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PREFACE

The Generation

No EVENT in American history which was so improbable at the time
has seemed so inevitable in retrospect as the American Revolution. On
the inevitability side, it is true there were voices back then urging
prospective patriots to regard American independence as an early ver-
sion of manifest destiny. Tom Paine, for example, claimed that it was
simply a matter of common sense that an island could not rule a conti-
nent. And Thomas Jefferson’s lyrical rendering of the reasons for the
entire revolutionary enterprise emphasized the self-evident character of
the principles at stake.

Several other prominent American revolutionaries also talked as if
they were actors in a historical drama whose script had already been
written by the gods. In his old age, John Adams recalled his youthful
intimations of the providential forces at work: “There is nothing . . .
more ancient in my memory,” he wrote in 1807, “than the observation
that arts, sciences, and empire had always travelled westward. And in
conversation it was always added, since I was a child, that their next
leap would be over the Atlantic into America.” Adams instructed his
beloved Abigail to start saving all his letters even before the outbreak of
the war for independence. Then in June of 1776, he purchased “a Folio
Book” to preserve copies of his entire correspondence in order to
record, as he put it, “the great Events which are passed, and those
greater which are rapidly advancing.” Of course we tend to remember
only the prophets who turn out to be right, but there does seem to have
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been a broadly shared sense within the revolutionary generation that
they were “present at the creation.”

These early premonitions of American destiny have been reinforced
and locked into our collective memory by the subsequent triumph of
the political ideals the American Revolution first announced, as Jeffer-
son so nicely put it, “to a candid world.” Throughout Asia, Africa, and
Latin America, former colonies of European powers have won their
independence with such predictable regularity that colonial status has
become an exotic vestige of bygone days, a mere way station for emerg-
ing nations. The republican experiment launched so boldly by the
revolutionary éneration in America encountered entrenched opposi-
tion in the tw ceﬁprles that followed, but it thoroughly vanquished
the monarg, 1521 dyr}qstles of the nineteenth century and then the
otisms'of the twentieth, just as Jefferson predicted it
would. Though it seems somewhat extreme to declare, as one contem-
porary political philosopher has phrased it, that “the end of history” is
now at hand, it is true that all alternative forms of political organiza-
tion appear to be fighting a futile rearguard action against the liberal
institutions and ideas first established in the United States in the late
eighteenth century. At least it seems safe to say that some form of repre-
sentative government based on the principle of popular sovereignty
and some form of market economy fueled by the energies of individual
citizens have become the commonly accepted ingredients for national
success throughout the world. These legacies are so familiar to us, we
are so accustomed to taking their success for granted, that the era in
which they were born cannot help but be remembered as a land of fore-
gone conclusions.?

Despite the confident and providential statements of leaders like
Paine, Jefferson, and Adams, the conclusions that look so foregone to
us had yet to congeal for them. The old adage applies: Men make his-
tory, and the leading members of the revolutionary generation realized
they were doing so, but they can never know the history they are mak-
ing. We can look back and make the era of the American Revolution a
center point, then scan the terrain upstream and downstream, but they
can only know what is downstream. An anecdote that Benjamin Rush,
the Philadelphia physician and signer of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, liked to tell in his old age makes the point memorably. On
July 4, 1776, just after the Continental Congress had finished making




The Generation

its revisions of the Declaration and sent it off to the printer for publica-
tion, Rush overheard a conversation between Benjamin Harrison of
Virginia and Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts: “I shall have a great
advantage over you, Mr. Gerry,” said Harrison, “when we are all hung
for what we are now doing. From the size and weight of my body I shall
die in a few minutes, but from the lightness of your body you will
dance in the air an hour or two before you are dead.” Rush recalled that
the comment “procured a transient smile, but it was soon succeeded by
the solemnity with which the whole business was conducted.”

Based on what we now know about the military history of the
American Revolution, if the British’commanders had prosecuted the
war more vigorously in its earliest 'stagcs,“;thc Continental Army might
very well have been destroyed at the start and the movement for Ameri-
can independence nipped in the bud. Fhe signers of the Declaration
would then have been hunted down, tried, and executed for treason,
and American history would have flowed forward in a wholly different
direction.4

In the long run, the evolution of an independent American nation,
gradually developing its political and economic strength over the nine-
teenth century within the protective constraints of the British Empire,
was probably inevitable. This was Paine’s point. But that was not the
way history happened. The creation of a separate American nation
occurred suddenly rather than gradually, in revolutionary rather than
evolutionary fashion, the decisive events that shaped the political ideas
and institutions of the emerging state all taking place with dynamic
intensity during the last quarter of the eighteenth century. No one
present at the start knew how it would turn out in the end. What in
retrospect has the look of a foreordained unfolding of God’s will was in
reality an improvisational affair in which sheer chance, pure luck—
both good and bad—and specific decisions made in the crucible of spe-
cific military and political crises determined the outcome. At the dawn
of a new century, indeed a new millennium, the United States is now
the oldest enduring republic in world history, with a set of political
institutions and traditions that have stood the test of time. The basic
framework for all these institutions and traditions was built in a sud-
den spasm of enforced inspiration and makeshift construction during
the final decades of the eighteenth century.

If hindsight enhances our appreciation for the solidity and stability



