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Dedication

To the citizens who believe democracy is worth defending, even when the cost is high.

Democracies are not destroyed by one trigger or one vote, but by the quiet decision to look away.
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Chapter 1 — The Origins of American Political Violence: Colonial Era Through Early Republic
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The roots of American political violence predate the first shots fired at Lexington and Concord. Long before open rebellion, colonial Americans had already begun to accept violence as a legitimate response to political grievance. In taverns, meeting houses, and public squares—where ideas of liberty and self-rule circulated—so too did the belief that coercion, intimidation, and physical punishment could serve political ends.

This was not violence born solely of revolution, but of enforcement. Tarring and feathering tax collectors, threatening royal officials, and attacking newspaper offices were methods communities used to impose political conformity. These acts were often organized, deliberate, and symbolic, forming a shared language of political violence that extended well beyond spontaneous protest.

From the beginning, American political violence functioned as much through social pressure as through organized resistance. It targeted individuals, families, and livelihoods, blurring the line between political action and personal reprisal. This fusion of grievance and force established a precedent that would echo through American history, embedding the threat of violence just beneath the surface of political disagreement.

These early practices left a durable imprint on the nation’s political culture. The use of violence as a tool of persuasion, the personalization of political conflict, and the willingness to merge private vendettas with public causes became recurring features of American life—patterns that would resurface whenever civic mediation failed.

Colonial Resistance and Ritualized Violence: Tar and Feathering as Political Expression

Among the most visceral forms of colonial political resistance, tar and feathering became a ritualized form of violence that combined public humiliation with physical punishment. Although not invented in America, this practice gained new significance in the colonies, evolving from a medieval punishment into a powerful tool for political protest and social control. The spectacle of a victim stripped, doused in hot tar, and decorated with feathers served as both entertainment and warning: a public display of what happens when you defy community will.

The case of John Malcolm in January 1774 is one of the best-documented examples of this practice.​[1] Malcolm, a British customs officer stationed in Boston, had earned the colonists' ire through his zealous enforcement of imperial regulations. After striking both a young boy and a prominent patriot leader, Malcolm found himself at the center of mob justice. The crowd stripped him in the bitter winter cold, applied scorching tar to his skin, and covered him with feathers before parading him through Boston's streets.

His ordeal, widely reported in colonial newspapers, became a powerful symbol of resistance to British authority.
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Philip Dawe, “The Bostonians Paying the Excise-Man, or Tarring and Feathering,” 1774.  Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.

Yet tar and feathering was not simply mob violence. It functioned as a ritualized form of political expression. Each element of the act—the stripping, the application of tar, the feathers, and the public procession—was carefully chosen to inflict not only physical pain but lasting social humiliation. The spectacle was intentional. These attacks were designed to warn others, reinforce communal norms, and demonstrate a collective willingness to disregard formal law when it was perceived as unjust.

The violence was calibrated rather than indiscriminate. Its purpose was not primarily to kill, but to shame, isolate, and expel. In this way, tar and feathering operated as a form of extrajudicial punishment, blending coercion with messaging. It was both an act of violence and a political statement, understood by participants and observers alike.

As revolutionary tensions grew more intense, the practice expanded beyond British officials to anyone considered disloyal to the patriot cause. Merchants who broke boycotts, critics of independence, and suspected Loyalists all faced the threat of ritual punishment. Often, the threat alone was sufficient. The power of tar and feathering relied as much on psychological intimidation as physical harm, making it a highly effective means of enforcing political conformity.

The legacy of tar and feathering extends beyond the Revolutionary era itself. While the ritual faded after independence, it left behind a durable lesson: when formal avenues of redress are viewed as illegitimate or inaccessible, communities may turn to coercive violence as a means of political control. In this sense, tar and feathering established an early precedent for how Americans would respond to perceived injustice—not merely through protest, but through force directed at individuals as symbols of political conflict.

The Role of Mob Action in Pre-Revolutionary Politics

The collective actions of mob violence were often organized, disciplined, and deliberate, giving colonists a way to enforce political demands when formal channels of representation were ineffective or inaccessible.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the activities of the Sons of Liberty, who developed what could be called a system of controlled political violence. Their actions were seldom spontaneous. Grievances were first discussed at liberty trees, taverns, and town meetings, where targets were chosen and goals agreed upon. When violence occurred, it was directed—toward specific officials, properties, or symbols of authority—and regulated by shared, though unwritten, boundaries understood by all involved.

This evolution from sporadic unrest to organized coercion became unmistakable during the Stamp Act crisis of 1765. Colonial resistance did not stop at petitions or protests; it moved decisively into enforcement. In Boston, Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson experienced this shift firsthand when a mob methodically destroyed his mansion. The attack was not a riot born of impulse but a calculated act of intimidation, aimed at punishing a perceived enemy and demonstrating the consequences of supporting imperial authority.

Such episodes revealed that colonial mob action had become a political tool—capable of shaping behavior, enforcing compliance, and redefining the boundaries of legitimate authority long before independence was declared.

Thomas Hutchinson

The Sons of Liberty had already voiced their anger at Hutchinson’s brother-in-law, Andrew Oliver, who was about to become Massachusetts’ tax stamp administrator. When he was appointed in 1765, he was warned early on by a hanging effigy from the Liberty Tree.​[2]

When he refused to resign, their response kept escalating. A mob first destroyed a building he owned on the docks, then targeted his home, forcing him to resign the next day publicly. This rising response showed how mob action served as a form of political negotiation, with violence increasing only when less aggressive methods failed.

On the night of August 26th, the mob wanted to continue their protest, although their anger extended beyond Oliver.​[3] Protesters gathered around a bonfire on King Street, drinking and debating their next move. They first went to the home of Mr. Paxton, marshal of the court of admiralty and surveyor of the port. Paxton calmed the crowd and invited them to a nearby tavern for a barrel of punch. While he protected his own home, he fueled the crowd's anger for their next stop.

They next broke into the home of William Story, the register of the court of admiralty, and destroyed his papers and some of his belongings.​[4]

The Thomas Hutchinson House

Someone had warned Hutchinson about the approaching mob. By the time the crowd arrived, Hutchinson had already sent most of his children away and secured his doors and windows. A few moments before they reached his house, Hutchinson’s daughter convinced him to leave. 

When the mob arrived, they smashed his front door with an ax and stormed into the house. Once inside, they ransacked clothes, silver, and paintings. Yet they also carefully removed Hutchinson’s personal papers and public documents before reducing the building to rubble, demonstrating a level of organization that belied their supposedly chaotic nature.​[5] Seeking safety at a neighbor’s house, Hutchinson had to run through the gardens once he heard the mob was looking for him.

The mob scattered or destroyed manuscripts and papers he’d collected for 30 years, plus public papers in his custody.

[image: A drawing of a building

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Illustration of Hutchinson’s home before it was ransacked by the mob

In Charleston, South Carolina, mob action took on a different character but maintained similar political sophistication. When stamp distributor George Saxby arrived in 1765, he faced not immediate violence but a carefully orchestrated campaign of intimidation.​[6]

––––––––
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George Saxby

Local leaders initially approached him privately, then organized increasingly larger public protests. Only after these strategies failed did violence actually occur, and even then, it was carefully controlled to achieve specific political objectives.

On the night of October 18th, 1765, his home was searched and ransacked.​[7] Many in the crowd were labor-class artisans. The mob then burned an effigy of Saxby and buried a coffin labeled AMERICAN LIBERTY.​[8]

The role of mob action extended beyond simple resistance to British authority. In rural areas, especially in the Carolinas, the Regulator Movement emerged as a response to corrupt local officials. These organized groups of farmers and small landowners employed collective action to address economic unfairness and political corruption. While their tactics included violence, they also used petitions, court actions, and other legal methods, demonstrating that mob action could be part of broader political strategies.

Perhaps most importantly, colonial mob actions established patterns that would shape American political culture long after independence. The idea that citizens could lawfully take collective action outside official political channels when those channels failed became deeply rooted in American political thought. This legacy would resonate through later periods of American history, from Shays’ Rebellion to the nineteenth-century labor movements.

As historian Pauline Maier observed, “The American crowd was not a mindless, destructive mob but a political force with its own standards and objectives, acting to enforce community values and protect colonial rights.” This perspective on collective violence as a legitimate political tool helped shape an American tradition of resisting authority considered unjust.

The sophistication of colonial mob action was clear in its selectivity. Officials who addressed local concerns were often left unscathed, while those who strictly enforced unpopular policies became targets. This discrimination highlighted that mob violence was not just emotional release but a deliberate form of political pressure used to achieve specific goals.

Early Republic Honor Culture and Political Dueling

In the early American republic, political disagreements often found their resolution not through debate or legislation, but at the point of a pistol.

Honor culture, deeply rooted in the nation’s political fabric, turned personal slights and political disputes into matters of life and death. This honor culture, inherited from European traditions but uniquely tailored to American circumstances, required elite men to defend their reputations through ritualized violence, with political dueling serving as its most dramatic expression.

While the Hamilton–Burr duel of 1804 would become the most famous example of this deadly political custom, dozens of lesser-known duels shaped American political life.

Jackson-Dickenson Duel, 1806​[9]

Before he became president, Andrew Jackson participated in several duels, most notably killing Charles Dickinson in 1806. Dickinson had accused Jackson of cheating in a horse race and insulting his wife, Rachel. Jackson’s readiness to risk death to defend his honor, allowing Dickinson to fire first and taking a bullet near his heart that he would carry for the rest of his life, showed how closely personal reputation and political standing were connected in the early republic.

Randolph-Clay Duel, 1826​[10]

John Randolph of Roanoke was a Virginia politician known for his sharp wit and biting tongue, which often got him into conflicts. Gifted but unpredictable, he served in Congress from 1799 to 1829 and was involved in several duels, the most famous one with Henry Clay in 1826. The duel began after Randolph called Clay’s alliance with John Quincy Adams a “combination of the Puritan with the Blackleg.” Clay, feeling insulted and dishonored, demanded satisfaction.

On April 8, 1826, the two men met along the banks of the Potomac. After Clay’s first shot missed, Randolph intentionally fired into the air, resulting in a peaceful resolution between the two statesmen. This bloodless ending showed how duels often served more as displays of courage than as attempts to kill.
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Illustration of Clay Randolph Duel in 1826

Clinton-Swartwout Duel, 1802​[11]

Less well-known but equally important was the 1802 duel between DeWitt Clinton, then a U.S. Senator, and John Swartwout, a political ally of Aaron Burr. Their duel, fought over political disagreements and personal insults, lasted five rounds, an unusually high number, before ending with Swartwout wounded in the leg. The lengthy duel showed how political hostility could push beyond the usual boundaries of dueling protocol.

The culture of political dueling went beyond actual fights to shape political talk itself. Politicians carefully chose their words, knowing that accusations of dishonesty or cowardice could lead to deadly consequences. This created a paradoxical political scene in which extreme politeness coexisted with a constant threat of violence. 
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“The Burr–Hamilton Duel, 1804.” Engraving by J. Hooper, 19th century.  Public domain image, via History Defined.

The decline of political dueling happened gradually, with different regions stopping the practice at different times. Northern states generally moved away from dueling sooner, while the South kept the tradition longer. Anti-dueling laws increased, though enforcement stayed weak, especially among political elites who saw themselves as above such rules. The practice finally started to fade in the mid-19th century, though its impact on American political culture lasted well after the last shots were fired.

In a nation still forming its identity, where political institutions were new and delicate, personal reputation and the readiness to defend it with force became vital aspects of political legitimacy. The duel functioned as both a political instrument and a social ritual, helping to set the boundaries of acceptable political conduct while also risking the very system it sought to safeguard.

Whiskey Rebellion and the Testing of Federal Authority

The first major test of federal authority in the newly formed United States came not from a foreign power but from American farmers on the western frontier. 

In 1791, as Alexander Hamilton worked to establish the nation's financial footing, his excise tax on distilled spirits sparked a wave of resentment among frontier settlers who depended on whiskey production for their economic survival. What started as a peaceful protest eventually turned into armed rebellion, forcing President George Washington to face a key question: Could the new republic enforce its laws without becoming the very kind of tyranny it had fought to overthrow?
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