History 310 
Mini-Lecture 6 and Summary Analysis 

How could thirteen divided colonies where two-thirds of colonists were either slaves (many of whom sought British protection and promises of freedom), were loyalists or were indifferent, defeat the greatest military-naval power in the world in the late 18th-century? Even self-identified ‘patriots’ were deeply skeptical and unreliable, untested soldiers. Defeat seemed preposterous to the British but the colonists were realists even as they proclaimed confidence. Both sides had distinct advantages and disadvantages but for Britain the challenge was daunting strategically, logistically, and financially. Even if the colonists could not outwit or outfight Britain, its key to survival was attrition…to outlast and erode support for the war at home. In many respects, this challenge mirrored that faced by the US in Vietnam or the Soviets and Americans in Afghanistan nearly 200 years later. Britain was the 18-century’s super power but when the American Revolution became a global conflict by 1780, Britain’s resources and resolve to prosecute the war in America gave way to prioritizing its interests. General Cornwallis’ ‘surrender’ at Yorktown was a practical admission of that reality and Britain’s political decision to end the conflict paved the way for an even greater British empire.
With a few notable exceptions, the American Continental Army and colonial militias suffered humiliating defeats for much of the war in every theater and failing to prevent the capture of America’s major cities. But Washington’s leadership and daring, if small, victories in New Jersey, in early 1776 (Trenton, Princeton) kept the revolution alive, even through brutal winter conditions at Valley Forge the next year when the majority of his troops deserted or were too ill to fight. Although not a brilliant strategist or tactician, Washington was resilient and with, a few exceptions, inspired great loyalty and affection among officers and troops. He and generals Green, Gates, Sullivan, Arnold, von Steuben, Knox, Lafayette, and Dan Morgan, among others, contributed importantly to the war effort.
In the fall of 1777, a British invasion of New York (Burgoyne) was defeated by Generals Gates and Arnold at Saratoga. It proved to be a turning point in the war. France, yearning to avenge its loss of empire in America forged a military alliance with the colonies, committing veteran troops, naval forces, war material, and money. Still, British forces continued to win victories, capturing major cities like New York, Philadelphia, Charleston and Savannah, but it brought them no closer to suppressing the now growing rebellion. By the 1780 with its ‘southern strategy’ unraveling, its military complications worsening, generals quarreling, and war weariness deepening at home, the king and Parliament bowed to necessity and public opinion and determined to cut its ties with America. In the Peace of Paris of 1783 America was granted its independence. But what came next was anyone’s guess. The new nation was bankrupt and saddled with huge war debts. Its largest trading partner, Britain, initially cut off trade. France was so destabilized by the shared ‘victory’ that within a few years it was rocked by one of the world’s most consequential revolutions. Pre-war colonial squabbles, especially now over Western Land Claims, threatened on-going chaos and violence. Prospects were complicated, chaotic and uncertain at best. These were the bleak realities of victory. 
The American revolution stimulated some ‘democratizing’, republican, trends that temporarily moderated the class and social stratification of colonial times, but the ‘shared’ purpose of the revolution quickly dissipated under the strain of finances, the ‘realities’ of independence  (‘Amerexit’) and problems of self-governance. There was no lasting social or economic restructuring and indeed by the late 1780s a conservative reaction swept through new state legislatures fearful of ‘democratic excess’ and the necessity of creating a system of governance that the wartime Articles of Confederation  (1781) were, for nationalists at least, clearly unworkable. A brief flirtation with slave manumission gave way to retrenchment especially in the South as the deep cultural and economic roots of the institution proved impervious to reform, as did tentative aspirations to expand women’s rights and freedoms beyond the narrow confines that Abigail Adams and Mary Wollstonecraft decried.
In short the new United States was united in name only and shared little common identity or shared purpose. In was a nation in search of order, financial and political stability and liberty, all of which proved extraordinarily difficult to balance, as state governments fought amongst themselves over the very nature of governance and prioritized their self-interests. Elites increasingly defined themselves as ‘republicans’ and shunned any ‘democratic’ or democratizing tendencies as ‘mob rule’ and mass populism that only a strong central government could hold in check. Order vs liberty became a irreconcilable dimemma.
[bookmark: _GoBack]For nationalists Shay’s Rebellion of 1786 was a clear warning and confirmation of the dangers of excess democracy. Calls for revision of the Articles (Annapolis Convention) gave way to a different project at Philadelphia…creation of an entirely new governmental structure. Thus, in the summer of 1787 delegates from the new states gathered with little sense of unity or blueprint but rather general principles they would attempt to apply to practical governance that fractious states could agree to accept. It was a daunting, fraught challenge to define, apportion and balance sovereignty among the states and new national government (federalism), guarantee liberties, define citizenship and adjudicate power-sharing. That the architects of this fragile new structure of government were able to do so, however imperfectly (acknowledging and sanctioning slavery most glaringly), was a tribute to the ‘framers’ who served both selfless and self-serving interests to create a constitutional democratic republic. The question was: could such an experiment ever succeed and if so how and for how long?

Concepts:
1.How and why did the colonists choose sides  as the Revolution approached?
2.What were the decisive turning points in the Revolution that contributed to Britain’s granting independence in 1783?
3.How did the Revolution impact and change colonist’s lives during and after the war?
4.How did the post-war United States create and implement a new system of government?
5.What were the key shortcomings of  the Articles of Confederation and concerns about ratifying the Constitution?
 
