



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2024 by Nathan Perl-Rosenthal


Cover design by Emmily O’Connor


Cover images © Bridgeman Images; © MM_Photos / Shutterstock.com


Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Basic Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


www.basicbooks.com


First Edition: February 2024


Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Basic books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Perl-Rosenthal, Nathan, 1982– author.


Title: The age of revolutions : and the generations who made it / Nathan Perl-Rosenthal.


Description: First edition. | New York : Basic Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index. 


Identifiers: LCCN 2023028253 | ISBN 9781541603196 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781541603202 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Revolutions—History—18th century. | History, Modern—18th century. | Revolutions—History—19th century. | United States—History—Revolution, 1775–1783. | France—History—Revolution, 


 1789–1799. | Haiti—History—Revolution, 1791–1804. 


Classification: LCC D295 .P47 2024 | DDC 303.6/4090333—dc23/eng/20230812 


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023028253


ISBNs: 9781541603196 (hardcover), 9781541603202 (ebook)


E3-20231229-JV-NF-ORI














For my parents
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Basic Books logo]


















[image: image]

ATLANTIC WORLD, ca. 1760












[image: image]

ATLANTIC WORLD, ca. 1825





















INTRODUCTION



John Adams’s long life began in one world and ended in another. The year he was born, 1737, a handful of kings ruled over most of Europe and a good part of the American landmass. He grew up in a world of empires built around political and social hierarchies that set the rulers apart from the ruled. By the time Adams died in 1826, a series of revolutions on both sides of the Atlantic had swept away much of this old regime: the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions; the Spanish American independence movements; and a host of smaller uprisings. The world they made was one in which republics and individual rights, though not necessarily equality, were in the ascendant. They varied in their scope and aims, but contemporaries saw unity in their diversity: Thomas Paine, writer and legislator, spoke for many when he anointed the period a single “age of revolutions.”1


The era’s revolutions were a work of both light and shade. They shattered the empires that had bracketed the Atlantic Ocean, creating dozens of new states, but did so in part through a series of destructive wars. Kings in France, North America, Spain, and much of western and central Europe were overthrown, at least temporarily, and republican regimes rose in their place. These governments, based on the sovereignty of the people, gave the populace a new voice in politics, yet most excluded women and non-white people from full citizenship. The new nations’ leaders not infrequently used elections to win and retain dictatorial power. And though some revolutionaries challenged the institution of slavery, enslavement persisted and grew in many jurisdictions.


An archipelago of paper spread across three continents documents the lives of the revolutions’ protagonists. Take Louis-Augustin Bosc, born in France when Adams was twenty-two. His journals and letters, held in two high-ceilinged Paris libraries, tell the story of a deep friendship with leaders of the French Revolution and a decades-long struggle to find his way after they were murdered during the Terror. Or Maria Rivadeneyra, the wellborn prioress of a convent in Peru. Her story is written in fat bundles in Spain’s General Archive of the Indies and slim dossiers in one-room archives in Cuzco. In 1780, as Adams traveled in Europe as an emissary of the revolutionary United States, Madre Maria was weighing whether to support a massive Native-led rebellion. Three decades later, her nephew took part in some of the early movements toward Spanish American independence. A box of neatly organized business papers, tucked inside another family’s collection in a Philadelphia archive, is what survives of Marie Bunel. Born into slavery in the French island colony of Saint-Domingue, she became a successful trader under the old regime and a confidant of Toussaint Louverture, the Haitian Revolution’s preeminent leader.


How these individuals and other revolutionaries transformed the political world is the subject of this book: the first history of the age of revolutions to encompass the entire period from the 1760s to the 1820s on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. While no history can claim to be comprehensive, I aim to understand the age of revolutions as a whole, both geographically and temporally. This was the challenge laid down more than six decades ago by two great historians of the era, R. R. Palmer and Eric Hobsbawm. They showed that to understand the period’s role in larger historical processes, from the rise of democracy to the emergence of capitalism, one had to look beyond any single revolution. But their books, though foundational, are not the final word. An enormous amount of new knowledge has accumulated about the revolutionary era since Palmer’s second volume appeared in 1964, especially about ordinary people and revolutionary culture. Both historians also slighted two regions, the Caribbean and Spanish America, that played a crucial part in how the revolutionary era unfolded. I follow the trail that Palmer and Hobsbawm mapped out but did not quite travel themselves: a history that traverses the entire sixty-year period, on both sides of the Atlantic, across social classes.2


Showing how revolutionaries organized and mobilized politically is at the center of the story that I tell. Political revolutions have multiple causes: new ideas, political and social tensions, a leadership ready to take the reins. But what makes a revolution happen, in the most immediate sense, is political organizing and political mobilization. Revolutionaries organize by making connections with one another and creating the means, informal or institutional, to work together toward common goals. Mobilization means that revolutionaries recruit a significant segment of the population to their cause—which is essential for major and lasting changes in a political system to occur. I argue that it took two generations for durable mass political movements to emerge in the age of Atlantic revolutions. The first generation, which dominated revolutions before 1800, largely failed to create such movements; the second generation, rising in the early nineteenth century, succeeded. The slow development of mass politics across two generations had profound political consequences, shaping each of the era’s revolutions and leaving an imprint on the political cultures and institutions that the era created.3


During the first three decades of unrest in the Atlantic world, circa 1765 to 1799, patriots struggled to organize political movements that could bridge classes and racial groups. The revolutions during these decades began in North America, where British colonists rose against imperial taxes and reforms, and in Spanish South America, where armed rebellions pitted colonists, Natives, and the imperial government against one another. Smaller revolts followed during the 1780s in the Netherlands, the Swiss Confederation, and Belgium (then part of the Habsburg empire). In 1789, the Kingdom of France broke out into a revolution that would, in less than four years, transform the continent’s most powerful country into a republic. In 1791, enslaved people in France’s preeminent Caribbean colony, Saint-Domingue, began a decade-long revolutionary struggle for emancipation. After 1795, French armies spurred the overthrow of governments in the Low Countries, Switzerland, and parts of Italy and Germany. France itself experienced a further series of abrupt political changes during the middle years of the 1790s, culminating in the seizure of power by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799.


The actors in this first wave of revolutions had worldviews that were shaped by their upbringing in the hierarchical world of the mid-eighteenth-century Atlantic empires. A worldview, or what the social scientist Pierre Bourdieu called a “habitus,” is a mental matrix or set of principles for navigating the world. Each person’s habitus is formed in early life by the kind of society in which the young person grows up. Early experiences become an inner template, a set of expectations about how the world works, which influences how the individual behaves throughout later life. All the members of the first revolutionary generation, from the enslaved person to the prince, had been reared in a world in which largely fixed social statuses were an inescapable “social fact,” a lived reality that pervaded their societies. Their early lives had been an education in living with hierarchy, teaching them to stand, speak, and act in ways that protected their status while grasping for whatever advantages might be winnable. Social structures and stratification were not the same in every part of the Atlantic world, to be sure. But the variations were differences of degree, not of kind. Even in regions with strong egalitarian traditions, social and political hierarchy was a fact of life.4


The hierarchical reflexes of the first-generation revolutionaries, acting as so many barriers between class and racial groups, made it difficult for them to form sustained political movements. The problem was already apparent during the political crises in British North America and Spanish Peru that inaugurated the age of revolutions. The North American patriot movement was divided between elite and working-class wings: both wings largely excluded Black Americans and they pursued distinct strategies of resistance to the British government. Riven by internal divisions, the patriot movement teetered repeatedly on the edge of collapse between 1765 and 1775; it owed most of its victories to the imperial government’s missteps. Politics in the United States remained quite status bound after the colonies declared their independence in 1776. Similar divisions undercut the revolutionary movement in Spanish Peru. A powerful Native-led revolt in 1780 was crushed by the government with the help of American-born colonists. A prolonged conflict over local governance then ensued between the imperial authorities and those same colonists, which ended in the colonists’ defeat.


Revolutionaries in Europe during the 1780s and early 1790s had if anything even more trouble uniting populations with divergent worldviews. The 1787 collapse of an initially powerful patriot movement in the Netherlands came about in good part because its elite and working-class arms could not agree on how to collaborate. The French Revolution, beginning in 1789, had greater success and a wider impact. Yet at its center, in Paris, it was perpetually unstable: the revolution went through half a dozen distinct political regimes between 1789 and 1799 and experienced repeated bloody purges of its leadership. This instability had multiple causes, but a crucial part of the story was that revolutionary elites and working-class patriots had sharply different approaches to organizing and ideas about who should lead. This pattern of damaging internal division was repeated, with some variations, in the many client states that revolutionary France created after 1794, the so-called sister republics.


Saint-Domingue, where the first modern antislavery revolution began in 1791, experienced another version of this early revolutionary pattern. The island was more riven by structures of domination than any place in the Atlantic world: a slave society, it was ruled by a small population of free people who held 90 percent of the island’s inhabitants in permanent bondage. A host of fine gradations existed within these categories, with major differences between wealthy white planters and other white people, and a substantial population of free people of color who held a middle space between the free and the enslaved. The revolution took shape in and around these complex divisions. The initial revolt of the enslaved had been preceded by an unsuccessful revolt led by wealthy free people of color. Once the revolution had begun, many of the caste and class groupings developed their own military forces and sought to defend their prerogatives against the others. When collaborations did develop across lines of caste and class, they were always shadowed by suspicion.


By 1799, patriots’ inability to sustain large-scale political mobilizations had left many of their revolutions looking distinctly wobbly. France’s republican government, along with those of many of its sister states, was teetering on the edge of collapse by 1799. Formerly enslaved people had gained control of Saint-Domingue, but their freedom remained under severe threat. Spanish America was back under the thumb of its imperial government. Even the United States, which had a relatively stable republican government, was bitterly divided internally and at risk of being drawn into wars it could not win. The fate of the first wave of revolutions appeared very uncertain. Their various promises, including independence, republican government, local autonomy, and great social equality, were nowhere firmly established.


The first wave of revolutions nonetheless succeeded in disrupting the social, economic, and political structures of the eighteenth-century Atlantic empires. Purposeful political changes eroded some of the foundations of the old regime, including monarchies, legal privileges, and a variety of aristocratic ruling bodies. Just as important were the indirect effects of political change, especially the havoc wrought by revolution-sparked wars. These wars swept up tens of thousands in a whirlwind of destruction. Fortunes were made and lost, injecting significant mobility—both upward and downward—into Atlantic societies.


The Atlantic-wide crisis of the late eighteenth century was an incubator in which the second revolutionary generation was born, grew up, and came to maturity. Those born after 1760 in most regions of the Atlantic world experienced firsthand the disruptions that the revolutions caused. Napoleon Bonaparte, born in 1769, is a good example: he was a child during the American Revolution and just twenty when the Bastille fell. These younger revolutionaries’ upbringing in a world set in motion—a chaotic, exciting, frightening world—shaped their worldviews in ways that were quite different from those of their elders. The members of this second revolutionary generation took for granted that social status was changeable and not fixed. (Naturally, there were outliers in both directions; generational shifts always occur along a spectrum.)5


As they came to maturity around 1800, members of this generation became the engines of a major cultural shift. Theaters, dance halls, and other public spaces proliferated in which members of different classes and castes were present on terms of relative equality. Gentlemen in places as different as Washington, DC, and Cuzco began to socialize on terms of relative equality with the lower orders. Younger members of the elite were also far more accepting of significant social mobility than their parents had been. A different social imaginary accompanied these changes in practice. Playwrights and visual artists found ready audiences for stories about mobility between and among castes and classes. Religious movements flourished on both sides of the Atlantic, Jewish as well as Christian, that reimagined spiritual success as within the reach of all believers rather than just a small elite.


These younger people became the main protagonists of a second wave of revolutions, which included continuations of prior revolutionary movements and extensions of political agitation into new areas. In 1804, Haiti declared its independence and solidified a national government. In 1808, under now emperor Napoleon Bonaparte, France invaded Spain and effectively toppled the Spanish monarchy. This sparked a political crisis in Spanish America that would last most of two decades. Spanish Americans innovated new forms of government, seized control of state power, and declared their independence. Between 1806 and 1814, French arms and diplomacy pushed major political change throughout Europe, reaching as far as Poland. The restoration of the French monarchy in 1815, after Napoleon’s fall, ushered in a broad return to kingly government in Europe, though hardly a return to the old regime. In the Americas, the hemisphere’s independent states continued to change rapidly, including radical expansions of the franchise, strikes against the institution of slavery, and the creation of new political institutions. These transformations culminated in the early 1820s, when nearly all of Spanish America secured its independence.


Having grown accustomed to sharing social and cultural spaces, elite and working-class revolutionaries after 1800 were far more comfortable than their forebears had been taking part in mixed-class political movements. Where elite patriots in 1780 might have considered it dishonorable or disreputable to associate too closely with working-class patriots, by 1820 this stigma had substantially diminished. Acceptance of social mobility made it possible for activists from the lower orders to rise to leadership positions and for elites to accept or co-opt them. Lowborn leaders became more numerous and more prominent after 1800. Mobility also forced elites to pay closer attention to demands “from below.” Elite leaders, recognizing that their positions were not immutable, took active measures to manage their coalitions. All of this helped to foster political mobilizations that were, on the whole, much more durable and at a larger scale than those before 1800.


Sustained, large-scale mobilizations, like a more advanced plow, could furrow the political soil more deeply. The post-1800 mobilizations could accomplish changes that had not been possible before. This was plainly visible in the durable new forms of political life that emerged. Political parties stabilized in the United States, and both Saint-Domingue and western Europe gained their first stable political regimes since 1789. In Spanish America, where revolution had previously been impeded, new political units erupted into existence with unprecedented speed after 1808. These new regimes successfully pushed through far-reaching political reforms, including a number that had failed before, such as expansions of suffrage, reforms of administration and the law, and the abolition or limitation of slavery.


The powerful political mobilization that took place after 1800 could turn in a number of directions. Alexis de Tocqueville, the great nineteenth-century French political observer and theorist, suggested as much in a passage in Democracy in America. There were two ways that “equality” could be reflected in politics, he wrote: “Rights must either be given to each citizen or given to no one.” Peoples “must choose… between the sovereignty of the people and the absolute power of a king.” Tocqueville oversimplified the matter when he suggested that there were only two options. In practice, every revolutionary state opted to grant rights to some and not to others. But his intuition that mass politics built on ideas of equality could go in multiple directions is spot on. Mass mobilization could lead to democratic outcomes, in which everyone was endowed with a piece of the sovereignty. Or it could become the foundation for tyranny and one-man rule.6


During the quarter century after 1800, many of the revolutionary movements in the Atlantic world took an illiberal turn. New monarchies and empires developed, first in France under Napoleon and then in the rest of Europe. These monarchies, though formally conservative, had revolutionary projects of their own. The Dutch monarchy created in 1814–1815, for instance, modernized the Netherlands’ political and economic systems. On Saint-Domingue, in the United States, and in Spanish America, political movements strengthened equality for the majority at the expense of minorities. The enslaved, free people of color, and Native peoples were pushed out of the charmed circle of the polity in order to permit equality to reign within. Progress that had been made on the rights of women was reversed in a number of regions, including the loss of rights to vote and divorce that had been acquired earlier. The mass movements that took off after 1800, in sum, fulfilled some of the greatest dreams of the early revolutionary era but only by dint of abandoning or betraying others.


In order to tell the story of the Atlantic revolutions over six decades, I have adopted a structure that brings key regions, events, and groups of revolutionary actors into focus sequentially. The book begins in the prerevolutionary period and goes through the 1820s, moving around the Atlantic world as it moves forward in time. In each chapter, I have made choices about which revolution to spotlight, which episodes within it to consider at length, and which actors should have pride of place. These decisions are based on my sense of which moments are most necessary and illuminating for understanding the revolutionary era. Some will be unsurprising: the American, French, Haitian, and Spanish American revolutions each get extended treatment. Other choices, including my attention to the republican movement in Genoa, to Hasidism and Protestantism, or to monarchic revolutions after 1800, may be unexpected. These more offbeat movements illuminate larger phenomena and offer “limit cases” that reveal the outer boundaries of widespread revolutionary processes.7


The focus throughout these chapters, even as they move from place to place, remains squarely on how revolutionaries organized political movements, especially across class and caste divides. This means devoting special attention to the mechanics of political organizing while putting other elements of revolutionary politics in the background. In the case of the French Revolution, for instance, I spend more time teasing out how revolutionary crowds came together, and how they worked with or against political clubs run by gentlemen, than discussing the intricacies of constitutional texts or the revolutionary French state’s fiscal strategies. In general, constitutions and constitution making, which were most often the product of political organizing rather than the cause, remain in the background. And while warfare is an important element of the story, the details of grand strategy and individual battles remain largely off in the distance.


There are also limits to the book’s geographic scope. It encompasses North and South America, the Caribbean, and Europe. It does not deal in depth with either Africa or Native America, the large swath of the American continent that remained under effective Native rule during this period. Excellent recent scholarship has shown the distinctiveness of these regions’ political and cultural development during this period. They cannot and ought not be folded unceremoniously into the Atlantic revolutions framework that emerged out of European and Euro-American empires and nations. Similarly, the book learns from and complements new work on the age of revolutions in the Pacific and Indian Ocean regions without presuming to include them.8


Throughout the book, I combine three distinct methodologies that historians have developed for studying worldviews and practices in the past. One approach is biographical. I have selected a small group of individuals whose political lives and worlds I study in detail. Four of them—John Adams, Louis-Augustin Bosc, Marie Bunel, and Maria Rivadeneyra—have already been introduced. John Quincy Adams, John Adams’s son; Eudora Roland, the daughter of Bosc’s friends; and Joseph Bunel, Marie’s husband, each get shorter biographical treatment. These seven lives, though not representative in any strict sense, offer a way into the politics of the revolutionary era from the broad middle of the social spectrum. I chose individuals who inhabited different regions and somewhat different social strata: they include three women and four men, two North Americans, two born in the Caribbean or South America, and three born in Europe. Several were people of color or had intimate ties to communities of color. This diversity makes these individuals good entry points into distinct corners of the revolutionary world inhabited by people of different races, ethnicities, sexes, and homelands. Most of these individuals are relatively unknown, even to historians, and though all were deeply involved in revolutionary politics, none except for the Adamses held major political office.9


A second approach to studying the revolutionary world involves examining the practices of sociable and collective life: from crowds in the streets to coffee shops, theaters, and clubs to networks of letter writers or religious communities. These communities and collectives were central to the process of political organizing. Several of them, such as the coffeehouse, the political club, and the urban crowd, have long been recognized by historians as crucial to the formation of revolutionary movements. By looking at how these communities functioned, at the mostly unwritten rules by which they constituted and governed themselves, we can catch glimpses of shared worldviews and see how they changed over time. Noting the local variations that were visible in widely shared practices—a crowd in Boston or Cuzco, for instance, looked different from one in Paris—makes possible comparisons and contrasts around the Atlantic.


I use literary, visual, musical, and material cultures as a third way to observe social and political change. The arts were engines of revolutionary politics in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: patriots churned out prints, songs, clothing and accessories, and furnishings stamped with political messages. Artistic productions without an obvious political agenda can be even more revealing. Artists and craftspeople are close observers of changes in the world around them and skillful generalizers. The arts refract the world through the conventions of a medium, so a straight line cannot be drawn from artistic object to lived reality. But when read with due attention to their formal properties and social contexts, artists’ creations are among the most sensitive instruments available for detecting the vibrations of a seismic political or social transformation in progress.10


Three main insights flow from this generational history of the Atlantic revolutions, which may hold lessons for the present day as well. One is, simply, that we should not expect radical political change to happen quickly. There has long been a tendency, in speaking of revolution, to focus on supposedly sharp turning points and dramatic transformations. The instinct to dwell on inflection points has only deepened with the digital conquest of the past thirty years, which has made attention spans grow shorter and given credence to the utopian idea that technology can change “everything” virtually overnight. Buying into this fantasy of instantaneous revolution has significant consequences—most damagingly, a potential loss of faith in the possibility of change if the transformation fails to arrive as quickly as expected.


The history of the Atlantic revolutionary era, as I tell it here, suggests quite a different way of looking at revolutionary change. To be sure, the revolutions of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did sometimes bring about rapid, even abrupt political change. The abolition of legal privilege on the night of August 4, 1789, in the French Revolution and the US Declaration of Independence of July 4, 1776, are classic examples. But it usually took time for deep and enduring change—the kind of change that made the age of Atlantic revolution so important—to occur. North Americans decided during six months in early 1776 to quit the British empire. But it took seven years for Britain to recognize the split and decades longer before the new nation felt secure. For all the sweep of the French National Assembly’s August 4 declaration, the full effects of the end of “feudalism” were not felt until years later.11


A second implication of this book’s argument is that scholars need to rethink the special place that we accord to the American and French Revolutions in the history of modern politics. These revolutions are often celebrated for having invented the model of the stable, democratic-republican nation-state that dominates our world. In this interpretation, Spanish American independence and the Haitian Revolution were part of a “South Atlantic” second wave of revolutions, more autocratic and less stable.12 This argument is hard to sustain within the wider, generational frame for the revolutionary era that I propose in this book. There were certainly important differences between the revolutions in the South and North Atlantic. But the pattern of change over time, common to the two regions, is more striking. Revolutions before 1800 were radical in vision but limited by the weight of old-regime cultures. Revolutionary coalitions in this period, including those in France and North America, were fragile and unstable. It was the post-1800 revolutionary movements, propelled by a new generation with a more socially flexible vision, that consolidated the revolutionary accomplishments of the first phase—albeit with a significant illiberal slant.


Third, this book offers up an anti-exceptionalist history of the age of revolution. “Exceptionalism,” the idea that one of the period’s revolutions was uniquely important or singularly transformative, has been a constant companion of revolutionary history since its early days. From the nineteenth century through the late twentieth century, such exceptionalist claims were usually positive. Historians of the French Revolution asserted that “their” revolution was, in the words of one of its preeminent historians, the only “real” revolution in the eighteenth century. Historians of the American Revolution have been no less prone to asserting the centrality of their revolution in “the long sweep of world history” and arguing that it had made “America into the most liberal, democratic, and modern nation in the world.” In recent years, there has been a surprising spread of negative exceptionalist views of the American Revolution. These accounts, which are an important correction to the hagiographic histories that circulated unquestioned for far too long, view the American founding as unique in a negative sense, distinctively tainted by the patriot movement’s imbrication with slavery and racism.13


A generational perspective should have us questioning any exceptionalist version of the revolutionary era. The revolutionaries of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were certainly fighting to create a new world. But to make revolutionary ideas concrete, to give them reality, they had to work through everyday practices: marching, writing, praying, eating. The inevitable interlocking of theory and practice, vision and reality, meant that everywhere revolution took hold during these sixty years, the ghostly forms of old practices persisted within the body of the new politics. The American Revolution was haunted, to be sure, by the specters of slavery and racial prejudice. Each of the era’s revolutions was shadowed by its own old regime, by its protagonists’ habits and ways of seeing the world. That tension remains tangible and probably irresolvable—an enduring fissure in the bedrock the Atlantic revolutions lay down, on which our modern political world is built.


1















PART I



THE WEIGHT OF THE OLD REGIME, 1760–1783
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A HIERARCHICAL WORLD
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Tuesday, March 12, 1776. The presidents and counselors of the Parlement of Paris, dressed in their scarlet formal robes, filed into one of the great chambers of the palace at Versailles. In the corner rose a high seat, specially constructed for the occasion, covered with a fleur-de-lis tapestry. The counselors and presidents took their seats on benches that extended out from the throne, filling the floor of the large room.1


When the time came, the presidents of the parlement rose and went to the door, accompanied by bailiffs and heralds, to meet the king. He came surrounded by an entourage of princes, trailing a procession of provincial governors, lieutenants, and knights. In the center of the room, two bailiffs and six heralds went down on their knees, holding ceremonial staffs. Last came the keeper of the seals, the king’s chief judicial officer.2
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A lit de justice in the 1780s; print by Abraham Girardet. Courtesy of Musée Carnavalet, Paris.








The grand display, ceremonious even by the standards of the time, staged the performance of a supposedly timeless political order. In this idealized version of the French monarchy, everyone and everything existed permanently in its assigned place in the political cosmos. The exquisitely fine gradations of status conveyed by the ceremonial—who entered when, who sat where—acted out a political order in which each person was fixed in his position circling the center: the king himself.


The king, once seated, spoke only a handful of words. “I have assembled you here to make known my desires,” he announced. “My Keeper of Seals will explain them to you.”3 It was the keeper who announced the dramatic commands that the king was making on this day. Having examined the lamentable state of the poor in his kingdom, he had decided to issue a series of edicts that would reform virtually every corner of French society: abolish forced labor service for peasants, allow the free circulation of grains, and dissolve corporate bodies such as guilds.


The men of the parlement, one of the kingdom’s powerful sovereign courts, objected to the king’s commands. The First President gave a biting discourse that criticized the king for forcing the reforms through. His colleague Antoine-Louis Séguier applauded the king for responding to the “frightful situation” in which many poor French people found themselves, unable to “earn their subsistence.” Yet he pleaded with the king to not force “property owners” to shoulder the cost of helping them. The parlementaires recognized the misery of the peasantry. Great men themselves, they did not want to bear the financial burden of solving the problem.4


But the king had come not to listen but to require. The point of the lit de justice (“seat [literally: bed] of justice”) was to invoke the king as the font of justice and allow him to override the will of his subjects, even the stubborn noblemen of the parlement, who had no choice but to “register” (ratify) these edicts. When it was over, when they had done it, the king spoke again, three short sentences: I expect you to conform to my wishes; I wish to rule only by justice and the law; if problems arise, I will solve them. Then he rose and “departed in the same order in which he has entered.”5 The lit de justice was over.


The reforms that the king pushed through the parlement in 1776 were forward looking. Their goal was to spur economic and social change in the kingdom, leveling some long-standing inequalities. But the lit de justice ritual itself, the means by which these reforms were enacted, was anything but modern. The ritual invoked a world fixed in place. The jarring contrast between the program of social reform that the king advanced and the way he forced it onto his recalcitrant subjects reflected the era’s larger paradox: the age of revolutions took shape in a distinctively hierarchical world.


Evidence of social and economic stratification in human societies stretches back to well before the earliest recorded history. In the early modern era, roughly 1500 to 1800, inequality remained the norm, and its many forms overlapped and mutually reinforced one another. Foundational to all European societies were a series of supposedly natural hierarchies determined by birth: between nobles and commoners, between men and women, and among members of different racial or ethnic castes. Caste underpinned the social order in Europe’s American colonies. Europeans during these centuries gradually came to believe that Native Americans and people of African descent formed separate populations marked by bodily differences. Both groups, by the eighteenth century, were treated as subordinate castes whose status passed from one generation to the next.6


Other forms of inequality reinforced the hierarchies of birth. Inherited wealth lay largely though not exclusively in the hands of nobles. Laws sanctioned and sharpened social divisions. Legal privileges granted to guilds and corporations, as well as to established churches, allowed them to avoid taxation and police themselves. In Spanish America, Native communities were laden with burdensome fiscal obligations. The institution of slavery rendered most Black people in the Americas mere chattels in the eyes of the law.7


During the seventeenth century, which scholars have called Europe’s “century of crisis,” a modest softening of some of these hierarchies took place. The 1600s saw unusually destructive warfare and civil unrest across Europe. Crisis conditions made life difficult, but they could have the effect of reducing inequality—or, at least, rendering the power of the dominant classes less secure. Both England’s civil war (1630s and 1640s) and Germany’s destructive Thirty Years’ War (1618 to 1648) may have led to some leveling of economic inequality. Egalitarian political theories certainly flourished: in England, “Levellers” called for the redistribution of the nation’s wealth to benefit the poor.8


In the late seventeenth century, the trend line began to reverse. Inequality rose again and social stratification was reinforced. In the Americas, this change was driven by a deepening and hardening of the lines separating racial caste groups. The promulgation of the code noir (Black code) in French colonies severely limited the rights of enslaved people and curtailed the liberties of free people of color. In Virginia and the Carolinas, newly written slave codes conferred absolute legal power on enslavers and codified the perpetual character of enslavement. Legislators in these and other colonies also limited the avenues for manumission and curbed the rights of free people of color. By the middle of the eighteenth century, those who were descended from Africans, whether free or enslaved, were legally and socially subordinate to white colonists, with little hope of bettering their condition. In Spanish America, Natives had long been considered members of a separate but formally equal “republic of the Indians.” During the eighteenth century, the Spanish Crown systematically eroded the autonomy and the limited privileges of this “republic.”9


Prodigious economic growth powered the eighteenth century’s rising tide of inequality on both sides of the Atlantic. Britain, France, and the Netherlands all experienced significant growth throughout the century, driven in good part by their colonial empires. The colonies themselves grew fast. The economic output of British North America increased sevenfold between 1700 and 1774. Parts of Spanish America experienced veritable economic booms. This was particularly the case in regions, such as the Plate River estuary (present-day Buenos Aires), that had been relatively underdeveloped before. Most of this growth was fueled by the labor of the enslaved. It was their work and suffering that brought commodities like sugar, coffee, and tobacco within reach of even the humblest households of free people elsewhere in the Atlantic.10


The eighteenth-century economic boom distributed its benefits in a very unequal fashion. White workers, from the cobbler to the skilled weaver, experienced some improvements in their standard of living. As manufacturing and trade increased, what had formerly been luxury goods became more widely and cheaply available. But the gains of these workers were far smaller than those that accrued to the holders of capital: the owners of valuable land in Europe, the owners of land and enslaved people in the Americas, and the owners of productive capital goods such as ships, factories, and the like. The lion’s share of the financial benefits of expanding plantations, trade, and manufacturing went to those who were already rich. Precise figures on wealth distribution are limited for the early modern era, but the extant evidence is revealing. In France, the nobility probably accrued an increasing share of national wealth during the eighteenth century, in good measure by absorbing the fortunes non-noble families made in industry, trade, and plantation agriculture.11


Conversely, the bottom 90 percent of the Euro-American population probably held a shrinking share of the society’s total wealth from the beginning of the eighteenth century to the 1770s. Even relatively egalitarian societies, like Massachusetts, became “more stratified and unequal.” The slave societies of the Atlantic world—the Caribbean, the southern coast of North America, and parts of continental Spanish America—exemplified this eighteenth-century drama most sharply. In French Saint-Domingue, nearly 90 percent of the population consisted of enslaved people of African descent. They were, at least as far as the law was concerned, property themselves and thus could own nothing of their own. The remaining 10 percent, plus absentee landlords, held all the island’s property. It was the “most extreme case of inequality” for which we have evidence in world history.12


Inequality reshaped the cultural fabric of eighteenth-century societies. Rich and poor in Europe had always had different ways of living, from how their homes were organized to their ways of speaking. The eighteenth-century economic divergence heightened and simplified the cultural divide. The elite across the Euro-American world, from the wealthier artisans through the nobility, converged on a culture of gentility whose forms were similar from South America to central Europe. Among its most visible features were a code of civility, restrained elegance in dress, and the habit of socializing in spaces out of the public eye. Differences persisted within this shared elite culture, of course, corresponding to gradations of wealth and regional traditions. But these differences were small by comparison to the growing gulf that separated elite gentility from the cultures of the working classes. Working-class cultures remained more varied from region to region. In one important respect, though, they converged: as elite men and women partly withdrew from public spaces in the eighteenth century, working-class people took them over. In places as different as the streets of Paris and Boston, the plantation fields of Saint-Domingue, and the market squares of Charleston, the lower sorts gained an unexpected measure of dominance.13


Even for the best positioned and most talented, the road to success in the stratified world of the mid-eighteenth century was long and uncertain. Louis-Augustin Bosc, born in 1759 to a moderately well-off family, was about seventeen when the lit de justice of 1776 took place. The first decades of his life illustrate the steep challenges that his family and millions of others like it encountered as they tried to rise in the unequal societies of the late old regime.


Bosc’s father, Paul, had the energy of a man on the make. Before Louis-Augustin was born, Paul had already become a minor figure in Paris savant circles, publishing regularly with scientific academies and societies. The recognition he gained came slowly and in insufficient quantity; he felt his essays and experiments were ignored or slighted. In 1769, perhaps tiring of his fruitless efforts to enter the inner circles of Paris science, he accepted an offer to helm a new glass manufacturer near Saint-Flour, in south-central France.14


While his father fought to advance, young Louis-Augustin ran “wild” at the home of his maternal grandmother. At the age of ten, he was sent to a boarding school in Dijon. Though the school was run by monks, his teachers did not insist that he appear at mass, and they allowed him—perhaps even encouraged him—to read books by deists and skeptics. The school, too, was an element of the elder Bosc’s strategy to rise above his station. Because his maternal grandfather had been an artillery officer, the young Bosc had a leg up on entry into the artillery corps. This called for a scientific and practical education focused on mathematics. Latin and Greek might be fine for poets, but geometry and chemistry were what made the cannons fire right. This did not keep Bosc from imbibing great draughts of eighteenth-century polite culture anyway, lessons in how to carry himself and converse.


Just as Louis-Augustin was reaching the point at which his father hoped to vault him into the French elite, disaster struck. The glass manufacturer into which the elder Bosc had invested both his reputation and his money collapsed in acrimony. There were no longer means for his son to enter the army. Paul sought out another position for Louis-Augustin within the royal administration, a newly created commission on royal lands. Decades later, Louis-Augustin still remembered the exact day that his father had called him back to Paris to take up his post: February 28, 1777. This was a momentous turning point, the end of his formal education and the beginning of a new life of service to the French state.15


Louis-Augustin Bosc’s new position was intimately connected to the lit de justice that had taken place a year earlier. In 1774, a new king had come to the throne, the sixteenth French king named Louis. He had taken over upon the death of his grandfather, King Louis XV—better known as Louis le Bien Aimé, “the beloved.” Unlike his grandfather and his predecessor (the Sun King, Louis XIV), the new king was a true product of the eighteenth century. The youthful monarch, though serious and reform minded, was terribly inexperienced. In the space of his first five years on the throne, he whipsawed among advisors who held very different ideas about how to reorganize and restructure the institutions of the monarchy and the state. The lit de justice had been part of an effort by one of them, Anne-Robert Turgot, controller-general of finances from 1774 to 1776, to reform the French economy.16


Bosc found himself caught up in the accelerating pace of change. The commission to which his father had gotten him appointed was created in 1776 or 1777 by Turgot’s successors, Louis-Gabriel Taboureau and the Protestant financier and fiscal reformer Jacques Necker. A year later, in one of the period’s abrupt changes of direction, they abolished the commission and with it Bosc’s sinecure. Bosc was hardly the only person to find his dreams of glory thwarted by the rapid-fire reforms of Louis XVI’s early reign. The marquis de Lafayette, a prominent liberal aristocrat later known for his involvement in the American war, found himself similarly stymied in his military career. He had just managed to get himself appointed to a promising post in a mounted regiment in 1773 when it was rendered superfluous by the new minister of war’s plans to reform the army. Lafayette could fall back on his wealthy, powerful family’s resources and connections. For Bosc, the loss of his foothold in government was potentially disastrous.17


Salvation came along in the form of another government position, this one in the post office. The offer came from Claude-Jean Rigoley d’Ogny, a prominent aristocrat whose son had until recently served in the royal artillery. Rigoley held the powerful position of intendant general of the mails. The position’s power came not just from the many opportunities for patronage that it offered, nor from the rich pension that the king bestowed on its holder. As the head of the kingdom’s mail and courier services, Rigoley was in a position to receive information before nearly anyone else. Mastery of the mails, in this era before telecommunications, put a kingdom’s secrets in one’s hands.18


A glamorous vision of the mail was hardly in the forefront of Bosc’s mind as he began his new job. The early modern mail services were intensely tangible and material. Each letter was written by hand, each envelope hand folded and addressed, closed with sealing wax marked by a thumb or a nub or a recognizable insignia. There were no mechanical sorting machines and few house numbers to which letters could be delivered. Postal workers had to sort the mail by hand, scrutinizing hastily written addresses. The carriers who brought letters to their destination had to navigate the bewildering heterogeneity of addresses anew: some letters came with just a name and a neighborhood, others were sent care of tavern keepers. Bosc’s days were filled with utterly mundane matters. Did he wonder what had become of his dreamed-of career as he sat on the administrative council of the postal service, gravely considering the waterproofing of mail carriers’ uniforms in Paris?19


The young postal employee gamely tried to turn his new position, however uninteresting in itself, into a gateway to some intellectual relevance. One of the fringe benefits of working for the post office was that Bosc could send mail free of charge. Since in this era recipients usually paid for postage, each of his letters represented a small gift to its recipient. The privilege also made him a useful conduit for others’ mail. Before long, he claimed in a memoir with some bombast, he had “become the center of the correspondence of all of the naturalists of Europe” and a “friend to thousands of people whom I obliged, though always with moderation.”20


His boasting aside, the young Bosc at the start of his career faced the same kind of social limitations that had bedeviled his father. From a family with little fortune, which lacked a distinguished military or ecclesiastical record, Bosc had little chance of rising through the traditional ranks of old-regime French society. If he played his cards right and was diligent, he could expect a certain level of comfort and security. By the late 1770s he had already achieved that, with his post bringing in around three thousand livres per year, a small but respectable living for a young gentleman. But the kind of grand destiny to which both he and his father seem to have aspired, one that would touch the upper echelons of French government or science, remained permanently out of reach.


Bosc’s experience was echoed in lives all around the Atlantic world. For a child growing up in the mid-eighteenth century, birth was usually destiny. Fixity rather than mobility was what one could expect out of the course of one’s life. Even in regions that have often been imagined as more egalitarian, such as British North America, the possibilities for social and economic mobility were limited and dwindling over the course of the eighteenth century.21


Fixity was the rule in Massachusetts, one of the economic and cultural centers of Britain’s North American colonies. Boston’s elite formed a virtual closed corporation. Thomas Hutchinson, lieutenant governor and then governor of the colony during its last years under British rule, was the scion of a family that was already producing colonial leaders in the 1630s. John Hancock, who became one of Hutchinson’s principal antagonists as a financier and leader of the American patriot movement, had inherited most of his wealth. Hancock began his life at the top of the social ladder and he ended it there as well. For those who began farther down, the chances of rising were slim. John Adams Sr., the father of the American revolutionary and future US president John Adams, illustrates the point. Born in 1691 into a family of locally prosperous farmers, the elder John Adams enjoyed a respectable position. He farmed and worked as a shoemaker in the colder seasons. Like his ancestors, he took on a role in town government and was prominent in his local church. Yet John Adams Sr. ended his life in almost exactly the same station in which he had begun it: as a small-town notable.


The southern colonies of British North America were more socially rigid than the northern colonies. Arthur Lee, an American revolutionary who served as a diplomat alongside John Adams in the late 1770s, was one of the members of the generational gentry that ruled the southern colonies. His ancestors had come to Virginia during the seventeenth century and amassed a considerable fortune in land. From the 1640s onward, the Lees had served in leadership roles in the colony. Lee’s father was himself the inheritor of power: an enslaver of hundreds and one of the colony’s most prominent citizens.22


The experiences of enslaved people formed a mirror image to those of this permanent southern elite. Take Lizette, an “old Negro Wench” who surfaces briefly in the historical record in Charleston, South Carolina, during the years before the American Revolution. She was a marketer—one of the enslaved women who bought and sold produce, much of it grown by enslaved people in their own gardens. Lizette may have been a relatively prosperous enslaved person: she appeared in the historical record because she was accused of having taken part in a “Robbery,” suggesting that she was involved in larger commercial circuits.23 Yet whatever profits she accrued, Lizette almost certainly was born, lived, and died as an enslaved person. There was no possibility of significant status mobility in her world.


More and more people were being enslaved during these years, crossing the often fatal threshold between freedom and unfreedom. Between 1700 and 1775, the transatlantic slave trade doubled in volume, from a million people every twenty-five years to two million. Those who were enslaved faced the near certitude of a lifetime of bondage as avenues to freedom closed off for enslaved people in much of the Atlantic world.24


Fixity was the rule in Spanish America too. A wellborn woman like Maria Rivadeneyra could expect a life of leisure and power. Buoyed by the income from her family’s lands and mines, as a young woman she found a prominent place in a Cuzco convent. She remained there, a leading member of the city’s female religious hierarchy, until near the end of her life. Manuela Gonsales, a servant in the convent, lived an entirely different kind of life under the same roof. After decades of service to one of the other nuns, she inherited a small cell as a reward for her loyalty to her mistress. Yet she could never hope to find her way to the heights of power and wealth that she saw daily incarnated by Rivadeneyra.


The reality of the eighteenth-century economy and society was inescapably hierarchical. But in a number of this world’s corners, dreams of change and ideas of equality were beginning to percolate.


The eighteenth century marked the apogee of the enlightenment, a diffuse and “polyphonic intellectual movement” that ranged over many domains, from philosophy to politics and political economy to social and cultural criticism. Its participants were intellectually diverse but shared some common touch points. Among the most important was a belief that all human beings had a common origin and nature and were on some fundamental level equal. This led many of them to advocate for significant changes to the existing social and political order. Thinkers from many of the enlightenment’s disparate strands favored lifting legally mandated or culturally prescribed forms of inequality. Legal barriers to commerce and professions, discrimination against members of minority religions, and luxury were frequent targets of their ire. A small number took up the banner of antislavery and anti-imperialism, though far more found slavery and empire compatible with their concepts of natural (in)equality.25


Few of the enlightenment’s prominent thinkers dared to challenge monarchy or absolutism. On the contrary, many enlightened writers and projects found a home in the halls of power. Voltaire, one of the most celebrated figures of the French enlightenment, spent years corresponding with Frederick the Great of Prussia and took up residence at his court briefly during the early 1750s. Over the course of the century, some of the most energetic critiques of contemporary society and politics came from within governments. Political economists, lawyers, and government officials had an up-close view of the problems caused by persistent and deepening inequality. When they wrote and spoke about these issues, their arguments spread to wider publics—sometimes by accident, but often quite deliberately.26


Older intellectual currents, long circulating around the Atlantic, thrummed with notions of equality. A venerable English radical tradition, originating in the ferment of the English civil war of the previous century, had remained a subterranean stream in the Anglo-American world, kept alive by artisans and working-class radicals. It celebrated republicanism and the leveling of social and economic difference. Similarly republican traditions radiated out from the Netherlands, more or less effectively suppressed by governments. Less radical but more widespread around the Atlantic world were traditions of local autonomy and self-government, often built on ideas of civic or urban equality. In a limited and local fashion, these could provide a foundation for opposition to certain forms of inequality. Enslaved people also fought the ultimate inequality of slavery. Though the mid-eighteenth century saw few large-scale revolts of the enslaved, there is incontrovertible evidence that enslaved people were consistently advocating for themselves and seeking freedom.27


New religious movements in the eighteenth century, arising in many faiths and in multiple locations, spoke another kind of challenge to the hierarchical eighteenth-century order. In the Protestant world, the Methodist and Baptist movements took the lead. Methodism developed within the Anglican Church, in opposition to what its founders considered a spiritually bankrupt religious establishment closely tied to state religion. Methodists were firm believers in the ability of all Christians to experience forgiveness of sin and attain salvation. Baptists, whose congregations spread rapidly in North America during the decades before the American Revolution, based their faith on a radical belief in the fellowship of all believers. In their religious life, at least, they lived on a “footing of equality” with one another.28


Similar radical religious movements were taking shape around this time even in the most far-flung corners of the European world. In present-day Ukraine during the mid-eighteenth century, Jewish pietists led by a charismatic rabbi, Israel ben Eliezer (the “Besht”), lay the foundation for a revolutionary mass spiritual movement, Hasidism. Followers of the Besht rejected the ordinary religiosity of their age, seeking to achieve what they called devekut: a higher attachment to or communion with the divine. They believed that most Jews could achieve this with the help of tzaddikim, leaders with a unique spiritual endowment (and often a prominent rabbinic lineage) who acted as conductors of divine connection. Though spiritual hierarchy was integral to their belief system, the Hasidim were genuinely radical in their belief that all Jews, not just a spiritual elite, should pursue devekut.29


Spiritual and religious radicalism in the eighteenth century spilled over into political protest and challenges to the established order. In New England, Christian millennialism merged into and amplified political protests. The Methodists’ belief in the possibility of salvation for all made them political outcasts in many of the regions where the movement put down deep roots. In Britain and North America, members of the established church and the political elite regarded Methodists with suspicion if not outright dislike. Baptists, whose beliefs were widely consider heterodox in the period, were harassed and even prosecuted. One influential scholar argued that their spiritual beliefs played an important role in the coming of the American Revolution. The Hasidim in eastern Europe engaged in similar confrontations with the established Jewish communal leadership, both secular and religious. As the Hasidic “conquest” unfolded, it brought with it fierce battles over money, religious authority, and communal power.30


By the eve of the revolutionary era, visions of change were widespread across the European and American worlds. Many of these ideas remained marginal or unrealized. But their power and appeal were already unmistakable.


The revolutions that began in the 1760s set their sights on breaking the Atlantic world’s stagnant political and social order. Over and over, revolutionaries denounced inherited statuses, proclaimed equality, and called for a loosening of the economic and social bonds that held down the people. They knew the task of reforming or even overturning the old regime would not be easy. They knew that there would be many obstacles to overcome on the way to making their visions into reality. Yet few of the revolutionaries could imagine how deeply their own worldviews implicated them in the hierarchical world that they denounced.
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THE FIRST IMPERIAL CRISIS
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North America was the first part of the Atlantic imperial world to burst open in a major uprising. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the British Crown had founded or conquered colonies that stretched along the North American coastline. They reached from the plains and barrier islands of Georgia in the south to stony New England and the vastness of Canada’s Hudson Bay in the north. The North American empire led Britain into a global war with France in the mid-eighteenth century. When it ended in 1763, the British government set out to rebuild its eroded finances. Among the measures that Parliament adopted were modest new taxes on its American colonists and enhanced enforcement of existing revenue laws.


A sizeable and politically potent segment of North American colonists took umbrage at these imperial reforms. Between 1765 and 1770, colonists in thirteen of Britain’s North American provinces began to build a political movement. They organized resistance committees, nullified imperial authority on the ground, and secured the repeal of several acts of Parliament. But the patriot movement was far from an unstoppable force. Their cause advanced haltingly, with periods of intense activity giving way to quiescence. Even the most fervent devotees of the cause were divided among themselves and struggled to mount sustained campaigns. Much of the population remained indifferent or outright hostile.


The eighteenth century’s hierarchical social order lay at the root of the discord and dysfunction within the North American patriot movement. John Adams, the future US president and an early participant in the movement, was an eyewitness to the social world out of which this divided patriot party grew. As a gifted striver born in 1737 into a middling household, Adams had had to push his way into the elite during the middle decades of the century. He struggled to rise against a constant current of opposition, straining to gain his footing without the hidden ropes of wealth and status to guide him. He finally gained acceptance in elite circles around 1765, just as the imperial crisis began. He went on to play a central role in organizing the opposition to the imperial government in Boston and then across the colonies. But the memory of his painful ascent, and his enduring sense that he did not belong, never left him.


The hierarchical world of the colonies spawned a divided patriot movement in the cities and towns along the coast after 1765, split between groups drawn from different social strata. Gentleman patriots in New York and Boston clubbed and communicated with other gentlemen while working-class urban men formed parallel movements from below. The two groups frequently worked at cross-purposes. When they did manage to march together, it was usually a haphazard and disjointed collaboration. The patriot movement was even more sharply divided along lines of caste. Black men and women, enslaved and free, found little place for themselves within the movement against the imperial government. The patriots’ decision to organize along lines of caste meant that at least a fifth of the colonies’ population had little if any incentive to join with them.


John Adams’s early life foreshadowed the possibilities and the challenges the American patriot movement would face. He came from a farming family in Braintree, a quiet and undistinguished town just south of Boston. His parents’ household was comfortable but hardly on an upward trajectory. His father, John Adams Sr., hoped fervently that his son would rise above his own station. He despaired that John seemed to like nothing better than to spend his days in play: “Driving hoops, playing marbles, playing Quoits, Wrestling, Swimming, Skaiting and above all… shooting.” School, when John paid attention at all, did not excite him.1


Had the Adamses been well-off, secure, and confident in their social position, Deacon Adams might have let John enjoy his carefree days. In a 1693 pamphlet entitled Some Thoughts Concerning Education, the bible of eighteenth-century genteel child-rearing, the philosopher John Locke advised the parents of young gentlemen to leave their boys “perfectly free and unrestrained” in “all their innocent folly, playing, and childish actions.” “A child will learn three times as much,” he opined, “when he is in tune, as he will with double the time and pains, when he… is dragged unwillingly to it.”2 This laissez-faire approach assumed that young gentlemen, no matter how little they learned in school, would be floated along into prosperous adulthood by their families’ wealth and prestige.


The Adamses did not have the luxury of such dynastic good fortune. John Adams would have to work for it. In school, he learned the basics of mathematics and science, and learned to read classical authors in Greek and Latin. Just as important, he began to acquire the skills of genteel behavior that he would need in order to fit into the upper classes. He learned how to enter a room and carry on a conversation according to the ritualized, unwritten rules of the fashionable eighteenth century. His schoolmaster showed him how to write elegant letters addressing people of different stations, each with its distinct tone and phrasing. He eventually matriculated at Harvard at the age of fifteen, roughly the average for freshmen at the time. There, in nights spent in intense discussions with other men his age, or drinking together with them in clubs, he practiced comporting himself as a young gentleman was supposed to among his peers.3


A year after finishing college, Adams decided to become a lawyer. The law appealed to him intellectually. Just as important—for he had learned the lesson his father had tried so hard to teach him—the law provided a well-trodden path to respectability without the need for money or family connections. Becoming a merchant, storekeeper, or manufacturer could all provide paths to potentially great wealth. But each required substantial investments of capital to begin, and they entailed significant ongoing risk. Lawyering, though less likely to make one rich, was respectable and relatively cheap to get started. It was also becoming, in the eighteenth century, a skilled profession whose practitioners had created a closed guild that protected them from competition.4


It did not take long for Adams to discover that his success in the law might still be stunted by the constricting social forces of the mid-eighteenth century. Though it was relatively easy to enter the law, mobility within the profession was as limited as it was elsewhere in his society. The leaders of the Boston bar mostly came from prominent families who by this time had many generations of distinguished ancestors behind them. When he completed his legal apprenticeship in the fall of 1758, Adams found that there were “dozens of young barristers” in Boston in a similar situation to him and felt that he was “in a poor position to compete with most of them.” He did not have to wait long for confirmation of his worries. Shortly after he moved to Boston, Adams went to meet one of the leading lawyers in town, Benjamin Prat. Prat bluntly told the young attorney that “no Body in this Country knows any Thing about you. So no Body can say any Thing in your favour, but by hearsay.”5


Having come this far, Adams refused to accept the second-class role he was being offered by Prat and his ilk. He went to meet with the other leading light of the Boston bar, Jeremiah Gridley, to seek his blessing. That meeting went considerably better than the one with Prat. True, Gridley offered him patronizing advice—including counseling him to avoid an “early Marriage,” which would be undesirable for his career. But he offered an embrace as well. “I will recommend you to the Court,” he assured Adams, a promise that he fulfilled a little more than a week later.6


Over the next two years, with the help of Gridley’s sponsorship and a great deal of hard work, Adams slowly made a place for himself in the Boston legal community. It was a slog: he built his practice by making the rounds of the local courts, taking on small-time property cases involving debts and inheritances. The work was dull and his progress frustratingly slow. Adams dealt with the irritation he experienced by criticizing himself. I am “grop[ing] in dark Obscurity,” he griped about his inability to land any of the larger cases that would earn him more money and allow him to make his mark. Two years later, he was still excoriating himself for his self-perceived failures. In spite of often waking up near dawn, he wrote, “I have not improved my Time, properly. I have dozed and sauntered away much of my Time.”7 The feeling of failure Adams expressed was exaggerated, but it did reflect the very real obstacles he encountered as he tried to advance professionally.


Adams’s path during these years was made more difficult by the colony’s precarious military situation. Britain and France had been at war since 1756—their fourth major conflict since the 1680s. During the initial years of the war, in 1757 and 1758, British forces had fallen back on nearly every front, from India to the Caribbean to continental Europe. In North America, French forces allied to Native nations threatened New England and the western borders of the colonies to the south. New England troops and British regulars went on the offensive in 1759 and, in 1760, as the tide of the war began to turn around the globe, conquered French Canada. All of this, in addition to creating political instability and anxiety, was fantastically expensive; the war drained the treasuries of both the British government and its colonies. When the two powers concluded the Treaty of Paris in 1763, ending the war, Britain had gained colonies and bragging rights but was looking financial disaster in the face.8


As Britain’s fortunes improved in the war, Adams’s personal life began to look up as well. In 1761, he started courting a well-educated woman, ten years his junior, named Abigail Smith. Their relationship was lighthearted and sweet. “Miss Adorable,” he addressed Abigail with mock ceremony in October 1762, “I hereby order you to give him, as many Kisses, and as many Hours of your Company after 9 O’Clock as he shall please to Demand.” Money, the means to support a new household, was never far from the young couple’s minds. “I presume I have good Right to draw upon you for the Kisses,” John joked in one letter to Abigail, likening her to a delinquent business partner, “as I have given two or three Millions at least, when one has been received.” The two married in late 1764, and within a few months Abigail was pregnant.9 She gave birth to their first child, a girl whom they named Abigail (Nabby), in July 1765.


Nabby’s arrival coincided with the start of a new phase in the empire’s politics. With the war over, the new prime minister, George Grenville, decided to try to revive the empire’s finances by raising revenue in the North American colonies. He proposed a modest stamp tax, which would have required all printed documents—everything from shipping forms to newspapers and legal documents—to be produced on special stamped paper sent over to the colonies from England. The Stamp Act would have been the first tax levied directly on the colonies by Parliament, but it was otherwise unremarkable; similar stamp taxes had long been levied in Britain itself. So Grenville was somewhat surprised when news of the act, arriving in North America in June 1765, generated an enormous outcry. Merchants, lawyers, and printers worried that the stamps would impose new costs on their businesses. Other colonists feared that the direct imposition of taxes on the colonies signaled the beginning of a shift toward more hands-on governance from the imperial center, with a corresponding loss of local autonomy and power. Pamphlets and newspapers blared out “Defiance” to the “Tyranny” of the government and its “deliberate, cruel” attack on the rights of the North American colonists.10


The crisis that developed over the Stamp Act in 1765 and 1766 marked the first time that Britain’s North American colonists, famous for their internecine squabbling, made common cause against the imperial center. How to organize a political movement across the colonies, with their varied societies, was a new problem. The movement, centered in the coastal cities and towns, included both working people and genteel colonists. Drawing on their midcentury upbringings, the two wings took substantially different approaches to organizing against the act. Artisans and laborers, channeling traditions of popular protest, organized riots and targeted violence to prevent the Stamp Act from going into effect. Gentlemen created an intercolonial conversation through polite letters. These exchanges allowed them to affirm their shared political beliefs without committing to any specific action or assuming much personal risk.


The American opposition to the Stamp Act crystallized around self-appointed groups calling themselves the Sons of Liberty. The New York Sons were the first to organize in November 1765, and similar groups popped up in towns across New England and upstate New York. By early 1766, they were present in all of the colonies’ major towns. The vast majority of the participants in these groups were members of the lower orders. In maritime Boston and New York, which lived from their overseas trade and fisheries, sailors formed the largest part of the crowds. In Philadelphia and Charleston, artisans who worked in the less skilled and more precarious trades—shoemakers, candlemakers, ropewalk workers—appeared most frequently.11


All of the Sons groups also included at least a sprinkling of genteel members, with larger numbers joining in the cities. These genteel Sons for the most part had close ties to commerce. Many, especially in New England and the Middle Colonies (New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania), were merchants or merchant captains. Boston’s Sons included John Hancock, a wealthy merchant and smuggler, and Samuel Adams, son of another of the town’s leading merchants. In the South, the leading patriots were almost all planters and traders who enjoyed some form of dynastic wealth: Randolphs and Lees in Virginia, Laurenses in South Carolina, Pacas and Chases in Maryland. Lawyers played a prominent role—among them John Adams, a relative newcomer enlisted in the cause by his onetime patron Jeremiah Gridley.12


Working-class patriots did the physically hard and often dirty labor of nullifying the Stamp Act on the ground. Starting in the summer of 1765, they attacked the individuals who were charged with distributing stamped paper. In Boston and Annapolis, crowds pulled down homes and warehouses belonging to stamp distributors. They did not hesitate to rough up merchants or officials who dared to disobey their orders. When the first shipments of stamped paper from England arrived in the colonies in each of the major port towns, from Boston in the North to Charleston in the South, the same patriots organized to prevent the paper from being landed, to seize and destroy it once it had reached land, and to prevent it from being used. These crowd actions were simultaneous but not coordinated. In the early fall of 1765, a number of such actions took place across the colonies, far enough apart that news of one action could not have reached the others beforehand.13


In February 1766, within a few days of each other, New York City and Philadelphia crowds independently torched piles of the “infernal” stamped paper. The sooty smoke that the burning papers gave off, coating the faces and hands of the men who tended the bonfires, hung in the sharp winter air, a reminder of the tangible quality of the crowds’ resistance.14


The more genteel members of the Sons groups involved themselves only peripherally in these local forms of direct action. They focused their attention outward, toward their peers in other towns and colonies. The idea of such intercolonial exchanges had already been broached at the so-called Stamp Act Congress held in New York City in October 1765. The meeting had produced a forceful declaration of colonial rights but little in the way of practical plans for coordination among the colonies. As the crisis deepened, merchant-patriots began to slip passages about politics into letters with their commercial correspondents in other colonies. In late 1765, William Holt of Virginia dropped an aside about politics into the end of one of his commercial letters to William Palfrey, John Hancock’s right-hand man. “We are as violent opposers of ye Stamp Act here as you in N England,” he wrote, “& we will never submit to ye chains.” Exploiting business letters in this way was risky, however, since it violated the cardinal rule of eighteenth-century polite correspondence. Gentlemen avoided off-topic or potentially controversial subjects to keep their correspondents from finding them “disagreeable.”15


Gentlemen Sons of Liberty soon created a new model of correspondence for their intercolonial exchanges that co-opted the form of the polite letter to purely political ends. Scores of these letters, stuffed with political platitudes, flowed in and out of the hands of Sons groups, helping to create an easy sense of solidarity among them. The Baltimore Sons assured their correspondents in New York City in early 1766 that “we firmly unite with you for the preservation of our constitutional rights, and liberties.” The New York Sons, in turn, praised their counterparts in Fairfield, Connecticut, for “firmly… uniting with the sons of liberty throughout the colonies.” And writing to other counterpart groups in Connecticut, they congratulated them on their “spirit of liberty and union.” The letter writers were fond of reiterating their “highest detestation” of the Stamp Act to one another. These statements offered nothing that was new from an ideological point of view; they merely conveyed empathy and agreement. The Sons’ correspondence practices gave them a sense of common purpose while avoiding the knotty questions that the intercolonial opposition raised, from stark differences between more urban and more rural areas to huge differences in population and power among colonies.16


Yet the Sons increasingly recognized that this low-risk approach to politics brought correspondingly few rewards. The Sons’ resistance had prevented the Stamp Act from going into effect, but Parliament seemed unwilling to repeal the offending legislation. A stalemate appeared to be forming. In March 1766, the genteel and working-class Sons belatedly began to contemplate practical coordination across the colonies. In a circular letter to other Sons groups, the Providence Sons suggested that an interruption of “commercial intercourse” with Britain might be an effective pressure tactic against Parliament. The New York Sons agreed but stressed that “if that is the case, we conceive a personal interview (previous to it) indispensable.” Other groups agreed that the only way to move toward fuller coordination across the colonies would be to hold an in-person meeting: their existing epistolary arrangements simply would not permit the creation of such a coordinated, governance-like body. The New Yorkers wrote in similar terms to the Boston Sons: before a “general plan to be pursued” by all the colonies could be developed, they insisted, it had to be discussed at a “Congress of the sons of liberty” first.17


Before the Sons could call another face-to-face meeting, though, the British government blinked. Later in March 1766, reports began to filter back to America that Parliament had repealed the Stamp Act. In point of fact, the British government had decided to stage a tactical retreat: Parliament repealed the act while declaring (in another act, passed simultaneously) that it had a perfect right to tax the American colonies. The news of repeal was nonetheless greeted with elation by the North American resistance. The Sons began to disband almost as soon as the news arrived. The New York Sons, who had been the first to organize, were the first to dissolve themselves. They were followed, in quick succession, by the groups in Boston, Philadelphia, Charleston, and smaller towns and cities.18


The Sons’ pride in having helped secure the Stamp Act’s repeal could not hide the weaknesses that the immediate crisis had revealed. The Sons of Liberty had recognized from the outset that they could only hope to turn back the power of the British empire by working together across colonies and classes. An improvised collaboration along these lines, thrown together by local groups and loose intercolonial coordination, had been enough to jockey the empire into a temporary retreat in 1766. But as the conflict deepened and grew more complex in the subsequent years, the gaps and fissures that the Sons had overlooked in 1765 and early 1766 would only became more apparent and more difficult to manage.


One of the American movement’s weaknesses in 1765–1766 and after, was that it shut its doors to the Black people who made up nearly a quarter of the colonial population. Most of these half a million people of African descent lived, enslaved, in the southern colonies. Tens of thousands lived in colonies farther to the north, especially New York and Pennsylvania. Philadelphia, New York, and several smaller cities were home to substantial communities of free Black people. These were not small or inconsequential populations. Yet the organized patriot movement made virtually no effort to enlist them in the cause. Indeed, some patriots tried to use fears of slave revolt to push white colonists into greater solidarity, suggesting darkly that the imperial government might try to enlist the enslaved on their side of the conflict.19


For the vast majority of enslaved people in North America, who lived and labored on plantations, the first years of the British imperial crisis were little more than a distant rumble. Direct action against the Stamp Act was concentrated in cities and towns that received the shipments of the paper. The agitation against the Stamp Act brought almost no visible disruption to daily life on the large plantations in the Virginia tidewater or the South Carolina low country. It had even less impact in the smaller plantations that predominated farther west and in the hilly country of North Carolina. But the lack of action did not mean an absence of information. Letters, newspapers, pamphlets, and proclamations about the Stamp Act circulated through plantation households. Enslaved people were surely aware that a political crisis was brewing. The language that the patriot press used to talk about the act would also have grabbed their attention: denunciations of the Stamp Act as an instrument of “Slavery” aimed at the “liberty” of American colonists.20


In a few instances, particularly near towns in turmoil, the crisis may have aided enslaved people as they sought to escape from bondage. For as long as slavery had existed in North America, enslaved people had sought to flee. Marronage, as scholars call flight from slavery, was a fundamental part of every slave society, and North America was no exception. Marronage could take many forms and had a variety of purposes, from a form of protest to a strategy for self-emancipation. Sometimes enslaved people would escape from their enslavers for a short time, seeking to avoid violence or a specific harm, such as a potential sale. At other times, marronage was intended as a permanent escape from bondage. By the 1760s, advertisements for enslaved people who had fled were present in almost every issue of every North American newspaper.21


Enslaved and free people of color who lived in cities and towns witnessed and participated in the early imperial crisis more directly. Many of the Black men and women who lived in urban settings were in domestic service or had skilled professions, such as carpenter or metalworker (for men) or seamstress (among women). In port cities such as Philadelphia or Charleston, South Carolina, another large group would have been involved in the maritime trades: sailors, stevedores and porters, and innkeepers. So-called market women, free and enslaved women who operated the public markets, played a crucial role in the provisioning of towns and cities.22


Like their white working-class counterparts, some Black urban dwellers took part in direct action against the British empire. The composition of revolutionary-era crowds is notoriously hard to pin down, but there were certainly Black participants in some of them. Crispus Attucks, a free Black man who was killed during the Boston Massacre in 1770, is just the best known. There is evidence that Black sailors participated in crowd actions in New York and Philadelphia. Yet the patriot leadership, far from encouraging the participation of Black colonists in the unrest, did what it could to conceal it. Black people did not appear in patriot-produced propaganda images, and they were systematically erased from published descriptions of the crowds written by patriot authors.23


Some Black Americans in the northern and middle colonies took the conflict as a promising opportunity to demand their freedom. In Massachusetts in 1773, an enslaved man named Felix Holbrook led a campaign on behalf of a group of enslaved people, asking the colony’s government to grant them their freedom. In a series of petitions delivered in 1773 and 1774, he and others adopted the language of liberty employed by the patriot movement and deployed it against the institution of slavery. The petitioners received favorable notice from a handful of prominent white patriots but no immediate action on their demands from the government. Petitions in Connecticut, including one addressed to the Sons of Liberty, picked up the language of the Massachusetts petitions, suggesting that the rhetoric of collective liberty was circulating widely and finding a ready audience.24


Market women were the most visible and arguably the most important group of Black people in the towns of the southern colonies. Their role in the early resistance movement is revealing as well. Market women served as essential links between enslaved people who produced food and urban consumers, both white and Black. Theirs was a world of predictable routines and the most regular habits. Their day began early, with the first light of dawn or even before, when farmers came into town with their wares from the country. The women intercepted the producers at the entrance to the town and bought their goods for resale. They then took up station in their usual spots in the market area, much as the stalls at present-day farmers’ markets tend to be in the same place each market day. The women had regular customers and acquaintances, who were well-known in the community.25


The market women’s work brought small but steady profits that enabled them to secure a degree of economic freedom that could lead in time to other forms of freedom—up to and including emancipation for themselves and their kin. We know an unusual amount about their lives because markets were very visible to the white population. The markets were always centrally located, and townspeople circulated through them. The forces of order watched over them closely. White observers’ complaints reveal the dominance of Black women in the markets. One newspaper charged market women with being “loose, idle, and disorderly” and “bay[ing]” like animals. Other white observers claimed the women were rough or rude: a Charleston grand jury complained of the “Negroes and other Slaves… cussing and talking obscenely” in the market.26


The markets could act, in a limited way, as a refuge from slavery. As the scholar Shauna Sweeney has observed, many enslaved women in the Caribbean escaped from slavery to markets. As market women, they could hope to have a degree of autonomy that was denied them and their fellow enslaved people on the plantation. The market also brought them into contact with many free people of color. The Charleston grand jury complained in the early 1770s of the many “Negroes” who were “selling Rice and other Victuals… about the Markets and Streets,” which they suspected was providing sustenance for “Run-away Slaves.” Sweeney has called this pattern, which she dubs “market marronage,” its own kind of political act: a “bold, public political gesture.”27 But market marronage was not a frontal challenge to the slave system. The market women could even be said to be participating in its perpetuation by supplying provisions and maintaining the circulation of goods.


Market women took advantage of the developing British imperial crisis after their own fashion, to advance and shore up their position in hostile slave societies. There are hints that they became bolder, at least in the eyes of white observers, in asserting their primacy within the space of the market. In 1772, a Charleston observer complained of the “insolent” enslaved women who would “even… wrest things out of the hands of white people, pretending they had been bought before.” The image of a Black woman, whether enslaved or not, taking something out of the hands of white people clearly shocked the author’s sense of racial hierarchy. A few years later, the “Commissioners of the Markets” published an announcement that they believed the “good People of this State” were being “greatly imposed on by the Free Negroes, who usually attend the Market.” They put in place a series of safeguards intended to keep enslaved and free Black marketers from acting as “Extortioners.”28


The North American patriot movement, during its initial phases in the mid-1760s, remained indifferent at best and hostile at worst to Black American women and men. Even in cities with substantial Black populations, the movement did not address itself to their needs or interests. Indeed, to the contrary, leaders tried to obscure even limited involvement by Black patriots in crowd actions. Shut out of the organized movement, enslaved and free people of color nonetheless followed the events of the crisis and sought to turn them to their advantage. Urban workers, male and female, found opportunities amid political upheaval to advance their economic and social standing. Enslaved people heard the language of liberty and found in the political conflict some slim chances to gain their freedom. These fissures in the system of North American slavery, though as yet modest, were forerunners of much larger cracks that would open in the armor of slavery after 1770.


The triumphant Sons of Liberty, who imagined in 1766 that the imperial crisis was over, did not get much time to enjoy their victory. The British government still had the hunger for revenue that had led it to impose the Stamp Act in the first place. The imperial government soon started to lay plans for raising new revenue in the colonies. Three years of on-and-off political conflict ensued. The American opposition movement evolved during these years, changing form to counter the new initiatives from Britain and adapting its strategies and tactics. But the division between its elite and popular wings remained a constant.


In the early months of 1767, the chancellor of the exchequer, Charles Townshend, crafted a proposal for a portfolio of new duties on imports to the colonies. The new taxes, unlike the Stamp Act, were directed squarely at American merchants: they would pay the duties, and many of the specific taxed items, such as building materials for ships and warehouses, were primarily consumed by merchants. (A duty on tea was one of the few provisions targeted at consumers.) Parliament deliberated on the acts in the spring of 1767 and passed them in June, and by the late fall the texts were circulating among colonists across North America.29


From an ideological standpoint, there was no good reason why someone who had opposed the Stamp Act would not find the Townshend Acts offensive. In spite of differences in how they were constructed, both were measures enacted by Parliament to raise revenue from the colonists. But as Townshend had intended, the two sets of acts looked quite different to colonists depending on their social and economic situation. Where the Stamp Act had been universal in its application, the Townshend Acts were aimed primarily at merchants—and their effects would fall most heavily on the richest among them. It was the largest importers of British goods, among the very wealthiest members of colonial society, who would end up paying the bulk of the Townshend duties. So it was natural that this small merchant elite and its political allies took the greatest umbrage at the new acts.30


The merchant elite decided that the best way to respond to the new acts would be to stop the importation of British goods. A boycott would have the felicitous double effect of denying the government revenue from the duties while putting pressure on it to repeal the acts via the British merchants who would suddenly find themselves without access to an important market. For nonimportation to be a successful strategy, however, merchants in all the major port towns would have to join in. Without such agreement, British goods could simply flow in through one American port and be reshipped to the others, rendering nonimportation completely ineffective.


Prominent merchants in each of the major port cities organized associations, modeled on genteel clubs and societies, to create and enforce the nonimportation agreements. In Boston, John Hancock and his man William Palfrey took the lead in mustering most of the town’s wealthiest merchants behind the agreement. The Philadelphia merchants’ committee produced an elaborate set of rules for their own government. In Charleston, the first general meeting of merchants consented to nonimportation and then appointed “a Committee of thirteen Gentlemen, for the particular Purpose of concerting and doing whatever might be farther necessary to give Force to the new Association.” There was hardly a pretense that the merchants who constituted these bodies were anything but a self-selected leadership group. Even with this robust organization, agreement did not come easily. The committees spent nearly a year trying to secure the consent of all the ports’ merchant associations to a nonimportation resolution. The last holdouts, the merchants of Philadelphia, only agreed to join in March 1769, at which point the resolutions went into effect.31


The merchant committees had such difficulty securing agreement, their considerable prestige and power notwithstanding, because nonimportation was not very popular with the majority of the population. British goods were cheaper than American manufactures. Some finished goods, which were not produced in North America, could only be acquired from Britain. Shutting off the flow of imports from Britain would surely raise the prices of many goods and make others unavailable or hard to find. Colonial consumers were aware that they were being asked to make significant sacrifices. Many were not eager to do so. And it was not only consumers who were leery. Small-time merchants, who lacked the resources of the merchant princes, knew that they would bear the brunt of the losses if they were forced to stop importing British goods.32


As with the decision to adopt nonimportation, the committees dominated by wealthy merchants regarded it as their prerogative to enforce the agreements on everyone else. They created committees of inspection charged with policing the nonimportation agreements, to which they granted coercive powers. The committees took their charge very seriously. In October 1769, the Boston Committee of Inspection made “strict Enquiry after such Persons, as may hereafter purchase Goods of those who continue to import from Great Britain, contrary to the Agreement of the Merchants, and publish their Names in the News Papers.” In addition to public shaming, the committees of inspection assumed the right to ban merchants from participation in commerce. At the end of 1769, another committee of inspection set out to “discover the owner or owners of such Goods [illicitly imported] upon their Arrival” so that the importers could be shunned for “the space of two Years.” The committees were so sure of their authority that they found it (as one committee put it in April 1770) “unaccountable and extraordinary” that some merchants continued to disobey their orders.33


Predictably, given the divide between the leading merchants and the rest of the population, the nonimportation movement proved to be a rickety and leaky vessel. Though British imports to North America dropped significantly in 1769 and 1770, it was not enough to significantly dent British revenues or hurt British merchants. British goods continued to trickle into North American ports. Efforts to tighten the blockade brought strife, with pro- and anti-nonimportation crowds taking turns demonstrating in the streets of Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. By the spring of 1770, the nonimportation agreements had begun to unravel as New York merchants and then merchants in the other ports reopened trade with Britain.34


Once again, just as the divisions within the patriot movement seemed on the verge of causing its collapse, the resistance got a stroke of good luck. In January 1770, the prime minister who had been in power since 1767, the Duke of Grafton, resigned. He was replaced by Frederick, Lord North. North would eventually prove quite hostile toward the American colonists. But in 1770, he took their side of the argument against his political opponents in the previous ministry. In Parliament in March, he denounced the Townshend duties as “preposterous” and called for their repeal. Only the duty on tea should remain in place, he argued, to assert Parliament’s right to tax the colonies. The repeal quickly passed, the king gave him assent as expected, and by April the news had reached the colonies. The protesting colonists had scored another victory over the British imperial government.35


The first five years of the conflict between the British empire and its North American colonies, from 1765 to 1770, showcased the early revolutionary era’s fragmented character. There was strong opposition in the colonial port cities and towns to new British taxes and other measures in the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War. As the resistance movement developed during these years, it took on the shape of the deep social divisions that existed within the colonies—and their attendant attitudes. Working-class and elite patriots differed profoundly on strategies and tactics. During the fight against the Stamp Act, the two factions used radically different techniques to different ends. Fighting the Townshend Acts, merchant supporters of the boycotts found themselves at odds with much of the rest of the population. There was coordination among the groups, but it was intermittent, informal, and often unsuccessful.


More insidious and just as consequential was the colonial resistance’s caste bias. The patriot movement largely excluded the Black Americans who made up at least a fifth of the colonial population. Elite white patriots did their best to erase from the public story the Black men who did take part in crowd actions in the cities. At the same time, they floated the specter of racial violence and servile insurrection to enlist white people in the patriot cause. Black men and women, enslaved as well as free, nonetheless found avenues to freedom in the interstices of the developing transatlantic political conflict. They heard and interpreted according to their own lights the rhetoric of slavery and freedom that patriot leaders deployed in print and correspondence. Political turbulence opened up fissures in the slave system, providing opportunities to seek greater autonomy and perhaps even escape from bondage.


The early North American resistance’s socially narrow, internally divided, caste-based organization undermined its effectiveness as a budding political movement. The patriots won two signal victories during the first five years of the crisis: the repeal of the Stamp Act and of most of the Townshend Acts. The opposition to the Stamp Act succeeded because the act’s wide-ranging effects rallied patriots across the social spectrum, each using their own distinctive tactics. Yet the Sons of Liberty disbanded as soon as they thought they had achieved victory. The opposition to the Townshend Acts, which depended on a higher degree of coordination and agreement, proved much more difficult to carry off. The movement was slow to organize and nonimportation was quick to unravel. The repeal of the acts in 1770 resulted as much from a lucky break in British politics as it did from the effectiveness of a fractured American opposition.
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