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XI. The Revolutionary Years, 1776-1815

Abstract

The intellectual ferment of the eighteenth century gave rise to a popular discontent with the status quo which
culminated in two major revolutionary upheavals near the end of that century. We may fully understand the
distinctive features of contemporary Western society only as we consider the transformations wrought by the
American and French Revolutions. Discontent deep enough to produce widespread resistance to constituted
authority is not an infrequent social phenomenon, but rarely has it resulted in movements which so
profoundly rent the fabric of society as in the years between 1776 and 1815. A logical fulfillment of the
intellectual unrest of the Enlightenment, these two great disruptive movements ushered in a new set of basic
ideals in the Western World. Henceforth political democracy, economic liberalism, and social egalitarianism
were acceptable, and although reactionary elements returned temporarily to power in subsequent years, their
rule was tempered by the new social and political creeds. [excerpt]

Keywords
Contemporary Civilization, Revolution, American Revolution, French Revolution, Authority, Discontent,
Free Assembly, Rioting, Reign of Terror

Disciplines
European History | History | Political History | Social History | United States History

Comments
This is a part of Section XI: The Revolutionary Years, 1776-18185. The Contemporary Civilization page lists all
additional sections of Ideas and Institutions of Western Man, as well as the Table of Contents for both volumes.

More About Contemporary Civilization:

From 1947 through 1969, all first-year Gettysburg College students took a two-semester course called
Contemporary Civilization. The course was developed at President Henry W.A. Hanson’s request with the
goal of “introducing the student to the backgrounds of contemporary social problems through the major
concepts, ideals, hopes and motivations of western culture since the Middle Ages.”

Gettysburg College professors from the history, philosophy, and religion departments developed a textbook
for the course. The first edition, published in 1955, was called An Introduction to Contemporary Civilization and
Its Problems. A second edition, retitled Ideas and Institutions of Western Man, was published in 1958 and 1960.
It is this second edition that we include here. The copy we digitized is from the Gary T. Hawbaker '66
Collection and the marginalia are his.
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The intellectual ferment of the eighteenth century gave
rise to a popular discontent with the status quo which cul-
minated in two major revolutionary upheavals near the end of
that century. fully understand the distinctive features
of contemporary Western society onlyv as we consider the trans-
formations. wrought by the American and French Revolutions.
Discontent deep enough to produce widespread resistance to con-
stituted authority is not an infrequent social phenomenon, but
rarely has it resulted in movements which so profoundly rent
the fabric of society as in the years between 1776 and 1815.

A logical fulfilment of the intellectual unrest of the Enlight-
enment, these two great di disruptive movements-ushered in a new
set of basic ideals in “the Western World. Henceforth political
democracy, economlC likberalism, and social egalditarianism. were
acceptable, and’ although reactionary elements returned tempo-
rartIy—to power in subsequent years, their rule was tempered by
the new social and political creeds AT

/p ngglg;;ggg;x_mgﬂem££$§>of great magnitude often develop
accordlng to a certain pattern. They begin 1nﬂa rowing dis- AR
‘ ﬁpnchantmen ith the status quo onmthem;ﬂg f _the b ef,edur,%&@4;¢z

cajgﬂ_and mofe 1nte“ﬂ®; el
the p: 1c . -ecome= awave of and sharves in this dis-
ﬁ%/ Qontenf“‘p"oteSTTﬁg at what they considér prevalent: 1n3ust1cesoj
/ﬂfﬁ' Those who ( he polltlcal reins, after_flrst ignoring or ,&w&%éﬁ”ﬂé
& W , , , move to sup-irees e
v T ree S : ee_assembly. Z 1454442”
‘ When hls_pgl;cy,iall~ to qulet the protestants the authori?%zg;
frequently resort to arbltrary arrests and imprisonment. TheA» ﬂ%ﬁy
dissatisfied elements in the population, convinced that 1egal;x9~¢””
means of redress of grievances are denied them, are now easily
,Jggnsuaded_ighjarn to consplraﬂy and sabver51on, rioting and
Jf sabotage, and at length open defiance and civil war. Growin
desperation on both sides leads to ruthlessness. The (original
oderate and temperate movement falls into ihe hands of a rad~
and disciplined minori who employ any means without
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Once the ext, LS _gain control of fhj movement heg move X
swiftly, and in what often becom bloody '"reign of terror,'
hunt down and either convert or extermlnate 111 suppor_ers of

( the old system. , * ns at the hys-
terical excesses and social chaos which “threaten personal secur-
1ty and the rights of pxoperty A D“enexral yearning for the
/\, yw»/zaéo’\/ Aoz Wx«/ o A7 //u/ﬂf

AWM (b/»/ﬂ—ﬁ/v 04/7 Q/W M"ﬂ//W M% s S

aaut o V%’/‘/%K@WJ e ’f//w/o/wff/"@u«‘/d M"% .



XI p. 2

retupn of law. xdexr, for peace and prosperity, and for po-
tlcal and economlc stability, prepares the way for a con-
servative resurgence which historians have labeled a Thermi-
dorean reaction (named after the month of the French Revolution
calendar in which the conservatives ended the Terror.) The
people are now ready to welcome the downfall of the revolutlon-
aries and are content to entrust power to some strong man or

up who, it is hoped will stabilize conditions without at

the same t1me comﬁTetely a ollshinw 1e_gains.won during the e
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Not every revolution has followed each of these Stages in
exact order or with the same degree of intensity. The American
_Revolution and the French Revolution were not Qrec1se1y alike,
although there ex1st strlklng 51m11ar111es between them. First
of all, considering the long stretch of Western Civilization,
they occurred at about the same time. Moreover, they moved
against common foes —-- monarchlal obstinacy, a purbllnd aris-
tocracy, and general 1nte11ectua1 obscurantism. They were more
‘than mere "palace revolutions'" because new social classes
emerged to power, the political framework was drastically al-
tered, and the prevailing economic system was extensively modi-
fied. It is a significant fact that both revolutions took place
after decades of effort to clarify and define the "rights of
manklnd " To both of them could be applied George Washington's
view of the American Revolution, that it "was not laid in the
gloomy age of Ignorance and Superstition, but at an Epocha when
the rights of mankind were better understood...than at any former
period."”
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