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				Nations reel and stagger on their way; they make hideous mistakes; they commit frightful wrongs; they do great and beautiful things. And shall we not best guide humanity by telling the truth about all this, so far as the truth is ascertainable?

				—W.E.B. Du Bois

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				“I Do Not Despair of This Country”

			
			 

			Jon Meacham

			The news was grim. In a majority opinion delivered from the bench of the United States Supreme Court in Washington, D.C., on Friday, March 6, 1857, Chief Justice Roger Taney issued the verdict in the case of Dred Scott, an enslaved man who was suing for his liberty after being taken from the slave state of Missouri into free federal territory. One lower court had agreed with Scott. Another, the state supreme court of Missouri, had ruled against him, and the case had gone to Washington in 1856. Five of the justices of the Supreme Court, including Taney of Maryland, were from slave states, and they joined with two others to issue a sweeping decision on this late-winter Friday. Scott could not prevail in his bid for freedom, the court ruled, for Scott had no standing in the American order other than the fact of his enslavement. Black people, Taney announced, were not protected by the Declaration of Independence’s assertion of innate human equality. They could not be considered citizens. And the 1820 Missouri Compromise, which had banned slavery in the northern regions of the Louisiana Purchase, was held unconstitutional. “In the opinion of the court, the legislation and histories of the times, and the language used in the Declaration of Independence,” Taney said, “show, that neither the class of persons who had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they had become free or not, were then acknowledged as a part of the people, nor intended to be included in the general words used in that memorable instrument.” Black people, the court decided, had long been considered subhuman, and so they remained. “They had,” Taney read, “for more than a century before been regarded as beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”

			It was a breathtakingly proslavery ruling. There was a lively debate in America that turned on whether all were encompassed in Thomas Jefferson’s assertion that “all men are created equal”—a debate the Taney court was attempting to end with a single strike. “All the powers of earth seem rapidly combining against [the enslaved person],” Abraham Lincoln said in Illinois. “Mammon is after him; ambition follows, and philosophy follows, and the Theology of the day is fast joining the cry.” Reading the news in Rochester, New York, where he had settled after escaping enslavement in Taney’s Maryland, the abolitionist, editor, and orator Frederick Douglass reacted not gloomily but defiantly. “Come what will, I hold it to be morally certain that, sooner or later, by fair means or foul means, in quiet or in tumult, in peace or in blood, in judgment or in mercy, slavery is doomed to cease out of this otherwise goodly land, and liberty is destined to become the settled law of this Republic,” Douglass told the American Anti-Slavery Society. “I base my sense of the certain overthrow of slavery, in part, upon the nature of the American Government, the Constitution, the tendencies of the age, and the character of the American people; and this, notwithstanding the important decision of Judge Taney. I know of no soil better adapted to the growth of reform than American soil. I know of no country where the conditions for affecting great changes in the settled order of things, for the development of right ideas of liberty and humanity, are more favorable than here in these United States.” To the Chicago Daily Tribune, “The remedy is—UNION, ACTION, THE BALLOT BOX! There is on the side of the Free States the population and the power—the votes—and whenever these votes shall agree, ‘that Slavery shall not be the fundamental law of the land,’ that decree will be omnipotent.”

			And so, on the eve of the Civil War, as the 1850s ran along, there was a fundamental conflict between visions of liberty and of slavery, of principle and of power, of right and of wrong. The tensions of that cataclysmic hour were extreme—as Lincoln would note, it was because of slavery that the war came—but as the documents collected in this volume show, they were not exceptional. America has been defined by the perennial struggle between the appetites of the few and the privileged and the aspirations of the many who have rightly insisted that the nation live up to its self-professed creed of sacred rights and equal justice under law.

			As this anthology shows, that struggle is not the work of a day. It is, rather, the animating force of our history. The story of how fully or how meagerly America recognizes and acts upon the implications of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution—which Douglass called a “Glorious Liberty Document”—is the story of the country.

			And that story is not a fairy tale. It is not an uncomplicated saga of inevitable progress—for progress is anything but inevitable—nor is it an entirely uplifting drama of good prevailing over evil. We do ourselves no favors by pretending that American history is either cheerfully grand or unrelievedly bleak, for American history is a human undertaking and is as subject to selfishness and to greed, to cruelty and to injustice, as we are in our own lives. Yet it is also true that the United States of America has grown stronger, freer, and more just when it has opened its arms rather than clenched its fists; built bridges, not walls; and understood that the promise of the Declaration includes not some but all. Conscience and history call on us to honor liberators, not captors; builders, not destroyers; the respectful, not the grasping.

			Nativism, xenophobia, cultural populism, and broad political fear have shaped the Republic from the beginning, and always will. Such is the nature of life in a fallen world; anxiety and its manifestations in the public square ebb and flow. (Truth be told, they mostly flow, which is the occasion of our conversation here.) The American Founders understood this. “If men were angels,” James Madison wrote, “then no government would be necessary”—and given that men were so self-evidently unangelic, the American government was designed to check our passions and to balance our failings.

			In our own unangelic moment, the speeches, letters, and essays collected here remind us that American politics is inherently dramatic and tends toward the inflammatory and the superlative. Candidates and partisans and commentators from age to age depict every election not just as a choice, but as an existential battle; not only as contests of opinion, but as clashes of worldviews.

			Progress has been forever contingent; the republic has always been fragile.

			This perennial contingency and fragility is especially acute in the first decades of twenty-first-century America. We live in a polarized era, and history itself is a subject of political contention. Roughly put, many on the right seek to see America as perfect; many on the left argue that the national experiment is fundamentally flawed. The truth, I believe, lies between these oft-expressed extremes. America has had shining hours; it has also dwelt in darkness. This anthology seeks to put our best and our worst before a divided and often dispirited nation—and to remind us that conscientious citizenship is essential to bringing out the more perfect Union envisioned in the Preamble to the Constitution. To know what has come before is to be armed against despair. If the people of preceding generations, with all their flaws and limitations and ambitions and appetites, could press on through ignorance and superstition, racism and sexism, selfishness and greed, then perhaps we can, too.

			This is no time for sentimentality. That things worked out in the past—slavery fell; Hitler was defeated; legalized segregation was undone—does not mean that things will work out in the present or in the future. Yet history is one means by which we can assess the scope of the issues at hand and orient ourselves in the battles of the hour. A sixteenth-century edition of Plutarch, translated into French, put the matter this way: History was “a certain rule and instruction which by examples past, teacheth us to judge of things present and to foresee things to come, so as we may know what to like of and what to follow, what to mislike, and what to eschew.” The passions and hopes and fears evident in this collection give the reader a grasp of ages past—and ages past tend to illuminate ages to come.

			This book is a window on the complicated, sometimes disappointing, but always essential story of American democracy—a story that has the capacity to remain a vital force for freedom, opportunity, prosperity, and justice. From Lexington and Concord to Gettysburg to Omaha Beach to the Edmund Pettus Bridge, we have nudged the world toward an ethos of liberty rather than tyranny. The future belongs to the men and the women, in power and far from it, who insist on equal justice for all, on what Lincoln called “an open field and a fair chance.” How do we know the future belongs to such people? Because the best of the past belongs to those who did precisely that.

			Change in democracies requires persuasion—the molding of what Lincoln referred to as “public sentiment.” In a popular government such as ours, even with its inherent checks and balances, unity, defined as a commonly held set of facts and basic values, is essential, for without common agreement on ends, the battles over means become the central and consuming reality, crowding out the possibilities of progress. The need for unity is an ancient American insight. From Thomas Paine’s Common Sense to Jefferson’s Declaration, from the Declaration of Sentiments at Seneca Falls to the writings of Frederick Douglass, the architects of the nation have argued for a unified assent to the principle of fair play.

			No age is perfect. There are derelictions and debacles, dreams deferred and hopes dashed. Yet the lesson of American history is that we’re at our best when we at least agree on the facts at hand, on the efficacy of compromise, and on the legitimacy of our institutions. “We can succeed only by concert,” Lincoln told the Congress amid the Civil War. “It is not ‘Can any of us imagine better?’ but ‘Can we all do better?’ ”

			Doing better requires a grasp of what the best of us have been able—and unable—to accomplish in the past. One lesson that emerges from these pages is that nothing about American democracy is guaranteed, except perhaps that it will never manufacture the kingdom of heaven on earth. “The sad duty of politics,” the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr observed, “is to establish justice in a sinful world.” It is a duty that can end only beyond time.

			In the aftermath of the Dred Scott decision—a time when, as Lincoln noted, everything seemed to be conspiring to preserve slavery—Frederick Douglass insisted that the darkness of the moment could not long endure. A few years before, in an address at Corinthian Hall in Rochester, New York, on the fifth of July, Douglass had declared a basic faith in the American experiment. “I do not despair of this country,” he had said. “The fiat of the Almighty, ‘Let There Be Light,’ has not yet spent its force.” Now, with Taney’s haunting words in the headlines, Douglass reaffirmed his convictions. “The Constitution, as well as the Declaration of Independence, and the sentiments of the founders of the Republic, give us a platform broad enough, and strong enough, to support the most comprehensive plans for the freedom and elevation of all the people of this country, without regard to color, class, or clime,” Douglass said. As rickety as it may seem, the platform in which Douglass put such faith remains beneath our feet. It has fallen to us to repair it, restore it, and then summon the courage to stand upon it, however ferocious the struggle.

		

	
		
			Part I

			 

			In the Beginning

			Origins to 1776

			 

			
				We must delight in each other; make other’s conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together.

				—John Winthrop, 1630
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					A rendering of the meeting of the first General Assembly of Virginia, held in the choir of the church at Jamestown in the summer of 1619. The gathering marked the beginning of representative government in English North America.

				
			
		

	
		
			
			 

			It was the boldest of claims. “The cause of America,” Thomas Paine would write in the winter of 1776, “is in a great measure the cause of all mankind…. Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression…. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.” The words came from Paine’s influential pamphlet Common Sense, a case for the burgeoning American Revolution so vivid and so transporting that the commander of the Continental Army, George Washington, ordered that it be read aloud to all of his troops. Though a noted religious skeptic—Paine would later turn his formidable pen to attacking traditional Christian faith in his sulfurous The Age of Reason—he framed the American bid for independence from Great Britain in moral terms, arguing that the colonists’ fight against King George III and the onus of hereditary authority was a battle between good and evil. In this Paine was speaking in a familiar vernacular of the time. “We are engaged in a most important contest; not for power but freedom,” the Reverend Samuel Stillman preached in Boston in 1779. “We mean not to change our masters, but to secure to ourselves, and to generations, yet unborn, the perpetual enjoyment of civil and religious liberty, in their fullest extent.” Or, as John Dickinson, the author of Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, wrote in The Liberty Song:

			
				By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall;

				In so RIGHTEOUS a Cause let us hope to succeed,

				For Heaven approves of each generous Deed.

			

			For Heaven approves: No understanding of American history is possible without a grasp of the sense of covenant and of mission that prevailed in British North America from the founding of Virginia and of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the seventeenth century. As John Winthrop preached in a 1630 sermon, linking the New World to Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, America was to be “as a city upon a hill” whose temporal fortunes would wax or wane according to the virtues of the people, an understanding underscored in the Mayflower Compact drafted by dissenters arriving in Massachusetts in 1620. The continent was seen to be a special place in a providential universe—a universe that was not random but rather the conscious creation of the Lord God and an object of ongoing divine concern and judgment.

			The colonists’ emphasis on Scripture informed their view of their own political rights. If God had made all people equal, they held, then individuals were sacred and no man could arbitrarily rule over another. Unless, of course, the individuals were Black, or Native American, or women. Abigail Adams, for one, made the case for the male American authorities to “Remember the Ladies” in the months before the Declaration. The ideal of innate human equality was deeply felt but strictly limited; much of the unfolding national drama would be about bringing that ideal, which had been present in the American experience from the beginning, closer to a reality for all.

			The selections that follow illustrate how liberty and enslavement coexisted from at least 1619. That was the year a roughly democratic general assembly met in Jamestown—and the first enslaved Black people were brought to Virginia. The case for emancipation was in (limited) circulation. Perhaps the first moral protest against slavery was published in 1688 by Quakers in Germantown, Pennsylvania. “There is a saying, that we should do to all men like as we will be done ourselves; making no difference of what generation, descent, or colour they are,” read the Germantown document. “To bring men hither [to America], or to rob and sell them against their will, we stand against.”

			Such is evidence of the gap between the loftiness of John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon and the world of human enslavement described in 1700 by Samuel Sewall in his antislavery tract The Selling of Joseph. In her poem “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” published in 1773, Phillis Wheatley, who had been transported to Massachusetts in 1761 and sold into enslavement, summoned readers to see Black people as fellow creatures of God.

			The tensions between the colonies and London in British North America in the middle of the eighteenth century rose around 1765 with the passage of the Stamp Act, which imposed wide-ranging taxes. Over the next decade revolutionary sentiment grew in proportion to London’s attempts to exert a measure of control over colonial affairs. The conflict entered a new, violent phase with a clash at Lexington and Concord in April 1775. To the south, in Virginia, the royal governor Lord Dunmore’s November 1775 proclamation offering freedom to any enslaved person who joined the British cause helped unify white opinion against London and prompted the colony’s assembly to threaten death to anyone who answered Dunmore’s call.

			In memory, of course, the American Revolution appears inevitable. Perhaps as many as a fifth of American colonists, however, remained loyal to Britain, which means the national experiment was forged amid division. The Thomas Paine view—that in America, as he put it, “the law is king”—prevailed. And the revolution went forward.

			* * *
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					Captain John Smith’s 1616 map of New England.

				
			
			“All the Burgesses Took Their Places”

			The First Assembly of Virginia, Journal of the House of Burgesses—July 30, 1619

			 

			A brief account of the opening moments of the first representative assembly to meet in British North America.

			
			The most convenient place we could finde to sitt in was the Quire of the Churche, Where Sir George Yeardley the Governour being sett downe in his accustomed place, those of the Counsel of Estate sate next him on both handes excepte onely the Secretary then appointed Speaker, who sate right before him; John Twine clerke of the General Assembly being placed nexte the Speaker and Thomas Pierse the Sergeant standing at the barre, to be ready for any service the Assembly should command him. But for as muche as mens affaires doe little prosper where Gods service is neglected; all the Burgesses took their places in the Quire, till a Prayer was said by Mr Bucke, the Minister, that it would please God to guide us & sanctifie all our proceedings to his owne glory, and the good of his Plantation, Prayer being ended, to the intente that as wee had begun at God Almighty soe wee might proceed with awful and due respecte towards his Lieutenant, our most gratious & dread Soveraigne, all the Burgesses were intreated to retyre themselves into the body of the Churche; which being done, before they were fully admitted, they were called in order & by name, & so every man (none staggering at it) tooke the oathe of Supremacy, & then entered the Assembly.

			* * *

			“20. and Odd Negroes”

			Letter of John Rolfe on the Coming of Slavery to Jamestown, Virginia—1619/1620

			 

			The English explorer and tobacco farmer John Rolfe (1585–1622), who had arrived in Virginia a decade earlier, describes the arrival of what are thought to be the first enslaved Black people in British North America.

			About the latter end of August, a Dutch man of Warr of the burden of a 160 tunnes arrived at Point-Comfort, the Comandors name Capt Jope, his Pilott for the West Indies one Mr Marmaduke an Englishman. They mett with the Treasurer in the West Indyes, and determined to hold consort shipp hetherward, but in their passage lost one the other. He brought not any thing but 20. and odd Negroes, which the Governor and Cape Marchant bought for victualls (whereof he was in greate need as he pretended) at the best and easyest rates they could. He hadd a lardge and ample Commyssion from his Excellency to range and to take purchase in the West Indyes.

			* * *

			“A Civil Body Politick”

			The Mayflower Compact—1620

			 

			The first governing covenant of the Plymouth Colony was signed by Puritan men of the Mayflower as they arrived in the New World. Plymouth would become part of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the last decade of the seventeenth century.

			IN THE NAME OF GOD, AMEN. We, whose names are underwritten, the Loyal Subjects of our dread Sovereign Lord King James, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland, King, Defender of the Faith, &c. Having undertaken for the Glory of God, and Advancement of the Christian Faith, and the Honour of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the first Colony in the northern Parts of Virginia; Do by these Presents, solemnly and mutually, in the Presence of God and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil Body Politick, for our better Ordering and Preservation, and Furtherance of the Ends aforesaid: And by Virtue hereof do enact, constitute, and frame, such just and equal Laws, Ordinances, Acts, Constitutions, and Officers, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and convenient for the general Good of the Colony; unto which we promise all due Submission and Obedience.

			* * *

			“A City Upon a Hill”

			John Winthrop, A Model of Christian Charity—1630

			 

			The layman and future Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop (1588–1649) preached this sermon as Puritan settlers migrated to New England. The “shipwreck” he rhetorically feared was division within the colony. His hope was that Massachusetts would be united by religious principles and practices.

			Now the only way to avoid this shipwreck, and to provide for our posterity, is to follow the counsel of Micah, to do justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end, we must be knit together, in this work, as one man. We must entertain each other in brotherly affection. We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of other’s necessities. We must uphold a familiar commerce together in all meekness, gentleness, patience and liberality. We must delight in each other; make other’s conditions our own; rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as members of the same body. So shall we keep the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as His own people, and will command a blessing upon us in all our ways. So that we shall see much more of His wisdom, power, goodness and truth, than formerly we have been acquainted with. We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when He shall make us a praise and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, “may the Lord make it like that of New England.” For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world.

			* * *

			“Of One Blood”

			Samuel Sewall, The Selling of Joseph—1700

			 

			The English-born Samuel Sewall (1652–1730) was a Massachusetts merchant, clergyman, and judge.

			FOR AS MUCH as Liberty is in real value next unto Life: None ought to part with it themselves, or deprive others of it, but upon most mature Consideration.

			The Numerousness of Slaves at this day in the Province, and the Uneasiness of them under their Slavery, hath put many upon thinking whether the Foundation of it be firmly and well laid; so as to sustain the Vast Weight that is built upon it. It is most certain that all Men, as they are the Sons of Adam, are Coheirs; and have equal Right unto Liberty, and all other outward Comforts of Life. GOD hath given the Earth [with all its Commodities] unto the Sons of Adam…. And hath made of One Blood, all Nations of Men, for to dwell on all the face of the Earth, and hath determined the Times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation: That they should seek the Lord. Forasmuch then as we are the Offspring of GOD &c….

			Inordinate Self love should likewise be demolished. GOD expects that Christians should be of a more Ingenuous and benign frame of spirit. Christians should carry it to all the World, as the Israelites were to carry it one towards another. And for men obstinately to persist in holding their Neighbours and Brethren under the Rigor of perpetual Bondage, seems to be no proper way of gaining Assurance that God ha’s given them Spiritual Freedom. Our Blessed Saviour has altered the Measures of the ancient Love-Song, and set it to a most Excellent New Tune, which all ought to be ambitious of Learning…. These Ethiopians, as black as they are; seeing they are the Sons and Daughters of the First Adam, the Brethren and Sisters of the Last ADAM, and the Offspring of GOD; They ought to be treated with a Respect agreeable.

			* * *

			“My Benighted Soul”

			Phillis Wheatley, “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral—1773

			 

			Born in Africa and sold into enslavement in Boston, Wheatley (c. 1753–1784) was a notable poet of the Revolutionary era. She corresponded with George Washington and was praised by Benjamin Rush, who thought her a “genius.”
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				’Twas mercy brought me from my Pagan land,

				Taught my benighted soul to understand

				That there’s a God, that there’s a Saviour too:

				Once I redemption neither sought nor knew.

				Some view our sable race with scornful eye,

				“Their colour is a diabolic die.”

				Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,

				May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.

			

			* * *

			“This Most Unhappy Country”

			Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation—November 7, 1775

			 

			The royal lieutenant governor of Virginia, Lord Dunmore (1730–1809), seeks to rally support for the Crown by promising liberty to enslaved people who take up arms against the rebelling colonists. The Virginia legislature’s reply follows.

			A Proclamation.

			As I have ever entertained hopes that an accommodation might have taken place between Great-Britain and this colony, without being compelled, by my duty, to this most disagreeable, but now absolutely necessary step, rendered so by a body of armed men, unlawfully assembled, firing on his Majesty’s tenders, and the formation of an army, and that army now on their march to attack his Majesty’s troops, and destroy the well disposed subjects of this colony: To defeat such treasonable purposes, and that all such traitors, and their abetters, may be brought to justice, and that the peace and good order of this colony may be again restored, which the ordinary course of the civil law is unable to effect, I have thought fit to issue this my proclamation, hereby declaring, that until the aforesaid good purposes can be obtained, I do, in virtue of the power and authority to me given, by his Majesty, determine to execute martial law, and cause the same to be executed throughout this colony; and to the end that peace and good order may the sooner be restored, I do require every person capable of bearing arms to resort to his Majesty’s STANDARD, or be looked upon as traitors to his Majesty’s crown and government, and thereby become liable to the penalty the law inflicts upon such offences, such as forfeiture of life, confiscation of lands, &c. &c. And I do hereby farther declare all indented servants, Negroes, or others (appertaining to rebels) free, that are able and willing to bear arms, they joining his Majesty’s troops, as soon as may be, for the more speedily reducing this Colony to a proper sense of their duty, to his Majesty’s crown and dignity. I do further order, and require all his Majesty’s liege subjects to retain their quitrents, or any other taxes due, or that may become due, in their own custody, till such time as peace may be again restored to this at present most unhappy country, or demanded of them for their former salutary purposes, by officers properly authorized to receive the same.

			Given on board the ship William, off Norfolk, the 7th of Nov.
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					Born in Scotland, John Murray, fourth earl of Dunmore, was the British crown’s top official in New York in 1770 and then in Virginia from 1771 to 1775.

				
			
			* * *

			“Unlawful and Wicked Step”

			Virginia Convention Response to Lord Dunmore’s Proclamation—December 14, 1775

			 

			WHEREAS Lord Dunmore, by his proclamation, dated on board the ship William, off Norfolk, the 7th day of November 1775, hath offered freedom to such able-bodied slaves as are willing to join him, and take up arms, against the good people of this colony, giving thereby encouragement to a general insurrection, which may induce a necessity of inflicting the severest punishments upon those unhappy people, already deluded by his base and insidious arts; and whereas, by an act of the General Assembly now in force in this colony, it is enacted, that all negro or other slaves, conspiring to rebel or make insurrection, shall suffer death, and be excluded all benefit of clergy: We think it proper to declare, that all slaves who have been, or shall be seduced, by his lordship’s proclamation, or other arts, to desert their masters’ service, and take up arms against the inhabitants of this colony, shall be liable to such punishment as shall hereafter be directed by the General Convention. And to that end all such, who have taken this unlawful and wicked step, may return in safety to their duty, and escape the punishment due to their crimes, we hereby promise pardon to them, they surrendering themselves to Col. William Woodford, or any other commander of our troops, and not appearing in arms after the publication hereof. And we do farther earnestly recommend it to all humane and benevolent persons in this colony to explain and make known this our offer of mercy to those unfortunate people.

			* * *

			“In America the Law Is King”

			Thomas Paine, Common Sense—1776

			 

			Thomas Paine (1737–1809) produced hugely influential pamphlets arguing for the cause of independence and of democratic reform. Common Sense appeared in January 1776.

			No man was a warmer wisher for a reconciliation than myself, before the fatal nineteenth of April, 1775 [the day of the battles of Lexington and Concord], but the moment the event of that day was made known, I rejected the hardened, sullen-tempered Pharaoh of England forever; and disdain the wretch, that with the pretended title of FATHER OF HIS PEOPLE can unfeelingly hear of their slaughter, and composedly sleep with their blood upon his soul….

			Where, say some, is the king of America? I’ll tell you, Friend, he reigns above, and doth not make havoc of mankind like the royal brute of Great Britain…. So far as we approve of monarchy…in America the law is king….

			A government of our own is our natural right…. Ye that oppose independence now, ye know not what ye do: ye are opening the door to eternal tyranny…. There are thousands and tens of thousands, who would think it glorious to expel from the Continent, that barbarous and hellish power, which hath stirred up the Indians and the Negroes to destroy us….

			O! ye that love mankind! Ye that dare oppose not only the tyranny but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the Globe. Asia and Africa have long expelled her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.

			* * *
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					Wise and well-read, Abigail Smith Adams was a steadfast counselor to her husband, John, through revolutionary tumult, diplomatic complexities, and ultimately the difficulties of the American presidency.

				
			
			“Remember the Ladies”

			Abigail Adams to John Adams, Braintree, Massachusetts—March 31, 1776

			 

			Abigail Adams (1744–1818), wife of John Adams (1735–1826), urged her husband, then a delegate from Massachusetts to the Second Continental Congress, to make laws that would recognize at least some rights for women in the nascent United States.

			
			I long to hear that you have declared an independency—and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.

			That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power of the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. Men of Sense in all Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed by providence under your protection and in imitation of the Supreme Being make use of that power only for our happiness.

		

	
		
			Part II

			 

			Revolution to Republic

			1776–1815

			 

			
				I believe this…the strongest government on earth. I believe it the only one, where every man, at the call of the law, would fly to the standard of the law, and would meet invasions of the public order as his own personal concern.

				—Thomas Jefferson, 1801
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					Presided over by George Washington, the Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787. This 1940 painting by the artist Howard Chandler Christy is in the House wing of the Capitol of the United States.

				
			
		

	
		
			 

			
			Once independence had been won in the 1780s, John Adams indulged in a bit of cynical—and self-pitying—speculation. “The history of our Revolution will be one continued lie from one end to the other,” Adams, now vice president of the United States, wrote to Dr. Benjamin Rush in 1790. “The essence of the whole will be that Dr. Franklin’s electrical Rod smote the Earth and out sprung General Washington. That Franklin electrified him with his rod—and thence forward these two conducted all the Policy, Negotiations, Legislatures and War.” It was a typical worry of the political man—that the few would be celebrated while the many were forgotten. “A desire to be observed, considered, esteemed, praised, beloved, and admired by his fellows,” Adams wrote, “is one of the earliest, as well as the keenest, dispositions discovered in the heart of man.”

			Adams understood that heart, which was often dark, and he was an essential part of an American founding that recognized human failings and sought to create a government that took account of ambition and of sin. In this part, we move from the Declaration of Independence with its aspirational opening to the hard work of making a Constitution. George Washington provided a model of exemplary conduct; his resignation of his commission to the Continental Congress was singular for its humility, marking a moment in which a man who likely could have amassed great personal power chose to surrender his place for the good of the whole. King George III is said to have recognized the scale of Washington’s sacrifice, remarking that the American officer would be “the greatest man in the world” if he were to “retire to a private situation” once victory was won.

			The failure of the Articles of Confederation to establish a coherent national government led to a call for a convention to be held in Philadelphia, a grand assembly that met from May to September 1787 to construct a new order based on divided sovereignty. In a final speech to the gathering, Benjamin Franklin spoke of compromise, a vital element in any large-scale public undertaking. Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay authored a series of pro-ratification essays to encourage the states to adopt the Constitution. As Patrick Henry’s impassioned anti-Federalist speech in Virginia indicates, victory was far from assured and was won only once promises were made to add a Bill of Rights as soon as practicable.

			Partisanship was coeval with the formation of the new government. “Where a constitution, like ours, wears a mixed aspect of monarchy and republicanism,” Thomas Jefferson wrote a decade after the convention, “its citizens will naturally divide into two classes of sentiment, according as their tone of body or mind, their habits, connections, and callings induce them to wish to strengthen either the monarchial or the republican features of the constitution.” Washington warned against the “spirit of party” in his Farewell Address, but that spirit was perennial, for the clash of interests was never-ending. “The essence of a free government consists in an effectual control of rivalries,” John Adams wrote. “The executive and the legislative powers are natural rivals; and if each has not an effectual control over the other, the weaker will ever be the lamb in the paws of the wolf. The nation which will not adopt an equilibrium of power must adopt a despotism. There is no other alternative. Rivalries must be controlled, or they will throw all things into confusion; and there is nothing but despotism or a balance of power which can control them.” In what Jefferson attacked as a “reign of witches” during Adams’s 1797 to 1801 presidency, the Alien and Sedition Acts became law, giving the executive the power to target immigrants and to suppress dissent.

			A dozen years of Federalist rule thus came to an end with Jefferson’s inauguration in March 1801, when Jefferson defeated Adams. As president, Washington had tended to fall in with Alexander Hamilton’s vision of a strong national government, and Adams had continued along that path. The election of Jefferson marked the first transfer of power under the Constitution, and in his inaugural address the new president tried to define an American political culture in which differences of opinion were expected and managed within the rule of law and some measure of personal civility.

			At the same time, slavery and anti-Black racial prejudice remained a fact of American life. In 1813, amid the War of 1812, James Forten of Pennsylvania protested a law seeking to ban people of color from settling in the state. It was a reminder, if any were needed, that the national project of liberty was far from complete.

			* * *

			
				“We Hold These Truths”

				Thomas Jefferson et al., the Declaration of Independence—1776

			
			 

			As a delegate from Virginia to the Second Continental Congress, Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) was asked to draft a declaration of independence from Great Britain in the early summer of 1776. He did so in Philadelphia as a member of a committee that included Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, John Adams of Massachusetts, Robert R. Livingston of New York, and Roger Sherman of Connecticut.

			In Congress, July 4, 1776

			The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America, When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.

			We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience hath shewn, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.—Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains them to alter their former Systems of Government….
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					At once political and philosophical, Thomas Jefferson was only thirty-three years old when he was assigned the task of drafting the Declaration of Independence from Great Britain.

				
			
			We, therefore, the Representatives of the united States of America, in General Congress, Assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do, in the Name, and by Authority of the good People of these Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free and Independent States; that they are Absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain, is and ought to be totally dissolved; and that as Free and Independent States, they have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, contract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things which Independent States may of right do. And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes and our sacred Honor.

			* * *

			“I Retire from the Great Theatre”

			George Washington, Address to Congress Resigning His Commission—December 23, 1783

			 

			George Washington (1732–1799), who had led the Continental Army as commander in chief since 1775, traveled to Annapolis in late 1783 to offer his resignation in the wake of victory over the British. There was, one delegate noted, a “copious shedding of tears” as the general did that most unusual of things: voluntarily surrender power.
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					The artist John Trumbull’s rendering of General Washington’s resigning his commission to the Congress, which was then sitting in Annapolis, Maryland, at the conclusion of the Revolutionary War.

				
			
			The great events on which my resignation depended having at length taken place; I have now the honor of offering my sincere Congratulations to Congress and of presenting myself before them to surrender into their hands the trust committed to me, and to claim the indulgence of retiring from the Service of my Country.

			Happy in the confirmation of our Independence and Sovereignty, and pleased with the opportunity afforded the United States of becoming a respectable Nation, I resign with satisfaction the Appointment I accepted with diffidence. A diffidence in my abilities to accomplish so arduous a task, which however was superseded by a confidence in the rectitude of our Cause, the support of the Supreme Power of the Union, and the patronage of Heaven.

			The Successful termination of the War has verified the most sanguine expectations, and my gratitude for the interposition of Providence, and the assistance I have received from my Country-men, increases with every review of the momentous Contest….

			Having now finished the work assigned me, I retire from the great theatre of Action; and bidding an Affectionate farewell to this August body under whose orders I have so long acted, I here offer my Commission, and take my leave of all the employments of public life.

			* * *

			“For the Sake of Our Posterity”

			Benjamin Franklin, Final Speech to the Constitutional Convention—September 17, 1787

			 

			It had been a long summer. As the Constitutional Convention came to a close, Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) rose to offer a kind of benediction. A plea for proportion and for a willingness to live with ambiguity, Franklin’s remarks encouraged the delegates to send the draft to the states for ratification with one voice.

			I confess that I do not entirely approve of this Constitution at present, but Sir, I am not sure I shall never approve it: For having lived long, I have experienced many Instances of being oblig’d, by better Information or fuller Consideration, to change Opinions even on important Subjects, which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is therefore that the older I grow the more apt I am to doubt my own Judgment and to pay more Respect to the Judgment of others….
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					Wily and worldly, Benjamin Franklin brought decades of experience and a sense of balance to the often contentious debates over the Constitution in the summer of 1787.

				
			
			In these Sentiments, Sir, I agree to this Constitution, with all its Faults, if they are such: because I think a General Government necessary for us, and there is no Form of Government but what may be a Blessing to the People if well administered; and I believe farther that this is likely to be well administered for a Course of Years, and can only end in Despotism as other Forms have done before it, when the People shall become so corrupted as to need Despotic Government, being incapable of any other. I doubt too whether any other Convention we can obtain, may be able to make a better Constitution: For when you assemble a Number of Men to have the Advantage of their joint Wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those Men all their Prejudices, their Passions, their Errors of Opinion, their local Interests, and their selfish Views. From such an Assembly can a perfect Production be expected? It therefore astonishes me, Sir, to find this System approaching so near to Perfection as it does; and I think it will astonish our Enemies, who are waiting with Confidence to hear that our Councils are confounded, like those of the Builders of Babel, and that our States are on the Point of Separation, only to meet hereafter for the Purpose of cutting one another’s Throats. Thus I consent, Sir, to this Constitution because I expect no better, and because I am not sure that it is not the best. The Opinions I have had of its Errors, I sacrifice to the Public Good. I have never whisper’d a Syllable of them abroad. Within these Walls they were born, & here they shall die. If every one of us in returning to our Constituents were to report the Objections he has had to it, and endeavor to gain Partisans in support of them, we might prevent its being generally received, and thereby lose all the salutary Effects & great Advantages resulting naturally in our favor among foreign Nations, as well as among ourselves, from our real or apparent Unanimity. Much of the Strength and Efficiency of any Government, in procuring & securing Happiness to the People depends on Opinion, on the general Opinion of the Goodness of that Government as well as of the Wisdom & Integrity of its Governors. I hope therefore that for our own Sakes, as a Part of the People, and for the Sake of our Posterity, we shall act heartily & unanimously in recommending this Constitution, wherever our Influence may extend, and turn our future Thoughts and Endeavors to the Means of having it well administered.

			On the whole, Sir, I cannot help expressing a Wish, that every Member of the Convention, who may still have Objections to it, would with me on this Occasion doubt a little of his own Infallibility, and to make manifest our Unanimity, put his Name to this Instrument.

			* * *
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			“We the People” 
Preamble to the Constitution—1787

			 

			Edited by Pennsylvania delegate Gouverneur Morris (1752–1816), the final preamble was the product of the convention’s Committee of Style, which received the draft document on Saturday, September 8, 1787.

			We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

			* * *

			“The Utility of the Union”

			Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 1—October 27, 1787

			 

			Along with James Madison (1751–1836) and John Jay (1745–1829), Alexander Hamilton (1757?–1804) wrote a series of newspaper essays urging the adoption of the Constitution by the state ratifying conventions. Taken together, eighty-five pieces were published between October 1787 and May 1788.

			Among the most formidable of the obstacles which the new Constitution will have to encounter may readily be distinguished the obvious interest of a certain class of men in every State to resist all changes which may hazard a diminution of the power, emolument, and consequence of the offices they hold under the State establishments; and the perverted ambition of another class of men, who will either hope to aggrandize themselves by the confusions of their country, or will flatter themselves with fairer prospects of elevation from the subdivision of the empire into several partial confederacies than from its union under one government.
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					The cosmopolitan Alexander Hamilton, who believed there was much in the British system of government to be admired and emulated, took the lead in defending the proposed Constitution during ratification.

				
			
			It is not, however, my design to dwell upon observations of this nature. I am well aware that it would be disingenuous to resolve indiscriminately the opposition of any set of men (merely because their situations might subject them to suspicion) into interested or ambitious views. Candor will oblige us to admit that even such men may be actuated by upright intentions; and it cannot be doubted that much of the opposition which has made its appearance, or may hereafter make its appearance, will spring from sources, blameless at least, if not respectable—the honest errors of minds led astray by preconceived jealousies and fears. So numerous indeed and so powerful are the causes which serve to give a false bias to the judgment, that we, upon many occasions, see wise and good men on the wrong as well as on the right side of questions of the first magnitude to society. This circumstance, if duly attended to, would furnish a lesson of moderation to those who are ever so much persuaded of their being in the right in any controversy. And a further reason for caution, in this respect, might be drawn from the reflection that we are not always sure that those who advocate the truth are influenced by purer principles than their antagonists. Ambition, avarice, personal animosity, party opposition, and many other motives not more laudable than these, are apt to operate as well upon those who support as those who oppose the right side of a question. Were there not even these inducements to moderation, nothing could be more ill-judged than that intolerant spirit which has, at all times, characterized political parties. For in politics, as in religion, it is equally absurd to aim at making proselytes by fire and sword. Heresies in either can rarely be cured by persecution.

			And yet, however just these sentiments will be allowed to be, we have already sufficient indications that it will happen in this as in all former cases of great national discussion. A torrent of angry and malignant passions will be let loose. To judge from the conduct of the opposite parties, we shall be led to conclude that they will mutually hope to evince the justness of their opinions, and to increase the number of their converts by the loudness of their declamations and the bitterness of their invectives. An enlightened zeal for the energy and efficiency of government will be stigmatized as the offspring of a temper fond of despotic power and hostile to the principles of liberty. An over-scrupulous jealousy of danger to the rights of the people, which is more commonly the fault of the head than of the heart, will be represented as mere pretense and artifice, the stale bait for popularity at the expense of the public good. It will be forgotten, on the one hand, that jealousy is the usual concomitant of love, and that the noble enthusiasm of liberty is apt to be infected with a spirit of narrow and illiberal distrust. On the other hand, it will be equally forgotten that the vigor of government is essential to the security of liberty; that, in the contemplation of a sound and well-informed judgment, their interest can never be separated; and that a dangerous ambition more often lurks behind the specious mask of zeal for the rights of the people than under the forbidden appearance of zeal for the firmness and efficiency of government. History will teach us that the former has been found a much more certain road to the introduction of despotism than the latter, and that of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues, and ending tyrants.

			In the course of the preceding observations, I have had an eye, my fellow-citizens, to putting you upon your guard against all attempts, from whatever quarter, to influence your decision in a matter of the utmost moment to your welfare, by any impressions other than those which may result from the evidence of truth. You will, no doubt, at the same time, have collected from the general scope of them, that they proceed from a source not unfriendly to the new Constitution. Yes, my countrymen, I own to you that, after

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			* * *

			“Enlightened Statesmen Will Not Always Be at the Helm”

			James Madison, The Federalist No. 10—November 22, 1787
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			* * *

			“It Is Not a Democracy”

			Patrick Henry, Antifederalist Speech to the Virginia Ratifying Convention—June 5, 1788
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				* * *
			

			“We Have Become a Nation”

			Benjamin Rush, Observations on the Fourth of July Procession in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania Mercury—July 15, 1788

			 

			
			
			
			
			* * *

			“Sharpened by the Spirit of Revenge”

			George Washington, Farewell Address—Published September 19, 1796

			 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			* * *

			“With One Heart and One Mind”

			Thomas Jefferson, First Inaugural Address—March 4, 1801

			 

			
			
			
			* * *

			“With Shameful Stripes”

			James Forten, Letters from a Man of Colour, on a Late Bill Before the Senate of Pennsylvania—April 1813
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