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Colonial Social Structures and the Enlightenment in the United States

The transformation of colonial society in America was profoundly shaped by
the intellectual currents of the Enlightenment. These philosophical shifts
challenged traditional hierarchies and advocated for reason, individual
rights, and self-governance, directly impacting the evolving social
structures within the thirteen colonies. Understanding the interplay between
colonial social structures and the Enlightenment is crucial for grasping the
foundational principles of American society. This article will delve into how
Enlightenment ideals permeated various strata of colonial life, from the
elite to the enslaved, and how these ideas fueled the eventual American
Revolution. We will explore the existing social order, the core tenets of the
Enlightenment that resonated in the colonies, and the tangible effects these
ideas had on social mobility, political participation, and the very
definition of freedom. Ultimately, we will see how the Enlightenment served
as a catalyst, dismantling rigid colonial social structures and paving the
way for a new nation built on principles of liberty and equality, even as the
inherent contradictions of these ideals were already beginning to surface.
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The Pre-Enlightenment Colonial Social Landscape

Prior to the widespread influence of the Enlightenment, colonial society in



America was largely characterized by a hierarchical structure inherited from
Europe, albeit with some unique American adaptations. Social standing was
primarily determined by birth, wealth, and in many cases, religious
affiliation. The earliest settlements were often established by individuals
and groups seeking religious freedom or economic opportunity, leading to a
complex tapestry of social arrangements. In New England, for instance,
Puritan ideals fostered a relatively egalitarian spirit among the
congregants, but a clear stratification existed between the clergy, educated
elite, and the common populace. Southern colonies, with their agrarian
economies heavily reliant on plantation agriculture, developed a more rigid
social hierarchy dominated by wealthy landowners, known as the planter
aristocracy. This elite controlled vast tracts of land and, significantly, a
large enslaved labor force, which formed the bedrock of their economic and
social power. Beneath the elite, a yeoman farmer class existed, owning
smaller plots of land and striving for a degree of independence. Further down
the social ladder were indentured servants, who contracted their labor for a
set period in exchange for passage to America, and at the very bottom,
enslaved Africans, who were considered property with no rights whatsoever.
The concept of inherited status and deference to authority figures was deeply
ingrained, shaping everyday interactions and limiting social mobility for the
majority.

Social Stratification in Early Colonies

The early colonial period was marked by distinct social strata that dictated
an individual's opportunities and freedoms. In Virginia and other Southern
colonies, the planter class, by virtue of land ownership and their control
over enslaved labor, occupied the apex of society. Their wealth and influence
extended into political governance and social customs. Below them were
merchants, artisans, and professional men, who formed a burgeoning middle
class. The vast majority of the population comprised small farmers and
landless laborers, who often struggled to improve their economic standing. In
New England, while the emphasis on religious community fostered a sense of
shared purpose, a clear social order prevailed, with ministers and educated
individuals often holding positions of authority. Economic differences,
though perhaps less pronounced than in the South, still played a significant
role in social standing.

The Role of Religion and Land Ownership

Religion played a central role in defining social structures, particularly in
the early days of colonization. In Puritan New England, church membership was
often a prerequisite for full participation in civic life, creating a
religiously defined hierarchy. Land ownership was another crucial determinant
of social status. Those who owned land, especially substantial acreage,
possessed greater economic security and political influence. However, the
availability of land, while not unlimited, was generally more accessible in
the colonies than in Europe, offering a degree of potential social mobility,



particularly for white male colonists. This relative abundance of land also
contributed to the development of a broader yeoman farmer class, distinct
from the landed aristocracy of Europe.

Key Enlightenment Ideals and Their Colonial
Reception

The Enlightenment, a European intellectual and cultural movement of the 17th
and 18th centuries, championed reason, individualism, skepticism, and the
scientific method. Its core tenets challenged traditional authority,
including absolute monarchy and the divine right of kings, and instead
promoted ideas of natural rights, liberty, equality, and the social contract.
These revolutionary concepts found fertile ground in the American colonies,
where many colonists already felt a growing sense of distance from British
rule and a desire for greater autonomy. Thinkers like John Locke, whose
philosophy emphasized natural rights to life, liberty, and property, and
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who explored the concept of the general will and
popular sovereignty, profoundly influenced colonial thought. The widespread
dissemination of Enlightenment ideas through pamphlets, newspapers, sermons,
and public discourse fostered a climate of intellectual ferment. Colonial
leaders, lawyers, and merchants, many of whom were educated in Europe or
exposed to its intellectual currents, actively engaged with these new
philosophies. The emphasis on reason and empirical evidence resonated with a
population already engaged in practical endeavors of building a new society.
This intellectual embrace of Enlightenment principles began to sow the seeds
for challenging the existing, often rigid, colonial social structures.

Natural Rights and Individual Liberty

The concept of natural rights, as articulated by Enlightenment philosophers
like John Locke, was particularly impactful in the American colonies. Locke
argued that individuals possess inherent rights to life, liberty, and
property, which governments are established to protect, not infringe upon.
This notion directly contradicted the prevailing European model of
monarchical rule, where rights were often granted by the sovereign. Colonial
thinkers and leaders increasingly embraced this idea, asserting that these
rights were universal and not dependent on the approval of any earthly ruler.
The emphasis on individual liberty encouraged colonists to question
established authorities and to demand greater personal freedoms in matters of
religion, speech, and economic activity. This focus on the individual's
inherent worth and rights began to erode the traditional justifications for
rigid social hierarchies based on birthright.



The Social Contract and Popular Sovereignty

Enlightenment thinkers like Locke and Rousseau also introduced the concept of
the social contract, proposing that governments derive their legitimacy from
the consent of the governed. This idea fundamentally challenged the divine
right of kings and advocated for popular sovereignty, the principle that
political power ultimately resides with the people. In the colonies, this
translated into a growing belief that colonial governments should be
accountable to the colonists themselves, rather than solely to the distant
British Crown. The idea that citizens could and should choose their leaders
and hold them responsible for their actions fueled a spirit of self-
governance and contributed to a gradual shift in perceived power dynamics.
This concept of popular sovereignty, when combined with the assertion of
natural rights, created a powerful ideological framework for challenging the
existing colonial social structures that were often buttressed by inherited
privilege and unquestioned authority.

Reason and the Challenge to Tradition

A hallmark of the Enlightenment was the elevation of reason as the primary
tool for understanding the world and improving society. This emphasis on
rational thought encouraged skepticism towards established traditions,
superstitions, and dogma that had long underpinned social hierarchies.
Colonial intellectuals and ordinary citizens alike were encouraged to think
critically about the existing social order, questioning why certain groups
held power and privilege while others did not. The scientific revolution, a
precursor and companion to the Enlightenment, also fostered a belief in human
capacity to solve problems through observation and logic. This intellectual
climate created an environment where questioning inherited status and
advocating for a society based on merit and rational principles became
increasingly conceivable. The challenge to tradition was a direct assault on
the foundations of many colonial social structures, which were heavily
reliant on inherited status and unquestioned deference.

Impact on Colonial Social Structures

The infusion of Enlightenment ideals had a transformative effect on the
existing colonial social structures, acting as a catalyst for significant
shifts in social mobility, political participation, and the very
understanding of social status. While the pre-Enlightenment era was largely
characterized by inherited privilege and rigid hierarchies, the
Enlightenment's emphasis on natural rights, reason, and individual merit
began to chip away at these foundations. These ideas fostered a greater sense
of agency among various segments of colonial society, encouraging them to
question their assigned roles and to strive for improvement. The intellectual
ferment of the Enlightenment provided the philosophical ammunition for
challenging established norms, leading to a more fluid and dynamic social



landscape, even as the inherent contradictions within these ideals,
particularly concerning slavery and gender, remained deeply entrenched.

Reshaping the Colonial Elite

The Enlightenment did not abolish the colonial elite, but it certainly
reshaped their worldview and the basis of their authority. While wealth and
land ownership remained significant markers of status, the intellectual
currents of the Enlightenment introduced new criteria for social standing.
Merit, education, and adherence to rational principles became increasingly
valued. Colonial elites, many of whom were educated and engaged with
Enlightenment philosophy, began to see themselves not just as inheritors of
privilege but as stewards of society responsible for promoting reason and
public virtue. This led to a greater emphasis on civic engagement,
intellectual pursuits, and philanthropy. However, for many in the elite,
these ideals were applied selectively, often reinforcing their own positions
while offering limited opportunities for those lower on the social ladder.
The planter aristocracy in the South, for example, while engaging with
Enlightenment rhetoric about liberty, simultaneously perpetuated the brutal
institution of slavery, creating a profound hypocrisy at the heart of their
social structure.

The Rise of the Colonial Middle Class

Perhaps one of the most significant impacts of the Enlightenment on colonial
social structures was the empowerment and expansion of the middle class. As
commerce and trade grew, so did the number of merchants, artisans, lawyers,
and educated professionals. These individuals, often self-made and possessing
a strong work ethic, found resonance with Enlightenment ideals of individual
achievement and meritocracy. They were often well-read, engaging with
pamphlets, newspapers, and public discussions that circulated Enlightenment
ideas. The emphasis on reason and self-improvement encouraged them to pursue
education and to assert their own rights and interests. This growing middle
class became a crucial force in colonial society, advocating for greater
political representation and challenging the dominance of the old
aristocratic orders. Their aspirations for upward mobility and their belief
in their own intellectual capabilities were directly fueled by the
Enlightenment's emphasis on individual potential and rational inquiry.

The Complexities of Slavery and Enlightenment
Contradictions

The Enlightenment's ideals of liberty, equality, and natural rights stood in
stark contradiction to the institution of chattel slavery, which was deeply
embedded in the economic and social fabric of the Southern colonies. While
some Enlightenment thinkers, like Samuel Sewall, began to question the
morality of slavery, the prevailing sentiment among many colonists, including



some prominent figures who espoused liberty, was to maintain the existing
social order that relied on enslaved labor. This created a profound
hypocrisy, where the language of freedom was used to justify the enslavement
of millions. Nevertheless, Enlightenment ideas did provide a philosophical
basis for abolitionist movements that began to emerge. The inherent
contradiction between the ideals of liberty and the reality of slavery would
become a defining tension in American society and a major catalyst for future
conflict. The very arguments used to justify the Revolution—natural rights,
self-governance, and freedom from tyranny—were also employed by early
abolitionists to condemn slavery, highlighting the transformative, albeit
incomplete, power of Enlightenment thought on colonial social structures.

Enlightenment's Influence on Colonial Politics and
Governance

The Enlightenment fundamentally altered the political landscape of the
colonies, fostering a greater demand for representation and self-governance.
The ideas of the social contract and popular sovereignty encouraged colonists
to view their relationship with Great Britain not as one of submission to an
absolute monarch, but as a reciprocal agreement between rulers and the ruled.
The concept of natural rights provided a framework for asserting colonial
grievances against what they perceived as British tyranny. This led to
increased political participation among a broader segment of the colonial
population, particularly white men who owned property. Town meetings,
colonial assemblies, and committees of correspondence became forums for
discussing Enlightenment ideas and organizing political action. The
intellectual discourse surrounding liberty and governance, heavily influenced
by Enlightenment thinkers, ultimately provided the philosophical
justification for the American Revolution, aiming to dismantle the perceived
oppressive social and political structures imposed by British rule and to
establish a new order based on Enlightenment principles.

Enlightenment and the Role of Women in Colonial
Society

The Enlightenment's impact on the role of women in colonial society was
complex and often contradictory. While the core tenets of the Enlightenment
emphasized reason and individual rights, these principles were largely
interpreted through a patriarchal lens, meaning that "individual" and
"rights" were often understood to primarily refer to men. Nevertheless,
Enlightenment ideas did stimulate some changes and debates regarding women's
education and intellectual capabilities. Some thinkers argued for the
importance of educating women, not just for domestic roles, but to make them
better companions and mothers, capable of instilling rational thought in
their children. This led to the establishment of academies for young women
and an increase in literacy rates among them. However, women were generally



excluded from formal political participation and higher education, and their
legal rights remained severely limited. The concept of women's "republican
motherhood," which emerged during this period, encouraged women to be
educated in civic virtue so they could raise virtuous citizens for the new
republic. While this offered a new public role for women, it also reinforced
their primary function within the domestic sphere and did not fundamentally
challenge the patriarchal social structures of the time. The revolutionary
rhetoric of liberty and equality, while not directly extending to full
political rights for women, did plant seeds that would be cultivated in later
feminist movements.

Education and Intellectual Awakening for Women

The Enlightenment fostered a greater appreciation for education, and this
extended, albeit with limitations, to women. The idea that a rational mind
was a gift to all individuals, regardless of sex, led to the development of
more educational opportunities for girls. Academies were established,
offering subjects beyond basic literacy and domestic skills, including
history, geography, and even some sciences. While these institutions often
aimed to prepare women for their roles as wives and mothers, they also
exposed them to a wider world of knowledge and encouraged intellectual
curiosity. The increased availability of books and pamphlets, coupled with a
growing culture of correspondence, allowed some women to engage in
intellectual discourse and to form their own reading circles. This
intellectual awakening, though confined within the boundaries of societal
expectations, was a significant departure from previous eras and began to
subtly challenge the notion of women's inherent intellectual inferiority.

The Concept of "Republican Motherhood"

Following the American Revolution, the concept of "Republican Motherhood"
emerged as a significant ideology shaping women's roles. This concept posited
that women had a crucial responsibility in the new republic to instill civic
virtue and republican principles in their children, particularly their sons.
To fulfill this role effectively, women needed to be educated, not in
politics or public life, but in moral philosophy, history, and literature.
This provided a justification for female education that aligned with the
needs of the nascent nation. While it granted women a more esteemed societal
role than before, it was ultimately a domestic role that did not challenge
the existing patriarchal power structures. Women were seen as essential to
the health of the republic, but their influence was to be exercised within
the home, shaping the future citizenry from within the private sphere, thus
reinforcing, rather than dismantling, the broader colonial social structures.



Enlightenment's Influence on Colonial Politics
and Governance

The Enlightenment's emphasis on reason, natural rights, and the social
contract profoundly reshaped colonial attitudes towards politics and
governance, ultimately serving as a primary driver for the American
Revolution. The intellectual currents of this era provided colonists with a
powerful vocabulary and a compelling philosophical framework for questioning
British authority and demanding greater autonomy. The rigid social structures
and political hierarchies imposed by imperial rule were increasingly seen as
incompatible with the emerging ideals of liberty and self-governance. This
intellectual shift empowered colonists to challenge traditional notions of
deference and to advocate for a political system that was more representative
and accountable to the people. The transformation in political thought was
not confined to the elite; Enlightenment ideas permeated public discourse,
influencing colonial assemblies, pamphlets, and everyday conversations.

Challenging British Authority and Taxation

Enlightenment principles directly fueled colonial resistance to British
policies, particularly regarding taxation and representation. The notion of
"no taxation without representation" was rooted in the Enlightenment belief
that legitimate government derives its power from the consent of the
governed. Colonists argued that since they had no elected representatives in
the British Parliament, Parliament had no right to impose taxes upon them.
This challenged the traditional hierarchical relationship where the monarch
and Parliament held ultimate authority over the colonies. The concept of
natural rights further empowered colonists to assert their liberties, viewing
British actions as violations of these fundamental freedoms. The widespread
circulation of pamphlets and essays by figures like Thomas Paine, imbued with
Enlightenment rhetoric, galvanized public opinion and solidified colonial
opposition to imperial control, directly challenging the existing political
and social structures that maintained British dominance.

The Rise of Colonial Assemblies and Political
Participation

The Enlightenment fostered a greater sense of political agency among
colonists, leading to increased participation in colonial assemblies and
other forms of political organization. Colonial assemblies, which had served
as advisory bodies to royal governors, increasingly asserted their own
authority, often mirroring the Enlightenment ideals of representative
government. Members of these assemblies, many of whom were well-versed in
Enlightenment philosophy, used their positions to advocate for colonial
rights and to challenge British policies. The growth of a literate and
politically engaged middle class, fueled by Enlightenment ideas, further



contributed to this trend. Town meetings became vibrant centers of political
discussion, where ordinary citizens could debate issues of governance and
express their views. This burgeoning political consciousness and the
establishment of representative bodies were direct outcomes of the
Enlightenment's impact on colonial social and political structures.

Founding Principles of the United States

The culmination of the Enlightenment's influence on colonial social
structures and political thought was the Declaration of Independence and the
subsequent formation of the United States. The Declaration, a document
steeped in Enlightenment philosophy, articulated the ideals of natural
rights, equality, and the right of revolution when government becomes
destructive of these ends. The U.S. Constitution, with its emphasis on
separation of powers, checks and balances, and popular sovereignty,
represented a deliberate attempt to create a government that reflected
Enlightenment principles and avoided the pitfalls of unchecked power. While
the founders grappled with the practical implementation of these ideals,
particularly concerning issues of slavery and the limited franchise, the
foundational principles enshrined in these documents were undeniably products
of the Enlightenment's transformative impact on colonial social and political
structures. The aspiration for a society based on reason, liberty, and the
consent of the governed represented a radical departure from the inherited
social hierarchies of the colonial past.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of
Enlightenment on US Social Structures

The Enlightenment's impact on colonial social structures was profound and
far-reaching, fundamentally altering the trajectory of American society. By
championing reason, individual rights, and popular sovereignty, the
Enlightenment provided the intellectual bedrock for challenging the inherited
hierarchies and rigid social stratifications of the colonial era. It
empowered a growing middle class, fostered greater political participation,
and ultimately fueled the American Revolution, leading to the establishment
of a nation founded on principles of liberty and equality. While the
application of these ideals was often inconsistent, particularly concerning
slavery and the rights of women, the Enlightenment's legacy lies in its
potent critique of inherited privilege and its powerful articulation of human
potential and self-governance. The enduring influence of these ideas
continues to shape debates about social justice, equality, and the role of
government in contemporary American society, underscoring the transformative
power of intellectual currents in reshaping the very fabric of social
structures.



Frequently Asked Questions

How did Enlightenment ideals challenge existing
colonial social structures?

Enlightenment thinkers like Locke and Rousseau promoted ideas of natural
rights, liberty, and the social contract. These concepts directly challenged
the hierarchical, often divinely ordained, social structures prevalent in
colonies, which were based on inherited status, racial distinctions, and the
absolute authority of monarchs or colonial administrators.

What role did Enlightenment thought play in the
growing calls for independence in British North
American colonies?

Enlightenment ideas fueled the American Revolution by providing a
philosophical justification for self-governance and resistance to tyranny.
Concepts like popular sovereignty, consent of the governed, and the right to
revolution, disseminated through pamphlets and speeches, empowered colonists
to question British authority and demand representation.

How did racial hierarchies in colonies intersect
with or diverge from Enlightenment concepts of
equality?

While Enlightenment thinkers championed universal rights, the application of
these ideals was often inconsistent, particularly concerning enslaved people
and indigenous populations. The inherent contradiction of advocating for
liberty while upholding slavery and subjugation created significant tension
and intellectual debate within colonial societies.

Were Enlightenment ideas universally adopted across
all colonial social classes, or were they primarily
embraced by elites?

Enlightenment ideas were initially more accessible to educated elites,
merchants, and landowners who could afford books and engage in intellectual
discourse. However, these ideas were gradually disseminated through public
forums, newspapers, and religious sermons, influencing broader segments of
the colonial population, albeit with varying degrees of understanding and
acceptance.

How did the Enlightenment influence the development



of new forms of social organization and governance
in emerging nations post-colonization?

The Enlightenment provided the theoretical framework for republicanism,
constitutionalism, and democratic governance. Newly independent nations
adopted principles of separation of powers, checks and balances, and
representative government, aiming to create societies based on reason,
individual rights, and the rule of law, rather than inherited privilege or
absolute power.

What were the primary mechanisms through which
Enlightenment ideas were transmitted and debated in
colonial settings?

Key mechanisms included the circulation of books and pamphlets (e.g., Thomas
Paine's Common Sense), newspapers and periodicals, coffee houses and salons
as informal meeting places for discussion, and the activities of intellectual
societies. Religious institutions also played a role in interpreting and
adapting Enlightenment thought.

How did colonial elites use Enlightenment rhetoric
to justify their own positions of power, even while
challenging imperial authority?

Colonial elites often used Enlightenment language of liberty and self-
determination to advocate for their own autonomy and control over local
affairs. They might embrace ideas of popular sovereignty while simultaneously
resisting the extension of those rights to lower social strata or enslaved
populations, thus solidifying their own elevated status.

In what ways did the Enlightenment's emphasis on
reason and science impact traditional religious
authority and social hierarchies in the colonies?

The Enlightenment's promotion of empirical observation and rational inquiry
encouraged critical examination of traditional religious doctrines and the
divine right of kings. This secularizing trend weakened the absolute
authority of established churches and challenged social hierarchies that were
often legitimized by religious claims, paving the way for greater religious
tolerance and questioning of inherited social orders.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to colonial social structures, the
Enlightenment, and the United States, each starting with °



1.

The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution

This seminal work by Bernard Bailyn traces the
intellectual underpinnings of the American
Revolution, demonstrating how Enlightenment ideas
regarding liberty, natural rights, and popular
sovereignty directly shaped the colonists'
grievances and their vision for a new society. It
delves into the pamphlets, sermons, and treatises
that circulated widely, illustrating the profound
influence of thinkers like Locke and Montesquieu on
colonial thought. The book highlights how these
ideas not only justified rebellion but also laid the
groundwork for the social and political structures
of the nascent United States.

2.

The Social Contract and Discourses

Jean-Jacques Rousseau's foundational text explores
the concept of a social contract as the basis for
legitimate government, arguing that individuals
consent to be governed in exchange for the
protection of their natural rights and freedoms.
This work profoundly influenced revolutionary
thinkers in America, who adapted its ideas to
challenge monarchical authority and advocate for a
republic founded on the will of the people.
Rousseau's emphasis on general will and popular



sovereignty resonated deeply with the desire for
self-governance in the colonies.

3.

The Spirit of the Laws

Baron de Montesquieu's influential treatise examines
the principles of government and law, famously
advocating for the separation of powers into
legislative, executive, and judicial branches. This
structural model was directly adopted by the
Founding Fathers in the U.S. Constitution, aimed at
preventing tyranny and ensuring checks and balances
within the new nation. The book's analysis of
different political systems offered valuable
insights into constructing a stable and effective
government in the post-colonial era.

4,

The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin

This candid and insightful autobiography offers a
firsthand account of life during the colonial period
and the early days of the United States, penned by
one of its most prominent Enlightenment figures.
Franklin's journey from humble beginnings to
intellectual and political prominence embodies the
Enlightenment ideals of self-improvement, reason,
and civic virtue. His narrative provides a vivid
picture of the social mobility and burgeoning sense
of identity in colonial America.



5.

The American Enlightenment: The Shaping of the
American Imagination

Peter Gay's comprehensive study explores the
development and impact of Enlightenment thought
within the American context, arguing that it was a
uniquely American adaptation of European
intellectual currents. The book details how
Enlightenment ideas on reason, science, and progress
were embraced and modified by colonial thinkers,
shaping their political philosophy and cultural
aspirations. It illustrates how these ideas were
instrumental in forging a distinct American identity
and a new societal order.

6.

Common Sense

Thomas Paine's powerful pamphlet, published in 1776,
served as a crucial catalyst for the American
Revolution by articulating a compelling argument for
independence from British rule. Paine's accessible
language and passionate rhetoric demystified complex
political ideas for the common colonist, drawing
heavily on Enlightenment principles of natural
rights and the critique of monarchy. It effectively
mobilized public opinion, swaying many towards the
radical notion of a self-governing republic.

7.



Liberty's Exiles: American Loyalists in the
Revolutionary Era

This historical account by Maya Jasanoff explores
the experiences of Loyalists who remained faithful
to the British Crown during the American Revolution,
examining their diverse backgrounds and the societal
divisions the conflict created. It sheds light on
the complex social structures and allegiances within
colonial society, revealing that not all colonists
embraced Enlightenment ideals or the revolutionary
cause. The book highlights the disruption of
traditional hierarchies and the emergence of new
social and political realities.

8.

On the Law of War and Peace

Hugo Grotius's foundational work in international
law, while predating much of the American
Enlightenment, established principles regarding
natural law and the rights of nations that heavily
influenced subsequent political thought. His ideas
on sovereignty, consent of the governed, and the
justification for resistance against tyranny
provided a theoretical framework for colonial
leaders seeking to legitimize their separation from
Great Britain. The book's exploration of the moral
and legal basis for war and peace resonated with the
colonists' struggle.

9.



Radicals of the Revolution: Early American Founders
and the Making of a New Nation

This book by Gordon S. Wood offers a detailed
examination of the leading figures of the American
Revolution, dissecting their motivations and the
profound societal changes they instigated. Wood
argues that these "radicals" were deeply influenced
by Enlightenment ideas, which challenged established
hierarchies and promoted a more egalitarian vision
of society. The work illuminates how the Revolution
fundamentally altered the social landscape and the
relationship between individuals and the state in
the new republic.
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