
American society during the war 

 

A. Over 250,000 American soldiers fought  

    -- 10% who fought died; largest % of any American war in history (Civil War = 2%)  

B. British captured and occupied most major cities including Boston, NYC, and Philadelphia.  

C. War Economy: all of society became involved in the war.  

    1. State and national governments created.  

    2. Men with military experience volunteered for positions in the army.  

    3. Some merchants loaned money to the army and to Congress. Others made fortunes  

        from wartime contracts.  

    4. Most of the fighting was done by the poorest Americans  

        -- Young city laborers, farm boys, indentured servants, and sometimes slaves.  

    5. African Americans fought on both sides -- 5,000 in the Continental army and nearly 30,000  

        in the British army in return for promises of freedom.  

    6. Native Americas also fought with the British since they hoped to keep land-hungry  

        Americans out of their territories.  

D. Women in the War  

    1. Women managed farms and businesses while men served in the army  

    2. Other women traveled with the Army as cooks and nurses.  

    3. Women became more politically active and expressed their thoughts more freely.  

 

CHANGE IN SOCIETY DUE TO THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION  

A. Many conservative Loyalists no longer in America; paved way for more democratic reforms in  

    state governments.  

B. Slavery issue  

    1. Rise of anti-slavery societies in all the northern states (plus Virginia) -- Quakers the first to  

        found such societies.  

    2. Slavery eradicated in most northern states by 1800  

    3. Slavery not allowed above Ohio River in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787  

    4. Slave trade to be abolished in 1808 according to Constitution.  

    5. By 1860, 250,000 free blacks lived in the North, but were disliked and discriminated  

        against -- Several states forbade entrance of blacks, most blacks denied right to vote, and  

        some states barred blacks from public schools.  

    6.  Thousands of slaves in the South were freed after the Revolution and became free blacks  

    7.  Yet, slavery remained strong in the South, especially after 1793 (cotton gin)  

C. Stronger emphasis on equality:   

    1. However, equality did not triumph until much later due to tenant farming, poor rights for  

        women and children, slavery, and land requirements for voting and office holding  

        (although reduced) were not eliminated.  

    2. End of primogeniture and entail before 1800.  

            a.    Primogeniture: eldest son inherits father's estate.  

            b.    Entail: Estates could not be sold off in pieces; guaranteed large landholdings to a  

                   family and meant less land available for purchase to the public.  

D. Separation of Church & State: Jefferson’s Virginia Statute on Religious Freedom, 1786  

E. State governments:  

    1. Three branches: weak governors, strong legislatures, judicial branch  

    2. sovereignty of states, republicanism  

F. Indians no longer enjoyed British protection and became subject to U.S. expansion westward.  

G. Women did not enjoy increased rights  

 

 

 

 



Choosing Sides  

• When the war began, people were pushed to choose sides 

• British and other European groups 

o Rebels- 2/5's of population 

o Loyalists- 1/5 of population (government officials, non-English ethnic minorities 

and backcountry people--established patriot elite were their longstanding 

enemies) 

o Neutral- 2/5's of population (at least at the beginning of the war) 

• African Americans 

o unsure of who to fight for 

o many saw alliance with Britain promising 

• Native Americans 

o split over which side to support, but leaned toward British because westward 

expansion of white settlers 

o When they joined the British, many were used to raid settlements along the 

frontier 

o Frontier raids brought brutal retaliation 

• Ideological fight 

o Pamphlets and essays 

� Thomas Paine and Common Sense 

o Terror and civil war 

� War in the Carolinas and Georgia 

� Destruction of other side the goal 

 

 

 

New Social Fabrics  

A. Pro-democracy efforts gained.  

    1. Expulsion of 80,000 Loyalists robbed the nation of leadership and a conservative balance  

to revolutionaries.  

    2. Entail and primogeniture repealed, weakening aristocracy.  

    3. Slavery weakened  

        a) Forbidden in many new state constitutions 

        b) Some northern states abolished slavery or provided for phased emancipation  

 

B. Religious Change  

    1. Church of England ruined, replaced by Episcopal Church, separate from England.  

    2. Democratic spirit encouraged spread of frontier faiths (Methodism, Baptists).  

    3. Strong statement of separation of church and state written by Jefferson in Virginia in 1786. 

 

Economic Stresses 

A. Because economic democracy preceded political democracy, little retributive violence 

occurred following the war. Some Loyalist land was broken up into parcels for farming.  

 

B. Postwar economic problems resulted from severing ties with Britain  

    1. Commerce with Britain almost completely halted 

    2. Speculation and profiteering during the war had led to inflation with Congress unable to  

        control its effects 

    3. New class of profiteers emerged  

    4. Economic causes of war had led to distaste for taxes, further weakening Congress' ability  

        to take action. 

 


