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       Americans, between 1750 and 1800, without quite realizing what was transpiring fundamentally began to change politically and socially. Gordon S. Wood suggests that they became “the most liberal, the most democratic, the most commercially minded, and the most modern people in the world.” Most importantly was the destruction of monarchical rule and the aristocracy. By tearing down the last vestiges of the monarchical order, with its emphasis on “hierarchy, deference, patriarchal dependence, patronage, and political authority,” the Revolution made possible the emergence of “a new society unlike any that had ever existed.” 


       During the 1750s, America became intimately involved in the French and Indian War. Some historians suggest that the French defeat sealed the end of British rule in America. With the threat of the French removed from North America, colonists began emigrating into the western territories. Expansion, an influx of ethnic immigration, a rising middle class, and a consumer revolution, established demographic changes that by its nature created egalitarianism and a rise in social status. Persons became more independent and ideologically began associating equality with independence. The Revolution brought to the surface the republican tendencies of American life.


       This new society of Republicanism and Republican principals became in Wood’s view the radicalism of the Revolution. It challenged monarchical authority and offered a more egalitarian idealism to the middling sort. The common person even though not equal financially “embraced the idea of civic equality.” Expansion of the voter base forced colonial governments to consider the needs of the Yeomanry so as not to lose their political favor. The Gentry realized that a very delicate balance of deference existed in the Colonial social structure. Colonial deference “depended almost exclusively on public acceptance.” As colonial society matured, politically astute members of the Gentry came to understand how fragile this dependence had become.  Wood wrote that “social relationships . . . [had] changed” by the time of the Revolution; however, the Patriot leaders “[never] intended to level their society.” 


       Republicanism was not a nostalgic look to the past, but rather a progressive move toward Democracy though women and blacks did not factor into the new idealism. Wood suggests that the initial steps in forging a “new Republican society [was] to enlighten the people and to change the nature of authority.” Unfortunately for the founding fathers, an unseen transformation took place in American society. Wood offers that Monarchy and Republicanism were planned, but Democracy was an unforeseen and in most cases an unwanted manifestation of the egalitarian idealism permeating American society. Americans now began to consider themselves not only as good as their neighbor, but that they also possessed equal rights. “This destruction of aristocracy, including Jefferson’s ‘natural aristocracy’ was the real Revolution; a radical alteration in the nature of American society whose effects are still being felt today.”


       Wood does a commendable job tracing America’s journey from Monarchy to Republicanism to Democracy. On the surface, however, it appears that Wood offers gratuitous acknowledgment to race, gender, and class. Is Wood suggesting that American society was homogenous and that a military consensus had been reached to battle Great Britain for independence.  


       Indeed, what Wood is doing is placing these issues in the proper context of the eighteenth century. It is no more feasible to expect the founding fathers to transcend their time than it is for us to transcend our time. Race, gender, and class relations in America, albeit not as bad as the eighteenth century, are still emotional issues today. Moralistic judgments and sweeping generalizations are easy with the benefit of hindsight. We can not ignore that the eighteenth century was a brutal time to live. Death was a constant companion. Slavery was an accepted practice throughout the known world. Life was cheap and tenuous at best. And, it was a male dominated society. 


       Wood’s radicalism, however untasteful, can be seen in the inequalities of the white male. Ordinary men through ideology, idealism, consumerism, international markets, and a rising middle class came to prominence and began to view themselves as equal to any other human being. This transformation of thought was the real revolution. It is necessary to understand that Wood’s interpretation of ordinary people includes all artisans, mechanics, merchants, yeoman farmers, and tavern keepers who make up the middle and lower middle classes. These middling to lower sorts composed the core of the Continental army. A romanticized view of rowdy ethnic ‘Jack Tars’ formed into mobs and leading the Revolution is just that romantic. It makes for good entertainment, but in reality it simply does not wash. In fact, the French realized that their Revolution failed because of frenzied mobs and violence. Many historians argue that the American Revolution was radical in the sense that it succeeded. 


       The obvious weakness of the book is its title. Radicalism is probably not the proper word. Race, gender, and class need to be broadened. I am even more disappointed that native Americans play no role whatsoever. It is, however, a worthy tome. When placed within the revolutionary genre, Wood’s book is readable and mostly insightful and is necessary addition to one’s bookcase.
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