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			To a true friend and a true American, 
Emanuele Di Lorenzo

		

	
		
			
				The people I admire most in our history are the hell-raisers and the rabble-rousers, the apple-cart upsetters and plain old mumpish eccentrics who just didn’t want to be like everybody else. They are the people who made and make the Constitution of the United States a living document—Tom Paine and Clarence Darrow, Mother Jones and Harriet Tubman, Margaret Sanger and Martin Luther King Jr., Brown of Brown v. the Board of Education, Joe Hill and Frederick Douglass, Sockless Jerry Simpson and Eleanor Roosevelt, John Henry Faulk and J. Frank Dobie, Saul Alinsky and Ralph Nader.

				And I believe every word of the Declaration: I do 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.

				Let’s celebrate it today, too.

				—Molly Ivins, Fort Worth Star-Telegram, July 5, 1994

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Americanism or the American Promise?

			
			
				The distinction between past, present and future is only an illusion, however persistent.

				—Albert Einstein

			

			In June 1826, Thomas Jefferson penned his last-ever letter, an essay on the American project. He had been invited to attend a celebration in Washington, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of American independence, and he politely sent his regrets. Sickness now controlled him, but he applauded the sentiment, the fervor of commemoration, and offered his own thoughts on the American experiment. America was a nation built on an idea; an idea “pregnant” with “the fate of the world”; an idea that would drive tyranny and bondage from the earth. What was it? What was the secret of American felicity and prosperity? It was the scandal of equality, the brave assertion of human dignity: “the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of god.” No. In America, every life is sacred, and nobody is born to rule. That was America’s calling and its gift to the world.

			Consciously or otherwise, Jefferson was quoting from a speech delivered by the English radical Richard Rumbold moments before he was executed for high treason in 1685. But the tables had turned. What was crime and delusion in the Old World was real and true in America. Patriots of Jefferson’s generation had the dizzying sensation of learning from the pioneers while breaking free and building something new. America was first in freedom, a lamp and guide to the nations. “All eyes are opened, or opening, to the rights of man,” he marveled. America’s anniversary was a message to the world—“the Signal of arousing men to burst the chains under which monkish ignorance and superstition had persuaded them to bind themselves, and to assume the blessings & security of self-government.”

			Only Jefferson could turn a dinner invitation into a lecture on time and progress. Although he was famously skeptical in matters of theology, Jefferson’s patriotism was untrammeled by doubt. Had he applied the same scrutiny to his political philosophy, he might have seen the irony of preaching equality from Monticello, a neoclassical mansion perched on a slave plantation in Virginia. Did America’s grandeur excuse his own? Was the majesty of America’s historical mission enough to forgive the indiscretions of the present? Jefferson wrote extensively on the evils of slavery, and he introduced bills for emancipation in Virginia, but in a crucial and telling disclaimer he averred that the problem would not be solved until Providence—“the power of a superior agent”—lifted the curse.

			This nonchalant maneuver enables Jefferson to extol America as the seat and refuge of liberty over and against the contradictions of the hour. Indeed, the belief that America’s destiny is larger than a troubled present assists the evasion. Like an Old Testament patriarch whose sins are absorbed in a greater story of redemption, America’s identity as the apostle of liberty relieves it of the excesses of introspection. Certainly it were better that such a nation live than tear itself to pieces over the fate of the slave. Abraham Lincoln stated the principle when he declared, “Much as I hate slavery, I would consent to the extension of it rather than see the Union dissolved, just as I would consent to any GREAT evil, to avoid a GREATER one.”

			Such is the problem of patriotism: a higher law that is really a lower law, because it substitutes a theory about America for the reality. It esteems the state above the person, the shell above the contents, in the hope that what is good for one will be good for the other. It has never worked that way. Where patriotism has meant exceptionalism—the belief that America was born to lead—it has wreaked havoc on the cause of democracy and fair dealing, at home and abroad.

			America’s descent, on its 250th anniversary, to the demagoguery of an unapologetic nationalist is not the aberration many want it to be. It is the consummation of forces that have been latent from the start: a rumbling warfare between a political theory of equality and a more visceral urge for mastery. And while “America First” may represent a particularly abrasive form of the phenomenon, it cannot be isolated from a tradition that has long confused the strength of America with the substance of democracy. When the answer to Donald Trump is a renewed and refined patriotism, drawing on the example of Abraham Lincoln and a civil war that claimed nearly a million lives, it is clear that we need to go deeper.

			Then, as now, patriotism had a way of hiding divisions under a glittering rhetoric of unity and, by doing so, perpetuating the fractures it professed to heal. To say that patriotism is always marked by falsehood would be unfair, but hyperbole is the time-honored idiom—as though one cannot be true to one’s country without drowning it in praise. Part of the faith, or superstition, of the patriot is that the end will justify the means: that the progress of the nation will deliver all that America stands for, even in war. It is patriotism, not economic or military necessity, that has propelled the nation into so many of its military adventures, flush with certainty that light will prevail against darkness and that we are the light. Far from being the antidote to our own age of nationalism, Lincoln’s attempt to close America’s sectional wounds in a “mighty contest” of war, to conjure a nation out of fire and blood, is the high-water mark of patriotic fantasy—something I am reminded of every time I see a “Sons of Confederate Veterans” license plate in the snarl of an Atlanta rush hour or a Confederate flag hanging in sullen defiance by the roadside. We are still fighting that war, still nursing those wounds, and the task of history is to find causes, not wallow in myths.

			Jefferson, like every political philosopher of his time, was rightly concerned about “superstition” and government—those audacious and “interested” pieties that turn power into the will of God. He hated the falsity as much as the cruelty of the divine right of kings, with its grim conjecture that one family had been called to govern the rest. But patriotism reframed, rather than solved, the problem, achieving for Jefferson and his slaves something akin to what theology had done for kings.

			My conviction, as a true believer in what the journalist Randolph Bourne called the “American promise,” is that America needs to shed the conceit of exceptionalism to fulfill its democratic mandate. We must lose the myth of preeminence to see the world as it is. From foreign policy to health care, education to the environment, questions of freedom and justice have been lost in the mists of national pride: the still-religious intuition that we have already arrived. The paradox, as Bourne defined it during the nationalist frenzy of World War I, is that America will have to become less patriotic before it can recover what is true and beautiful in its creed. There are so many areas in which America excels Europe, thought Bourne, but in patriotism we follow and regress. As the irrepressible Emma Goldman lectured a jury, as she defended herself against charges of conspiring against conscription, there are more kinds of patriotism than carnivals of self-regard.

			“Gentlemen of the jury,” she told a court in 1917, “we respect your patriotism. We would not, if we could, have you change its meaning for yourself. But may there not be different kinds of patriotism as there are different kinds of liberty? I for one cannot believe that love of one’s country must needs consist in blindness to its social faults, to deafness to its social discords, of inarticulation to its social wrongs.” “Our patriotism,” she continued, “is that of the man who loves a woman with open eyes. He is enchanted by her beauty, yet he sees her faults.” Goldman loved the American people, and the “great possibilities” of a free society, but she hated the “cant” of an Americanism that trampled on freedom and expected to be thanked for it: the misconceived idealism that deemed a flag more precious than a person. Patriotism, Goldman argued in an earlier essay, had become a “Moloch” and a “menace to liberty,” a value that cheerfully “abrogates the principles of the Declaration of Independence.” When a court could sentence a man to ninety days in prison for quoting the nation’s founding document, in a manner supposedly subversive of the war, the crisis was complete.

			Goldman’s homily did not move the jury, who convicted her of conspiring against the war effort on the palest of evidence. Her case wound its way up to the Supreme Court, where she was duly exonerated, before that “terrible solidarity” of patriotism had the last word. Goldman was deported to Russia in the Palmer Raids of 1919—an undocumented immigrant, shipped to obscurity. But the question did not go away: Does patriotism help or hinder the democratic project? As the peace activist Devere Allen quipped in 1930, one “can analyze nationalism and live to tell the story; but woe be to that individual who undertakes in public to scrutinize the idea of patriotism with anything resembling scientific detachment.” I make no profession of scientific detachment, but I agree with Allen that the distinction begins to crumble when patriotism means exceptionalism—an idea, as Tolstoy observed, that denotes not equality and brotherhood but the recognition of one nationality as superior to all the others. America is a revolution wrapped in a myth: an idea trapped in its own publicity. This book contests the myth in the name of the idea.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Chosen: The Problem of Providence

			
			
				Faith gives man a peculiar sense of his own dignity and importance. The believer finds himself distinguished above other men, exalted above the natural man; he knows himself to be a person of distinction, in the possession of peculiar privileges; believers are aristocrats, unbelievers plebeians.

				—Ludwig Feuerbach, “The Contradiction of Faith and Love”

			

			America’s founders, mused Harriet Beecher Stowe, were children of two very different eras. They got their politics from the seventeenth century, in the social contract theory of John Locke and the English Whigs. They got their theology from the sixteenth century, in the fervid Calvinism of the Protestant Reformation. One taught equality, compromise, and rational self-interest. The other taught inequality and division, imparting a hard and heroic element to the American character.

			This strange union between liberty and dogma, freedom and fire, has defined the American experience. Those gusts of providence that drove the colonies into independence left a complex and unstable legacy: a vision of unity without the reality, and a burning sense of entitlement. Dynamic in war but uneasy in debate, the doctrine of providence brought strength and fragility to the American character in equal measure. It planted a seed of theocracy in the soil of a democracy.

			I

			The democratic tradition began as the assertion of the rights of “freeborn Englishmen” against the corruptions and usurpations of kings, tracing its origins to a golden age of Anglo-Saxon freedom, before the Norman Conquest of 1066. What better evidence of the artifice of monarchy, wondered Thomas Paine, than the foreignness of England’s kings, and the fact that the English crown descended from William the Conqueror—a “French bastard landing with an armed banditti, and establishing himself king of England against the consent of the natives”? Democracy was doubt: the unmasking of prerogative as the vanity and conceit of ordinary men. England had known a few decent kings, Paine admitted, but had “groaned beneath a much larger number of bad ones.” If nature intended one man to reign, why had it so often given us “an ass for a lion”? One honest man, wrote Paine, was worth more “than all the crowned ruffians that ever lived.” For men like Paine, battered and bruised by an unforgiving class system, the assertion of human dignity required an attitude of aggression, a flash of native pride. If that purest blood, running through the royal family, could be shown to be foreign, so much the better.

			To quibble with the divine right of kings was not to attack religion per se but a certain vision of the deity as a celestial enforcer. If there was a metaphysical foundation for popular sovereignty, it was the burning conviction that God has no favorites and is merciful to all—what one of Benjamin Rush’s biographers has termed “the loving heresy of universal salvation.” God is “no respecter of persons,” proclaimed the Levellers, a radical sect who produced the first truly democratic manifesto of the early modern period. If God was just, the notion of prerogative, or special entitlement, savored of blasphemy. The consequence of this reasoning was to turn the world upside down: Monarchy was exposed as a profane and violent usurper, while the will of the people was dignified and empowered. “This thing called prerogative,” protested one of the Levellers, “flows meerly from the wills and pleasures of Robbers, Rogues, and Theaves.” Monarchy was theft. Aristocracy was plunder. Democracy was a long struggle to pry the rights and liberties of the people “out of the pawes of those Kings, who by force had conquered the Nation, changed the lawes and by strong hand held them in bondage.”

			This was strong dissent, a radical inversion. But was there a danger of creating a new idol called “the people,” or a new monarch called “the English nation”—commissioned to bring liberty to the world? Yes, thought the poet and philosopher John Milton, who wrestled with the idea of the chosen nation before rejecting it with chastened ferocity.

			Had God singled out one nation to teach the others the ways of freedom? wondered Milton, like many Christian thinkers of his time. Perhaps so. Milton’s early republicanism combined awesome statements of equality and human potential with almost comical pride in England as the happy locus of an exceptional nation. England is the nation that brings the devil to confusion, a land “mightier” than Satan’s crafts: a strong people, inclined to liberty. Milton’s tribute to the intellectual powers of the common people has been quoted so many times it is easy to miss the fact that he is talking about a certain kind of people—his own. England was a nation of prophets and sages, men “of a quick, ingenious and piercing spirit.” Milton’s republicanism is nationalism: a belief that political equality is possible because English people are uniquely fitted to the task—a “nation chosen before any other.” The idea soon appalled him.

			Writing, five years later, in a work that arguably defined the democratic project, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, Milton repented of these boasts. Liberty moves in minds, not nations, he now declared. Faith in nations was wasted energy. There was, he insisted, “a mutual bond of amity and brotherhood between man and man over all the World.” It is not distance or blood that makes enmity “but enmity that makes distance.” Whoever “keeps peace with me,” he writes, is my neighbor, whether he is “a Turk, a Sarasin, a Heathen.” England’s failed republic under Oliver Cromwell was a sad epiphany for Milton, showing that the English were courageous in war but not “over fertil” of wisdom and justice. Patriotism was a mistake and a distraction. Milton solemnly abandoned the notion of a unique and “covenanted” nation. “One’s country,” he wrote to a European correspondent in 1666, “is wherever it is well with one.”

			The eighteenth-century Enlightenment, which supplied so many of the ingredients of the American Revolution, fell somewhere in the middle of this dilemma. It hated nationalism, as an engine of bigotry and war, but it embraced the nation-state as a vehicle of democracy. The notion that one nation is inherently superior to others was repugnant to Enlightenment sensibility, with its fervent belief in natural equality and universal reason. But if humans were rational and capable of virtue, they were also creatures of passion, given to violence and war. Freedom demanded law, and laws required a political community in which values were shared and consensus was possible. As Europe lurched from Wars of Religion to a permanent condition of jealous rivalry, philosophers like Voltaire looked to America as the harbinger of a more peaceful future, and their ideas began to shape it.

			There are few golden ages in history, wrote Voltaire, but William Penn’s “holy experiment” in Pennsylvania was a sprightly contender. These “enemies of pomp,” as he affectionately described the Quakers, had reinvented the art of government, showing that it was possible to live in peace with one another, and one’s neighbors. Voltaire saw the Quakers, who “never bow to anybody” and treat “kings and cobblers alike,” as pioneers of democracy, and a bracing model for a world drunk on status. Voltaire thought Penn the only governor who honored his treaties with the Native Americans, and he often threatened to move there himself, if he could handle the seasickness. “If I were forty,” he told Benjamin Franklin, shortly before his death in 1778, “I should go and settle in your happy fatherland.”

			This was more than flattery. As Jill Lepore has observed, the seed of equality grew in the radicalism of eccentrics such as Benjamin Lay, a diminutive Quaker who registered his disgust for slavery by stretching his body across the entrance of houses of worship so that every member had to walk over him and ponder what it meant to own a human. The American Revolution, notes Lepore, did not begin in 1775. It began when people like Benjamin Lay trained a skeptical eye on the granite of caste and found that it was made of clay. It was a slow contagion, driven by self-interest as much as considerations of justice, but the change was palpable. As John Adams famously remarked, the war was not the revolution. The war was only the effect and consequence of the revolution, which occurred before a drop of blood was shed at Lexington. “The Revolution was in the Minds of the People.”

			Adams was no pacifist, but he knew that the principles of the revolution were larger than the passions of revolt, and in some ways opposed. The American political creed comprised a series of claims about natural rights, popular sovereignty, and the sanctity of the rule of law—a charter of transparency, building on decades of colonial self-government and centuries of English law. All power came from the people, filtered and refined through chambers of consent. Government was complex, with wheels within wheels, so that passion was always tempered by reason. As James Madison explained in The Federalist Papers, men are proud and slaves to self-love, always “contending for pre-eminence and power.” Americans could not assume that their advantages of learning would shield them from these visceral propensities. “Enlightened statesmen will not always be at the helm.”

			Such was the prose, the practical philosophy of checks and balances. But the poetry was never far away: waiting to write the story of self-government as an epic of world redemption. “The eyes of all people are upon us,” declared the Puritan statesman John Winthrop as he planted a colony in Massachusetts in 1630. “We shall be as a City upon a Hill.” Madison said that government was for men, not angels, because angels are rarely found this side of heaven. Winthrop agreed, but made an exception for his own community, “the elect,” who would burn like a candle in a darkened room. The national idea, inherited from Winthrop, and the rational philosophy, coursing through the Constitution, were at war from the start. And the struggle was not between the founders, between saints and philosophers; it was within them.

			II

			The problem was grace: an idea that sparkled with innocence but kicked like a mule. A Christian principle held that “mercy is greater than justice,” and that God does not treat the sinner as his sins deserve. To be “saved by grace” was to be redeemed above and beyond what you have done or will do—a wonderful thought, easily abused.

			The Protestant emphasis on grace was a reaction to a Catholic tradition that demanded virtue and charity to a point that seemed harsh and unrealistic. Discovering the secret of Christianity in faith, like the key to a lost inheritance, Protestants swung in the opposite direction, extolling a piety that was free from all expectations of perfection. A Christian, said Martin Luther, was someone who could “sin boldly,” knowing that God had paid the price. In fact, one had to sin boldly to be sure that you were not trusting in your own goodness. Like many ideas, this was not improved in the heat of theological debate. Can I be a Christian and a sinner at the same time? Yes, said Luther. We are no less Christian, no less dear to God, “even though we commit fornication and murder a thousand times a day.”

			This was splendid nonsense from Luther, but the political implications were profound. As the philosopher (and recovering Lutheran) Ludwig Feuerbach observed, Protestant theology was so intoxicated by its release from the laws of natural morality it could be cavalier to the point of negligence on that ancient injunction, “Thou shalt not kill.” “Preachers are the greatest of slayers,” boasted Luther, as he recalled his part in suppressing the Peasants’ Revolt in 1525. “But I pass it on to our Lord, who commanded me to speak thus.”

			What was brash and theatrical in Luther was cold and pitiless in the Calvinism that succeeded him. Here, there was more concern for moral living and obedience to law. But there was also, thanks to the doctrine of predestination, an even stronger sense of exoneration from the ordinary virtues of love and mutual esteem that endeared groups like the Quakers to Voltaire. This simple theological claim, that Christ had died for a tiny and preordained elect, was one of the most dangerous ideas in history, argued Voltaire, because it sanctified division and authorized hate. If American democracy was rooted in the former principle of universal love, its national identity drew on this far more pungent idea of predestination.

			“By predestination,” wrote John Calvin, “we mean the eternal decree of God by which he determined with himself whatever he wished to happen with regard to every man.” For, he explains, “all are not created on equal terms, but some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation.” Some are chosen; most are damned, regardless of how they live. On this chilling account of divine “freedom” rested the Puritan identity. To be in was to be in. To be out was to be cursed. This was a theology that could inspire superhuman fortitude, the very spirit of the pioneer, wrote Harriet Beecher Stowe. It could also inspire cruelty and contempt for those outside the circle of redemption. As Calvin said, all are not created equal.

			“It is impossible to live in peace with people one believes to be damned,” wrote Jean-Jacques Rousseau, with an elegant version of Voltaire’s complaint. If one part of the revolution was William Penn and Benjamin Lay, another was Calvin and John Winthrop. The Puritans combined democratic structures of government with cosmic self-assurance. It was this certainty of being lifted above the contradictions of history—spared the fate of lesser nations—that threw America into some of its own.

			The double standard was clear in Winthrop’s iconic sermon of 1630, “A Modell of Christian Charity.” The settlers were to love one another, as God loved them, but charity did not go beyond the family of faith. God had chosen the settlers by “a special overvaluing providence,” beholding in them the image of “his beloved sonne.” Theirs was a special and peculiar calling, and if they were equal to its demands, they would see their enemies scattered to the winds. “Wee shall finde that the God of Israell is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies.” Winthrop passes from counsels of meekness to promises that God would go before them in battle. Love and war, peace and destruction, roll off the Puritan tongue.

			The Puritans held with Calvin that there were two creations: those ordained for life and those “ordained for destruction.” This placed them outside the economy of natural rights and equality before the law. A humorist expressed the reasoning with a cheerful précis of a Puritan town meeting: “Voted, that the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof; voted, that the earth is given to the Saints; voted, that we are the Saints.” As a smallpox epidemic tore through the Native population in 1634, Winthrop thanked “the Lord” for clearing “our title to what we possess.” A massacre of Pequot Indians at Fort Mystic in 1637 was another awesome deliverance—the burning bodies, “a sweet sacrifice” to the Lord, said New Plymouth’s governor, William Bradford.

			In an even more revealing comment on the power of religion to process guilt, one of the English captains described how readings from the Old Testament calmed the nerves of his militiamen as they prepared to attack the Pequots. Some of the men had hesitated, commiserating with a weak and defenseless enemy. But the passage, where King David “harrowes” and “sawes” a whole people at the Lord’s command, settled the affair. “We had sufficient light from the word of God for our proceedings,” reported the captain. “Every man being bereaved of pitty fell upon the worke without compassion.” It was, he marveled, “as though the finger of God had touched both match and flint.”

			Providence was not hypocrisy. It was the outworking of an austere, yet manifestly practical, doctrine of predestination. The savagery of the English shocked their Narragansett allies, who said their mode of warfare was “too furious, and slaies too many men.” But providence dissolved all responsibility, ascribing to a transcendent deity the all-too-human actions of men. As the Boston preacher Increase Mather reported on yet another remarkable deliverance, “God so disposed of the bullets” that not a single Englishman died. Your lives, Mather’s son Cotton told a company of anxious militiamen as they prepared to go into battle in 1689, are not in your hands. “No,” he counseled, “they are in the Hands of that God, without whom not a Sparrow falls, and by whom every Bullet is directed.”

			The “sermon histories” of Puritan divines like Increase and Cotton Mather were vital sources of an emerging national identity, establishing the two enduring myths of American exceptionalism: the myth of innocence and the myth of invincibility. As Increase explained the logic, “The dealings of God with our Nation…and with the Nations of the World is very different.” All nations experience suffering, but ours is never total. Where others are destroyed, we are only ever chastened. For we are “the Apple of God’s eye,” “dandled in the lap of his providence.” The Lord may afflict, but never abandon, his beloved.

			With unconditional love came an unworldly confidence—a belief that God must crown our endeavors, because his glory is bound up with ours. As a young Quaker wrote to a friend in London, during King Philip’s War, “Our Rulers, Officers, and Councellors are like men in a maze, not knowing what to do: but the Priests spur them on, telling them the Indians are ordained for destruction.” Yet the soldiers saw no miracles. They complained and said, with tears, “They see not God go along with them.”

			Providence was many things—vanity, hubris, division. At a more basic level, it was confusion: the serial misrepresentation of reality. When New England becomes “New Israel,” and every enemy is a “Satan,” history dissolves into typology: a jangle of stereotypes that dance before the eyes. Providentialist thought was inveterately dishonest, because it was always forcing the facts into the theory. After the humiliation of “Braddock’s defeat,” in 1755, the famed evangelist Jonathan Edwards urged authorities not to dwell on the tactical ineptitude that led to the loss of nearly a thousand men to a small and ragged enemy, because God was in charge. “If God be pleased to forsake a people,” intoned Edwards, “defeat and confusion is like to be the consequence.” This called for a fast, not an inquest, and Edwards disparaged the shallow and profane reasoning that would attribute a military disaster to human error. Providence was a metanarrative, a holiday for the senses.

			Two forces helped to spread Puritan tenets across the disparate and varied colonies. One was the Great Awakening, a religious revival that swept across the English-speaking world in the 1730s and 1740s, building networks and challenging authority at every turn. The other was the French and Indian War, which rumbled across North America from 1754 to 1763, bringing victory to Great Britain and spelling doom for its empire. In 1759, newspapers rejoiced that the kind hand of providence had prospered “his Majesty’s Arms” against a proud and insulting enemy. “GOD BE PRAISED! QUEBEC IS IN ENGLISH HANDS,” screamed The Pennsylvania Journal. Six years later, a Stamp Act devised to pay for that war sent ripples across the colonies. Providence paused, looked up, and prepared to back a rebellion.

			III

			As the godly portion of a half-chosen people, the Puritans had always been a nation within the nation. Evangelical piety strengthened that sentiment, deepening the perception of the mother country as a faded and fallen land. England was “Leah,” the plain and homely elder sister who brought forth Judah, wrote Jonathan Edwards. America was “Rachel,” the ravishing younger sister who brought forth Joseph and Benjamin, “the beloved children,” who outshone all the others. In the process of disenchantment, the conduct of English troops might have been as influential as the imposition of new taxes. Soldiers quartered in homes, Redcoats shooting civilians on the streets of Boston, were signals of a malaise. If England could not uphold the spirit of Magna Carta—its vaunted principles of equity—perhaps its time had come. This was where republican scruple and providentialist intuition came together.

			“God pleads his own, and his people’s cause by his providence,” declared a typical sermon. Indeed, the whole of history, “from the creation of the world, [was] a series of wonderful interpositions in behalf of his elect.” The writers of the Hebrew Scriptures, continued the preacher, hardly mentioned the affairs of any other nations, save those that were connected with his own. God loved his people “with a distinguishing love.” He was gathering his elect and preparing to “burn up” the rest. In a widely quoted sermon titled “The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men,” John Witherspoon, president of Princeton and one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, argued that God was using the perfidy of the enemy to promote “the good of his chosen.” David was mastering Goliath. “Has not the boasted discipline of regular and veteran soldiers been turned into confusion and dismay, before the new and maiden courage of freemen?” he marveled.

			“Cousin America has run off with a Presbyterian parson!” groused Horace Walpole in London. But it wasn’t just the parsons. The belief that God was peculiarly involved in America’s struggle was an axiom among even the more secular patriots. When Franklin and Jefferson presented designs for a national seal to the Continental Congress in 1776, both drew on the biblical narrative. Franklin proposed an image of Pharaoh drowning in the Red Sea while Moses led the Israelites to safety; Jefferson suggested the children of Israel guided by pillar and cloud through the wilderness. And then there was Thomas Paine, whose barnstorming Common Sense combined flawless Lockean argumentation with a messianic vision of America as a redeemer nation. No kings here, but every man a prophet. “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” he declared. The discovery of America at the dawn of the Reformation was no accident. It was “as if the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in future years.” Now was the time. “The birthday of a new world is at hand.”

			By 1776, the Puritan idea of America as a “second, far more glorious Israel” was firmly wedded to the political and legal rationale for independence. It was a basic tenet of American patriotism. But it was an awkward union, a precarious bond. It imposed a sectarian idea on a welter of independent cultures, claiming a unity that was less than real.

			The revolution, writes the historian David Hackett Fischer, was not a single struggle but “four separate Wars of Independence,” some of them decidedly reluctant. The first was an insurrection in New England, a genuinely popular revolt in which most able-bodied males willingly served. That war was virtually over by 1776. The second was a “gentleman’s war,” fought by the Virginia gentry in the middle states and the coastal south, from 1776 to 1781, a patrician revolt for ancient liberties. The third was a rising of farmers in the Southern backcountry against British soldiers and American loyalists, who had invaded their region—a savage struggle feeding on old animosities between roughhewn backcountry settlers and a wealthy lowland elite. The fourth was a nonviolent economic war, led by Philadelphia elites and typified by the urbane diplomacy of Benjamin Franklin.

			All of these struggles contributed to the American victory, but none of them resolved the volcanic tensions beneath the surface of patriotic bliss. “Join or Die” was the war cry, but distrust and mutual loathing was the modus operandi. The four major cultures of British America had never got on. Puritan New Englanders “detested the people of Virginia” as louche and lordly hedonists, as did the Quakers of Pennsylvania. The Virginians returned the compliment, despising the “saints” of New England as a joyless and persecuting people, whose religion was another word for gain. Washington called them “nasty people” as he struggled to manage the New England militias during the war. One of the few points of agreement between Anglican Virginians and Puritan New Englanders, writes Fischer, “was their common loathing of Quakers” as subversives and fanatics. The Quakers, for their part, had not forgotten how their ancestors had been tortured and executed by Puritans in Boston, and by Anglican clergy on both sides of the Atlantic. All of them, meanwhile, harbored an intense dislike for the rude and rugged people of Appalachia and the Southern backcountry, with their hard drinking, summary justice, and compulsive violence. A Pennsylvania Quaker called them “the Goths and Vandals of America.” New Englanders called them “savages and barbarians.” The colonies had been built on difference, forged in defiance. And that was before slavery took the problem to another level.

			As Colin Woodard observes in a superb analysis of these nations within the nation, the planter aristocracy of the Deep South had no intention of taking up arms against the Crown until rumors of slave rebellions began to circulate. When Lord Dunmore issued his infamous proclamation of November 1775, offering freedom to any slave willing to assist the British army, attitudes changed overnight. Dunmore’s decision to involve the slaves, wrote Edward Rutledge, a member of South Carolina’s delegation to the Continental Congress, was the turning point in the war. This offer of freedom to the slaves, he wrote to a friend in London, seemed calculated “to force us into Independence”—something that had appeared distant and “chimerical” until then. Dunmore’s proclamation promised “more effectually to work an eternal separation between Great Britain and the Colonies,” he believed, “than any other expedient, which could possibly have been thought of.”

			Even then, the Southern commitment to independence was hardly total. In 1779, John Rutledge, Edward’s brother and the newly elected governor of South Carolina, offered to declare the state’s neutrality for the duration of the war, leaving it to be decided at the peace to whom it would belong. Of the 232,000 regulars enlisted in the Continental army, 68,000, or nearly a third, came from Massachusetts. South Carolina supplied 6,660, only slightly more than Rhode Island, the smallest of the original thirteen colonies. When Charleston was besieged, “its citizens did not rally to save it,” noted the nineteenth-century historian Lorenzo Sabine. The “leaven” of the revolution, he added, was not widely “diffused” in the region.

			In 1777, South Carolina’s Thomas Lynch Jr. issued an ominous warning to Congress: Should that august body so much as speculate “whether their slaves are their property, there is an end of the confederation.” A gag rule, in embryo. Georgia had been even slower to embrace the cause of independence, having refused any involvement in the First Continental Congress. When it did join the party, it was not exactly the life and soul. “A republican government is little better than a government of devils,” sneered John Zubly, Georgia’s delegate to the Continental Congress, in October 1775. As the abolitionist Charles Sumner remarked sardonically in 1860, “The cry from these States was then, ‘We will not come in.’ Ever since it has been, ‘We will not stay in.’ ”

			To one school of thought, this sudden convergence of “jarring interests” was a sign of providence, and grounds for hope that “a new and more perfect system” was in the making. It had to be God’s will. “The real wonder,” wrote Madison, “is that so many difficulties should have been surmounted, and surmounted with a unanimity almost as unprecedented as it must have been unexpected.” It was, he ventured, “impossible for the man of pious reflection not to perceive in it a finger of that Almighty hand which has been so frequently and signally extended to our relief in the critical stages of the revolution.” The reality was that patriotism had run ahead of its cause. There was nationalism before there was anything resembling a nation. The providentialist thesis had established a nationalist ideology in the absence of many of the traditional sources of national solidarity. It was one thing to win a war, quite another to build a political community where affection is real and consent is willing. The doctrine of exceptionalism did not assist the process. It sacrificed action and honesty to the romance of an idea.

			The first draft of the Declaration of Independence contained a stunning rebuke of the transatlantic slave trade as a “cruel war against human nature” and the last word in royal tyranny, naming Britain’s continuation of “this execrable commerce” among the grounds for separation. This clause, recalled Jefferson, “was struck out in complaisance to South Carolina and Georgia,” whose minds, he later remarked, with fabulous understatement, “were not yet matured to the full abhorrence of that traffic.” And just as soon as these offensive phrases had been removed, “these gentlemen continued their depredations on other parts of the instrument.” As early as 1764, the Massachusetts lawyer James Otis had argued that the enslavement of human beings was incompatible with natural rights, and therefore grounds for colonial resistance. All humans were by the law of nature freeborn, he insisted. “Does it follow that tis right to enslave a man because he is black?” he wondered. Every dealer in slavery was “a tyrant,” and tyranny was contagious. For Otis, the “ferocity, cruelty and brutal barbarity that has long marked the general character of the sugar-islanders” was enough to prove the point about the moral effect of slavery and to justify his disaffection from a government that supported it.

			Antislavery sentiment was integral to the revolutionary ferment, as many historians have noted, and then it was quashed. An attempt by the Massachusetts House of Representatives to abolish slavery in 1777 was abandoned out of fear
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