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HIST 151 – Essay 1: “A City Upon a Hill”

The Winthrop Fleet of ships, led by the Arbella, settled just off the New England coast. It was June 1630; the travelers had just completed the two month journey across the Atlantic. It was a difficult trip—rough weather, sickness, cold and damp—though everyone survived. John Winthrop—lawyer, lay minister, and elected Governor of the Fleet and the newly chartered Massachusetts Bay colony—led a group of the seven hundred Puritan men, women, and children to the New World. Puritans were religious dissenters from the Church of England; unable to freely practice their spiritual faith in the Old World, Winthrop and some wealthy investors obtained a Royal Charter from King Charles I, who was only too willing to rid himself of the irritating religious antagonists, to found a new colony in America. But knowing that they were creating a new life for themselves, Governor Winthrop delivered a sermon that would serve as the guiding light, not just for this group of Puritans, but all who made the challenging voyage across the Atlantic seeking religious liberty. In “A Model of Christian Charity” Winthrop prepared the people for a new life in a new place, a potentially dangerous place. But he knew that if the community lived by the laws of God, the Lord of the heavens would bless the religious dissenters and the Puritans would serve as an honored example to the world. Paraphrasing Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount from Matthew 6, Winthrop said, 
For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. [But if we] love the Lord our God, and love one another, walk in His ways and keep His commandments and His ordinance, and His laws, and the articles of our covenant with Him, the Lord our God [will] bless us in the land whither we go to possess it. . . Therefore let us choose life, that we, and our seed, may live, and by obeying His voice, and cleaving to Him, for He is our life and our prosperity.

John Winthrop spoke these words a little more than three hundred and eighty years ago. America’s history is only slightly more than four hundred years old, just six percent of the world’s history only if one accepts the relatively short Biblical version of the earth’s existence.  While the United States is the newest of the great nations, it is certainly the most fascinating.  It is the oldest republic and the oldest representative democracy with the longest lasting written constitution.  It serves as the convergence of most, if not all, the great historical forces—democracy, liberty, immigration, imperialism, religion, science, nationalism, and industrialism to name just a few.  It is the union of the Old World culture in a New World environment and the transformation of that culture by the environmental conditions and ideals of the people who originally founded America. It is a nation created by a people with a special destiny and mission, a destiny and mission established in its infancy, at its roots. As such, “no other nation, in the history of the world, has ever provided so much freedom, so much justice, and so much opportunity to so many people.”
  Because of this, America—its founding and its development over the past three hundred years—is and has been an exceptional nation, and the journey has been an exceptional experience.

American Exceptionalism

Upon his April 30, 1789, inauguration to the American presidency, George Washington, former general of the American Continental Army, addressed the American people with these words: 
No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which conducts the affairs of men, more than the people of the United States. Every step, by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation, seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency.
 
President Washington was referring to America’s “sacred fire of liberty,”
 an idea that had been developing in America’s history ever since its founding in 1607 at Jamestown, Virginia, and in 1620 at Plymouth Rock, Massachusetts, and most certainly with John Winthrop’s view of America as “a city upon a hill;” the idea that America’s founding was unique in the annuls of world history, that it was guided by the hand of God, that the American nation that would develop over the next several centuries would be an exceptional one—a nation that would have, in the words of William J. Bennett, “[a]n abiding sense of greatness [and] purpose.”
 Washington’s words at the nation’s infancy reiterated that idea and intended for the principle of American exceptionalism to continue throughout its long and illustrious history.
The American Heritage Dictionary defines the word “exceptionalism” as “being unique” and “the theory or belief that something, especially a nation, does not conform to a pattern or norm.”
 For virtually all of human history with only very rare exceptions—Republican Rome, for example—man has lived under repressive and oppressive governing regimes, whether they be a monarchy, theocracy, oligarchy (rule by a powerful few), military dictatorship, or in the twentieth century, a rabidly murderous nationalistic fascism/Nazism or the brutality of tyrannical international communism. While the differences between these forms of government are substantial, the common thread that runs through all of them is their leaders’ intention and desire to force the people they rule to live lives of misery, anguish, and desolation in order to obtain complete and total control. Tyranny and persecution is the norm; in fact, these conditions have been the standard throughout nearly seven thousand years of documented human history and the vast majority of people during that time have lived under regimes that employed arbitrary power with no mechanism for recourse. The world’s population throughout history has been the cruel victim of violent conquest after violent conquest. In effect, the typical human experience throughout the millennia has been to exist under the domination and subjugation of brutal governments that, as Dr. Benjamin Carson so artfully describes, “expand continually, developing a voracious appetite for the resources of the people.”
 
But the founding of America in the early seventeenth century, followed by its development for one hundred and seventy years prior to independence and two hundred thirty-eight years since, established a new era in the annuls of human history. For the first time, a people rejected oppression, domination, tyranny, arbitrary power, and despotism and founded a nation based on the principles of freedom, liberty, economic self-determination, and government by the consent of the governed. America would not be a nation, as Alexander Hamilton wrote, “destined to depend on accident and force” for its survival; rather, America would “establish good government from reflection and choice.”
 The great experiment of liberty initiated by America’s founders was, on the one hand, attempted with virtually no precedent on which to rely, and, on the other hand, implemented with the entire world watching and expecting colossal failure. But as American patriot Thomas Paine exclaimed at the nation’s birth in 1776, “The cause of America is, in a great measure, the cause of all mankind,”
 and this sentiment has followed America’s historical development ever since. Later, Paine, a great champion of the principles of liberty and equal rights for all and a great enthusiast of the idea of American exceptionalism, avowed, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”
 During the difficult post-revolutionary war years under the Articles of Confederation, Alexander Hamilton wrote “The world has its eyes upon America. The noble struggle we have made in the cause of liberty has occasioned a kind of revolution in human sentiment. The influence of our example has penetrated the gloomy regions of despotism.”
 Later, during the early years of the American republic under the Federal Constitution, William Wirt, the Attorney General during the Monroe and John Quincy Adams administrations, told a Baltimore audience that “We [Americans] stand under a fearful responsibility to our Creator and our fellow citizens. It has been his divine pleasure that we should be sent fourth as the harbinger of free government on the earth, and in this attitude we are now before the world.” Recalling the words of John Winthrop, Wirt concluded, “The eyes of the world are upon us; and our example will probably be decisive of the cause of human liberty.”
 Then, in the mid-nineteenth century, President Lincoln, during the American Civil War, declared America as the “last best hope of earth.”
 And in the twentieth century, President John F. Kennedy, in a November 22, 1963 speech that he never had the opportunity to deliver,
 believed that Americans were “the watchmen on the walls of world freedom.”
 

Thus, America, its founding and its historical progression, was unique in world history; it was not the norm; it did not conform to the standards of the world, neither the world in which the founders lived or the world of the past. They created a new nation, based on an idea, based on new, never before attempted, principles of liberty, equality, self-determination, and living under a government based on the consent of the people. Future president and son of America’s second president John Quincy Adams said in July 1821 that “America, with the same voice which spoke herself into existence as a nation, proclaimed to mankind the inextinguishable rights of human nature, and the only lawful foundations of government.” He went on to say, America “has uniformly spoken among [the nations of the world], though often to heedless and often to disdainful ears, the language of equal liberty, equal justice, and equal rights. . . and her glory is not dominion, but liberty. Her march is the march of mind. She has a spear and a shield; but the motto upon her shield is Freedom, Independence, Peace.”

Even more revolutionary, those principles of which John Quincy Adams spoke were put into practice by “commoners,” that is, regular people—farmers, fishermen, artisans, merchants, physicians, and lawyers—rather than the ruling class elites—the aristocracy—who, it was believed for millennia, were born to rule and the only class qualified to rule. Indeed, Thomas Jefferson, just before his death in 1826 and fifty years after he wrote the Declaration of Independence, wrote that the “palpable truth” of the American Revolution demonstrated that the “mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of god.”
 The aristocratic Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville who toured America in the 1820s agreed with Jefferson’s “natural aristocracy” theory and considered equality of condition as the most unique feature of America. In his epic Democracy in America, de Tocqueville wrote that the United States was “more equal in their strength, than in any other country of the world, or, in any age of which history has preserved the remembrance.” This, he believed, was “a most extraordinary phenomenon.”
 

But most importantly, America’s founders put those principles into action by establishing a governing charter that secured liberty, limited the power of government, and established rules and regulations—checks and balances and the separation of powers—designed to preserve those principles for themselves and their posterity. James Madison, during the Federal Constitution’s ratification debates, wrote that America’s Revolutionary leaders “pursued a new and more noble course. They accomplished a revolution that has no parallel in the annuls of human society. They reared the fabrics of government which have no model on the face of the globe.”
 The Federal Constitution, which Madison championed, and the Declaration of Independence, on which the Constitution is based, serve as the founding, organic documents that codify the ideals Americans and the world have cherished for over two centuries and that have given substance to the principle of American exceptionalism, allowed Americans to become the most prosperous people in the world, established the United States of America as the greatest nation in human history, and served as an beacon for all freedom-loving people around the globe to embrace. The award-winning international musician and entertainer Bono may have put it best in a November 2012 speech to students at Georgetown University when he said, 
it’s not a right-left issue, it’s a right-wrong issue. And America’s consistently been on the side of what’s right. Because when it comes down to it, this is about keeping faith with the idea of America. Because America is an idea, isn’t it? I mean, Ireland’s a great country, but it’s not an idea. Great Britain is a great country, but it’s not an idea. That’s how we see you [America] around the world. . . as one of the greatest ideas in human history. Right up there with the Renaissance. . . right up there with crop rotation. . . The Beatles’ White Album. . . 

That idea, the American idea, it’s an idea. The idea is that you and me [sic] are created equal. . .The idea that life is not meant to be endured, but enjoyed. The idea that if we have dignity. . . if we have justice. . . then leave it to us, we can do the rest. This country was the first to claw its way out of darkness and put that on paper. And God love you for it. Because these aren’t just American ideas anymore. There’s no copyright on them. You’ve brought them into the world. . .[T]he world has a bit of America in it. These truths. . . your truths. . . they are self –evident in us.

Whether he realized it or not, Bono’s statement emphasized America’s founders’ desire to export the idea of American exceptionalism; it was not intended to be exclusive to just America. Rather, they sought to associate American exceptionalism with what Dinesh D’Souza calls “American universalism.”
  As chronicled at the beginning of this essay, upon landing on American shores in 1630, John Winthrop declared his Puritan congregation “a city upon a hill [with] the eyes of all people [around the world] upon us.”
 Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence referred to “all men” being equal, not just American men. America’s founders and framers of its liberty documents wanted all peoples of the world to embrace the principles and ideals of American exceptionalism and to experience what has become known as the American dream. This was the sentiment of perhaps the greatest modern champion of American exceptionalism: America’s fortieth president Ronald Wilson Reagan. While President Reagan “did not believe in the superiority of the American people, its culture, its business, industry, or art relative to other cultures,” he did believe in the “superiority of the principles” on which the American republic was founded. He believed in “the structure of its representative form of government with its transparency and checks and balances, and he wanted these to be accessible to any nation that sought them.”
 This is what has made America exceptional over the past nearly four centuries: the desire of other peoples around the world to emulate the American example.
But what are the principles and foundations that depict and exemplify American exceptionalism? American exceptionalism, as explained by University of Dayton history professor Larry Schweikart, is founded on four pillars that set America apart from all other nations over the thousands of years of world history. First, it has a “heritage of common law.” Stemming from legal framework of the ancient Greeks, the Roman Republic, England’s Magna Carta, and the early colonial charters, the United States Constitution established a structure of government based on limited authority granted to that government and the rule of law; that is, “the ruler merely enforced the law that everyone observed and understood as divinely inspired.”
 All are equal before the law, and all are subject to those laws passed by civil society, i.e., government, whose rulers are elected and, thus have legitimacy only by the consent of the governed. Furthermore, a “universal principle” of the rule of law requires that law-making and justice must be “delivered timely by competent, ethical, and independent representatives.”
 At the same time, members of the governing community must have discipline and respect for the law, what Abraham Lincoln called “reverence for the law” in order to maintain American uniqueness and exceptionalism.
 This revolutionary concept of the rule of law and equality before the law fundamentally differed from that of the monarchical governments of Europe, which were based on the arbitrary rule of man, the king. 

But while the free and open government created by the Constitution is sustainable only if the rule of law is respected and upheld, it is equally important—indeed, more important—to remember that the law cannot be used as a weapon to violate the fundamental principles of liberty and freedom on which that free government is based. Nineteenth century Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story, one of the greatest legal minds in America’s history, said in 1834 that “the great objects of all free governments are, the protection and preservation of the personal rights, the private property, and the public liberties of the whole people. Without accomplishing these ends, the government may, indeed, be called free, but it is a mere mockery, and a vain, fantastic shadow.”
 The Declaration of Independence in 1776; the Federal Constitution, written in 1787 and ratified the following year; and the Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments to the Constitution that were ratified in 1791, assert and codify these rights and liberties. Any government action, whether it be through legislation or executive or judicial fiat, that violates these fundamental liberties and breaches built in constitutional firewalls against abuse of power is illegal and would justify citizen action against the government. As political scientist Charles Murray points out, “American government does not command our blind allegiance to the law. It is part of our national catechism that government is instituted to protect our unalienable rights, and that when it becomes destructive of those rights, the reason for our allegiance is gone. At that point, revolution is not treason, but the people’s right.”
 This was precisely the Americans’ attitude toward the British government during the American Revolution; today, our constitutional system provides for regular and frequent elections that—at least in theory— allows the American people to alter the government when that government oversteps its bounds and abuses its authority. In extreme cases, the Constitution, through the amendment process, allows for the American people to abolish and reconstitute their government. In the experiment of self-government—government by the consent of the governed—it is up to the people to monitor the actions of elected public officials and act as an appropriate check when their behavior violates the principles and tenets of our founding charters, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.
Second, America has “a Christian and predominantly Protestant religious tradition.” According to the founders, Christianity, specifically Protestantism, was the source of liberty and free government. William Penn, the Quaker founder of the Pennsylvania colony and strong advocate of religious liberty, said that “Those who will not be governed by God will be ruled by tyrants.”
 A little more than one hundred years later, George Washington, in his Farewell Address to the nation following is eight year presidency, stated unequivocally that “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports;” and he rejected the idea that “morality can be maintained without religion.”
 Our second president, John Adams held that, “Our constitution was made for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”
 And Benjamin Franklin, during the revolutionary crisis, wrote to a British friend that “God will protect and prosper [America].”
 James Madison, the Father of the Federal Constitution,” agreed that the hand of God guided America’s development. During the Constitution’s ratification debates, Madison reflected on the revolutionary era and concluded that “[i]t is impossible for the man of pious reflection not to perceive in it a finger of that Almighty hand which has been so frequently and signally extended to our relief in the critical stages of the revolution.”
 John Jay, one of Madison’s collaborators in the effort to ratify the Constitution and future Chief Justice of the United States agreed saying, “it appears as if it was the design of Providence” that united the American people into a virtuous nation—“a band of brethren”—that “should never be split into a number of unsocial, jealous and alien sovereignties.”

Even a foreign visitor, the aforementioned Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville, recognized the significance of religion in American life and how the Protestant faith was woven into the nation’s social DNA. de Tocqueville observed that “there is no country in the world where the Christian religion retains a greater influence over the souls of men than in America; and there can be no greater proof of its utility and its conformity to human nature than that its influence is powerfully felt over the most enlightened and free nation of the earth.”
  What’s more, Protestantism “brought with it a heavy dose of individuality.”
 The teachings of reformist theologian John Calvin, from which Puritanism stems, emphasized man’s right to read the Bible and his innate ability to interpret its teachings, in contrast to the Roman Catholic faith, which prohibited its parishioners from even possessing, let alone reading and interpreting, the Bible. This individualism in religious practice would make a smooth and natural transition to the political realm.

Third, America’s founding stressed a “free-market economy” that “relied heavily on individual entrepreneurship and eschewed state involvement.” At best, government encouraged individuals to “start, sell, or terminate businesses;”
 at worst, government stayed out of the way. Although free market theory was relatively new during the founders’ generation, the writings of Adam Smith greatly influenced them. Smith’s highly influential masterpiece Wealth of Nations (1776) dispelled the notion that “businesses existed to serve the state” and, instead, promoted policies of free trade that would raise the standard of living and wages for all. Smith, the leading economist of the Enlightenment, believed, and America’s founders concurred, that “The patrimony which every man has in his own labor, as it is the original foundation of all other property, so it is the most sacred and inviolable.” Any barrier to using what Smith called the “strength and dexterity” of an individual’s own labor was “a plain violation of this most sacred property.”
 This freedom to pursue economic liberty made political liberty possible. The founders believed that to realize individual dreams and aspirations required the opportunity to employ talents, initiative, and desires unshackled by government interference. In fact, government’s primary purpose was to protect and secure the liberty—both political and economic—of the people so that they could pursue their happiness. 

Finally, America respected “property rights, whether those rights be physical or intellectual property, but most significantly land rights,” secured by the title to the property. Though all four pillars of American exceptionalism are vital to a free society, a plausible argument can be made that property rights are the most important. Throughout virtually all of recorded human history, from the Assyrians who took the ancient Israelites captive in the 8th century BC, to the ancient Greeks and Romans, to the centuries of Medieval Europe, to the absolute rule of Europe’s monarchical nation-states, to the tribal domination of Africa and Asia, conquest and theft of property and wealth has been the norm.
 The American Founders knew their history, and they also knew that to secure a free, self-government society that maximized individual liberty, freedom, and opportunity, and to secure the fruits of one’s labor, required the protection of property from governmental threat and confiscation. The pillar of property rights sought to provide this protection. 

In 1816, Thomas Jefferson, reflecting on the importance of property rights as the nation’s founding, wrote to a friend that “the true foundation of republican government is the equal right of every citizen in his person and property and in their management” and that “a right to property is founded in our natural wants, in the means with which we are endowed to satisfy these wants, and the right to what we acquire by those means without violating the similar rights of other sensible beings.”
 His good friend and political collaborator James Madison, during the ratifications debates on the Constitution, wrote, “the first object of government [is] the protection of different and unequal faculties in acquiring property.”
 In this context Madison used the term “unequal” to mean the differences in ambition, intellect, and endowments, not the right or opportunity to possess property. But the principle of property rights needs to be secured by legal title to the land in question to protect against plunder, theft, and conquest by another individual or, more importantly, the government. Recognizing the abundant historical examples of the conquest of land by invaders and conquerors in both Europe and the pre-America Western Hemisphere, as well as helplessness possessed by those who lost their property to a much more powerful foe, the Founder’s pledged to provide not just protection against plunder and theft, but also to provide a legal remedy to address such injustice.  Security in property rights, with full legal title to it, gave individuals a stake in the success of civil society; what’s more, it also guaranteed that individuals would ensure the protection of others’ property rights—the idea that members of the community worked together to protect each other’s rights from outside interference. The Land Ordinance of 1785, passed under the Articles of Confederation government, and later affirmed by the Northwest Ordinance of 1789 under the federal Constitution, “linked political rights to land ownership [and] established the principle that individual land ownership was a social goal to be advanced by government.”
 This right to land ownership, the founders believed, was the most important of rights; Noah Webster, a political activist more famous for his dictionary, wrote in 1787 that all other rights “are inferior considerations, when compared with a general distribution of property among every class of people.”
 Thus, property rights were indispensable to and sustained both political and economic liberty; as John Adams asserted, “the moment the idea is admitted into society that property is not as sacred as the laws of God, and that there is not a force of law and public justice to protect it, anarchy and tyranny commence.”
 

The Declaration of Independence,
 the literary document that proclaimed to the world America’s rejection of British rule and established the United States of America, embodies these four pillars. Thomas Jefferson acknowledged the “Laws of Nature and Nature’s God” and wrote of the “inalienable rights of life liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” He asserted that to “secure these rights” governments are instituted “deriving their Just powers from the consent of the governed.” Jefferson also compiled an itemized list of abuses committed by the British government demonstrating its hostility to liberty and the concept of self-government. Among these abuses was the king’s refusal to “Assent to the laws” passed by the colonial legislatures and the suspension of “the right of Representation in the Legislature.” What’s more, the Declaration noted the king had “cut off our trade with all other parts of the world” and “impos[ed] Taxes on us without our Consent.” Jefferson also referred to the absolute rule and tyranny of the British king, which included the effort to establish the English Church—Anglicanism—in America by appointing an American archbishop. Jefferson concluded the declaration by appealing to the “Supreme Judge of the world” and “with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence,” and announced that the American colonies “ought to be Free and Independent states.” In this way, the Declaration of Independence serves as, what Timothy Sandefur calls, “the conscience of the Constitution,”
 thus permanently embedding the principles of individual liberty and fundamental rights, i.e., American exceptionalism, laid out by Jefferson within the governing charter of the United States. Hence, emboldened by the four pillars of American exceptionalism—common law, Christian tradition, free market economy, and property rights—the American nation was born.

This does not mean the America is a perfect nation—indeed, the preamble to the Constitution indicates that the effort was to “form a more perfect Union.”
 In fact, the course of American history has been a turbulent ride; Jefferson admitted that “the boisterous sea of liberty indeed is never without a wave.”
  The United States has made many mistakes and failed to live up to its principles—African slavery, treatment of native Indians, racial discrimination—but it has also contained glorious epics—eradicating slavery through a great war, liberating the world from fascism and international communism, setting an example for economic prosperity, ending legal racial discrimination and segregation within a generation.  As James Robbins has written, “America is not perfect, nor will it ever be. Rather it is in a continual act of becoming. It is this process that makes the country exceptional.”
 Without question, the story of America is the story of a nation seeking to fully fulfill its mission as an exceptional nation—the desire to live up to those four principles of exceptionalism. The convention that framed the Constitution was an indication that the current framework of government, the Articles of Confederation, had failed to protect and secure the principles of the American Revolution as embodied in the Declaration of Independence and needed to be altered. Thus, unlike any other nation on earth, the authors of the Constitution operated from a context that had at its core the four pillars of American exceptionalism—how to institute a government that would provide the greatest liberty for the greatest number of people for the longest time. The history of America is the story of a nation seeking to fulfill that goal.  

Why Study History?

Unquestionably, the settlement of the Western Hemisphere and the subsequent development of the American nation is one of the most momentous events of the past five hundred years.  Recounting that development is one of the most fascinating adventures on which one can embark.  That is what reading and studying history is all about.  History is our story, not only the story of our nation, but of our world.  It is the story of our past—where we came from, who we are, where we have been.  As such, it can help us get to where we want to go.  Joy Hakim describes history as a book full of stories.  They are real life stories with “real heroes and real villains.”
  It contains stories that, in some cases, are inconceivable to the human mind.  Who, for example, could have imagined that a surprise attack on the American naval base at Pearl Harbor on a quiet Sunday morning in December 1941 would bring the United States out of its isolationist shell and onto the world stage as the leading Western, democratic power against the forces of murderous fascism and barbaric imperialism? America and the world would never be the same again. Or, who would have thought that within one hour of each other two commercial jets would crash into New York City’s World Trade Center on a bright, sunny September morning in 2001?  And then, on live television, the world would watch as the Twin Towers crumbled to the ground taking over two thousand lives with them. America and the world changed immeasurably as a result and, once again, they would never be the same. While these are just two examples, many of the stories of history defy even Hollywood’s imagination.  

History is also a mystery story.  Nobody knows for sure what exactly happened hundreds of years ago and we will never have the whole story.  None of us were there.  Hakim sees studying history and the people who lived it similar to constructing a jigsaw puzzle; it allows us to piece together historical events until, eventually, a big picture emerges.  Only then can we begin to see and understand what happened in the past.
  As we discover more and more pieces to the historical puzzle, the picture of the past will become clearer. The mysterious and capricious nature of American history is particularly notable. As historian Conrad Black puts it: American history has been like a “bouncing (American) football, in unpredictable directions, dependent again and again on indispensable and often unlikely individuals, elevated improbably. Beyond its natural resources and its Constitution, few Americans could explain why the United States has been such a felicitous [blessed] country, but almost all of them sense that it has been.”
   

History is also about trying not to repeat the mistakes of the past.  “Nations and people who don’t study history sometimes repeat mistakes,”
 and sometimes to catastrophic ends. Commentator George Will recently wrote, “Studying history serves democracy by highlighting contingencies: Things [do] not need to turn out the way they [do]; choices matter.”
 To survive as a nation, and, more importantly, to survive as a free and prosperous people, we must learn from and not repeat the mistakes our ancestors made. President John F. Kennedy once said, “History, after all, is the memory of a nation.”
  The most successful civilizations in world history are those that learn from the “lessons of history;” unfortunately, the antithesis to that statement is true as well: those who know little history make bad history.
 
But perhaps most importantly, possessing a basic knowledge of history is required to be an informed, active, and productive member of a community. What’s more, passing this knowledge from one generation to the next is indispensible to maintaining the vitality of a nation. History professor Wilfred McClay says that “the chief purpose of education in American history is as a rite of civic membership, an act of inculcation and formation, a way in which the young are introduced to the fullness of their political and cultural inheritance as Americans, enabling them to become literate and conversant in its many features, and to appropriate fully all that it has to offer them, both its privileges and its burdens.”
 This is especially significant for Americans because, unlike other peoples of the world, we do not share a common ancestral background.  While Japanese, Italians, or Russians may share a common appearance, religion, culture, and language, Americans do not, although English has been the dominant, if not official, language of the United States since its inception.  The United States is a nation of immigrants who came to America—some voluntarily, some forcibly—from all parts of the globe.  The collection and transformation of ethnically, culturally, religiously, historically, linguistically and economically diverse groups of people from all over Europe, Asia, and Africa into a unique populace within a single nation, creating a national identity out of multiple cultures, and maintaining and even expanding that national cohesion over more than two centuries is unprecedented in all of human history.  It was not by accident that early Americans adopted as our nation’s unofficial motto E pluribus unum—Latin for “out of many one.” But despite our diversity, we do share two very important and distinct qualities: our history and an idea, as the Bono quote above demonstrates.  If you are descended from the Vikings, Germans, American Indians, Asians, Pilgrims, slaves, or whomever, you will want to know your story, as well as that of your friends and neighbors, and the principles that brought us all together in this unique nation, the values that created this unique person we call an American.  Learning about our history will help us understand what it means to be an American; and being an American is a privilege because the United States is the first nation in earth’s history, and to this point the only nation, that collectively established all four pillars of American exceptionalism and that sought to provide “liberty and justice for all.”  It is a nation that has provided more freedom, more justice, and more opportunity for its inhabitants than any other nation in our earth’s history.  

Again, this is not to say that America is perfect; it is certainly not.  It would not be an exaggeration to say that the United States has been the most closely examined and criticized nation in history, that is has been accused of terrible hypocrisy. This is not accidental or coincidental. Rather the scorn America has received both from within and outside its borders is the result of the high standards and the high bar of expectations it has set for itself, standards and expectations, it is important to note, no other nation in world history has set for itself. Indeed, to be accused of and pronounced guilty of hypocrisy requires the acceptance and endorsement of high standards; the guilty party has simply failed to realize those standards. The story of America is the story of a nation constantly seeking to achieve those ideals and expectations.  
While America’s history certainly is filled with great accomplishments, it also contains a legacy of slavery, war, and injustice to certain segments of its population.  At one point in its history, the United States contained nearly four million black slaves; but despite their degraded status for over three hundred years, these enslaved Americans made their own unique and long-lasting imprint on America.  Without a doubt, the United States government has made serious mistakes, but, at the same time, it has attempted to correct its mistakes. The blight of slavery was eradicated from American soil as a result of a civil war that claimed nearly one million American lives.  Later, the “Civil War” amendments that legally abolished slavery, granted citizenship to blacks, and provided black Americans the right to vote became part of the United States Constitution and paved the way for the full realization of black civil and political rights in the twentieth century. While these changes may not have occurred quickly enough for some, the Constitution provided a judicial remedy when certain states attempted to defy the law and maintain racial segregation. As a republic based on democratic principles, power in the United States of America resides with its citizens, not the rulers, and “we the people” must be vigilant to ensure that public officials fulfill their duty as the caretakers of our government.   

By studying history, and telling the story of the United States, we will discover that all nations are not the same.  In fact, some nations are better than others.  While this statement may be politically incorrect today, it does not mean that some people are better than others; rather it is the ideas on which people live and are governed that determine the goodness of nations.  The United States is fortunate in that it was founded by people who possessed sound ideas—freedom, justice, opportunity—and they ensured that the United States provided them.  What’s more, they created a government of the people, by the people, and for the people to protect these ideas.  At the time, many around the world believed this to be impossible, in part because it had never been tried.  But America’s citizens proved that it could work, although not without some difficulties along the way.  

The story of America is one of a nation constantly searching for the precise combination of freedom and order that will provide those principles of liberty and justice for all; its founding documents, such as the Declaration of Independence and the Federal Constitution, provided the mechanisms that would eventually enable all its inhabitants to have the opportunity of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  The following series of analytical essays is a balanced attempt to trace that history of freedom—the splendor as well as the warts—from its origins to the end of the Reconstruction era that includes the greatness of the political liberties, economic success, and committed idealism, but also the turbulence, conflict, and injustice that occurred along the way.
  

The Age of European Exploration and Discovery

The story of America begins in Europe. Settlement of the American continents and the land that would become the United States was the result of aggressive European exploration that originated during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.  A number of factors contributed to this age of exploration and discovery, including the desire to acquire knowledge and understand the world.  What’s more, a new merchant class (traders) sought raw materials and new markets to practice their trade while a mercantilist economic system emerged in Europe that looked to acquire gold and other valuables, such as overseas colonies that would contribute to this economic expansion.  Most importantly, the desire to spread the Christian religion, specifically Catholicism, to the heathen natives convinced many that overseas exploration was a noble venture.  Martin Luther’s 1517 revolt against the Roman Catholic Church and the subsequent Protestant Revolution spurred Catholic nations, such as Spain and France, anxious to control and recover from this religious upheaval, to aggressively spread the Catholic faith to the ends of the world.  Coordinated by the Jesuits, known to the Indians as the Black Robes, the effort to Christianize the natives revealed on the part of Europeans their belief in Indian social and cultural inferiority.  But their efforts also indicated a sense of human equality in that God viewed the natives as a spiritual being ready to join the Christian world, and this notion revealed the sincerity of the Jesuit labors. As one Jesuit exclaimed, “The joy that one feels when he has baptized an Indian who dies soon afterwards and flies directly to Heaven to become an Angel certainly is a joy that surpassed anything that can be imagined.”
  But none of this would have been possible without the rise of very powerful, centralized monarchies that provided the needed resources to support these costly global endeavors.  Nation-states such as Spain, Portugal, Great Britain and France possessed strong kings and queens and participated aggressively in global exploration. 
While the North American continent prior to the age of exploration and discovery has been portrayed as a barren wilderness, the land that the Europeans encountered in the late 15th century possessed a population, by some estimates, of several million. It is believed that the first Americans migrated to what would become known as North America from Siberia in the far northeast reaches of present day Russia. At its narrowest point, the Bering Strait is only three miles wide and provided a relatively easy passage from the Asian continent to Western Hemisphere. Over the course of several thousand years the Native Americans would migrate down the North American continent and develop diversified economies that reflected the environmental benefits of a particular region. The most common economies included agriculture, primarily maize (corn), squash, and beans; hunting, including beaver, deer, but most especially the buffalo; and fishing. With the fertile soil of North America, combined with its overflowing wildlife, population growth soured for a time and permitted many of the natives to prosper.  But as in any part of the globe, the means of survival are subject to “catastrophic collapse” from a variety of causes, such as “prolonged drought or infestations of insect and blights.” This contrasting combination of abundance and calamity resulted in a subdivision of larger bands or tribes that spread across the entire continent in search of new, open space or more productive soil. Though by 1492, the “native peoples of North America spoke at least 375 distinct languages,” an indication of the level of tribal splitting and dissection, this also contributed to the native nomadic lifestyle that failed to establish firm roots in regions they could call their own.  This division and proliferation of native tribes resulted in a fierce competition for control of land, spurring the development of rivalries and regular conflicts. Contrary to popular history and Hollywood depictions, Indian tribes did not live in blissful harmony with each other seeking to become one with nature; instead, like humanity in all other parts of the world, they engaged in “warfare and ritual torture and execution of enemies.”
 They sought to consolidate and expand their holdings, and did so through ruthless means. However, the appearance—some would call it an invasion—of the Europeans would give many of the rival Indian tribes the opportunity and excuse to set aside their differences and unite in an effort to protect and secure their land and culture.
Unquestionably, the most famous of the New World explorers was Christopher Columbus.  A native of Italy, Columbus, after being rejected numerous times, finally received sponsorship from Ferdinand and Isabella, the king and queen of Spain.  A committed Christian, Columbus’s primary objective was the religious conversion of the indigenous population he encountered.  As David C. Gibbs writes, Columbus “was a man who loved the Scriptures and found his motivation in them.”
  Secondarily, he sought to establish an overseas route to the East Indies.  Columbus was given authority by the Spanish monarchy to claim for Spain any lands he discovered.  On October 12, 1492, he discovered the Americas, a land he named in honor of Amerigo Vespucci, another famous Italian explorer.  Indicating his devotion to Christianity, Columbus “named the first island on which [he] landed ‘San Salvador,’ which translates to ‘Holy Savior.’  Other lands he later named included ‘Trinidad’ (‘Trinity’), ‘Vera Cruz’ (‘True Cross’), and ‘Navidad’ (similar to our word ‘Nativity,’ meaning Christmas).  These Christian names remain to this day.”
 

Other explorers followed Columbus’s lead.  In the late fifteenth century, Bartholomew Diaz rounded the Cape of Good Hope on the southern tip of Africa and Vasco de Gama explored India; between 1519 and 1522, Ferdinand Magellan, one of the greatest explorers of the era, sailed around the tip of South America and was the first to circumnavigate the globe.
  In 1513, Ponce de Leon, in search of the Fountain of Youth, discovered the Florida peninsula, while Frenchman Jacque Cartier, in 1534, sailed to the St. Lawrence River in Canada.  But not all the explorers came in search of gold or for the purpose of Christianizing the natives; the Spanish also sponsored the exploits of the conquistadors.  In the early sixteenth century, Hernando Cortez conquered the Aztecs in Mexico and its famed ruler, Montezuma.
  About ten years later Francisco Pizarro invaded and conquered the Incas of Peru.  In addition to these overt invasions of the native populations of the New World, European diseases inadvertently devastated the original Americans.  Europeans, who had endured the ravages of the Bubonic Plague of the fourteenth century, had built up a natural immune system to these diseases, an immunity that the Indians did not possess.  In some cases, whole tribes were completely wiped out due to disease; though accurate numbers are impossible ascertain due to the lack of written records, some historians estimate that as many as fifty percent of the New World’s native population succumbed to diseases imported from Europe.

European Settlements in the New World 

It was not until the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries that Europeans began to establish permanent settlements in the New World.  In 1565, the Spanish founded St. Augustine (located it northeast Florida), the first permanent settlement in the New World.  They proceeded to establish a huge and wealthy empire in the Americas.  Subsequently, the French, Dutch, and Swedes established permanent fur trading posts in North America; in 1608 Samuel de Champlain founded the city of Quebec in Canada.  The following year, Henry Hudson sailed up the river he named for himself (Hudson River in the state of New York).  During this period of settlement, European contact with the Indians resulted in Christianity and comfort for the natives, but also introduced them to guns, drink, disease, and a weakening of tribal customs.  

English Exploration

One European nation that did not participate in the early stages of global exploration was England.  Despite its strong and historic monarchical system, domestic difficulties delayed Britain’s participation in New World exploration and settlement.  King Henry VIII, once called the “Defender of the Faith” by Pope Leo X, revolted against the Roman Catholic Church in 1532, when the pope denied him a divorce.  In the ensuing battle between the Roman Church and Henry’s Church of England, domestic politics overshadowed overseas endeavors.    

While the king rebelled against the Roman Church’s political leadership, the new English church differed little in theology or tradition from Catholicism.  Accordingly, a group of religious dissidents in England sought to further the reforms of the English church and complete the reformation started by King Henry. These Puritans, as they were known because of their desire to “purify” the English church, looked to John Calvin, a French religious reformer who conducted most of his efforts in Geneva, Switzerland, as their spiritual leader. The Puritan dissenters fiercely objected to the shallowness of Henry’s reforms and brought England dangerously close to an internal religious crisis.  However, Queen Elizabeth I, Henry’s daughter and arguably the greatest of the English monarchs, pacified the Puritans and consolidated England as a Protestant country.

In addition to settling England’s religious crisis, Elizabeth also brought England into the exploration age.  Sir Walter Raleigh received a charter from Elizabeth and explored the Chesapeake Bay region of North America, and in 1584 he named the area Virginia in honor of the Virgin Queen.  He also attempted, but failed, to settle Roanoke Island, an area between Virginia and the Carolinas.
  Later, the queen’s advisors came to the conclusion that in order for England to expand its global reach and influence in European affairs the island nation had to aggressively enter the competition for America.  To this end, Richard Hakluyt summarized the advantages that would result from possessing overseas colonies:  they would provide markets for English goods and serve as a principal source of raw materials for the production of those goods.  Moreover, the colonies could serve as a dumping ground for England’s “multitudes of loiterers and idle vagabonds,” who could support the enterprise by farming the American soil.
 

English New World Settlements

To this economic end, England joined the age of exploration in a significant way during the reign of the English Stuart kings.  James I, Elizabeth’s cousin and successor, sponsored the Virginia Company of Plymouth and in 1608, the company founded the New World colony of Jamestown.  However, the colony experienced serious problems in leadership as well as difficulties with disease and native Indian tribes.  The most serious threat came from the Algonquin tribe, a native group 20,000 strong under the leadership of Powhatan.  As a result of this native threat and “attempts at communal sharing of all food and supplies [that] resulted in near starvation,” the Virginia Company came under the control of John Smith, a resourceful young adventurer with astute leadership skills who moved the colony away from communal to private property.
  Employing the philosophy “he who shall not work shall not eat,”
 Smith took control of the colony in 1609; he explored and mapped the region, established friendly relations with the Indians, and received a royal charter.  A new governing council was established with Lord De La Warr as Governor.  But under the leadership of the new governor, the colony virtually declared war against Powhatan; however, an uneasy peace was established after a young Indian girl named Pocahontas intervened to save Smith who had been captured by Powhatan.  Later, a more stable peace was achieved through the marriage of Pocahontas to white settler John Rolfe. (Pocahontas, soon after the marriage, traveled to England and became enamored with the country.  She planned to return to Virginia; however, she contracted pneumonia and died in London in 1617.)

Jamestown continued to struggle until Rolfe developed the technique to grow tobacco, which quickly became the colony’s cash crop, despite King James’s revulsion of the crop.  In a pamphlet titled A Counterblaste to Tobacco, James condemned its use calling it “a custome loathsome to the eye, hatefull to the Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the Lungs.”
 As William Bennett points out, this made King James “one of history’s first antismoking crusaders.”
 But money trumped ideology and as tobacco became the colony’s primary crop it served as the source of an immensely profitable trade between the colony and the mother country.  This, combined with a political and economic reform program implemented in 1618 by Sir Edwin Sandys that overhauled the Virginia’s land policies, made agriculture more profitable and diversified the colony’s activities.  The following year, Virginia established the first representative government in the New World, the House of Burgesses, which was based primarily on property ownership.  But in a cruel ironic twist, that same year the first African slaves were imported to the colony.  In time, black slavery would become the primary source of labor in Virginia and later in the entire American South.  

The Pilgrims and the Puritans

As the Jamestown colony struggled for existence, another group of setters arrived in a region known as New England and planted the roots of Christianity on the North American continent.  These Puritan dissenters to England’s official church traveled across the Atlantic largely in family groups and soon established settlements in legally defined towns. Belonging to the “middling sort” of small property owners, shopkeepers and skilled craftsmen, the Puritans brought their Old World values of “thrift, diligence, and delayed gratification” to the New World, qualities that were essential to long-term success.  Employing a strict code of personal discipline and morality, Puritans applied their religious values to “liberate people from a sense of helplessness by encouraging effort, persistence, study, and purpose.”
 To this end, they sought to establish “independent competence:” a condition in which the Puritan family owned enough property so as not to need to work for someone else as a hired hand, while not accumulating too much material goods that could cause corruption of the Puritan soul. In effect, it meant the Puritan would work to provide for the adequate needs to live but not to excess.
  Due in part to these values, the New England region of the North America would become the most prosperous and politically and socially advanced of all the British colonies.
Domestic difficulties in England contributed to the “Great Migration” of approximately 14,000 Puritans to the New World.  A splinter group of Puritans, these Separatists were “radicals who held that the Church of England was already corrupted beyond any possibility of purification.  Moreover, they believed that the Church could only be under the headship of Jesus Christ, and hence no person, not even the Queen, could take the title ‘Head of the Church.’”
.  Accordingly, the objective of the Pilgrims, as they were known, was to completely separate from the Church of England and establish their own denomination, a goal they could not realize in England.  The Pilgrims fled first to Holland in a desperate attempt to escape English persecution, but unable to assimilate to Dutch ways, decided to flee Europe for the New World in 1620.  Led by William Bradford and John Carver, and supported financially by a joint-stock company controlled by a few wealthy merchant investors, these Separatists sailed from England on the Mayflower and arrived on the North American shores in the fall of 1620; they founded Plymouth Colony and set out to build a new life for themselves.
  

Upon arrival, the Pilgrims who, with the exception of their religious structure, had no previous experience in governance, established the Mayflower Compact as their primary form of government.  According to the document, the Pilgrims committed themselves “together into a civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the Christian faith.”  They pledged to “enact, constitute, and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, and offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good of the colony, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.”
  Under the Compact’s provisions, all members of the community were expected to submit to the will of the majority under the established regulations, which were based on God’s law.  This was an historic first step toward self-government in American history; it “marked the first time in recorded history that free and equal men had voluntarily covenanted together to create their own new civil government.”
  Carver was elected governor of the Plymouth colony and following his death in April 1621, the Pilgrims elected Bradford to the post, a position he held every year from 1621 to 1657.  

The first winter at Plymouth colony was a brutal one for the Pilgrims; virtually no family was immune from the destructive effects of the New England winter of 1620 and the shortage of provisions.  Although they were courageous and committed souls, only 44 of the 102 original settlers survived to see year two.  Many factors account for the Pilgrims’ early struggles.  Physical challenges to their new environment, unfamiliarity with the New England soil and climate, the marginal quality of the soil, inexperience with fishing—all hampered the Pilgrims’ efforts at economic success.  However, another factor contributed to the Pilgrims’ less than successful venture during the early years.  As part of the joint-stock company’s charter, the Pilgrims instituted a system of enforced communism, whereby all of the settlers worked the company land and tended to the company livestock.  The original Pilgrims believed that acting in self-interest was not the way of God; thus, they agreed “that the taking away of property and bringing in community into a commonwealth would make them happy and flourishing.”
 Robert Cushman, who arrived at Plymouth in late 1621, gave a sermon praising this communal ideology in which he said “Great matters have been brought to pass where men have cheerfully as was one heart, hand, and shoulder, gone about it, both in wars, buildings, and plantations, but where every man seeks himself, all cometh to nothing.”
  Surpluses, instead of remaining in New England, were shipped across the Atlantic to the company’s investors in England.  Thus, the incentive to work hard and provide an abundant crop may have been compromised by the knowledge that they would not partake in the fruits of their labor, a historical lesson of the consequences of failing to respect basic property rights, a lesson the Pilgrims and subsequent colonists learned very quickly.  
The following winter Bradford, convinced that each family should provide for their own sustenance, modified the colony’s economic structure by leasing plots of land to each family, based on family size.  Bradford wrote that “The young men, that were most able and fit for labour and service, did repine that they should spend their time and strength to work for other men’s wives and children without any recompense. The strong, or man of parts, had no more in division of victuals and clothes than he that was weak and not able to do a quarter the other could; this was thought injustice.”
 Later, Bradford introduced the concept of private property to the colony, which completely severed the colony from the company’s investors in England.  The results were extraordinary as “it made all hands very industrious;” thus, “private property brought not only increased production, but also self-respect, motivation, and harmony.”
 As economist David Boaz writes, “As soon as the settlers were thrown upon their own resources, and each freeman had acquired the right of owning property, the colonists quickly developed what became the distinguishing characteristic of Americans—an aptitude for all kinds of craftsmanship coupled with an innate genius for experimentation and invention.”

This change, along with the establishment of friendly relations with a group of Wampanoag Indians, led by chief Massosoit, Samoset, and the English-speaking Squanto, the Pilgrims experienced an abundant harvest in 1621.  In autumn, the Pilgrims and Indians celebrated their success by giving thanks to God at the first Thanksgiving.  Throughout the remainder of the decade, the Pilgrim community would continue to grow and experience moderate economic growth and prosperity.  But the next wave of religious reforming immigrants would overshadow the Plymouth colony and soon absorb the small, humble Separatist community into the larger body of New England Puritans.

Charles I, son of James I, followed his father to the English throne in 1625.  The new king possessed Catholic sympathies and immediately provoked conflicts with the Puritan-controlled English Parliament.  Charles appointed like-minded William Laud as the Archbishop of Canterbury, the most important religious post in England.  Laud’s persecution against the Puritans was so severe that a group of them formed the New England Company in 1628 and received a charter to settle in New England.  Reorganized as the Massachusetts Bay Company the following year, the Puritans, under the leadership of John Winthrop, landed in New England in 1630 and founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony.
  

These Puritans differed in some respects from the Pilgrims.  Primarily, they were not separatists.  While the Pilgrims held out no hope for the English church, the Puritans did not see the church as eternally corrupt and beyond redemption.  Their purpose was to purify the church from within.  Why then, one may ask, did they leave England for the New World?  The answer lies in the political and religious conditions in England during the 1620s, which had become unbearable and did not permit the Puritans to remain in the Old World unmolested.  Though not all Puritan’s fled England, Laud’s persecution forced many to seek a new home where they could consolidate their program to purify the church.  Another difference between Pilgrims and Puritans was their philosophy of government.  The Pilgrims had established a civil authority that was separate from the ecclesiastical one.  While church leaders exercised significant moral authority over the civil leaders, they were not an official part of the government.  Contrarily, the Puritans had, in essence, created a theocracy.  They adopted a mixed system in which their community leaders held posts in both the civil and religious governmental structures; however, they would soon see the efficacy of the separatist model and adopt it for themselves.  

The leaders of the New England Puritans were John Endecott, who established a congregation at Salem in 1629, and John Winthrop, a well-educated and economically successful man who helped found the Massachusetts Bay colony.  Serving as the principle leader of the Bay colony, Winthrop believed he had been called by God to lead a new religious experiment, which would become known as the New England Way.
  He held a shared sense of purpose among the settlers—the sense of commonwealth.  Upon arriving on New England’s shores, Winthrop proclaimed that their mission was to establish a “city on a hill” that would serve as an example of virtuous living, spiritual purity, and a beacon of liberty to all humanity. But he also warned the Puritans of the untold suffering they would experience if they strayed from God’s word and his laws.
  

Puritan Theology and its Impact on America

The word that best describes the Puritan experience during these early years in America is covenant, a two-part concept containing vertical and horizontal components.  Puritans believed that they had established a spiritual contract with God—the vertical covenant—to build personal and communitarian relationship with God tha.  They also made a covenant with each other—the horizontal covenant—in which all individual members of the community worked together for the betterment of the community as a whole; in effect, the creation of a commonwealth that would serve as a model for humanity.
  This two-part covenant theory and the Puritan efforts to implement it contributed significantly to our American heritage—our ideals and values, our understanding of ourselves, and our love of and respect for self-government, religious freedom, and political liberty.  Although events and the New World environment required some modifications to the Puritan ideal, the Puritans would succeed in creating a new nation and inaugurate a political revolution that would culminate in the greatest nation in world history.


Without a doubt, the Puritan philosophy on government and politics contributed significantly to our American culture.  Despite the contemporary negative connotations associated with Puritans and Puritanism, their ideas have left a legacy in America that is rivaled by no other group.  To fully understand the Puritans and their impact on American cultural and political heritage, we must begin with their theology.  Above all, the Puritans were a devoutly religious people.  As previously noted, they received much of their religious belief from the ideas and writings of John Calvin.  First and foremost, Calvin stressed the complete sinfulness and depravity of humanity and the total goodness, perfection, and power of God.  Thus Puritans emphasized humanity’s complete dependence on God for eternal salvation.  Thus, Calvin believed that the lives of humans were predestined; due to his depravity, man had absolutely no control over whether he went to heaven or hell following death. Accordingly, his salvation was completely in God’s hands.  But since man’s natural condition was that of sinfulness and evil, salvation was only possible through God’s abundant mercy and grace.
  Of course, the obvious question concerning this notion is: If Puritan lives are predestined, why would one even try to be good?; why would anyone do anything other than what their selfish inclinations desired?  The answer lies in the fact that the Puritan was never completely sure whether he was destined by God to go to heaven or hell, although he certainly believed he was good enough to be a member of the elect.  Consequently, the Puritan life on earth was a sort of training ground to demonstrate that if God had predestined him to go to heaven, His decision was justified.  In addition, living a good life on earth prepared him for living a godly life in heaven.  It is through this belief in predestination and the effort to live a holy life on earth from which we receive the Puritan (or Protestant) work ethic, an ideal that, perhaps until recently, dominated American cultural heritage.
 


Related to this work ethic is the complementary, though seemingly contradictory, view that hard work and success was an indication of God’s pleasure and reward, and that the Puritan was living a good life and fulfilling the standards that were expected of him.  The Puritan “worked with a special zeal to honor their God and to seek rewards that offered reassurance that God approved of their efforts.”
  At the same time, however, periods of economic difficulties could be interpreted as God’s displeasure with the Puritans’ failure to live up to those standards.  But economic challenges were also welcomed as God’s way of maintaining Puritan humility; in modern language we may say it was God’s method of “keeping them honest.”  In fact, Puritans, in some cases, even looked forward to times of struggle and difficulty since it strengthened their faith and forced them to re-focus their lives on spiritual issues—a sort of purging of the mind, body, and spirit of sinfulness and greed.  But the fact remains that the Puritan work ethic stemmed from the understanding of humanity’s inherent corrupt nature and the belief that success, as a result of hard work, was a pleasing sign from God, and that times of difficulty were welcomed opportunities to renew one’s faith.


An aspect of the New England Way that contributed immensely to American political culture was the structure of the church.  One of the reasons the Puritans dissented from the Church of England focused on Anglicanism’s hierarchical and centralized structure.  In New England the Puritans established what was known as a congregational governing structure.  This democratic form of administration rejected bishops, a rigid hierarchy and church courts, and most certainly a pope.
  The church membership elected its own ministers, who were paid by the members’ tithe, and, with the exception of God, the church operated virtually independent from any other authority.  What’s more, the Puritans instituted some measure of church-state separation; church and civil offices were independent of each other, which prohibited the clergy from participating directly in the civil government.  The Puritans established this form of governing structure to distance themselves from the politico-religious structure of European nations and the Roman Catholic Church.  The Puritan church and its leaders, however, exercised substantial moral authority over civil leaders.  In this way, the Puritans established a commonwealth that required all inhabitants of the society—church members and non-members alike—to accept a vested interest in the well being of the society as a whole; that is, all members of the community possessed a clear interest in the community’s success.  
Although civic and religious leadership remained separate in the Puritan community, one of the most important features of its governing structure centered on church membership, which was required for political participation. Only church members could elect civil leaders; however, all inhabitants, regardless of their church status, paid taxes to support the government, the church, and the minister’s salary.  The voting members elected a governor, 18 assistants, and a body of deputies.  This republican form of representative government should not be confused with a democracy.  The Puritans established a form of government that empowered representatives, who were chosen democratically under quite restricted voting qualifications, with the authority of governing.  The early Puritans profoundly distrusted democracy; they feared the masses, i.e., non-church members, and considered pure democracy, in the words of Puritan theologian John Cotton, the “meanest and worst” of all forms of government.
  


The adoption of the congregational structure by the Puritans, followed by its application in the civil realm of governing, is an enormous contribution to our American political heritage and our understanding of self-government.  The Puritans, while maintaining separate structures for church and civic leadership, adopted similar systems for governing each.  The church members elected both their minister and government officials; in addition, just as the posts of pope and bishop were rejected, Puritans rejected a king or any form of monarchy, considering it a relic from a dark age.  A body of deputies was selected from among the church membership so that the electorate actually chose from among their peers to represent them.  But all inhabitants of the society, members and non-members, believers and non-believers, participated in the overall development and success (or failure) of the community, primarily through tax support and obedience to the laws.  This practice of civic self-government, which became the embodiment of the American colonial governing assemblies and subsequently the United States Constitution, is still practiced today and stems directly from the Puritan understanding and implementation of church structure and government.


As you may surmise from the discussion above, church membership was vitally important in Puritan society.  As previously mentioned, political participation in Puritan society was intimately tied to church membership.  But what did it mean to be a church member?  It was certainly different from our understanding today.  In order to become a member of the Puritan church one had to demonstrate that the Holy Spirit dwelled within.  This usually meant a public testimony of the conversion process or some other definitive proof that it had occurred.  As Sydney Ahlstrom writes, “In New England and elsewhere ‘conversion’ would become a requirement for church membership.”
  But church membership also presented the first crisis in American history.  Within two generations this exceedingly strict definition of church membership resulted in a severe decline in church membership.  This development, and the crisis it provoked, established another uniquely American concept: compromise.  Throughout its history, America has endured multiple crises that threatened its existence, but in most cases the ability to compromise resolved the issue—perhaps not to everyone’s liking—and allowed America to continue on its path of development.  The original American crisis was the sharp decline in church membership in Puritan New England that stemmed from the spiritual declension of the second and third generations of Puritan descendants.
  The compromise that resolved this crisis was the Half-Way Covenant.  An agreement that allowed the children of full church members to become partial members, the Half-Way Covenant reduced the standards for church membership.
  As this dilution of spiritual standards occurred, the community compromised the qualifications for voting and office holding in the civil government as well.  Thus, as the structure of the Puritan church continued to change and as the standards for church membership declined, a similar process occurred within the realm of government.

Opposition to Puritanism: Roger Williams, Anne Hutchinson, and the Notion of Dissent 


Though Puritanism originated as a dissenting sect from England’s Anglican church, it existed as the established religious authority and the dominant governing power in New England; thus, Puritan society demanded strict conformity from the community at large.  But dissent existed in Puritanism’s DNA and it was inevitable that opposition would eventually occur within the New England Puritan church itself.  One of the most important of these dissenters was a man named Roger Williams.
  Williams was a separatist who believed the civil government had absolutely no authority over religion.  A believer in complete church-state separation, Williams is considered by many to be the first Baptist in America.  A very dogmatic and intolerant man, Williams was an absolute purist.  What he believed he believed with all his heart and any alternative view had to be false.  As such, he could never conceive of the possibility that he might be wrong.  Specifically, Williams demanded repentance of all Puritans who had ever taken communion from within the Church of England.  Puritans, as previously discussed, believed in purifying the English Church, not withdrawing from it completely; consequently, most Puritans could not accept this demand by Williams.  For his part, Williams believed that a communion service conducted by a fundamentally and irreparably corrupt institution made the communion ceremony invalid; thus, his demand that Puritans be baptized again, or “re-baptized,” from which we received the term “anabaptist.”

Another point of disagreement between Williams and the Puritan leadership centered on a basic tenant of Williams’s thought: liberty of conscience—the ability and freedom of one to think and decide for him/herself.  This was completely unacceptable in the covenanted Puritan kingdom (or commonwealth) of John Winthrop and its demand for communal conformity. To accept Willams philosophy opened the flood gates to chaos and anarchy. Eventually, Williams condemned not only the majority of Puritan society in general, but his own congregation at the Salem church.  But in an ironic twist, Williams’s idea of the separation of church and state worked against him.  The church may not have been able to do anything to him, especially since he was a sitting pastor, but the civil authorities could.  They decided to banish Williams’s to Rhode Island, a region orthodox Puritans considered a den of fanatical heretics and the “sewer of New England,”
 where he established the colony (appropriately named) Providence, a haven for all types of spiritual believers and religious dissenters.  

The Roger Williams story is important in several respects.  The effort to establish and maintain an orderly community that strictly observed its covenant with God was the primary purpose of the Puritans.  Williams proposed to destroy that purpose with his ideas on freedom of thought and conscience.  Though a majority of the believers did not accept his views, Williams’s dogmatic nature threatened to disrupt the entire community.  In the end, “ironically, Williams arrived at a position of religious tolerance through his own personal intolerance of the Puritans.”
  The Puritan authorities had no choice but to deal with him severely, but in a way they believed most appropriate.  Indeed, it is how the civic and religious officials dealt with Williams that may be the most significant aspect of his ordeal.  Unlike religious heretics in Europe, the authorities did not execute him; they simply banished him from the colony.  Once he left Massachusetts Williams was free to espouse any viewpoint he desired, and anyone who accepted it could go to Rhode Island peacefully.  While some may view the Puritans’ dealings with Williams as intolerant (which it was by today’s standards), it can also be argued that their method of dealing with him demonstrated tremendous tolerance and compassion.

The end of the Roger Williams story is a happy one, however.  Once in Rhode Island as the established authority, Williams was forced to deal with a whole host of opposing viewpoints; the most difficult proved to be the Quakers, a religious sect even more radical than Williams.  This experience helped to temper his dogmatism and allowed him to tolerate views other than his own.  Furthermore, while in Rhode Island he made peace with the Indians—primarily the Narragansett tribe—and in some instances warned the other colonists of impending attacks.  In fact, due primarily to his friendly relations with the natives, Williams’s colony was the only one in New England not to suffer from Indian attacks.


The same relatively happy ending cannot be said of Anne Hutchinson.
  Hutchinson, possessing “a quick mind and a charming personality,”
 was an amateur theologian and an admirer of the Puritan minister John Cotton. Believing she possessed the gift of divine prophecy, Hutchinson demonstrated the extent to which the Puritan belief in predestination could be taken.  She accepted the orthodox Puritan belief that God granted salvation regardless of human merit.  She also denied that good conduct signaled salvation, again an orthodox Puritan belief.  However, she parted ways with traditional Puritan teaching by asserting that the “absence of sanctification and good works was no sign that a person was not saved.”  According to Hutchinson, the Holy Spirit entered the body of a person when he became saved and that person could determine whether others had the Holy Spirit within them.
  As Marshall Smelser writes, “Mrs Hutchinson had taught that self-illumination took priority over the clergy’s precepts.”
  The ramifications of such a view, which became known as the “Antinomian controversy,” were enormous.  In Hutchinson’s opinion, virtually all of New England’s Puritan ministers were doctrinally unsound.  Moreover, her teachings meant that when an individual’s personal revelations were in conflict with church doctrine or a minister’s theology, the error lay with the church or minister.  What’s more, she believed that she was “always in direct communication with the Holy Spirit, [and] therefore felt that she did not need to submit to the rest of the Body of Christ in order to hear God.”
  Again, the civil authorities determined that Hutchinson’s views were unacceptable and intolerable, and, in 1638, banished her to the town of Portsmouth, which later became part of Rhode Island.
  She subsequently moved to the Dutch colony of New Netherlands where she and her family were brutally murdered in an Indian attack.
  

The episodes of Roger Williams and Anne Hutchinson reveal two important aspects of the Puritan philosophy.  On the one hand, it demonstrated the fragility of Puritan theology.  On the other hand, it exposed the Puritan need to maintain order in the midst of societal struggles created by dissenters from within.  This balance between order and liberty is one that challenges all free societies. But in this context, it is important to note that during this early period of American history, true freedom of religious thought was tantamount to civil and religious chaos; it was the equivalent of a distinct society existing within the larger society, an intolerable situation in Winthrop’s Puritan commonwealth. In the case of Anne Hutchinson, it also demonstrated the ability of an individual to take a widely accepted (and in some cases a valid and just) theory to stretch it to such extremes until it no longer resembles the original idea.  A free and orderly society must always be on alert for individuals who take reasonable and legitimate ideas and radicalize them, twisting and distorting them, for their own selfish purposes. To guard against this requires a cognizant, educated, and engaged public.
Thomas Hooker and the Founding of Connecticut


A third event, another that contributed significantly to our political culture and views on self-government, involved the Puritan minister Thomas Hooker.
  Educated at Cambridge University in England, Hooker was an extremely gifted and compassionate pastor.  He was “probably the most popular Puritan preacher”
 in New and Old England, and was public enemy number one on William Laud’s religious-dissenter hit list.  Hooker differed with John Winthrop over the issue of government.  In short, Hooker was willing to let all free members of society, regardless of their church membership, be qualified voters, i.e., political participants.  As Marshall and Manuel put it, “Hooker felt strongly that all civil government in God’s New Israel must be based on a voluntary submission to the same kind of covenant in civil terms which was the essence of their Puritan churches.”  Winthrop, however, could not accept the idea of “trusting every man with the responsibility of government,” especially to non-members and even non-believers.
  
Finally, in 1636, Hooker requested and received permission to establish a new colony across the Connecticut River.  Once there, he drafted the Fundamental Orders of Connecticut, which is considered the first written constitution in American history.  Reflecting Hooker’s governmental and political beliefs, four principle differences set the Fundamental Orders apart from the governing structure of the Bay Colony:  1) there were no religious qualifications to vote; 2) definite restrictions were placed on the authority of the elected officials; 3) though servants could not vote for the governor and other officers as freemen could, they had the legal right to elect deputies to the court; 4) the governor’s power was sharply limited and he could not seek immediate re-election.
 Some of these basic, yet novel, principles of governance would find their way into colonial charters, state constitutions, and eventually, the Articles of Confederation and Federal Constitution, which governed the United States of America. 

The Fundamental Orders Connecticut is one of the most important documents in all of early American history.  Founded on the concept that “where people are gathered together the word of God requires that to maintain the peace and union of such a people there should be an orderly and decent Government established according to God,”
 they reflected the Puritan belief that good government required strict obedience to the Almighty; however, they also anticipated the political freedoms that would become standard nearly one hundred and thirty years later during the Revolutionary era.  The Fundamental Orders, which linked the communities of Windsor, Harteford, and Wethersfield,
 established the process by which a governor and deputies would be elected, created the structure for representative self government, launched the concept of no taxation without representation, established “liberty of speech” as a right for all citizens, and set the precedent of federalism—the “preservation of local control, diversity, and the individual character of each [community], and the provision for unity on matters where unity was required,”
 that is, the separation and sharing of powers.  Additionally, the Fundamental Orders revealed two vitally important points that would become the foundations of self-government in America: first, the elimination of religious qualifications to vote, followed by the elimination of religious qualifications to hold office as well; and second, the concept of limiting the authority of elected officials.  While early Americans considered government the protector of liberty, they recognized that government also represented a potentially grave threat to that liberty.  As such, the best way to control that threat was to establish a written constitution that limited the power and authority the governing class.  
Because these fundamental concepts of government and political freedom that were later embodied in the founding documents of the United States, such as the Declaration of Independence, the Federal Constitution, and the Bill of Rights, the role of Connecticut in the creation of American exceptionalism cannot be overstated.  As David Gibbs has observed, “[t]he government of the United States today is in lineal descent more nearly related to that of Connecticut than to that of any of the other thirteen colonies.”
  Hooker’s peaceful separation from the Bay Colony set a precedent for the other colonies.  Connecticut would “become legendary for her ‘steady habits,’ and her government would indeed serve as the model for other colonies, and eventually for a union of the colonies.”
  Together, Connecticut and the Bay Colony would work together to make New England an economic and political success.  

The Legacy of the Puritans on American Historical Development


As we have seen, a close reading of the intellectual history of the Puritans reveals their enormous impact on America’s origins, its future development during the colonial period, and the formation of the United States of America.  Several fundamental and identifiable tenets of American society can be traced directly to the Puritan mind.  One of the most important is the Puritan work ethic.  Since the Puritan could not be absolutely certain of his salvation, he performed good works to justify his salvation and to prepare for his eternal home.  What’s more, hard work and success reflected God’s approval while difficult times were interpreted as an indication of spiritual declension or welcomed as opportunities to re-dedicate one’s life to the faith and trust in God.  

Second, the Puritans bequeathed to us the idea of dissent from established authority; authority in this vein referred to the authority of the official church.  While the Puritans, once established in New England, strove to maintain a safe and orderly society, they established the precedent of dissent from the English church’s authority by migrating to the New World.  That principle of dissent carried over to the New World, despite their efforts to maintain conformity, as it applied to both issues of faith and civil government.  As historian Sydney E. Ahlstrom notes, “Puritan nonconformity had become dissent” and points out the importance of “the crucial susceptibility of Puritanism to transmute its power into secular impulses.”  This was due “above all to the immense place of law (divine, natural, moral, and statutory) in its overall view.”  Law, in the Puritan mind, “restrained man’s sin, humbled the sinner, guided the saint and sinner alike in the quest for both personal holiness and an orderly society.”
  By the time the Revolutionary era arrived over one hundred years later and British officials under King George III began their assault on colonial rights and liberties, the rebellious colonists could look back to the Puritans’ opposition to the Stuart monarchy, as well as their belief in the rule of law rather than the rule of men, for inspiration.

Third, the Puritans promoted the idea of localism.  Referred to today as federalism, it is the philosophy that rejected large, centralized authority, such as the Catholic Church, or a highly centralized government, such as a monarchy.  In the Puritan mind, large, centralized organizations, whether religious or civil, bred corruption, abused its power, and fostered tyranny not responsive to the people.  First conceived in Thomas Hooker’s Fundaments of Connecticut of 1636, this idea was precisely the thought of the American patriots during the American Revolution and the delegates to the 1787 Constitutional Convention.  As a result, this would become a primary tenet of Jeffersonian political philosophy and great efforts would be made to evenly divide power, not only among different branches of government, but among national, state, and local authorities.

Fourth, also relating to the principles of government, the Puritans believed that government existed, in part, to tame the selfish human appetite, to curb natural human depravity.  The Puritan view of human nature held that it was inherently sinful, depraved, and “naturally tends toward corruption.”
  Therefore, government, though it possessed checks and balances against itself, also should contain checks against the natural inclination of the majority to dominate the minority.  What’s more, this protection had to exist in written form—legal and enforceable in the form of a constitution.  Again, this was a principle contribution of Hooker’s experiment in Connecticut.  Later, the Bill of Rights to the United States Constitution, an anti-democratic measure, would prevent majority rule from infringing on fundamental rights, as well as protect individuals against an overreaching government.  

Fifth, the Puritans established the republican tradition in America that was based on biblical principles.  Congregational churches elected their ministers and church leaders.  This concept of electing one’s spiritual leaders spilled over to civil government.  A republican form of government is one in which the qualified voters (determined by the community) elects its community leaders to represent and act in the best interest of the people.  What’s more, it is a form of government that operates on the principle of the rule of law.  As Philadelphia doctor Benjamin Rush observed in 1788, “[W]here there is no law, there is no liberty; and nothing deserves the name of law but that which is certain and universal in its operation upon all the members of the community.”
  

But as previously mentioned a republic should not be confused with a democracy.  A republican government may, but not always, employ democratic principles but enjoins elected representatives to make decisions for society in the name of the people.  What gives a republican form of government its legitimacy is its foundation on the consent of the governed. A true, or pure, democracy is one in which all members of the society would have the opportunity to vote on every issue.  What’s more, a pure democracy contains no safeguards, i.e., a bill of rights or a constitution, which limit the power of the government against a tyrannical majority.  Certainly the Puritan fathers recognized the dangers of a pure democracy and many of the founders of the United States recognized them as well.   Noah Webster, in his History of the United States, wrote that “[O]ur citizens should early understand that the genuine source of correct republican principles is the Bible, particularly the New Testament, or the Christian religion.”
  The Puritans created a republican form of government and passed that tradition on to the founders and framers of the United States of America. 

Sixth, the Puritans introduced the fundamental principle of freedom of conscience.  Congregational churches developed their notion of liberty of conscience and freedom of thought from the Protestant Reformation and its opposition to the monopoly on religious affairs by Roman Catholicism.  This should not imply, however, that the early Puritans supported religious toleration.  On the contrary, they sought to impose religious conformity in order to maintain public order and morality.  But as the diversity of Puritan thought expanded throughout the seventeenth century, the New England Way began to give birth to the idea of religious toleration.  Roger Williams was the first to challenge Puritan orthodoxy in New England and his Providence colony, though viewed by the establishment as an asylum of dangerous religious non-conformists, served as a haven for all religious dissenters and promoted the normalization of religious toleration.  This opposition to Puritanism from within, combined with the proliferation of many other religious denominations, such as Anglicanism and Catholicism, in the British American colonies to the south, resulted in a strong push toward religious toleration and freedom in the eighteenth century.  In time, this precious right to think freely—the right to express an opposing viewpoint without fear of reprisal—would be transferred from religious matters to the civil government and is embodied in the First Amendment to the United States Constitution. As Charles C. W. Cooke has written, “once a people becomes accustomed to cutting out the middlemen [Catholic priests] from their path to God, absolution, and salvation, it becomes easier for them to countenance cutting out the middlemen [monarchs] from their path to liberty and the pursuit of happiness as well.”

Finally, the Puritans gave us a sense of mission and self-examination.  John Winthrop’s view of Puritan society as a “city upon a hill” gave meaning to the Puritan sense of mission, not only to the New World but to the English church they left behind.  To ensure they were accomplishing this mission, Puritans regularly engaged in personal, as well as societal, self-examination to confirm their faith and trust in God—their personal and communal covenant with God—was intact.  Every four years we engage in a presidential election process, the closest exercise we have to a national referendum; and we, in various ways, examine ourselves as a nation and collectively ask, “Are we living up to the high standards we have set for ourselves?”, “Are we fulfilling our mission?,” and  “Who can best lead the nation towards that goal?” As a result, most American public officials and political leaders have had a sense of America’s specialness and uniqueness, i.e., exceptionalism, when compared to the rest of the world.  We view ourselves as the beacon of freedom, the example of liberty throughout the world. In an early draft of his inaugural address, our nation’s first president George Washington wrote, “I rejoice in the belief that mankind will reverse the absurd position that the many were made for the few; and that they will not continue slaves in one part of the globe, when they can become freemen in another.”
 Thus, from the outset of our nation’s beginnings and for much of our history we have welcomed people from all over the world in search of freedom, liberty, and justice.  

This, by no means, is a complete study of the legacy left to us by the Puritans.  However, it should dispel the negative stereotype that recent history has placed on them.  True, the Puritans could be self-righteous and prudish, and did not look kindly on alternative theological philosophies; and they certainly took sin, judgment, and the concept of redemption very seriously.  But the seriousness with which the Puritans held sin, combined with their view of humanity’s sinful nature, made them a very compassionate people to both each another as well as others.  Recognizing humanity’s inherent sinful nature, they expected humans, believers and non-believers alike, to sin, though all were expected to try to refrain from committing it.  Thus, Puritans tended to exercise tremendous compassion on wrongdoers, especially those who demonstrated sorrow and contrition for their sinful ways.  

Clearly, the Puritans made a tremendous contribution to our heritage and character as a nation; they bequeathed to us more than any other people who settled in the New World.  Virtually no aspect of our cultural tradition—economic, religious, political, or social—is untouched by our Puritan forefathers.  They “promoted social stability, the steady accumulation of family property, and its orderly transfer from one generation to the next. And nowhere else in colonial America did colonists enjoy readier access to public worship and nearly universal education. That those ideas remain powerful in our own culture attests to the enduring importance of the Puritan legacy.”
 Referring to the Puritan political and economic legacy, Sidney Ahlstrom writes, “With Jamestown or Plymouth Rock rather than Independence Hall as our point of focus, we would see first of all the way in which the Reformation heritage strengthened the colonist’s conception of his ‘calling’ or vocation, making him more serious, purposeful, and responsible in both his civic and economic roles.”
  Historian Ralph Barton Perry, in his study of Puritanism, says “it is safe to assume that the influence of puritanism, in the broad Calvinistic sense, was a major force in the late colonial period, and that it contributed uniquely and profoundly to the making of the American mind when the American mind was in the making.”
  American colonial historian Edmund S. Morgan agrees.  “The Puritan Ethic as it existed among the Revolutionary generation had in fact lost for most men the endorsement of an omnipresent angry God . . . The values and precepts derived from it, however, remained intact and were reinforced by a reading of history that attributed the rise and fall of empires to the acquisition and loss of the same virtues God had demanded of the founders of New England.”
  Simply put, without the Puritans and Puritanism, America, as we know and understand it today, would not exist.  
� The president had been assassinated earlier in the day.
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