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INTRODUCTION
America is the subject of this third volume in the What If? series. It examines key moments in a history that is half a millennium old, if you count just this hemisphere’s burgeoning contacts with the world at large. Counterfactual history may be the history of what didn’t happen, a shadow universe, but it casts a reflective light on what did. Why did certain events (and the trends and trajectories that grew out of them) dominate, and not others? At what point did possibilities become impossibilities? Why did America develop in the way that it did when it could easily have followed other directions? Critics attack such speculations as being mere entertainment, mind games lacking in intellectual rigor or seriousness. I would maintain that they can be entertaining and educational at the same time.
A case in point is the chapter that opens this book, Theodore K. Rabb’s “Might the Mayflower Not Have Sailed?” The entertainment lies in his speculations that the Mayflower, that most famous American immigrant ship, might easily never have made it out of the harbor of Plymouth in England. Here, too, the accident of weather becomes a factor. What if storm-force winds had not blown the Mayflower north to Cape Cod instead of to its planned landing site, the Virginia Colony? A geographical accident would have serious repercussions. If the Pilgrims—prickly thought—had been forced to blend in with the Anglican gentry of Virginia in an easier, more forgiving climate than that of New England, something important, a special regard for community, might have been lost. In Rabb’s view, “A fundamental stream in American history and culture—shaped by ideals of sobriety, godly living, and hard work on the one hand, and a focus on the individual and the struggle for religious tolerance on the other—might never have gathered the force and influence it was to achieve over the next centuries.” I think of the lines of poet Archibald MacLeish:
America was always promises
From the first voyage and the first ship there were promises . . .


What if this particular one had been stillborn?
Again and again we can resort to alternative scenarios to understand better the direction our history has taken. Was the schism with Great Britain inevitable? Whether by choice or compulsion, could the Thirteen Colonies have remained in the British Empire? Caleb Carr argues that the American Revolution and the establishment of the United States were “eminently avoidable.” One man, William Pitt the Elder, might have prevented both, had he not been undone by illness. (Perhaps there are lessons in the management of empire that we might heed today, and Carr quotes the words of Edmund Burke: “A great empire and little minds go ill together.”) But once the Revolution did start, chance and luck intervened to save the American cause.
All of the essays here—with the exception of two—are original and never before published. The reprinted essays, David McCullough’s and James M. McPherson’s from the original What If?, describe the sort of vital episodes that no collection of articles on American history would be complete without. McCullough describes how George Washington’s battered army, trapped on Brooklyn Heights in mid-August 1776, was able to escape because of a providential fog. It is disquieting to think that the existence of our new nation depended on the whims of weather: At that moment, the United States was hardly inevitable. The Civil War, too, provides practically limitless grist for the counterfactual mill. How close did we come to permanent dissolution? To McPherson, the crucial moment comes at (or just before) the Battle of Antietam. What if the famous “Lost Order” hadn’t been lost and Robert E. Lee had gone on to win a victory that might have ensured the independence of the Confederacy—and, in the process, canceled Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation?
The war was just a year and a half old when Antietam was fought. Even at the very end, though, in April 1865, there was still a chance for the Confederacy. Jay Winik constructs a scenario in which the South fights on. The Vietnamization of the South, as it were, is a plausible alternative if only because it is a course of action that people actually (and actively) contemplated. So, too, did Americans fear the outbreak of class warfare as strikes and violence spread across the country in the summer of 1877. To many, as Cecelia Holland notes, that briefly seemed as great a danger as the coming apart of the United States along sectional lines a decade and a half earlier. What has been called “the minimum rewrite rule” of counterfactual history can also apply to the threat of war between the United States and Great Britain in the early months of 1896. The cause, which seems totally unlikely today, was a boundary dispute between Venezuela and a British colony, Guiana. President Grover Cleveland invoked the Monroe Doctrine, which seemed a good deal more sacred and menacing than it does today. There was talk of war on both the American and British sides, and Andrew Roberts makes a convincing case about what might have happened. Might, but fortunately did not. Before many years had passed, the most enduring alliance of modern times, that between Great Britain and the United States, would be formed.
Jumping ahead to the twentieth century, we can tiptoe through counterfactual minefields of World War II and the Cold War. What if Eisenhower had not ordered American armies to stop at the Elbe River in April 1945? What if they had continued on to Berlin? Might Stalin, Antony Beevor asks, have started a hot war “accidentally on purpose” (as my children used to put it)? If Eisenhower, this time as president, had not allowed Francis Gary Powers’s U-2 to fly in 1959, might the Cold War have lost its threatening chill years earlier? Might there have been no Cuban Missile Crisis? What was the hidden danger of those October days in 1962 that neither John F. Kennedy nor Nikita Khrushchev might have been able to control? Might there have been a rapprochement with Cuba and no Vietnam War if Kennedy had not been assassinated? And, finally, how might American life have been different if a security guard in the Watergate complex had not noticed a piece of tape where it had no reason to be?
Counterfactual history does have its limits, and we should not deny them. To quote the perceptive words of the Cambridge historian Richard J. Evans:
Positing an alternative outcome can help us weigh the influence or importance of the various factors we put together to build a causal explanation. Every real cause implies a counterfactual. This is important in trying to see how causes influence one another and come together to bring something about. But it’s wrong to claim that we have to choose between believing that anything might have happened, and thinking that everything was predetermined. In practice, the search for causes, in history as in everyday life, concentrates on the area between the two extremes.


There is danger, too, as Professor Evans points out, in straying from the “What If?” to the judgmental “If Only.” The articles in this book have escaped that temptation. Wishful thinking is an unhistorical trap and one we can do without.
America is getting to be an old country, old enough to have a serious history, old enough to have made good and bad choices, old enough to have regrets. And old enough, some would say, to know better.
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THEODORE K. RABB

MIGHT THE MAYFLOWER NOT HAVE SAILED?
The name Mayflower evokes a mélange of associations: the Pilgrim Fathers, Plymouth Rock, the first Thanksgiving, or the faintly aristocratic cachet attached to descendants of those who, in 1620, sailed on America’s most famous immigrant ship. All that begs the real importance of the Mayflower and its passengers, who were mainly humble people by birth as well as accomplishment and, for their time, radicals. The real Puritan aristocracy would arrive a decade later on a larger and better appointed ship, the Arbella; they never did get on with their Plymouth neighbors, though both would play a part in establishing a specially American sense of destiny. As the historian Daniel J. Boorstin has written, their “beacon for misguided mankind was to be neither a book nor a theory. It was to be the community itself. America had something to teach all men: not by precept but by example, not by what it said but how it lived.”
This may have begun by accident, but then, the story of the Mayflower is filled with fortunate accidents. “Might the Mayflower not have sailed?” Theodore K. Rabb asks. The answer is a decided yes. What if one remarkable and influential member of the English gentry had not intervened on behalf of the Pilgrims—as their leader, William Bradford, called them? What if they had actually landed at their original destination, the recently established Virginia Colony, whose boundaries reached as far north as the regions around the Hudson River? But when, after a voyage of fifty-four days, the Mayflower sighted land on November 9, 1620, the Pilgrims learned that storms had carried them off course and that they were beyond Virginia and the governmental authority that their original contract would have obliged them to honor. What if they had turned south? They didn’t.
As the Mayflower bobbed off the great sandy spit already known as Cape Cod because of the abundance of fish, the male family heads drew up an agreement. Just 199 words long, it bound all the signers “to combine ourselves together into a Civil Body Politic.” What became known as the Mayflower Compact went on “to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions and Offices . . . as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general good of the Colony, onto which we promise all due submission and obedience.” This was the first written statement by English settlers in the New World that they would make their own laws. Government would be based on the consent of the governed, that keystone of the American political system.
The windswept dunes of the Cape were hardly a fit place in which to settle, and the Mayflower would cross Massachusetts Bay to a place the Pilgrims called Plymouth, after the English port from which they had departed. The seeming barrenness of that winter landscape must have been unimaginable. “[T]hey that know the winters of that cuntrie,” Bradford wrote, “know them to be sharp and violent, and subjecte to cruell and fierce storms, dangerous to travill to known places, much more to serch an unknown coast. Besids, what could they see but a hideous and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men?” By the beginning of the spring of 1621, half their number had died, mostly as a result of scurvy, but their faith remained intact. Plymouth survived. If it had not, Rabb points out, the American experience might have assumed a very different form.
THEODORE K. RABB is a professor of history at Princeton University and the author or editor of such notable works as The New History, The Struggle for Stability in Early Modern Europe, Climate and History, Renaissance Lives, and Jacobean Gentleman. He was the principal historical adviser for the acclaimed and Emmy-nominated PBS television series Renaissance. Professor Rabb notes that “John Murrin gave me invaluable comments on this essay; its faults, however, remain my own.”
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IF ANYONE HAD BEEN RASH enough to predict, when James I ascended the throne of England in 1603, that the new king would preside over the founding of an empire in North America, he probably would have been laughed out of court. After all, even the great queen who had just died, Elizabeth I—surrounded as she was by sea dogs, propagandists of colonial expansion, and visionaries of the nation’s future at sea—had presided over nothing but failure. Despite her encouragement, and even investment, the famous explorers, geographers, and captains who were her subjects—Ralegh, Gilbert, Hakluyt, Hawkins, Frobisher: the very names are a litany of overseas ambition—had labored in vain. They may have defeated the Spanish Armada in the Channel, but across the Atlantic the rivalry with Spain had accomplished nothing, the grandiose projects had all crumbled. As a pessimistic observer noted in 1599, “Neither have the Northern people ever yet for all their multitude and strength, had the honour of being founders or possessors of any great Empire.”
That observer was a member of the English landed gentry, Edwin Sandys, the son of an archbishop of York and soon to be a prominent member of Parliament. Sandys, who was to be knighted in the first days of James I’s reign, had wide contacts among the seafarers and businessmen of his day, and he knew full well how pitiful had been England’s efforts: some desultory exploration, a few fishermen in Newfoundland and along America’s east coast, a disastrous attempt at settlement in Roanoke, and a series of brief forays around the Caribbean, notably Ralegh’s search for El Dorado. Given Spain’s entrenched power, and the lackadaisical ventures of the English, how could this possibly change?
We know that it did, just a few years later, at Jamestown, the pioneer settlement from which an entire continent was to be conquered. But there was more than one stroke of luck that allowed the Virginia Colony to take root; a very different story could easily have unfolded.
For a start, the Spaniards, solidly entrenched in Central America, might well have spread their tentacles in order to hold on to a coastline that they claimed to own. Already in the early 1520s, a few years before the very first exploration in the area sponsored by England, two of Spain’s captains, Francisco de Gordillo and Esteban Gómez, had surveyed the eastern seaboard from Florida to Nova Scotia. Nor were they the first. In 1513 Ponce de Léon had sailed to Florida, and in 1521 he had tried to found a colony, a venture that met native resistance and ended in his death. But his countrymen were not deterred: two more Spanish colonies were started during the 1520s, and although both were unsuccessful, the efforts continued for the next four decades. The most ambitious effort, an expedition of some 1,500 colonists who set out in 1559, remained in Florida for two years, but after probes into Alabama and as far north as Cape Hatteras, it was finally abandoned in 1561.
When the captains departed, however, Spain’s religious orders took over. The Jesuits had a settlement as far north as Chesapeake Bay in 1570 and 1571, and in the 1590s the Franciscans were beginning to spread throughout Florida: by 1655 they had nearly forty missions, and claimed to have converted over twenty-five thousand natives.
All of this took place to the south of Jamestown, but not that far away, and one can well imagine the Spaniards moving steadily up the coast until they were close enough to have prevented the creation of England’s first permanent colony in Virginia. For their ability to crush intruders was clear. They had smashed a French colony in Florida, and Elizabeth’s sea dogs had experienced firsthand the hazards of trying to take on Spanish power in the New World. In 1568, three ships led by John Hawkins and Francis Drake had ignored Spain’s prohibition of foreign interlopers in her empire and had been caught trading at a port in Mexico. Though Hawkins and Drake escaped, two of their ships were destroyed and most of their men landed in the Inquisition’s jails. One intrepid sailor named David Ingram, left on shore, eluded capture, and, in one of the most astonishing achievements of the age, somehow made his way over the next year, probably with the help of friendly natives, to Nova Scotia, where he was picked up by friendly fishermen and brought back to Europe.
Ingram notwithstanding, the lesson was clear: head-to-head combat with Spain in the New World was a recipe for disaster. Had her colonists moved northward—as well they might if the climate had, perhaps, been more congenial—there would have been no Jamestown. Not until the mid-seventeenth century, when Oliver Cromwell started a settlement in Jamaica, might the English have felt strong enough to challenge Spain. And by then the Mayflower’s opportunity would long have passed.
Yet this was not the only lucky break that made the survival of Jamestown (and hence the voyage of the Mayflower) possible. The company that had received a charter from King James in 1606 to settle Virginia had attracted as shareholders some of the most prominent figures in English society, including the solicitor general. Thanks to clever propaganda, promising general benefit to the country as well as individual profit, the undertaking came to be seen, not just as a trading enterprise, but as a fashionable and patriotic venture. Of the fourteen members of the first governing council named by the king, all but three were members of Parliament, and all had connections with the royal court. Nevertheless, although the Virginia Company benefited from its ability to combine a sense of public service with commercial ambitions and managed to attract a regular influx of new blood—by 1609 over twenty members of the aristocracy, including the king’s chief minister, plus nearly a hundred knights, had joined up, and a membership of over 650 had invested the colossal sum of more than £10,000—the hopes were vanishing that imports from Virginia might provide a return (let alone a profit) for investors. By 1616, despite various short-term attempts to raise money, such as a lottery, bankruptcy loomed. The historian of the Virginia Company has called this the “low ebb” of its fortunes, when grave doubts arose as to whether it could continue to supply the dwindling band of settlers around Jamestown (by early 1618, their numbers were to fall to four hundred, as few as they had ever been, and half of what they had been at their height).
It was at this point that Sir Edwin Sandys, who had been a member since 1607, began what he regarded as a rescue mission for a potentially moribund enterprise. Having stressed the “honour” of founding an empire, he felt he could not stand by and watch the collapse of England’s first multiyear effort to enter the imperial stakes. Throughout a long parliamentary career, he repeatedly summoned up a vision of the country’s “interest” that seems to have been more than rhetoric. In the House of Commons, for instance, he made the unprecedented argument that elected representatives had to consult with their constituents before making major decisions. It is in this light that one has to see his determination to try to save the Virginia Colony. So engaged with the fate of the colony did he become that eventually, in 1619, he was to take control of the enterprise away from the London merchants who had managed it from the outset: a remarkable event in an age when landed gentry kept their distance from commerce. Gravely concerned that the shrinking settlement would vanish, and that England’s honor was at stake, he convinced a number of his friends to join him as he started out on what he regarded as a rescue mission. The first step came in 1616, when he joined the directorate of the company.
Here was yet another stroke of luck in the run-up to the voyage of the Mayflower. Sandys’s takeover of the Virginia Company was an unprecedented event, accomplished despite the high odds that traditional social conventions (manifested either as gentry qualms or as merchant resentment) would have prevented it. Moreover, without the special interests and commitments Sandys brought to the enterprise, the Pilgrim Fathers would never have received the encouragement they needed.
Two interests, in particular, became crucial to the story. First was Sandys’s belief that the colony’s population had to increase. Putting problems of finance and supply aside, he believed that the settlement could not survive unless it expanded. Admittedly, the problems caused by his relentless dispatch of colonists (including the first transport of convicts overseas) were to wreck both the company and Sandys’s own administration by 1623. Yet there is little doubt that the colony itself would not have survived into the 1620s (when at last it developed a profitable product, tobacco) if its numbers had not been maintained by the stream of people Sandys sent across the Atlantic.
His first success came in 1618, when he and his friend the earl of Southampton, Shakespeare’s patron, arranged for over three hundred settlers to sail to Virginia. Under his prodding, other investors matched that number, so that by early 1619 the colony had grown from four hundred to one thousand people. This campaign to ship colonists to Jamestown is the context in which one can understand why a group of Puritans from Leyden came to sail to America.
Ever on the lookout for willing settlers, Sandys in 1617 became the essential middleman who made possible the voyage of the Pilgrim Fathers. Without his help, the group of English religious dissenters1 who had settled in Holland to escape the threat of persecution at home would have been unable to realize their aim of starting a new life overseas. The Puritans’ hope of bringing further reform to the official Anglican Church had been dashed; their disdain for its hierarchical structure and its rituals had been denounced; and they knew it was unlikely that they would be able to pursue their “godly” ways in England unmolested. Their new hosts, the Dutch, tended to leave them alone, but in the mid-1610s the Pilgrims began to look for a new home where they could run their own affairs. They gave some thought to Guiana, but they concluded (fortunately for them) that the climate was too forbidding and that they should aim for cooler climes. So they decided to try to find a corner of the territory granted to the Virginia Company (their plan was to head for its northern edge, along the Hudson River), where they could create a community on their own terms.
It was at this point that Sandys’s mediation became crucial. Of all the leaders of the Virginia enterprise, he was the one who had the most direct personal connections with the Leyden community. His brother had contacts among their number, and their most important elder, William Brewster, had been close to a talented young man, George Cranmer, who had been Sandys’s best friend at school and university, and throughout their twenties and thirties, until Cranmer was killed in Ireland in 1600. Sandys cannot have been too surprised, therefore, when he was approached by emissaries from Leyden in 1617, seeking his support for their settlement in the New World.
This was the very time when Sandys was beginning his campaign to enlarge Virginia’s population—within a few months he was to send out the first group of over three hundred new colonists—and he seems to have taken up their proposal with alacrity. He wrote to Cranmer’s friend William Brewster in November 1617, promising “all forwardness to set you forward,” and in the reply, a month later, Brewster piously acknowledged that “under God, above all persons and things in the world, we rely on you.” Fortunately for him, Sandys not only acted as the prime strategist in the negotiations that ensued, guiding the Puritans’ representatives through Virginia Company meetings, but also commanded the connections at the royal court to follow through. One of his friends, Sir Robert Naunton, had just been appointed secretary of state, and his advocacy helped persuade the king and his council to allow the Puritans to settle in the Virginia Colony. Their request for toleration was turned down, but the permission to sail (with the one requirement that they keep the peace—i.e., stay out of sight) was itself a notable breakthrough for a group that regularly, and with good reason, called itself “despised.”
By the time the Pilgrims set sail, Sandys had taken charge of the Virginia Company—in their eyes, the final indication of God’s approval for their mission. And it was indeed an extraordinary combination of circumstances that paved their way. Not only was Sandys’s enthusiasm for the shipment of settlers vital to their mission (the Virginia Company proudly included the one hundred people aboard the Mayflower in its official list of the voyages that enlarged the colony in 1620), but he was also, crucially, a figure of sufficient prominence to make the dreams of this unorthodox group come true. The whole sequence of events has about it an air of improbability that lends credence to the notion of divine intervention.
Nor was this the end of the lucky strokes that enabled the Mayflower voyage to prosper. Despite the expectations of many participants, the endless quarrels and endemic leaks that almost kept the ship from leaving England were all settled and repaired. The storms that drove her toward Cape Cod persisted and prevented her from heading to the Hudson (where they might soon have found themselves again under Dutch rule). And the potentially fatal inexperience of the weary travelers, landing on a barren shore long after the harvest season, was remedied when they discovered (miraculously, in their view) a native store of corn, bean, and seed that kept them alive during their first months in America. All these outcomes were essential to the success of the voyage. But none of the later acts of fortune could compare in importance to those that enabled the Mayflower to sail in the first place.
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And what if one of the circumstances had not fallen into place and she had not planted a “godly” community at Plymouth? That question leads us to the crucial moment for the long-term success of the colony: the arrival from England in 1630 of John Winthrop, a Puritan lawyer, with a fleet of eleven ships carrying some seven hundred colonists. Would they have come if the Mayflower had not preceded them? It can be argued that they would not.
The genealogy of Winthrop’s group was quite separate from that of the Pilgrims. It starts in the early 1620s with a dissenting minister from the town of Dorchester in the west of England, the Reverend John White. Aware that, in contrast to Virginia, there had been little to show for colonizing efforts farther to the north, he determined to do better. A colony at Sagadahoc in Maine had been started at the same time as Jamestown, but had failed within a few months. Thereafter, despite the plentiful cod, which seemed to offer good economic prospects, no more than a few fishing settlements had survived. Convinced that the fisheries would prosper only if there were a permanent plantation, White and a few associates began sending out settlers. They received the right to do so by creating and funding colonizing companies: first the Dorchester Company and then the New England Company, which was given legal control of an area roughly between the Merrimack and Charles rivers. Their one permanent achievement was to be the foundation of Salem in 1628, but by then a new company was already in the works, the Massachusetts Bay Company. It was at this point that Winthrop and his colleagues entered the picture, and the question arises whether they would have done so without the precedent of Plymouth to reassure them.
Five months after the Massachusetts Bay Company was founded, twelve of its leaders, all Puritans and including Winthrop, signed an agreement to emigrate with their families to New England if they could take the company with them. Faced with a regime ever more hostile to religious dissent, they wanted to leave only if they could avoid having the governance of the company (as in all previous cases) remain in London. The lawyers among them, possibly including Winthrop himself, had noticed that the company’s royal charter did not specify where the annual meeting was to take place. Seizing on this loophole, they headed out across the Atlantic, taking the charter with them. Thus was founded the city of Boston and a cluster of nearby communities, and thus did the development of New England begin in earnest.
But would this story have unfolded if the Pilgrim Fathers had not led the way? The odds are good that it would not. Without the beacon planted at Plymouth to reassure them, these staid, comfortable, and conservative creators of a “Bible Commonwealth” would scarcely have risked their families and their possessions on so hazardous an enterprise. Again one must say that without the Mayflower, there could have been no Massachusetts Bay.
Nor was there a long window of opportunity for this kind of follow-up. Only a decade after Winthrop sailed, the beginnings of revolution in England gave the “godly” such a new burst of hope that all idea of emigration ceased. Indeed, many who had left now returned, and their New England experience was to prove important when a highly influential Congregationalist structure of church organization was created during the 1650s. Moreover, the returnees remained, because after the collapse of Oliver Cromwell’s brave new world in 1660, the restored monarchy extended enough tolerance to religious minorities to keep all but a few dissenters at home. The only major exception, the Quakers, were to found a colony that had none of the influence on the religious outlook of America that one associates with Massachusetts.
As for those Puritans who might still have managed to emigrate during the 1620s and 1630s, they would probably have had to make their peace with the Anglican, gentry world of Virginia and give up hopes of an errand into the wilderness or setting a light upon a hill. A fundamental stream in American history and culture—shaped by ideals of sobriety, godly living, and hard work on the one hand, and a focus on the individual and the struggle for religious tolerance on the other—might never have gathered the force and influence it was to achieve over the next three centuries.
Given the history that brought the Pilgrims to New England, it is perhaps not surprising that their descendants should have been the first to sound what became two persistent American themes. In some respects, they were already embodied by two very different figures from the early years of the seventeenth-century colony, Cotton Mather and Roger Williams, both of whom, in their own ways, were reacting against the world of state-organized religion and strict social hierarchy that they had left behind. For the Pilgrims were to be unique among the early settlers in their commitment to religious ends. The small sprinkling of Catholics who went to Maryland aside, no other group was so single-minded in the motivation that drew it across the Atlantic. Elsewhere we find land hunger, dreams of wealth, imperial ambition, political dissent, or simple wanderlust, but here all the talk was of religion.
The result, given the harsh climate and terrain the adventurers inherited, abundant only in fish, was a society very different from its neighbors to the south. To some extent, of course, it was the Puritans’ Calvinism that had long emphasized thrift, sobriety, and hard work as especially godly virtues. But there is no question that their insistence on discipline and honest labor (to be rewarded by God both in this world and the next, they hoped) was reinforced, and to some extent inspired, by the land that they inhabited. These qualities also fed into the preference for autonomous communities, responsible only to themselves for success or failure, which was encouraged by their congregational system of religious organization.
It was thus a combination of belief and circumstances that enabled the Puritans to inject into American culture an expectation of religious faith, a commitment to self-reliance and daily toil as morally worthy, and a stern regard for the virtuous life that have given their country a quite distinctive coloration among the modern nations of the West. That these qualities were reinforced by the experience of the frontier, and took very different forms as they resurfaced in such guises as the antislavery or Prohibition movements, does not lessen the importance of their origins in Puritan Massachusetts. And it is almost impossible to imagine such commitments taking so firm a hold on the American imagination had the New Englanders been absorbed by the colonists of the Middle Atlantic and the South.
For religion itself their heritage was more ambiguous. As the sociologist Richard Sennett has noted, Americans’ “deep-seated religiosity” supports “faith-based hospitals, schools, and charity,” and in this way “religion cements civil society, as government does not.” The result is an “inseparable faith in God and Country” that makes the United States distinctive among Western nations. To the extent that this has been an essential thread through 250 years of history, its origins lie in the Puritans’ conviction that faith is the foundation on which a person’s life is built and thus the foundation of society itself.
From the outset, however, this commitment has been riven by an irresolvable tension. As with Luther and Calvin themselves, it was one thing to demand respect for the private conscience when facing persecution by a majority; it was quite another to permit what one reformer called “private paths to hell”—that is, dissent—when those who were certain of the road to salvation were in a position to require conformity. Hence the intolerance and retribution that punished Thomas Morton, Mary Dyer, Anne Hutchinson, and the Salem witches, products of a blinkered and aggressive rectitude that was captured by Hawthorne in The Scarlet Letter and retains its force even in the twenty-first century.
Yet the response to narrow-mindedness has had an influence no less profound. When Roger Williams left a Massachusetts that would not accept him and created in Rhode Island a community that took respect for individual belief seriously, establishing an open and tolerant community without parallel or precedent in Western history, he struck the first blow for the separation of church and state that was to become an American hallmark. It may have been the Virginians who, a century later, enshrined the principle in legislation, but it was the dissenters among the Puritans who first fought for the inviolability of individual conscience and the right of each congregation to decide its own beliefs. The outcome did not merely set the United States apart; it made the nation a model for the civilized treatment of religion thereafter.
We may now take for granted the role of these traditions—the force of religion, the equation of work with virtue, the focus on the individual, and the insistent devoutness alongside the tolerance—in determining the course of American history. But there is little doubt that they might well have died in infancy if the Mayflower had not set sail.
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CALEB CARR

WILLIAM PITT THE ELDER AND THE AVOIDANCE OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION
The American Revolution, Caleb Carr maintains, was “eminently avoidable” and the establishment of a United States of America cannot be regarded as a foregone conclusion. One man, William Pitt the Elder, had it in his grasp to prevent the British Empire in North America from fragmenting. It was Pitt, whom many regard as the greatest British statesman of the eighteenth century, who guided his country through the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763)—what Americans call the French and Indian War—and who transformed Great Britain into an imperial power. That power was founded on the twin colonial pillars of North America and India. But within twelve years, the American pillar had begun to crumble. Too late Britain learned the lessons that would save the rest of its empire. What if illness, both physical and mental, had not curtailed Pitt’s influence and ability to lead in the crucial years after the war’s end? Lexington and Concord did not have to be an inevitable confrontation.
Individuals do matter—and more specifically, individual decisions. The presence (or the absence) of a single leading actor in history can make all the difference. “If the most publicly beloved political figure of his age,” Carr asks, “and the only man who could hold the power of the reactionaries, the plunderers, the American Radicals, and the crown in check had retained the strength to do all of those things—how might the next two centuries have played out?”
We would do well to heed the practical wisdom of “the Great Commoner.”
CALEB CARR may be best known for his novels, The Alienist, Killing Time, and The Angel of Darkness. But he has also written three books of history, America Invulnerable (with James Chace), The Devil Soldier, and The Lessons of Terror.
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IT HAS BECOME COMMONPLACE to refer to the contemporary United States as a “global hegemon”; what is less generally recognized is that America is the first nation in history that can truly lay claim to such a title. In describing not only American power but the reach of that power, no qualifying words or phrases are necessary: Rome, for instance, is said to have commanded “the civilized world,” while at its height the British Empire predominated over “the known world”; but only America can project its physical might into any part of the world, known, civilized, or otherwise, and only America possesses a culture (crass as many may find it) that is either dominant or vying for dominance on every continent. In truth, all the empires of old, impressive as they may have been, only fantasized about and pretended to such universal reach and sway: the United States of the twenty-first century is, simply, an unprecedented phenomenon.
What, then, would the last two and a quarter centuries have been like had the comparatively insignificant nation that would become that phenomenon never been conceived?
It is most common, when speculating along these lines, to imagine the possibility not of contracepted United States but rather of an aborted one: to posit, in other words, the failure of the rebellious colonies on the defeat of colonial arms at any one of the remarkably numerous “decisive moments” of the American Revolution. But in fact it is more unrealistic than speculative to suppose that so fundamental a change in the course of world civilization as was embodied in the American colonies’ struggle for freedom, as well as in their subsequent and explosive geographic, economic, and military expansion, could have been forever ruled out if, say, Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne had not been let down by those British units that were supposed to support him at Saratoga, or if Lord Cornwallis had planned the movements that led up to the battle of Yorktown with greater care. The evolution of sociopolitical ideas that took place in America during the years leading up to the Revolution, as well as during its denouement, was something much more than just a struggle to determine who would control the purse strings of colonial trade, as cynics have so often portrayed it; and had the military attempt to separate from Britain failed in 1777 or even 1781, that evolution would (assuming that British administrative systems and abuses remained unchanged) almost certainly have continued, causing another violent outbreak as soon as the colonists had replenished their resources and their caches of arms and found new leaders capable of reigniting their cause.
The only thing that might actually have quelled the American revolutionary movement was the thing that eventually became the war’s greatest side effect: British imperial reform. Because the crown and Parliament came to understand within some six or seven decades of their defeat at the hands of the colonists exactly what mistakes they had made with respect to those rebellious subjects, as well as how to put things right, Britain became the uncontestedly supreme empire of the late nineteenth century and, prior to modern-day America, the most powerful national force in world history. And the tragedy (for Britain, obviously, but also, I would argue, for the rebellious colonies) was and remains that more than a few enlightened British statesmen were aware of just what the empire was doing wrong in North America long before the revolution started. Had their calls for reform been heeded prior to Lexington and Concord, not only would the American Revolution have been rendered unnecessary, but some of the greatest tragedies to befall the world as a whole during the generations that witnessed America’s rise might also have been avoided. America would have remained within a reformed British Empire, the less fortunate of its colonists’ tendencies controlled and its strength devoted to Britain’s future struggles; the power of progressive constitutional thought would have been doubled, rather than dissipated; and humanity would have been far the better for it.
What was Great Britain in 1763, the year of its international victories in what was called the French and Indian War in North America and the Seven Years’ War everywhere else? Certainly, it was the most benign of the global European empires that had risen up since the Renaissance: it had never attempted campaigns of outright genocide such as the Spanish had prosecuted in Central and South America, nor did it exhibit the onerous Catholic evangelism and systematic amorality of the French imperial system. This is not to say that the British were not capable of enormous chauvinism and periodic brutality, or that British Protestant ministers could not be just as obnoxious to indigenous peoples as were French Jesuits; but trade was the greatest animating force behind British imperial expansion, and trade was a language (as America has discovered in the years since the Second World War) that much of the rest of the world was only too anxious to speak, some of them so badly that they were willing to relinquish national sovereignty without a fight in exchange for the opportunity.
But along with trade, Great Britain offered the world something else, too, something that was arguably even more vital: exposure to their tradition of constitutional government. True, the British, in the middle of the eighteenth century, still had not managed to specifically elucidate just what their constitution was (as indeed they never would), and their society was still afflicted by enormous stratification and inequality, the great political and land reform movements of the nineteenth century still lying ahead. Nevertheless, Britain’s government in 1763 was, comparatively, the most progressive and enlightened in the world: London, and specifically the houses of Parliament, were (and since the Middle Ages had been) places in which reform aimed at the steady amelioration of the lot of all men could at least be talked about and in fact had, to an appreciable degree, been effected. The slow battle to control the power of the English crown by asserting first that of the nobility and later that of Parliament, and even more the active and unending struggle to eradicate what was consistently condemned with the rubrical indictment of “oppression” of English citizens, had filled the centuries between King John’s reluctant signing of the Magna Carta in 1215 and the execution of Charles I for tyranny in 1649 with turmoil—and advances. No other country had prosecuted anything even approaching this campaign to make constitutional progressiveness the driving force of national life, and it was this campaign, ironically, that would create a situation in America that allowed colonists to think of freedom in even broader (if much more defined) terms.
Its long constitutional struggle had made the British Empire a place in which law was not civil but common: that is, a place where the legal (and by extension the political) system was designed not simply to serve the interests of the stewards of the status quo but to guarantee the rights of the ruled to a unique and unprecedented extent. Emigration to overseas colonies was an important part of the British constitution’s continued development and appeal along these lines: for while many rights of average citizens were indeed protected under British common law, the rights of the ruling and commercial classes still held most-favored status, creating a situation in which positions of wealth and privilege within the mother country tended to be limited and—whether based on aristocratic titles or less glorified personal fortunes—hereditary. In the absence of the sorts of socioeconomic and political reforms that would arrive in the following century, opportunities to join the privileged class were severely limited at home, and the possibility of making good in the ever-expanding empire became essential to maintaining the promise of escape from the oppressions of poverty, class stratification, and religious intolerance—a promise that was, in turn, vital to the onward march of common law.
The economic system that grew up around these and other legal and philosophical principles was called mercantilism, a dry and dispassionate name for what was, in Britain’s case, a dynamic set of relationships and arrangements, one ultimately more enlightened than it was destructive. From the colonies, London took such raw materials as were to be had or cultivated; in exchange, the colonies received goods manufactured in Britain’s proto-industrial cities. There were blemishes on the system, without doubt, the most obvious and obscene being the import of African slaves into the colonies to perform the sorts of manual and service labor that whites and natives either could not or would not do. But unlike her European imperial competitors, most of whom were even more slave-dependent than she was, Britain once again had the advantage of her rich constitutional history: from the beginning slavery sat very uncomfortably with an empire steeped in common law, particularly in the mother country, where regulations were passed that confined slavery to the colonies. Complete abolition would come comparatively quickly throughout the empire (more quickly than it would in the young United States), and in the meantime abolitionist sentiments remained widespread throughout British society.
But in 1763 London had more immediate and mortal problems with which to reckon. The war that had lately made them the greatest of the colonial powers had cost a great deal of money; so much, in fact, that they were faced with the ugly reality of needing to tinker with what had been a comparatively advanced and profitable imperial system in order to pay for its expanded operation. (This lesson, that the financial costs of hegemony may prompt self-sabotaging changes in the fundamental principles of the system that facilitates such hegemony, holds apparent and chilling lessons for the United States in the present age of “globalized” commitments.) To a felicitous extent, many British colonies had, prior to 1763, been allowed economic and political autonomy within the empire, which inclined them generally toward loyalty to their imperial masters. But that autonomy had been, like the British constitution itself, informal, and it was therefore quite open to abuse by avaricious ministers, as well as by members of Parliament anxious to see the government repaid for its expenditures—both of which types became increasingly easy to find in the Houses of
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