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History Behind the Documents
John Resch

The American Reader i3 an important book for understanding American intellectual
and cultural tradition. The range and variety of sources (from 1616—2009; from John
Winthrop to Barack Obama) represent the diversity and richness of that tradition. The
selections in this volume represent the main currents of American thought and values that
continue to shape the United States. By studying these documents students will gain a deep
and rewarding insight into American culture that will not only illuminate that nation’ s past
but also help to illustrate similarities and differences between China and America.

What do we learn from these documents? One current in America’s cultural tradition
appears in the first part of the book is the significance of the concept or principle of Liberty.
The Colonial Mind, especially in New England, is informed by philosophy of Natural
Rights and the role of civil society in translating that abstraction into tangible civil liberties.
The Mayflower Compact and John Winthrop’s “The Little Speech” show the influence of
British customary rights, the principle of consent, and the religious reinforcement of these
secular principles in forming colonial law and society. In Winthrop’s other famous speech,
“A Model of Christian Charity” (1630), recommended as complementary reading, the
Puritan minister tells those following him to Massachusetts that they have formed a
“covenant” with God to follow God’ s law in forming their civil society. It is instructive to
read exactly what he meant by following God’ s law. Although Winthrop preached
individual virtue and responsibility his sermon placed special emphasis on a person’s role
in community, “to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end we
must be knit together as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly affection. We
must be willing to abridge (give up) ourselves of our superfluities (excess wealth) for the
supply of others’ necessities...in all meekness, gentleness, patience, and liberality. We must
delight in each other, make other’ s conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together,
labor and suffer together...as members of the same body.... For we must consider that we
shall be as a City upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.” Winthrop’ s image of an
exemplary society founded on the Christian values of brotherhood (social harmony) and
charity, and the Compact’ s principles of liberty and justice achieved through a social
contract continued to sustain the foundation of the America’ s intellectual and cultural
heritage. Any student of American thought should start with the documents in this volume.

As this book of documents richly illustrates, Winthrop ’s vision is one of many that
formed the foundation of America’s cultural traditions. Voices in the American Revolution
spoke a new language that incorporated the lessons of Classical Greece and Republican
Rome, the thought of the French and Scottish Enlightenment, and the experience gained
from protesting British tyranny and their war for independence. More than separation from
England, the Americans produced a revolution that resulted in a radical change in both
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society and government, according to historian Gordon Wood and political theorist, Hannah
Arendt. The sovereignty of the people, not kings or institutions, would be part of the
foundation of America’s cultural and intellectual tradition. Thomas Paine in Common Sense
(1776)—recommended as complementary reading — said as much when he urged British
subjects in America to throw off English authority to transform themselves from subject
into citizens who would create a new world, a kind of secular “city upon a hill.” Paine and
his fellow revolutionaries such as Benjamin Franklin, James Madison, James Monroe, and
Thomas Jefferson were fully aware that Americans had an opportunity that few peoples in
history ever had—to start anew. They fully realized that they were beginning a new
experiment in self-government, liberty and equality. The documents collected in this book
dealing with the Revolution, the Constitution, and American Character richly illustrate the
radical nature of social and political changes unleashed in this era. Rather than creating a
blueprint to be rigidly followed, they established an experiment based on guiding ideals and
principles, such as “All men are created equal and endowed by their Creator with certain
inalienable rights.” Their meaning and application would be derived through a complex
political system that divided and separate powers within government and between the
national and state governments.

Madison stated in Federalist #10 that the experiment would be based on a realistic
view of human nature which recognized that people are contentious and often
misguided by their own interests. Madison wrote in Federalist #51, “If men were
angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither
external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In ﬁ'aming a
government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty lies in
this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and the next place
oblige it to control itself.” Instead of relying on an appeal to human virtue, as had
earlier republics, Federalists such as Madison, Jefferson, and Hamilton advocated a
combination of democracy and republicanism, the rule of law, autonomous judiciary, a
Constitution independent of party or legislative tampering, and the separation and
distribution of powers as mechanisms that would compensate for the deficiencies of
virtue. They believed that this novel blend offered the best hope to protect liberty
against the tyranny (by government or by the majority) and to achieve the public good
while offering the greatest degree of individual liberty. They envisioned a clash and
competition of interests, ideas, values, and visions, fostered by freedom of speech,
press, and assembly in open civic and political arenas that would produce a dynamic
and organic society. Future generations, driven by high ideals and operating
pragmatically, would have to sustain the experiment through changes and, as
Tocqueville said, “many small revolutions.” “Generation yet unborn,” in the words of
the Founders, would be both inheritors of these tradition and makers of new traditions
as they sought to fulfill their charge given in the preamble to the Constitution: “We the
People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice,
insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain
and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” The selections in this
book document the struggles of “future generations” to build on the intellectual and
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cultural foundation expressed in the Revolution and Constitution. Their record would
be one of tragedy and triumph, failure and success.

The ideal of Equality was unleashed in the early years of the Republic. An abstract
notion expressed as “all men are created equal” produced unintended effects that
contributed to the formation of new features of American culture. Abigail Adams had urged
her husband, John, “To remember the ladies,” and within a generation at Seneca Falls
women posted their own declaration for equal civil rights. Future generations would
suceeed to gain rights and thus redefine the meaning and application of civil equality that
had been only the privilege of white men at the nation’ s founding. The contradiction
between the ideal of equality and existence of slavery produced conflict and eventually the
Civil War. In 1790 Benjamin Franklin introduced a resolution in Congress on behalf of the
Quaker Anti-Slavery society to abolish slavery in the United States on the grounds that it
is inhumane and that its abolition was necessary to “secure the blessings of liberty” to all
Americans. Thus began a conflict over the meaning of equality that would produce scathing
attacks on slavery, as shown in this volume by Frederick Douglass, and impassioned
defenses, such as that presented by George Fitzhugh in 1857. By 1860, in Lincoln’ s words,
America had become “half free and half slave,” and a “house divided against itself.” The
Civil War, he said at Gettysburg, was a test of whether a society conceived in liberty,
dedicated to the idea of equality, and to a government “of the people, by the people, and
for the people,” could succeed. With the abolition of slavery and the granting of citizenship
to former slaves the “house” was no longer “divided.” Nevertheless, the legacy of racism
began a bitter battle over civil rights that lasted over a century and left scars on American
culture that appear even today. The words of E.B. Dubois and Martin Luther King, Jr.,
printed in this volume, illustrate that century of struggle against racism and discrimination.
Their battle for equal rights led to great victories in the 1950s and 1960s that added new
meanings to the idea of equality that only a few in the 18" century, like Abigail Adams and
Benjamin Franklin, would have considered the norm.

The empowerment of the individual to govern themselves and society invigorated and
transformed America culture. In politics, disenfranchised men demanded the right to vote
and found a champion in Andrew Jackson. By the end of his administration in 1836, the
customary property requirement to vote had been removed and virtually universal male
suffrage practiced, long before its appearance in Europe. Women also sought their right to
vote, finally acquiring it through the 19" Amendment to the Constitution in 1920. As
Madison had foreseen, the American experiment was producing profound institutional,
intellectual, and cultural changes as succeeding generations applied their own visions and
experiences to founding ideals and principles. America, according to St. Jean De
Crevecoeur, was producing a new people, “a new man,” as a result of the release hereditary
rule and individualism. Alexis de Tocqueville provides the most insightful analysis of
American culture. Tocqueville invented the term “individualism” to label a new product
of democracy and equality. Not greed or self-centeredness, forms of behavior found everywhere,
Tocqueville’ s individualism meant that people stood on their own, were independent, and
formed their associations voluntarily rather than compelled by class and custom. The writers
in the American Renaissance, Emerson and Thoreau, celebrated this form of individualism
as expressions of American intellectual originality and as non-conformity in the form of
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civil disobedience. Others, later in the 19" century, added the rags to riches theme to express
themes of individualism and liberty that morphed into a version of American culture that
is expressed in the slogan, “The American Dream.”

American culture and intellectual tradition contain a paradox. It includes ideas and
institutions to ensure stability, but they also promote change, or as Tocqueville observed,
small “revolutions”. That tradition limits government authority in order to reduce the threat
of tyranny yet, at the same time, supports the use of government power to promote liberty,
as Lincoln did in freeing slaves without compensating the owners of this property. The
emergence of industrial capitalism tested this paradox in the late 19 century and that
challenge continues today in the new global forms of a market economy. The documents
in this Reader illustrate features of that part of the American tradition that developed as a
response to industrialism. In particular Americans had to assess new meanings of liberty,
democracy, and equality that emerged in a society increasingly polarized by wealth and
concentration of political power. Commercial and Industrial leaders such as John
Wannamaker, Henry Ford, and Hebert Hoover celebrated the liberating effects of
industrialism and capitalism by promoting material progress and individual opportunity in
new careers. Thorsten Veblen and the IWW focused on the dark side by stressing the
corrupting effects of materialism, the corruption of democracy by plutocracy, and the threat
to freedom poised by wage labor. The selections in the Reader represent a vibrant and wide
reaching debate within American culture that include the Social Darwinist defense of laissez
faire economics that allowed private enterprise to act virtually unchecked. Other
contributors to American intellectual tradition not represented in this text, such as Henry
George and Edward Bellamy, attacked unfettered free enterprise and the supremacy of
property rights over personal and political rights. Walter Rauschenbusch proposed Christian
Socialism as a remedy to the inequities and injustices he observed. William Jennings Bryan
led a Populist revolt against plutocracy in winning the nomination of the Democratic Party
for President of the United States. His defeat did not, however, crush Populism which
remains a vibrant force in American culture.

John Dewey, Woodrow Wilson, and Theodore Roosevelt, and later Franklin Roosevelt
through the New Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society produced the “Progressive”
tradition in American culture. These progressives sought to sustain the benefits of industrial
capitalism while mitigating its deleterious effects. They viewed government not as a
bystander or as an agent of industry, but as an umpire that acted on behalf of the public
interest. They energized the Founders’ vision expressed in the Constitution that the national
government acted on behalf of “We the People ...to promote the General Welfare.” They
also embraced a form of democracy that William James would call “pragmatic.” American
tradition, as James pointed out and as progressive leaders practiced, shunned ideologies and
the straightjacket of social theories by testing or experimenting with ideas and policies that
resonated with the fundamental ideals and principles—Equality, Liberty, Democracy,
Natural Rights and a sovereign people. New circumstances such as industrialization, the
emergence of masses of wage earners, the creation of urban and commercial society, and
the shocks of economic depressions, especially 1929—1941, caused a clash of interests and
ideas that, as Madison had envisioned, produced new meanings of old principles within the
American tradition. Self-reliance came to mean not only standing on one’s own two feet
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but also contributing to the social safety net to ensure security from the devastating effects
of unemployment, accident, and illness. The meaning of liberty came to mean not only
owner’ s governance of property but also restrictions on its use through bargaining with
employees and equal treatment of people in public establishments, a right guaranteed by
the 1964 Civil Rights act that Martin Luther King, Jr. had supported in his “I Have a
Dream” speech. Democracy expanded with the Voting Rights Act of 1965 which removed
the barriers for blacks to vote. The last half of the 20" Century ushered in what several
intellectuals call a new “rights revolution” in America, such as that described by Betty
Friedan in this volume.

The second half of the 20" century presented the American tradition with an
unprecedented challenge. Prior to 1941 the United States clung to “isolationism” that was
strengthened by recriminations for its imperialist adventures at the turn of the century, by
bitter regrets for entering World War 1, and by rejection of the League of Nations. Protected
by two oceans rather than by a large military, isolationists sought to create “fortress
America” insulated from Europe and Asia that were engulfed in war begun by fascists and
militarists. Pearl Harbor and the “Cold War” that followed World War 11 compelled a new
vision for America’s role in the world from that of being just a “city upon a hill” and trader
in world markets, to becoming at first the “arsenal of democracy” to defeat German and
Japan, and then to assuming a new and unaccustomed role of a world leader. The documents
in this text provide insight into this fundamental change and the tumultuous effect it had
on America’s cultural and intellectual traditions.

The effect of the Cold War on American society in the 1950s is represented by the
documents in the Reader. On the one hand that society was shaped by the fear of
Communist subversion, as shown in the speech by Senator Joseph McCarthy. On the other
hand, the ideological struggle with Communism led Americans to a critical introspection
of the gaps between founding principles and actual practices. Post-war prosperity led
intellectuals, such as David Riesman and C. Wright Mills, to wonder if materialism had
transformed American individualism into mass conformity. Others, such as the students
writing the Port Huron Statement, urged their generation to reject social values of
materialism and conformity, and to revitalize democracy to achieve a higher standard of
social justice. Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society (1965) sought a similar end, but its high
ambition fell short because of a decade of deep and violent conflict over the nation’ s
waging of war in Vietnam. That war, a product of Cold War thinking, and “Watergate” —
the resignation of President Nixon—produced what historians call the “Vietnam Syndrome,”
a period of American doubt and uncertainty about the future direction of their society.
Beginning with Ronald Reagan’s presidency America began to regain its vision based on
old certitudes as when President Reagan referred to the nation being “A City Upon A
Hill,”—an example to the world—and a youthful nation continuing its experiment in liberty
and democracy, or “Morning in America” in Reagan’s words.

The last several documents in this Reader underscore the continuing development
of American society and culture. The end of the Cold War in 1991, the demographic
changes in American society due to new immigration from Latin America and Asia, the
expansion of wealth, and the shocking events of 9/11 point to the “Challenges of the
New Century.” Will America and the world be threatened by a new “clash of cultures”
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as Samuel Huntington believed? Will Americans have to redefine themselves in an
increasing global economy and multi-polar world where America’ s leadership and
influence will naturally diminish as other countries rise in wealth and power? Will
American culture and society experience a fundamental shift in its political structure, or
a “new politics,” as the election of Barack Obama appears to represent and as President
Obama envisioned in his Inaugural Address? These questions remain to be answered by
present and future generations of Americans and, ironically, by actions of other peoples
of the world. This volume of readings on American culture and society will help its
readers not only to understand America’s past but also how it might chart its future.

John Resch

Professor of History

University of New Hampshire-Manchester

Fulbright Lecturer, 2009—2010

East China Normal University

Shanghai, China
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