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…So, here's what was pretty revolutionary about the American 
Revolution: The colonists threw off the rule of an imperial monarchy 
and replaced it with a government that didn't have a king, a radical 
idea in a world that didn't feature many non-monarchical forms of 
government. And, if you look at the explanations for the revolution, 
especially those contained in, like, the Declaration of Independence 
and in pamphlets, like Thomas Paine's Common Sense, there's 
definitely a revolutionary zeal that’s informed by the Enlightenment. 
And that's especially true if you focus on the idea of liberty, as many 
of the pamphleteers did. 
 
That said, if you look at the actual outcome of the revolution, aside 
from the whole no king thing, it wasn't that revolutionary. Let's look, 
for instance, at two ideas central to the revolution: property rights and equality. 
 
So the Articles of Confederation gave the government no power to tax, which had the effect of making sure 
that people who had property were able to keep it because they never had to pay the government anything in 
exchange for the right to own and use it. And that's 
very different from taxation systems dating all the way 
back to, like, Mesopotamia and Ancient Egypt. And it's 
probably not a coincidence that most of the writers 
and signers of the Declaration of Independence were 
men of property, and they wanted to keep it that way. 
So, basically, the white guys who controlled the land 
and its production before the American Revolution 
were the same white guys who controlled it after the 
American Revolution. 
 
And this leads us to the second, and more important 
way that as a revolution, the American one falls a bit 

short. So, if you've ever 
studied American history, you're probably familiar with the greatest line in the 
Declaration of Independence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 
men are created equal.” Sorry, ladies. And, you also may know that at the time 
those words were written, a large segment of the American population, 
perhaps as much as 30%, were slaves of African descent who were held as 
property and were definitely, 100% not treated as equal to whites. In fact, the 
guy who wrote those words, Thomas Jefferson, held slaves, and was fighting 
against a government, the British, who promised to free any slaves who 
supported it. Furthermore, women couldn't vote, and neither could white men 
who didn't own enough property - meaning that the government of, for, and by 
the people was, in fact of, for, and by about 10-15% of the people. 
 

But here's the real question: Was the American Revolution what the historian Jonathan Israel called “a 
revolution of mind?” Did it change the way we think about what people are and how we should organize 



ourselves? Addressing those questions will involve a brief foray into the history of ideas. Let's study the 
Enlightenment! 
 
The Enlightenment was primarily a celebration of humans' ability to understand and improve the natural 
world through reason. The Enlightenment had a number of antecedents, including the European Renaissance 
and the Scientific Revolution, but what made it special was that some of its more radical proponents - like, 
Immanuel Kant, for instance - went so far as to argue that human reason rendered a belief in God unnecessary 
and, by extension, proclaimed that any belief in divine intervention or a divine plan for humanity was just 
superstition. Given that this was coming out of an overwhelmingly Christian Europe, this was a pretty 
controversial suggestion, and not all Enlightenment thinkers would go that far. And 
more moderate Enlightenment thinkers were also more willing to countenance 
hierarchical social and political structures. 
 
Like John Locke, a major Enlightenment thinker, formulated his version of 
inalienable rights as life, liberty, and property. And that's much more traditional 
than arguing, for instance, that property should be held communally by all. And it's 
no coincidence that the more moderate Enlightenment thinkers, like Locke and 
Adam Smith, happened to be British, and the real radicals were French. And the 
founders of the United States, were far more closely linked to those British 
Enlightenment thinkers than to the French, who influenced the French Revolution, 
which as we will see next week, goes swimmingly. No it does not. 

 
But even if the government that America's revolutionaries came up with 
didn't overturn privilege or tear apart the social order as the French 
Revolution tried to do, it did make significant changes. America made sure 
that there would never be a formal nobility, except for the Count of Chocula. 
And, it recognized the equal rights of daughters and widows, when it came 
to inheriting and possessing property.  
 
But, the real seismic change was that after the Revolution, Americans came 
to view themselves as equal to each other. And, in the context of the 18th 

century, that was pretty radical. Ordinary Americans came to believe that no one in a basic down-to-earth and 
day-in-and-day-out manner was really better than anyone else. That was equality as no other nation had ever 
quite had it. And in the end, the ideas of the American Revolution - ideas about property and equality and 
representation - are still hugely important in shaping political 
discourse around the world, and particularly in America. I 
mean, here in the United States, our Presidential candidates 
must both know how to wear a suit and how to bowl. But the 
American Revolution also reminds us - as the French one will 
next week - that revolutionary ideas and values are not always 
easy to live up to. Nothing challenges one's belief in equality 
quite like becoming rich and powerful. Indeed, rare is the 
revolutionary who doesn't become, on some level, like Orwell's 
pigs, insisting that while all animals were created equal, some 
were created more equal than others. In short, if you're going 
to base your new society on philosophy, you should try to 
found it on ideals that are as inclusive and humanistic as 
possible - because the people executing those ideas will never be ideal. 


