NOTICE:
WARNING OF COPYRIGHT RESTRICTIONS
The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United
States Code) governs the reproduction, distribution,

adaptation, and public display of copyrighter materials.

Any person who makes an unauthorized copy, except as

permitted by Title 17 of the United States Code, may be
liable for copyright infringement.




Samuel Sewall's The
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New England courts and
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Liberty Displaying the Arts and Sciences.
This 1782 painting by Samuel Jennings

is one of the few visual images of the
early republic explicitly linking slavery
with tyranny and liberty with abolition.
The female figure offers books to newly
freed slaves, Other forms of knowledge
depicted include a globe and an artist's
palette. Beneath her left foot lies a
broken chain. In the background, free
slaves enjoy some leisure time.
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QUESTIONS

How did equality become
a stronger component of
American freedom after
the Revolution?

How did the expansion
of religious liberty after
the Revolution reflect the
new American ideal of
[freedom?

How did the definition of
economic freedom change
after the Revolution, and
who benefited from the
changes?

How did the Revolution
diminish the freedoms of
both Loyalists and Native
Americans?

What was the impact of the
Revolution on slavery?

How did the Revolution
affect the status of women?

orn in Massachusetts in 1744, Abigail Adams became one of the

revolutionary era’s most articulate and influential women. At a

time when educational opportunities for girls were extremely
limited, she taught herself by reading books in the library of her father,
a Congregational minister. In 1764, she married John Adams. During the
War of Independence, with her husband away in Philadelphia and Europe
serving the American cause, she stayed behind at their Massachusetts
home, raising their four children and managing the family’s farm. The
letters they exchanged form one of the most remarkable correspondences
in American history. A keen observer of public affairs, she kept her
husband informed of events in Massachusetts and offered opinions on
political matters. Later, when Adams served as president, he relied on
her for advice more than on members of his cabinet,

In March 1776, a few months before the Second Continental Congress
declared American independence, Abigail Adams wrote her best-known
letter to her husband. She began by commenting indirectly on the evils
of slavery. How strong, she wondered, could the “passion for Liberty”
be among those “accustomed to deprive their fellow citizens of theirs.”
She went on to urge Congress, when it drew up a “Code of Laws” for the
new republic, to “remember the ladies.” All men, she warned, “would be
tyrants if they could.”

It was the leaders of colonial society who initiated resistance to
British taxation. But as Abigail Adams’s letter illustrates, the struggle
for American liberty emboldened other colonists to demand more liberty
for themselves. At a time when so many Americans—slaves, indentured
servants, women, Indians, apprentices, propertyless men—were denied
full freedom, the struggle against Britain threw into question many forms
of authority and inequality.

Abigail Adams accepted the prevailing belief that a woman’s primary
responsibility was to her family. But she resented the “absolute power”
husbands exercised over their wives. Her letter is widely remembered
today. Less familiar is John Adams's response, which illuminated how
the Revolution had unleashed challenges to all sorts of inherited ideas of
deference and authority: “We have been told that our struggle has loosened
the bands of government everywhere; that children and apprentices were
disobedient; that schools and colleges were grown turbulent; that Indians
slighted their guardians, and negroes grew insolent to their masters.” To
John Adams, this upheaval, including his wife's claim to greater freedom,
was an affront to the natural order of things. To others, it formed the
essence of the American Revolution.
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DEMOCRATIZING FREEDOM

The Dream of Equality

The American Revolution took place at three levels simultaneously. It
was a struggle for national independence, a phase ina century-long global
battle among European empires, and a conflict over what kind of nation an
independent America should be.

The Revolution unleashed public debates and political and social
struggles that enlarged the scope of freedom and challenged inherited
structures of power within America. In rejecting the crown and the prin-
ciple of hereditary aristocracy, many Americans also rejected the society
of privilege, patronage, and fixed status that these institutions embodied.
The idea of liberty became a revolutionary rallying cry, a standard by
which to judge and challenge homegrown institutions as well as imperial
omes.

Jefferson’s seemingly straightforward assertion in the Declaration
of Independence that “all men are created equal” announced a radical
principle whose full implications no one could anticipate. In both Britain
and its colonies, a well-ordered society was widely thought to depend
on obedience to authority —the power of rulers over their subjects, hus-
hands over wives, parents over children, employers over servants and
apprentices, slaveholders over slaves. Inequality had been fundamental
to the colonial social order; the Revolution challenged it in many ways.
Henceforth, American freedom would be forever linked with the idea of
equality—equality before the law, equality in political rights, equality of
economic opportunity, and, for some, equality of condition. “Whenever
[ use the words freedom or rights,” wrote Thomas Paine, “I desire to be
understood to mean a perfect equality of them. . . . The floor of Freedom is

as level as water.”

Expanding the Political Nation

In political, social, and religious life, previously marginalized groups chal-
lenged the domination by a privileged few. In the end, the Revolution did
not undo the obedience to which male heads of household were entitled
from their wives and children, and, at least in the southern states, their
slaves. For free men, however, the democratization of freedom was dra-
matic. Nowhere was this more evident than in challenges to the traditional
limitation of political participation to those who owned property.

Hotw did equality become a stronger com wvonent of American freedom after the Ret olution
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Abigail Adams, a portrait by Gilbert
Stuart, painted over several years
beginning in 1800. Stuart told a fri
that, as a young woman, Adams must

have been a “perfect Venus."

end

The Revolution and equality

Political participation
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Demoeracy

John Dickinson's copy of the
Pennsylvania constitution of 1776,
with handwritten proposals for
changes. Dickinson, one of the
more conservative advocates of
independence, felt the new state
constitution was far too democratic.
He crossed out a provision that all
“free men” should be eligible to hold
office, and another declaring the
people not bound by laws that did

not promote “the common good.”

In the political thought of the eighteenth century, “democracy” had
several meanings. One, derived from the writings of Aristotle, defined
democracy as a system in which the entire people governed directly.
However, this was thought to mean mab rule, British thinkers sometimes
used the word when referring to the House of Commons, the “democratic”
branch of a mixed government. In the wake of the American Revolution,
the term came into wider use to express the popular aspirations for greater
equality inspired by the struggle for independence.

Throughout the colonies, election campaigns became freewheeling
debates on the fundamentals of government. Universal male suffrage,
religious toleration, and even the abolition of slavery were discussed
not only by the educated elite but also by artisans, small farmers, and
laborers, now emerging as a self-conscious element in politics. In many
colonies-turned-states, members of the militia demanded the right to elect
all their officers and to vote for public officials whether or not they met
age and property qualifications. They thereby established the tradition
that service in the army enabled excluded groups to stake a claim to full
citizenship.

The Revolution in Pennsylvania

The Revolution’s radical potential was more evident in Pennsylvania than
in any other state. Nearly the entire prewar elite opposed independence,
fearing that severing the tie with Britain would lead to rule by the “rabble”
and to attacks on property. The vacuum of political leadership opened the
door for the rise of a new pro-independence grouping, based on the artisan
and lower-class communities of Philadelphia, and organized in extralegal
committees and the local militia.

Staunch advocates of equality, Pennsylvania’s radical leaders par-
ticularly attacked property qualifications for voting. “God gave mankind
freedom by nature,” declared the anonymous author of the pamphlet The
People the Best Governors, “and made every man equal to his neighbors.” The
people, therefore, were “the best guardians of their own liberties,” and
every free man should be eligible to vote and hold office. Three months
after independence, Pennsylvania adopted a new state constitution that
sought to institutionalize democracy by concentrating power in a one-
house legislature elected annually by all men over age twenty-one who
paid taxes. It abolished the office of governor, dispensed with property
qualifications for officeholding, and provided that schools with low fees be
established in every county. It also included clauses guaranteeing “free-
dom of speech, and of writing,” and religious liberty.
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The New Constitutions

Like Pennsylvania, every state adopted a new constitution in the aftermath
of independence. Nearly all Americans now agreed that their governments
must be republics, meaning that their authority rested on the consent of
the governed, and that there would be no king or hereditary aristocracy.

In part to counteract what he saw as Pennsylvania’s excessive radi-
calism, John Adams in 1776 published Thoughts on Government, which
insisted that the new constitutions should create “balanced governments”
whose structure would reflect the division of society between the wealthy
(represented in the upper house) and ordinary men (who would control the
lower). A powerful governor and judiciary would ensure that neither class
infringed on the liberty of the other. Adams’s call for two-house legislatures
was followed by every state except Pennsylvania, Georgia, and Vermont.
But only his own state, Massachusetts, gave the governor an effective veto
over laws passed by the legislature. Americans had come to believe that
excessive royal authority had undermined British liberty. They had long
resented efforts by appointed governors to challenge the power of colonial
assemblies. They preferred power to rest with the legislature.

The Right to Vote

The issue of requirements for voting and officeholding proved far more
contentious. To John Adams, as conservative on the internal affairs of
America as he had been radical on independence, freedom and equality
were opposites. Men without property, he believed, had no “judgment of
their own.” and the removal of property qualifications, therefore, would
“confound and destroy all distinctions, and prostrate all ranks to one com-
mon level.” Eliminating traditional social ranks, however, was precisely
the aim of the era’s radical democrals,

Democracy gained the least ground in the southern states, whose
highly deferential political traditions enabled the landed gentry to retain
their control of political affairs. In Virginia and South Carolina, the new
constitutions retained property qualifications for voting and authorized
the gentry-dominated legislature to choose the governor.

The most democratic new constitutions moved much of the way
toward the idea of voting as an entitlement rather than a privilege, but
they generally stopped short of universal suffrage, even for free men.
Pennsylvania’s constitution no longer required ownership of property, but
it retained the taxpaying qualification. As a result, it enfranchised nearly all
of the state’s free male population but still barred a small number, mainly

New state constitutions

Power in legislature

The property qualification for

suffrage
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paupers and domestic servants, from voting. Nonetheless, even with the
taxpaying requirement, it was a dramatic departure from the colonial prac-
tice of restricting the suffrage to those who could claim to be economically
independent. It elevated “personal liberty,” in the words of one essayist, toa
position more important than property ownership in defining the boundar-

ies of the political nation.

Freedom and the right to vote By the 1780s, except in Virginia, Maryland, and New York, a large
majority of the adult white male population could meet voting require-
ments. New Jersey's new state constitution of 1776 granted the suffrage to
all “inhabitants” who met a property qualification. Until the state added
the word “male” (along with “white”) in 1807, property-owning women,
mostly widows, did cast ballots. In the popular language of politics if not in
law, freedom and an individual’s right to vote had become interchangeable,

TOWARD RELIGIOUS TOLERATION

As remarkable as the expansion of political freedom was the Revolution’s
impact on American religion. Religious toleration, declared one Virginia
patriot, was part of “the common cause of Freedom.” We have already seen
that some colonies, like Rhode Island and Pennsylvania, had long made a
practice of toleration. But freedom of worship before the Revolution arose
Religious pluralism more from the reality of religious pluralism than from a well-developed
theory of religious liberty. Most colonies supported religious institutions

with public funds and discriminated in voting and officeholding against

A 1771 image of New York City lists
some of the numerous churches

visible from the New Jersey shore, : ng 13 Lu
i ; i i o " 19 5t 14 The French Church
illustrating the diversity of religions : 1o N.Dutch Cal,Church| 15 New Scot’s

practiced in the city.
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How did the expansion of religious liberty reflect the net

Catholics, Jews, and even dissenting Protestants. On the very eve of inde-
pendence, Baptists who refused to pay taxes to support local Congrega-
tional ministers were still being jailed in Massachusetts. “While our
country are pleading so high for liberty,” the victims complained, “yet
they are denying of it to their neighbors.”

Catholic Americans

The War of Independence weakened the deep tradition of American
anti-Catholicism. When the Second Continental Congress decided on an
ill-fated invasion of Canada, it invited the inhabitants of predominantly
Catholic Quebec to join in the struggle against Britain, assuring them that
Protestants and Catholics could readily cooperate. In 1778, the United
States formed an alliance with France, a Catholic nation. The indispens-
able assistance provided by France to American victory strengthened the
idea that Catholics had a role to play in the newly independent nation. In
fact, this was a marked departure from the traditional notion that the full
rights of Englishmen applied only to Protestants. When America’s first
Roman Catholic bishop, John Carroll of Maryland, visited Boston in 1791,
he received a cordial welcome.

Separating Church and State

s S}M";ﬂ . 'Q,-!cv. $a.| oy ( Jeey Cames

Many of the leaders of the Revolution con-
sidered it essential for the new nation to
shield itself from the unruly passions and
violent conflicts that religious differences
had inspired during the past three cen-
turies. Men like Thomas Jefferson, John
Adams, James Madison, and Alexander
Hamilton viewed religious doctrines
through the Enlightenment lens of ratio-
nalism and skepticism. They believed in a
benevolent Creator but not in supernatural
interventions into the affairs of men.

The drive to separate church and state
brought together Deists like Jefferson, who
hoped to erect a “wall of separation” that
would free politics and the exercise of
the intellect from religious control, with

{merican ideal of free dom?

Anti-Catholicism weakened

In Side of the Old Lutheran Church
in 1800, York, Pa. A watercolor by
a local artist depicts the interior

of one of the numerous churches
that flourished after independence.
While the choir sings, a man chases
a dog out of the building and
another man stokes the stove. The
institutionalization of religious liberty
was one of the most important resuilts
of the American Revolution.




Disestablishing churches

Limits of religious freedom

Definition of “rights”

members of evangelical sects, who sought to protect religion from the

corrupting embrace of government.

The movement toward religious freedom received a major impetus
during the revolutionary era. Throughout the new nation, states disestab-
lished their established churches—that is, deprived them of public funding
and special legal privileges—although in some cases they appropriated
money for the general support of Protestant denominations. The seven
state constitutions that began with declarations of rights all declared a
commitment to “the free exercise of religion.”

To be sure, every state but New York—whose constitution of 1777
established complete religious liberty—kept intact colonial provisions
barring Jews from voting and holding public office. Massachusetts retained
its Congregationalist establishment well into the nineteenth century.
It would not end public financial suppert for religious institutions until
1833. Throughout the country, however, Catholics gained the right to wor-
ship without persecution.

Jefferson and Religious Liberty

In Virginia, Thomas Jefferson drew up a Bill for Establishing Religious
Freedom, which was introduced in the House of Burgesses in 1779 and
adopted, after considerable controversy, in 1786. Jefferson's bill, whose
preamble declared that God “hath created the mind free,” eliminated reli-
gious requirements for voting and officeholding and government financial
support for churches, and barred the state from “forcing” individuals to
adopt one or another religious outlook. Late in life, Jefferson would list this
measure, along with the Declaration of Independence and the founding of
the University of Virginia, as the three accomplishments (leaving out his
two terms as president) for which he wished to be remembered.

Religious liberty became the model for the revolutionary genera-
tion’s definition of “rights” as private matters that must be protected from
governmental interference. In an overwhelmingly Christian (though not
necessarily churchgoing) nation, the separation of church and state drew
a sharp line between public authority and a realm defined as “private,”
reinforcing the idea that rights exist as restraints on the power of govern-
ment. It also offered a new justification for the idea of the United States as
a beacon of liberty. In successfully opposing a Virginia tax for the general
support of Christian churches, James Madison insisted that one reason for
the complete separation of church and state was to reinforce the principle
that the new nation offered “asylum to the persecuted and oppressed of
every nation and religion.”
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The Revolution did not end the influence of religion on
American society —quite the reverse. Thanks to religious
freedom, the early republic witnessed an amazing pro-
liferation of religious denominations. The most well-
established churches—Anglican, Preshyterian,
and Cm)gregationalist—found themselves con-
stantly challenged by upstarts like Free-Will
Baptists and Universalists. Today, even as
debate continues over the proper relationship
between spiritual and political authority, more
than 1,300 religions are practiced in the United
States.

sm

Christian Republicar i

Despite the separation of church and state, colonial leaders
were not hostile to religion. Indeed, religious and secular lan-
guage merged in the struggle for independence, producing an outlook
scholars have called Christian Republicanism. Proponents of evan gelical
religion and of republican government both believed that in the ahsence
of some kind of moral restraint (provided by religion and government),
human nature was likely to succumb to corruption and vice. Samuel
Adams, for example, believed the new nation would become a “Christian
Sparta,” in which Christianity and personal self-discipline underpinned
hoth personal and national progress. American religious leaders inter-
preted the American Revolution as a divinely sanctioned event, part of
God's plan to promote the development of a good society. Rather than
being so sinful that it would have to be destroyed before Christ returned,
as many ministers had previously preached, the world, the Revolution
demonstrated, could be perfected.

A Virtuous Citizenry

Patriot leaders worried about the character of future citizens, especially how
to encourage the quality of “yvirtue,” the ability to sacrifice sel f-interest for
the public good. Some, like Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Rush, put
forward plans for the establishment of free, state-supported public schools.
These would instruct future citizens in what Adams called “the principles
of freedom,” equipping them for participation in the now-expanded public
sphere and for the wise clection of representatives. A broad diffusion of

How did the expansion of religious liberty reflect the new

imerican ideal of freedom?

Circle of the Social and Benevolent
Affections, an engraving in The

Columbian Magazine, 1789, illustrates t |

various admirable qualities radiating
outward from the virtuous citizen,
including love for one's famnily,
community, nation, and all humanity.
Affection only for those of the

same religion or “colour” is labeled
“imperfect.”

Plans for public schools
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Unfree labor

Decline in indentured servitude

Equal opportunity rather than
equality of condition

knowledge was essential for a government based on the will of the people
to survive and for America to avoid the fixed class structure of Europe. No
nation, Jefferson wrote, could “expect to be ignorant and free.”

DEFINING ECONOMIC FREEDOM

Toward Free Labor

In economic as well as political and religious affairs, the Revolution
rewrote the definition of freedom. In colonial America, slavery was one
part of a broad spectrum of kinds of unfree labor. In the generation
after independence, with the rapid decline of indentured servitude and
apprenticeship and the transformation of paid domestic service into an
occupation for blacks and white females, the halfway houses between
slavery and freedom disappeared, at least for white men.

The democratization of freedom contributed to these changes. The
lack of freedom inherent in apprenticeship and servitude increasingly
came to be seen as incompatible with republican citizenship. In 1784, a
group of “respectable” New Yorkers released a newly arrived shipload
of indentured servants on the grounds that their status was “contrary
to ... the idea of liberty this country has so happily established.” By
1800, indentured servitude had all but disappeared from the United
States. This development sharpened the distinction between freedom
and slavery and between a northern economy relying on what would
come to be called “free labor” (that is, working for wages or owning a
farm or shop) and a southern economy ever more heavily dependent on
the labor of slaves.

The Soul of a Republic

Americans of the revolutionary generation were preoccupied with the
social conditions of freedom. Could a republic survive with a sizable
dependent class of citizens? “A general and tolerably equal distribution
of landed property,” proclaimed the educator and newspaper editor Noah
Webster, “is the whole basis of national freedom.” “Equality,” he added,
was “the very soul of a republic.” At the Revolution's radical edge, some
patriots believed that government had a responsibility to limit accu-
mulations of property in the name of equality. To most free Americans,
however, “equality” meant equal opportunity, rather than equality of
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How did the definition of economit freedom change after the Revolution, and who benefited?

condition. Many leaders of the Revolution nevertheless assumed that in
the exceptional circumstances of the New World, with its vast areas of
available land and large population of independent farmers and artisans,
the natural workings of society would produce justice, liberty, and equality.

Like many other Americans of his generation, Thomas Jefferson
believed that to lack economic resources was to lack freedom. Among his

achievements included laws passed by Virginia abolishing entail (the limi-
tation of inheritance to a specified line of heirs to keep an estate within a
family) and primogeniture (the practice of passing a family’s land entirely
to the eldest son). These measures, he believed, would help to prevent the
rise of a “future aristocracy.”

The Politics of Inflation

The Revolution thrust to the forefront of politics debates over whether
local or national authorities should take steps to bolster household inde-
pendence and protect Americans’ livelihoods by limiting price increascs.
To finance the war, Congress issued hundreds of millions of dollars in
paper money. Coupled with wartime disruption of agriculture and trade
and the hoarding of goods by some Americans hoping to profit from short-
ages, this produced an enormous increase in prices.

Between 1776 and 1779, more than thirty incidents took place in which
crowds confronted merchants accused of holding scarce goods off the mar-
ket. Often, they seized stocks of food and sold them at the traditional “just
price,” a form of protest common in eighteenth-century England. In one
such incident, a crowd of 100 Massachusetts women accused an “eminent,
wealthy, stingy merchant” of hoarding coffee, opened his warehouse, and

View from Bushongo Tavemn, an
engraving from The Columbian
Magazine, 1788, depicts the
landscape of York County,
Pennsylvania, exemplifying the kind of
rural independence many Americans
thought essential to freedom.

Abolishing entail and
primogeniture

Responses to wartime inflation
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A cartoon from 1777 illustrates
discontent with rising prices. One
soldier identifies “extortioners” as

“the worst enemies of the country.”
Another complains about serving
“my country for sixteen pence

per day.”

Tweo visions of economic

Sfreedom

carted off the goods. “A large concourse of men," wrote Abigail Adams,
“stood amazed, silent spectators of the whole transaction.”

The Debate over Free Trade

In 1779, with inflation totally out of control (in one month, prices in
Philadelphia jumped 45 percent), Congress urged states to adopt measures
to fix wages and prices. This request reflected the belief that the task of
republican government was to promote the public good, not individuals’
self-interest. But when a Committee of Safety tried to enforce price controls, it
met spirited opposition from merchants and other advocates of a free market.

In opposition to the traditional view that men should sacrifice for the
public good, believers in free trade argued that economic development
arose from economic self-interest. Adam Smith’s great treatise on cconom-
ics, The Wealth of Nations, published in England in 1776, was beginning to
become known in the United States. Smith's argument that the “invisible
hand” of the free market directed economic life more effectively and fairly
than governmental intervention offered intellectual justification for those
who believed that the economy should be left to regulate itself.

Advoceates of independence had envisioned America, released from
the British Navigation Acts, trading freely with all the world. Opponents
of price controls advocated free trade at home as well. “Natural liberty”
would regulate prices. Here were two competing conceptions of economic
freedom—one based on the traditional view that the interests of the com-
munity took precedence over the property rights of individuals, the other
that unregulated economic freedom would produce social harmony and
public gain. After 1779, state and federal efforts to regulate prices ceased.
But the clash between these two visions of economic freedom would con-
tinue long after independence had been achieved.

THE LIMITS OF LIBERTY

Colonial Lovalists

Not all Americans shared in the democratization of freedom brought on by
the American Revolution. Loyalists —those who retained their allegiance
to the crown-—experienced the conflict and its aftermath as a loss of liberty.
Many leading Loyalists had supported American resistance in the 1760s
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b the freedoms of both Loyalists and Native Americans?

but drew back at the prospect of independence and war. Altogether, an
estimated 20 to 25 percent of free Americans remained loyal to the British,
and nearly 20,000 fought on their side.

There were Loyalists in every colony, but they were most numer-
ous in New York, Pennsylvania, and the backcountry of the Carolinas
and Georgia. Some were wealthy men whose livelihoods depended on
close working relationships with Britain—lawyers, merchants, Anglican
ministers, and imperial officials. Many feared anarchy in the event of an
American victory.

The struggle for independence heightened existing tensions between
ethnic groups and social classes within the colonies. Some Lovalist ethnic
minorities, like Highland Scots in North Carolina, feared that local majori-
ties would infringe on their cultural autonomy. In the South, many back-
country farmers who had long resented the domination of public affairs
by wealthy planters sided with the British, as did numerous slaves, who
hoped an American defeat would bring them freedom.

The Loyalists' Plight

The War of Independence was in some respects a civil war among
Americans. The new state governments, or in other instances crowds
of patriots, suppressed newspapers thought to be loyal to Britain.
Pennsylvania arrested and seized the property of Quakers, Mennonites,
and Moravians—pacifist denominations who refused to bear arms because
of their religious beliefs. With the approval of Congress, many states
required residents to take oaths of allegiance to the new na tion. Those who
refused were denied the right to vote and in many cases forced into exile.
Some wealthy Loyalists saw their land confiscated and sold at auction.
When the war ended, as many as
60,000 Loyalists (including 10,000 slaves)
were banished from the United States or
emigrated voluntarily—mostly to Britain,
Canada, or the West Indies—rather than
live in an independent United States. But
for those who remained, hostility proved to
be short-lived. In the Treaty of Paris of 1783,
as noted in Chapter 5, Americans pledged to
end the persecution of Loyalists by state and
local governments and to restore property
seized during the war. Loyalists who did not

A sizable Loyalist population

Social bases of loyalism

A 1780 British cartoon commenting
on the “cruel fate” of American
Loyalists. Pro-independence colonists
are likened to savage Indians.

leave the country were quickly reintegrated
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How did the Revolution diminish the freedoms of both Loyalists and Native Americans?

into American society, although confiscated Loyalist property was not
returned.

The Indians' Revolution

Another group for whom American independence spelled a loss of
frecedom—the Indians—was less fortunate. About 200,000 Native
Americans lived east of the Mississippi River in 1790. Like white
Americans, Indians divided in allegiance during the War of Indepen-
dence. Some, like the Stockbridge tribe in Massachusetts, suffered heavy
losses fighting the British. Many tribes tried to maintain neutrality, only
to see themselves break into pro-American and pro-British factions,
Most of the Iroquois nations sided with the British, but the Oneida joined i
the Americans. Despite strenuous efforts to avoid conflict, members of
the Iroquois Confederacy for the first time faced each other in battle.
(After the war, the Oneida submitted to Congress claims for losses suf-
fered during the war, including sheep, hogs, kettles, frying pans, plows,
and pewter plates—evidence of how fully they had been integrated into
the market economy.) In the South, younger Cherokee 1eadcr‘:30med the
British while older chiefs tended to favor the Americans. Other southern

tribes like the Choctaw and Creek remained loyal to the crown.

Indians’ allegiances during the
War of Independence

Among the grievances Jefferson listed in ‘the Declaration of Inde-
pendence was Britain’s enlisting “savages” to fight on its side. But in the war
that raged throughout the western frontier, savagery was not confined to
either combatant. In the Ohio country, the British encouraged Indian allies
to burn frontier farms and settlements. For their part, otherwise humane
patriot leaders ignored the traditional rules of warfare when it came to Savage warfare
Indians. Washington dispatched an expedition, led by General John
Sullivan, against hostile Iroquois, with the aim of “the total destruction and
devastation of their settlements and the capture of as many prisoners of
every age and sex as possible.” After his campaign ended, Sullivan reported
that he had burned forty Indian towns, destroyed thousands of bushels of
corn, and uprooted a vast number of fruit trees and vegetable gardens.
Independence created governments democratically accountable to
voters who coveted Indian land. But liberty for whites meant loss of liberty
for Indians. Indepcnd—eﬁée offeyed the opportunity to complete the process
of dispossessing Indians of their rich lands in upstate New York, the Ohio Dispossession of Indian lands
Valley, and the southern bachountry The only hope for the Indians,
Jefferson wrote, lay in their “removal beyond the Mississippi.” ;
American independence, a group of visiting Indians told the Spanish !
governor of St. Louis, was “the greatest blow that could have been dealt 1
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The Treaty of Paris and
Indian peoples

Advertisement for newly arrived
slaves, in a Savannah newspaper,
1774. Even as colonists defended

their own liberty against the British,

the buying and selling of slaves
continued.

us.” The Treaty of Paris marked the culmination of a century in which the
balance of power in eastern North America shifted away from the Indians
and toward white Americans. In the treaty, the British abandoned their
Indian allies, agreeing to recognize American sovereignty over the entire
region east of the Mississippi River, completely ignoring the Indian pres-
ence. In the end there scemed to be no permanent place for the descendants
of the continent's native population in a new nation bent on creating an

empire in the West.

SLAVERY AND THE REVOLUTION

Although Indians experienced American independence as a real threat to
their own liberty, African-Americans saw in the ideals of the Revolution
and the reality of war an opportunity to claim freedom. When the United
States declared its independence in 1776, the slave population had grown
to 500,000, about one-fifth of the new nation’s inhabitants.

The Language of Slavery and Freedom

Slavery played a central part in the language of revolution. Apart from
“liberty,” it was the word most frequently invoked in the era’s legal and
political literature. In the era's debates over British rule, slavery was pri-
marily a political category, shorthand for the denial of one’s personal and
political rights by arbitrary government. Those who lacked a voice in pub-
lic affairs, declared a 1769 petition demanding an expansion of the right to
vote in Britain, were “enslaved.”
The presence of hundreds of thousands of slaves powerfully affected
the meaning of freedom for the leaders of the American Revolution.
In a famous speech to Parliament warning

Angola. ;

against attempts to intimidate the colonies,
the British statesman Edmund Burke sug-
gested that familiarity with slavery made

ByCOWPER&TELFAIRQQ colonial leaders unusually sensitive to
. : A C , ..A G threats to their own liberties. Where free-
; Of . ?“me Ywn& tly Ikalth’ dom was a privilege, not a common right, he
\ G U l N E A S L K VE S | observed, “those who are free are by far the

Jotimporied, in the Bark Friends, Willism Rals Mater direly S  ssst provilod jeloun el fresdamn.”

28, 177 On the other hand, many British observers
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could not resist pointing out the colonists’ apparent hypocrisy. “How is it,”
asked Dr. Samuel Johnson, “that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty from
the drivers of negroes?”

Obstacles to Abolition

The contradiction between freedom and slavery seems so self-evident that

it is difficult today to appreciate the power of the obstacles to abolition.

At the time of the Revolution, slavery was already an old institution in

America. It existed in every colony and formed the basis of the economy Slavery entrenched
and social structure from Maryland southward. Virtually every founding

father owned slaves at one point in his life, including not only southern

planters but northern merchants, lawyers, and farmers. (John Adams and

Tom Paine were notable exceptions.) Thomas Jefferson owned more than i
100 slaves when he wrote of mankind's unalienable right to liberty, and
everything he cherished in his own manner of life, from lavish entertain- |
ments to the leisure that made possible the pursuit of arts and sciences,

ultimately rested on slave labor.
Some patriots, in fact, argued that slavery for blacks made freedom Stavery amidst freedom

possible for whites. Eliminating the great bulk of the dependent poor from
the political nation left the public arena to men of propertied indepen-
dence. Owning slaves offered a route to the economic autonomy widely
deemed necessary for genuine freedom, a point driven home by a 1780
Virginia law that rewarded veterans of the War of Independence with
300 acres of land—and a slave.

The Cause of General Liberty

Nonetheless, by imparting so absolute a value to liberty and defining free-

dom as a universal entitlement rather than a set of rights specific to a par- Freedom as universal

ticular place or people, the Revolution inevitably raised questions about

the status of slavery in the new nation. Before independence, there had A

been little public discussion of the institution, even though enlightened 1

opinion in the Atlantic world had come to view slavery as morally wrong

and economically inefficient, a relic of a barbarous past, I
Samuel Sewall, a Boston merchant, published The Selling of Joseph in

1700, the first antislavery tract printed in America. All “the sons of Adam,”

Sewall insisted, were entitled to “have equal right unto liberty.” During

the course of the eighteenth century, antislavery sentiments had spread /

among Pennsylvania's Quakers, whose belief that all persons possessed

the divine “inner light” made them particularly receptive. i
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But it was during the revolutionary era that slavery for the first time
became a focus of public debate. The Pennsylvania patriot Benjamin Rush
in 1773 called on “advocates for American liberty” to “espouse the cause
of ... general liberty” and warned that slavery was one of those
crimes” that one day would bring “national punishment.”

“

national

detitions for Freedom

The Revolution inspired widespread hopes that slavery could be removed
from American life. Most dramatically, slaves themselves appreciated that
by defining freedom as a universal right, the leaders of the Revolution had
devised a weapon that could be used against their own bondage. The lan-
guage of liberty echoed in slave communities, North and South. The most
insistent advocates of freedom as a universal entitlement were African-
Americans, who demanded that the leaders of the struggle for indepen-
dence live up to their self-proclaimed creed.

African- Americans advocates
for freedom

The first concrete steps toward emancipation in revolutionary
America were “freedom petitions”—arguments for liberty presented to
New England’s courts and legislatures in the early 1770s by enslaved
African-Americans. How, one such petition asked, could America “seck
release from English tvranny and not seek the same for disadvantaged
Africans in her midst?” The turmoil of war offered other avenues to free-

A tray painted by an unknown artistin  40mM. Many slaves ran away from their masters and tried to pass as free-
the early nineteenth century portrays born. The number of fugitive-slave advertisements in colonial newspapers
Lemuel Haynes, a celebrated black rose dramatically in the 1770s and 1780s. As one owner put it in accounting
preacher and critic of slavery. for his slave Jim's escape, “I believe he has nothing in view but freedom.”
In 1776, the year of American independence,
Lemuel Haynes, a black member of the Massa-

chusetts militia and later a celebrated minister,
urged Americans to “extend” their concep-
tion of freedom. If liberty were truly “an
innate principle” for all mankind, Haynes
insisted, “even an African [had] as equally

good a right to his liberty in common with

Englishmen.” Like Haynes, many black
writers and leaders sought to make white
Americans understand slavery as a concrete
reality—the denial of all the essential ele-
ments of freedom—not a metaphor for lack of
political representation, as many whites used
the word.
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What was the inipact of the Revolution on slavery?

Most slaves of the revolutionary era were only one or two generations
removed from Africa. They did not need the ideology of the Revolution
to persuade them that freedom was a birthright—the experience of their
parents and grandparents suggested as much. “My love of freedom,” wrote
the black poet Phillis Wheatley in 1783, arose from the “cruel fate” of being
“snatch’d from Afric’s” shore. Yet when blacks invoked the Revolution's
ideology of liberty to demand their own rights and defined freedom as a
universal entitlement, they demonstrated how American they had become.

British Emancipators

As noted in the previous chapter, some 5,000 slaves fought for American
independence, and many thereby gained their freedom. Yet far more
slaves obtained liberty from the British. Lord Dunmore’s proclamation of
1775, and the Phillipsburgh Proclamation of General Henry Clinton issued
four years later, offered sanctuary (o slaves who escaped to British lines,
All told, nearly 100,000 slaves, including one-quarter of all the slaves in
South Carolina and one-third of those in Georgia, deserted their owners
and fled to British lines. This was by far the largest exodus from the planta-
tions until the outbreak of the Civil War.

Some of these escaped slaves were recaptured as the tide of battle
turned in the patriots’ favor. But at the war's end, more than 15,000 black
men, women, and children accompanied the British out of the country.
They ended up in Nova Scotia, England, and Sierra Leone, a settlement for
former slaves from the United States established by the British on the coast
of West Africa. Some were re-enslaved in the West Indies.

The issue of compensation for the slaves who departed with the
British poisoned relations between Britain and the new United States for
decades to come. Finally, in 1827, Britain agreed to make payments to 1,100
Americans who claimed they had been improperly deprived of their slave
property.

Voluntary Emancipations

For a brief moment, the revolutionary upheaval appeared to threaten the
continued existence of slavery. During the War of Independence, nearly
every state prohibited or discouraged the further importation of slaves from
Africa. The war left much of the plantation South in ruins. During the 1780s
and 1790s, a considerable number of slaveholders, especially in Virginia
and Maryland, voluntarily emancipated their slaves. In 1796, for example,
Richard Randolph, a member of a prominent Virginia family, drafted a will
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A portrait of the poet Phillis Wheatley
(1753-1784).

Freedom through the British

Voluntary emancipations in
the South
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Legislation against slavery

A photograph from around 1851 of
Caesar, who had been a slave in
MNew York State until the institution

was finally ended in 1827.

that condemned slavery as an “infamous practice,” provided for the freedom
of about 90 slaves, and set aside part of his land for them to own. Farther
south, however, voluntary emancipation never got under way. Even dur-
ing the war, when South Carolina needed more troops, the colony’s leaders
rejected the idea of emancipating some blacks to aid in the fight against the
British. They would rather lose the war than lose their slaves.

Abolition in the North

Between 1777 (when Vermont drew up a constitution that banned slavery)
and 1804 (when New Jersey acted), every state north of Maryland took
steps toward emancipation, the first time in recorded history that legisla-
tive power had been invoked to eradicate slavery. But even here, where
slavery was peripheral to the economy, the method of abolition reflected
how property rights impeded emancipation. Generally, abolition laws did
not free living slaves. Instead, they provided for the liberty of any child
born in the future to a slave mother, but only after he or she had served the
mother’s master until adulthood as compensation for the owner’s future
economic loss.

Because of these legal provisions, abolition in the North was a slow,
drawn-oul process. The first national census, in 1790, recorded 21,000
slaves still living in New York and 11,000 in New Jersey. The New Yorker
John Jay, chief justice of the United States, owned five slaves in 1800. As late
as 1830, the census revealed that there were still 3,500 slaves in the North.

a

All in all, the Revolution had a contradictory impact on American slavery
and, therefore, on American freedom. Gradual as it was, the abolition of
slavery in the North drew a line across the new nation, creating the danger-
ous division between free and slave states. Abolition in the North, volun-
tary emancipation in the Upper South, and the escape of thousands from
bondage created, for the first time in American history, a sizable popula-
tion of free blacks (many of whose members took new family names like
I'reeman or Freeland).

On the eve of independence, virtually every black person in America
had been a slave. Now, free communities, with their own churches,
schools, and leaders, came into existence. They formed a standing chal-
lenge to the logic of slavery, a haven for fugitives, and a springboard for
further efforts at abolition. From 1776 to 1810, the number of free blacks
residing in the United States grew from 10,000 to nearly 200,000, and
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many free black men, especially in the North, enjoyed the right to vote
under new state constitutions.

Nonetheless, the stark fact is that slavery survived the War of Inde-
pendence and, thanks to the natural increase of the slave population, con-
tinued to grow. The national census of 1790 revealed that despite all those
who had become free through state laws, voluntary emancipation, and
escape, the number of slaves in the United States had grown to 700,000—
200,000 more than in 1776.

DAUGHTERS OF LIBERTY

Revolutionary Women

The revolutionary generation included numerous women who contrib-
uted to the struggle for independence. Deborah Sampson, the daughter of a
poor Massachusetts farmer, disguised herself as a man and in 1782, at age
twenty-one, enlisted in the Continental army. Ultimately, her command-
ing officer discovered her secret but kept it to himself, and she was honor-
ably discharged at the end of the war. Years later, Congress awarded her
a soldier’s pension. Other patriotic women participated in crowd actions
against unscrupulous merchants, raised funds to assist soldiers, contrib-
uted homespun goodé to the army, and passed along information about
British army movements.

Within American households, women participated in the political
discussions unleashed by independence. “Was not every fireside,” John
Adams later recalled, “a theater of politics?”
Gender, nonetheless, formed a boundary
limiting those entitled to the full bless-
ings of American freedom. The principle
of “coverture” (described in Chapter 1)
remained intact in the new nation. The
husband still held legal authority over the
person, property, and choices of his wife.
Despite the expansion of democracy, politics
remained overwhelmingly a male realm.

For men, political freedom meant
the right to self-government, the power
to consent to the individuals and political
arrangements that ruled over them. For

fution on siaveryrs

Growth in slave population

The 1781 cipher book (a notebook
for mathematics exercises) of Martha
Ryan, a North Carolina girl, contains
images of ships and a port town

and the patriotic slogan “Liberty

or Death,” illustrating how women
shared in the political culture of the
revolutionary era._ .




