The United States from 1607 to 1865 €
How the American Culture Was Shaped

OLD WORLD ROOTS
OF AMERICAN CULTURE

Not one of the men and women who settled in the
New World landed on these shores empty-handed. To
be sure, some arrived with little more than the garments
they wore. Others, even less fortunate, came as
indentured servants, having sold their labor for a period
of several years to pay for their passage across the
ocean. And some, the tragic victims of an inhuman
practice, arrived in the holds of slave ships. But rich or
poor, free or slave, each brought with him some part of
the culture of his former homeland. Every individual,
regardless of his station in life, made a contribution to
American culture.

CULTURE In the sense the term is used here, culture
is the sum of characteristics that distinguish one group
of people or nation from another.

Culture also includes language religion, laws, forms of
government, methods of educating the young, means of
communicating, ways of earning a living, games and
recreation, social taboos, and the organization of family
and community life.

Culture is never static. It grows and changes. It is
the product of an endless interaction between man and
his environment. Each influences the other. The
environment shapes in part the way people live.
People, on the other hand, alter the environment.
People who enjoy an advanced science and technology
are, of course, able to alter and control their
environment far more effectively than men and women
who depend upon hand labor, simple tools, and
traditional methods of working.

EUROPEANS’ ADVANTAGES OVER THE INDIANS  The
culture that Europeans brought with them to the New
World gave them a decisive advantage over the
Indians. As a result, European ways of living became
firmly planted in North America and in parts of Central
and South America.

The material culture the Europeans brought with them
included instruments of navigation, guns and
gunpowder, iron and steel tools, plows, wheels, and a
variety of domestic animals. Their nonmaterial culture
included the alphabet, the art of printing from movable
type, the concept of the nation-state, and mathematics.
These cultural refinements, unknown to the Indians,
gave the Europeans enormous advantages over the
earlier inhabitants of the New World. Because of their

more advanced technology, the Europeans had a great
advantage in warfare. Equally important, they were
conditioned by their culture to want to make use of
America’s natural resources and to reshape the
environment in accordance with their own needs.

THE STRUGGLE FOR CONTROL  From the beginning,
it was evident that the New World was a rich prize
waiting to be won by the nation that had the courage,
enterprise, and ability to seize it. For more than two
hundred years the colonial powers of Europe engaged
in a contest — diplomatic, religious, economic, and
military — for control of one part or another of the
Americas. The major contestants were Spain, France,
and England, but Portugal and the Netherlands were
also involved, and Sweden at one time made its own
bid.

By 1763 the contest had for the most part been
settled. Portugal remained in possession of Brazil. The
Spanish flag flew over all the rest of South America;
over nearly all of Central America; over a number of
islands in the Caribbean Sea; over what is now Florida
and part of Louisiana, including New Orleans; and over
the plains and mountains west of the Mississippi River.
France and the Netherlands retained only a few islands
in the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea. Great
Britain controlled all of Canada and (with the exception
of the land claimed by Spain) all of the area east of the
Mississippi River. So by 1763 Great Britain had not
only retained control over the thirteen colonies it had
planted along the Atlantic seaboard, but had also
greatly expanded the area that it claimed in North
America.

SPECIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF BRITISH CULTURE
All of the European nations shared a common ancestry.
All had inherited knowledge and skills from the past —
from a past that reached far back into the misty
beginnings of human history. The European ways of
life had been shaped by contributions from primitive
man, from the peoples of ancient Egypt and
Mesopotamia, from the Hebrews and Greeks and
Romans, and from many peoples whom the Romans
regarded as the “barbarians.” Europeans, like all
peoples in all time, were carried along on the endless
stream of history.

But each of the European nations reshaped this
common heritage in its own way. Each developed its
own variation of European civilization, and each carried
its own way of life, its own culture, to the colonies
overseas.



The British carried the English language, English law,
and English political and economic and social
institutions to the thirteen colonies that were in time to
become the United States of America. The British also
carried to their colonies a distinctive set of values and
beliefs.

Especially important was the British emphasis on the
rights of the individual. This emphasis helped to shape
British law and British political institutions.

British law protected an individual against arbitrary
arrest. It guaranteed him a fair trial by a jury of his
equals.

British law also included the right of an individual to
be represented in government. The colonial
assemblies were essentially miniature versions of the
larger parliament that governed the people of England
and Scotland.

There were, of course, many other traditions,
practices, and beliefs that the British settlers carried
overseas. For example, they brought the institution of
the established church supported by public funds. They
brought the class system — a system that divided
individuals at birth into aristocrats and various other
lower classes. But neither the established church nor
the class system was peculiarly British. Both were part
of the European way of life, and both were transferred
to the colonies throughout the Americas.

But it was the emphasis on the individual that was a
special characteristic of British culture, and the men and
women who settled the British colonies jealousy
guarded what they called “the right of Englishmen.”

In the New World, however, those aspects of British
culture that early settlers brought to the colonies were
changed. Climate, geography, and the influence of the
Indians and of immigrants from other countries all
helped to bring about changes.

GREATER IMPORTANCE OF THE INDIVIDUAL  From
the beginning, the individual gained status in the New
World. For one thing, the English government did not
itself establish any of the colonies along the Atlantic
coast. Instead, it gave legal authorization in the form of
charters to private companies, to groups of persons, or
even to single individuals to build overseas.

The contrast between early English exploration and
settlement in North America and our own space
exploration, including the effort to land men on the
moon, is striking.

Moreover, the very conditions of life in the New World
gave added importance to the individual. The colonist
on the frontier had to clear his own land, build his own
house, and help to defend his home and his village
against Indian attack. Since the wilderness was vast,
extending from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean,
there were never enough men or women to do all the
necessary work. So individual initiative and

inventiveness were nourished and strengthened by the
conditions of life in colonial America.

BREAKDOWN OF THE CLASS SYSTEM The growing
importance of the individual greatly weakened the class
system. It is true that in all the colonies except Rhode
Island, Connecticut, and Pennsylvania the governors
and their associates continued to represent the
aristocracy of the mother country. But it was impossible
to maintain the rigid class lines that defined the middle
and lower classes in Great Britain. The poor man could
save his money and buy a farm or could get free land
on the frontier. With initiative and hard work he could
prosper and become “independent.” Even indentured
servants, who were bound to their masters for several
years, could, when their terms ended, secure free or
cheap land and become prosperous farmers. African
slaves, however, were wunable to share the
opportunities.

Farming was not the only way for a poor man to
improve his lot. He could start his own business as a
skilled worker — baker, shoemaker, tailor, gunsmith,
blacksmith, or silversmith. He could build or buy a
fishing boat, start a shipyard or sawmill, or become a
merchant. And, more easily than in England, young
men could attend one of the colonial colleges or gain
through apprenticeship enough training and education
to enter the professions of medicine, law, and the
ministry.

Social mobility (the opportunity to improve one’s
position in society) was from the earliest days a
distinctive feature of colonial life. A familiar case is that
of Benjamin Franklin, who started life as a poor boy and
became one of the most distinguished men of his time,
honored in Europe as well as in America.

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE INDIANS The environment
of the New World included far more than the climate
and the land itself — the soil, forests, rivers and streams,
rolling hills, and sheltered valleys. It included the
people — the Indians, the British settlers, the Africans,
and the immigrants from many countries.

One of the major contributions of the Indians was
food. Long before Europeans discovered the New
World, the Indians had learned how to make use of a
great variety of plants unknown in Europe. The list is a
long and impressive one — corn, white and sweet
potatoes, many varieties of beans, tomatoes, squash,
pumpkin, blackberries, blueberries, cranberries, crab
apples, chestnuts, peanuts, and maple syrup.

The discovery of these foodstuffs created a dietary
revolution in the Old World. It provided both Europe
and the Americas with food for an ever larger
population. Referring to the United States in the late
1940’s, the historians Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., wrote:
“It is estimated that four sevenths of the country’s
agricultural output consists of plants (including tobacco
and a native species of cotton) discovered with the New
World.”



The Indians not only helped to feed the first settlers in
Jamestown, in Plymouth, and in other struggling
settlements; they also provided them with seed and
taught them how to plant, fertilize, and cultivate the
crops. They taught the settlers hunting skills and forest
lore. They gave new words and phrases to the English
language — wigwam, squaw, pow-wow, and burying the
tomahawk.

Not least important, the very presence of the Indians
forced the colonists to organize for their own defense.
In this respect, the Indians indirectly helped to
strengthen the exercise of initiative, responsibility, and
local government in the colonies.

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE AFRICANS Africans also
contributed to the distinctive way of life that was
developing in the American colonies. They were
among the first newcomers other than the English to
arrive in the British colonies. The earliest group landed
in Virginia in 1619. For a number of years they worked
as indentured servants, sharing in this respect the same
status as a substantial percentage of Europeans. By
the middle 1600’s, the Africans were being transported
to America as slaves. Even in slavery, however, the
Africans adopted many American customs and
contributed to the American way of life.

As workers — whether indentured servants, free
individuals, or slaves — black Americans contributed
their labor and their skill to the task of conquering the
wilderness and transforming it into a productive land.
As individuals — men and women from another
continent and another way of life — they introduced new
cultural traits into the colonies.

And, like the Indians, by their very presence, black
Americans forced the colonists to develop new social
arrangements. The institution of slavery compelled the
colonists to create methods of controlling other human
beings. It confronted the colonists in general and the
slave owners in particular with a moral problem that
they tried to solve by the irrational declaration that
Africans were inferior people.

The inhuman institution of slavery and the moral issue
it posed had far-reaching effects upon American

society. As the years passed, it increasingly troubled
the conscience of Americans. (‘I tremble for my country
when | reflect that God is just,” Thomas Jefferson
wrote.) It became a divisive force and in time
contributed to a bloody war that nearly destroyed the
nation. To this day practices adopted during slavery
era, as well as attitudes developed in the effort to justify
the system, continue to haunt American society.
Traditions from the past continue to hamper efforts to
eliminate discrimination and to provide the full equality
to which black Americans are entitled under the law and
as human beings. Thus, both directly and indirectly,
people from Africa have had an incalculable influence
upon American life.

CONTRIBUTIONS OF NON-ENGLISH IMMIGRANTS
British culture in the New World was also greatly
modified by settlers from many different countries.
Swedes and Finns, who settled along the Delaware
River, left their mark in terms of place names, such as
Christina and Hockessin, and the architecture of what
soon became known as the American log cabin. The
Dutch in New Netherlands had an even more lasting
influence. They brought to the New World a tradition of
religious toleration and a belief in the value of
widespread elementary education. They brought
picturesque customs, architectural styles, and the
names of persons, places, and things — Roosevelt Van
Buren, Harlem, Brooklyn, cruller boss, St. Nicholas.

By the late 1600's other immigrants from many
countries were arriving in ever-growing numbers. Most
numerous were those from Germany, Scotland, and
Ireland. Many of them settled in the Quaker colony of
Pennsylvania but soon the stream of settlers flowed
down the valleys into Virginia and the Carolinas.

All of the immigrants brought to America the
language, dress, customs, and ways of thinking and
acting of their mother countries. They tried to
reproduce these everyday ways of life in their new
homeland but this proved to be impossible. So they
adapted the material aspects of their lives — housing,
clothing, food, tools, weapons — to meet the needs of
their new environment. More slowly, but just as surely,
they began to change and modify the ideas and
practice they had brought with them to the New World.

From the earliest times America was a “melting pot.”
Out of the mingling of peoples from many different
lands, a “new man” and a new way of life were being
fashioned.

A French settler asked in the 1770’s — “What then is
the American, this new man?” And then Michel
Guillaume de Crevecoeur answered his own question:
“I could point out to you a family whose grandfather was
an Englishman, whose wife was Dutch, whose son
married a Frenchwoman, and whose present four sons
have now four wives of different nations. He is an
American who, leaving behind him all his ancient
prejudices and manners, receives new ones from the
new mode of life he has embraced, the new



government he obeys, and the new rank he holds . . . .
Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new
race of men, whose labors and posterity will one day
cause great changes in the world.”

GROWTH OF RELIGIOUS TOLERATION  The mingling
of people of many different religious faiths encouraged
the spirit of toleration. Roger Williams in Rhode Island,
Lord Baltimore in Maryland, and William Penn in
Pennsylvania led the way by providing religious
freedom in their colonies. In other colonies as the years
passed Quakers, Baptists, Presbyterians, Catholics,
and Jews secured freedom to worship in their own way.
By the end of the colonial period the principle of an
“established” church had been abandoned, except in
Connecticut and Massachusetts, where the practice
continued into the 1800’s. When the new nation was
being born, the First Amendment to the Constitution
forbade Congress to make any law establishing or
favoring a particular religion.

GROWTH OF COOPERATION Hand in hand with
the growing concern for the rights of the individual was
the growth of the spirit and practice of cooperation.
From the beginning the shortage of labor compelled
neighbors to help each other. They gathered to clear
land, build cabins, harvest crops, and, as local militia, to
protect themselves against Indian attacks. As the
frontier moved westward, they cooperated in building
roads, schools, and churches. The government was far
away, or weak, and since the work had to be done,
people exercised their own initiative and joined together
to do it. Visitors from foreign countries were amazed at
the extent to which colonial Americans relied upon their
own cooperative efforts.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF INDEPENDENCE During the
colonial period there was, in the words of the historian
Frederick Jackson Turner, “a steady movement away
from Europe, a steady growth of independence on
America lines.” Faced with the challenge of a new
environment, the colonists became increasingly self-
reliant.

Long before they broke with Great Britain they had
created a distinctively American way of life. They had
moved toward the principle of religious freedom, had
laid the foundations of free public education, and, as
you will read later, had strengthened the institution of
representative government.

As late as 1776 most of the colonists insisted that
they were loyal citizens of the British Empire. But the
fact was that during the colonial period they had been
growing away from the mother country. They had
begun to think of their land as a place apart from Great
Britain.

FORMING A NEW NATION

In 1776 the colonists proclaimed their intentions of
separating from Great Britain. In 1789, following the
victorious conclusion of the Revolutionary War and the
ratification of the Constitution, the new nation was born.
But in 1789, the United States was a nation in name
only.

A NATIONAL LANGUAGE
One of the striking
evidences of the growing
spirit  of independence
was Noah  Webster's
efforts to mold a national
“American” language,
distinct from  English.
“America,” Webster
declared in 1783, “must
be as independent in
literature as she is in
politics, as famous for arts
as for arms.” With this in
mind, Webster labored at
the tremendous task of publishing a dictionary — An
American Dictionary of the English Language — in which
the British spelling of many words was simplified. The
Dictionary, finally published in 1828, helped to establish
a standardized American language.

AMERICAN HISTORY AND GEOGRAPHY In addition
to his work on the dictionary and the spelling book,
Noah Webster edited a famous school reader, An
American Selection of Lessons in Reading and
Speaking. One of the major purposes of this book was
to arouse the spirit of national pride by instilling
reverence for American heroes. In order to realize this
purpose, Webster devoted more than half of his school
reader to material from American history. He later
wrote other books devoted entirely to American history.

Meanwhile, another scholar, Jedidiah Morse, was
introducing American youth to the geography of their
country. Morse, like Webster, stated that one of his
purposes was to teach American history, and his
geographies were largely devoted to the story of
American life.

AMERICAN ART American artists also contributed
to the growing spirit of nationalism. There were, for
instance, the architects who designed the nation’s
capitol.  Although a French engineer, Major Pierre
L’Enfant, planned the city of Washington, American
architects played a large part in its design and
construction. Thomas Jefferson, for example, actually
drew a plan for the Capitol. Although his plan was not
used, the architects did accept his proposal for the
locations of the Capitol and White House. Another
American, William Thornton, and Benjamin Latrobe, (an
Englishman whose mother was born in Pennsylvania),



designed the Capitol. As the city of Washington grew, it
helped to give American citizens a feeling of
permanence, a growing conviction that the new nation
was solidly planted and destined to endure.

During this same period, painters like Charles Wilson
Peale, Gilbert Stuart, and John Trumbull began to
devote much of their time to painting portraits of the
nation’s leaders. Their influence is shown by the fact
that even today copies of the portraits they painted of
Washington, Jefferson, and other early leaders of the
United States hang on walls of classrooms all over
America.

AMERICAN LITERATURE Literature as well as art
helped to unite the American people. During the early
1800’s a number of writers began to draw upon the
American environment for material. Some, such as
Mason Locke Weems, better known as Parson Weems,
who published a biography of George Washington,
wrote in glowing terms about the fathers of the nation.

Other writers, among them Washington Irving and
James Fenimore Cooper, began to write about America
itself. Irving turned chiefly to the Dutch society of the
Hudson Valley, producing such works as “The Legend
of Sleepy Hollow,” “Rip Van Winkle,” and the
Knickerbocker History of New York. In his early novels,
Cooper turned to the Indians and the frontier. The
Leather-Stocking Tales, a series of novels, are only a
few of the books that he produced.

AMERICA’S CULTURE-HEROES America’s culture-
heroes also helped to unite the American people.
Every country has such figures — men and women,
sometimes legendary — who represent that aspirations
and beliefs of the people and serve as models of
conduct in war and peace.

There were naval heroes like John Paul Jones and
John Barry. The independent and courageous
frontiersmen like Daniel Boone and Davy Crockett. In
course of time, rivermen celebrated the deeds of Mike
Fink, while lumbermen told and retold the fabulous feats
of the legendary Paul Bunyan and “Babe,” his blue ox.

Negro Americans, who contributed so much to the
building of the nation but were denied their share in the
American dream, had their own culture-heroes, among
them Harriet Tubman. As a young woman, she
escaped from slavery. Fleeing from the plantation and
guided only by the North Star, she made her way to
freedom. Once free, she worked at any job she could
get and used the money she earned to rescue more
than three hundred men, women and children from
slavery, repeatedly risking her own life.

Benjamin Franklin, another of the nation’s leading
culture-heroes, symbolized the self-made man. He
strengthened the deeply rooted belief that every
American, no matter how poor might rise to a position of
wealth, fame, and influence. Franklin also typified the
American spirit of ingenuity and inventiveness, and

Benjamin Franklin

George Washington

demonstrated the value of learning by an imposing
number of practical inventions, among them the
lightning rod, superior eyeglasses, and the Franklin
stove. America’s leading culture-hero was, of course
George Washington. People looked up to him as “the
father of our country.” At the close of the Revolutionary
War he had helped to defeat a plot to make the new
nation a monarchy by refusing the plantation he loved.
He answered the call of duty, presided over the
Constitutional Convention, and then served two terms
as President of the new nation. Patriotism, self-
sacrifice, and devotion to the common welfare
endeared Washington to the people. In their eyes he
stood above party factions and quarrels. Washington
was a symbol of the nation itself.

AMERICA’S VALUE SYSTEM The aspirations and
beliefs widely held throughout the growing nation made
up what is known as a value system. Most Americans,
like their European ancestors and contemporaries,
shared the Judeo-Christian teachings. These included
the belief that the individual was responsible to God for
his conduct, and would be rewarded or punished in a
future life for his behavior on earth. It was the
individual's duty to be kind and helpful to his fellow
men, especially to those who were needy or suffering.
Although the practice of slavery deeply troubled the
consciences of an ever-growing number of Americans,
it required a bloody war to eliminate the legal basis for
the institution.

AMERICANS BELIEVED IN GOVERNMENT UNDER LAW
They believed their nation was superior to any other on
earth. They believed that theirs was a land of limitless
opportunity in which every individual, if he were hard-
working and honest and thrifty, could improve his
position in life.

Closely related to faith in America as a land of
opportunity was the conviction that progress was
inevitable. The future was certain to be better than the
past. Education was important, not only because it was
the means by which the individual could improve his lot
in life, but also because it was necessary for the
progress of the nation as a whole. The system of free



public schools that Americans developed reflected their
belief in the importance of education.

But although Americans believed that thrift was
important in their personal lives, they did not hold this
same attitude toward the nation’s abundant natural
resources. European visitors were shocked by the
Americas’ reckless exploitation of their forests and soil.
Americans, on the other hand, considering these
resources as inexhaustible, gave little if any thought to
the future.

IMPROVEMENTS IN TRANSPORTATION AND

COMMUNICATION Even with their widely shared
beliefs, however, Americans could not have achieved
national unity without improvements in transportation
and communication. The National Road, running from
Maryland to central lllinois, was built with federal aid
between 1811 and 1853. The Erie Canal, completed in
1825, connected the Great Lakes with the Atlantic
Ocean. Soon it was followed by hundreds of miles of
canals in other parts of the country. Steamboats on the
rivers and, after 1830, a growing network of railroad
tracks, helped to bind together the different parts of the
nation. The telegraph strengthened these bonds. All of
these developments contributed to the growth of a
national market and a national culture.

LABOR-SAVING MACHINES The invention of labor-
saving machines also contributed to the development of
a national culture and a national market. Immigrants
brought with them OIld World tools, weapons, and skills.
In America, however, they modified and improved the
European tools and machines to meet the needs of the
new environment. For example, German gunsmiths
who settled in Pennsylvania greatly improved the
accuracy of rifles, which were essential as weapons
against the Indians and in hunting for food and furs.

Faced with a vast continent to be conquered and a
shortage of labor, Americans were forced to depend in
large part upon their own resources. The American
environment placed a premium upon individual initiative
and inventiveness.

A drawing of the
cotton gin that was
invented by Eli
Whitney.

“Yankee ingenuity,” as it came to be called, was one
of the striking characteristics of the new nation. Shortly
after the Revolutionary War, Samuel Slater, a young

English mechanic, built for his American employer the
first power-driven textile mill in the New World.
Although Slater copied machinery he had worked on in
England, he greatly improved it. At about the same
time, Oliver Evans, an ingenious American, built a grist
mill that could be operated by one man, who fed the
grain in at one end and took the flour out at the other.
Another American, Eli Whitney, invented the cotton gin
and, even more important, developed the principle of
interchangeable parts. Other Americans made major
contributions to the development of the steamboat, the
steam railroad, steam-powered factories, household
appliances, and agricultural machinery. By the mid
1800’s the United States was well on its way to
becoming one of the world’s leading industrial nations.

A TRANS-ATLANTIC CIVILIZATION But the
development of a characteristically American way of life
is not the whole story. While Americans and Europeans
shared an advancing technology and developing social
and political institutions, Americans and Britons also
shared a common literature, common traditions, and
common ideals.  Well-intentioned people in both
countries joined movements to reform drunkards,
humanize the treatment of the mentally ill, improve
conditions in prisons and hospitals, secure legal and
political equality for women, abolish slavery, and bring
an end to war. Distinctive though it was, the American
culture remained part of a large Trans-Atlantic
civilization.

BREAKS IN THE NATIONAL CULTURE Nor was the
United States a completely unified nation. There were
sharp breaks in the culture. Americans were divided in
matters of religion and on the issue of slavery.

Many Protestants descended from English speaking
colonial ancestors resented the ever-growing number of
immigrants, especially those of Roman Catholic faith.
In the name of “Americanism,” they demanded
restrictions on immigration and even exclusion from
public office of the foreign born. Religious differences
also led many Americans to persecute the Mormons,
who belonged to the Church of Latter-day Saints.
During the 1840's and 1850's these religious
differences became major political issues.

Even more divisive were the differences rooted in
sectionalism. The North, with its growing industries and
factories and cities, was developing along very different
lines for the West and especially the South.

By the early 1800's the Southern region was
developing what in certain respects was a national
culture of its own. Climate, geography, and an
agricultural economy based largely on the growth of
cotton, tobacco, and rice gave the Southern states a
distinctive way of life. So, too, did the fact that relatively
few immigrants settled there. But the most critical
difference between the North and the South was over
the issue of slavery.



The divisive forces of sectionalism became
increasingly serious. By 1861, when war broke out, the
differences between the cultures of the North and of the
South had become so great that the future of the nation
itself was at stake.

Nothing is more crucial in any society than the power
to make decisions. The person or persons who have
this power are the real rulers.

The process by which decisions are made both
reflects and determines the shape and nature of a
society. In a highly authoritarian society the ruler or a
select group of rulers make the major decisions.
Through most of human history, people have lived in
such authoritarian societies.  Because they were
subjected to the will of their rulers, the people were
known and thought of themselves as subjects. Their
freedom of choice was drastically limited.

In a democratic society the power to make decisions
is widely shared. People are considered citizens, not
subjects. The extent to which citizens enjoy freedom of
choice and are able and willing to participate effectively
in the process of government is the true measure of
democracy.

Democracy as we know it today did not exist in
England or in colonial America. To be sure,
Englishmen had a larger measure of freedom than the
subjects of any of the other major colonial nations.
Although the right to vote was limited, those who could
vote had the right to elect representatives to Parliament.
And in 1688, as a result of the “Bloodless Revolution,”
the principle that the politically active people, through
their elected representatives, should possess the final
governing authority was firmly established in English
law.

The Englishmen who settled in the American colonies
brought the principle of representative government to
the New World. Here, nourished by the New World
environment, it flourished. Steadily, through the years,
individuals secured increasing freedom to make
decisions — in the family, the local community, the state,
and in time at the national level.

CHANGING NATURE OF THE FAMILY The family is
the primary unit in any society. The training children
receive in the family plays a major role in shaping their
personalities and in influencing the attitudes and
behavior they will have as adults. For this reason, the
character of family life determines to a considerable
extent the nature of society itself.

In Europe at the time the American colonies were
founded, family life was highly authoritarian. By
tradition and by law, the father was, at least in theory,
an absolute ruler. This pattern of family life carried to
the colonies and continued to exist all through the
colonial period and well into the 1800’s. The father was
expected to make the important decisions. Legally, he
controlled the wages his children and wife might earn,
as well as any property they might inherit. His
daughters — and sometimes his sons — could not marry

without his consent. As late as the 1850's, a father
might claim the wages of his sons until they were
twenty-one years old.

There was a major exception to this pattern of family
life. The owner of slaves controlled the lives of all
members of a slave family. The weakness of the family
in slavery was one of the system’s most inhuman
aspects.

Like all other aspects of Old World culture, however,
the character of family life was modified in the American
environment. The wife’s influence increased as she
worked side by side with her husband on the pioneer
farm, and in many cases helped to defend home and
village against Indian attacks. The influence of the sons
also increased. Opportunities for them to become self-
supporting and therefore independent were much
greater in America than in the Old World. Boys could
leave home and go to sea, or move west and start
farming on the frontiers.

By the 1830’s, 1840’s, and 1850's, women were
demanding — and beginning to win — changes in the
laws that would allow them to control their own wages
and property. Some were even beginning to demand
the right to vote.

As a result of these and other changes, the old
authoritarian character of the family began to break
down. More and more, every member of the family
began to share in the process of making decisions.
This growth of democracy in family life helped to
prepare Americans for wider participation in the
government of their communities, states, and nation.

GROWING VITALITY OF LocAL GOVERNMENT
Local communities, as well as the nature of family life,
furnished fertile soil for the roots of democracy in
America. The colonies were separated from England
by nearly three thousand miles of ocean that even the
best sailing ships could seldom cross in less than six
weeks. And as the colonies grew, more and more of
the villages were isolated from the seats of the colonial
governments. As a result, the very condition of colonial
life required villagers and townsmen to take an active
part in regulating their own affairs.

Citizens in the New England Colonies (Plymouth,
Massachusetts Bay, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New
Hampshire) had a greater part than any of the other
colonists in making the decisions that affected their
local communities. Church members and those men
who owned a certain amount of property gathered at
least once a year in town meetings. At these meetings
they discussed local problems, elected town officials,
and voted taxes for support of schools and other
community activities. Church membership as a
requirement for voting was in time abandoned.
Although some property requirement remained, land
was cheap, and a majority of the townsmen had the
right to take an active part in town meetings.

The situation in the Southern colonies (Virginia,
Maryland, the Carolinas, Georgia) was somewhat



different. In contrast to the compact villages of New
England, farms and plantations were widely scattered.
The town meeting type of government was therefore not
practical. But farmers and planters did gather on “Court
Days” at crossroad settlements to hear - and
sometimes to approve or protest — decisions that
affected them. These decisions were made by justices
of the peace and county lieutenants, who were
appointed by the royal governors from among the
prominent plantation owners.

The Middle Colonies (New York, New Jersey,
Pennsylvania, Delaware) developed a system of local
government adapted from those practiced in New
England and the Southern Colonies.

As the population moved westward, the settlers
carried one or another of these types of local
government to their new communities on the frontier.
From the beginning, therefore, Americans acquired
practice in the art of self-government in their villages
and towns. Long before the United States was created
as a nation, most Americans had won a large measure
of freedom in making decisions closely affecting their
daily lives.

GROWING POWER OF THE COLONIAL ASSEMBLIES
The distance between Great Britain and the American
colonies also served to enlarge the area of freedom
enjoyed by the colonist. The colonies were simply too
far away to be governed in every detail by the directors
of the chartered companies, by the wealthy owners of
the proprietary colonies, or by the king. But even if
communications had been better, conditions in the New
World were so different from those in Great Britain that
it would have been foolish indeed for the British rulers
to make all decisions affecting their colonies.
Moreover, English colonists jealously guarded their
“rights of Englishmen” — including the right to share in
government through elected representatives.

As early as 1619, the London Company gave the
colonists in Jamestown the right to take part in their
government. In July of that year 22 burgesses, or
representatives, two from each of the settled districts
along the James River, met in Jamestown. Each of the
burgesses had been elected by the voters of his own
district. The creation of the House of Burgesses, as it
was called, marked a significant step toward
representative government in the New World.

Representative government in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony developed in a different way. In 1629 a number
of prominent Puritans in England secured land, secured
a charter from the king, and organized the
Massachusetts Bay Company. Fortunately for the
Puritans, the men who wrote the charter neglected to
name the place where the directors of the company
were to hold their annual meeting. The directors, who
were shrewd men, made the most of this oversight.
They voted to take the charter and move to the New
World, where they would be free to run the company as
they pleased. So it was that Massachusetts became, in

effect, a self-governing colony, for many years almost
independent of the English king and Parliament. At first
only a few settlers were given any voice in the
government. Soon, however, some of the newly settled
towns demanded and secured the right to send
representatives to Boston to meet with the governor
and other officials and help make the laws.

In other colonies, as well as in Virginia and
Massachusetts, elected representatives participated in
the decision-making process. At first the governors of
the royal and the proprietary colonies could veto acts
adopted by these assemblies or representatives. As
the years went by, however, the colonial assemblies
gained more and more influence. They had the power
to vote taxes and appropriate money for salaries and
other expenses of the government. Since they
controlled the purse strings, they could refuse to grant
money unless the governing officials did as they
wished. The experience in self-government in the
colonial assemblies proved invaluable to the colonist
when the time came to create a new nation.

THE IMPORTANCE OF WRITTEN COVENANTS AND

CONSTITUTIONS During the colonial period
Americans developed another extremely important
check against the exercise of arbitrary power by
appointed or elected officials. This was the written
covenant, or agreement, voluntarily accepted by the
group.

The earliest example of such an agreement was of
course, the Mayflower Compact. On November 11,
1620, shortly after the Mayflower had anchored off what
is now Provincetown, the Pilgrim leaders gathered in
the smoke-blackened cabin. There they wrote and

signed an agreement to obey all laws that they
themselves would adopt in the future.

The Pilgrims signing the compact on board the Mayflower

Some years later, in 1639, settlers in the Connecticut
Valley took what might be considered an even more
important step. Faced with the need to join for certain
common purposes, including defense against the
Indians, they decided to put their plan of government
into writing. The Fundamental Orders of Connecticut,



as the document was called, was the first written
constitution in America. In contrast to the Mayflower
Compact, which was a general statement in favor of
majority rule, the Fundamental Orders set up a detailed
scheme of government.

The idea of the written covenant, setting forth certain
rules by which the people were to be governed, or to
govern themselves, marked another long step in the
development of self-government. After the colonies
declared their independence, each of the states as well
as the national government adopted written
constitutions.

PROTEST AND REBELLION The right of people to
protest and even to rebel against what they considered
arbitrary exercise of power by the government was also
strengthened during the colonial period. The victory of
John Peter Zenger, who was tried in 1735 for publishing
articles criticizing the royal governor of New York,
helped to establish the principle of freedom of speech
as one of the cornerstones of democracy. This was
only the most famous example of the colonists’
insistence on the right to protest. Throughout the
colonial period they did not hesitate to speak up when
they believed their interests were affected.

When verbal or written protest failed, minority groups
could move to unsettled areas where they were free to
govern themselves in their own way. Roger Williams
did just that when he fled from Massachusetts Bay
Colony and founded what was to become Rhode Island.
Through the years other groups followed this example.
As late as 1847 the Mormons, fleeing persecution for
their religious beliefs, crossed the plains and built Salt
Lake City, thereby laying the foundations for the state of
Utah. This method of securing the right to self-
government was of course only possible in a country
with an abundance of unsettled land.

As a last result, minorities turned to direct action in
their struggle against what they believed was
oppressive authority. For example, in 1676, farmers in
the less settled areas of Virginia, led by Nathaniel
Bacon, rebelled against the government headed by Sir
William Berkeley. Although the rebellion was put down,
the government did make some concessions. In much
the same way, in the 1760’s frontiersmen in North
Carolina, known as the Regulators, rebelled against the
colonial government, which was dominated by well-to-
do planters.

These and other resorts to rebellion as a last resource
provided precedents for the American Revolution itself.
In the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson
declared that when “a long train of abuses” threatens
people with “absolute despotism, it is their right, it is
their duty, to throw off such government and to provide
new guards for their future security.”

Thomas Jefferson, learned and brilliant, was mainly
responsible for the words of the Declaration of Independence,
in which the rebellious colonists eloquently stated their case
for freedom before the world.

BALANCING THE
DECISION-MAKING POWER

As part of the British Empire, the colonies had
operated under the central authority of the British
government. This authority was exercised by the king,
by Parliament, and by agencies that the king and
Parliament created to manage colonial affairs. The
ultimate power to make decisions rested in London.

THE EXPERIMENT WITH A LEAGUE OF STATES Early
in 1775, more than a year before the colonists declared
their independence, the old colonial governments
began to crumble. British officials began to leave the
colonies. Tories, loyal to the British king and
Parliament, began to flee to Canada, the British West
Indies, and Great Britain. By 1776 the Americans faced
the problem of creating new state governments and a
new central government.

The state constitutions that Americans wrote during
the Revolutionary War reflected the people’s deep-
seated desire for a voice in their own government. All
of the new governments were based upon written
constitutions. The new constitutions also contained bills
of rights guaranteeing to every citizen freedom from
arbitrary government.

During the Revolutionary War, Americans also tackled
the problem of building a central government. In their
first efforts to govern themselves at the national level,
the leaders of the 13 free states wrote the Articles of
Confederation. However, this experiment with a league
of more or less independent states was only partially
successful.

There were two basic problems. First, there was the
problem of dividing powers between the states and the
central government. To this problem the Confederation
had given only a partial answer. Second, the
Confederation could not establish uniform laws binding
upon the states and the people of the states.

Even before 1787 a number of leaders in America
had become convinced that only a strengthened central
government could remedy these weaknesses and
secure order in the new nation.

ESTABLISHING A FEDERAL UNION Acting on this
conviction, delegates from the various states met in
Philadelphia in 1787. There they wrote the Constitution
that, when ratified, became “the supreme law of the
land” (Article 6, Section 2).

The Constitution created a federal union. By
assigning specific powers to the central government,
the men who drafted the Constitution made sure that it,
the central government, would have the authority to
deal with matters of mutual concern to all states. By
assigning all other powers to the states, delegates to
the Constitutional Convention guaranteed each state a
large degree of independence.



This necessary and general successful compromise,
called federalism, did not completely solve the problem.
Disputes over where the final authority rested continued
to break out. The issue reached the breaking point in
1861 when 11 Southern states decided to withdraw
from the ultimate power would be reserved to the
states. Although the victory ended this particular crisis,
the tug of war between the central government and the
states continues to this day. Nevertheless, the principle
of federalism that the Founding Fathers wrote into the
Constitution has proven to be one of the nation’s
greatest sources of strength. The principle has worked
as well with a Union of 50 states as it did with the
original 13.

DISTRIBUTING POWER WITHIN THE FEDERAL

GOVERNMENT The men who wrote the Constitution
believed in government under law. They were
determined to protect the new nation from tyranny in
any form. They were aware that a misguided majority
could be as dangerous to good government under law
as a privileged minority or a power-mad dictator.

Fear of tyranny on the part of the central government
was one of the major reasons for dividing power
between the states and the federal government. This
same fear prompted the Founding Fathers to distribute
the decision-making power within the federal
government itself.

In an effort to prevent any one branch of the federal
government from becoming too strong, the Founding
Fathers agreed that the executive, legislative, and
judicial powers must be separated. Acting on this
principle, they established three separate branches of
the government, each having certain powers. To
Congress they gave the legislative, or law-making,
power (Article 1). To the chief Executive, or President,
they entrusted the power to execute, or carry out, the
laws (Article 2). To the judiciary — the federal courts —
they gave power to interpret the laws (Article 3).

CREATING A SYSTEM OF CHECKS AND BALANCES
But even this safeguard against tyranny did not satisfy
the Founding Fathers. As an additional safeguard, they
wrote into the Constitution a system of checks and
balances.

In order to prevent any one branch of the government
from becoming too powerful, the Constitution provides
checks and balances by the other two branches. For
example, Congress has the power to enact legislation,
but the President has the power to veto it. However,
Congress can by a two-thirds vote override the
President’s veto.

At this point the judiciary enters the picture. Ever
since the famous decision of Marbury v. Madison in
1803, the Supreme Court has had the power to declare
a law unconstitutional. Even so, the system of checks
and balances does not end here. Since Congress has
the power to determine the number of justices who shall
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serve on the Supreme Court, Congress could, if it
chose, increase the number. The President could then
nominate the new members and, “with the advice and
consent of the Senate,” appoint men to the Court who
could reverse the earlier decision.

These are only a few examples of the elaborate
system of checks and balances the Founding Fathers
incorporated in the Constitution.

In practice, the exact powers of each branch of
government have never been as clear as the Founding
Fathers intended them to be. From time to time — and
continuing to this day — there have been disagreements
over which branch has the authority to act. In general,
however, the system has worked remarkably well. 1t is
a system that neatly balances efficiency and freedom.

IDENTIFYING THE SOURCE OF ULTIMATE AUTHORITY
In 1776 Thomas Jefferson outlined what at the time was
a new and revolutionary theory of government. In the
Declaration of Independence he clearly and simply
stated the basic principles of what today we call
democracy, “ . . . all men are created equal,” he wrote “

. they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable rights; . . . among these are life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness.” Governments exist to secure
these rights, and governments derive “their just powers
from the consent of the governed.”

The men who wrote the Constitution made these
ideals “the supreme law of the land.” The Preamble
leaves no room for doubt:

We, the people of the United States, in order to
form a more perfect Union, establish justice, insure
domestic tranquility, provide for the common
defense, promote the general welfare, and secure
the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our
posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution
for the United States of America.

In addition to stating the purposes of the Constitution,
the Preamble makes it clear that the government is
established by consent of the governed. “We, the
people . . . ordain and establish” the government. We,
the people, have supreme power, the ultimate authority.

GUARANTEEING THE RIGHTS OF INDIVIDUALS The
separation of powers with checks and balances is one
way in which the Constitution protects the rights of
individuals. And there are others.

Among the important guarantees of civil liberty in the
Constitution as it was adopted in 1789 are prohibitions
against ex post facto laws and bills of attainder. An ex
post facto law — that is, a law passed “after the deed” —
is one that prescribes a penalty for an act that was not
illegal at the time it was committed. A bill of attainder is
a law, or legislative measure, that punishes a person by
fine, imprisonment, or confiscation of property without a
trial in court.

The Constitution also guarantees that “The privilege
of the writ of habeas corpus shall not be suspended,
unless when in cases of rebellion or invasion the public



safety may require it. The writ of habeas corpus is a
legal document that forces a jailer to release a person
from prison unless he has been formally charged with,
or convicted of, a crime.

The Constitution gives special protection to an
individual accused of treason. The men who drafted
the Constitution knew that a charge of treason was an
old device that was arbitrarily used to rid persons of
whom they did not approve. Moreover, the Constitution
gives protection to innocent relatives of a person
accused of a crime. Only the convicted person can be
punished and no penalty can be imposed upon his
family or relatives because of his wrongdoing.

These are only a few of the guarantees and personal
rights that the Founding Fathers wrote in the
Constitution. They are important examples of the way
in which the Constitution established a common
standard of law for every American citizen, old and
young, rich and poor alike.

THE BILL OF RIGHTS Despite the safeguards
written into the Constitution itself, a number of states at
first refused to ratify the Constitution in part because it
did not offer greater protection for the rights of
individuals. They finally agreed on ratification after they
had been promised that a bill of rights would be added
to the Constitution by amendment when Congress met.

In 1789 — 90 the first Congress of the States drafted
the first 10 amendments to the Constitution. Among the
guarantees of liberty, the 10 amendments, known as
the Bill of Rights, are especially important. The First
amendment guarantees freedom of religion, press,
assembly, and petition. @ The Fourth amendment
upholds the principle that “a man’s home is his castle”
by prohibiting unreasonable search and seizures. The
Fifth, Sixth, and Eighth amendments protect accused
persons from illegal arrest and punishment by officials
of their government.

THE TEST OF TIME In their effort to protect a
nation against tyranny by either a majority or minority,
the Founding Fathers wisely dispersed the decision-
making power throughout the government. Time has
demonstrated the wisdom of their action. The
Constitution has served through the years as the
supreme law of the land. In general, it works as well
today for an industrialized nation of 50 states and more
than 280 million people as it once did for a nation of 13
states and 4 million people.

PRACTICING THE ART
OF COMPROMISE

Compromise has been called “the essence of
politics.” Without constant give and take on the part of
conflicting interests, no government could long endure.
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COMPROMISE IN THE CONSTITUTION The
Constitution itself was the product of a number of
important compromises. If the delegates to the
Constitutional Convention in 1787 had refused to
compromise their differences, the writing of the
Constitution would have been impossible.

One of the most serious conflicts of the Convention
was the struggle between the large and small states
over the representation in Congress. The small states,
fearful of being outvoted, insisted upon equal
representation. The large states, unwilling to form a
Union on this basis, insisted that the population of each
state should determine the number of representatives it
could send to Congress. After a month of debate, the
delegates agreed to accept a compromise. Each state
would have equal power in the Senate. In the House,
however, representation was to be based upon
population.

Another source of conflict was the different economic
interests of the North and South. Northern merchants
wanted the central government to regulate commerce
with foreign nations and among the states. Southern
planters opposed this proposal because they feared
that the government would pass tariff laws and other
legislation unfavorable to their interests. If, for example,
Congress imposed tariffs, or duties, on exports, the cost
of American tobacco to overseas buyers would be
increased and the planters might lose customers.
Tariffs on imported goods, on the other hand, could
increase the price of the products the planters
purchased. The delegates solved the problem by a
compromise that gave Congress the power “to regulate
commerce with foreign nations, and among several
states,” including the power to levy tariffs on imports.
But Congress was denied the power to levy tariffs on
exports of any kind.

The glaring contradiction between slavery and the
principles outlined in the Declaration of Independence
was not reconciled in the Constitution. Two issues
involving slavery did, however, arouse bitter argument.

One dispute arose over the counting of slaves.
Southerners wanted to count slaves in determining the
number of representatives to be elected to the House of
Representatives, but they did not want to count slaves
for the purposes of direct taxation. Northerners, on the
other hand, thought that slaves should be counted for
purposes of taxation, but not for representation. As a
compromise, northerners and southerners agreed to
count three fifths of the slaves for purposes of both
representation and taxation.

There were also strong differences in regard to the
regulation of the slave trade. Southern planters were
fearful that Congress, given the power “to regulate
commerce” and to tax imports, would be able to prohibit
the slave trade by law or by taxing the importation of
slaves. As a compromise, the delegates agreed that
until 1808, or for 20 years, Congress should be denied
the power to forbid the importation of any persons, such
as slaves, that the states might wish to admit. During



