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This book is dedicated to my grandchildren:

 



RUSTY, ZOË,GRIFFIN, SOPHIE, AND WELLS




INTRODUCTION

This book is the story of the search by American intellectuals for cultural self-definition. In some sense it is intended to be a kind of existential epic with those very special people—the intellectuals—as protagonists engaged in the Sisyphean task of forever confronting the new and making it meaningful to society. Intellectuals pursue their tasks—often esoteric and wildly impractical to the common man—because they feel “cultural anxiety,” or a compulsion constantly to redefine the context of reality in which they find themselves. They assume the burden of first sensing, then grappling with, and finally organizing the new, which is of value to civilization itself. More than mere custodians of knowledge, they stand for most of their lives face to face with the terrors and ambiguities of ultimate reality. And as such, in Henry James’s terms, they are the “hard core creators of culture.”

In the United States the role of the intellectual currently is not much appreciated. On both the political right and the political left, intellectuals are deemed to be “elitists.” They are members of an elite only in the sense that relatively few people have the talent, sensibility, intelligence, and especially the inclination to worry about the culture as a whole. Most Americans prefer to remain caught up in the everyday concerns of living a “normal life,” pursuing limited if special interests, and advocating causes whose origin and meaning they scarcely question. Recently the social history of such people has come to fascinate historians. This is particularly ironic because of all nations, the United States is and has been from the beginning the product of intellectuals. As F. Scott Fitzgerald observed, in contrast to France, which was a land, and England, which was a people,  America always had about it “the quality of an idea.” At a certain point in time, 1776, it emerged as a concept from the minds of a particular group of Founding Fathers who were nothing if not intellectuals. As intellectuals and Founding Fathers, these men in varying ways all shared a special vision of the future based in part on their studies of the past. This vision and its adventures or misadventures—even its universality—forms my theme, but by no means my only concern, in this narrative of American thought and consciousness.

My theme, of course, is the American quest for the climactic model of world civilization that not only would incorporate the best ideas, the best lifestyles, and the most profound spiritual values, but also would forever remain free and open to the new. It would be the world’s first truly cosmopolitan civilization—a “nation of nations,” as Walt Whitman put it, with the “course of universal being” flowing through it. Since the American Revolution the quest has proven to be an exciting one, though the results—certainly as of 1900, the formative period during which America passed through its first major crises—have perhaps remained inconclusive; hence, the existential nature of this narrative.

My study of American intellectual history has itself raised large questions that cannot be ignored. The first of these concerns is the role of information and its relationship to what we call cultures and civilizations, for it was, after all, information with which the “hard core creators of culture” were grappling. So important, therefore, is this question that it forms a major theme of my narrative. It suggests an underlying interpretation of intellectual and cultural history in the form of several related questions, which run as follows: what is civilization as opposed to a culture, what functions do intellectuals perform in both contexts, how do we know when we have a truly significant civilization, and why is the study of America especially significant in any case?

Most studies of civilizations and cultures use the terms interchangeably as ways of referring to those clearly delineated structures of interrelated institutions, language, ideas, values, myths, and symbols that give form and meaning to societal behavior. Often civilization is seen as simply a more advanced or complex culture made so by the emergence of one or more distinctive traits such as religion, art, or law that seem to characterize the Judeo-Christian, Byzantine, Roman, Greek, Oriental, and Islamic civilizations, respectively. This has led to some confusion and, in my opinion, great and possibly dangerous superficialities.

Cultures are structures of interrelated institutions, languages, ideas, values, myths, and symbols. They tend to be exclusive, even tribal. Civilizations, on the other hand, are open to new customs and ideas. They are syncretistic, chaotic, and often confusing societal information mechanisms. They continue to grow in the richness, variety, and complexity of societal experience as it is brought before the people by intellectuals, politicians, artists, writers, technologists, and scientists from all parts of the then-known world. Civilization advances beyond the set prescriptions of culture into a broader eclecticism, and to identify both the individual and the social is harder to discern. It is possibly too subtle, too kaleidoscopic, too demanding, though also swirling and adventuresome for all of its elusiveness.

Civilization, as such, however, is also deceptive, because beneath the surface of apparent chaos and contradiction lies great efficiency in absorbing, organizing, and distributing the world’s information. Human beings, individually and collectively, by the nature of their biological makeup, cannot help but be sensors of the world’s data. They must forever puzzle over and account for—organize in some fashion—this experience that gradually becomes knowledge for better or for worse. Cultures and systems of ideas are then, figuratively speaking, temporary bulwarks, stopping places, organizational makeshifts in the path of on-rushing civilizations that are the inevitable products of history in the same sense that learning is the inevitable product of individual experience. The question then becomes almost quantitative, as early advocates of mass education, such as Thomas Jefferson, dimly realized. Is that civilization best or highest that incorporates or makes relevant to its people the maximum of the world’s data? Does it crest at a point of maximum learning activity? And does it recede into folk culture status when new information is shut out by conscious political and cultural proscriptions—when real intellectuals no longer have a vital role to play and the totalitarians, politicians, traffic directors, bureaucrats, drill-masters, and fascists take over?

America, it appears, had almost no choice from the outset. It began as a palimpsest of world experience—its lineage ringingly articulated in the writings of the Founding Fathers. And as waves of immigration swept over the new land and the citizens of the United States had ever-increasing access to  the world’s ideas, inventions, and varieties of consciousness, it became ever more eclectic—cosmopolitan, not in spite of, but because of itself, in that it had its beginnings in the conscious ideal of eighteenth-century cosmopolitan reason. The United States is unique, therefore, only in having a clearly discernible beginning; unlike that of so many other nations, its revolution led to a unique independence. In this book I am concerned with the multifaceted role of the intellectuals as they have given shape to our civilization in its crucial formative period. My objectives should consequently be clear. In the course of my narrative I propose:1. To describe the evolution and growth of a utopian and cosmopolitan American civilization, with all the evidences of progress, regress, doubt, and failures to live up to the ideal.

2. To see this evolutionary growth as a kind of gigantic, ongoing information mechanism.

3. To describe and analyze various major intellectual, scientific, and artistic structures or configurations for dealing with data coming not only from the experiences of the New World but also from Europe and all parts of the globe.

4. To examine and characterize American intellectuals, artists, and scientists as sensors of realities and purveyors of information and opinions as well as dreams to a civilization they were defining by means of their consciousness and interpretations.

5. To delineate as much as possible the social and cultural matrix in which America’s intellectuals functioned.



It should be clear that my overall interpretation runs counter to Frederick Jackson Turner’s attempt to isolate American uniqueness and to characterize American culture as one owing to the existence of a vast frontier to the west. In my view American civilization was not only a product of the frontier, the pioneer, and even nature. Democracy and a whole host of other American values did not emerge “stark and strong: from out of the forest” in a kind of virgin birth. Rather, civilization in the United States was the product of the world’s ideas put to the service of the North American people on one level by those “hard core creators of culture”—the intellectuals—who transmitted, transformed, and ultimately made attractive to our citizens  whatever the world had to offer. American civilization was thus always a derivative and syncretistic civilization. In my opinion, there is honor in acknowledging this fact, and folly in the reductionist search for the one quintessentially unique American factor in our global civilization. This is an interdependent world, and there is no better time than now to acknowledge this fact and to build upon it. If this book does nothing more than serve as a parable illustrating and defending this proposition, it will have served its purpose.




BOOK I

WORLD HISTORY IS AMERICAN HISTORY




CHAPTER ONE

Tom Paine’s Vision

“The Birthday of a new world is at hand,” proclaimed citizen Tom Paine on July 10, 1776. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again!” Paine, a ragged but independent refugee from the slums of London, seemed to personify the promise of America as a “new world.” The best years of his youth he had spent as a half-starved corset maker—a trade he detested so much that only the solace of Gin Lane made it bearable. He had seen one wife die amid London’s squalor, and another deserted him because he was a failure at everything he tried. Stout, ugly, habitually unshaven, dirty, and described by everyone who saw him as a man with “twisted eyes,” Paine was a piece of the world’s flotsam when he arrived in America in 1774 bearing a crumpled letter of introduction from Benjamin Franklin. The letter secured him a position as editor of Robert Aitken’s Pennsylvania Magazine, where he taught himself the craft with rugged determination, and within a year achieved some distinction as a writer. However, the British attack at Lexington and Concord in April 1775 and the subsequent assembling of the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia fired his revolutionary imagination, and he abandoned his editorial duties in summer and fall 1775 to scratch out Common Sense, his immortal two-shilling pamphlet that swept revolutionary America by storm.

In Common Sense he forcefully articulated the moral possibilities of colonial America and formulated them into a persuasive ideology of world revolution that captured the imagination of thousands. “The cause of America is in great measure the cause of all mankind,” Paine insisted. “’Tis not the affair of a city, a county, a province, or a kingdom, but of a continent—of at least one eighth part of the habitable globe. Tis not the concern of a day, a year, or an age; posterity are virtually involved in the contest, and will be more or less affected, even to the end of time, by the proceedings now. Now is the seed-time of continental union, faith and honor.” Paine’s message went out to people on both sides of the Atlantic by the hundreds of thousands. Carried along by more than ringing rhetoric, his homely argument made him into a prophet—the prophet of reason who saw clearly into the millennial future for which North America had been preparing itself for nearly two centuries.

Even while Paine’s pamphlet was hitting the streets of Philadelphia, a Second Continental Congress, made up of representatives of all thirteen colonies, was meeting in that city to consider the question of independence, war, and the possibilities for European cooperation that might eventually lead to the formation of a new nation in America. Paine’s pamphlet removed the frames of time and space from this discussion. Focusing on the basic nature of man everywhere, Paine unveiled a transcendent and global drama in which America and the American stood at center stage, the symbol of mankind’s hopes for a future of harmony and liberty. Drawing upon all peoples from all places, America stood at the meridian—the first potentially cosmopolitan civilization where man and man’s reason and man’s rights might prevail. Paine declared, “Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her—Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. Oh receive the fugitive and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.”

Paine enunciated three essential functions in the formation of American thought and culture. He served as a profound myth-maker. He made clear some of the basic relationships of man, society, and government upon which the future republic was to rest. And he made the revolutionary heritage of America so overt as to be unmistakable for all future generations.

As myth-maker, Paine, in Common Sense, wove together powerful emotive strands to create enduring myths about American size, uniqueness,  open-mindedness, and goodness—America’s fundamental difference from the rest of the world. Drawing upon American pride in the size and sublime immensity of the continent, not to mention the endless abundance of nature that supplied resources for world trade, Paine appealed to a kind of Newtonian geography. “There is something very absurd,” he wrote, “in supposing a continent to be perpetually governed by an island. In no instance hath nature made the satellite larger than its primary planet. . . . ” Then there were the American people. According to Paine, they were not, as was commonly supposed, all freeborn Englishmen and therefore held by cultural ties to the Mother Country. For “Mother” he substituted the “melting pot” parent. Europe, not just England, was the parent country of America. “This new world hath been the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every part of Europe.” But if the people in America were “lovers of civilization and religious liberty,” they stood in stark contrast to the oppressed of England and Europe who remained behind, victims of a “monster” civilization. This—the contrast theme—was central to his argument. America was a free, abundant asylum of nature and plenty. Europe was encrusted with wicked, corrupt, and degrading institutions, such as monarchies, condemned even in the Bible, which enfeebled her population and stifled freedom. The contrast theme Paine presented became basic to defining America.

In one grand synthesis, Paine captured the implicit millennialism of a vast spectrum of American believers, including not only hopeful tradesmen, farmers, newly arrived immigrants, and scientifically minded devotees of progress, but also Calvinists of all persuasions, who for over a century had impatiently looked toward the coming of Christ’s kingdom in the New World. According to Paine, America was God’s country of the future. The spirit of revival, constant regeneration, and future-oriented habits of pragmatic thinking had already become basic to American thought. Paine, as myth-maker, used it to build an intercolonial self-identity intended to bind the colonies together in a common cause and a new utopian nation.

Paine’s social and political thought had even wider scope. Considering himself a citizen of the world, he was not concerned solely with America, but first with mankind, and then America as it offered an experiment or model to the rest of the world. Like most eighteenth-century thinkers, he  was Newtonian and believed in models as they reflected the basic principles of nature, yet stood off from it as an observer, possessed of special powers of reason and the senses that English philosopher John Locke had clearly described. Man’s task was to use his reason to bring himself into ever-closer harmony with nature, for to be in harmony with nature meant that one was possessed of its secrets and most fully assumed his natural dignity in the universe. But for Paine, contrary to Locke, man did not start out with a mental tabula rasa. Rather, following the Scottish Common Sense philosophers, Paine preferred to believe, like Thomas Jefferson, that man possessed an innate sense of morality and sociability that made naturally for brotherhood. “Let us suppose a small number of persons settled in some sequestered part of the earth, unconnected with the rest,” he wrote. “In this state of natural liberty, society will be their first thought.” Man in a state of nature thus seeks harmony, brotherhood, cooperation, and sociability rather than ruthless competition. The sole object of government is to enable him to achieve these objectives by preserving his freedom. Thus Paine drew a clear distinction between society and government. “Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by restraining our vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other creates distinctions. . . . Government like dress is the badge of lost innocence.”

The problem arose, however, when simplicity, like innocence, vanished before complexity created by ever-increasing numbers of people with conflicting aims. For all his belief in innate reason and morality, Paine also saw irrationality and wickedness generated out of complex and overly populous societies. Hence the sad necessity for government. America, for him, clearly represented the last best instance of underpopulation and hence of Adamic innocence that made true liberty and brotherly individualism possible. Thus the tone of strident urgency in Common Sense. There was, in Paine’s view, very little time left for man to slough off the corruptions of Europe and get back on the natural path of unfettered harmony and freedom. The significance of the revolutionary crisis was for him whether America could resist the encroachments of a corrupt monarchy and thus reverse the depressing tide of tyranny in the nick of time.

In advocating revolution and independence Paine was also assailing the past and the centuries of corruption that had come to fetter European freedom. Unlike Locke, also a believer in the contract theory of government, he took no solace in the venerable British Constitution or historic English traditions said to guarantee “the rights of freeborn Englishmen.” He had seen too much corruption in the Britain of his day. Instead he wished America to begin anew—to embark on a venture in true utopianism. The aim of the revolution, as Paine saw it, was to wipe away the stain of the past and to found, through the rational common sense of men, a completely new society dedicated to an ideology of brotherly individualism in which the rights to life, liberty, property, equality, and the pursuit of happiness were the axioms and postulates of man’s existence. Moreover, he sought to guarantee the security of these rights by means of a representative republican government with a written constitution in which the maximum democratic participation was encouraged to ensure minimum governmental interference with man’s basic rights. Society was more important than government. The individual, in whom Paine ultimately placed his faith, was more important than the state and certainly any ruler. Paine thus proposed to found a revolutionary government upon rationally derived ideas, not traditions, upon an ideological model rather than existing institutions. His was a blueprint drawn from the world of reason and experience that he hoped would take shape in a written constitution that would come to serve all men, including the Americans. Remarkably enough, in the winter of 1776, he found himself in the main among like-minded cosmopolitan men at Valley Forge, who were also conscious of their role on a global and timeless stage. In July of that year, the Continental Congress produced in the Declaration of Independence, addressed specifically to a “candid world,” what Paine must have regarded as a gloss upon his text.

Paine’s vision of a new society that would embrace and absorb all the people of the earth was, of course, merely a secularized eighteenth-century version of a prophetic and millennial dream that had fascinated peoples for over a thousand years. The meeting of the Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1776 that launched the colonies on their revolutionary course and the subsequent creation of a unique constitutional government in 1787 meant to form the basis of a great cosmopolitan experiment were  the products of a certain group of people at a certain time and place in human history. Other utopian dreams had failed—at times tragically—in the New World. But somehow the New World invariably beckoned and offered future promise down through time to people of millennial vision and imagination. As two hundred years of America’s history opened on such a note of promise, the question remained: would the dream be fulfilled?




CHAPTER TWO

The Complex Road to an Independent Civilization

Though often it did not seem so, the main theme of colonial experience in North America had been a quest for liberty, as floods of settlers interpreted it. But the achievements of that end were not so easy. In fact, the road to independence was a complex journey. First the Pilgrims, then the Puritans, came seeking religious liberty in their own peculiar fashion. To the south, on the Chesapeake River, the one thing the proprietors of the Virginia Company learned was the folly of attempting to attract plantation workers without giving them some chance to own land in the vastness of America. As the Middle Colonies developed, Pennsylvania prospered on its climate of tolerance—religious, economic, and even ethnic—which attracted thousands of settlers and not only made Philadelphia the most prosperous city in the colonies and the most tolerant, but also opened up the backcountry to rich, free settlement. The proprietary Jerseys were so in name only, as the newly arrived did pretty much as they pleased since the lordly owners were in absentia, taking the waters somewhere in Britain. And in New York, not only had the Hudson River patroon system failed and Manhattan become a polyglot city of all sorts of people, religions, and occupations, but  it was so recognized by British authorities who, when they captured it from the Dutch, allowed most indigenous institutions to stand. Indeed, a main theme of British North American imperialism seems to have been the population of the colonies with whatever people seemed available and willing. Governed largely by mercantilistic theories, British sovereigns, merchant adventurers, and Parliament seemed most concerned with exploiting the resources of the new continent as fast as possible, getting rid of overpopulation or malcontents at home, and creating a large new market for British goods. For well over one hundred years, the British government’s attention to the colonies was largely confined to militarily combating Dutch, French, and Spanish designs on its New World possessions and regulating commerce in the interests of the Mother Country through a series of navigation acts or trade regulations.

Religion at times became an issue because British rulers lived in an age when the spirit of the Reformation reinforced a natural imperial competition with Catholic France and Spain. Consequently, they endorsed, even at times enthusiastically, the holy aspects of the English mission to North America. But when intense religious conflicts arose in the mid-seventeenth century, the reaction of Britain’s rulers was always toward broadened toleration, from neglect of Roger Williams’s accusations against New England and Charles II’s ordering of religious toleration in Massachusetts, his granting charters of toleration to Williams in Rhode Island and Penn in Pennsylvania, to the broad application of William and Mary’s Toleration Act of 1689 over all their North American colonies. In the meantime throughout the colonies, little by little, locally dominated political institutions began to develop, from the famous Virginia House of Burgesses to the New England town meetings built upon the bases of religious congregationalism.

This whole broad imperial outlook on the part of Britain has been termed a policy of “salutary neglect,” but, on the contrary, it would be more accurate to say that it was a policy of headlong, opportunistic imperial development in which large numbers of grateful, loyal, functioning citizens were seen to be England’s best resource in the competition with Spain, France, and Holland. To achieve this strength in the shortest possible time, within the broad outlines of a traditional mercantilist design, a middle-class laissez-faire policy that even countenanced indentured servitude and slavery prevailed. Americans came to equate this policy, even as it  ignored slavery, with liberty, which they believed to be traditional not only in their own long colonial experience, but also traditional in the rights of Englishmen under the British Constitution. Eventually American philosophers, following John Locke, traced the natural right to liberty—or laissez-faire—back through the best times in ancient history to the mythical origins of man in a state of nature. Through a process of historicism they made such rights fundamental to the nature of man himself and the never-ending quest for these rights as something holy.

The striking fact about all this is that, for such a very long time, with minor exceptions, the interests of Britain and its North American colonies seemed to coincide. The bitterest struggles seemed to take place within the colonies themselves—partially due to growing pains that continually jostled, threatened, or at times replaced the status of colonial elites or leadership groups. The struggle of the Puritan orthodoxy to retain absolute control over its “visible saints” in the face of worldly alternatives was one such example. The bitter war waged by the Awakeners against the so-called Arminians was another. These struggles were fought out in the pulpits of intellectualism, in contrast to Major General James Wolfe’s more mundane French and Indian War conflict with Louis-Joseph, the Marquis de Montcalm de Saint-Véran, on the Plains of Abraham.

By the Peace of Paris in 1763, which ended the French and Indian War, however, in North America itself a new status revolution had taken place fully as profound as the ousting of the French from the backwoods heartlands of America. Religion per se had lost its monopoly on the definition of the “good life” in America. The Great Awakening had subsided for a time like a sudden storm blown out to sea and with it had gone the minister’s authority in the vanguard of continental leadership. Instead new men ruled—merchants made rich on war profits, lawyers made rich on merchants’ profits and squabbles, and most important of all, a new intellectual class that gained great sway over the minds of Americans through the media of newspapers, almanacs, circulated letters, politically oriented sermons, manifestoes, and pamphlets. Such figures as Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin, James Otis, Patrick Henry, John Dickinson, Thomas Jefferson, and Tom Paine immediately spring to mind. In place of the minister’s struggles over freedom of conscience and the merits or demerits of private revelation, these new men—the American philosophes—directed their energies to  defining and arguing, using every basic strand of traditional western thought, the nature of human liberty in this world rather than the next.

But why had they arisen as contenders and leaders at all? Why did they feel compelled to precipitate a crisis within what seemed to be a harmonious British empire governed by their own admission under the most enlightened constitution and set of laws western man had ever devised? Economic motives were not the most important. The Navigation Acts, with the exception of controls over sugar and molasses, were largely beneficial to the colonists. And these acts were so loosely enforced as to make smuggling take on the character of legitimate business enterprise. The king seemed to have nothing but goodwill for his colonies and even made an American, Benjamin West, his court painter. Both King and Parliament were proud of their new-won North American empire, and glory probably should have been enough.

Parliament was hardly a united body, but rather a collection of local representatives bound up with a limited set of constituents, parochial concerns, and the game or sport of jockeying for status and glory within the confines of the Houses themselves. Such a piece of witty one-upmanship as Horace Walpole’s judgment of Charles Townshend—“He had almost every great talent . . . if he had had but common truth, common sincerity, common honesty, common modesty, common steadiness, common courage and common sense”—may have seemed at the time more important than a wise and farsighted policy for the North American colonies. In short, despite the great names of Parliament handed down to us by British historians, despite the striking personalities of Walpole, Pitt, Fox, Burke, Townshend, North, Grenville, et al., the British Parliament seems really to have differed little in its instincts from the Virginia House of Burgesses or a Massachusetts assembly. It was excessively local in character. At a time when worldwide intellectual currents were sweeping through western civilization and Britain itself had acquired a global empire, Parliament seemed almost testy at the inconvenience of interrupting its sport and attending to the responsibilities of its new empire. And so it delegated its responsibilities to a series of second-rate ministers who lasted but a short while in office and whose policies often conflicted, sometimes canceled one another out, and were invariably impulsive. It was almost as if they believed that God, not Adam Smith, had devised an invisible hand to run  world affairs for their landowner or merchant clients’ benefits, and active political participation in world affairs of state was asking just a bit much for all but the most fanatical opportunist or the lesser members who simply had to make their mark.

The best way out was to delegate authority, and by 1763, as relates to foreign policy, Britain had the largest, most cumbersome bureaucracy of its time—a major triumph of spoilsmanship and shrewd obfuscation in the eyes of some. As Esmond Wright has written, “The following all had some control over the colonies: The Secretary of State for the Southern Department, the Board of Trade and Plantations (made up of merchants), the Treasury, the Surveyor and Auditor-General of the Colonies, the Commissioner of Customs, the Secretary-at-War, the Admiralty, the Admiralty Courts, the Surveyor-General of the King’s Woods, the Postmaster General and the Bishop of London. The Admiralty alone had fifteen branches scattered in all parts of the town, from Whitehall to Cheapside; the Board sat in Whitehall, but the Navy Office was in Seething Lane, the Victualling Office in East Smithfield, the Ordnance in the Tower.” And one might have added that the ships were docked along the Thames and the Royal Observatory, which furnished the sailing charts and was administered by the Admiralty, was located up the Thames at Greenwich. Clearly Washington, D.C.’s current “foggy bottom” originated long ago in eighteenth-century London.

Beyond this, the experience of the French and Indian War fastened a permanent hostile bureaucracy on America. To a man, the British commanders who participated in that campaign—John Campbell, Earl of Loudoun, Lord Jeffrey Amherst, Henry Bouquet, Sir William Johnson, and General Thomas Gage—had nothing but contempt for the continentals. Most colonies had furnished supplies and men only with the greatest reluctance. And all the successful campaigns in the vast war of forest and lakes were mounted by common British redcoats whose lobsterbacks alone had reflected imperial glory from the wild Mohawk Valley to the unscalable heights of Quebec. Accordingly, General Gage was appointed commander-in-chief for North America to watch over the immense hinterland and to guard against the unruly Americans. In 1763 a new strategy was launched, which Gage enthusiastically carried out until 1774 when he was relieved. American settlers were to be kept out of the interior—the backcountry of  Pennsylvania and the Ohio River country. So, too, were British regulars to avoid becoming enmeshed in another vast land war in the wilderness. Troops were to be stationed around the fringes of the frontier to keep the settlers out and to protect the Indians so they might continue to furnish furs to British manufacturers. Because of its strategic location vis-à-vis the Hudson River Valley, New York was selected as the main headquarters of the British army, and great numbers of troops were to be quartered there and sent out as reinforcements to frontier garrisons. Along with this, Britain sent its own agents among the Indians seeking trade and pacification so as to avoid another war. And finally in 1763 a royal proclamation was issued forbidding Americans to cross over and settle beyond the Alleghenies. This offended thousands of would-be American settlers as well as groups of land speculators in the seaboard towns who had hoped to profit by dealing in the greatly extended territories won by the British soldiers.

Beyond all this, Parliament suddenly became aware—doubtless prompted by taxpaying clients from the landholding sections of the realm—that the war and the keeping of the peace had become very expensive. Revenue acts taxing the colonies for what after all could be construed as a war in their interests seemed essential. Unfortunately, the primary act passed for securing revenue was the Stamp Act of 1765. This act fell most heavily on exactly the wrong group in America—the new elite of merchants, lawyers, publicists, and philosophes whose every document from newspapers and pamphlets to wills, cargo manifests, and land deeds had to bear the king’s stamp. This directly threatened the most intelligent, aggressive, and recently triumphant elite in the colonies. In addition, this group had increasingly felt threatened not only by the rising military establishment and its pretentious if not contemptuous officer class but also by still another British bureaucracy fastened upon America. These were the ever-growing numbers of customs agents, revenue collectors, English factors, insurance agents, bondsmen, inspectors, Vice-Admiralty Court officers, royal governors, and their growing staffs of agents and spies to which now were to be added a legion of stamp sellers and an armada of revenue cutters and patrol boats. In addition to the artificial status enjoyed by these new parliamentary favorites, colonial businessmen, farmers, shippers, and the publicists bitterly resented the habitual extortion, overzealousness, and racketeering that was common practice among those who swelled the  king’s bureaucracy in North America in pursuit of “the main chance.” What today might be called big government and its real or imagined infringement on their liberties seems to have angered the colonists most. Not money alone or legalistic arguments over internal versus external taxation aroused the colonists, but the psychological threat to their liberties and the newly won leadership status of the vocal colonial elite class. Moreover, the obvious venality, racketeering, and profligate behavior of the king’s military officers and his civilian agents helped build up, particularly in the minds of sober New Englanders and staid planters like George Washington, an image of rampant dissolution and immorality emanating from Britain itself. The bad example of the low-principled, high-living king’s agents in America began to change the colonials’ image of Britain itself.

Initially out of all this came the Stamp Act Crisis of 1765, which united the colonies for the first time in opposition to the Crown. The mobs, the haranguing, the harassment of officials, including hanging them in effigy, the sermons praying against episcopacy, somehow were linked with these stamps. The writings of James Otis and the formation of the Stamp Act Congresses and nonimportation agreements caused the cancellation of the Stamp Act in 1766, but an obiter dictum, the Declaratory Act of the same year, asserted Parliament’s power to tax the colonies. In the decade that followed came the series of British Acts—pounded into the heads of every American schoolchild from that day forward—that seemed to lead inevitably to revolution. The creation of Vice-Admiralty Courts suspending trial by jury in one’s own country, the Townshend Acts taxing the colonies on articles to ensure, as London Magazine put it in 1766, that “the American is apparelled from head to foot in our manufactures. He scarcely drinks, sits, moves, labours or recreates himself without contributing to the emolument of the mother country.” The forcible quartering of troops in private homes; the hiring of Hessian mercenaries to hold down “freeborn Englishmen”; the awful atrocity of the Boston Massacre in 1770, in which five people were shot by soldiers; the granting of a tea monopoly to the East India Company; and finally the Coercive or Intolerable Acts—closing Boston’s port, establishing military government in that city, suspending all town meetings, and removing the right to all local trials for misbehaving royal officials, culminating in the Quebec Act that transferred all the western country to the dominion of Quebec, which placed it under French law  and Roman Catholic religion—caused the colonies to take a more than casual interest in their liberties. Indeed in the critical decade between 1764 and 1774, liberty became an American obsession—a violent passion that led to revolution.

Behind all of this British imperial policy, indeed one of the chief causes for assuming the hard line that eventually lost America, was the continued advice of the Proconsul, General Gage and the military-bureaucratic establishment in the colonies. In nearly every dispatch for a decade, Gage sounded the alarm, urged a “get tough” policy, and called for an ever-larger army and naval establishment. In 1767 Gage wrote to Viscount William Wildman Barrington:
The Colonists are taking great strides towards Independency; it concerns Great Britain by a speedy and spirited conduct to show them that these provinces are British Colonies dependent on her, and that they are not independent states.





In an audience with the king in 1773, he requested four regiments to keep Boston in order. By 1774 he was nearly hysterical as he wrote to Barrington:
If you think ten thousand men sufficient, send twenty, if one million [pounds] is thought enough, give two, you will save both blood and treasure in the end. A large force will terrify, and engage many to join you; a middling one will encourage resistance, gain no friends.





Gage’s dispatches and reports were echoed by other officers and by civil officials such as Governor Francis Bernard of Massachusetts and Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson of the same state, whose lavish house had been sacked by a mob. As the crucial decade moved along, and nearly every Crown officer became a target of abuse, the advice flowing into Parliament and the king from those who were assumed to be the most expert—the men on the spot—counseled tighter restrictions, a greater bureaucracy in America, a larger show of military strength, and a policy of bringing America to heel. In addition to neglecting to mention the fact that such a policy would cement and perpetuate their own powers and potential  wealth, the Crown’s men on the spot not only glossed over their own countless peccadilloes, dishonesties, and examples of bad judgment, but they also failed to face up to the obvious. Such a policy meant civil war, an expensive conflict that Britain, should France be drawn into it, just might lose—along with its northern American empire. This overreliance upon the expert, the civil servant, the man on the spot, the Tory colonial, seems almost an inescapable “precondition for takeoff” into a disastrous imperial war. More than any other factor, this proconsul strategy of offending the civil leaders and needlessly showing military, economic, and bureaucratic coercion seems to have led to the American Revolution.

In any case, British strategy failed. Besides organizing the colonists as never before, it brought to the front the natural leaders in America. Further, it so mobilized the intellectual talents of these leaders as to generate a new kind of revolution—an ideological revolution. By 1776, the war, which had already begun in April 1775 at Lexington and Concord, had turned into something quite different from a legal struggle. It had become the philosopher’s war, an ideological conflict that was made to represent the culmination of the Enlightenment struggle for the rights of man in a better environment shorn of the last vestiges of decadent feudalism. What better place than America—“Nature’s Nation”—for the opening struggle in the great cause of liberty that Paine so optimistically declared “the birthday of a new world.” The American Revolution as it developed through seven long years of war had become an adventure of the mind and a scene of creation, as well as a grim struggle of body against body.




I 

When the American philosophers turned to the task of the formulation of ideological revolution and the creation of a secular world utopia they were self-consciously aware of being a part of the Enlightenment. From the beginning theirs was not a limited but a worldwide vision that took its cue from the mathematical generalities of the Scientific Revolution and the new social sciences generated by such men as John Locke, Montesquieu, David Hume, Beccaria, and hundreds of others from all over Europe. They were worldly philosophers, but they also paid close attention to an  emergent anthropology, a sociology of the common man, moral philosophy stemming mainly from the Scottish Enlightenment, the wisdom of the classical writers, and the lessons of a recent history.

History, both ancient and modern, was most important to them. Observing through Edward Gibbon’s eyes, they could see how the Roman Republic collapsed because of venality and immorality, which led to public laxness and a vulnerability to emperors and tyrants. Robert Molesworth’s account of the subversion of Denmark brought the same lesson even closer to their own times. And Paine’s historical urgency in Common Sense convinced them that if the secular millennium was to be achieved, time was running short. From what they could observe of conditions in England and France, not to mention those of the Crown’s agents in America, reason, individualism, morality, and true liberty might well vanish from the earth if they failed to create a model state for the world. The Revolution had come at the precise moment when belief in reason, balance, and individual natural rights had reached a crest in the western world. By the French Revolution in 1789, romantic emotionalism and the concept of mass man had begun to replace reason and individualism.

The leaders of the American revolutionary generation, then, despite their self-conscious awareness of the ideological experiment to which they were pledging their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor, made no pretense to originality. Their real genius lay in being forcefully dedicated but characteristic men of their time who put to work the best the Enlightenment had to offer before their world disappeared forever. Their ideas were a palimpsest—a synthesis of the best of the world’s knowledge up to 1776. Thanks to their efforts, certain Enlightenment qualities or habits of mind became traditional American values. Among these were a reverence for principles, particularly individual liberty, a dedication to reason and the rational solution, a belief in order and at the same time constant change, a talent for practicality and down-to-earth political organization, a faith in learning, a sense of world responsibility and mission, and perhaps most important of all, an extreme and sensitive receptivity to new ideas, and a confidence in intellect. This receptivity to novelty and confidence in the utilitarian power of intellect best sustained the American philosophes on the road to revolution.

Professor Bernard Bailyn in The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution has convincingly described the American receptivity to ideas. Speaking of the revolutionary generation pamphlet literature, he asserted, “To judge simply from an ennumeration of the colonists’ citations, they had at their finger tips, and made use of, a large portion of the inheritance of Western culture, from Aristotle to Moliere, from Cicero to Phileleutherus Lipsiensis [Richard Bently], from Vergil to Shakespeare, Ramus, Samuel Pufendorf, Jonathan Swift, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.” Bailyn then offers a broad classification of these borrowed ideas that serves to underscore not only the cosmopolitan sources of revolutionary thought, but the marked degree to which the Revolution was ideologically inspired.

A product of their formal education, the tradition of classical antiquity was basic to the thought of the revolutionary leaders. However, in their numerous references to antiquity, revolutionary thinkers relied most heavily upon the literature of the Roman Republic and the writings of authors, primarily Plutarch, Livy, Cicero, Sallust, and Tacitus, who lamented the collapse of their republic in the face of social and political corruption and the rise of tyrannical emperors. The analogy with the eighteenth-century British Empire, of course, was obvious, as Patrick Henry made clear when opposing the Stamp Act. He declared, “Caesar had his Brutus—Charles the first, his Cromwell—and George the third—may profit by their example.” As Bailyn points out, “Britain, it would soon become clear, was to America ‘what Caesar was to Rome.’” American visitors to England, such as Benjamin Franklin and John Dickinson, continually saw this analogy in the corruption and venality of English life, about which they wrote home in letters to friends. As early as 1758, during the Seven Years’ War, Franklin wrote to Joseph Galloway, “The Nation . . . knows and feels itself so universally corrupt and rotten from Head to Foot, that it has little Confidence in any publick Men or publick Measures.” Ten years later he quoted with horror Beckford’s bland question to the House of Commons: “‘Pray does that gentleman imagine there is any member of this House that does not Know what corruption is?’” Franklin added, “which occasioned only a roar of laughter, for they are so hardened in the practice, that they are very little ashamed of it. All the members are now in their counties and boroughs among their drunken electors; much confusion and disorder in many  places, and such profusion of money as never was known before on any similar occasion.” England, he concluded in another letter to John Ross in 1768, was “intent on nothing but luxury, licentiousness, power, places, pensions and plunder.” John Dickinson, while a law student in London in 1754, was appalled at the utter corruption of Parliament. “Boroughs were bought for 200 guineas,” and the opposing voter was “made dead drunk and kept in that state, never heard of by his family or friends till all is over and he can do no harm.” The young Pennsylvanian concluded, “I think the character of Rome will equally suit this nation: ‘Easy to be bought, if there was but a purchaser.’”

At the same time, too, steeped in classical writers and reared on Latin and Greek, American intellectuals came to identify personally with heroic figures of the Roman Republic rather than the Empire. Young John Adams declaimed Cicero aloud in his room at night, and the reasoned style of the Republican orators, to a marked degree, governed the thought of American intellectuals. The image of corrupt and collapsing Rome was a powerful one to early Americans but so, too, was the stylistic medium in which it was conveyed, which perhaps explains why so many revolutionary tracts were signed “Agricola,” “Publicans,” “Cato,” and “Poplicola.”

A second important source of inspiration, and one not strictly confined to the lawyer class, was the English legal tradition. For a long time the colonists believed in the precedent-derived common law of the British Constitution that, though never written down, was very real to them. They believed it guaranteed their rights as “freeborn Englishmen” through the ages. As a consequence they made frequent reference to such English authorities on the common law as Sir Edward Coke, Sir Francis Bacon, Sir Matthew Hale, Sir John Vaughan, Sir John Holt, and William Blackstone. The latter’s Commentaries on the Laws of England, after his first volume was published in 1765, became the standard treatise on English common law.

Parliament often overrode precedent. In 1761, arguing against illegal search and seizure, authorized by the Writs of Assistance, before the Superior Court in Boston, James Otis rested his case on “the constitutional doctrines of Coke and Hale.” “An act against the Constitution is void,” he asserted, “an act against national equity is void.” The common law and natural law were superior to acts of Parliament. Samuel Adams, protesting the Stamp Act in 1765, took the same legalistic and constitutional tack: “The  leading principles of the British Constitution have their foundation in the Laws of Nature and universal Reason. Hence . . . British Rights are in great measure, unalienably, the Rights of the colonists, and of all Men else.” Since Parliament and all colonial assemblies derived their authorities from the Constitution, they could pass no laws contrary to the Constitution without “destroying their own foundations.” The stamp tax, which, in Adams’s view, violated the colonists’ natural rights as Englishmen, was just such an act. John Dickinson’s Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, a widely distributed protest against the Townshend duties levied in 1767, denied Parliament’s power to tax the colonists at all and instead proclaimed that King and Parliament could regulate only trade. Dickinson based his case largely on Coke’s Second and Fourth Institutes of English Law, though he made frequent reference to Plutarch, Tacitus, and Livy as well. Alexander Hamilton, writing in defense of the “natural rights of mankind” and on the right of revolution in February 1775, after the passage of the Intolerable Acts, quoted Blackstone on the transcendent importance of the law of nature, “which being coeval with mankind, and dictated by God Himself, is, of course superior in obligations to any other. It is binding over all the globe, in all countries, and at all times. No human laws are of any validity, if contrary to this.”

The English legal tradition, like classical antiquity, was the vast “country of the past” in which the American revolutionaries felt at home, because to them the history of the best part of western civilization was also the history of American civilization. They could ransack the limitless past to test the validity of their Enlightenment hypothesis, to buttress their arguments, to derive some sense of common identity, and to provide stern lessons on what had been right and could go wrong. John Adams made this clear in his first widely distributed address in 1765, A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law. Declaring that all men had rights “antecedent to all earthly government,” Adams traced the subversion of human rights to feudal laws and “Romish policy,” their resurrection by the Puritans, and their present subversion of the government of Britain and its minions in North America. “Have not some generals from England treated us like servants, nay, more like slaves than like Britons? Have we not been under the most ignominious contribution, the most abject submission, the most supercilious insults, of some customhouse officers? . . . Are we not children of Great  Britain any more than the cities of London, Exeter, and Bath?” he cried out. All his life Adams remained a close student of history, continually using it to buttress his legal and political arguments, but King and Parliament had the power until the Revolution.

Meanwhile, to the south, Thomas Jefferson, as a young law student at the College of William and Mary between 1760 and 1764, was developing an even more systematic and elaborate interpretation of history to justify American rights. At the time, as Jefferson candidly admitted, he could get no one but his legal mentor and Raleigh Tavern drinking companion George Wythe to agree with him. But eventually his early theory formed the broad theoretical basis upon which he rested the preamble to the Declaration of Independence. His argument went as follows: frontier America was at present a culture roughly equivalent to the later stages of Saxon culture that emerged from the German forests to conquer and settle ancient Britain. And just as the Saxons came to Britain of their own volition and created their own free government in a state of nature, claiming the land by right of conquest and use, so, too, had men out of Britain freely embarked across the ocean to wild America to form their own free commonwealth. “No circumstance has occurred to distinguish materially, the British from the Saxon migration,” he wrote in his Commonplace Book. “America was conquered, and her settlements made firmly established at the expense of individuals, and not of the British public.” Thus America owed nothing to King or Parliament. The rights and privileges of its citizens derived from their freely taken individual excursions into the state of nature. In wild America, as in the Saxon woodlands, individual conquest, occupation, and freely delegated authority yielded sovereignty.

According to Bailyn, the law “was a repository of experience in human dealings embodying the principles of justice, equity, and rights; above all it was a form of history . . . and, as history, it helped explain the movement of events and the meaning of the present.” The canons of English law served two further functions: to constantly remind the colonists of their rights as individuals, and to make revolution, especially for the relatively established classes, as at Runneymede, seem nothing more than rightful restoration. The latter was a common theme in English as well as European history and it fit in well with the classical tradition. Indeed the recurrence of periodic  episodes of restoration revolutions throughout European and English history forced many Enlightenment intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic to accept a cyclical theory of history. They could square this theory in their minds only with the seemingly contradictory but popular idea of progress derived from scientistic modes of thought, by believing that every revolutionary cycle was a step in the direction of inevitable progress because it drew man back from his artificial follies into an ever-closer relationship with nature and God’s natural laws. Corruption, error, and a tendency toward “artificiality” were man’s weaknesses, but his reason and his innate moral sense were more powerful in the long run, and through periodic revolutions (or restorations), sometimes even violent revolutions, man got back on the right track and continued his pilgrim’s progress toward perfection and harmony with God.




II 

Puritan thought was a third profound component of the American revolutionary mind. The Puritan, taking his cue from the Bible and John Bunyan (Pilgrim’s Progress), believed that man’s purpose, or at least his hope, no matter how wicked he might be, was to achieve redemption, which meant unity with God. The drama of Christian existence for religious Americans consisted of a series of restoratory revolutions—there could be no other kind of revolution because God’s world had begun in perfection. Only man was vile. God’s covenant with Abraham, changing the course of Adam’s descendents from the miserable to the hopeful, Christ’s miraculous coming, Paul’s conversion and new morality, the triumph of Christianity over wicked Rome, the violent cleansing of the Reformation, and the inspired removal to the purity of the New World were all major Restoration revolutions in the religious mind, holy because they were evidence that God was still concerned with man’s eventual happiness. His concern had been visible most recently in the Great Awakening where the violent return to evangelical and fundamental Calvinism had drawn together masses of colonists in a great revolution of purification. As Jonathan Edwards so confidently expected, that revolution clearly heralded a coming millennium of moral brotherhood—the  restoration of God’s kingdom, first as a new “city upon a hill” in North America, then as a “new model” society for mankind.

The Protestant worldview, like that of the Enlightenment thinkers, was a cosmic view. All mankind and all human events, past and present, were of a piece—part of the mind of God, which existed infinitely beyond the arbitrary confinements of space and time. Hence the covenant theology and the independent relationship of man to God, though founded upon a specific event in the past—God’s bargain with Abraham—had continuing and vital meaning for everyday life in the present. And though Edwards and his evangelical followers had largely rejected the covenant theology (if man properly worshiped God, God in turn would save man) in favor of a return to fundamental Calvinism, the covenant habit linked with the idea of individual responsibility for salvation persisted as fundamental rights in the minds and emotions of the clergy and their congregations. The evangelicals stoutly defended these rights against the Church of England and worldly Arminians alike. Indeed, the congregation and the churches themselves were covenants or compacts between the individual believers and the ministers they called.

The threat to this right of independent choice in covenanting together and in choosing a minister, posed by the rumors of the impending imposition of an Anglican bishopric on New England from 1750 onward, aroused the clergy of nearly all persuasions, except Anglicans, and turned them against England. The extension to Puritan Boston of the Anglican Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, rather than among the heathens in the wilderness, smacked of British tyranny. It threatened not only the Puritan Orthodox establishment but also backcountry evangelicals whom the high church Tory leader, Sir William Johnson of New York, arrogantly called “stupid Bigots” and “Independent firebrands.” The Awakeners and independents thus joined the liberal clergy and defended with a vengeance this assault on their religious freedom.

In 1766, representatives of almost every dissenting religious faction met in New Haven, Connecticut, at the urging of the Reverend Ezra Stiles, to devise a united defense against the threat of episcopacy. For once, the evangelicals suspended their incessant war against Arminianism and worldly church materialism to face the threat from without. In a Thanksgiving sermon of that year, a New Light clergyman expressed the group’s sentiments: 
They looked upon it as the darkest day New England ever saw. They considered also the near connection there is between our civil and religious privileges, and every true lover of Zion began to tremble for the ark of God. For they saw, while our civil liberties were openly threatened, our religions shook; after taking away the liberty of taxing ourselves, and breaking in upon our charters, they feared the breaking in upon the act of toleration, the taking-away of liberty to choose our own ministers, and then imposing whom they pleased upon us for spiritual guides, largely taxing us to support the pride and vanity of diocesan Bishops and it may be by and by making us tributary to the See of Rome.





This complex of themes carried forward from 1766 to 1776 by the majority of American clergymen served to link American Calvinism from New England Congregationalism to Scottish Presbyterianism with the revolutionary cause. Though in the course of events the Liberal clergy became more concerned with the abstract Enlightenment values of life, liberty, and property, evangelicals fired up their zeal to a fever pitch after 1774, when the Quebec Act promised toleration for hated Roman Catholics.




III 

In a sense, the revolutionary ideological themes the colonists drew from the classical tradition, English common law, and Calvinism represented a resort to “the country of the past,” a reference to ancient authority culled from the history of men in all times and all places. These themes were given a sharper and more immediate focus in the minds of the revolutionary generation by events and tracts of the more recent past, most notably the tradition of Whig political dissent that grew ever more prominent in 1690 England. This formed a fourth theme of revolutionary ideology.

The Glorious Revolution of 1688 had proved to be a sore disappointment to many British intellectuals. Parliamentary supremacy, as it evolved into ministerial government, came to be even more tyrannical than the monarchy and, insofar as greater numbers were involved, the wickedness and corruption became more obvious and widespread. By the mid-eighteenth century virtually every Whig cause célèbre and every sordid Tory machination was broadcast over America and linked to the shrill warnings of English dissent literature. As Bailyn has put it, “To say simply that this tradition of opposition thought was quickly transmitted to America and widely appreciated there is to understate the fact. Opposition thought, in the form it acquired at the turn of the seventeenth century and in the early eighteenth century, was devoured by the colonists. From the earliest years of the century it nourished their political thought and semi-liberties. There never seems to have been a time after the Hanoverian succession when these writings were not central to American political expression or absent from polemical politics.” During this period, American intellectuals acquired what amounted to a five-foot shelf of opposition classics. John Milton’s Eikonoklastes and The Tenure of Kings ad Magistrates; James Harrington’s Oceana; Algernon Sidney’s Discourses Concerning Government; Benjamin Hoadley’s The Original Institution of Civil Government Discussed and The Measures of Submission to the Civil Magistrates Considered; Henry St. John, Viscount Bolingbroke’s weekly issues of the Craftsman, which from 1726 to 1736 unmercifully attacked Walpole’s ministry; and Cato’s Letters by John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon all were standard references for American dissidents. These works were the mainstay and production of “coffeehouse radicals” and opposition politicians, spokesmen for the anti-court independents within Parliament and the disaffected without, draftsmen of a “‘country’ vision of English politics that would persist throughout the eighteenth century.”

Of all these works perhaps the most influential was Trenchard and Gordon’s Cato’s Letters. Written in response to the disastrous collapse of the government-promoted public investment scheme known popularly as the South Sea Bubble, Cato’s Letters came out serially in the London Journal and then in book form in 1720. As such, they incorporated virtually every indictment that could be made of English society and ministerial government, denouncing particular politicians, standing armies, the fleecing of widows and orphans by government speculators, and the quashing of religious freedom by the Anglican Church. They formed a running sarcastic commentary on the social sources of what they regarded as the threats to political liberty in England and, by implication, anywhere in the world.

Thus, along with the opposition literature, such as Bolingbroke’s Craftsman, they demolished in America, if direct observation of the Crown’s corrupt minions in the colonies had not already done so, the image of British society and British parliamentary government as the last, best hope of liberty in a despotic world. Within eleven months after the publication of the first Cato letter, James Franklin began running them in his Boston newspaper, the New England Courant, and his brother Benjamin incorporated them into his “Silence Dogood” letters. They were also reprinted in New York, Philadelphia, and as far south as Savannah, Georgia, while other eager readers ordered them sent straight from England by the fastest packet boat. There was little time lag in the spread of the culture of scandal, and Americans were never behind times in their appreciation of such “new ideas.”

The effect of the dissemination in America of these indictments of British life was to create a Catonic image of the downfall of a once virtuous nation. And as travelers’ accounts confirmed those of Trenchard and Gordon, and British schemes of taxation and episcopacy began to threaten the colonies, more and more Americans, besides being disenchanted with the Mother Country, began to see in all British policy a conspiracy of wickedness directed at the colonies. By 1774 even such a sober citizen as George Washington saw in English policy a “regular, systematic plan” in which Britain was “endeavoring by every piece of art and despotism to fix the shackles of slavery upon us.” Almost none of the key American revolutionary figures—Franklin, Dickinson, both Adamses, Otis, Paine, Henry, Jefferson, Dulaney, Mayhew—were uninfluenced by the Catonic image the Whig opposition tradition generated. Even news of such “current events” as the refusal to seat the liberal John Wilkes in Parliament and the “London Massacre” shooting of a street boy during a Wilkes demonstration in 1768 (two years before the Boston Massacre) had a powerful effect on the American revolutionary mind.

As they did with the noble Romans, Americans identified with these relatively recent heroes of English liberty. The Last Will and Testament of Boston firebrand Josiah Quincy Jr. in 1774 perhaps says it most simply: “I give to my son, when he shall arrive at the age of fifteen years, Algernon Sidney’s works—John Locke’s works,—Lord Bacon’s works,—Gordon’s Tacitus,—and Cato’s Letters. May the spirit of liberty rest upon him!”




IV 

Though much of American revolutionary ideology was derived from a “usable past,” the cast of mind that enabled intellectuals to approach the past—and the present—in the way they did stemmed from what must be termed “new” in the western world. This was, of course, the Scientific Revolution symbolized by Newton’s model of the universe. Equally important, it was characterized by that experimental habit of mind that gloried in abstract thinking derived from the Scientific Revolution’s triumphs of mathematics. Concreteness and “felt life” were far less important than the recognition of general laws that lay behind mere appearances and governed the relationships of things. This was the great age of order, utility, and faith in reason.

The scientists who unlocked the secrets of the universe were heroes of western culture: Newton, LaPlace, Descartes, Leibnitz, in the most abstract endeavors of all, mathematics and celestial mechanics; Avogadro, Gassendi, Boyle, and Lavoisier in chemistry; Franklin in electricity; Harvey in medicine; Cuvier in zoology; and Linneus in botany, to name a few. All of these men and hundreds of lesser lights believed in the Chain of Being connecting all things in the universe, from the lowest forms up to man and God. Man lived in an ordered universe, but because they knew the universe was ordered they were interested primarily in what could be done with it given the explosion of new knowledge visible at every hand. It mattered not whether one was of the Lockian, and hence inductive, persuasion, or the Cartesian, and hence deductive, persuasion. Both viewed nature as essentially an abstraction, subject to reason and experimentation because all phenomena were governed by fundamental laws, and, like phenomena in any part of the world, behaved in similar fashion, each according to its general place in the Chain of Being. Moreover, the cosmic model of Newton and the concept of the Chain of Being suggested that the universe and everything in it was fixed. With the techniques of reason, mathematics, and careful experimentation, theoretically it would be possible to know all there was to know about the great world machine. The rapid increase in such knowledge could result only in human progress. Hence what was most important and really new about the Age of Reason was the sublime  confidence of the intellectuals and societal leaders in the powers of man’s reason in understanding not just the cosmos but the world around them.

This was, of course, why the past was really usable. Careful hypotheses about the past based on abstract models would yield useful generalizations for the present just as did similar inquiries into nature. Viewed in this light, the past was not really the past in any case. It was part of a continuous present, of which man was rapidly becoming the master. And when he viewed himself, as did, say, Benjamin Franklin, he saw himself as an archetype—an anthropological model of the common man, who, exempt from the corrupt incrustations of past superstitions, had much in common with all men everywhere. This included those exotic creatures at the ends of the earth, which in the eighteenth century were being described by Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, Captain James Cook, and countless other explorers. Human nature, like all other nature, was a constant that yielded to rational inquiry. It was this faith in order, commonality, and method generated by the successes of the Scientific Revolution that made the Enlightenment and its intellectual “activist,” the “philosopher,” possible. It was what made theory to the eighteenth century eminently practical. And, as such, it was what gave the American revolutionaries the temerity to begin a whole new society and a new nation in the interest of mankind.

The cultural and political ideas of Locke and the philosophers that followed him were clearly another of the major ideological sources of the American Revolution. But behind them stood the more subtle influence of the Scientific Revolution. No inquiry into the intellectual history of the American revolutionary generation, however, can afford to overlook the influence of Locke and other giants of the Enlightenment. As Josiah Quincy’s will suggested, Locke was central to American thinkers. In 1689, the same year he published An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke also produced Two Treatises on Government, in which he outlined the nature of a new society and a new government that became a fundamental myth of America. Man existed hypothetically as an individual in a state of nature possessed of certain inalienable rights, specifically the rights to life, liberty, and property. Property provided him with security for life and liberty and enabled him to maintain the benefits of his own labor. According to Locke, all men are naturally in “a state of perfect freedom to order their actions  and dispose of their possessions and persons, as they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature.” They are also in “a state . . . of equality, wherein all power and jurisdiction is reciprocal, no one having more than another.” All are subject to the law of reason. With respect to government, Locke declared:
Men being . . . all free, equal, and independent, no one can be put out of his estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without his consent. The only way, whereby anyone divests himself of his liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite into a community, for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any, that are not of it. . . . When any number of men have so consented to make one community or government, they are thereby presently incorporated, and make one body politic, wherein the majority have a right to act and include the rest.





And insofar as Locke was writing to justify the English constitutional monarchy of 1688, he asserted that (1) all government was subject to the moral law of nature; (2) since authority for government is derived from the people and from nature, they have a right to resist any government that abuses its designated powers; (3) a government with powers so designated by the people cannot delegate these powers without the consent of the people; and (4) even designated power should not be monopolized, but divided or balanced between legislative and administrative powers. Hence, in contrast to Thomas Hobbes and Robert Filmer, who believed that man derived no rights naturally but gained them from society and his sovereign, Locke did not see the king or any other power as supreme except that of the people in whom sovereignty rests within the bounds of reason and their compact. Locke’s theories were widely accepted by the American revolutionary generation, even by the “black legion” of radical ministers who paradoxically also believed in original sin and innate depravity, and passed into the political language as commonplace axioms of society and government.

A multitude of other Enlightenment thinkers also influenced American ideology. Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws (1748) argued that laws must  be adapted scientifically to the particular circumstance and habits of a people and a particular time and place. The revolutionaries, especially John Dickinson and John Adams, found Montesquieu’s work extremely useful but limited in defending North American rights against a system at best imperfectly adapted even to Britain. Montesquieu, however, believed that democracy would work only in small states. Voltaire was valued for his civilized wit, his criticism of existing European authoritarian governments based on his belief in Lockean values, and especially for his contempt for established churches. The Baron von Pufendorf’s work, along with that of Locke, convinced Americans of the validity of natural law as early as 1717, when John Wise cited him as a primary authority. Beccaria, the Italian criminologist, stressed environmentalism in the formation of human character, especially criminals, and, as such, reinforced American belief that old and corrupt institutions such as the Parliament and the monarchy must be swept away in America so as to promote a natural and healthy society. Vattel’s application of natural law doctrine to diplomatic relations between nations and peoples offered a moral reference point for dealings between the colonies and Britain. And Delolome’s analysis of the character of British liberty appealed especially to John Adams, while Rousseau’s contradictory arguments for the supremacy of the general will and the natural rights of man to be free were largely rejected by the American ideologues who, with Locke, believed that individual rights preceded and superseded the state or any sweeping consensus. The vast array of European and English sources for American revolutionary ideology more than adequately demonstrates the cosmopolitan as well as the scientific nature of colonial revolutionary inspiration. However, above all it was to Locke that Americans turned in the time of revolutionary crisis when they hoped to achieve Utopia in the world’s last real state of nature.

To summarize, far from being a narrow legalistic or pragmatic struggle within the British Empire, the American Revolution was the product of wide-ranging and profound thought about the fundamental nature of man and the world. The revolutionaries drew upon (1) the history of classical antiquity, (2) the English legal tradition, (3) Calvinistic thought of all shades, (4) a Catonic image derived from contemporary British political and social dissenters, (5) the fundamental ideas and methodology of the Scientific Revolution, (6) the writings of John Locke, and (7) a full  spectrum of Enlightenment thought stemming from all over continental Europe and Scotland as well as Britain. These currents of thought ran so deep in the American mind that they served, along with taxation and condescension to the colonists, as the motivating force behind the Revolution. They did not come as last-minute rationalization for decisions made on other grounds. Rather, the widespread acceptance throughout the eighteenth century of values derived from these currents of thought convinced the colonists that they indeed had serious grievances with the Mother Country. Without a widespread belief in individual natural rights, without an ingrained tradition of religious independence, there could have been no strong feelings about British encroachments on American “liberties.” Moreover, without the subtle psychological identification of patriot leaders with the heroes of the Roman Republic and the English Whig dissenters, no class of responsible revolutionary leaders would have developed—particularly since economic and social interests varied so widely from colony to colony and were so complex and conflicting within each colony. And without the dramatic expansion in all forms of knowledge generated by the Scientific Revolution, there would not have been that confidence in reason and abstract models that allowed the revolutionaries to really believe that they could replace the most powerful empire on earth with a rationally derived utopia.




CHAPTER THREE

A New Government and a New Culture

In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson cast the whole range of patriot principles and ideologies into concise and tangible form. Chosen as principal writer by his colleagues on the drafting committee of the Continental Congress—Franklin, Adams, Sherman, and Livingston—Jefferson produced a document that was the capstone of revolutionary thought and perhaps the major document of eighteenth-century world revolution. As he saw it, his task was not to be original but rather to sum up nearly a century of colonial grievances and present them as arguments on an ideological plane. His aim, as he put it, was:
not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain and firm as to command their assent. . . . Neither aiming at originality of principles or sentiments, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind. . . . All its authority rests on the harmonizing sentiments of the day, whether expressed in conversation, in letters,  printed essays, or the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, etc.





As such, it was written to argue the justice of a course of action already decided upon by the Continental Congress when it accepted Richard Henry Lee’s resolution for independence on July 2, 1776. The final draft of the Declaration was not engrossed and signed until August 2, and then only after seven crucial revisions.

The striking thing about the Declaration, however, was its ideological orientation and its sense of the “usable past” as part of a continuous present that applied to all mankind. Historian Carl Becker correctly pointed out the significant division of the Declaration into two parts. The first part, curiously like the text of a Puritan sermon, was by far the most important because it was the more transcendent. It outlined an American social and political philosophy gleaned from Locke and supported by most of the other liberal thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic, from Sir Edward Coke to Tom Paine.


We hold these truths to be self-evident, That all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness.



In the second part of the Declaration, Jefferson proceeded, again in sermon fashion, to his “proofs.” He used the past in adducing a list of specific colonial grievances against the king—not Parliament, for the revolutionary leaders had long since come to agree that Parliament had no authority over them whatever. The colonial charters were, after all, authorized by the king (and even these in Jefferson’s private view were of less significance than the right of ownership through voluntary migration from England). Previous  debates concerning Parliament’s powers within the empire had come to be looked upon simply as honest efforts to meet Britain halfway—to avoid separation from the Mother Country if it were at all possible, to accommodate British ambitions within the structure of traditional principles. A review of the colonial protest writing clearly indicates that Jefferson’s interpretation was not at all inconsistent with the facts. As the previous sections of this narrative indicate, principle had been paramount all occasions.

Like many great masterpieces, however, the Declaration was flawed. The sincere men who pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor in support of what they believed was to be a new and better society on earth failed to extend their lofty principles far enough. The Continental Congress as a whole, not the drafting committee, deleted Jefferson’s impassioned indictment of the king for having encouraged slavery and the slave trade in the New World. To have included Jefferson’s passage would, of course, have been hypocritical, since many of the Northern and Southern patriots felt that African slavery was justified and had before them images of Greek and Roman “democracy,” where slavery was traditional. Jefferson himself in Notes on the State of Virginia (1784), while calling slavery a “great political and moral evil” that he wished stopped, was so ambivalent about blacks that he declared, “This unfortunate difference of color, and perhaps of faculty, is a powerful obstacle to the emancipation of these people.” Like others of his day, he viewed blacks as a natural curiosity and he advanced it as “a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments of both body and mind.”

It would have been far better, however, to have extended the principles of the first part of the Declaration to include agreement upon the abolition of slavery as part of the “birthday of a New World.” As events subsequently indicated, many well-meaning intellectuals remained genuinely puzzled as to the true nature and status of blacks and American Indians on the Great Chain of Being. Their perplexities and indecision carried over into the Constitution and beyond, through the first half of the nineteenth century, and allowed men with a decisive economic commitment to the “peculiar institution” to carry the day. English legal precedent, which said nothing about blacks and slavery, was no help at all. Nor were the precedents from antiquity and the Bible helpful because they were either ambiguous or  outright condoned slavery. Aristotle, for example, believed that some men were natural slaves, and the story of Ham in the Bible makes blacks the symbol of God’s wrath. Moreover, the most advanced scientific research from 1790 to 1860 tended to underscore the inferior status of blacks and Indians, which today offers an ironic comment on the nature of some science. And so the revolutionary generation sat, like Hamlet, “sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought,” while the opportunity for achieving a truly liberated nation, including blacks, Indians, and women, faded before them. Thus, disaster was implanted in the new nation from the beginning.




I 

As the writing of Tom Paine and Thomas Jefferson had suggested, American independence rested not only on the rejection of an old government in favor of a new one, but also on the vision of a whole new society that would govern all of men’s relations with one another. This vision derived from the values of English Whiggery, but in America it came to be called republicanism. As such, it formed the heart of an American revolutionary and utopian ideology that was intended to know no bounds except for the aforesaid blacks, Indians, and women.

Basically the Republican ideologues believed, with Locke, that man existed hypothetically in a state of nature and that society in this state preceded government. This society was composed of individuals who, if left uncrowded in nature, through reason would engage in “individualistic cooperation,” as Paine pointed out. As individuals, they all possessed inalienable equal rights and the liberty to do as they pleased so long as they did not injure one another. However, all of the revolutionary Republicans envisioned the inevitable formation of a government—that “badge of lost innocence,” as Paine would have it. The object of government would be to represent the cooperative wishes of the people—to enable them to carry out those larger enterprises that men could not do individually. As such, it would be a res publica—a “public thing” or, more accurately, a “thing” or “creature” of the public (i.e., people) and nothing more.

But to create the res publica, the society upon which it rested would have to adhere to certain values that today seem so simple and commonplace that they are more often than not overlooked or scorned. For one thing, equality of rights was paramount. Reason rather than passion was indispensable. All the classical and Puritan virtues—prudence, temperance, industry, frugality, simplicity, and charity—were axioms and postulates, as were a belief in austerity and a scorn for the kind of luxury that had destroyed not only Britain but the noble Roman Republic as well. The Republican social ideal, as Sam Adams saw it, was to create “a Christian Sparta,” free of licentiousness, effeminacy, and artificiality in the form of greed and special privilege. The dire emergency of the Revolution itself served to heighten this feeling.

As John Adams said, “All things must give way to the public.” “Each individual,” wrote Benjamin Rush, “gives up all private interest that is not consistent with the general good.” Out of this would come the moral society and hence the moral state in which men were linked to one another in harmony and benevolence and common strength for the common good. Once society adhered to these values it could then proceed to delegate authority to some of its equal members, commonly envisioned as simple farmers or mechanics, to carry out the larger tasks of government as the faithful and responsible representatives of a free people. Republicanism thus came to mean a representative government freely elected by the people as equals and responsible to them. Today all of this seems hypothetical, an abstraction or utopian model far removed from reality, but to the men of the eighteenth century it seemed eminently practical, indeed hardheaded and concrete when one looked at aristocratic and bureaucratically enfeebled Britain or all the failed European atrocities of the past. To them utopian regeneration was a dire necessity that could and must be achieved. And the beauty of it all was that the salvation of mankind would be achieved through the subversion of the satanic society of corrupt Europe. Puritanism in somewhat altered form had at last emerged from its “errand into the wilderness.”

Perhaps the one who best expressed the revolutionary implications of republicanism was Benjamin Franklin. His Autobiography was a concrete dramatization of that archetypal person termed by Hector St. John de Crevecoeur in Letters from an American Farmer (1787) “this new man, the American.” Essentially Franklin’s Autobiography, the story of a plain but shrewd American who achieved success in a New World land of opportunity where no ancient institutions of privilege or aristocracy blocked the way to  success, contrasted sharply with the stories of military heroes, English sea dogs, kings, courtesans, and tales of backstairs court intrigue.

But Franklin’s story had another dimension. Like most men of the Enlightenment, he was an environmentalist and this meant not only that he continually pointed to American abundance, which made all things possible, but also that he focused sharply on institutions that could be formed and made to work for the practical public good. His descriptions of his formation of a fire company, a hospital, and a city watch or police force were all examples of what practical men working together (individualistic cooperation) could do for themselves, even in an urban setting. They could solve social problems by working together in a spirit of community—of participatory democracy. Moreover, they could make institutions, including especially government, work for them instead of the reverse, as was clearly the case in Europe. Just as in his scientific experiments, in which nature served man, in his social experiments Franklin made society work for man. And by implication, with a little self-discipline, every American, indeed every man, could do the same. If he did so, government itself would be no problem because it was placed in proper societal perspective. Such was the essence of revolutionary republicanism, and no one embodied its subtle values better than Franklin in his actions and in his writings, which, taken together, might be considered one long didactic Puritan sermon tempered with Augustan wit and Enlightenment cosmopolitan urbanity.




II 

The years after the Declaration of Independence until the framing of the Constitution in 1787 formed, in a sense, an era of heightened democracy. The exigencies of war, of course, forced upon the colonies something of the aura of Sam Adams’s “Christian Sparta” as the Continental Army under George Washington’s austere leadership went through “the times that try men’s souls,” while the evangelical clergy preached the wonders of millennial regeneration that would result from adversity, purgation, and eventual moral triumph. More important, the common man was made to feel a part of the astounding revolutionary changes that were taking place. Nowhere was this more evident than when the people of the colonies suddenly became aware that they were to be truly independent and hence actually responsible for forming their own governments based upon their own Republican assumptions as to the ideas about the nature of the good society.

During the late 1770s and early 1780s, each of the colonies turned itself to the task of government-making. In 1781 the Continental Congress gave way to a continental confederation in which each former colony, under the Articles of Confederation, was equally represented by one vote, and all, except certain very limited powers, were lodged with the states. Out of this situation certain major concepts and dilemmas emerged. The revolutionary struggle against Britain had, at base, represented a conflict between power and liberty. As this struggle had been conceptualized in the Declaration of Independence, the idea of power became embodied in the king, his ministers, and his royal governors and appointees in the colonies. Hence, the primary thrust of most attempts at forming governments within the states was toward preserving liberty through resisting anything like executive or magistratical power. The obvious remedy was thus to limit power in an assembly or legislature that was composed of, or represented, the people. But this raised further questions. If the legislature was to represent the people, how could the people ensure that it was truly representative and held their interests uppermost, that it would not be simply a copy of the corrupt and profligate English Parliament? And beyond this, how, with a weak executive, could the state assembly enforce decisions, commonly arrived at, upon dissenting minorities whose own local interests seemed jeopardized? No matter how one looked at it, power flew in the face of liberty, which the Republican revolutionaries held most dear.

Still another group of men, among whom John Adams of Massachusetts was prominently numbered, were concerned that the state should be ruled by the best and most able men. They worried incessantly about the question of aristocracy or who would form the talented leadership that would have the good of the whole state in mind rather than certain local vested interests when making governmental decisions. For Adams, such men would not necessarily have to be rich, though they ought to have some propertied stake in society. Rather, they should be educated, experienced, and broad-minded cosmopolitans and not local adventurers or rotten borough masters. Adams and such like-minded men generally had before them the vision of an English hierarchical society in which they implicitly  believed, even while resisting a corrupt English government. A belief in hierarchy and deference in society was related to the cosmological belief in the chain of being, though at bottom it was simply a habitual way of thinking that derived from perhaps too much experience with Parliamentary history and English politics.

But in the late 1770s revolutionary democracy, rather than measured republicanism, seemed to run rampant. In the spirit of Paine and Franklin, every man was a fit participant in government and local affairs, and local liberties not only were deemed most important but they also were being perforce defined by a democratic general will. The spirit of community per se and disinterested public service was less important. Most of the states had very broad suffrage, as recent research has shown, and when the local towns or districts (if they could define themselves in the face of petty quarrels) sent representatives to assemblies, these delegates usually went with strict instructions as to what to vote for. They were as tightly bound as any royal governor ever was. And even then the people suspected and mistrusted the assemblies. Western Massachusetts, for example, was in a perpetual state of revolt if not anarchy, culminating in 1786 with Daniel Shay’s rebellion. In 1778, Massachusetts rejected the whole idea of a government created by its legislature and demanded instead a written constitution created by a special constitutional convention elected by all the people of the state in a referendum. Thus emerged two very important American governmental concepts: the idea of a written constitution as opposed to the unwritten evolving British constitution, and the idea of a constitutional convention that came together for the sole purpose of forming a government and then dissolved itself. Such a specially designated convention not only would represent the people, but also, being only a temporary body, could have no interest in entrenching itself or its members in power—in contrast to using an existing legislative assembly to draw up a state constitution, for example. Moreover, a constitutional convention would be less bound to represent those local geographical interests that so parochialized and bound the hands of the regular assemblymen. The result of this innovation in New England was the stormy passage of the Massachusetts Constitution of 1780, largely written by John Adams and to an extent based upon the British model of three estates in society: the magistracy, the aristocracy, and the commons but no executive. Though other state constitutions, such as Pennsylvania’s, which  lodged all power in a single assembly, varied, Massachusetts’s constitution became a model for many other states and, like Virginia’s, a precedent for the eventual formation of the American Constitution of 1787.

Still, however, throughout the Confederation period, most power was lodged in the legislative assemblies, and those elected to the assemblies were by no means the best men nor did they often seem interested at all in the commonwealth. Stay laws passed in favor of debtors ruined the credit if not the entire economies of states. Land rings formed for the purpose of using the government to promote speculative ventures. Territorial and boundary disputes were commonplace. Farmers fought tradesmen. Producers fought carriers, and everyone turned on the few Indians left in their own states while supporting the idea of pushing them west and guaranteeing their rights somewhere way out on the frontiers of the Northwest Territory. Tom Paine’s idea of individualistic cooperation quickly became transformed into unrestrained individualism that appeared to be leading to chaos.
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