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Introduction


Virtue will slumber. The wicked will be continually watching: Consequently you will be undone.

—Patrick Henry, Virginia Ratifying Convention, June 9, 1788



THE INSTITUTIONS THAT America’s founders created to safeguard liberal democratic government cannot survive when half the country does not believe in the core principles that undergird the American system of government. The presidential election of 2024, therefore, will not be the usual contest between Republicans and Democrats. It is a referendum on whether the liberal democracy born out of the Revolution should continue. Today, tens of millions of Americans have risen in rebellion against that system. They have embraced Donald Trump as their leader because they believe he can deliver them from what they regard as the liberal oppression of American politics and society. If he wins, they will support whatever he does, including violating the Constitution to go after his enemies and political opponents, which he has promised to do. If he loses, they will reject the results and refuse to acknowledge the legitimacy of the federal government, just as the South did in 1860. Either way, the American liberal political and social order will fracture, perhaps irrecoverably.

Although this crisis seems unprecedented, the struggle that is tearing the nation apart today is as old as the republic. The American Revolution did not just produce a new system of government dedicated to the protection of the rights of all individuals against government and community, the first of its kind in history. It also produced a reaction against those very liberal principles, by slaveholders and their white supporters, by religious movements, by those many Americans who have sought to preserve ancient, traditional hierarchies of peoples and beliefs against the leveling force of liberalism. This struggle between liberalism and antiliberalism has shaped international politics for the last two centuries and dominates the international scene today. But the same struggle has also been fought within the American system since the time of the Revolution.

The idea that all Americans share a commitment to the nation’s founding principles has always been a pleasing myth, or perhaps a noble lie. We prefer to believe we all share the same fundamental goals and only disagree on the means of achieving them. But, in fact, large numbers of Americans have always rejected the founders’ claim that all men are created equal, with “unalienable” rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and they have persistently struggled against the imposition of those liberal values on their lives. Great numbers of Americans, from the time of the Revolution onward, have wished to see America in ethnoreligious terms, as fundamentally a white, Protestant nation whose character is an outgrowth of white, Christian, European civilization. Their goal has been to preserve a white, Christian supremacy, contrary to the founders’ vision, and they have tolerated the founders’ liberalism, and the workings of the democratic system, only when it has not undermined that cause. When it has, they have repeatedly rebelled against it.

A straight line runs from the slaveholding South in the early to mid-nineteenth century to the post-Reconstruction South of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the second Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s, to the Dixiecrats of the 1940s and ’50s, to Joseph McCarthy and the John Birch Society of the 1950s and ’60s, to the burgeoning Christian nationalist movement of recent decades, to the New Right of the Reagan Era, to the Republican Party of today. The issues change—from fluoridated water in the 1960s to vaccines today, from allegedly communist-inspired Girl Scout handbooks in the 1950s to elementary-school curricula today. The circumstances have varied—these movements have arisen in hard times, such as after the 2008 financial crisis, and in good times, in the boom years of the 1920s, the 1950s, and the 1980s and ’90s. The media environments have shifted, from newspapers to radio and TV to the internet. But the core complaint has been the same, as is the proposed remedy. All these antiliberal groups—the slaveholding South, the white Southern populists of the Jim Crow era, the Klan, the Birchers, the followers of Pat Buchanan—have feared that their idea of America as a nation of “small government, maximum freedom, and a white, Christian populace” was under attack.1 All have believed elite cabals involving “Wall Street,” Jewish bankers, “cosmopolitans,” Eastern intellectuals, foreign interests, and Black people have conspired to keep the common white man down. All have sought to “make America great again,” by defending and restoring the old hierarchies and traditions that predated the Revolution.

The most successful leaders of these populist movements have always played to popular fears and resentments of the “elite,” the “liberal media,” and government bureaucrats who supposedly have contempt for “the people.”2 Like Trump, they have flouted conventional norms of political and social behavior. William Buckley noted that the very “uncouthness” of George Wallace seemed to “account for his general popularity.”3 James Burnham marveled at how Joseph McCarthy’s “inept acts and ignorant words” had a “charismatic” quality that well expressed the fears and angers of his devoted followers.4 Opponents of the late-nineteenth-century white-supremacist populist Senator Ben Tillman of South Carolina called him “a transparent charlatan,” recklessly appealing to “the passions and prejudices of the ignorant” and wielding “the dynamic power of hatred.”5 What their critics saw as boorishness and malevolence, however, their followers saw as strength and defiance against a world stacked against them.6 These were not the tame “conservers” of classical liberalism that some intellectuals claim as the true “conservatism” of America. They have been rebellious opponents of the system, “wreckers,” unabashedly antiliberal in both thought and manner, and that is what made them popular.7

The Trump movement is no freakish aberration, therefore. Like the demon spirit in a Stephen King novel, it has always been with us, taking different forms over the decades, occupying first one party, then another, sometimes powerfully influential, other times seemingly weak and disappearing. Today it has taken control of the Republican Party as it once controlled the Democratic Party. And although people can point to many recent, proximate causes of its latest manifestation as the Trump movement, the search for such causes misses the point. The problem is not the design of the American system. It is not the Electoral College, which not so long ago favored the Democratic Party much as it today favors Republicans. It is not political polarization per se, which has often shaped American politics. It is not the internet or Fox News. It is not the economy: these movements have flourished in good times as well as bad. It is not this or that war, or any particular foreign policy. The problem is and has always been the people and their beliefs. As in the past, millions of Americans are rebelling against the constitutional order and the liberalism it protects, and millions more, out of blind political allegiance, fear and hatred of the Democratic Party and “woke” culture, and out of ignorance or indifference to the consequences, are willing to go along with their party’s radical antiliberal wing even if it leads to the overthrow of the American system of government and perhaps the dissolution of the nation.




1

The Radicalism of the American Revolution


The world that is rising into existence is still half encumbered by the remains of the world that is waning into decay; and amid the vast perplexity of human affairs, none can say how much of ancient institutions and former customs will remain, or how much will completely disappear ….

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (1831)



HOW DID AMERICANS get to this point? To answer that question requires going back to the beginning, to the nature of the American Revolution and the ideas it generated that became the founding principles for the new republic. A liberal tradition was born with the American Revolution, and the radical liberalism of the founding continues to shape and even dominate politics and society in America. But a dissenting tradition was also born, an antiliberal tradition that has done just as much to shape the nation’s course, and which is alive and thriving today.

One of liberalism’s great weaknesses has always been the belief in its own inevitability. In the liberal mythology, modern American liberalism, and its spread throughout much of the world in the late twentieth century, represented the final triumph of freedom, to which humankind had been aspiring since the dawn of time. It was, in this sense, the “end of history,” the inevitable consequence of human beings’ desire for autonomy and recognition. From the Renaissance to the Reformation to the Enlightenment, from Magna Carta to the Glorious Revolution to the revolutions in America and France, from Galileo to Newton, from feudalism to capitalism, from agriculture to the industrial revolution. In this Enlightenment teleology, the American Revolution was an inevitable stage in the evolution of humankind.

But the inevitability of liberalism is a liberal myth. From a historical perspective, liberalism, freedom, protection of the rights of the individual have been the rare aberration. Since the dawn of humankind, people have been ruled by tyrannies of one form or another. That is the norm. The predominance of liberalism in the modern world is the exception. It is the product of accident and contingency, of time and place, of wars won and lost. It is due more than anything to the rise of a powerful and all-but-invulnerable liberal power that, like all great powers in history, has shaped the world around it according to its beliefs. Liberalism in Europe in the first half of the twentieth century was on its way out, all but defeated by the powerful antiliberal forces of fascism, until the United States twice intervened to save the liberal world order.

Nor was there anything inevitable about liberalism in America itself. America’s liberal Revolution was not the natural outgrowth of “Western” culture, the European Enlightenment, or even the English constitution. It was not the product of an Anglo-Protestant evolution. Its origins are not to be found in Christianity, which, despite its professed belief in the equality of all humans in the eyes of God, nevertheless managed to exist for seventeen centuries without producing a single regime to protect the rights of all individuals equally against the state, church, and community. It grew out of a confluence of unique ideas about the nature of government, a unique interaction of political and international events, and a unique place, North America, where conditions of life, chiefly the millions of acres of fertile and “unused” land for settlement, were different from those in any other place on earth at that time. Like the creation of life, the creation of a liberal republic may not have been a miracle, but it could not have happened without the one-in-a-million concurrence of numerous essential factors. “Western civilization” may have provided some of the key ingredients, but, prior to the American Revolution, Western civilization had produced no liberal regimes. The American Revolution and the founding of the liberal republic were a radical departure, and it is the reaction to that radical liberalism which is the source of today’s political and social crisis.

What do we mean by the word “liberalism”? In the latter half of the twentieth century, the word acquired a great deal of baggage: to be “liberal” came to mean favoring a large government role in alleviating poverty, regulating the economy, and providing a whole panoply of social goods; to some it also had implications for foreign policy. To many, liberalism stood for progress, both moral and material. It was a meliorist liberalism in keeping with the Enlightenment’s belief in progress and the vital relationship between scientific knowledge and morality, in which the gains in the former invariably translated into gains for the latter. To many, liberalism was synonymous with capitalism and free markets, such that the more free-market-oriented policies of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher were labeled “neoliberalism” by their critics.

Yet liberalism as it emerged from the American Revolution was both less and more than both supporters and critics often claim. Its sole function was to protect certain fundamental rights of all individuals against the state and the wider community—rights that John Locke identified as life, liberty, and property, with “liberty” encompassing the right to believe in the gods one chooses, or no god at all, without fear of oppression by the state or one’s neighbors, and to be secure in one’s person from unlawful abuse and seizure. These rights, Locke asserted—and this was what was truly revolutionary—could not be granted by rulers, or even by “the people.” They were inherent in the nature of being human—“natural rights,” as the American founders called them. The purpose of government—the most important purpose—was to protect those rights. Period. It was not to improve the quality of human existence, except by providing a historically unique form of freedom.

Liberalism is not inherently about progress, therefore, except the progress that comes from the expanding recognition of people’s rights. It has no teleology, no final resting point toward which it aims. As Lincoln put it, the principles of natural rights and equality enunciated in the Declaration of Independence were to be “constantly looked to—constantly labored for—and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated and therefore constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere.”1

Nor is liberalism itself the final destination on some journey of human existence, the natural endpoint of some concept of “modernization.” Rather, it is a choice, and, at root, a faith. Although its proponents often claim it is the natural product of reason, there is no way to prove that liberal principles are either more “rational” or more “just” than the hierarchical worldview that has guided the vast majority of human beings for almost the entirety of recorded history. Liberalism reflects neither the will of God nor the necessity of history. Either one believes in its principles or one does not.

Nor was liberalism a necessary product of the Enlightenment. The great majority of Enlightenment philosophes advocated neither liberalism nor democracy. Their main object was to impose the rule of reason on the world; their main enemy was religion. They believed that nothing could improve the human condition except knowledge, which could only be obtained through rational inquiry, through science. Voltaire worshipped at the shrine of Newton and Bacon and blamed religious “prejudice” and “superstition” for the oppressive ignorance of the masses. He and other philosophes “had little concern for the popular masses,” however, regarding them as “ignorant, violent, superstitious, and irresponsible.”2 Voltaire had no objection to despotism as long as the ruler acted for the benefit of all by exalting reason over superstition—he was a great fan of France’s almost omnipotent king, Louis XIV. Montesquieu admired Britain’s “mixed” constitution not because of its democratic elements but because of its separation of powers among the king, the nobility, and the “people” represented in the House of Commons. Rousseau was not a believer in individual rights—the “general will” of the people could be articulated by a benevolent dictator as well as by a popular body. His greatest champion may have been the tyrannical Napoleon. Government, Rousseau believed, had to “force a citizen to be free,” and he saw the role of the state as not merely safeguarding the people’s interests but seeing to their “moral development.”3

Whatever the Enlightenment philosophes believed, moreover, the world they lived in was moving away from their way of thinking. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a powerful conservative reaction followed the Revolution in France and subsequent Europe-wide war. The Enlightenment’s exaltation of reason gave way to blood-and-soil “nationalism” and a deliberately “irrational” romanticism of feeling. Napoleon, the French Revolution’s most powerful legacy, made himself emperor and invented the modern police state. The “enlightened” despotisms of Austria, Prussia, and Russia followed his model, using their gendarmeries to seek out and crush movements for liberal reform both at home and abroad. Even in Britain, conservative ministries suspended a number of significant individual rights during and after the Napoleonic Wars in order to ensure the stability of the monarchical and aristocratic regime against pressures for liberal reform and democratization.

A revival of absolute monarchy was fully under way even at the time of the American Revolution. The idea that they lived in a period of democratic revolution and liberal reform would have surprised most Americans in these decades, along with their radical British friends. Neither Thomas Paine nor the more conservative founding fathers like Alexander Hamilton viewed history up to that point as a steady climb to liberalism and democracy. Rather, Paine argued, history “both antient and modern” was a story of the “calamities which have been brought upon mankind” by monarchs in every age, for whose “arbitrary power” “fountains of tears” and “rivers of blood” had been spilled. The present “degenerate age” was even worse, he argued, for by the middle of the eighteenth century the world had witnessed “a greater annihilation of public freedom than seen a century before.”4 In the end, what later historians have celebrated as the “age of the democratic revolution” produced no actual democracies. By the time of Waterloo, the only nation that had democratized at all was the United States.

And what about Great Britain, widely regarded as the most “liberal” of governments in the eighteenth century? The “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 had stripped the king of pretensions to unchecked or “prerogative” powers. In part to justify that king’s overthrow, Locke elaborated theories of natural rights that would serve as the basis for the American Revolution and the Constitution, as well as the assertion that governments that abused or failed to protect those rights could legitimately be overthrown. This was the justification for the overthrow of James II in 1688, and for the Americans it would justify independence from George III in 1776.

But for all the power those ideas had in 1688 in England and would achieve in the American colonies in the 1760s and ’70s, eighteenth-century Great Britain was not a liberal democracy, nor was it inevitably heading toward becoming one. Parliament wielded sovereign power, and the king was constrained by the terms of that constitutional settlement, but government did not rest on the consent of the governed. As Gordon Wood writes, the English “continued to cling to a medieval conception of society, divided into estates and orders, with the people constituting a single unitary estate alongside the nobility and the Crown.”5 There was a clear distinction and separation between the aristocracy and the common people, with the aristocracy not only enjoying the lion’s share of the nation’s wealth and occupying the top rungs of society but also enjoying substantial legal and political privileges. For all the liberty enjoyed by Englishmen, in a monarchical society patronage and privilege, starting from the top and cascading down, played a critical role in shaping the lives of citizens.

This much-praised “mixed regime” was not founded on the principle of “natural,” universal rights. Insofar as the unwritten British constitution did protect individual rights, they were the rights of Protestants only.6 The Church of England was at the core of the ruling hierarchy and “operated essentially as a bureaucratic arm of the crown.”7 Throughout the eighteenth and well into the nineteenth century, Catholics could not vote and were excluded from all public offices, subject to punitive taxation, forbidden to possess weapons, and made the targets of official discrimination in education, property rights, and, of course, freedom of conscience.8 Voting in eighteenth-century Britain was in any case confined to a small minority of property owners, aristocrats, and gentlemen.9 Elections to the House of Commons involved no more than 15 percent of the total adult male population.10

Yet this lack of voting rights did not cause discontent among the great majority of Britons or lead them to question the virtues of the English constitution. Parliament was not meant to speak for the varied interests of the voters. It was an assembly of “one nation,” as Edmund Burke put it, “with one interest, that of the whole, where, not local purposes, not local prejudices, ought to guide, but the general good, resulting from the general reason of the whole.” As Wood observes, the theory was that “all Englishmen were linked by their heritage, their liberties, and their institutions into a common people that possessed a single transcendent concern.”11 The average British citizen thus “shared the monarchical bias and politically and religiously reactionary leanings characterizing the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British ruling elites and empire.”12

The monarchy in Britain, meanwhile, was growing stronger, not weaker, as the eighteenth century progressed, largely in response to international circumstances. From the time of the Glorious Revolution to the end of the American war in 1783, Britain fought five major wars, all of them involving the greatest land power on earth at the time, France. The requirements of war and preparedness for war led to the creation of a “fiscal-military state.” To fight the wars and manage a growing global empire required a large army and navy at the ready, which in turn required centralization of control, a growing military and financial bureaucracy, and, finally, increased taxes to pay for it all. Taxes increased eight times between 1670 and 1790. By the middle of the eighteenth century, Britain had become “the supreme example in the western world of a State organized for war-making.”13

The increasing role of the state naturally tended to strengthen the British Crown, just as it had strengthened monarchy on the Continent. Under the terms of the 1688 settlement, moreover, the king still appointed his ministers, and they were responsible to him, not to the Parliament in which they served. The king and his chosen ministers exerted influence and produced working majorities in Parliament through bribes and patronage.14 Yet those who worried about the “corruption” of the system were in a small minority in England. Average Britons were content with things as they were, which, they believed, was how things were always supposed to be.

From the perspective of North American colonists across the Atlantic, it all looked very bleak. As one American summed up the general view in the years before the Revolution, “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.”15 The Americans were not joining and advancing an already existing liberal movement when they made their Revolution, therefore. They were embarking on a new direction of their own.

THE WORLD OF THE COLONIES

Circumstances in the British colonies were quite different from those in Europe and Great Britain. Mid-eighteenth-century colonial North America was probably the freest and most egalitarian place in the world at that time. The main reason was the vast lands available for settlement. The seemingly endless supply of land, often acquired at the expense of the Native American tribes who inhabited it, meant that even those who arrived in the colonies with nothing could, after a period of wage earning, make enough to buy land, become small farmers, and leave behind the wage earner’s life forever. This movement from wage laborers, dependent on and necessarily subservient to their employer, to independent farmers was the original “American dream.”16 The rigid class structures that still dominated in Europe and Britain simply did not exist to the same degree in America. A few colonists became rich, and there were enough rags-to-riches stories to make even the destitute in America feel they had a chance to make it. But most became what Thomas Jefferson revered as the common “yeoman” farmer.17 Neither aristocrats nor gentlemen, these colonists enjoyed a remarkably high standard of living compared with their counterparts in Europe. In England, the wealthiest 10 percent of the population owned a thousand acres of land apiece on average, while 75 percent of landowners held less than fifty acres, and the bottom 50 percent owned less than five acres of land. In the colonies, the average farmer owned fifty-six acres, and these landowners made up 70 percent of the agrarian population.18 As the French immigrant Michel-Guillaume-Jean de Crèvecoeur put it in his Letters from an American Farmer, eighteenth-century North American colonial society was “not composed, as in Europe, of great lords who possess everything, and a herd of people who have nothing.” There were “no aristocratical families, no courts, no kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion, no invisible power giving to the few a very visible one.”19

The fact of greater equality was accompanied by greater perceptions of equality than existed anywhere in the Old World. There was still deference, a sense that some people were “gentlemen” and some were not. But these distinctions were more visible in the cities than in the areas of new settlement. Since the new tracts of land were in lightly governed frontier settlements, those who managed to survive the hardships did not have to show deference to or seek to win the favor of a court or nobility. Indeed, they greeted with suspicion and hostility any suggestion of social hierarchy. On the frontier, social status didn’t matter. Rich and poor alike faced the same hardships, the same challenge of carving a life out of the wilderness. As a leading historian of the American frontier put it, “Men came to accept the idea of equality … because as they looked around them, they saw men equal.”20

The wide and relatively equal distribution of land also had the effect of enfranchising a much larger percentage of the adult male population in the colonies. Whereas in Britain fewer than 15 percent of adult males could vote, in the colonies before the Revolution between 50 and 60 percent of white adult males had the vote. State legislatures, many of which held annual elections, tended to be highly responsive to local demands, in sharp contrast to the House of Commons, which, as Burke argued, was not supposed to be responsive to particular interests but only to the nation’s interest as a whole. The colonists thus developed a sense of representation very different from that experienced by most Britons in the mother country. They expected to elect their representatives and to have those representatives respond quickly and favorably to their demands.21

The contrast between the New and Old Worlds struck contemporaries on both sides of the Atlantic. As the American poet and diplomat Joel Barlow put it, the social arrangements in Europe accustomed “people to believe in an inequality in the rights of men.” It taught them to acknowledge “the birth-right of domineering” and prepared “them for civility and oppression.”22 But in the colonies Burke saw a “fierce spirit of liberty … stronger … than in any other people of the earth.”23

There was nothing inevitable about the transformation of the American colonies into a liberal democracy, however. By the 1760s, some in the colonies worried that their natural egalitarianism was giving way to growing aristocratic impulses. Part of the problem stemmed from the colonies’ amazing growth. The cumulative “gross national product” of the North American colonies multiplied many times over between 1650 and 1770. Colonists’ per-capita income grew at twice the rate in Britain. This unprecedented prosperity over time allowed a few to accumulate great landed fortunes and along with them the desire to emulate the style and manners of the British aristocracy. “The most ancient, settled parts of the province, which are Rhode Island, Connecticut, and the southern part of New Hampshire,” as one contemporary observed, contained “considerable landed estates, upon which the owners live in much the style of country gentlemen in England.”24 Fear of the degenerative effects of “luxury” was a staple of Enlightenment thinking, and also of the Puritan heritage, which still influenced many colonists. The accumulation of wealth, it was thought, produced indolence and moral laxity and ultimately decline. Had that not been the undoing of ancient Rome? Moreover, as colonists gained both wealth and social standing, some aspired to positions within the British Empire. George Washington and Benjamin Franklin both sought British imperial postings. Even with wealth, there was only so far a colonist could rise in what was, despite everything, still
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