
A Free African-American Petitions the Government for 
Emancipation of All Slaves (1777) 

 

Prince Hall was a black slave freed in 1770. Making a living for himself working with leather and as a 

caterer, Hall went on to found the first Black Mason's Lodge, an organization that still plays a 

prominent role in many black communities. Hall was active in organizing African-American citizens and 
trying to free slaves the rest of his life. The following is Hall's petition to the Massachusetts legislature 
for the freedom of slaves within the state. 
SOURCE: Massachusetts Historical Collections, Fifth Series, No. 3 (Boston, 1788). 

 

To the Honorable Council & House of Representatives for the State of Massachusetts-

Bay in General Court assembled January 13th 1777. 

The Petition of a great number of Negroes who are detained in a state of Slavery in 

the Bowels of a free & Christian Country Humbly Showing 

That your Petitioners apprehend that they have, in common with all other Men, a 

natural & unalienable right to that freedom, which the great Parent of the Universe 

hath bestowed equally on all Mankind, & which they have never forfeited by any 

compact or agreement whatever - But they were unjustly dragged, by the cruel hand 

of Power, from their dearest friends, & some of them even torn from the embraces of 

their tender Parents. From a populous, pleasant and plentiful Country - & in Violation 

of the Laws of Nature & of Nation & in defiance of all the tender feelings of 

humanity, brought hither to be sold like Beasts of Burden, & like them condemned to 

slavery for Life - Among a People professing the mild Religion of Jesus - A People 

not insensible of the sweets of rational freedom - Nor without spirit to resent the 

unjust endeavors of others to reduce them to a State of Bondage & Subjection - Your 

Honors need not to be informed that a Life of Slavery, like that of your petitioners, 

deprived of every social privilege, of every thing requisite to render Life even 

tolerable, is far worse than Non-Existence - In imitation of the laudable example of 

the good People of these States, your Petitioners have long & patiently waited the 

event of Petition after Petition by them presented to the legislative Body of this State, 

& can not but with grief reflect that their success has been but too similar - They can 

not but express their astonishment, that it has never been considered, that every 

principle from which America has acted in the course of her unhappy difficulties with 

Great-Britain, pleads stronger than a thousand arguments in favor of your Petitioners. 

They therefore humbly beseech your Honors, to give this Petition its due weight & 

consideration, & cause an Act of the Legislature to be passed, whereby they may be 

restored to the enjoyment of that freedom which is the natural right of all Men - & 

their Children (who were born in this Land of Liberty) may not be held as Slaves after 



they arrive at the age of twenty one years - So may the Inhabitants of this State (no 

longer chargeable with the inconsistency of acting, themselves, the part which they 

condemn & oppose in others) be prospered in their present glorious struggles for 

Liberty; & have those blessings secured to them by Heaven, of which benevolent 

minds cannot wish to deprive their fellow Men. 

And your Petitioners, as in Duty Bound shall ever pray. 

Lancaster Hill 

Peter Bess 

Brister Slenten 

Prince Hall 

Jack Purpont his mark 

Nero Suneto his mark 

Newport Symner his mark 

Job Lock 

Negroes Petition to the Honorable Gen Assembly - Mass. 

March 18 

Judge Sargeant 

M. Stony 

W. Davis 

M. Balton 

W. Lowell 

Coll. Brooks 

Matter Atlege 

"James Otis, The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and 
Proved" 

 
A passionate and radical member of the opposition to Royal authority, James Otis made his 

name arguing against the British Writs of Assistance. He lost the case but his assertion of the 

natural rights of the colonists made him a prominent member of the opposition. He became the 

head of the Massachusetts Committee of Correspondence and a member of the Stamp Act 

Congress. In this reading, Otis asserts the natural and political rights of the colonists. 

 

It is . . . true in fact and experience, as the great, the incomparable Harrington has most 

abundantly demonstrated in his Oceana and other divine writings, that empire follows the 

balance of property. 'Tis also certain that property in fact generally confers power, though the 

possessor of it may not have much more wit than a mole or a musquash: and this is too often the 

cause that riches are sought after without the least concern about the right application of them. 



But is the fault in the riches, or the general law of nature, or the unworthy possessor? It will 

never follow from all this that government is rightfully founded on property alone. What shall 

we say then? Is not government founded on grace? No. Nor on force? No. Nor on compact? Nor 

property? Not altogether on either. Has it any solid foundation, any chief cornerstone but what 

accident, chance, or confusion may lay one moment and destroy the next? I think it has an 

everlasing foundation in the unchangeable will of GOD, the author of nature, whose laws never 

vary. The same omniscient, omnipotent, infinitely good and gracious Creator of the universe 

who has been pleased to make it necessary that what we call matter should gravitate for the 

celestial bodies to roll round their axes, dance their orbits, and perform their various revolutions 

in that beautiful order and concern which we all admire has made it equally necessary that from 

Adam and Eve to these degenerate days the different sexes should sweetly attract each other, 

form societies of single families, of which larger bodies and communities are as naturally, 

mechanically, and necessarily combined as the dew of heaven and the soft distilling rain is 

collected by the all-enlivening heat of the sun. Government is therefore most evidently founded 

on the necessities of our nature. It is by no means an arbitrary thing depending merely on 

compact or human will for its existence. . . . 

The end of government being the good of mankind points out its great duties: it is above all 

things to provide for the security, the quiet, and happy enjoyment of life, liberty, and property. 

There is no one act which a government can have a right to make that does not tend to the 

advancement of the security, tranquillity, and prosperity of the people. If life, liberty, and 

property could be enjoyned in as great perfection in solitude as in society there would be no 

need of government. But the experience of ages has proved that such is the nature of man, a 

weak, imperfect being, that the valuable ends of life cannot be obtained without the union and 

assistance of many. Hence 'tis clear that men cannot live apart or independent of each other. In 

solitude men would perish, and yet they cannot live together without contests. These contests 

require some arbitrator to determine them. The necessity of a common, indifferent, and 

impartial judge makes all men seek one, though few find him in the sovereign power of their 

respective states or anywhere else in subordination to it. . . . 

I know of no human law founded on the law of nature to restrain him from separating himself 

from all the species if he can find it in his heart to leave them, unless it should be said it is 

against the great law of self-preservation: but of this every man will think himself his own 

judge. 

The few hermits and misanthropes that have ever existed show that those states are unnatural. If 

we were to take out from them those who have made great worldly gain of their godly 

hermitage and those who have been under the madness of enthusiasm or disappointed hopes in 

their ambitious projects for the detriment of mankind, perhaps there might not be left ten from 

Adam to this day. 

The form of government is by nature and by right so far left to the individuals of each society 

that they may alter it from a simple democracy or government of all over all to any other form 

they please. Such alteration may and ought to be made by express compact. But how seldom 

this right has been asserted, history will abundantly show. For once that it has been fairly settled 

by compact, fraud, force, or accident have determined it an hundred times. As the people have 



gained upon tyrants, these have been obliged to relax only till a fairer opportunity has put it in 

their power to encroach again. 

But if every prince since Nimrod had been a tyrant, it would not prove a right to tyrannize. 

There can be no prescription old enough to supersede the law of nature and the grant of GOD 

Almighty, who has given to all men a natural right to be free, and they have it ordinarily in their 

power to make themselves so if they please. . . . 

In order to form an idea of the natural rights of the colonists, I presume it will be granted that 

they are men, the common children of the same Creator with their brethren of Great Britain. 

Nature has placed all such in a state of equality and perfect freedom to act within the bounds of 

the laws of nature and reason without consulting the will or regarding the humor, the passions, 

or whims of any other man, unless they are formed into a society or body politic. . . . 

The colonists are by the law of nature freeborn, as indeed all men are, white or black. No better 

reasons can be given for enslaving those of any color than such as Baron Montesquieu has 

humorously given as the foundation of that cruel slavery exercised over the poor Ethiopians, 

which threatens one day to reduce both Europe and America to the ignorance and barbarity of 

the darkest ages. Does it follow that 'tis right to enslave a man because he is black? Will short 

curled hair like wool instead of Christian hair, as 'tis called by those whose hearts are as hard as 

the nether millstone, help the argument? Can any logical inference in favor of slavery be drawn 

from a flat nose, a long or a short face? Nothing better can be said in favor of a trade that is the 

most shocking violation of the law of nature, has a direct tendency to diminish the idea of the 

inestimable value of liberty, and makes every dealer in it a tyrant, from the director of an 

African company to the petty chapman in needles and pins on the unhappy coast. It is a clear 

truth that those who every day barter away other men's liberty will soon care little for their own. 

. . . 

The colonists, being men, have a right to be considered as equally entitled to all the rights of 

nature with the Europeans, and they are not to be restrained in the exercise of any of these rights 

but for the evident good of the whole community. 

By being or becoming members of society they have not renounced their natural liberty in any 

greater degree than other good citizens, and if 'tis taken from them without their consent they 

are so far enslaved. 

I also lay it down as one of the first principles from whence I intend to deduce the civil rights of 

the British colonies, that all of them are subject to and dependent on Great Britain, and that 

therefore as over subordinate governments the Parliament of Great Britain has an undoubted 

power and lawful authority to make acts for the general good that, by naming them, shall and 

ought to be equally binding as upon the subjects of Great Britain within the realm. This 

principle, I presume, will be readily granted on the other side the Atlantic. It has been practised 

upon for twenty years to my knowledge, in the province of the Massachusetts Bay; and I have 

ever received it that it has been so from the beginning in this and the sister provinces through 

the continent. . . . 



That the colonists, black and white, born here are freeborn British subjects, and entitled to all 

the essential civil rights of such is a truth not only manifest from the provincial charters, from 

the principles of the common law, and acts of Parliament, but from the British constitution, 

which was re-established at the Revolution with a professed design to secure the liberties of all 

the subjects to all generations. . . . 

The liberties of the subject are spoken of as their best birthrights. No one ever dreamed, surely, 

that these liberties were confined to the realm. At that rate no British subjects in the dominions 

could, without a manifest contradiction, be declared entitled to all the privileges of subjects born 

within the realm to all intents and purposes which are rightly given foreigners by Parliament 

after residing seven years. These expressions of Parliament as well as of the charters must be 

vain and empty sounds unless we are allowed the essential rights of our fellow subjects in Great 

Britain. 

Now can there be any liberty where property is taken away without consent? Can it with any 

color of truth, justice, or equity be affirmed that the northern colonies are represented in 

Parliament? Has this whole continent of near three thousand miles in length, and in which and 

his other American dominions His Majesty has or very soon will have some millions of as good, 

loyal, and useful subjects, white and black, as any in the three king-doms, the election of one 

member of the House of Commons? 

Is there the least difference as to the consent of the colonists whether taxes and impositions are 

laid on their trade and other property by the crown alone or by the Parliament? As it is agreed 

on all hands the crown alone cannot impose them, we should be justifiable in refusing to pay 

them, but must and ought to yield obedience to an act of Parliament, though erroneous, till 

repealed. I can see no reason to doubt but the imposition of taxes, whether on trade, or on land, 

or houses, or ships, on real or personal, fixed ort floating property, in the colonies is absolutely 

irreconcilable with the rights of the colonists as British subjects and as men. I say men, for in a 

state of nature no man can take my property from me without my consent: if he does, he 

deprives me of my liberty and makes me a slave. If such a proceeding is a breach of the law of 

nature, no law of society can make it just. The very act of taxing exercised over those who are 

not represented appears to me to be depriving them of one of their most essential rights as 

freemen, and if continued seems to be in effect an entire disfranchisement of every civil right. . . 

. 

We all think ourselves happy under Great Britain. We love, esteem, and reverence our mother 

country, and adore our King. And could the choice of independency be offered the colonies or 

subjection to Great Britain upon any terms above absolute slavery, I am convinced they would 

accept the latter. The ministry in all future generations may rely on it that British America will 

never prove undutiful till driven to it as the last fatal resort against ministerial oppression, which 

will make the wisest mad, and the weakest strong. . . . 

The sum of my argument is: that civil government is of God; that the administrators of it were 

originally the whole people; that they might have devolved it on whom they pleased; that this 

devolution is fiduciary, for the good of the whole; that by the British constitution this devolution 

is on the King, Lords and Commons, the supreme, sacred and uncontrollable legislative power 



not only in the realm but through the dominions; that by the abdication, the original compact 

was broken to pieces; that by the Revolution it was renewed and more firmly established, and 

the rights and liberties of the subject in all parts of the dominions more fully explained and 

confirmed; that in consequence of this establishment and the acts of succession and union, His 

Majesty GEORGE III is rightful King and sovereign, and, with his Parliament, the supreme 

legislative of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, and the dominions thereto belonging; that this 

constitution is the most free one and by far the best now existing on earth; that by this 

constitution every man in the dominions is a free man; that no parts of His Majesty's dominions 

can be taxed without their consent; that every part has a right to be represented in the supreme 

or some subordinate legislature; that the refusal of this would seem to be a contradiction in 

practice to the theory of the constitution; that the colonies are subordinate dominions and are 

now in such a state as to make it best for the good of the whole that they should not only be 

continued in the enjoyment of subordinate legislation but be also represented in some 

proportion to their number and estates in the grand legislature of the nation; that this would 

firmly unite all parts of the British empire in the greater peace and prosperity, and render it 

invulnerable and perpetual. 

 

Joseph Warren, "Account of the Battle of Lexington" (1775) 

 

In April 1775, following the battles at Lexington and Concord, Dr. Joseph Warren of Boston, a zealous 

champion of American liberty and president of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, wrote an open 
letter to the British people giving the colonists' view of the events. It had been Warren who dispatched 
William Dawes and Paul Revere by separate routes to warn John Hancock, Samuel Adams, and other 
patriot leaders of the impending British march on Lexington. 

 

MASSACHUSETTS. 
IN PROVINCIAL CONGRESS 

Watertown, April 26, 1775 

TO THE INHABITANTS OF GREAT BRITAIN. 

Friends and fellow subjects, 

Hostilities are at length commenced in this colony, by the troops under command of general Gage; 
and it being of the greatest importance, that an early, true, and authentic account of this inhuman 
proceeding should be know to you, the congress of this colony have transmitted the same, and for 

want of a session of the hon. continental congress, think it proper to address you on this alarming 
occasion. 

By the clearest depositions, relative to this transaction, it will appear, that, on the night preceding the 
19thof April, instant, a body of the king's troops, under command of colonel Smith, were secretly 
landed at Cambridge, with an apparent design to take or destroy the military and other stores, 
provided for the defence of this colony, and deposited at Concord; that some inhabitants of the 

colony, on the night aforesaid whilst travelling peaceable on the road between Boston and Concord, 
were seized and greatly abused by armed men, who appeared to be officers of general Gage's army; 
that the town of Lexington, by these means, was alarmed, and a company of the inhabitants mustered 

on the occasion; that the regular troops, on their way to Concord, marched into the said town of 



Lexington, and the said company, on their approach, began to disperse; that notwithstanding this, the 
regulars rushed on with great violence, and first began hostilities, by firing on the said Lexington 

company, whereby, they killed eight, and wounded several others; that the regulars continued their 
fire until those of the said company, who were neither killed nor wounded, had made their escape; 
that colonel Smith, with the detachment, then marched to Concord, where a number of provincials 
were again fired on by the troops, two of them killed and several wounded, before any of the 

provincials fired on them; and that these hostile measures of the troops produced an engagement that 

lasted through the day, in which many of he provincials, and more of the regular troops, were killed 
and wounded. 

To give a particular account of the ravages of the troops, as they retreated from Concord to Charles 
Town, would be very difficult, if not impracticable; let it suffice to say, that a great number of the 

houses on the road were plundered, and rendered unfit for use; several were burnt; women in child-
bed were driven by the soldiery naked into the streets; old men, peaceably in their houses, were shot 
dead, and such scenes exhibited, as would disgrace the annals of he most uncivilized nations. 

These, brethren, are marks of ministerial vengeance against this colony, for refusing, with her sister 
colonies, a submission to slavery; but they have not yet detached us from our royal sovereign we 
profess to be his loyal and dutiful subjects; and so hardly dealt with as we have been, are still ready, 

with our lives and fortunes, to defend his person, family, crown and dignity; nevertheless, to the 
persecution and tyranny of his cruel ministry, we will not tamely submit; appealing to Heaven for the 
justice of our cause, "we determine to die, or be free." 

We cannot think that the honor, wisdom, and valor of Britons, will suffer them to be longer inactive 
spectators of measures, in which they themselves are so deeply interested; measures pursued in 

opposition to the solemn protests of many noble lords, and expressed sense of conspicuous commons, 
whose knowledge and virtue have long characterized them as some of the greatest men in the 
nation; measures, executing, contrary to the interest, petitions, and resolves of many large, 
respectable counties, cities, and boroughs, in Great Britain; measures highly incompatible with justice, 

but still pursued with a specious pretence of easing he nation of its burthens; measureswhich, if 
successful, must end in the ruin and slavery of Britain, as well as the persecuted American colonies. 

We sincerely hope, that the Great Sovereign of the Universe, who hath so often appeared for the 

English nation, will support you in every rational and manly exertion with these colonies, for saving it 
form ruin, and that, in a constitutional connection with our mother country, we shall soon be 

altogether a free and happy people. 

Signed by order, 

JOS. WARREN, president 

 

Letter from a Revolutionary War Soldier (1776) 

 

From Alden T. Vaughn, ed., Chronicles of the American Revolution (New York: Grosset & 

Dunlap, 1965). Originally compiled by Hezekiah Niles and printed in 1822. 

By December 1776, six months after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, George 
Washington's army was facing disaster. They had been defeated in New York, and British and German 
troops (the Hessians referenced below) occupied much of New Jersey and had advanced almost to 

Philadelphia. But the colonists' fight against the British emboldened Washington to make a crucial 
move. On Christmas night, 1776, he led his troops across the Delaware River in a horrible winter 
storm, took the Hessian garrison at Trenton by surprise, and killed or captured more than 1000 men 

with only minimal losses. This was the first major American victory of the Revolution. It also was a 



great moral victory that was memorialized in the famous Emanuel Luetze painting that hangs in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. The letter below describes events related to this battle 

from a soldier's perspective. 

 

Letter from Thomas Rodney to his brother Caesar, from Allen's Town, New Jersey, 

December 30, 1776. 

Allen's Town, in Jersey, 12 miles from Princeton, 20 do. from Brunswick, Dec. 30, 1776. 

Sir—I wrote you a long letter on the 24th, which I had no opportunity of sending, and left it in my 
trunk at Mr. Coxe's, two miles from Bristol; it contains the news to that time, which I cannot repeat 
here. On the 25th inst. in the evening, we received orders to be at Shamony ferry as soon as possible. 

We were there according to orders in two hours, and met the riflemen, who were the first from Bristol; 
we were ordered from thence to Dunk's ferry, on the Delaware, and the whole army of about 2000 
men followed, as soon as the artillery got up. The three companies of Philadelphia infantry and mine 

were formed into a body, under the command of captain Henry, (myself second in command) which 
were embarked immediately to cover the landing of the troops. We landed with great difficulty through 
the ice, and formed on the ferry shore, about 200 yards from the river. It was as severe a night as 

ever I saw, and after two battalions were landed, the storm increased so much, and the river was so 
full of ice, that it was impossible to get the artillery over; for we had to walk 100 yards on the ice to 
get on shore. Gen. Cadwallader therefore ordered the whole to retreat again, and we had to stand at 
least six hours under arms—first to cover the landing and till all the rest had retreated again—and, by 

this time, the storm of wind, hail, rain and snow, with the ice, was so bad, that some of the infantry 
could not get back till next day. This design was to have surprised the enemy at Black Horse and 
Mount Holley, at the same time that Washington surprised them at Trenton; and had we succeeded in 

getting over, we should have finished all our troubles. Washington took 910 prisoners, with 6 pieces of 
fine artillery, and all their baggage in Trenton. The next night I received orders to be in Bristol before 
day; we were there accordingly, and about 9 o'clock began to embark one mile above Bristol, and 

about 3 o'clock in the afternoon got all our troops and artillery over, consisting of about 3000 men, 
and began our march to Burlington—the infantry, flanked by the riflemen, making the advanced 

guard. We got there about 9 o'clock and took possession of the town, but found the enemy had made 
precipitate retreat the day before, bad as the weather was, in a great panic. The whole infantry and 

rifiemen were then ordered to set out that night and make a forced march to Bordentown, (which was 
about 11 miles), which they did, and took possession of the town about 9 o'clock, with a large 
quantity of the enemy's stores, which they had not time to carry off. We stayed there till the army 

came up; and the general finding the enemy were but a few miles ahead, ordered the infantry to 
proceed to a town called Croswick's four miles from Bordentown, and they were followed by one of the 
Philadelphia and one of the New England battalions. We got there about 8 o'clock, and at about 10, 

(after we were all in quarters), were informed that the enemy's baggage was about 16 miles from us, 
under a guard of 300 men. Some of the militia colonels applied to the infantry to make a forced march 
that night and overhaul them. We had then been on duty four nights and days, making forced 
marches, without six hours sleep in the whole time; whereupon the infantry officers of all the 

companies unanimously declared it was madness to attempt, for that it would knock up all our brave 
men, not one of whom had yet gave out, but every one will suppose were much fatigued. They then 
sent off a party who were fresh, but they knocked up before they got up with them, and came back 

and met us at this town next morning. They surrounded a house where there was six tories—took 
three of them—one got off—and one who ran and would not stop, was shot dead. They gave him 
warning first by calling, and at last shot two bullets over his head, but he still persisted, and the next 

two shot; one bullet went through his arm and one through his heart. The enemy have fled before us 
in the greatest panic that ever was known; we heard this moment that they have fled from Princeton, 
and that they were hard pressed by Washington. Never were men in higher spirits than our whole 
army is; none are sick, and all are determined to extirpate them from the Jersey, but I believe the 

enemy's fears will do it before we get up with them. The Hessians, from the general to the common 
soldier, curse and imprecate the war, and swear they were sent here to be slaughtered; that they 
never will leave New York again, till they sail for Europe. Jersey will be the most whiggish colony on 



the continent; the very Quakers declare for taking up arms. You cannot imagine the distress of this 
country. They have stripped every body almost without distinction—even of all their clothes, and have 

beat and abused men, women and children, in the most cruel manner ever heard of. We have taken a 
number of prisoners, in our route, Hessians and British, to the amount of about twenty. It seems likely 
through the blessing of Providence, that we shall retake Jersey again without the loss of a man, 
except one gen. Washington lost at Trenton. The enemy seem to be bending their way to Amboy with 

all speed, but I hope we shall come up with the Princeton baggage yet, and also get a share of their 

large stores at Brunswick. I hope if I live, to see the conquest of Jersey, and set off home again in two 
weeks. Some of my men have complained a little, but not to say sick; they are all now well here. 

Thomas Rodney. 

 

Letters of John and Abigail Adams (1776) 

 

While serving as a delegate to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, John Adams regularly 

corresponded with his wife, Abigail, who remained in Massachusetts overseeing the family farm and 
business in his absence. Their letters included discussions of personal and business matters as well as 
an impressive array of political topics. An educated and informed woman, Abigail Adams realized that 
the creation of a new republic held immense possibilities and opportunities for women as members of 

civil society. Her thoughtful appeal and his condescending response reveal the blindness of male 
founders to the claims of gender despite their acknowledgment that the principles of the republic 
aroused questions regarding the equality of the races. In a letter addressed a few weeks letter to 

James Sullivan, a lawyer and friend, Adams argued that in the interest of the common good, not 
everyone should have the vote. Among this number he included African Americans, women, and 
propertyless men. 

 

Abigail Adams to John Adams, Braintree, 31 March 1776 

I long to hear that you have declared an independancy-and by the way in the new Code of Laws which 
I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more 
generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such umlimited power into the 
hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If perticuliar care and 

attention is not paid to the Laidies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not hold 
ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation. 

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, 
but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and 
endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of the vicious and the Lawless to use 

us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat 
us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by providence under your 
protection and in immitation of the Supreem Being make use of that power only for our happiness. 

John Adams to Abigail Adams, Philadelphia, 14 April 1776 

As to Declarations of Independency, be patient. Read our Privateering Laws, and our Commercial 

Laws. What signifies a Word. 

As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh. We have been told that our Struggle has 

loosened the bands of Government every where. That Children and Apprentices were disobedient-that 



schools and Colledges were grown turbulent-that Indians slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew 
insolent to their Masters. But your Letter was the first Intimation that another Tribe more numerous 

and powerful than all the rest were grown discontented.-This is rather too coarse a Compliment but 
you are so saucy, I wont blot it out. 

Depend upon it, We know better than to repeal our Masculine systems. Altho they are in full Force, 

you know they are little more than Theory. We dare not exert our Power in its full Latitude. We are 
obliged to go fair, and softly, and in Practice you know We are the subjects. We have only the Name of 
Masters, and rather than give up this, which would compleatly subject Us to the Despotism of the 

Peticoat, I hope General Washington, and all our brave Heroes would fight. I am sure every good 
Politician would plot, as long as he would against Despotism, Empire, Monarchy, Aristocracy, 
Oligarchy, or Ochlocracy.-A fine Story indeed. I begin to think the Ministry as deep as they are wicked. 

After stirring up Tories, Landjobbers, Trimmers, Bigots, Canadians, Indians, Negrows, Hanoverians, 
Hessians, Russians, Irish Roman Catholicks, Scotch Renegadoes, at last they have stimulated the 
[illegible in original] to demand new Priviledges and threaten to rebell. 

John Adams to John Sullivan, Philadelphia, 26 May 1776 

It is certain in Theory, that the only moral Foundation of Government is the Consent of the People. But 

to what an Extent Shall We carry this Principle? Shall We Say, that every Individual of the Community, 
old and young, male and female, as well as rich and poor, must consent, expressly to every Act of 
Legislation? No, you will Say. This is impossible. How then does the Right arise in the Majority to 

govern the Minority, against their Will? Whence arises the Right of the Men to govern Women, without 
their Consent? Whence the Right of the old to bind the Young, without theirs. 

But let us first Suppose, that the whole Community of every Age, Rank, Sex, and Condition, has a 
Right to vote. This Community, is assembled-a Motion is made and carried by a Majority of one Voice. 
The Minority will not agree to this. Whence arises the Right of the Majority to govern, and the 

Obligation of the Minority to obey? from Necessity, you will Say, because there can be no other Rule, 
But why exclude Women? You will Say, because their Delicacy renders them unfit for Practice and 
Experience, in the great Business of Life, and the hardy Enterprizes of War, as well as the arduous 
Cares of State. Besides, their attention is So much engaged with the necessary Nurture of their 

Children, that Nature has made them fittest for domestic Cares. And Children have not Judgment or 

Will of their own. True. But will not these Reasons apply to others? Is it not equally true, that Men in 
general in every Society, who are wholly destitute of Property, and also too little acquainted with 

public Affairs to form a Right Judgment, and too dependent upon other Men to have a Will of their 
own? If this is a Fact, if you give to every Man, who has no Property, a Vote, will you not make a fine 
encouraging Provision for Corruption by your fundamental Law? Such is the Frailty of the human 

Heart, that very few Men, who have no Property, have any Judgment of their own. They talk and vote 
as they are directed by Some Man of Property, who has attached their Minds to his Interest. 

Upon my Word, sir, I have long thought an Army, a Piece of Clock Work and to be governed only by 

Principles and Maxims, as fixed as any in Mechanicks, and by all that I have read in the History of 
Mankind, and in Authors, who have Speculated upon Society and Government, I am much inclined to 
think, a Government must manage a Society in the Same manner; and that this is Machinery too. 

Harrington has Shewn that Power always follows property. This I believe to be as infallible a Maxim, in 
Politics, as, that Action and Reaction are equal, as in Mechanicks. Nay I believe We may advance one 

Step farther and affirm that the Ballance of Power in a Society, accompanies the Ballance of Property 
in Land. The only possible Way then of preserving the Ballance of Power on the side of equal Liberty 
and public Virtue, is to make the Acquisition of Land easy to every Member of Society: to make a 
Division of the Land into Small Quantities, So that the Multitude may be possessed of landed Estates. 

If the Multitude is possessed of the Ballance of real Estate, the Multitude will have the Ballance of 
Power, and in that Case the Multitude will take Care of the Liberty, Virtue, and Interest of the 
Multitude in all Acts of Government. 



I believe these Principles have been felt, if not understood in the Massachusetts Bay, from the 
Beginning: And therefore I Should think that Wisdom and Policy would dictate in these Times, to be 

very cautious of making Alterations. Our people have never been very rigid in Scrutinizing into the 
Qualifications of Voters, and I presume they will not now begin to be so. But I would not advise them 
to make any alteration in the Laws, at present, respecting the Qualifications of Voters. 

Your Idea, that those Laws, which affect the Lives and personal Liberty of all, or which inflict corporal 
Punishment, affect those, who are not qualified to vote, as well as those who are, is just. But, So they 
do Women, as well as Men, Children as well as Adults. What Reason Should there be, for excluding a 

Man of Twenty years, Eleven Months and twenty-seven days old, from a Vote when you admit one, 
who is twenty one? The Reason is, you must fix Some Period in Life, when the Understanding and Will 
of Men in general is fit to be trusted by the Public. Will not the Same Reason justify the State in fixing 

upon Some certain Quantity of Property, as a Qualification. 

The Same Reasoning, which will induce you to admit all Men, who have no Property, to vote, with 

those who have, for those Laws, which affect the Person will prove that you ought to admit Women 
and Children: for generally Speaking, Women and Children, have as good Judgment, and as 
independent Minds as those Men who are wholly destitute of Property: these last being to all Intents 
and Purposes as much dependent upon others, who will please to feed, cloath, and employ them, as 

Women are upon their Husbands, or Children on their Parents. 

As to your Idea, or proportioning the Votes of Men in Money Matters, to the Property they hold, it is 

utterly impracticable. There is no possible Way of Ascertaining, at any one Time, how much every Man 
in a Community, is worth; and if there was, So fluctuating is Trade and Property, that this State of it, 
would change in half an Hour. The Property of the whole Community, is Shifting every Hour, and no 

Record can be kept of the Changes. Society can be governed only by general Rules. Government 
cannot accommodate itself to every particular Case, as it happens, nor to the Circumstances of 
particular Persons. It must establish general, comprehensive Regulations for Cases and Persons. The 
only Question is, which general Rule, will accommodate most Cases and most Persons. 

Depend upon it, sir, it is dangerous to open So fruitfull a Source of Controversy and Altercation, as 
would be opened by attempting to alter the Qualifications of Voters. There will be no End of it. New 

Claims will arise. Women will demand a Vote. Lads from 12 to 21 will think their Rights not enough 

attended to, and every Man, who has not a Farthing, will demand an equal Voice with any other in all 
Acts of State. It tends to confound and destroy all Distinctions, and prostrate all Ranks, to one 

common Levell. I am &c. 

[Abigail Adams to Mercy Otis Warren] 

Braintree April 27 1776 

He is very saucy to me in return for a List of Female Grievances which I transmitted to him. I think I 
will get you to join me in a petition to Congress. I thought it was very probable our wise Statesmen 
would erect a New Government and form a new code of Laws. I ventured to speak a word on behalf of 
our Sex, who are rather hardly dealte with by the Laws of England which gives such unlimited power 

to the Husband to use his wife Ill. 

I requested that our Legislators would consider our case and as all Men of Delicacy and Sentiment are 

adverse to Exercising the power they possess, yet as there is a natural propensity in Human Nature to 
domination, I thought the most generous plan was to put it out of the power of the Arbitrary and 
tyranick to injure us with impunity by Establishing some Laws in favour upon just and Liberal 

principals. 

I believe I even threatened fomenting a Rebellion in case we were not considered and assured him we 
would not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we had neither a voice nor representation. 



In return he tells me he cannot but Laugh at my extraordinary Code of Laws. That he had heard their 
Struggle had loosened the bands of Government, that children and apprentices were disobedient, that 

Schools and Colleges had grown turbulent, that Indians slighted their Guardians, and Negroes grew 
insolent to their Masters. But my Letter was the first intimation that another Tribe more numerous and 
powerful than all the rest were grown discontented. This is rather too coarse a complement, he adds, 
but that I am so saucy he wont blot it out. 

So I have helped the Sex abundantly, but I will tell him I have only been making trial of the 
Disinterestedness of his Virtue, and when weigh'd in the balance have found it wanting. 

It would be bad policy to grant us greater power say they since under all the disadvantages we Labour 
we have the ascendency over their Hearts. 

And charm by accepting, by submitting sway. 

[Abigail Adams to John Adams, May 7, 1776] 

I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies, for whilst you are proclaiming peace and 

good will to men, Emancipating all Nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over Wives. 
But you must remember that Arbitrary power is like most other things which are very hard, very liable 
to be broken²and notwithstanding all your wise Laws and Maxims we have it in our power not only to 
free our selves but to subdue our Masters, and without violence throw both your natural and legal 

authority at our feet 

"Charm by accepting, by submitting sway 

Yet have our Humour most when we obey." 

Peter Oliver, Origin and Progress of the American Rebellion: 

A Tory View (1781) 

Before the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, Peter Oliver was a judge and a loyalist. His brother 
was a revenue collector for the Stamp Act, and Oliver believed the act was well within the rights of 

the British government. Both brothers faced violent attacks by revolutionaries for their beliefs. When 
the British evacuated Boston in 1776, Oliver and his family fled to Nova Scotia. They eventually 
settled in England. The selection below is from his description of the year 1767. 

 

I am now come to the Year 1767, a Year fraught with Occurrences, as extraordinary as 1765, but of 

a different Texture. Notwithstanding the Warnings that the Colonies had repeatedly given, of their 
determined Resolution to throw off the Supremacy of the british Parliament, yet the then Ministry 
chose to make another Trial of Skill; never adverting to the ill Success of former Attempts. They 

might have known, that the Contest had reached so great an Heighth, that the Colonists would never 
descend one Step untill they had first ascended the last Round of the Ladder. ... But the Ministry 
confiding in their own good Intentions, & placing too much Confidence in the Gratitude of the 

Colonists to the parent State (which by the Way they did not possess a Spark of, neither is it to be 
but seldom Expected to find it inhabit any where but in the private Breast, & too seldom there; to the 
Disgrace of human Nature), they procured a new Act to be passed, laying Duties upon Tea, Glass, 

Paper, & Painters Colours. This Act was not more unreasonable than many other Acts which had been 
submitted to for many years past, & which, even at this Time, they made no Objection to. But the 
Colonists had succeeded in their first Experiment of Opposition, & their new Allies in Parliament 
increased their Importance. 



As to the Glass in particular, the Duty was so trifling, that it would not have enhanced the Price of it 
to the Purchaser; for there were so many Sellers who aimed at a Market for their Commodities, & the 
Merchants had so great a Profit upon their Goods, that they could render the Duty of little or no 
Importance in their Sales; & this was actually the Case. For the Glass, during the Continuance of the 

Act, was sold at the same Price which it commanded before the Commencement of the Act. The true 
Reason of Opposition was this. 

The Inhabitants of the Colonies were a Race of Smugglers. They carried on an extensive Trade with 
the Dutch, not only in Holland, but very greatly with the Dutch Settlements in the West Indies & at 
Surrinam. Tea was the objective Part of the Act; & an enormous Quantity of it was consumed on the 

american Continent; so great, that I have heard a Gentleman of the Custom House in Boston, say, 
that could the Duty be fairly collected, it would amount to £160,000 p. Year, i.e. at 12d p pound. In 
some of the Colonies, it was notorious that the smuggled Teas were carted through the Streets at 
Noon Day: whether owing to the Inattention or Connivance of the Custom House Officers, is not 

difficult to determine. 

The Smugglers then, who were the prevailing Part of the Traders in the Capitals of the several 

Provinces, found it necessary for their Interest, to unite in defeating the Operation of the Act; & 
Boston appeared in the Front of the Battle. Accordingly they beat to Arms, & maneuvered in a new 
invented Mode. They entered into nonimportation Agreements. A Subscription Paper was handed 

about, enumerating a great Variety of Articles not to be imported from England, which they supposed 
would muster the Manufacturers in England into a national Mob to support their Interests. Among the 
various prohibited Articles, were Silks, Velvets, Clocks, Watches, Coaches & Chariots; & it was highly 
diverting, to see the names & marks, to the Subscription, of Porters & Washing Women. But every 

mean & dirty Art was used to compass all their bad Designs. One of those who handed about a 
Subscription Paper being asked, whether it could be imagined that such Tricks would effectuate their 
Purposes? He replyed "Yes! It would do to scare them in England:" & perhaps there never was a 

Nation so easy to be affrighted; witness the preceding Repeal of the Stamp Act. 

Nonimportation of British Goods In order to effectuate their Purposes to have this Act repealed also, 

they formed many Plans of Operation. Associations were convened to prevent the Importation of 
Goods from Great Britain, & to oblige all those who had already sent for them, to reship them after 
their arrival. This was such an Attack upon the mercantile Interest, that it was necessary to use 

private evasive Arts to deceive the Vulgar. Accordingly, when the Goods arrived, they were to be in 

Warehouses, which were to be guarded by a publick Key, at the same Time the Owners of the Stores 
& Goods had a Key of their Own. 

This amused the Rabble, whom the Merchants had set to mobbing; & such were the blessed Effects 
of some of those Merchants Villainy, that Bales & Trucks were disgorged of their Contents & refilled 
with Shavings, Brickbats, Legs of Bacon & other Things, & shipped for England; where some of them 

were opened on the King's Wharves or Quays, & the Fraud discovered. Many of those Merchants also 
continued to import the prohibited Goods, in Disguise; of which a bold Printer of Boston detected 
them in his publick Papers; for which they, out of Revenge, in 1768, attempted to murder him; but 

narrowly escaping with his Life he fled to England, as the civil Power of the Country was not sufficient 
to protect any one who was obnoxious to the Leaders of the Faction. 

Another base Art was used. Under Pretence of economy, the Faction undertook to regulate Funerals, 

that there might be less Demand for English Manufactures. It was true indeed that the Custom of 
wearing expensive Mourning at Funerals, had, for many Years past, been noticed for Extravagance, & 
had ruined some Families of moderate Fortune; but there had been no Exertions to prevent it; 'till 

now, the Demagogues & their Mirmidons had taken the Government into their Hands. But what at 
another Time would have been deemed economical, was at this Time Spite & Malevolence. One 
Extreme was exchanged for another. A Funeral now seemed more like a Procession to a May Fair; 

and Processions were lengthened, especially by the Ladies, who figured a way, in order to exhibit 
their Share of Spite, & their Silk Gowns. In short, it was unhumanizing the Mind, by destroying the 
Solemnity of a funeral Obsequy, & substituting the Gaiety of Parade in its Stead. The vulgar Maxim, 
that there is no Inconvenience without a Convenience, now took place; for whereas, formerly, a 



Widow, who had been well rid of a bad Companion, could conceal her Joy under a long black Vail, she 
was now obliged to use what Female Arts she was mistress of, in order to transform her Joy into the 
Apperance of a more decent Passion, to impose upon the Croud of numerous Spectators. 

The Faction deluded their Followers with another Scheme to keep up the Ball of Contention, & to 
sooth their Hopes of Conquest. They plunged into Manufactures; &, like all other Projectors, suffered 

their Enthusiasm to stop their Ears against the voice of Reason, which warned them of the ill Effects 

of their Projects. One of their Manufacturers was to have been in Wool. They were advis'd against it; 
& informed, that all the Sheep in the Province of Massachusetts Bay, which most abounded in Sheep 
of any other Province, would not supply the Inhabitants of it with Wool to cloath their Feet; & that 

the Wool was of such a Staple as not to make a Cloth above 46 p Yard Price; & that this woud always 
be the Case; for tho' the Soil was equal to the raising a greater Number of Sheep, yet the Severity of 
the wintry Climate would prevent the Farmers Profit by propagating them under so great a 
Disadvantage. But if they were determined to increase their Flocks, that they must practise the 

Method of one of their own Country Men, who said, that upon getting up early in a Morning he found 
half a dozen of his Sheep lying dead in his Yard, destroyed by the Wolves who had sucked their Blood 
& made off. He, finding them warm, used the expedient of tying an old & useless Horse, wch. he 

owned, to a Tree, & skinned him. He then skinned his dead Sheep, & applied their Skins to his Horse, 
which united well with ye. horse Flesh; & that he ever after sheared annually 40 £ Wool from his 
Horse. As Mankind are continually improving in the Arts and Sciences, the Factious might have as 

rationally tried this Experiment as they had tried that which they were now upon; they would have 
found old Horses enough for their Purpose, as well as another Race of Animals who most justly 
demerited a flaying for their Brutalities, & would have succeeded as well. 

 

Document Analysis 

1. What was Oliver's opinion of the duties England imposed on the colonies? 
2. How did Oliver describe the colonists who protested these measures? What kinds of 

adjectives did he use? 
3. What is the point of the story at the end, about the horse and the sheep? 

The Declaration of Independence (1776) 

 

The Continental Congress chose the well-educated Virginia attorney Thomas Jefferson to draft the 

Declaration of Independence. Although Congress changed some of the wording from Jefferson's 
original draft, the Declaration remained essentially his work. The language that all men should have 
equal rights, regardless of their birth, rejected the British system and became an important 

philosophical basis for the U.S. system of government. 

 

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 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. 

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. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly 
all experience hath shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than 
to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of 

abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under 

absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new 
Guards for their future security. Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is 

now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of 
the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct 
object the establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be 

submitted to a candid world. 

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good. 

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless 
suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly 
neglected to attend to them. 

He has refused to pass other Laws for the accommodation of large districts of people, unless those 
people would relinquish the right of Representation in the Legislature, a right inestimable to them and 

formidable to tyrants only. 

He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable and distant from the 

depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with his 
measures. 

He has dissolved Representative Houses repeatedly, for opposing with manly firmness his invasions on 
the rights of the people. 

He has refused for a long time, after such dissolutions, to cause others to be elected; whereby the 

Legislative powers, incapable of Annihilation, have returned to the People at large for their exercise; 
the State remaining in the mean time exposed to all dangers of invasion from without, and 
convulsions within. 

He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the Laws 
of Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations hither, and 

raising the conditions of new Appropriations of Lands. 

He has obstructed the Administration of Justice, by refusing his Assent to Laws for establishing 

Judiciary powers. 

He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for the tenure of their offices, and the amount and 
payment of their salaries. He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of 

Officers to harass our People, and eat out their substance. He has kept among us, in times of peace, 
Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislature. 

He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil Power. 

He has combined with others to subject us to a jurisdiction foreign to our constitution, and 

unacknowledged by our laws; giving his Assent to their Acts of pretended Legislation: 

For quartering large bodies of armed troops among us: 



For protecting them, by a mock Trial, from Punishment for any Murders which they should commit on 
the Inhabitants of these States: 

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world: 

For imposing taxes on us without our Consent: 

For depriving us of many cases, of the benefits of Trial by Jury: 

For transporting us beyond Seas to be tried for pretended offences: 

For abolishing the free System of English Laws in a neighbouring Province, establishing therein an 

Arbitrary government, and enlarging its Boundaries so as to render it at once an example and fit 
instrument for introducing the same absolute rule into these Colonies: 

For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the 
Forms of our Governments: 

For suspending our own Legislatures, and declaring themselves invested with Power to legislate for us 
in all cases whatsoever. He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection and 
waging War against us. 

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our 
people. 

He is at this time transporting large armies of foreign mercenaries to compleat the works of death, 
desolation, and tyranny, already begun with circumstances of Cruelty & perfidy scarcely paralleled in 
the most barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. 

He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their 
Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their 

Hands. 

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the inhabitants of 

our frontiers, the merciless Indian savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished 
destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions. 

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in the most humble terms: Our 

repeated Petitions have been answered only by repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus 
marked by every act which may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. 

Nor have We been wanting in attention to our British brethren. We have warned them from time to 
time of attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable jurisdiction over us. We have 
reminded them of the circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We have appealed to 

their native justice and magnanimity, and we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred 
to disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably interrupt our connections and correspondence. 
They too must have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity. We must, therefore, 

acquiesce in the necessity, which denounces our Separation, and hold them, as we hold the rest of 
mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace Friends. 

We, therefore, the Representatives of the United States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, 

appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and 
by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these United 
Colonies are, and of Right ought to be free and independent states; that they are Absolved from all 

Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great 



Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full 
Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts 

and Things which Independent States may of right do. And 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 Historians Disagree 

Was the American Revolution Radical or 

Conservative? For Whom? 

Two respected historians offer different interpretations of the American Revolution. Gordon 
S. Wood argues that the English colonists were a relatively united group who in the 

Revolution of 1776 radically changed history. Gary B. Nash describes several different 

revolutions all happening at the same time and involving people who had quite different 
goals. Where Wood sees a relatively united people, Nash sees a divided people engaged in a 

many-sided struggle that was eventually tamed and made conservative. Who is right and 
who is wrong? The answer is that no one is necessarily completely right or wrong. Different 

historians, reflecting their own perspectives, look at different facts and sources and come to 
different conclusions. The historian’s job is to be honest and make the best judgments 

possible while recognizing that others may come to different conclusions. The past may be 
frozen but the interpretations of the past make the study of history an ever-changing, ever-

fascinating enterprise. 

Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the 
American Revolution. New York: Vintage, 

1991, pp. 3-8. 

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, Lenin, and Mao Zedong as 
revolutionaries, but not George 

Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John 
Adams. They seem too stuffy, too solemn, 

too cautions too much the gentlemen. We 
cannot quite conceive of revolutionaries in 

powdered hair and knee breeches... 

But if we measure the radicalism by the 
amount of social change that actually took 

place—by transformations in the 

relationships that bound people to each 

Gary B. Nash, The Unknown American 
Revolution: The Unruly Birth of democracy 

and the Struggle to Create America. New 

York: Viking, 2005, pp. xv-xxiv. 

For more than two centuries historians 

have written about the American 

Revolution striving to capture the “life and 
soul” of which Jefferson spoke... 

Yet the great men—the founding fathers—

of the revolutionary era dominate the 
reigning master narrative….we have not 

appreciated the lives and labors, the 
sacrifices and struggles, the glorious 

messiness, the hopes and fears of diverse 
groups that fought in the longest and most 

disruptive war in our history with visions 
of launching a new age filling their heads. 

Little is known, for example of Thomas 

Peters, an African-born slave who made 



other—then the American Revolution was 

not conservative at all; on the contrary: it 
was as radical and as revolutionary as any 

in history... 

By the time the Revolution had run its 
course in the early nineteenth century, 

American society had been radically and 
thoroughly transformed. One class did not 

overthrow another; the poor did not 
supplant the rich. But social relationships 

—the way people were connected one to 
another—were changed, and decisively so. 

By the early years of the nineteenth 

century the Revolution had created a 
society fundamentally different from the 

colonial society of the eighteenth century. 
It was in fact a new society unlike any that 

had ever existed anywhere in the world... 

To focus, as we are today apt to do, on 
what the 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. 
The Revolution not only radically changed 

the personal and social relationships of 
people, including the position of women, 

but also destroyed aristocracy as it had 
been understood in the Western world for 

at least two millennia. The Revolution 

brought respectability and even 
dominance to ordinary people long held in 

contempt and gave dignity to their menial 
labor in a manner unprecedented in 

history and to a degree not equaled 
elsewhere in the world. 

his personal declaration of independence 

in early 1776, fought for the freedom of 
African Americans, led former slaves to 

Nova Scotia after the war, and completed 
a pilgrimage for unalienable rights by 

shepherding them back to Africa to 
participate in the founding of Sierra Leone. 

Why are the history books virtually silent 
on Dragging Canoe, the Cherokee warrior 

who made the American Revolution into a 

two-decade life-sapping fight for his 
people’s life, liberty, and pursuit of 

happiness? We cannot capture the “life 
and soul” of the Revolution without paying 

close attention to the wartime experiences 
and agendas for change that engrossed 

backcountry farmers, urban craftsmen, 
deep-blue mariners, female camp 

followers and food rioters—those ordinary 

people who did most of the protesting, 
most of the fighting, most of the dying, 

and most of the dreaming about how a 
victorious America might satisfy the 

yearnings of all its peoples... 

Even a casual reading of the reflections of 
the reflections of those who occupy our 

national pantheon shows that these 
founders were far from reverent in their 

views of one another... “The history of our 
Revolution,” fretted John Adams, “will be 

on continued lie from one end to the 

other. The essence of the whole will be 
that Dr. Franklin’s electric rod smote the 

earth and out sprang George Washington.” 
... Jefferson found Adams impossible: “He 

hates Franklin, he hates Jay, he hates the 
French, he hates the English”... 

 


