OVERVIEW

t

American radicalism can be divided into two general camps: indigenous
and imitative. The imitators of foreign radicalism, and those who inter
pret American movements by foreign terms, are the most widely

recognized in this culture, but they are in fact the. least culturally significant.
In terms of the usual catego�ies of mass parties, class consciousness, and
popular use of the stereotyped vocabulary of the Left, American dissidents
have been a resounding failure; but such concepts are usually irrelevent to
American conditions. This study could be entitled "The American Radical"
in the Same sense that Emerson wrote "The American Scholar" in 1837,
calling for the decolonization of our literature and the construction of an
authentically American culture built from national experience. My work has
the similiar purpose of identifying some varieties of radicalism as intellectual
imports while showing that others represent enduring traditions.! Borrowed,
imitative art still has its equivalent in borrowed, imitative radicalism.
Perhaps it is time to recognize, after two hundred years of political in
dependence, that our native radicalism is fundamentally different from that
of Europe, Russia, China, or the Third World. By native, I do not mean
baptized by the Indians. I imply that it draws upon basic beliefs of the
general culture for its meaning. This indigenous radicalism is rooted in cen
turies of our history and assumes that however much this society may be
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changed or transformed, it is unlikely to become something wholly
dissimilar to what it has been. It is radical, then, in the sense that it is a com·
plete realization of the democratic potential it perceives within our past. My
book, following Emerson' s advice, is an intellectual declaration of in
dependence from alien modes of interpretation, finding the spirit of our
radicalism not in Lenin but in Debs, not in the USSR, but in the IWW, not
in Chinese peasants, but in the Populists. It assumes, as Emerson did, the
existence of "new lands, new men, new thoughts." De Crevecoeur realized
earlier that the American is new, a (Hfference inki,!cI, not simply in variety.
What, then, is American about this American radIcalism? Unlike Scan·
danavian social democracy, Fabian bureaucracy, and Soviet communism,
our traditional critiques of the existing order have been pervaded by suspi
cion, if not hostility, toward any centralized discipline. The essence of this
i heritage�which has been expressed in both individualist and communal
I forms-could be named''antistatism," , 'libertarianism" or more provoca
/dvely, "anarchism." Like Proudhon, who defined this'last term positively
'in 1840, we have frequently assumed that there is an order inherent in
nature, that society is self-sufficient, and that government is likely to inter
rupt the vital functions of individuals and voluntary associations. Home
grown critics from both the individualist right and the communal left have
often counterposed society against the state, or even the individual against
the structures of society. Some rebels have always gone beyond implicit
resistance to institutional authority to explicit rejections of such authority.
lOur radicals have concentrated on .!:p..!ills;i�£2!!.l.on breaking the prisons of
l' authority, rather than on planning any reconstruction. They are abolition
! ists, not institution-builders; advocates of women's liberation, gay liber
ation, liberation theology, black liberation; prophets, not priests; anar
, chists, not administrators. They generally presume that the freed spirit will
require little or no guidance.
This implicit ideology of American radicalism has been expressed in
several varieties of criticism: l,�lism, r:ightJibw.ariaaism, and left.!iber
.J£-Li�l1}sm. Each contains an element of anarchism that distinguishes it from
'-. stadst(and often foreign) radicalisms. None of these libertarian currents,
'. '\ however ' would necess arily eliminate all authority. �kglll��,;E;lse the car
. as a shaggy-headed FrankenstelO's monster;"
', ,
toon l!!l..'l:�e-Of--the.
" �n",rchlSt
,,
,
,
�wlt1i�a crazed glint in its eyes, loaded down with an armful of bombs. Anar
chists have usually advocated new forms of order, not chaos. While the
statist would rely primarily upon institutions, libertarians prefer other
means of social control. Mores can regulate far more powerfully than ad
ministrators (Emerson's "government without governors"). Tocqueville
noted in the 1830's that a seemingly atomized population, by expecting
allegience to its basic values, could be extremely cohesive and authoritarian.
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Similarly, it is quite possible to envision a highly authoritarian culture that is
also stateless. Anarchos (being leaderless) is not incompatible with nomos
(law, custom, usage). A society without a state could be repressive in other
ways, as even "primitive" societies might instruct us. This realistic possibil.
ity will become clearer when the types of anarchist organizations are
outlined.2
Each form of libertarian radicalism covers a spectrum that evolves toward
the most explicit, from laissez-faire liberalism to Anarcho-Capitalism
(organizing society entirely on the basis of the market), or from community
control advocates to Anarcho-Communists and syndicalists. Such tendencies
have been historically repeated, but often without an understanding of their
precedents. As one labor historian has remarked: "The only bona fide
American radical tradition is anarchy, and that, in spite of Thoreau, has
been much less a doctrine than a fact. "3
This study will attempt, for the first time, to discuss this "fact," classify
ing different libertarian perspectives within a general theory of American
radicalism, as others have done for American liberalism or conservatism. It
will bring to consciousness, or focus, the historical repetition of certain
themes. Such continuities or recurrences will be presented as ' yure .DP..�j.t" ,
used to capture the characteristic features of forms of criticism=:-as useful>
typifications or sketches of generalities, rather than as actual beings.
Thoreau gave voice to the actual complexity of our pragmatic anarchism: "I
quietly declare war with the State, after my own fashion, though I will still
make what use and get what advantage of her as I can, as is usual in such
cases. "4 Consistency is not an anarchist virtue.
The first-section of mfoook will survey the social and cultural enviroment
that generated this anarcholibertarian sensibility. The interaction of three
factors will be stressed: the Protes!�mism of most of the colonial founders,
the exg�Jls.ive opportunities 'theYencountered, and their busjne��.1'elations.
These cultural, geographic, and economic influences were crudally different
from other areas of even the New World, such as the Latin, Catholic, and
Mediterranean elements that struggled with large-scale Indian civilizations
in much of South America. Here, each factor tended to disintegrate tradi
tional definitions of community that favored ideals of organic solidarity,
hierarchy, status by birth, and deference to precedent, often rooted in a fun
damentally agrarian society following the slow natural rhythms of the
seasons. Instead, these influences have promoted relationships based upon
changing associations to satisfy particular functions; egalitarianism; status by
activity; and constant innovations for the technological control and utiliza
tion of nature. Although we live in a community with a common language
and unifying symbols, traditional society, as an ideal type, is a "lost world."
One of our most stable beliefs is the inevitability of change. Our relation-
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ships are generally formed by the shifting needs of the marketplace in an
atomistic society where people are often treated like interchangeable pans. �

1/

(

Religion commands the premier rank in this transition because of the
universaltruth expressed by Mircea Eliade: "the beginnings of culture are
rooted in religious experience and beliefs." Radical values, like others in our
culture.' 'cannot be correctly understood if one does not know their original
religious matrix, which they tacitly criticized. modified. or rejected in be
coming what they are now: secular cultural values .' '6 I f this had been a Bud·

dhist culture, obviously our common perceptions of linear progress, active
humanity, and personal responsibility might have been dramatically
altered.
I t was not only Christianity, but one specific tendency of it that was
crucial in our history. By the 1770s, one historian has claimed that approx
imately 85 to 90 percent of the population bore "the stamp of Geneva," of
the radical Reformation that had weakened or destroyed Catholic definitions
of community. 7 Although such groups labored to build their own purified
institutions, ultra-Protestant ego has sometimes justified the conservative's
fear of it as"the dissidence of dissent.' '8 At the very least, this has promoted
a sense of self-reliance. In 1820, when de Maistre first used the term' 'indi
vidualism," he christened it political Protestantism. The traditional role of
religion in providing holistic or transcendent values became a rationale for
every pilgrim's separate progress. In the 1970s, more than 80 percent in one
poll agreed that "willpower"

was the key determinant in success, and that

. 'whenever I fail, I have no one to blame but myself. " Self-sufficiency was
admired. In another study, up to 90 percent of blue-collar workers refused
to attribute theif failures to outside conditions. Despite the power of
modern institutions, individual effort and individual solutions have been
emphasized.? Protestantism

has

helped

to

replace

community with

privacy-an English concept, absent from other languages, which have
terms only for separation or isolation, not for privacy. For radicalism, this
has sometimes raised a counterforce to the state's claim to ultimate power by
emphasizing a law higher than that of institutions, the law of personal
conSCIence.
Second, American capitalism has also tended to replace community with
individualist anarchism, the .. I" spirit instead of the "we." Whereas
capitalism in other societies has been modified by precapitalist or anti·
capitalist institutions and mores (resulting, for example, in the paternalism
of Japanese corporations), in the United States capitalism exists in perhaps
the purest form in the world. It is one of the assumptions most Americans
take for granted in a society that has 5 to 6 percent of the world's population
but uses more than half its resources, has a gross national product surpassing
a trillion dollars, and has a higher standard of individual consumption than
any of the communist countries.
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In our culture,

community is often identified with the market-a

bargaining society, a society of contract. Earlier moral injunctions against
the love of mammon have generally been replaced with a narrow self
seeking. Tocqueville, in the 18305, perceived an almost antisocial society
where individuals were concerned with"the petty pleasures of private life, "
although he also warned that when personal comfort was threatened, people
might repudiate social liberty to defend theif personal security. History, of
course. has confirmed both of Tocqueville's themes-anarchy and author
ity. The common vision of freedom and the general experience of con
formity have been a dialectic throughout our culture, although most com
mentators have understood only one or the other. But the dialectic con
tinues, since our libertarian ideals are neither fully achieved nor annihilated.
The hardy persistence of this heritage is the core of my book.
Third, }��?mi�_has been encouraged by an environment of great physical·
space anid social opportunity, where optimistic Americans have been un
..

likely to maintain the sense of sin and limitation that might be so useful to
conservatism. Rather, sunny

�

of human nature and civil Of natural

society have prevailed. Government, in this pleasant world, may be re
garded as useful, but not as a vital barrier to human cruelty or a major um
pire that can ration scarcity. 10
Many of the core values nurtured by this history-which forms the basis of
much of our past-are radical, liberatory, utopian. The United States has,
comparatively, one of the most egalitarian societies in the world, in which
there are few philosophical conservatives who praise class orders, suspicion of
the common people, veneration of the old, organicism, or the necessity for a
strong leader. In Emerson's terms, Americans usually identify with the party
of the future, not of the past; of the movement, not the establishment. The
mental landscape of Americans is filled not so much with solid institutions
of the past and present as with visions of human will, progress, and change.
Our literature is "more relentlessly self-critical than any other," II the in
telligentsia frequently serve as an idealistic conscience against imperfection;
our ideas are particularistic and pragmatic (or, as one person labeled the
thought of William James: "philosophic Protestantism"); our language is
simple and direct; and our social manners are relatively democratic, free of
formal titles and officiousness12 Of course, this antiorthodoxy and ami
elitism has its own assumptions, often held with dogmatic certainty. In the
candid words of Paul Goodman: "I have a democratic faith-it's a religion
with me-that everyone is really able to take care of himself, to get
people, and

(Q

on

with

make a good society. If it's not so, I don't want to hear about

it," 13 This is a common faith among Americans.

The most moderate expression of this radical belief in democracy is
liberalism. Perhaps because this is the oldest liberal democracy in the world
we forget how utopian afe the commonplaces lauded even in McGuffey's
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readers, honoring a "free community" in which there are no "privileged

civil rights in the military. including free speech, press, and assembly; to
abolishing laws against "crimes without victims" (as in drug use, sexual
behavior, pornography, and gambling); or to prison criticism {most radically
enunciated by Eugene Debs: "while there is a soul in prison I am not
free"),18

ideal and the actual, has been a vital source of radical thought and action in

moderate means, it also includes a history of direct action, like the sit-downs
of the 1930s, pray-ins at segregated churches, sit-ins at segregated lunch

orders" and opportunity is open to ability alone .14 Although Tocqueville
argued that j'\merica had been"born free," it would be more accurate to
portray a slow and often painful revolution, over several centuries, to
liberate blacks, women, and many others to be equal competitors in the
capitalist marketplace. This dream, and the constant tension between the

our sOCIety,
Throughout our history, it has encouraged the kind of spontaneous an
timonopolism often found in the Anti-Federalists, the Jacksonians, the
Knights of Labor, and the Populists, with fears that "the people" were los
ing their liberties and economic chances. The alternative to concentrations

of wealth and power have been sometimes individualist, sometimes
cooperative, but they have almost invariably been critical
power.ll

undemocratic

Themes of liberation have also been applied to groups of people, For

blacks, it has been reflected in Garrison's newspaper the Liberator; in

Frederick Douglass's broad definition of slavery as the lack of control over

one's own life (by which he often included women and wage laborers); in
John Brown's scorn of "talk-what is needed is action-ACTION" (what

the anarchists would call propaganda of the deed); in the phrase from the

"Battle Hymn of the Republic," "as He died to make men holy, let us die

to make men free"; and in modern criticisms that "we have made a

mockery of being our brother's keeper by being his jail

"16

Liberation from confining sexual roles was expressed by the first women's

fights convention in the world, held at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848,

These daring Americans called for equal rights in the professions, schools,

politics, and religion, equal status in marriage, equal wages and equal prop
erty rights. "Know your place" has been changed, slowly but steadily, to
"woman's place is everywhere," Increasingly, there have been real personal

While liberalism has generally sought to achieve such radical freedom by

counters, wade-ins at segregated beaches, boycotts, and demonstrations.

But the impossibility of realizing such utopian ideals by limited means-the
unfulfilled promises of liberalism to achieve liberation-has fostered more
explicit forms of radicalism. A moderate liberal might fantasize that prob

lems had been solved-like a complacent individual of the 1920s or the

1950s-only to be shocked to reality by the Great Depression Of the social
upheavals of the 1960s. In the late 19705, the basis for another period of

Struggle may be evident in such statistics as the Urban League's claim of 25

percent unemployment for blacks (and up to 50 percent for black youth),
one-third of blacks below poverty level and a growing gap between the
average white income and average black income, or in the disproportion
ately large number of women in jobs with the lowest status and pay. Clearly,

we continue to live with the legacy of centuries of racism and sexual
discrimination, whatever our progress.

Liberalism, beyond these charges of inadequacy, has been burdened with,

the contradiction that it has often used institutional means to guarantee!
equality while popular sentiment has been deeply skeptical about

I
I
suckers )

"bureaucracy" (even when it has called it into existence to achieve its
hopes). Notice Whitman's hatred of "the swarms of cringers,
doughfaces, lice of politics, planners of sly involutions for theif own prefer
ment to city officers or state legislators or the judiciary or congress or the
presidency. "

19

Though all forms of indigenous radicalism have deep roots in

choices in sexual freedom, careers, marriage as a relation of equals

the liberal center and its idealism, they are more dramatically libertarian,

family"), and abortion ("our right to choose"), as aspects of a critique of

organized on the basis of voluntary igencies. Its most moderate expression

gay (e.g.,James Baldwin's reference to "the male prison)."l7 By the 19705,
the American women's movement was the largest independent feminist
force in the world, far more systematically radical than perhaps any other

Anarchq-Capit:l,li�ts who repudiate the state. Since modern intellectual;;
easily equate radical.ism with communitarianism (and hierarchical amhor
ity), this tradition is frequently overlooked. Nonetheless, it is a genuine ex
pression of utopian individualism, as represented by Emerson, in "The
American Scholar," yearning for an individual "like a sovereign state,"

("democracy begins at home"), communal living ("explode the nuclear

social! sexual definitions that limited both men and women, straight and

(the Communists, for example, casually scorn sexual pleasure as "petty

bourgeois indulgence" and consider nonconformists "deviants" to be "re

habilitated," or worse).

The ideal of liberation has also been applied to "ageism" (treating

children and the elderly as representatives of a category, rather than as in

dividuals); to schools Oohn Holt has called them "children's prisons"); to

The first, which I will define as right Ube.J:taJ:i£.-fttsnr, trusts in a societv
,
"'�

Fiis(;z�£ilj£]ili�.r.alS.

can be found in various\

and its most extreme, in

While anarchism, in the form of movements, has been most pronounced in
Europe, expressed as Anarcho-Communism, syndicalism, and other types of

communitarianism, American anarchism-even when explicit�has been

distinctively separate. A 1907 comparison between European and American

\:

10

The Genesis a/Revelation

Overview

Il

anarchism remains valid: "European anarchists are less introspective than
us. They concern themselves more with the mass movement than we do;

was greeted by the Vietnamese revolutionaries as "the finest sons and

trade unions, organizing the unemployed, or indulging in soap-box oratory,

libertarians and statists, who may be reflecting the moralistic, ahistorical,

are, in many cases, ten cents carfare, and Anarchism has become a luxury.

their own history, rejection of whatever does not immediately' 'work," con

they fight the capitalist; we fight Comstock. Instead of participating in the
we rent comfortable halls and charge ten cents admission. Added to that
Instead ()f inspiring the workers with revolutionary ideas we teach them
speculative theories of liberty. 20 Especially in America, anarchist theories
have had many ties to middle-class egoism.
However, another variety of antibureaucratic radicalism will also be iden
tified-- leftJibertaS.iani$.!p, which tanges from decentralists who seek to limit
;;
state power to syndicalists who want to abolish it. While individualist anar
"

chism is one possible form of capitalism taken to an extreme, left liber
tarianism represents an alternative tradition. While resistance to institu

tional authority, praise for local decision-making, and mass participation (if

not consensus) are also hallmarks of this criticism, it is directed toward
creating a society of communal sharing rather than individual assertion.

par'l'Twill

The conclusion of
contrast'these forms of indigenous radicalism
with the strange gods of what I have termed ' 'statist radicalism." All expres

sions of this tendency have usually cast off ouFTiS'errari"ao"history for the
neatly ordered usable past of some other society's legends, symbols, shrines,

"holy days, " patriotic songs, and heroes. As one Communist asserted in the
1930s, the main task of the CPUSA was to "bolshevize" the party rather

than to Americanize it.2! More recently, a Marxist historian belittled any
plea for a "red, white, and blue left" with the condescending claim that
"our revolutionary 'heroes' must be understood to be expansionists and the
oppressors of workers, slaves, women, and national minorities . . . . We must
avoid identification with the bourgeois revolutionary tradition of imperial

expansion built into the U.S. from its inception. " 22

Radicals in other countries have sometimes noticed this remarkable aban

donment of all national symbols, so unlike the USSR looking back to

popular champions from its pre-1917 history, the People's Republic �f

China preserving the memory of peasant insurrections, Cuba speaking of its

present revolution as continuing the long struggle for independence, Viet

nam invoking a thousand years of conflict to become a separate entity, or

other states calling themselves defenders of radical nationalism (Peru, Syria,

Egypt). Radicals in most other societies have been passionately engaged in
building their programs upon local traditions, demonstrating how they con
tinue or fulfill many of the central aspirations of their cultures.

Americans meeting with representatives of the National Liberation Front

were once chastized, however, because "you American friends have not yet

found your own identity: you do not identify with your own people or your
cOUntry and its traditions." On another occasion, a United States delegation

daughters of Washington and Jefferson. " American radicals are likely to be

startled and appalled by such comments. Such reactions are shared by both
atheoretical, and eclectic character of this society in their confusion about
tempt for their imperfect predecessors, and affirmations of universal ideals;
but the statist radicals have suffered most because their solution to these
quandaries has been to retreat to alien models.23
.
Each foreign system has its outpost in America, loyally staffed: Soviet
Marxism (the Communist Party, USA), Maoism (the U. S. Communist
Party, Marxist-Leninist), and "true" Trotskyism (the Workers' League, the

Socialist Workers Party, and the Spartacist League). In 1977, for example,
the U.S. Communist Party, Marxist-Leninist, was given the sole American
franchise to distribute Maoism. A member of the Chinese politboro, at a
Peking banquet honoring the obscure leader (''Chairman Klonsky'') of the
USCP (M-L), grandiloquently announced that "the founding of the Com
munist Party (M-L) of the United States has reflected the aspirations of the
proletariat and other working people of the United States and is a new vic

tory for the Marxist-Leninist movement in the United States."24 Such delu
sions should require little comment.
To emulate theories developed in preindustrial socities, often struggling
for national independence, is to obscure the American present (where any
revolution would not be against a czar, a Chiang Kai-shek, or a Batista) and

the potentialities of a fully libertarian industrial America. The Old Left has
been culturally arid and politically withered because, in an innovative, liber
tarian culture, it has been seeking to turn back the historical clock. As some
left liberatarians rebuked the statists: "We fight on the most advanced ter
rain in history-a terrain that opens the prospect for a post-scarcity society, a

libertarian society, not a substitution of one system of hierarchy by an
other.' '2) By dismissing several hundred years of American libertarian
radicalism as petty bourgeois and ideologically obsolete (when it may be
avant-garde), statist radicalism has been reduced to esoteric cults, like
American Buddhism (or, in this case, Maoism), that appeal essentially to
radical snobs and alienated intellectuals. A major movement capable of hav

ing a deep and lasting impression on this society is unlikely to develop
without building upon some existing foundations. The conclusion of part 2,
then, is a call for a self-conscious, postcolonial radicalism that is authenti
cally American.

Part 3 centers on the contemporary revival of these native traditions and
speculates on their prospects. Certainly the failures of conventional socialism
reinforce my thesis. The austerity measures often adopted by labor govern
ments, the absence of popular control in nationalized industries, and the

,)
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obvious hypocrisies of revolutionary states have done much to validate Prou·
dhon's fear of "the socialism of the barracks" and Bakunin's warning of

"workhouse socialism" where the new elite would merely constitute a red

bourgeoisie.

Nationalization, for example, has not been synonymous with democrati·

zation. Rather, power is often more remote. Workers still have little voice in

what happens at theif workplace. They are still subject to appointed
managers, their unions are usually powerless, and they often cannot strike

against "their" state. One Bfitish coal miner complained that it was"like
working for a ghost"

instead of a definite group of capitalists. Michael

Polanyi was probably correct when he observed that a worker in a national·
ized mine no more felt that he "owned" the mine than he felt that he
owned the royal navy.
Nationalization, then, has not solved inequalities of power; it has only

subst1tuted officials for owners. Under the direction of this new elite, an

enormous and highly centralized bureaucracy reduces the local unit to in
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Soviet and Chinese revolutions had been diminished by the realities
Mar
and
Suharto
like
dictators
for
support
power politics, such as Chinese
We
cos, recognition of the Chilean junta, and approval of the Nixon visits.

were living in a time of decaying idols, "after the falL"
At home, Americans were less convinced that mammoth systems would
necessarily satisfy their personal needs. Was the modern city more comfort
a
able than neighborhood communities? Was a factory more pleasant than

workshop? Was corporate capitalism ecologically, humanistically, and finan
for
cially desirable I These were issues of the most fundamental radicalness,
Old
the
and
state
welfare
the
of
on
imaginati
exhausted
which the seemingly

" of
Left had few answers that were attractive ro the public. The "successes
the
of
on
reevaluati
a
force
yet
may
ism
Commun
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y
Social Democrac

"failed" truths of anarchism. 27
Let us turn, then, to the origins of this vision of decentralism, which may
now form one of the few historical sources of hope.

significance. Top-down management, a cretinizing division of labor, pro

duction quotas that resemble speedups, praise of stoical efficiency above
personal happiness, and limits on popular control ace at least as stringent as

those in capitalist society. 26 This has been bureaucracy, not democracy, .and
Fabians have been as guilty of it as Leninists, Trotskyists as much as

Stalinists. This is the socialism of five-year plans, growth rates, and dams

and factories, but it is not everyday democracy.

In fact, socialism has generally meant the restriction, rather than the ex

pansion,

of freedoms found

in liberal society:

discussion,

reading,

publishing, art, travel, organization of public employees, voting, religious
beliefs, conscientious objection to military service, privacy, the right to

strike, emigration, assembly, and the rights of nonconformity (for example,
the freedom in American schools-legally guaranteed-not to salute the
flag).

By contrast, none of the Marxist-Leninist states

permits the formation

any open opposition, or the printing of opposition literature, or the holding

of opposition meetings. Most Americans are aware of the military suppres
sion of the working class in Hungary,

East Germany,

Poland,

and

Czechoslovakia. Even in China, the stuggle for power after the death of Mao
Tse·tung was not openly debated but was the result of cliques, monster
rallies, and bombastic denunciations of "the Gang of Four" as

spies, "agents of the Kuomintang," ultrarightists, and even "capitalist
roaders"!

By the end of the 1970s, it was more difficult for American radicals to

avoid historical dilemmas by turning to foreign models. Abroad, the Labour

Parry lacked the enthusiastic suppOrt of most British workers, the socialist

party of Sweden was voted out of office after decades in power, the German
socialists nearly met a similar fate, and much of the idealistic aura of the
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CHAPTER ONE

CONSCIENCE AND COMMUNITY

Conscience and Community

though instructed by ministers and the concerns of a congregation, had to
experience conversion individually. The believer was less restrained by ob
vious barriers against what the Puritan fearfully called" enthusiasms," at
the same time that reading the Bible and reflecting upon it contained
unavoidably

subjective

elements.l

Although

"con-scientia"

originally

meant knowledge of anything shared with another person (in other words,
social knowledge), a personal conscience did not always agree with the con
sensus of the church membership. Then, community could rupture. It be
came more arduous to balance the histOric tensions within Christianity be
tween the gospel and the law, grace and works, internal authority and exter
nal authority, spirit and structure, conscience and church. Most Protestants
The only obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think
right.
Any man more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority of one already.

were acutely aware of emotional and doctrinal dangers and labored to forge
new forms of discipline that would renew the ancient social ideal of an
organic community, bound together by a common faith. 2
The earliest settlers consciously sought to build new communities with the

I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after my own fashion.

Mayflower Compact of 1620, Winthrop'S speech on Christian charity before

-Henry David Thoreau, American Protestant saint, . 'On Civil Disobedience"

stepping OntO American soil in 1630, the founding of Harvard in 1636 for

I cannot give unconditional loyalties to any institution, man, state, movement or na

economic life. As Winthrop believed, guidance was necessary so that the col

an educated leadership, and the numerous laws regulating social status and

tion. My loyalties are conditioned upon my own convictions and my own values.

onists would not' 'shipwracke" by following solely their own" pleasures and

-C Wright Mills, in Listen, Yankee

profits. "Drawing upon traditional models and a rational understanding of

� In the American beginning, there was Protestantism. Unlike France and

�
•

�

Spain, which officially permitted only orthodox Catholics to emigrate to

the New World, the American lands of England were dominated by

representatives of the militant Reformation. Although fervent believers in
Puritanism, Anabaptism, and Quakerism were a minority, they laid many of
the basic foundations for a new society.
Most of them began by rejecting Catholic definitions of community.
Catholicism maintained the mythology of apostolic succession, embracing
all of society and the centuries within institutions. Although the Church of
England had preserved this claim, most Protestant communities tended to
be narrower, excluding rather than including. They generally built upon the
basis of individual soul, individual minister, and individual congregation.
With varying degrees of thoroughness, the Protestants abolished most of the
institutional mediators between God and the believer. The unseating of the
pope, the demotion of the saints, the distuption of much ritual and tradi
tion and the destruction of the awesome order of the cathedral weakened all
authority, since the church and the state were so profoundly interrelated.
The weight of eternity fell upon the individual, unaided by a hierarchy of
priests, unrelieved by confession, unassisted by the saints, and forbidden to
claim that earthly works might contribute to salvation. The individual,
14

their needs, Winthrop urged repeatedly in his address that the colonists "be
.
knitt together" as one.
The Plymouth setders had already illustrated the contradictions that lay

;

like silen fault lines within Protestantism, making it vulnerable to collapse.
These colonists simultaneously broke the institutional continuity of the
Church of England, claimed to preserve the simple heritage of the early
church, and established their own new order. Conservatism and radicalism
mingled, if not at times merged, within their organizations. When the
Mayflower Compact was approved in 1620, they once again conserved the
principle that government was God's law while demonstrating that it might
be a conscious creation. Against their pious intentions, they built a working
model of what Rousseau would abstractly term "a social contract,"

or our

age would call "an intentional community." Because they deliberately
acted to "combine our selves together into a civil body politick, for our bet
ter ordering and preservation,"

their institutional life carried the insidious

implication that they were a people' 'subject to no law but that which they
consented to impose on themselves. "3
Winthrop'S model was also provocatively flawed. The Puritan vision of a
city on a hill that would be a moral beacon to a sinful world was capable of
stimulating outbursts of perfectionism. The very founding of Massachusetts
implied that civil government was indeed a voluntary agreement based upon
free will, and that government might be an agency for the creation of such a
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New Jerusalem. This possible communitas was in painful contrast, however,
to the reality of a society divided into the elected brother and the separated
other GUSt as only 35 of the 102 passengers on the

Mayflower

were full

Pilgrims). The chasm between the real and the ideal was obvious to these

purifiers and contributed to what some scholars have called a frustrated uto
pianism in American life.

These ambiguities were an especially heavy cross for the Puritans.

Whereas the Pilgrims had broken free from the established religion and
publicly identified themselves as separatists, the Puritans suffered painful
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denied that a state church was necessarily "a stench in God's nostrils."
"Williams' position, from [their) point of view, looked like anarchy. ") The
New Jerusalem of the Puritans had to be defended from splintering into a

Protestant Babel. Indeed, the later separation of church and state in Rhode
Island pulled down a conservative pillar that had persisted since the last days
of the Roman Empire. Such government lost the powerful emotional sup
port of a state religion.

Of course, this did not convict Williams of explicit anarchism. He re
mained convinced that the state was divinely mandated to preserve civil

doubts about their continued ties to the Church of England. The question

peace, and that churches could be God's instruments (although he joined

technically remained within the state church, while castigating it for

disrupt the public order were prohibited. Yet, just as Williams had bedev

of authority was agonizingly complex for them. These stern sectarians had

Catholic litUrgical remnants, Anglican approval of bishops, and moral and
theological "corruption." The violent friction between their urgent pleas
for reform and the inertia of institutions flared into fanaticism among
themselves and others. Although they were not separatists, some of them
left their comfortable homes, traveled several thousand dangerous miles,
and gave their lives and fortunes to construct the first major settlements in
the Massachusetts Bay area during 1630-40. While pleading loyalty to the

church, they added fuel to the English Civil War in the 1640s. Their effortS
to recreate religious order, in both England and America, were radically

disintegrated by some of their own principles. Thus, Puritan denunciations
of existing imperfections, even when based upon "conservative" pleas for
the purity of Christ's original church, fostered more extreme purifi.ers, such
as the Quakers. The Puritans were cruelly destined to confront unruly spirits

who mocked them with some of their own implications of an irrepressible

radicalism.
By 1636 Roger Williams had demonstrated that a saint could also be a

subversive. He was cast out of Massachusetts for pleading that church and
state be separated. He had become convinced that forced belief was "soul·
rape." If Protestanism encouraged even "the simplest man or woman to

search the Scriptures," it must now allow them to find their own truths, free
from coercion. A state church, then, was a Romish perversion of conscience
that sullied faith upon "the Dung heape of this earth." Consider, he
argued, the history of the English church since 1529-Catholic, Calvinist,
Anglican. People's beliefs had been (in his words) "tost up and down (even
like Tenis-bals)." No, each person must have the liberty to "try all
things" -knowing that while he or she would suffer no political persecu
tion, the ultimate sanction would be eternal salvation or damnation!4
Moderate Puritans strained to protect an official faith, doubtful that civil
and religious harmony could be maintained by such radical conscience.
While they admired much of Williams's zeal and agreed that fallible human
beings, organized as a government, might enforce false doctrines, they

none, taking the title of '''seeker''). In either domain, opinions that might
iled the leaders of Massachusetts with his jeremiads against the bondage of

the church by the Babylon-state, he was in turn set upon by even more
ferocious (-itics of organized power, such as Samuel Gorton and William
Harris. An) Catholic might have predicted the growing crowd of protesters
claiming th � authority of their own consciences. By 1657, the exasperated

Williams ha i condemned some of his adversaries as "common opposers of
all authority' and placed a treason indictment againSt one radical religionist
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"for saying that it was against his conscience to yield to any human order
amongst men.' '6
Meanwhile, the saints of Massachusetts had perservered in their battle to
enforce religious, social, political, and economic authority. But the result
was not the " narrow a d cold prison" that V. L. Parrington once por
�
.
. It
. lOmates were
trayed-or, If
was, ItS
a turbulent lot, and even the guards
sometimes questioned the justice of their own power. Puritan belief that
humanity �as sinful and that its rulers could not be trusted with arbitrary
power. whICh was relOforced by their opposition to Stuart absolutism,
be�ame a deep cultural inhibition against absolute power. Constitutional
sonal compacts were encouraged as bulwarks against abusive authority.
However, even these forms of governance contained the seeds of their own
. s�lf-criticism, if not self-destruction, by the admission that God could speak
duectly to, and through, the individual. Anne Hutchinson demonstrated
the destructive possibilities of this during the mid. and late 1630s. A Puritan
morality play began quietly when Hutchinson opened her Boston home for
meeting� to summarize recent sermons. She had no initial thought of
challenglOg
the ministerial function of guiding the believers. but only of
.
restating the content of sermons for those who had missed them and for
others of the pious. Her gossipy descriptions, however. rapidly became
analyses, an easy error for a literate and introspective laity . She then tres
passed into territory that was jealously guarded by ministers and, even
worse, carried along subversive beliefs. Hutchinson began to insinuate that
the clergy and magistrates were usually representatives of the Old Testament
who were severely limited to a knowledge of external appearances, such as '
visible obedience to rules. But the new dispensation of Christ had released
elievers from these chains . The godly were no longer sanctified by obliga
tlO�S to law or by their works (a delusion of the Jews and papists) but were
punfied by the covenant of grace, "the indwelling of the spirit." These
elect were subject not to corrupt, external laws and imperfect institutions,
.
but to an inner law known only to themselves. When Hutchinson was asked
how she knew that it was God who spoke to her, she boldly answered: "by
an immediate revelation." The depUty governor was astonished: . 'How! An
immediate revelation?" Hutchinson: . 'By the voice of his own Spirit to my
soul. "7

�

�

! is appeal t� direct revelation was an ominous threat to all authority,
.
religIOUS and CIVIL Although Hutchinson was no revolutionary who yearned
to PUt a torch to all existing order. she had unwittingly conjured up the
specter of anarchist subjectivism. If someone could act upon the direct com.
mand of God, what was the status of churches. ministers. governments,
rulers, and even the educated elite? They might all be relegated to some in.
ferior rank before such a direct power. Captain Johnson recalled one of the
heretics making such a reasonable conclusion: "I had rather hear such a one
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that speaks from the meere motion of the spirit, without any study at all,
than any of your learned Scoliers, although they may be fuller of Scrip
ture. "s Leaders of the colony, such as the ReverendJohn Wilson, became in
creasingly resentful and alarmed that Hutchinson and her disciples were
reducing God's faithful servants to "Nobodies."
In 1637, she was accused of eighty-two doctrinal errors, many of them
covered by the term antinomianism: being" against the law." Although she
fervently declared that intuitive knowledge would not counsel license, since
it meant direct access to divine law, her opponents ridiculed her as aJezebei
who appealed to emotions. Her beliefs were scorned as libertine, seditious,
and "anarchicaL" Like Williams, she was banished, and-also like
Williams-her followers split into factions. Governor John Winthrop was
properly horrified at the implications of her ideas: "She walked by such a
rule as cannot stand with the peace of any State; for such bottomless revela
tions ... if they be allowed in one thing, must be admitted a rule in all
things; for they being above reason and Scripture, they are not subject to
controll."9 Winthrop upheld the powers of the magistrates and the
ministers with his severe judgment on the disruptive potential of her prin
ciples. But the Puritans were never able to purge themselves of their con·
tradictions by expelling Hutchinson, Williams, and many others. They were
frustrated by a basic riddle of Protestantism: Who or what is authority?
Although the Puritans had not desired to become ancestors of anarchism,
this rebel progeny was among their bastard descendants.
Another form of militant Protestantism, the Society of Friends
("Quakers"), also illustrated the possibilities fOf radical disintegration of
aUtJlorit �T-his was dramatically evident in Quaker faith, where each
believer followed the vision of his or her own inner light, partially directed
by the voluntary discipline of the meeting. This spontaneity flowed natu· V

y

rally from the Protestant emphasis on conscience ancr"'i:ne-prlesthood of all
believers. The inward covenant of grace had full primacy over the old cove·
,!

nant of works. Even the authority of Scripture was subordinate to the direct
insight of the spirit. which revealed the' 'new law written within, on the
tables of the heart." 10 Quaker disdain for the frailties of man-made law,
emphasis on revelation, refusal to take political oaths, rejection of war taxes,
tithes, and military duty, and repudiation of various social conventions
(such as removing their hats before magistrates and other rulers) earned
them a reputation as subverters of all order. This was an understandable
fear. If anarchism could be achieved in spirit, civil authority was likely to be
attacked by some of the believers. Religious antinomianism might become
secular antinomianism, where self-reliance threatened social institutions.
However, few Quakers uniformly applied their spiritual philosophy and
practice to physical society. In 1682 William Penn solemnly prayed that the
government of his colony be respected as "a part of religion irpelf, a thing
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sacred in its institution and end . " 1 1 Most people should not meddle in
politics but should live quiet lives of work and devotion . Yet, even as Penn
upheld the power of the magistrates in nonreligious matters, he character
ized most earthly laws as " superficial" compared with the immutable and
" fundamental laws " that were sensed by conscience. This religious
freedom-combined with other circumstances-shattered Penn ' s admoni
tions for conventional politics. Even when it was not ignored or flouted, the
regime was held in little awe . During most of 168 1-96, n o taxes were im
posed . When one of Pen n ' s governors arrived in 1 688 , no one greeted him,
He later ' ' found the council foom deserted and covered with dust and scat
tered papers . The wheels of government had nearly stopped turning . " 1 2
While authority was always reasserted and Quakerism became em bodied in
powerful soc!al a �d political institutions, its foundations were never entirely
secure, and I t r � ll(!d more on. appeals to norms than on direct coercion .
� h <:!�viv�!L�!�I:nQ :·ement s that erupted in the 1 7 205 and 1 7 30s , although
_
thelf socl:iTperspectives were often conservative, paradoxically added to this
anarchist �eritage by their appeals tq ep?tjg.nrather than reason and by
theIr creatlng, through camp meetings, a seQs_e of .community without a
.church. The " prepared heart' of Puritan theology (with its implied
mysticism) finally burst all its strucrural bonds to become spontaneous
belief. Guardians of tradition like the Harvard faculty were dismayed by
revival ministers who distracted people from their normal business, under
mined the basis of rational theology , and , "which is worse , and it is a
Natural effect of these Things , [caused the people] to despise their own
M inisters. " 1 3 Those i n power often feared the revivalists as disrupters of the
established order.
These suspicions were overstated but not illusory. Religious ferment was a
yeast capable of unexpected results. Sometimes it revivified old churches
sometimes it unsettled or burst them. A crusading spirit might find its for�
in repressive laws or, on other occasions, utopian colonies. But in all the
manifestations of revivalism , it was the individual who achieved " new
light. " If God could reveal Himself directly to any person , the power in
stitutions was diminished . Most evangelicals heartily agreed with Peter Cart
wright, a famous circuit rider, that " Christ had no l iterary college Of univer
sity, nor theological school or B iblical Institute, nor did he require his first
ministers to memorize his sayings or sermons [or] to take a theological
course . ' ' 14
By the early 1 800s, religious contributions to the character of American
radicalism were clearly defined : the Protestant emphasis on conscience ,
moral purity , and natural law could challenge worldly authority. The belief
that individual conscience might perceive a higher law than that of civil gov
ernment, and that disobedience to " unj ust law" is a moral duty , has been
repeated from the days of the Puritans and the Quakers. Thomas Paine anj
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l10unced that his own mind was his church , and the revolution against
England was justified as an affirmation of God-given inalienable rights that
were self-evident to everyone . This revolution was another reformatio n,
Conscience-for some of the critics-could also become the j udge of all.
Emerson later rejected the "corpse-cold rationality " of the Unitarian church
for spomaneous nature , insight, transcendental ego , and " illimitable
freedom " : " Judge for yourself . . . reverence yourself. It is the inevitable ef·
fec t of that doctrine . . . to make each man a state " (or, we might say in the
case of Margaret Fuller, each woman} . l ) It was comfortably assumed-by
Hutchinson, W illiams, Penn, Emerso n , and others-that conscience was
direct understanding of natural law, or immediate communication with
God .
In 1 850, when the president supported a fugitive slave bill, the Congress
approved it, and the Supreme Court upheld it, Emerson was not impressed:
"I will not obey it, by God ! " Thoreau agreed, saying that institutions were
usually wrong. They had been created by past revelations, matured and
decayed like people, and became decrepit , senile, and contemptible. In
stitutions were natural reactionaries, crucifying Christ, excommunicating
Copernicus and Luther, and rejecting Jefferson and Washingwn. But the
rebel's sense of u niversal justice had an immediate validity that would
triumph over " the party of the past. " Ideally, this spirit of protest would
result in a permanent revolution against the dead letter of all organizations,
including those of Protestantism . Emerson concurred that ' ' the Office of
America is to liberate , " 1 6
Simaar"voic�s of detiance against structures of control have continued.
Twain describes such a conflict in Huc�/det:t:'J_ ftji:n (1885), when Huck
must decide whether he should bet:raYhis friend, Nigger Jim, by returning
him to slavery . This would uphold the conventions of property and the
then-teachings of Southern churches but deny his own sense of justice. The
God of society is watching him, but Huck turns away from organized
religion, saying " All right, then, I'll go to hel l . " Many of the pacifists of
World War I, the members of sit-ins for (ivil rights, and the antiwar
demonstrators of the 1 9605 were also asserting a perfect moral freedom.
Some did so moderately, as when Norman Thomas pleaded that the flag
should not be burned, but cleaned, while his opponents followed a more ex
treme conscience and reenacted the drama of William Lloyd Garrison , who
set fire to a copy of the constitution because it was a covenant with hell that
sheltered slavery . 1 7
Such freedom has rendered it difficult, if not impossible, to organize
these radicals. JUSt as their critical spirit has been amitheoretical and antiinstitutional, so has their work. William Ellery Channing was a true
American critic when he expressed ' 'a peculiar dread and abhorrence of the
passion for power . " When such Americans have been unable [Q avoid
�-'
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orgamzlOg , they have been attracted to voluntary associations , like the
au tonomous congregations of most A merican religions . 18 O nce formed ,
these groups have been more active in moralizing than in politics; they have
sought generally to transform individuals through moral appeals (' 'a change
of heart ") rather than to attain political power. Discipline , whether as an
organizational principle or a g oa l , has often been defeated by such eloquent
rebels as Bronson A lcott, who valued the sanctity of his own soul above
loyalty to a n organization: " Church and S tate are responsible to me; not I to
them . They cease to deserve our veneration from the moment they violate
ou r consciences . . . . Why should I employ a church to write my creed or a
state to govern m e ? Why shou l d I not write my own creed? Why not govern
myself? " 1 9 Channing lauded this self- governed i ndividual as the glory of
our culture , and he predicted a social evolution toward individualism that
might eventually eliminate any necessity for governmen t , where " soul"
would finally defeat ' ' force . " This was an A merican version of the withering
away of the state .
Such visions of a perfect moral freedom to achieve a perfect moral order
have been both repressive and l iberating , Explicit radicals and average
A mericans have a strong predisposition to believe in simple definitions of
good and evil and to condemn their opponents as the latter. Conventional
politics is hi ndered b y this standard , which implies that all politics is corrup t
because power cannot avoid sordid compromises of principle. A s k the
typical A merican what comes to mind first when the word politician is
spoken. He or she will probably have few , if any, kind thoughts , since
politics i n A merica (in general contras t , let us say , to England or West Ger
many) is not an honored profession. Even a president can indulge in such
stereotypes. Can one imagine a prime minister or a chancellor casually an
nouncing that while being executive was "a fascinating experience , " he had
" no great liking , , . for the word ' politics ' " /20
This pervasive idealism is also expressed in u nprecedented aspirations
(such as achieving a classless society or a bolishing poverty) and frequent
harsh criticism o f the gap between u to pian ideals and the existence of
racism, inequality, Sex discri mination , and " hypocrites i n high places . "
Thus, many Europeans were somewhat startled by the furor over Watergate ,
since a less idealistic society might have been more complacent about the
realities of power. In many ways , the City of M an continues to be measured
like Norman Thomas Of Martin
by the City of God . Our most revered
Luther King, ]r. , have spoken from deep moral convictions, preaching to
A mericans as a congregation. Radical movements that have been relatively
popular are equally .moralisti c , reflected in C. Wright M ills ' s characteriza
tion of the New Left�-;;etfi1cal upsurg e , and b y Staughton Lyn d and Paul
Goodman calling upon young people to " come out of Babylon " and make
a " New Reformation . ' '21 Less successfu l have been those who have offended

23

Conscience and Community

i ! �

this need f9r ��h �: � s <: Il!te� , whether ty? ical M a�ists , northern civil rights
.
..
. . Southern
students who disregardea
rellglOus feelmgs, or many Black Pan "
ther leaders with their early atheism . These people have generally isolated
themselves from the masses .
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