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Goals of the Revolution 
 

At the level of principle, the goals of the American Revolution were outlined in the 
Declaration of Independence of 1776.  More specifically, patriots fought the revolution in 
order to: 1) become an independent nation; 2) create a new system of self-governance; 
3) claim equal rights for all citizens and establish the rule of law required for that to be 
meaningful; 4) gain independent membership in the European state system; and 5) rid 
themselves of tyranny. 

The patriots who led the American Revolution were primarily fighting for 
independence from Britain. On the eve of independence, however, what would become 
the United States was comprised of thirteen separate colonies.  Colonists identified with 
their own home colonies and with “Mother” England.  Only shared commercial ties with 
Britain provided the basis for a sense of unity between colonies.  The move toward 
independence raised the problem of defining who was seeking independence, and the 
opening lines of the Declaration of Independence include a radical response to this 
identity crisis: America was one “people.”  The Declaration initiated a process that 
transformed South Carolinians, Virginians, New Yorkers, and other colonists into 
Americans.  However, it was the experience of fighting a war against the British Empire 
that effectively forged a tenable sense of collective identity for many Americans. 

American patriots sought to establish an independent country, which 
presupposed a system of self-governance.  The reasons for the revolt were outlined in 
the Declaration of Independence as following from a “long train of abuses and 
usurpations,” primarily in the areas of law, taxation, and redress of grievances.  The 
Declaration argued that the “tyranny” exercised by the Crown “over these States” forced 
the colonists to “alter their former system of Government.”  Under the new “system,” 
Americans would govern themselves.  But announcing an intention to govern oneself 
and setting up a viable system to govern are not the same thing; it was not obvious to 
Americans during and immediately after the Revolution what this system of self-
governance would be or how it would work.  The fashioning of viable institutions and 
procedures were preoccupations from the adoption of the Articles of Confederation 
through the ratification of the Constitution. 

The Declaration of Independence equated tyranny with England’s abandonment 
of the rule of law.  The patriots claimed to be acting in order to secure equal rights for all 
Americans under the rule of law.  To this end, the Declaration of Independence included 
the landmark claim: “all men are created equal.”  Colonists had always seen themselves 
as equal to their British cousins and entitled to the same liberties as other British 
citizens.  However, Parliament passed laws that violated existing law and the colonists’ 
“inalienable rights”—and all attempts to force redress of these grievances proved 
fruitless.  The newly independent America took great pains to underscore the 
importance of individual rights and rule of law when justifying revolt. 

The revolutionaries’ goal was to create a viable nation-state that would be equal 
in standing to the nations of Europe.  Patriots expected that an independent America 
would assume “separate and equal station” among other modern European nations, 
including France, the Dutch Republic, Spain, or even Britain and worked actively to 
bring that about.  Alliances forged with the Dutch and the French during the American 
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Revolution not only helped America win the war, but paved the way for future politico-
economic alliances.  No longer required by law to trade exclusively with Britain, 
Americans eagerly sought new commercial networks, especially in the Mediterranean. 

Finally, patriots fought the Revolution out of opposition to tyranny and oppression 
in general.  Revolutionary principles promised to lead America—and other nations 
around the globe—into an era of freedom.  Many American leaders, including John 
Adams, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin, believed that 
the revolution that began in 1776 would never continue and reproduce in other places 
by inspiring people who lived (and live) under oppression to reclaim their dignity as 
subjects endowed with basic rights and overthrow the power that oppresses them.  
 
 


