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Only in obedience I send you some of my paradoxes; I love you & myself & them too well to send them willingly for they carry with them a confession of their lightnesse & my shame. But indeed they were made rather to deceave tyme than her daughter truth.

—JOHN DONNE
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PREFACE
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WHEN AN AUTHOR completes a slender volume concerning a large and complex subject—a book of “significant trifles” was the phrase Galsworthy used—he is often tempted to write a wordy prologue in order to justify, qualify, or apologize for his efforts. Although I have tried to resist that temptation, I do feel compelled to remark upon the genesis, thrust, and structure of People of Paradox; for it came to be written partly by choice and partly by chance.

For quite some while now, and particularly during the past twenty-five years, many books about American culture and character have been published. Some of them are extremely perceptive and interesting; others naïve or foolish; and most of them tend to confirm Jacques Barzun’s observation that “of all the books that no one can write, those about nations and national character are the most impossible.” In reading the accumulated literature, I found again and again a pervasively static quality: examinations of things as they once were at a particular moment in time, or as they “now” are. Why, I wondered, were these efforts not more concerned with the ongoing dynamics of America’s past, with the emergence of cultural tendencies in their historical context?

If the search for American civilization is indeed like a quest for the Arabian phoenix—it is said to exist, but no one knows where—then perhaps previous attempts have been based upon precarious premises. Perhaps what we require is an inquiry into the formative centuries of our past, when American history was really English history d’outre-mer, with our eyes open to the formation of a style, temper, and set of habits recognizably ancestral to and determinative of our own. One of the great virtues of examining the colonial period intensively, as the novelist John P. Marquand once mentioned, is that it enables us to see “the genius of America not dilute but in a saturate solution.”

So I determined to make such an inquiry, and began looking at processes, products, and perceptions of change in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century colonies. The more I looked, of course, the more I found (academic researchers being notorious for finding what they set out to locate). But eventually I also felt a little like the black Labrador puppy in a recent news note: “Mr. James Bercot was training his seven-month-old pup to retrieve by throwing a small cloth dummy into Puget Sound for the dog to fetch. On one toss, the dog dashed into the water and brought back an eight-foot octopus, a native denizen of the Sound but far from its usual deep-water habitat.” Well, I too may have retrieved an octopus. To say the least, I have found more than I bargained for or expected when I first took the plunge. I would like to think also that my historical octopus, however unwieldy and elusive, is a native denizen of these shores, though hitherto obscure because wary and often well concealed.

The octopus image is actually an appropriate one for yet another, more important reason. A genus of cephalopod mollusks, the octopus has a look of complexity about it. Anything with eight undulating arms can hardly avoid it; so, too, with the chapters that follow. American historical writing, despite its richness and diversity, has often been simplistic and reductive in its explanatory efforts. Consequently, I have stressed complexity and multiplicity, although not, I hope, at the expense of clarity. Moreover, I do not regard People of Paradox as a study in social pathology. Rather, I have tried to unravel some tangled origins of a complex culture: the nature of its complexity, how it came to be that way, and some of the attendant dilemmas. American civilization has offered great opportunities; but it has also proffered importunities equally large. There is both grandeur and pettiness in the so-called American experience. Hence its interpreter must somehow be unambiguous about ambiguities, must see several sides of many questions without being ultimately indecisive in his conclusions.

This book has considerable traffic with ambiguities: with the simultaneity of enthusiasm and melancholy, Pollyanna and Cassandra, fatalistic optimism in the American style. Charles Dickens caught something of its essence in Martin Chuzzlewit:


“You have come to visit our country, Sir, at a season of great commercial depression,” said the major.

“At an alarming crisis,” said the colonel.

“At a period of unprecedented stagnation,” said Mr. Jefferson Brick.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” returned Martin. “It’s not likely to last, I hope?”

Martin knew nothing about America, or he would have known perfectly well that if its individual citizens, to a man, are to be believed, it always is depressed, and always is stagnated, and always is at an alarming crisis, and never was otherwise; though as a body they are ready to make oath upon the Evangelists at any hour of the day or night, that it is the most thriving and prosperous of all countries on the habitable globe.



I will be told, I suspect, that mine is a Manichean vision. Perhaps; but it might be more accurate to call it syncretistic. By that I mean to suggest the attempted reconciliation or union—by Americans historically, not by me alone—of different or opposing principles, practices, and parties. More on syncretism in Part Two.

What about the strategy and structure of this book? Both have posed difficulties which I still have not resolved to my own satisfaction. Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf (1936) and Benjamin Britten’s The Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra (1945) were written with the same end in view: to explicate and demonstrate the nature and function of symphonic music and instruments. Yet I find the former composition as delightful, sophisticated, and subtle as I find the latter repetitive, reductive, and mechanical. In Peter and the Wolf, each instrument has not only its own voice, but its own tune as well; so that in short order various leitmotifs evoke certain cerebral and emotional responses from the attentive listener. I have tried to profit from Prokofiev’s example, and hope the reader will watch for the introduction, interaction, and configuration of certain discrete voices and themes. Perhaps he will thereby achieve with felicity what I took five years to grasp by serendipity.

More specifically, the structure of this book is sufficiently intricate for a brief guide to be in order. In the first chapter I try to locate my inquiry in the larger context of American historical writing: where I stand with respect to predecessors. In Chapters 2 and 3 I scrutinize colonial origins through two quite different filters—partially to achieve new perspectives, but also in order to provide the reader with conceptual tools he must have in order to comprehend Part Two (Chapters 4–6). Chapters 2 and 3 thus can stand as autonomous essays; but they are also essential for an understanding of the general problem posed in Chapter 4. Chapters 5 and 6 then present detailed specifications and explications of that problem, first in early modern England, then in colonial America. Chapter 7 takes a critical “moment” in our history, the Revolution, and views it in terms of the phenomenon discussed in Chapter 4, historical developments demonstrated in Chapter 6, and the explanatory apparatus offered earlier in Chapters 2 and 3. In brief, the structure of People is neither neatly chronological nor thoroughly thematic; but rather, an interweaving of both. Some readers may find it helpful to read Chapter 4 first, for it is ultimately the axle upon which the whole endeavor goes forward.

The pages that follow attempt to identify and isolate a cluster of major strands, place them in the broadest possible historical context, trace their emergence and development, and suggest some of their consequences for the grace of living in this land. Although People is primarily concerned with the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it has seemed worthwhile to indicate, at least briefly, the relationship of my themes to nineteenth- and twentieth-century realities. In some respects my knowledge of colonial times has helped me to understand the American style today; while in other areas the contemporary scene has enabled me to perceive tendencies in the colonies I might otherwise have missed. In short, through the years that I have lived with People of Paradox there has been what I must call a simultaneity of realization. I have tried to work forward from the determinants of culture, as well as backward from the expressions of culture. Consequently, historical knowledge, intuition, and experience have reinforced one another in ways I can no longer sort out. Therein, perhaps, lies the single-mindedness—and the whiggishness—of my themes, as well as my attempt to discuss the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the final two chapters. In so doing I have tried to obviate the dilemma defined by the late William Faulkner: “the writer in America … is a little like the old court jester. He’s supposed to speak his vicious paradoxes with some sense in them, but he isn’t part of whatever fabric it is that makes a nation.”

Ultimately my intention is explicitly this: to highlight the figure in the carpet. I view early American history as one would an oriental carpet with a busy and intricate design. A remarkable amount of recent work has made the warp and woof of that carpet much clearer than ever before; but the pattern, the inherent figure, has remained elusive. Some scholars may object that that last contention is overstated (even that there is no single figure), and that it demeans the work of industrious and intelligent colleagues. I hope not. For this book owes much to predecessors and contemporaries. I would like to think that I have somehow ravished their work without deflowering it. In any case, People of Paradox is meant to be exploratory, to be heuristic in stimulating interest as a means of furthering investigation. With Mr. Justice Holmes, I think that “there is nothing like a paradox to take the scum off your mind.” And so, I would like to believe that my perception of the figure in the carpet is personal without being eccentric, creative without being cranky, and comprehensive while remaining comprehensible. Dixi.

THIS BOOK WAS CONCEIVED AND COMPLETED in Ithaca, New York, a place Miss Frances Perkins once called “the most centrally isolated spot on the eastern seaboard.” Colleagues at Cornell University have provided help in many different ways; and I appreciate their encouragement as well as their diversity. My friends in the Research Club of Cornell gave me a responsive hearing in December 1970; and my students have listened with patience and responded with percipience over the years. In particular, Alvan R. Brick, Terry Dash, Douglas Greenberg, and Merete Staubo provided information and insight. Professors Sanford Budick of the English Department, John Reps and Michael Hugo-Brunt of the Department of City and Regional Planning answered many queries thoughtfully and patiently.

The Humanities Center of The Johns Hopkins University, the John Anson Kittredge Educational Fund (whose Board of Control is chaired by Walter Muir Whitehill), and the American Council of Learned Societies provided me in 1968–9 with fifteen months in which to read and think and begin to write under ideal circumstances. I am deeply obliged to those institutions, and to Professor Jack P. Greene for an invaluable year of conversation in Baltimore. Everett and Kinney Thiele provided a convenient and comfortable place to live that year. Significantly, when my wife and I settled in we found upon the bedroom wall an art nouveau poster proclaiming HALLELUJAH THE PILL! in tall white letters; but on the night table nearby a delightful squat brass stork from the Orient—a fertility token.

Sections of the book benefited from two stimulating colloquia concerned with the comparative history of colonization, one held at the University of Michigan in October 1968 and the other at Johns Hopkins University in May 1969. In March 1969, I presented some major themes of People of Paradox to colleagues at the Columbia University Faculty Seminar in Early American History and Culture. Their friendly but penetrating suggestions came at a crucial moment for me, and I am properly appreciative.

I am most grateful to a cluster of good friends who read and candidly criticized the manuscript at several stages: Michael J. Colacurcio, David M. Davidson, John Demos, Philip J. Greven, Jr., Clive Holmes, Joseph F. Kett, Walter LaFeber, F. J. Levy, Kenneth A. Lockridge, Mary Beth Norton, Fred Somkin, and Mack Walker. With a volume of this sort, it is particularly necessary to invoke the traditional caveat that they are in no way responsible for the flaws of judgment and research which inevitably remain.

Sandy Huttleston and Roberta Ludgate prepared the final typescript with good cheer. And two beloved ladies have helped in more ways than I can now recollect or repay: my wife Carol and my editor, Jane N. Garrett. Timidly I may say to them of this book, as John Dryden did to his patron, the Earl of Mulgrave: “some things in it have passed your approbation, and many your amendment.”

MICHAEL KAMMEN

August 1971
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The Unrecorded Hum of Implication
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To accomplish this worke the whole maine of my Industrie hath been imploid … with a firme setled study of the truth … I right willingly acknowledge that I may erre much. Who shooting all day long doth alwaies hit the mark? There may be mistakings in regard of my unskilfulnes, for who is so skilfull that strugling with Time in the foggie darke sea of Antiquity, may not run upon rocks? It may be that I have been misled by the credit of authors and others whom I tooke to be most true, and worthy of credit.… Others may be more skilfull and more exactly observe the particularities of the places where they are conversant; if they, or any other, whosoever, will advertise mee wherein I am mistaken, I will amend it with manifold thankes … if it proceed from good meaning, and not from a spirit of contradiction and quarrelling, which doe not befit such as are well bred, and affect the truth.

WILLIAM CAMDEN, Britannia (1637)






PROLEGOMENON


“Owl kept his head and told us that the opposite of an Introduction, my dear Pooh, was a Contradiction.”

A. A. MILNE, The World of Pooh






IN 1790, AT THE CLOSE of the colonial period and the beginning of the so-called Federal era, Mr. Noah Webster remarked that “our national character is not yet formed.” He was wrong, I think; and I am sanguine about saying so because Frederick Jackson Turner and Henry Adams (who were both wise as well as professorial) believed that the fundamental components of American nationality had in fact been recognizably fashioned by the beginning of the nineteenth century. I am less sanguine, however, about the phrase “national character” because it implies for most people some singular ethos or mystique. Catching hold of such an ethos firmly by the tail is difficult enough with smaller societies such as Samoa, Sumatra, or Liechtenstein; with a large and heterogeneous people, it is well nigh impossible.

Therefore I prefer to talk about national style. Perhaps I am deceiving myself, if not others, by using an euphemism; but I really do believe that there are differences between style, which can be perceived, and character, which cannot. By style I simply mean the ways we clothe ourselves in certain social roles and emotional robes, the ways we respond to problems, relate to others, and recognize the realities within ourselves; the accommodations and compromises we make. Taken altogether, an accumulation of “stylistic modes” just might lead toward an ontological approach to American history—a quest for its very being, its historic drive and destiny.

It is worth a try, I think, because only in a country where it is so unclear what is American do people worry so much about the threat of things “un-American.” Most of us tend to assume, in some vague or vainglorious fashion, that our civilization is unique. But most of us also become uncomfortable when challenged to defend that assumption. My own view is that all national societies are unique, in some degree or in various ways, but that the United States may also be unique because of the very intensity and complexity of its uniqueness. Now that must sound like a bit of gibberish, so let me illustrate what I mean. Australia, like the United States, has been a nation of immigrants; but not of such extremely diverse immigrants in their national origins. Canada, like the United States, is a democracy; but it was not inevitably democratic from the outset (New France never enjoyed representative government) and achieved democracy rather late in its development. Brazil has extensive natural resources; but they have not been so readily accessible or usable as those of the United States. China has long had a remarkable sense of self and chosen-ness, like the United States; but has been much more exclusivist in its outlook, with attendant implications.

One way to begin to locate the genesis and genetics of our vaunted “genius,” or uniqueness, as a civilization might be to think about the process of cultural transmission from the Old World to the New, for that process involved both attrition and accretion. What ultimately matters, I think, is the particular juxtaposition or interaction of attrition and accretion. That’s fairly abstract; let me try to be more specific again.

Suppose we select four or five social institutions—such as the city, the family, the school, indentured servitude, and the religious sect—and ask what kinds of influences shaped the particular forms those institutions would take in colonial America. We find that the European original or prototype of the institution is determinative, as well as the particular environment encountered in North America, not to mention the impact of changes within that environment during the years of colonization and development. But even those factors are insufficient. We must also include the influx of ideas about these social institutions from changing European societies, and the altered attitudes of colonists toward traditional (and not always adaptable) institutions. Then we can consider what functions each institution performed in Europe, and ask whether those functions changed in a colonial setting (and if so, why). We can also ask which Europeans and Africans consciously sought to transplant their institutions intact, which regarded those institutions as defective (hoping to mold new ones), and which had little or no choice in the matter?

We begin, thereby, to view the pattern of institutional development in terms of what the biologist calls epigenesis—“the formation of an organic germ as a new product”—a theory that the germ is brought into existence by successive accretions and not merely developed in the process of reproduction. We can add yet another dimension of complexity, moreover, if we insist upon the importance of chronological variables. Just as heat, light, and mass are important variables to the physicist, chronological continuity is of crucial importance to the historian. The family had existed as a social institution for a very long time prior to English colonization, but Quakerism as a sect had not. Consequently, the sanctions and traditions of each would be affected differently in the wilderness.

Not surprisingly, we also find the course of institutional history flowing differently in diverse regions. In certain situations an altered consciousness caused men to change their social systems; in others, unplanned changes in their societies forced men to adjust their mind-sets; in still others, there must have been a near-coincidence of realization and rationalization. In New England, institutions were relatively stable and viable at the outset, but became less so with the passage of generations. In the southern and middle colonies, by contrast, institutions started out weak or nonexistent, but gradually grew in strength until, after a century, many were doing their jobs quite adequately. The impact of this contrast upon historians has been to give colonial New England the reputation of regression, and other regions the appearance of ascension.

Ever since the halcyon days of the “imperial school” of American historians, half a century ago, we have been accustomed to think about the colonies as “reflections” of British culture, as extensions of the English polity and society overseas. We have been conditioned against the whiggish fallacy of regarding the early settlements as progenitors of our own time and place, as seedlings of the mighty oak of democracy. Like little George Washington “barking” that poor cherry tree, historians Charles M. Andrews and George Louis Beer took the ax to George Bancroft’s providential tree of uninterrupted growth. Well, provincial America—to muddle our metaphors—may have been more nearly a reflection of British culture than a garden for optimistic transcendentalists in search of roots; but I would prefer yet a third alternative to the oft-used images of roots and reflections. My preference, albeit less elegant, is for refraction, meaning to break the course of something, and turn it away from its direct line of continuity; “especially to deflect at a certain angle at the point of passage from one medium into another of different density.” That, to me, is surely what must have happened to British culture in North America: refraction rather than reflection.

There is yet another notion about the historic relation between Europe and America that may be in need of revision. I am thinking of the provocative assumption, first offered by Professor Hartz in 1955, that because the United States never underwent a feudal phase it could not develop viable traditions of the right (or by subsequent reaction, the left). My uneasiness with Hartz’s remarkable book, The Liberal Tradition in America, derives not so much from his nineteenth- and twentieth-century extrapolations, but from his implicit picture of the colonies. For America did not simply spring from the head of Zeus, fully grown. Although the colonies did not undergo medieval feudalism, it does not necessarily follow that they burst forth from swaddling clothes into modernity either.

I have an uncomfortable feeling about those historians for whom American history commences in the annus mirabilis 1776, or 1787, or 1815. Theirs is an “immaculate conception” approach, oblivious to a century and a half of prior fertilization, germination, gestation—the metaphor is infinitely flexible, and stretches us back once again to epigenesis. My own view is that the colonial period had many medieval characteristics, both figurative and literal, and hence much to be discarded and diffused before emerging into the bright glare of modernity. It might be instructive, therefore, to compare colonial America as the origins of a major civilization, with the beginnings of, say, Medieval Europe or Renaissance Italy. Doing so is a tricky business, of course, because in the latter two cases we are concerned with temporal differentiations in history: how one society or era develops sequentially or vertically in time from another. With the colonial origins of American civilization we must deal with a spatial differentiation as well: how groups of men separate themselves horizontally from their contemporaneous cultures.

So long as we remain sensitive to these nuances of difference, it is profitable to cast spotlights upon The Making of the Middle Ages, by R. W. Southern, and The Italian Renaissance in Its Historical Background, by Denys Hay, both splendid books, in order to illuminate more fully our own center stage. What stimuli seem to have been conducive to the rise of new civilizations, and what conditions seem to accompany their emergence? I observe that western Europe in the early Middle Ages “was not at home with its past, had not identified itself with its past” yet; that it was gripped by a spirit of religious fervor; that it underwent, especially in the tenth century, a disintegration of authority and confusion concerning critical questions of legitimacy; that it was characterized by a pursuit of knowledge beyond the ancient boundaries of Latin tradition; that higher learning was nevertheless something of a luxury, monopolized by a priestly class; and that


the social arrangements of the eleventh and twelfth centuries were bedevilled by disputes about titles to lands and dignities [and] had the capacity to cause endless exasperation and confusion. As a consequence of this, the primary function of the medieval ruler was that of organizing justice and pronouncing judgment.… Men acquiesced in government because, whether themselves litigious or not—and most men were—they were involved in a web of conflicting claims and counter-claims which could have no end until they had been pressed as far as money and strength would allow.1



All of these phenomena also happen to have been central to the life of seventeenth-century America. Equally striking is the fact that Medieval Europe and the English colonies both began as covenanted societies in which most men were bound by clusters of formal obligations: oaths, covenants, bonds, and indentures. When these formal obligations began to disintegrate, or became less pervasive, new eras opened, ones more loosely structured and permissive.

Looking at the background of the Italian Renaissance, one finds still other parallels to the genesis of North American civilization: that the origins of a civilization have much to do with its own growth in self-consciousness; that the pluralism and diversity of the Italian city-states could nonetheless produce a common civilization (“a dominant diversity, modified by certain cohesive pressures”); that law played a very large and special part in the life of the communities; and that the emergence of cultural unity in Italy by the early sixteenth century brought with it a more generalized sense of commonality.2

Let my purpose not be misunderstood here, for I do not wish to be a naïve literalist. I merely mean to suggest that there may be certain structural and historical attributes common to the emergence of early modern civilizations, at least in the western tradition, and that the cosmology of the English colonists shared almost as much in common with medieval Christendom as it anticipated the realm of “King Andrew” the Democrat.3 Unquestionably, any comparative glance at the beginnings of Medieval Europe, Renaissance Europe, and America, however superficial, should also awaken us to profound distinctions. The idea of Europe, for example, emerged historically well after Medieval Europe had become a recognized reality in the political, religious, and economic realms. Whereas the idea of America, as El Dorado and Paradise, surfaced before the fact of America, prior to colonization, and thereby conditioned the form the “facts” would take, and even what people would make of them.4 Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, for example, preceded by more than a century the utopian schemes of Puritan Boston or Pilgrim Plymouth. There is a sense in which Americans, from the outset, could not fully control their own destiny because they had a mythology before they even had a country. Moreover, latecomers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries would then have to accommodate their expectations to a reality already out of kilter with earlier assumptions.

Finally, yet another contrast occurs: sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europeans, such as Sir Thomas More, or Lope de Vega, or William Penn, might well indulge in social fantasies about the prospects of new life in the newer world. But colonials who lived the reality could not normally afford the luxury of fabulous pipe dreams. They had to cope and hope, rather than dream and scheme. Hence, perhaps, the apparent indifference of many Americans to utopian thought and social planning. He who carves out a kingdom, at considerable cost in sweat, and tears, and time, is not readily given to visions of social alternatives. The ubiquitous abundance of success may well have conditioned the common air we all breathe more than the absence of feudalism. I would prefer, at any rate, to argue from positive rather than negative evidence.

I am not myself fully convinced of the “medieval character” of colonial America, and therefore perhaps not entirely convincing on this issue. It is an elusive insight, and one of limited utility. But its utility is twofold if it lays to rest once and for all the Lockean notion that “in the beginning all the world was America,” or that we always have been what we are today; and if it suggests as well how very much has changed since the days of Captain John Smith and Governor John Winthrop. Consider these two versions of the same “document”: one from the Bay Psalm Book of 1640, the first book printed in North America; the other from a region of the modern mind, a demonstration of its distemper.


The Lord to mee a shepheard is, want therefore shall not I.

Hee in the folds of tender-grasse, doth cause mee downe to lie

To waters calme mee gently leads. Restore my soule doth hee:

he doth in paths of righteousness: for his names sake leade mee.

Yea though in valley of deaths shade I walk, none ill I’le feare:

because thou art with mee, thy rod, and staffe my comfort are.

For mee a table thou has spread, in presence of my foes:

thou dost annoynt my head with oyle, my cup it overflowes.

Goodnes & mercy surely shall all my dayes follow mee:

and in the Lords house I shall dwell so long as dayes shall bee.



But then


The Lord is my external, internal, integrated mechanism. I shall not be deprived of gratifications for my visceral generic hungers or my need dispositions. He motivates me to orient myself toward a nonsocial object effectiveness significance. He positions me in a nondecisional situation. He maximizes my adjustment.



You may chuckle, and say that’s a facile juxtaposition; I would suggest that it is highly symptomatic of the profundity of change between then and now. So long as our assessment of continuities and discontinuities in American history tends to concentrate upon politics and public institutions, we will overlook many of the major alterations and innovations, for there is indeed a certain underlying consistency to the ways men compete for power and distribute it. If, on the other hand, we think about the uses and abuses of human energies in America—what we create and what we destroy—our emphasis may alter. For we have shifted from being a conquest culture to being a consumer culture, from a culture of exploitation to a culture of exhibition, from a culture of self-sufficiency to a culture of self-indulgence, from a culture that would maximize its labor to one that would maximize its leisure, from provincial powerlessness to paralyzed omnipotence.

Changes in the ways we think about labor and leisure bring into view yet another major measure of difference. I don’t think we will fully understand early American minds until we realize that their conception of time was different from our own. Their notions of work and war, of leisure and communication, indeed of life and love were unlike ours because they did not measure or conceive of time quite as we do. Their sense of long-range time—the ephemeral nature of this world, and eternity of the next; their millennial, or chiliastic, view of history; their urgency about preparation for salvation because death might come suddenly—and their sense of immediate time set them apart as being distinctly “pre-modern.” Would there be time enough after the colonists’ arrival to build shelters and gather adequate food for winter? Would an apprentice or indentured servant fulfill his allotted span of time? Perhaps.

They measured distance in units of time, not in miles; and the slowness of communications meant that the pace and pulse of their lives would be reckoned by different mechanisms than our own. Living from sunup to sundown, and by the seasons, they budgeted time the way we budget money. Work and war were waged seasonally. Life was shorter but women gave over a longer span of their shorter lives to the production of new lives. Time moved more slowly in men’s minds then because there were few clocks and no wristwatches; yet idleness was a greater sin because it denied social as well as personal responsibilities.

In short, we now shape time to the patterns of our lives. We work round the clock if necessary; the four to midnight shift if required; and not at all for prearranged blocks of time called “vacations.” They knew no regular vacations, for the patterns of their lives were governed by imperatives of time more inexorable than any other aspect of their existence. In the last analysis, it seems to me, they were more relaxed than we about proximate time, but had a greater sense of urgency about ultimate time, their “allotted span.” They hoped to get Somewhere slowly: Festina lente, “Make haste slowly,” was the charming phrase in their almanacs and chit-chat.5 We, by contrast, seem to be going Nowhere in a hurry.

Sometimes even the suffixes we use can be revealing. Think for a moment about the suffix “ship.” We associate craftsmanship, draftsmanship, marksmanship, sportsmanship, seamanship, and apprenticeship with an older, earlier America. We associate gamesmanship, brinkmanship, and salesmanship with our own. The older “ships,” so to speak, had to do with man’s skills in dealing with nature or producing a quality product. The newer “ships” have to do with fooling other people, or besting them. Have we moved from an age of dexterity to an age of asperity?

The generations of Americans that made and lived through the revolutionary era, 1750 to 1840 let us say, had the most extraordinary sense of optimism about the future of America: its productivity, liberty, modernity, innocence, and expansiveness. Jefferson’s generation was exultant about the prospects for American civilization. We, by contrast, have developed serious reservations about the “goodness” of American values and our own performance; so we are skeptical about spreading them; some of our citizens would even immunize the planet against our malaise. Having become self-critical and anti-imperialistic, we look nostalgically but ambivalently to our past, at once yearning and condemning. The Founding Fathers had their eyes on the future; we have ours on the past, when not absolutely averted in shame. We tend to think less about where we are going than about where we have been, about simpler times, and about opportunities missed. Having turned our Janus-heads, we show the face of Cassandra while concealing the profile of Pollyanna. There may even be a sense in which Professor J. H. Plumb’s recent essay, The Death of the Past, is mistitled; and that what really has died is the future.

Maybe, and maybe not. I cannot be sure, and many will disagree. But those of us who are historians, custodians of the past by definition, must try to recapture what Lionel Trilling once called “the huge, unrecorded hum of implication,” because the life of the future is predicated upon the implication of the past. The historian is the memory of civilization. A civilization without memory ceases to be civilized. A civilization without history ceases to have identity. Without identity there is no purpose; without purpose civilization will wither.


1 R. W. Southern: The Making of the Middle Ages (New Haven, 1953), 36, 68, 80–1, 92, 108, 145–6, 192–3.

2 Denys Hay: The Italian Renaissance in Its Historical Background (Cambridge, 1961), 26, 47, 56–7, 67–8, 173–4, 178.

3 See Luis Weckmann: “The Middle Ages in the Conquest of America,” Speculum, XXVI (1951), 130–41; Charles Verlinden: The Beginnings of Modern Colonization (Ithaca, 1970); Samuel P. Huntington: Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven, 1968), 96–9, 105.

4 Cf. Denys Hay: Europe. The Emergence of an Idea (Edinburgh, 1957), and Louis B. Wright: The Dream of Prosperity in Colonial America (New York, 1965).

5 For suggestive nuggets, see Arthur H. Cole: “The Tempo of Mercantile Life in Colonial America,” Business History Review, XXXIII (1959), 277–99; James Kirke Paulding: The Dutchman’s Fireside (1831: New Haven, 1966), 252; Keith Thomas: “Work and Leisure in Pre-Industrial Society,” Past and Present, XXIX (1964), 50–66.




CHAPTER 1
 [image: ]

 THE OLD WORLD AND THE NEW, PARI PASSU


Some of the charm of the past consists of the quiet—the great distracting buzz of implication has stopped and we are left only with what has been fully phrased and precisely stated. And part of the melancholy of the past comes from our knowledge that the huge, unrecorded hum of implication was once there and left no trace—we feel that because it is evanescent it is especially human.

LIONEL TRILLING, The Liberal Imagination (1950)






MOST ATTEMPTS to interpret America’s history and culture have had a certain monolithic quality. Authors have been obliged to seek the quintessence of it all through a master key that would open many, if not every door. But when so many different keys are serried before us, we confront ordered confusion. Which is the one we want? Has the driving force in our history been nationalistic expansion, a sense of mission, pietism, the absence of feudalism, or the propulsion of American democratic thought? Each explanation has its advocates. “The emigrants who colonized the shores of America in the beginning of the seventeenth century,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville, “somehow separated the democratic principle from all the principles which it had to contend with in the old communities of Europe, and transplanted it alone to the New World. It has there been able to spread in perfect freedom, and peaceably to determine the character of the laws by influencing the manners of the country.”1 How familiar, how logical, how attractive; yet how simplistic, too.

In recent years, students of American character and culture have “discovered” some serious methodological problems in their quest. Indeed, these conundrums have in some cases been beatified into metaphysical issues. Although they are not our proper concern here, I must remark upon one issue in particular: that of uniqueness. Individual characteristics found among Americans are surely not unique; but the total constellation of American attributes, and its effect upon thought and action, may very well be home-grown and sui generis. If so, that constellation is the phoenix for which we are searching.

There are traps scattered everywhere, however, for hunters of the unique and indigenous, traps left inadvertently by earlier writers with bifocal vision who were especially concerned with two periods of our past: the great age of colonization and the era of the American Revolution. Alongside the seventeenth-century settlements there had inevitably appeared a literature of promotion and justification, most of it celebrating the uniqueness of the “Strange New World, thet yit wast never young.” Then, in the later eighteenth century, a generation of anxious and verbose revolutionaries needed to prove to themselves and to the world that they were different, a new breed of men. So historians have studied the tracts on colonization, scrutinized the oracular Founding Fathers, and agreed that a new civilization must indeed have sprung up quite early in the course of human events in America.

One of the most comprehensive and seductive variations on this theme has been elaborated over the past twenty years by Daniel Boorstin. According to him, the ideas and institutions brought to the New World by Europeans were rapidly transformed by an intractable environment and unexpected circumstances. So that Americans from the outset became what Europeans were not: practical rather than theoretical, pragmatic rather than ideological, mobile rather than stationary, dynamic rather than static, institutionally simplified rather than complex, underpopulated rather than over, and relatively homogeneous. Professor Boorstin’s vision of American cultural origins has been so influential and pervasive that we are obliged for a moment to examine its premises and implications in some critical detail. His approach, however intriguing, depends upon certain assumptions about early modern Europe, about the role and success of ideas there, about the nature (or absence) of ideas in America, and about the peculiar powers of New World environments to defeat the best laid plans of mortal men.2

Let us consider for a moment the concept of Europe itself, a rather meaningless geographical notion for the study of American origins. Colonials didn’t come from Europe. They came from East Anglia, Bristol, London, Ulster, Leyden, and Nantes. Yet students of American history tend to use “Europe” as a comparative foil, and attribute to that continent all sorts of general qualities and tendencies that are true hither but not thither, in 1600 but no longer in 1650. What we must learn from the new and precise school of local historians in England is that a yeoman in Devonshire, say, was very different from a yeoman in the East Midlands, and that the practice of medicine in Yorkshire was not the same as its practice in London. Students of American culture, especially its origins, must be less glib in generalizing about what was normative hither and yon in early modern Europe.

Secondly, let us think for a moment about the matter of environment. Historians of colonial America have written as though immigrants from the Old World, which must have been almost entirely under cultivation, civilized and urbanized, sailed away to a “howling wilderness” where impenetrable forests, impossible beasts, and imperceivable savages awaited. Nonsense. In 1620, when the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock, there were extensive outlying areas of England still awaiting “colonization”: Lancashire, Yorkshire, Cumberland in the north, and Devon to the west; as well as sweeping extents of marshlands, royal forests, and commons throughout. England too had woods, and wolves, and wild boar. England too offered environmental obstacles.

And what of the obverse image? Just how thick and inscrutable was the primeval American wilderness? Thick enough, and surely mysterious to the fearful immigrant. Yet from the earliest newcomers’ accounts we know that there were considerable areas of cleared land, and here and there, especially in the valleys of the larger rivers, there were “rich and fruitful spots of land, such as they call interval land, in levels and champaign ground, without trees or stones.” Nor was the forest necessarily a tangled jungle. Twice each year local Indians had been accustomed to “fire the Countrey,” burning out the underbrush and younger trees. Consequently, the woods were “thin of Timber in many places, like our Parkes in England.” In many places a man might ride through the forest on horseback. In the uplands, as it happened, graceful columns of ancient trees rose to heights of twenty or thirty feet before spreading their broad branches. Within the wide woodland aisles, farmers would even find fodder for their herds of swine and cattle.3

The New World forest, then, was not so very unlike European forests. It could even be hospitable, and certainly lacked any mystical power to defeat inevitably all the utopian schemes of European dreamers. We must realize that many an ivory tower crumbled to rubble in seventeenth-century England too, brought down by domestic realities.4 Moreover, many utopian fantasies designed for colonial undertakings were modified or abandoned because of English exigencies as well as American ones. William Penn’s idealistic hopes and plans for his proprietary province, for example, had to be altered during the 1680’s because of his peculiar role in court politics at home. Penn’s policies toward the Indians of his province were eminently practical, but were undermined over the years by greedy Europeans on the make. In short, many English designs for the Atlantic colonies were defeated at home by English circumstances, or by Englishmen abroad, rather than by the American environment per se.5

Let us turn to another sort of self-deception. Our inclination to view ourselves as practical men has too often caused us to cast the European as an inflexible ideologue. The historical record, however, reveals how very tough-minded the European has often been. We may illustrate this fact with examples taken from just one strand of European history, a strand where one might expect theoretical considerations to have prevailed over practical ones: the development of representative institutions. All the way back in the thirteenth century, when the English Parliament was given birth and life, Simon de Montfort and his party (who served as midwife in the process), were guided by events more than by principles in placing their reliance on the lesser gentry and townsfolk of the realm. In western Europe during the sixteenth century, the vital problem of the proper powers of legislative deputies was not regarded as an abstruse and theoretical question. It was viewed and handled in practical terms. Franchois Vranck, the Pensionary of Gouda, to take a typical example, developed a purely historical theory of sovereignty and ignored natural law and natural rights. Netherlanders generally were guided by “common sense and practical experience.” In England, where new concepts of parliamentary representation were also developing, Queen Elizabeth was “content to sink theory in expediency”; and great numbers of parliamentary decisions were made along the most pragmatic lines imaginable.6

One might well argue that the emergence of political institutions would force any and all societies to be practical; that the real measure of a nation’s intellectual and emotional inclination comes with its development of religious and philosophical systems of thought. Here too, however, the importance of ideology in the European temper has been misread and misused. William Perkins, the great Cambridge theologian whose writings profoundly influenced early New England minds, ranked with Calvin and was translated into many European languages. Nonetheless, he was a practical rather than a speculative theologian, a Puritan popularizer in search of tangible results. Similarly, Dr. William Ames, his most eminent student, and more than any other figure the source of New England’s Church polity, differed little from Perkins in thought and wrote influential texts by compactly systematizing and summarizing. John Milton, that anguished English Puritan, wrote his great theoretical works for the most practical reasons. Indeed, he was forced to by circumstance and necessity: his unpopularity as a Cambridge student, his inability to obtain a fellowship, his marriage and separation from a girl half his age, his blindness, imprisonment, ultimate poverty, and obscurity. A generation later John Locke became England’s great philosopher, characteristically English because of his devotion to common sense, his mistrust of metaphysics, and his doctrine that all knowledge comes from experience.

The pragmatic American colonists, we are often told, were the children, or perhaps stepchildren, of ideological Stuart Englishmen. Nevertheless, one of the best and most recent descriptions of constitutional development in seventeenth-century England seems exactly to correspond with Professor Boorstin’s conception of political processes in America, and bears no resemblance to his caricature of early modern Europe:


Seventeenth-century Englishmen possessed no blueprint for the building of responsible government. The historical process by which responsible government developed was erratic, experimental, labyrinthine, and myopic. It was marked by trial and error, by a search for expedients, by the stress of immediate political quarrels, by the exigencies of party and personal strife, by present fears and proximate hopes. Furthermore, these changes occurred gradually, step by step, with no thought beyond the immediate demand of the moment. Precedent succeeded precedent, claim followed claim, but no one consciously strove to transfer the sceptre from the King’s hands to Parliament’s. Instead they sought to win immediate political demands, and sought to weaken the King’s control of executive power only when that control obstructed the winning of their demands.7



Another historian of British government has recently demonstrated how practical rather than doctrinaire the English were, over the long haul, in establishing constitutional structures overseas. They rarely attempted to export a pre-packaged model of colonial polity, but rather “temporised, hoping for a stable form of government to evolve locally.” Practicality, then, is not a peculiarly American virtue; and the commitment to practicality, as Peter Gay has observed, “is after all itself an idea, an idea in fact with a long and honored history.”8

OUR MISCONCEPTIONS about the relative roles played by ideas and environment in Europe are more than matched by misunderstandings of their respective importance in the American context. We have been taught that few European ideas or institutions survived in the New World; that original or systematic thought was stifled here; and that nearly all ideologies cut against the American grain. How then are we to explain and understand our attitudes toward black men, red men, and people of color generally? For our conceptions of the Negro, of savagery, of personal freedom and bondage all originated in Europe and were imported to the colonies where they took root and flourished.9 How are we to explain the triumph of authority and order in the northern colonies if not, at least in part, as a victory of Old World customs over New World experience? If not in terms of both tradition and design? New England’s legal systems, for example, derived from received precepts as well as from the social and economic needs of the colonists. The law provided an anchor to accepted tradition as well as a vessel to navigate the seas of change.10

To suggest that America has enjoyed the absence of ideological disputation, speculative thought, and theoretical science dishonors many distinguished provincials by simply ignoring them. Colonial New England’s finest poet, for example, Edward Taylor, was a speculative as well as a practical theologian. And Dr. John Mitchell of Urbanna, Virginia, was an eminent scientist of theoretical inclinations whose work was read and respected in England.11 Many of the first immigrants, and many subsequently, came as a means of expressing their cerebral and social protest against conditions of life and thought at home. Once an American establishment had formed and hardened, generations of domestic dissenters were spawned; so that the tradition and proclivity of nonconformity in the United States has been to devour its elders rather than its young. During the third quarter of the eighteenth century, colonials became so ideologically committed as to make resolution of the Anglo-American constitutional crisis impossible. Three-quarters of a century later, another crusade with intellectual as well as emotional underpinnings tore the union apart by producing an ideological impasse that would even outlast fragile efforts at reconstruction.

It is undeniably true that some notions carried to America by settlers were destroyed or altered by the environment they encountered and by the concatenation of events. It is equally true, however, that discarded ideas were usually replaced by new ones, and that transplanted Europeans did not simply lapse into mindlessness. We have recently been shown that for many decades the Puritans’ conception of “wilderness” was not the one they brought to New England, but one rooted in the very experience of wilderness life. The first colonists had believed they were coming to Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey. Promptly upon suffering the “greatest difficulties, and sorest labours,” the promised land became the very wilderness through which a generation was obliged to wander before entering Canaan. The forests of New England acquired a moral function in the Puritan cosmology; and their agonies of primitive life served to reinforce the Puritans’ view that they were God’s chosen people.12

Historians who have been inoculated with the serum of environmentalism, from Turner to Boorstin, have reacted virulently to any















































OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_tp_r1.jpg
PEOPLE
OF PARADOX

An Inquiry
Concerning the Origins of
American Civilization

LN 4

by Michael Kammen

NEW YORK % 1973

ALFRED A. KNOPF





OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_L05_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Kamm_9780307827708_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
PEOPLE OF PARADOX

AN Inguiry
ConceErning THE ORrIGINS OF

Awmerican Crvirization

MICHAEL KAMMEN

A KNOPF () BOOK









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





