The American Revolution
The longstanding debate over the origins of the American Revolution has tended to reflect two broad schools of interpretation. One
sees the Revolution largely as a political and intellectual event and
argues that the revolt against Britain was part of a defense of ideals and
principles. The other views the Revolution as a social and economic
phenomenon and contends that material interests were at the heart of
the rebellion.
The Revolutionary generation itself portrayed the conflict as a
struggle over ideals, and this interpretation prevailed through most of
the nineteenth century. But in the early twentieth century, historians
influenced by the reform currents of the progressive era began to identify social and economic forces that they believed had contributed to
the rebellion. Carl Becker, for example, wrote in a 1909 study of New
York that two questions had shaped the Revolution: “The first was the
question of home rule; the second was the question . . . of who should
rule at home.” The colonists were not only fighting the British; they
were also engaged in a kind of civil war, a contest for power between
radicals and conservatives that led to the “democratization of American politics and society.”
Other “progressive” historians elaborated on Becker’s thesis. J.
Franklin Jameson, writing in 1926, argued, “Many economic desires,
many social aspirations, were set free by the political struggle, many
aspects of society profoundly altered by the forces thus let loose.” Arthur M. Schlesinger maintained in a 1917 book that colonial merchants, motivated by their own interest in escaping the restrictive policies of British mercantilism, aroused American resistance in the 1760s
and 1770s.
Beginning in the 1950s, a new generation of scholars began to reemphasize the role of ideology and de-emphasize the role of economic
interests. Robert E. Brown (in 1955) and Edmund S. Morgan (in 1956)
both argued that most eighteenth-century Americans shared common
political principles and that the social and economic conflicts the progressives had identified were not severe. The rhetoric of the Revolu-

tion, they suggested, was not propaganda but a real reflection of the
ideas of the colonists. Bernard Bailyn, in The Ideological Origins of the
American Revolution (1967), demonstrated the complex roots of the
ideas behind the Revolution and argued that this carefully constructed
political stance was not a disguise for economic interests but a genuine
ideology, rooted in deeply held convictions about rights and power,
that itself motivated the colonists to act. The Revolution, he claimed,
“was above all else an ideological, constitutional, political struggle and
not primarily a controversy between social groups undertaken to force
changes in the organization of the society or the economy.”
By the late 1960s, however, a group of younger historians–many
of them influenced by the New Left–were challenging the ideological
interpretation again by illuminating social and economic tensions
within colonial society that they claimed helped shape the Revolutionary struggle. Jesse Lemisch and Dirk Hoerder pointed to the actions of
mobs in colonial cities as evidence of popular resentment of both
American and British elites. They noted, for example, that Revolutionary crowds were likely to attack all symbols of wealth and power,
whether British or American; that they displayed a range of class-based
grievances not rooted in elite ideologies. Joseph Ernst reemphasized
the significance of economic pressures on colonial merchants and
tradesmen. Gary Nash, in The Urban Crucible (1979), emphasized the
role of growing economic distress in colonial cities in creating a climate in which Revolutionary sentiment could flourish. Edward Countryman and Rhys Isaac both pointed to changes in the nature of colonial society and culture, and in the relationship between classes in
eighteenth-century America, as a crucial prerequisite for the growth of
the Revolutionary movement. Many of these newer social interpretations of the Revolution do not argue that the rebellion was a class conflict or that economic interests inevitably determined a person’s stance
toward the struggle. They argue, rather, that the relationship between
interests and ideology must be a part of any workable explanation of
the conflict.
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