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ABSTRACT
The American Revolution transformed the American

colonies into republics, which meant that ordinary people were no
longer to be considered-subjects" to be ruled as they were under a
monarchy. They were thereafter to be citizens--participants
themselves in the ruling process. Because the process of creating of
a republican citizenry seemed so simple for us, we have believed it
ought to be simple for others. It seems to us to be merely a matter
of allowing the people to vote. Because voting is the most obvious
means by which the people participate in politics, we have tended to
emphasize the right to vote as the necessary and sufficient criterion
of democratic politics. But this is a mistake. The suffrage is
clearly a prerequiste for democratic politics, but it is hardly all
there is to it. it is important for us in our bicentennial
celebrations to examine our Revolution and its heritage and to seek
to understand the sources of our political practice and values. Only
with knowledge of the conditions that underlie the principle of
consent in our polity can we confront the world and the future.
Voting is in fact only the exposed tip of an incredibly complicated
political and social process. How this progress came about and how
the people became involved in politics are questions that lie at the
heart of the American Revolution. (Author/JM)
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GORDON S.
REVOLUTION AND THE

POLITICAL INTEGRATION OF THE
ENSLAVED AND DISENFRANCHISED



Distinguished Lecture Series
on

the Bicentennial

This lecture is one in a series sponsored
by the American Enterprise Institute

in celebration ol the Bicentennial of the United States.
'I'he views expressed are those of the lecturers

and do not necessarily reflect
the views of the staff, officers or trustees of AEI.

All of the lectures in this series will be
collected later in a single volume.

revolution continuity promise
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he radical character of the
American Revolution is a subject of some historical controversy.
let in one important respect there scan be no denying its radicalism,
The Revolution transformed the American colonies into republics,
which meam that ordinary people were no longer to be considered
"subjects" to be ruled as they were under a monarchy. They were
thereafter to be citizensparticipants themselves in the ruling
process. This is what democracy has come to mean for us.

The profoundest revolution of the past 200 years has been
this introduction of ordinary people into the political process,
For America and the rest of the Western world, this Revolution was
most dramatically expressed at the end of the eighteenth century
"the age of the democratic revol.ut ion," as it has been called.' This
bringing of the people into politics extended through the next
fifty years in the United States, while in Western Europe it took
much longer, requiring at least the greater part of the nineteenth
century. And of course for the rest of the world the process is still
going on. In tact since 1945 with the emergence of new nations
and the Third World, we have been witnessing what has been
called a "participation explosion," 2 the rapid incorporation into

' K.. IC Palmer. The Age ul the Denwerati( Revolution: Political Ililfn'y
of Europe and America. Coo.INOti, 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1959, 1961).

Gabriel ,%Itnontl and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Ali-
tudes and Denim racy in Five Nations (Boston: Little, Brown ft: Co., Inc.,
1965) , P. 2.



tlw political process of peoples who had hitherto been outside of
politics, in a hurried, even a desperate-, effort by underdeveloped
nations to (i(1) lip With the modern democratic states.

\lore than anything else this incorporation of common ordi-
nar people into polities is \dial sets the modern world apart train
\viral Went Urn belore. Americans were in the vangnard 4,1 this
development. Our assumption of the leadership of the democratic
nations is not simply based on OUT preponderance Or poWer Sine('
1915. Ever since the American Re\ oinlion we have claimed the
leadership of the Free World, even when we \Sere atn underdevel-
c)pecl nation ourselves and our claims Were treated With beintised
c()lltellIpt by Europe. Our assertions leackrship were based on
our priori( y (time: we vete the Zia st modern nation to have a
democrat k re%olution and U) establish at republic in Isivich cititen-
ship and political pan icipation belong to the whole community,
l'lac French Revohnion and all the other Faircean revolutions of

the inneleoull were in merely e\amples or species

of the re\ chit ionary genus that we had created. Part of the explana-
tion for the intensity oh the :ideological confrontation between the
I ited States :and the Soviet union since the conoornrisi Reeohi..
lion 4)1 191 7 comes from the Soviet Union's claim that it has created
.1 new reohnionary traditi(m. a new revolutionary genus. one
which threatens to usurp our position in the vanguard of history.

We Americans have never been able to figure out why the rest
of the world has had such a hard time catching up with us. Because
the process of creating at republican citirenry seemed so simple for
us, we have believed it ought to be simple for others. It seems to
us to be merely a matter of allowing the people to Vote. Because
voting is the m4)st obvious means by which the people participate
in politics, we have tended to emphasise the right to vote as the
necessar and sufficient criterion of democratic politics, But this is
a mistake. The suffrage is clearly a prerequisite l(n democratic
politics. but it is hardly all there is to it. It is important for us in
tir bicentennial celebrations to examine our Revolution and its
heritage and to seek to understand the sources of our political prac-
tice and values. Only with knowledge of the conditions that under-
lie the principle of consent in our polity can we confront the world
and the future. Voting is in fact only the exposed tip of an incred-
ibly complicated political and social process. How this process

0
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Mile about and how the people became involved in politics are
questions that lie at the heart of the American Revolution,

The American Revolut As

both a tonsequence and a ciuse of democracy. It came to mark a
decisive change in the way political activity eras carried on in
America, It gave new legitimacy to the involvement of common
people in politics, it was not, however, simply a matter of enfran-
chising new voters. Although the franchise in colonial America
was confined by property qualifications as it Ivas in eighteenth
century England, property owning was so widespread that the
colonists enjoyed the broadest suffrage of any people in the world:
perhaps SO percent of white adult males could vote. Vet the fact
remains that most of those enfranchised did not exercise the right.
The social structure and social values were such that colonial
politics. at least when compared to politics in post-revolutionary
America. were remarkably stable. and the percentage of the people
actually ..oting and participating in politics remained smallmuch
smaller even than today. In the eighteenth century the legal exclu-
sion of the propertyless from the franchise was based not on the
tear that the poor might confiscate the wealth of the aristocratic
few, but on the opposite fear: that the aristocratic few might
manipulate and corrupt the poor for their own ends. Established
social leaders expected deference from those below them, sand
generally got it and were habitually reelected to political office.
There were no organized political parties and no professional poli-

ians in 'Oda% 's sense 01 those words. Established merchants,

wealthy lawyers, and large planters held the major offices and ran
political affairs as part of the responsibility ,31 their elevated social
positions. It was rare for a tavern keeper or 'small farmer to gain
a political office of any consequence. Men were granted political
authority in accord not with their seniority or experience in politics
but with their established economic and social superiority. Thus
Thomas Hutchinson, son of a distinguished Boston mercantile
family, was elected to the Massachusetts House of Representatives
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At the age of twenty-six and almost immediately became its speaker,
Sot 1,11 and plAitical authority WAS indivisible and men moved hoist-
kooLdh into polities 'rot," the Not joy. rather than (as is common
'oda) Infixing up vertically through an exclusively !tier-
inch\

Vet politits eighteenth.cemnry colonial America was un-
stable cnongh in many areas that members oi the elite strugglA
I I )1 poi al anti precedence among then sel yes. rhe social
hierarchy was sufficiently confused at the top that it was never en-
t Trek dear who destined to hold political office and govern,. It
was obvious that well-to-do lawyers or merchants were superior to,
say, blacksmiths, btu among several well-to-do lawyers or merchants
superiority was snot m) visible and incontestable, These were the
conditions that led to the formation of political factionsthe shift-
ing conglomerat ions of competing elites that characterized much of
eighweifill,comm colonial politics, while some members of the
elite sought the leverage of the Crown in gaining and wielding
political power, others 'timed to the only alternative source of
political authority recognized itt eighteenth century Anglo-Amer-
ica n pal itital t he) t he people.

In the half century before the Revolution these competing
elites found themselves. as a tactical device, invoking "the people-
to alset the power of the Crown and to gain political office. In the
process they steadily mobilized elements of the population that had
not been involved in politic., earlier. This popularization of poli-
tics during the decades before the Revolution can be traced in
various waysin the rise in voter participation, the increase in
(attested elections, the resort to caucuses. tickets and other forms
Of political organization, and the growth of campaign propaganda
and professional pamphleteering. This is how democracy began to
doelop. it wa' not the result of the PeoPle arousing themselves
spontaneously sand clamoring from below for a share in political
authority. Rather democracy was created front above: the people
were cajoled. persuaded, even frightened into getting involved.
Each «inflicting faction tried to outdo its opponents in posing as
a h iend of the people. defending popular rights and advancing
P"1".". intere'41%. Vet over thtie what began as a P°Se eventually
asslIthed .1 reality that had not been anticipated. The people
having been invoked could not easily be laid to rest. Ity the



middle decades of the eighteenth eent orv, :lI1CI'ULfl politics was
1)11 the cigc nanstounation--a Ii1d11.11 111411401`11h1d011

1:11a1 WI 's 1)1)111 eXpteSSed Mid amplified by the Revolution,
I he woo:lotion smade the people ,,oyereign, he ticcs ol

!mobiliiing the people into polities that had begritt before the
RevolueiOn 140W ineteased dramatically. as polieical leaders com-
peted f nil calif orhet tor the power and emicirsement that

.1 'hie" "t the 1""Ple :1)11)"glh. rit's1 the a UI hot ii nt the
Aownullitstil was dialkiliged 'NA inability in tvinescill 1)1)1 olitY
ihe Amt., it an people but Its wit people as Wen. llivo lo America

.111 iui liiii ii hanuoged b what even' oak seemed 10 ht,
ee,Ieltto% .11)pe;111% It) lilt: 110)1)14'. 1411' 114) illi411111i011 seemed ('.11)31)14.1

4)1 (nil)0th 111A theit Il. Fht. Re%401ition so intensified the
people's flominam e in polities that thf..re could tie\ er thereafter
bc iftt estaPilfg Iioiii them lii Alliefica's luny rePliblican
scif Hisness then: C011Id be nothing else in pfilitiesno orders. no
estates, 1)1) find., no court, no monalf h, 114)1 eVel1 rulers in the tradi-
tional sense- old\ the peliple 1 low they expressed themselves how
hey participated government. how they gave their consent how

thc fcfc lepiescmed welt, finest ions th,ti premettpied t mmci K ;ins

in the Reohnion and ever after,
Diming the 14.0 cannon \Bi('1 it ans fogictficy an idea iii

pOptihr rt.prt"%eilL1110ii III government that we have never lost,
Fhe contrmers and debate vith England in the 17tins exposed a

basif Anglo-American difference of experience and viewpoint
onf oiling representationa difference that only widened with the

Rof dui ii III. Ii i their 1)111 the Faiglish clung to what they failed
rfpresental England's eighteemifi,century electorate

chmptised only a small proportion of its population and bore little
relation to 'Ii ills in that pi p111.11 he vie( tibial districts were

144441geloolge It'll IA CT 11`11111 4.1V111111104 4d 1111101'y. 'Hills
rotlell boroughs like Old Sarum, completely depopulated by the
eighteenth century. continued to send members to the !louse of
Commons while newer large cities like Manchester and Birming-
ham win mine. Such apparent anomalies were justified on the
not unruasonable 7.4torinds that each member of Parliament should
represent not am pain( ttlar locality but the whole community.
Parlianwin. as Edminid Burke said, was not congress of ambassa-
dors flow different and hostile interests . . a deliberative



jilt, nal 1'4)1'14 w ith one inter, that of the witok,, 'rho
the Firoi,sti what made a meinber parliamet reprewmat lye was
not ming or the electoral process, which were considered inci-
dental, Inn the mutualit\ 11 interests that restintabl existed
between the ttpresent alive and the people. This mutuality of
ituetcts tied the pellie to the riTicsentativc eve" without the
exert ise of the franchise, I knee the English thought of the wilt-
bets 01 Parliament as virtually representing all those who did not
A01 10T 1111.111 hid hig the colotrists,

'Fo the Americans. however, whose experience in polities had
developed ditletenth iront that of the mother country. represent&
ti+an plsu'vm.11 .111 .R ltlal .111(1 14)e-,1 I character, Their electoral districts
wtle Mil 1 lie t 1W41114114 e 1)1 In14)1I Piing halt 14) iinnicilwrial
1)111 were le,em and regular orations that bore a disliIi relation

thang(s in their population, %Viten a new 'county 01 a town
I 15 l Waled 11A 1111.' t 11111111s1s, it AVAS usually granted immediate

ion in the lonerieam, came In think nil
their legislat vire, as 'precisely what Burke denied they should be
as t °tigresses 01 4111bass.1(14)1's 11'001 (1111Crel it and contending localit ies
and interests, t all whose (onset)t had to be real and explicit.
Item,: the\ tonld not act epi the British contention that they were
it nail einem:toed, like the people of 1l.rnthester, in the English

l'athantem a;td therefore capable 1 being taxed hr it. In the
out's ot a tent ur and a the .1merican colonists had developed

th It .t keen awareness l tht; Mai% idnality of their interests that
the\ multi not understand how anrone could speak for them in
whose (let film the\ had no voice, Such a sense of particularity
intt a 1:n eminm 01) v0111114 as the sole measure 01 representation and

ensm 111g 111.11 all participated equally in the process of consent.
The ramifications of these ideas about representation were

intim:the and we are still feeling their effects today. During the
Revolution and in the years following. they led. first, to heightened
demands ha an expansion of the suffrage and, second, to the grow-
ing notion ta -one 111;111. one mfr." a notion which has resulted
in tom natal attempts to relate representation to demographic
changes. Finally the belief that voting itself was the sole criterion

h the (ilt3101. 1 It)istor 0771), The
Ilwmfable 1. durum! Mohr, RA. cd. !Attic, rtiown

Co., 1114 iNti5-titi) , 1. 2, p. 91.),

ti



leinesentati( m has time tratistormed all elected ,ollicials iir
4-114ditig g% ehis ;hid menibers of tipper honseS into other :kinds
of representatives of the people, standing in a Notheiimes awkward
dal ionsh ip t o the 4)6mill:a 'houses of representat ives.

extreme localism and the demand for actuality of repre-
sentation 441 more than t'011sattaintlal iMpOrtalICC. It had social
:implications of evert greater signifiCanCe for the character Of our
politi4s. :Even before the revolutionary turmoil had settled, sortie
A:Medians Were arguing that mere voting by ordinary Men was
not .1 stab( lent protection of otalltary interests, it only
rnetillbets of the elite were being elected. It was coming to be
thought that in a society of diverse and particular interests men
from one class or ,grou litowever educated and IeSpeetable, could
tit1 lie accitta hued with ,1 t'ds of another or veal! by
college.educated lawyers or invrchants could not know the concerns
of 'loin. farmers or small tradesinen. The logic of the actuality
of representation expressed in the Revolution required that ordi-
nary men be represented by ordinary men. it was not enough for
elected officials to be simply tor the people: they now had to be
c)] ihc e(e as welt

Such an idea constituted an extraordinary transformation in
the way people looked at the relation between government and
mu jet\ .; It 1,11 at the hea of the radicalism of tlw merlon
Revolut 1011 It was strengthened by a powerful ideological force
elittalit) the most important and corrosive doctrine in American
culture. the outset of the Revolution, equality to most American
icader had meant an et viably of legal rights and the opportunity
to rise by merit through 'clearly discernible ranks. Iltu in the hands
01 competing politicians seeking to diminish the stature of their
opponents and win 4es, the :idea of eilliality was expanded in
was that few ca its supporters had originally anticipated to mean
in time that one man was as good as another: This meaning of
equalit soon dissolved the traditional ilemity between social and
political leadership and helped to give political power to the kinds
of men who had hitherto never held it. Politics became egalitarian
after the Revolution in ways it never had been before, and the polit-
ical upstartsobscure men with obscure backgroundslaunched
VignrollS attacks on the former attributes of social superiority-
11:1Mes, titles, social origins. family connectionsand bragged that
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their own positions were based not on relatives or friends but only
on what their money had made for them.

We have a particularly illuminating example of the new
at in the case of a William Thompson, an unknown tavern
keeper of Charlest4 on, South Carolina. of the early I 78f1s John
Rutledge, a distinguished social and political leader itt South
Carolina, had sent a female servant to 'Thompson's tavern to watch
.1 fireworks display rom the root. Thompson denied the servant
admittance and sent her back to Rutledge, who was furious
and requested that Thompson come to his house and apologize.
Thompson refused and, believing his honor affronted by Rut-
ledge's arrogant request. challenged Rutledge to .a duel. Now the
social likes of Rutledge did not accept challenges from tavern
keepers, so Rutledge went to the South Carolina douse of Repre-
sematives. of which he was a member, and demanded that it pass
a bill banishing Thompson from the state for insulting member
of its government Thompson took to the press for his defense
and in 1781 made what can only be described as a classic expression
of American egalitarian resentment against social superioritya
resent went voiced, as Thompson said, not on behalf of himself
but on behalf of the people. or "those more especially, who go
at this day, under the opprobrious appellation of. the Lower
Oidess of Men."

Thompson was not merely attacking the few aristocratic
"Nabobs" who had humiliated him; he was actually assaulting the
entire idea of a social hierarchy ruled by a gentlemanly elite. In
fact 1e turned prevailing eighteenth century opinion upside down
and i:tgued that the social aristocracy was peculiarly unqualified to
rule politically. Rather than preparing men for political leader-
ship in a free government. said Thompson. "signal opulence and
influence." especially when united "by intermarriage or otherwise,"
were really "calculated to subvert Republicanism." The "persons
and conduct" of the South Carolina "Nabobs" like Rutledge "in
iH1 . ate iite. may be unexceptionable. and even amiable. but their
pride. influence, ambition. connections. wealth, and political prin-
ciples," Thompson argued. "ought in public life, ever to exclude
them from public confidence." All that was needed in republican
leadership. said Thompson. was "being good, able, useful, and
frien&s to social equality,' for in a republican government "conse-
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quence is from the public opinion, and not from private janCV:'
111 the press Thompson sardonically recounted how he a tavern
keeper, "a 'wretch 0 no higher rank in the Commonwealth than
that of Clmnnon-Citi/en," had been debased by what he called
"those Aell-exalted characters, who affect to compose the grand hier-
archv of the State, . . . for having dared to dispute with a ,John
Rutledge, or any of the NABOB tribe," experience had been
degrading enough to Thompson as a man but as a former militia
officer it had been, he said "insupporta ble"indicat ing bow revolu-
lut ionary military service affected social mobility and social expec-
tations. Undoubtedly, said Thompson, Rutledge had "conceived
me his inferior," but like many others in these years tavern
keepers. fanners, petty merchants, small-time lawyers, former
militia officersThompson could no longer "comprehend the
inlet iw /iv." 4

Nlany new politicians in the decades following, likewise not
being able to comprehend their inferiority, used the popular and
egalitarian ideals of the Revolution to upset the older social
hierarchy and bring ordinary people like themselves into politics.
This was not always easy, for, as some politicians complained, ''the
poorer commonality," even when they possessed the legal right
to vote, seemed apathetic to appeals and too accepting of traditional
authority. Their ideas of government had too long been "rather
aristocratical !ham popular.- 'File rich," said one polemicist, "hav-
ing been used to govern, seem to think it is their right," while the
common people, "having hitherto had little or no hand in govern -

ment, seem to think it does not belong to them to have any."
to cons ince the people that they rightfully had a share in govern-
ment became the task of egalitarian politicians in the decades
after the Revolution, giving birth in the process to modern demo-
cratic politics. This democratization of politics involved not only
the legal widening of the electorate, but also the extension of prac-
tices begun before the Revolution in activating those who legally
could but often did not vote.

4 GOrt101) S. Wood. The Creation of the Aerican Republic. /776. 17N7
(Chapel 11111,: Uniersit ol North Carolina Pres., 1969), pp, 012-183.

l'ennyhqtia Evening Pmt. July 30. 1776_, quoted in David
Hawke. In the Alid,t of a Revolution (Philadelphia: 'University of ,Pcm\syl-
vania Pres.., 1961), p. 1$7.
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More and more oflices including judgeships, were made di-
rectly elective and even one, it seemed, was now -ruttning"--not, as
earlier, simply -statitting"--for election. New acts of persuasion
using cheap newspapers and mass meetings were 'developed. and
politics assumed carnival-like characteristics that led during the
nineteenth «litury to participation by higher percentages of the
electorate than ever again was achieved in American politics. In
such au atmosphere of sturnp.speaking and -running lor office
the members of the older gentry "ere freplenth al a considerable
disadvantage, In tact by the ,early nineteenth 'century being a
14entlenian or professing the characteristics of a :gentleman became
a liability in elections in some parts of the 'country, and a member
c)f the ,gentry campaigning for votes was :forced to take off his white
-gloves if he wanml to 'beat the tavern keeper Who was calling him
an aristocratic dandy.

One of the most :graphic examples of this kind of change in
American politics occurred 11) the 1868 election carnpaign Mr the
fifth (o1 gressional district Massachuserts--Essex County. the
:former center of Ntassachusetts Braluninism but by the midnine-
teenth century increasingly filled by Irish immigrants, The cam-
paign was essentially between Richard Henry Dana, Jr., a well-to-
do ;aid Ilan arc-educated descendant of a distinguished Massachu-
setts family and author of Iwo lear+ .Bejare the MIA!. and Ben-
jamin Butler, son of a boardinghouse keeper who had never been
to college and one of the most flamboyant demagogues American
politics it,;, ever produced. (One gels same idea of Butler's stand-
ing with the Nlassaehusetts elite by realizing that he was the first
governor of Massachusetts ill over two centuries itot invited to a
Itanard College commencentem) In the congressional campaign
Butler showed Dana what nineteenth century electoral politics was
all about. 'While Dana was talking to tea groups about bond pay-
ments. Butler was 'haranguing the Irish shoe workers of Lynn.
organizing parades. turning out the fire and police departments,.
hiring brass bands. distributing hundreds of pamphlets and torches,
and charging his opponent with being a Beau Bruinniel in white
gloves. l)ana was simply no match for him. When Dana was finally
forced to confront audiences of workingmen. he gave up talking
about bonds and even doffed his white gloves. trying desperately
to assure his audiences that he too worked hard. All the while

10
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Butler was making tun of his efforts to make connnon Ca Use With
the people, During one speech Dana told the Irish shoe workers
that when fie spent two years before the mast as a young sailor he
too was a lalurret >>hio didn't wear any white gloves' was as dirty
as any of 'you." he exclaimed. With such statements it is not NUT-
prising that Dana ,ended up with less than In percent (II the vote
ill at humiliating loss to Butler:"

The rise of egalitarian politics. 'evident in Butler's campaign-
ing. as the result not only of an expanded electorate but also of
the linal collapse of the older social hierarchy and the traditional
belief in elite rule. 11 was this kind of change in the first half of
the nineteenth century that made the rise of political 'parties both
necessary ,..md possible. indeed. the United States was the liSt
nation h develop modern political parties. The broadened elec-
torate and the 'end of ,tny sort of automatic assmuption of political
leadership by the social elite required new instruments for the
tri( thiliimion wrs Ind the recruitment of leaders.
cut loose Iron! traditional lies to the social hierarchy. were now
torced (.4-thine ill new groups lo political ends. Political office
nu lllgtst Was ct by social ascription but rather was won by political
achielement within the organization of a party and 'through the
winning of %we., B Nyig political leadership and competing
for votes. new mennot necessarily as :flamboyant as Butler but
haying the -same social obscurity and downed in any other kind of
society to remain in obscuritywere fed into the political process
and rose not because they became gentry but because they knew
how to appeal to the peopk%

it was the American WI-61116m that 'helped to make possible
and to accelerate these changes in our politics. As a result of this

-republican Revolution. Americans could not easily legitimize :any
status other than that of titiren. The 'people were all there was
in politics and all of the people were equaIAny sort of unequal
restrictions on the rights of citizenshipon the right to run for
office or to %w, lor exampleWere ,anotnalies, relics of an older
:societ. that now had to be done away with. In the early decades
of the nineteenth century the permissive ideas of representation,

1alo1k1 Sliaho. islotuac, ;Intl Viiiielation': The Butler1)mm
(:ampaign." New higland (lrarteriv. vol. 31 (1958), pi. 3-10-:itio.
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citilenship, and equality encouraged competing political parties to
search out 1;,,roups of :people hitherto uninvolved in the political
'process and bring them inrenters denied the suffrage because
the\ were not freeholders. poor men uho lacked the necessary
property qualifications, or newly arrived imm igrants. anyone who
'might become a voter and supporter of the :party: or even one of
its leaders. I1 they could not yet legally vote. the vote could be
given them. If they could legally vote but did not, then they could
be convinced they ought to. in these ways American politicians in
the decades hollowing the Rev Olution worked to establish universal
manhood suffrage and democratic politics.

We take these develop:awn:Is for grained and easily forget how
far ahead of the rest of the world the 'n ited States was in the early
nineteenth century. Tavern keepers and weavers were sitting in
our legislatures while Europeans were still trying to disentangle
Vi)tillg and representation from an incredible variety of estate and
(orporate stallIsCs, In 1792 Kentucky entered the union with a
constitution allowing universal manhood suffrage. A 'generation
later the English were still debating whether voting was a privilege
confined to a few: in fact England had to wait until 1867 before
workingmen got the vote and became. in Gladstone's words. "our
fellow subjects." Indeed. in many parts of the world today the
people are still waiting to bccoilly tilt/ells. hill participants in the
political process.

II
Yet, as we all too yell know, Amer

ica's record in integrating the people into politics has not been
entirely a success story. The great anomaly amidst all the revolt-
tionary talk of equality. voting. and representation was Slavery:
indeed. it was the Revolution itself, not only with its appeal to
liberty but with its idea of citizenship of 'equal individuals. that
made slavery in 1776 suddenly seem anomalous to large numbers
of Americans. What had often been taken for granted earlier in
the eighteenth century as part of the brutality of liferegaded as
merely the most base and degraded status in a society of infinite
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degrees and multiple ranks of freedom and unlreedomnow
seemed conspicuous and peculiar. In a republic, as was not the
case in a monarchy, there could be no place for degrees of freedom
or dependency, in the North, 'where slavery was considerable but
not deeply rooted, the exposure of the anomaly worked to abolish
it!. by 1 830 in time northern mates there were less than 3.000 black
slaves out of a northern black population of over 1 25,000. in the
South the suddenly exposed anomaly of slavery threw southern
whites, who had been in the vanguard of the revolutionary move-
ment and among the 11 last fervent spokesmen for its libertarianism,
onto the defensive and gradually separated them from the main-
stream of America's egalitarian developments.

Yet the e cry egalitarianism of America's republican ideology
the egalitarianism that undercut the rationale of slaveryworked
at the same time to inhibit integrating the free black man into the
political nation. Shwe republican citizen hip implied equality tor
all citizens, a person once admitted as a citizen into the political
process WAS on a level with all other citizens and regarded as
being as good as the next man. With the spread of these republican
assumptions northern whites began to view black voters with in-
creasig apprehension, unwilling to accept the equality that suf-
(rage and citizenship dictated. In 1801! in many states of the North
free Negroes possessed the right to vote (often as a result ,)1 the
general extension of the franchise that took place during the
Roolution). and they exercised it in some areas with particular
effectiveness. But in subsequent years, as the electorate continued
to expand through changes in the law and the mobilization of new
voters, the blacks found themselves being squeezed out There is
perhaps no greater irony in the democratization of American poli-
tics in the first half of the nineteenth century than the fact that as
the %%line man gained the vote the black man lost it. During the
heyday of Jacksonian democracy white populist majorities in state
after state in the North moved to eliminate the remaining property
restrictions on white voters while at the same time concocting new
restrictions to take away the franchise from Negro voters who had
in sonic cases exercised it for decades. No state admitted to the

ArilltIr AM:1'1111k. The FirAi ianCiPah: The .'1110ThiOn of Slavery In
the North ( ;hicag(); niversity ()I ( lilt ago Press. 1967) . 222.
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union after 1819 allowed blacks to ow, By 1840, WI percent of
northern free Negroes lived in states which completely or practi-
cally excluded them f rum the suffrage and hence from participation
in politics.'

This exclusion of blacks from politics was largely a conse-
quence of white fears of the equality that republican citizenship
demanded. But it WaS ASO it product of competitive democratic
politics, in some states. like Pennsylvania, Negro exclusion was the
price paid for lower-class whites' gaining the right to voteuni-
versal manhood suffrage having been opposed on the grounds it
would add 100 many blacks to the electorate, In other states, like
New York. exclusion of the Negro from the franchise was an effec-
tive way for Democratic party majorities to eliminate once and for
all blocs of Negro voters who had tended to vote first for Federalist
and then for Whig candidates. Since the Democratic party, as the
spokesman for the popular cause against elitism, was in the fore-
front of the move to expand the suffrage. it seemed to be good
politics for the party not only to attract new voters to its ranks but
to take away voters who supported its opponents. It was this kind of
political pressure that led to the peculiar situation in sonic states
where immigrant aliens were granted the right to vote before they
became citizens whereas Negroes born and bred in the United
States had theirs abolisheda development often based on a shrewd
assessment by politicians of what particular parties the new immi-
grants and the blacks would support.

For a republican society it was an impossible situation and
Anicricans wrestled with it for over a half century. Federal officials in
the first half of the nineteenth century could never decide the precise
status of free Negtoes, sometimes arguing that blacks were not
citizens in having the right to vote but were citizens in having the
right to secure passports. Others tried to discover some sort of
intermediate legal position for free blacks as denizens standing
between aliens and citizens. But the logic of republican equality
would not allow these distinctions, and sooner or later many sought
escape from the dilemma posed by Negro disfranchisement by
denying citizenship outright to all blacks, whether slave or free,

" 1.eon F. Lit wit( k, Nord( of Slavery: The ..Vegro iI,e Free 17904860
+Chicago: liii%er%il.) ()I Chicago Pre... MO) p. 75.
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the position Chief justice Taney tried to estahlish in the Died
St tiCtis1011 01 1 S7)7. suffrage had become sufficiently
,equated 'With l'epliNCIllatiOli ill AllICTiCil that it ;1 person was not
granted the riglit to vote then he tsar not l'eprestIllt'd ill the com-
munity: and ri4)1 :being represented in a republican community was
equivalent to not being a citizett, In the end enslaved blacks with-
out liberty and free blacks AVi1:11011l rit rclaship Were Midi C01111'll-

d.li't toils 01 the re1'(allltttanary ideals that sooner or later those contra-
dictions had to tear the country apart,

NV'hen northerners came to debate methods of southern 1CC011-
m-ruction at the end of the Civil \Va.. they moved reluctantly but
steadill toward Negro enfranchisement impelled both by the logic
01 the persisting ideals of the :evolution and by the circumstances
al politics. Although some historians have believed that the
publican party's espousal of Negro suffrage in the late I:860s was
bawd ()ri a cynical desire to recruit new voters to the party. it was
obviously based On much more than that In terms of political
expediency alone the Republicans' sponsorship of Negro suffrage
ran the risk even in the North of what we have collie to call "white
backlash." Nlnv ad% ovate, of Negro suffrage sincerely believed.
as Wendell Philips put it. that America could never be truly a
united nation "until every class God has made, from the lakes to
the Gulf, has its ballot to protect itself.'' "

Yet there can be no doubt that black enfranchisement alter
the Civil War was fed, like all reforms, by political exigencies, and
that many northerners and Republicans favored it grudgingly and
only as a of preventing the resurgence of an unreconstructed
Democratic South that would threaten the dominance of the
Republican party. Hence there resulted an awkward gap between
the 1.'otirteenth Amendment. which defined citizenship for the first
time and gave it a national emphasis which it had hitherto lacked.
and the Fifteenth Amendment, which enfranchised the Negro but
unfortunately linked his enfranchisement not to his citizenship
but to his race. This linkage allowed a state to impose any voting
qualifications it chose so long as they were not based on race,

9james I. Mt Pherson." rhe Ballot and Land for the Freedmen. 180.1865."
in Kenneth NI. Stamp!) and Leon F. Litwack. ed.... Iteconoruction:
Atith,figy ,I liept%iintio Writing% (Raton Itottge: Louisiana State t'tti-
versit) Press, 1969) . p. 138.
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creating a tangled situation that twentiethcentury Americans arc
still trying to unravel.

Although Americans have hesitated
to make the connection between citizenship and the right to vote
explicit and unequivocal, everything in American history has
pointed toward that connection. During the past decade or so,
largely under the impetus of the civil rights movement but going
beyond that, there has been heightened interest in political and
voting rights, and the logic of principles concerning suffrage and
representation first articulated in the Revolution 200 years ago
has been drawn out. Voting rights acts and the anti-poll tax
amendment of the mid.1960s were based on a deeply rooted belief
that no nation like ours could in conscience exclude any of its
citizens from the political process. It was the same legacy from the
Revolution that led 11,.: Supreme Court in a series of reapportion.
cent decisions to apply the idea of "One man, one vote" to con-

gressional and state legislative electoral districting. Large and
unequal campaign contributions are of such concern precisely
because they seem to negate the effects of an equal suffrage and to
do violence to equality of participation in the political process.
Despite an electorate that at times seems apathetic, interest in the
suffrage and in the actuality and equality of consent has never been
greater than it is today, Such a concern naturally puts a terrific
burden on our political system. but it is a burden we should gladly
bear (and many other nations would love to have it), for it bespeaks
an underlying popular confidence in the processes of politics that
surface events and news headlines make us too easily ignore.

In fact, concern with the suffrage and with the formal rights
of consent has assumed such a transcendent significance that it has
sometimes obscured the substance of democratic politics and has
led to an exaggeration of the real power of the legal right to vote.
The suffrage has become such a symbol of citizenship that its
possession seems necessarily to involve all kinds of rights. Thus
acquiring the vote has often scented an instrument of reform, a
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means of soh fug complicated social problems. The women's rights
movement ot the nineteenth centurypremised on the belief as
tThe W0111.11 put it in 1848 that -there is no reality in any power
that cannot be corned into votes"came to focus almost exclusively
on the gaining of the suffrage.'" And when the Nintceiuh Amend-
ment giving women the franchise was finally ratified in 1920 and
did not lead to the promised revolution, the sense of failure set
the feminist movement back at least a half centurya setback from
which it has only recently been recovering, Even today this formal
integration into the political process through the suit'rage continues
to be regarded as a panacea for social ills. Certainly this assumption
lav behind the response to the youth rebellions of the late 1960s
and the eventual adop'ion of the 'Nem y-sixth Amendment grant-
ing eighteen-year-olds the vote,

This special fascination with politics and this reliance on
political integration through voting as a means of solving social
problems are legacies of our Revolution, and they are as alive now
as they were 200 years ago. The Revolution not only brought
ordinary people into politics, It also created such a confidence in
the suffrage as the sole criterion of representation that we have too
often torgotten just what makes the right to vote workable in
America. In our dealings with newly developing nations we are
too apt to believe that the mere institution of the ballot in a new
state will automatically create a viable democratic society, and we
are cold used and disillusioned when this rarely happens.

The point is that we have the relationship backwards. It is
not the %Mirage that gives life to our democracy: it is our demo-
cratic ,ot. ietN that gives life to the suffrage. American society is
permeated by the belief in (and to an extraordinary extent by the
realit ) equalit that makes our reliance on the ballot operable.
As historians in the past two decades have only begun to discover,
it was not the breadth of the franchise in the nineteenth century
that created democratic politics. The franchise was broad even in
colonial times. Wither it was the egalitarian process of politics that
led to the mobilization of voters and the political integration of
the nation. It was the work of countless politicians recruited from

1° Chilton 'Will itunhon. meriuin Su I) rage from Properly Io Demo( rat' yi
1,7n0-1Soo (Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1960), I). 279.
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all levels of 'society and representing niany ,diverse elements, at-
tempting to win elections 1W exhorting and :pleasing their electors,
that in the final analysis shaped our democratic system. Any state
,cai I grant the suffrage to its people 'overnight, but it cannot thereby
guarantee to itself a democratic polity. As American history shows.
Nuch a denirxracy requires generations of experience with electoral

More important, it requires the emergence of political
parties and egalitarian politiciansnone of whom have too much
power and most of whom run searedixiliticians whose maneuver-
ings for electoral advantage. whose courting of the electorate, and
whose passion for victory result in the end in grander and more
significant develormous than they themselves can foresee or even
imagine. Politicians ArC at the heart of our political system, and
insofar as it is democratic they have made it so.

18


