HISTORY: REVOLUTIONS

Discuss the extent to which the new society was successful in fulfilling the ideals of the
Revolution.

*American Revolution — Area of Study 2 (Essay)

To a large extent, it can be concluded that the American Revolution was successful in fulfilling its
aims of obtaining independence from Britain, creating a meritocratic society and providing "life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness" (Thomas Jefferson) to all of America's people. While it is
evident that throughout the course of the revolution, America "developed a national character”
(Noah Webster) and succeeded in claiming Independence through the Declaration of Independence
in 1776 and Britain's signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783, the Founding Fathers of the revolution
somewhat failed to create a new society based on the "natural equality of man" (Thomas Jefferson).
While politically and economically, American society post-revolutionary war saw tremendous
improvements and ultimately succeeded in fulfilling the aims of the revolution, socially, it did not
create a society that was radically different from the former regime and hence failed to achieve an
essence of equality.

After declaring American independence in 1776, the enlightenment ideals and revolutionary
promises intended under the new regime were prominent throughout society. As well as
representing an integral intent to foster the common American opposition to taxation and desire for
representation, the new regime planned to respect American rights to sovereignty, John Locke's
"natural rights”, commercial freedoms, the abolition of mercantilism, and to create a national
government that could not become tyrannical — or that in the case of political oppression, was under
the complete of American society to remove it. The Articles of Confederation (1777) established
during the revolutionary war, acted as a political attempt to address and achieve national unity, and
to fulfil America's revolutionary ideals of a benevolent governance, yet despite good intentions, their
implementation failed to provide stability and were seen as a "weak foundation for government"
(Steve Thompson) that were "fundamentally flawed" as it failed to address the worsening financial
situation of the country, thus creating social discord amongst the classes. The Articles of
Confederation resulted in an evolvement of crisis under the consequence of weak governance, and
lead to ongoing societal conflict; with border disputes and frequent insurrections proving that
"bringing the states together was no simple task" (Gordon Wood). State rivalry and self-interest was
dominant as a result of allowing each state to remain in control of political sovereignty, and a
growing disbelief in the government heightened ultimately led social unrest to reach its climax in
1786, with Shay's Rebellion. Shay's Rebellion, seen an example of the ways in which the divided
opinions of America's people in relation to the future of America, "did bear some resemblance to a
class war" (Marion Stakey) and was a consequence of "the sense of inequality prevailing
everywhere" (Gordon Wood). Shay's Rebellion emphasised the divide in American society, and the
discontent that existed at the time in relation to the formation of a centralised national government.
Hence, as a political response to Shay's Rebellion, the convening of the Philadelphia Convention of
1787 aimed to remedy the economic, social and political insecurities under a weak centralised
government, and resulted in the proposal of a new Constitution that strengthened centralised
national government. This new democratic government assured social equality and political liberty
through a separation of political powers, where the executive, legislative and judicial branches of
government would have considerable power in its own right, but would be limited by the powers of
the other two branches. The three branches of government would exist in a state of equilibrium;
none on its own would be able to control the government, and checks and balances were
introduced to define the government as one incorporated into a republican model, and to ensure the
rights and liberties of Americans would continue to stand, without the threat or possibility of future
tyrannical governance. This new model of governance ensured "both sides were part with some of
their demands, in order that they may join in some accommodating proposition" (Benjamin Franklin),
and hence displays an attempt to equalise American society and rights to political control. In order

tsix

© The School For Excellence 2019 www.tsfx.com.au Free Exclusive Online Resources



for the Constitution to be ratified however, nine out of the thirteen colonies had to agree and
"divided the country almost as strongly as had the earlier fight for independence” (John Vile). While
Federalists argued that individual rights were inherent in the Constitution, the possibility of an
omission of individual liberties from the Constitution saw Anti-Federalists argue the importance of
articulating American freedoms and guaranteeing legal rights. As suggested by Pauline Maier,
"ideology is the basis of [American] existence", and hence if American rights were inadvertently
omitted, this would lead to the retreat of the new society from revolutionary ideals such as equality
and liberty, and would hence result in a failure to display a system of government that was "for the
people, by the people" (Pauline Maier). Introducing the Bill of Rights in 1789 allowed for the
preservation of essential American rights and freedoms — amongst them the right to free speech, to
practice any religion, to a fair trial by jury and to assemble peacefully — and hence is evidently seen
to be a political attempt to fulfil the aims of the revolution, and allow the masses to feel protected
under a centralised government, without fear of tyranny, executive authority or aristocracy. The Bill
of Rights represented the vision of the Founding Fathers to achieve an egalitarian society founded
on merit, and their creation proves that by the end of the revolution, "democracy and equality were
no longer issues to be debated; they had become articles of faith to be fulfilled" (Gordon Wood).
While Beard claims the Bill of Rights to have been "a political tool to quiet the critics of the
Constitution”, he fails to consider the technique used to implement them. That is, they were not
introduced to simply oppress those who disagreed with centralised government control, but actively
sought to give everybody a voice, with ideology framing the basis of revolutionary movement.

Economically, the formation of centralised government allowed for improvements within the
American economy, and acted to stabilise the country in order to allow them to compete with the
powerhouse countries, and appear attractive for domestic capital and foreign investors. Prior to
centralised government control, the Continental Congress had no ability or power to tax the states,
and hence resulted in huge economic suffering; leading to bankruptcy, a worthless currency, huge
war debts, and an inability to secure external trade agreements by the end of 1779. The
government's apparent failure to address this rising issue prior to the ratification of the Constitution
exacerbated a social view of the government's incompetence and broken revolutionary promises,
and further resulted in the apparent ideological failure of the revolution. A "lack of state co-
operation" saw America's economic stance during the 1780s as defective, and a revival of the
economic was paramount for the surmount of America's national debt of $27 million. Following the
creation of the American Constitution and Bill of Rights, American society became productively
meritocratic, and allowed people to pursue their own commercial success, hence further developing
the American economy and fulfilling the Revolutionary ideal to end mercantilism and allow for
private trade and investment. Between 1791 and 1795, 114 charters were granted for the growth of
American corporations, which was previously denied under British rule, and by the end of 1780,
trade had reached similar levels as that of pre-revolutionary war. The new regime "eliminated from
[the old] order all those features which seemed obsolete or unjust in the new world" (Brogan), and
hence displays an economic achievement of prosperity and wealth throughout American society.
The new meritocratic society of America heavily displayed the "economic advantages of a strong
central government"” (J. Ely) and was successful in achieving the revolutionary promise of
commercial freedom, as well as ensuring economic sovereignty and mercantile success.

Socially however, many American's continued to experience inequalities after the implementation of
the American Constitution, and led to dissatisfaction with the new regime, among those whom it had
failed. Although the Declaration of Independence (1776) had led many slaves to seek their freedom,
the institution and practice of slavery remained strong throughout American society even after the
announcement of the Constitution. Particularly in the Southern states, slavery was seen as an
"[essential aspect of the American economy]" (Joseph Ellis), and hence forced the Constitution to
address the issue of slavery via the "three-fifths compromise". Although politically, this compromise
was essential in maintaining the support of the Southern States, socially, it failed to implement the
concept of equality and John Locke's "natural rights”, and did not protect the rights of American
slaves, which had been previously promised to them. The issue of slavery, and hence an ideological
discourse of the revolution, provoked many anti-slavery groups to become more vocal,
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and in 1775, Thomas Paine called for the abolition of slavery in all states. Although essentially
failing to protect the rights of slaves under the new regime, the revolution did make slavery less
acceptable in social and political circles, and, as seen through Benjamin Franklin, caused the slave-
owning classes to find it increasingly difficult to justify their position. That is, although both the
Sunset Clause and "three-fifths clause” had little practice effect on slave abolition, as James
Madison stated, they bought slaves into the political and legal sphere, and began to move to
consider them "in the light of human beings, not as mere property". As further suggested by
Christopher Brown, the Constitution "put slavery on the agenda”, and hence displays an attempt to
fulfil the promises of the revolution. Similarly, and although making an evident contribution to
American independence, women remained invisible in the new society in terms of citizenship. In the
new republic, women were consigned to a similar role as they had filled in colonial society, and
hence displays the new regime's failure to "...remember the ladies" (Abigail Adams), and
furthermore, an American unfamiliarity with the distinction between privilege and common
people. Socially, women remained unable to practice "liberty of thought" (Eliza Wilkenson) and
were "politically invisible" (Steve Thompson) under the new regime, and hence suggests that not all
promises of the revolution were successfully granted in reference to equality, and gender and class-
based discrimination. While Gordon Wood suggests that women had greater economic and financial
freedom during the post-revolutionary era, he fails to consider the failure of the new society to
provide women, and other marginalised groups, with equal opportunities to political opinion and
'natural rights', and hence displays the limited extent to which the new regime provided greater
opportunity for all Americans. Furthermore, the implementation of the new regime had an almost
entirely negative impact on the Native Americans, with claims to land ownership no longer
recognised after the Treaty of Paris was signed by Britain in 1783 to formally end the Revolutionary
War. Native American's were viewed as a "conquered race", and hence challenges the view that
following American independence, "everyone [was] equal and not subject to anyone" (Gordon
Wood). This, along with an increase in death rates to an enlarged exposure to 'white diseases',
displays an inadequate representation of the rights of native Americans in the Constitution, and
hence exposes some of the ways in which the new society failed to achieve its revolutionary aim of
‘equality’, as well as 'liberty’ and the 'pursuit of happiness' for all Americans; and not restricted to
white, educated males, whom had been in previous positions of wealth and influence under the
previous societal order of British governance.

It can therefore be seen how the American Constitution and Bill of Rights, marking the
implementation of centralised government control over individual rights and liberties, led to evident
economic and political improvements within American society. While socially, the new government
failed to end divisions in wealth and class and the nation's obsession with liberty often came at the
expense of minorities, outsiders and common people, the new regime did offered a clear attempt to
ensure the foundations of America were built on the "natural equality of man" and that the new
society was based on a system of meritocracy, political representation and sovereignty, natural
rights and equality of opportunity. The Founding Father's evidently set out to establish a government
that was "by the people and for the people", and "succeeded beyond its wildest dreams" (Maier), for
it appeared to improve the economic, social, political and ideological stance of the majority of
Americans, when compared to the oppression that was faced under former British rule. While
socially the new regime lacked in ideological fulfilment, the various efforts made to correct this
proves that "democracy and equality were no longer issues to be debated; they had become articles
of faith to be fulfilled" (Gordon Wood).
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