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PREFACE

his textbook takes a new approach to the study of American political thought. The

target audience consists of professors, students, and readers interested in researching,
teaching, and learning about the intellectual history and the history of political thought in
the United States. The work focuses on those questions of politics and society of concern
to all Americans and provides readers with the materials necessary for thinking intelli-
gently about these issues. The book provides an introduction to the ideas that have af-
fected, shaped, and transformed American politics and an appreciation of the controversies
and disputes that have mobilized Americans since the first European settlements in North
America.

American political thought sits at the intersection of political theory and American
politics. With that in mind, this text highlights four important features of this material:

o The full range of American political thought

o The interaction of American political thought and politics
e The struggle over American values

o The central role of history and historical development

The teaching of American political thought has traditionally served a variety of pur-
poses. It provides an entry point for studying American political history broadly. The de-
bates that make up the central sources of American political thought trace the history of
American politics and policymaking. Key political and policy innovations and significant
challenges to American success have been accompanied by new thinking about what
values are most central to American politics and how they should be applied, extended, or
modified to help chart the path ahead.

American political thought provides an angle for better understanding American soci-
ety and politics. The history of American political thought is the record of the struggle to
define the fundamental principles that should guide political decision making. Contem-
porary politics rests on an inheritance of political traditions and values that have been
built up (and sometimes torn down) across generations. American political thought

XXV

00-Whittington-FM.indd 25 28/10/15 5:50 AM



XXVi PREFACE

exposes the choices that have been made over time and the rationales that underwrite
political action.

The study of American political thought is the study of a particular kind of intellectual
history. American political thought focuses on the ideas associated with different stages of
society and politics, the contesting ideologies that motivate, legitimate, and guide political
action. Unlike some other primary documents associated with historical study, the materi-
als of American political thought do not simply show what happened and how people
lived. They show how people have thought about the world in which they lived and how
they sought to explain it, rationalize it, or change it.

An appreciation for American political thought complements the study of political
theory as such. American political thought is concerned with ideas in action. It engages
with the fundamental questions of political life, but it does so within immediate contexts
and with foreseeable consequences. Participants in the American political tradition have
sought to extrapolate basic commitments and lessons from the American political experi-
ence but have then made use of those lessons to advocate concrete action within the politi-
cal realm. The study of American political thought serves as a bridge between the discussion
of abstract principles and value systems and the examination of how politics works in
practice.

FULL RANGE OF AMERICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT

This text covers the full range of American political thought. Many texts artificially trun-
cate the subject, either by restricting the range of voices that have contributed to public
debates in American history or by narrowing the scope of the subject matter to a few par-
ticular themes. This text takes an expansive approach to the subject matter, exposing read-
ers to the full spectrum of political debate and challenging them to think about all the key
issues that have informed and been informed by enduring American political values.

The text takes a comprehensive approach to understanding American political thought.
The thinkers, writers, and speakers represented in these pages include scholars, intellectu-
als, politicians, judges, journalists, ministers, and political activists of all stripes. The
debate over political values has not taken place in the seminar room, but neither has it
been restricted to the loftiest seats of political power. The key consideration for inclusion
is whether the speaker or writer was insightful, reflected significant political sentiments
and concerns, and was influential in public debates. In those debates, presidents and
senators rub elbows with labor organizers and escaped slaves. This text seeks to capture
American political thought in all its richness, giving due consideration to those who spoke
from the pulpit or the lectern, for the marginalized and for the privileged, on behalf of an
America that had been inherited and of an America that was being imagined.

As part of the effort to broaden the scope of what is traditionally considered within the
rubric of American political thought, the text also expands the field of issues under consid-
eration. Each chapter is divided into five parts: democracy and liberty, citizenship and
community, equality and status, political economy, and America and the world. These are
overlapping categories, and even within a single speech or pamphlet a thinker may range
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over and connect several of these issues. Nonetheless, these divisions usefully capture
some recurring debates within American political thought. Debates over democracy and
liberty have revolved around such questions as how political authority is grounded, what
popular government implies, how liberty can best be preserved, and what rights should be
recognized. Debates over citizenship and community ask what it means to be an American,
why and how the American political community is tied together, what are the bonds that
hold the community together, and what are the privileges and duties of a citizen. Debates
over equality and status consider what one of the axiomatic principles of the United
States—that all men are created equal—might mean, what are the tensions between equal-
ity and liberty, how status and privilege can be reconciled with republican community,
and on what terms different races, ethnicities, classes, and sexes work together in a
common political and social space. Debates over political economy investigate the rela-
tionship between the material world and the political, between public policy and the
public welfare, between labor and capital and the basic ordering of the social and eco-
nomic world. Debates over America and the world try to identify how the United States can
and should position itself on the international stage and what American foreign policy
says about the values and identity of the United States, and how American values should
shape American behavior abroad.

Such themes are broad, but they are regularly played out in particular contexts, moti-
vated by specific public problems and concerned with distinct policies. These readings are
chosen because the writer is able to rise above the details of a particular policy debate and
illuminate broader concerns. These particular debates are an occasion for thinking about
enduring features of American politics and recurrent aspirations, ideals, and concerns.
They are of interest not because we seek to replay the legislative debates surrounding the
construction of the Maysville Road or the occupation and governance of the Philippines,
but because those debates open for inspection conflicting ideas about basic American
commitments.

INTERACTION OF AMERICAN POLITICAL THOUGHT AND POLITICS

A central theme of the study of American political thought is that political action and po-
litical ideas are intertwined. American Political Thought presents readers with materials for
evaluating the extent to which politics influences ideas and vice versa. Every historical
chapter begins with an introduction that outlines the political, social, and intellectual
circumstances of the period. These introductions provide an understanding of the most
important political coalitions of that period, their platforms, major political personalities,
the most important policy disputes, the social conditions and cleavages, and predominant
social and political ideas. This information enables students to determine for themselves
whether American political values are timeless or time-bound, whether the expression of
political ideas operates on a separate track from the pursuit of political interests, or whether
ideas and interests work in concert.

American political thought can be viewed primarily from the perspective of political
philosophy, with American theorists contributing to timeless and universal debates over
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the deep foundations and eternal questions of political life. This book provides the re-
sources for approaching American political thought in this way. The readings include sub-
stantial excerpts from the most profound political thinkers in American history—the
Federalist Papers on constitutionalism, Thoreau on political resistance, Calhoun on majori-
tarianism, Lincoln on nationalism and equality, Dewey on democracy—and background
discussion of the international philosophical debates within which they participated. The
excerpts included in this volume address timeless themes and eternal questions of politi-
cal life, and these thinkers can readily be put in dialogue with each other and with debates
and concerns of today.

But the American contribution to the long tradition of Western political philosophy is
limited. American political writers have been more practical and concrete in their con-
cerns than theoretical and abstract. Over time, the United States has produced more states-
men and lawyers than political philosophers. Understanding what motivated these writers,
how they intervened in political events, and what they sought to accomplish requires some
appreciation for their surroundings, the problems they faced, the intellectual and political
resources they possessed, and the conversations in which they were involved. These mate-
rials reveal the political in American political thought and the connections between public
policy, political action, and political thought. They reveal the political ideals that inspired
and puzzled political entrepreneurs.

STRUGGLE OVER AMERICAN VALUES

American political history is replete with disagreements over American political identity
and ideals. American Political Thought details the struggle over American values and na-
tional ideals. The materials in the book demonstrate the range of arguments, actors, and
political movements that have roiled the American political landscape. The book can-
vasses a diverse set of writers and political actors who have contributed to the American
political conversation. The book illuminates the extent to which disputes within American
political thought have been resolved, while also indicating the extent to which debates
over ideas and practice have evolved across time and reemerged over time.

These materials help illuminate a specifically American political tradition. They illus-
trate the values and concerns that have moved generations of Americans in politics. They
show how Americans have struggled with the fundamental questions of governance and
political life. The answers they have offered have not always been persuasive, but they have
influenced how American political institutions and political culture have developed and
provide insights into the kinds of problems they have tried to solve.

This volume can also help dispel easy assumptions that Americans have always agreed
about the political fundamentals and have primarily fought over resources rather than ideas.
Although there has been substantial agreement over many basic issues—the divine right of
kings has gained little traction in the United States—these areas of agreement can obscure
substantial areas of disagreement. While Americans have almost universally endorsed pop-
ular government, for example, there have been heated disagreements over what popular
government requires. Participants in those debates have approached these questions from a
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wide range of perspectives—religious and secular, liberal and conservative, egalitarian and
inegalitarian. This volume gives space to those disparate voices, avoiding the crackpot and
outlandish but including the diverse array of figures who have wielded some influence over
public opinion and political movements over the course of American history.

HISTORY AND HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT

Contemporary American political thought is the product of numerous arguments and de-
cisions made by historical actors working within the political, legal, and intellectual con-
straints of their political eras. American Political Thought is organized historically so as to
better reveal the nature of those constraints and how they have evolved over time. The
historical organization highlights the connections between different types of disputes and
arguments, as well as the terms of debate between opposing parties. The thematic organi-
zation within chapters helps tie together arguments across time and shows how conversa-
tions evolve over time and build on what has come before.

The historical institutionalist turn within the study of American political thought, and
American politics more broadly, has focused our attention on the ways in which ideas and
actions are connected and the extent to which American politics is characterized by criti-
cal junctures and path dependencies that help structure political thinking at any given
moment. This book is sensitive to these historical intersections, revealing the distinctive
quality of contemporary political ideas and developing an appreciation for alternative con-
ceptions of the political future.

The volume divides the history of American political thought into several distinct
chapters organized by time period. The chapters encompass the colonial period (before
1776), the founding (1776-1791), the early republic (1792-1828), the Jacksonian Era
(1829-1860), the Civil War and Reconstruction period (1861-1876), the Gilded Age
(1877-1900), the Progressive Era (1901-1932), the New Deal (1933-1950), the civil rights
era (1951-1980), and recent politics (1981-present). The separation of these periods is
certainly not hard and fast, but they serve to break American history into more digestible
portions and highlight the intertwined debates that are distinctive to different historical
eras. The historical approach highlights the fact that Elizabeth Cady Stanton was in dia-
logue with Frederick Douglass and Horace Greeley rather than Gloria Steinem, and Herbert
Croly was in conversation with William Graham Sumner and Theodore Roosevelt rather
than Milton Friedman. Later writers have had much to learn from earlier ones, but they
also worked within their own intellectual and cultural milieu and responded to their own
distinctive political problems and constraints.

PEDAGOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Most readers in American political thought have been not much more than anthologies,
providing little of the additional content that is now common for texts designed for class-
room use and offering minimal guidance for a student being tossed into an unknown sea.
While emphasizing the excerpted text from the primary sources, this book tries to offer
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some additional context. The text presents a consistent pedagogical framework across the
chapters:

e An opening chapter introduces the study of American political thought and highlights
some general themes and vocabulary that make a frequent appearance in the
literature.

» Each substantive chapter is divided into a consistent set of topical sections.

o Each chapter begins with a brief introduction to the political, social, and intellectual
context of the period. Sections within each chapter summarize major themes, with a
bulleted list of major developments for ease of reference.

o All readings are prefaced with explanatory headnotes, which contextualize the reading,
indicate its importance, and provide questions for consideration as the student reads
the material.

o Period illustrations help provide further context for the materials.

e Timelines throughout the volume summarize major events in the period and place
source materials relative to those events.

o All chapters end with guidance for primary readings for further study and suggested
readings in the secondary literature.

For ease of use, the readings in the text are modernized (except where the writer was
intentionally archaic in his or her language). Footnotes appearing in the excerpts are from
the original source, unless otherwise indicated. The sources from which the readings are
drawn are consolidated in a section at the end of the book.

SUPPLEMENTS

We live in a time in which a wider range of once-difficult-to-find source materials in
American political thought are now more readily available to students and researchers.
Nonetheless, even amidst this plenty, some important works are hard to find. More funda-
mentally, confronted with such a vast sea of information, even experts can easily become
lost. The value of a text of this sort is that it can bring together the familiar and the less
familiar, separate the wheat from the chaff, reduce long texts to their core components,
and provide necessary contextualization to help readers make sense of what is before
them.

[ have made every effort to produce a one-volume text that is flexible enough to support
a range of teaching approaches and emphases while compact enough to be easily useable.
Nonetheless, these pages only sample the richness of the many contributions to American
political thought—a sample that [ hope will be illuminating, thought-provoking, and cap-
tivating. I have made many more readings, similarly edited and introduced, available on a
supplemental website. For those who want to read more deeply or to find a particular item
that could not be included in the text, I hope that those materials will open the door to the
wide range of contributions to American political thought. The website also includes
useful tools for both instructors and students, including sample syllabi and self-study
quizzes.
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