that the origins of the movement are bést expressed
in the metaphoricallphrasing of Alexander Graydon, who
stated:
"When the nuturing season is past, the

young of all kinds are left to act for

themselves. Even man, by a law of his own

pursuing, that of nature, has appointed a time

for enfranchisement of youth; and America had

perhaps completed her years of minority."10

A main motive of the colonial people was shown in their
reiterated claims that their assemblies were equal in statué
and power to the British Parliament, and in their constant
endeavor to set limits on the supremacy of Westminister.
One author has gone so far as to describe the American
Revolutionary War as having been a test of equality of
strength between the legislature of the mighty empire of
Great Britain and the various colonial assemblies, which
hardly describes what one would term revolutionary.ll

Despite the progressive enlargement of its empire, the
British failed to develop. a rational system of colonial
administration. The colonies were originally founded as
private business enterprises conducted by corporations and
proprietors, and the crown at first exercised only a distant

supervision over them. As the colonial expansion in North

America grew, both the crown and Parliament showed a




-12-

disposition to control and wield power in colonial affairs,
but the efforts of each soon diminished in importance in
relation to the economic concerns of the mother country. As
long as Great Britain's interest in the colonies was
primarily commércial, the political concerns of the colonies
were secondary. Only after the American coloniés had become
increasingly self-sufficient did the British begin to force
more political control over the colonial governments.lZ2 By
‘virtue of incessant struggle and the fact that they
represented the“body of inhabitants rather than an outside
influence, the‘aﬁsemblies of the colonies won a dominant
position in the minds of the colonists. Clashes between
British Parliament and colonial governments, while important
factors in the teasons behind the American Revolution, were

not revolutionary in nature.

The British Government Abandoned the War Effort

Adherents of the Non-Revolutionary school of thought
believe one of the main reasons the British lost the
insurrection was the lack of decisiveness of the British
government. Robson and others believe that Parliament, dué
to internal struggles, basically quit supporting the‘British
war effort in North America and that this subsequently led
to an American victory.

Past campaigns in North America relied heavily upon
local supplies from the colonies, but the British were in a

position where they had to fend for themselves. Lord
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Rawdon, a British political figure, posed the fundamental
question in January, 1776, when he stated that the Americans
could not last beyond the war campaign "if ydu give us the
necessary means of carrying on the war with vigor."13
General Grant, a Bfitish officer, restated this line of
reasoning when in 1779 he quipped to Admiral Byron, "Tis not
enough to put soldiers ashore in order to make them useful
to the King's service - they must be provided with what is
necessary for their support and subsistence."1%

The eighteenth century system of government in Great
Britain was iil—suited for the conduct and problems
associated with- a foreign war. . Even when ministers agreed
upon definite meaéures, the ordinary routine of
administration hampered action, and there was a lack of
coordination between departments and in the supervision of

preparations for the war effort. Coordination was paramount

if troops were to be prepared and dispatched with speed, and-

in its absence, delays and inadequacy prevailed. Each
governmental department in Great Britain was separate and
self-contained, and the ministers were responsible directly
to the crown only. Such a system was so poorly designed
that an effective, vigorous war strategy was nearly
impossible in the days before mass communications. The
successful execution of plans depended upon efficient
organization and cooperation which did not exist between
departments, and this became all too apparent during the

American Revolutionary War., The military suffered the
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effects of the British governmental weaknesses in North
America. The system was characterized by the uncertain and
tardy arrival of reinforcements and supplies. Planning and
execution of military operations in the colonies became
~difficult until supplies arrived, a situaiion which severely

hampered British military effectiveness.l5

The'British
government by its disorganization thus was a cause of
British defeat in the Revolutionary movement.

It is a maxim in war to be clear about one's objective
and the rest will follow, given sufficient resources and
activity. Throughout most of the war, the British ignored
;his maxim and were uncertain about their main motive. Was
it to conciliate, or to subdue the Americans? Was it to
negotiate peace or to pursue war? Too vigorous a policy
would ruin the chance of settlement while too lenient a
handling of the colonists could only encourage them. By
pouring in troops and supplies to the decisive points,

‘isolating the main areas of disaffection, and dealing

éffectively with each one, the rebellion could have been

crushed before France ever entered the war.16

The
‘indecisiveness of the British government help lead to
American victory.

The American colonies were lost through absence of
~common sense. The British shuffled between policies of
firmness and appeasement until it was too late to apply
‘either. Even so, in marked contrast to almost every

insurrection waged by Great Britain, Britain began the
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American Revolutionary War favorably placed in both standing

and resources. Britain failed to use against fellow kinfolk

the preventive measures that would have been taken at once

against an ordinary enemy, and she failed to exploit

~colonial military weaknesses.17 This led to the British

Parliament and the crown giving up the struggle'on February

27, 1782. George III later said in 1782 of the abandonment:
"The dreadful resolution of the 27

February last of the House of Commons has so

entirely removed the real cause of the war to

the utter shame of that branch of the

legislature that it would be madness not to

conclude geace on the best possible terms we can
obtain."1 :

CONSEQUENCES

- The Revolution Ushered in No "Revolutionary' Changes

The American Revolutionary War was not a "true"
- revolution because the society which existed prior to the
~war was not drastically different from the society which
emerged after the United States won its independence. The
Non-Revolutionary school points to the conservatism of the
Declaration of Independence and the institutions provided
for by the United States Constitution as examples of
historical continuity from British to American government
and the overwhelming application of British governmental
principles to the new American nation.

The American Declaration of Independence, in contrast

to the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the

Citizen, is essentially a technical, legalistic,

5
i
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conservative document. It is a list of specific historical

ihStances, and is directed not to the regeneration of
mankind. It is closely tied to time and place, and the

special affection for the "British brethren'" is freely

admitted. It is a document concerned primarily with the

v

duties and acts of a particular king and certain segments of

his subjects.19 However, is this a document of
revolutionary language and proportions?

The more the Declaration of Independence is reread in
context the more plainly it appears to be a document of
imperial legal relations rather than a piece of political
and revolutionary philosophy. The desire to remain loyal to
the principles of British constitutionalism explains why the
document is directed against the king. Most of the
Declaration of Independence enumerates George III's
failures, excesses, and crimes in violation of the laws of
Great Britain. One indictment after another makes sense
only if one presupposes the framework of British
constitutionalism.29

The American Revolutionary War was not truly
revolutionary because the system which was implemented after
the war drew upon much of the British system of government.

The elghteenth century Brltlshweenstltutlon and the United

States Constltutlon are strikingly similar. The Amerlcan

pre31dent is the chief and only executive, as was the king
in eighteenth century Britain. A cabinet officer in the

United States may retain office, even when disagreeing with
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policy, because his primary duty is to carry out the orders
?Bf the Chief Executive. This was the exact Cabinet practice
in Great Britain during this period. That government
survives and must be carried on is the key to the British
;attitude before and the American attitude after the American
%kevolutionary War.21 The revolutionary character of the
jpost-revolution society in the United States was, at most,
negligible due to the fact that the United States .
bonstitution broke no new ground in political or
QEevolutionary thought.

To the advocates of the Non-Revolutionary school, the
iAmerican Revolutionary War has been viewed as a kind of
35ffirmation of faith in ancient British institutions. It
‘has been described as an historical event with no sweeping
social changes. If this helps to illustrate American lack
:Bf interest in political philosophy, it also helps to
account for the value which Americans still attach to the
}@nheritancé from the British constitutional history: trial
1r‘by jury, due process of law, representation before taxation,
%habeas corpus, freedom from attainder, independence of the
judiciary, the rights of free speech, petition, assembly,
ignd the narrow definition of treason.?? These aspects,
r%édapted from British heritage, point to the fact that the
-American Revolutionary War was not truly revolutionary

because the colonists adopted many political concepts from

the British.

In summary, students of the Non-Revolutionary school,
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including Robson and others, believe that the American
Révolutionary War ﬁas not a true revolution but was instead
mainly an economic_and power struggle. . This power struggle
was won Ey the colonies, largely due to the British
abandonment of the war effort. The results of the war were
also not revolutionary, because the new post-wa£ society in
the United States was not dramatically different or

radically new.
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~ III. An Examination of the True Revolutionary School of

Thought - The American Revolutionary War Viewed as

a True Revolutionary Movement

A second school holds that the American Re%olutionary

War not only created the American confederation but molded
permanent characteristics of the culture which would develop

within it: Its proponeﬁts include George Bancroft, Charles
M. Andrews, and Edmund S. Morgan. The revolutionary
movement is viewed as a watershed event in world history and
an epic struggle to gain greater freedom for the American
colonists. Students of this school of thought believe that

the American Revolutionary War was truly revolutionary. To

substantiate its claims, the True Revolutionary school
points to the basic struggle for human independence, the
growth of a unified nation after the rebellion, the

introduction of new institutions, and the overall success of

the colonists.

CAUSES

A Struggle For Human Independence

In general, revolutionary movements ran their course in
Latin America in the nineteenth century, and Europe after
World War I, producing newly independent countries such as
Czechoslovakia and Ireland. Since that time, revolutionary

movements for independence have been carried out against
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European colonial rule in Africa and Asia. The leaders of
such movements have offen looked to the American
Revolutionary War as an example to follow, and have
characteristically been befriended by the United States.?3
The American Revolution was a major influence upon later
revolutionary‘movements, including the French Révolution.
The great revolutionary period in the world occured
roughly from 1770 to 1848; this was the era of European
revolutions and the revolutions of Western civilization.
The American Revolutionary War was part of this process, and
was the opening deement of the European phase of
revolution. There are similarities between the American
Revolution and the revolutionary movements in Europe in the
eighteenth century. The colonists of North America rebelled
against the legal authority of the British crown and
Parliament, they passed from moderate to more radical
stages, and they reached the point of impasse and secession
from the British empire. This secession was an event which
many Americans were unwilling to accept, so that the war of
independence was at the same time an internal struggle.
Victorious after a long struggle for independence, partly
due to the intervention of France, the revolutionary
Americans set up new governments according to new
principles. To a large extent these governments were
operated by people who could not have achieved prominence

had the colonies remained British.24

It is in "ideology" that resemblances between the
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~American experience and the French and European revolutions
_are the most evident. The modern tenets of liberty and
“equality, natural rights, and the soverignty of the people
were first proclaimed by the colonists of North America
during the American Revolutionary War. The Declaration of
Independence announced that "all men are created equal" with
equal rights to "life, liberty, and the pursuit of |
happiness." There has been much discussion of what Thomas
Jefferson meént by inserting "happiness" into this document.
While the Americané had not really been "unhappy" under
British rule, most scholars of the eighteenth century point
to the fact that "happiness" was a common idea among
advocates of the European Enlightenment. It was a
revolutionary belief that people could and may take action
to improve their conditions, even against the established
authorities of law, state, church, or society. The

Declaration of Independence asserted that governments only

exist to protect the rights affirmed, and that when
governments fail in this function, the people '"may alter or
vébolish it (the government)."25 This is a formula for
revolution, a formula based upon the idea that independence
s paramount to any type of governmental structure. |
Other parallels between the American Revolutionary War
and so called "true" revolutions, such as the French
'evolution, remain which deal with the essential goals of
quality, liberty, and independence. There was an

ndeniably transatlantic ideology common to the
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revolutionary era of Western civilization. The Americans
thought like Europeans. Their main cultural background was
'English and European, somewhat modified from living in a new
and diverse environment. They drew their ideas from the
_same sources as Europeans, their own experiences in affairs,
- the churches, and modern philosophers of naturai law such as
Grotius and John Locke. There can be many types of
restraints from which a desire for liberty may arise, and
~many kinds of inequalities or injustices from which

equality, and subsequent independence can be made ideal.26
The American Revolutionary War could and did announce a
fevolutionary program for Europe with independence as its
main theme.

Americans came to realize that their relation to the
state was not simply a matter of faith; they instead relied
hpop independence and individualism as important ideological
and revolutionary concepts. This revolutionary change

nvolved the adoption of republicanism matched by and

tructure., The American society was to be governed, as it

had not in the past, by the principles of equality and

independence that are central to republican thinking.

Great consequences were expected to flow from such an

egalitarian, independence-minded society. If every person
ealized that his associations with other people and the
tate depended solely on his merit, then as former

assachusetts Governor Thomas Powell told the new Americans,

ultimately sustained by a basic transformation in the social
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there would be an end to jealousy and the likelihood for
"unequal Dominion" that had beset communities from time
immemorial. This approach to government and its emphasis on
the independence of the individual was seen as a positive
revolutionary goal.2”/

Reform or revolt is bound to follow attempés by a
privileged class to conduct affairs according to unchanging
rules and formulas. There is a belief that the colonies had
devel<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>