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Now an established classic, Intellectual Origins of American Radical-
ism was the first book to explore this alternative current of American
political thought. Stemming back to the seventeenth-century English
Revolution, many questioned private property, the sovereignty of the
nation-state, and slavery, and affirmed the common man’s ability to
govern. By the time of the American Revolution, Thomas Paine was
the great exemplar of the alternative intellectual tradition. In the nine-
teenth century, the antislavery movement took hold of Thomas Paine’s
ideas and fashioned them into an ideology that ultimately justified
civil war.

This updated edition contains a new preface by the author, which
describes the inquiries that he undertook in his books of the 1960s and
their conclusions. David Waldstreicher has contributed a new histori-
ographical foreword that discusses the book’s lasting importance and
contrasts its ideas with the work of Bernard Bailyn and Gordon Wood.

Staughton Lynd received his BA from Harvard College and his MA
and PhD from Columbia University. He taught at Spelman College
and at Yale University. He is the author, editor, or co-editor of more
than a dozen books and has published articles in journals including
the Journal of American History, the William and Mary Quarterly,
and the Political Science Quarterly.

David Waldstreicher is a professor of history at Temple University.
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For by naturall birth, all men are equally and alike borne
to like propriety, liberty and freedome, and as we are deliv-
ered of God by the hand of nature into this world, every one
with a naturall, innate, freedome and propriety (as it were
writ in the table of every mans heart, never to be obliterated)
even so are we to live, every one equally and alike to enjoy his
Birthright and priviledge; even all whereof God by nature
hath made him free.

RicHARD OVERTON, An Arrow Against
All Tyrants and Tyranny, Shot from the
Prison of New-Gate into the Prerogative
Bowels of the Arbitrary House of Lords
(London, 1646)

There is a higher law than the law of government. That’s
the law of conscience.

STOKELY CARMICHAEL, UPI dispatch
October 28, 1966

Political freedom . . . is an elemental condition of the indi-
vidual will.

CARL OGLESBY, Containment and Change
(New York, 1967)
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AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE

I

I decided to study the period of the American Revolution in 1959.
It seemed to me that if there was anything good in the past of the
United States on which a hopeful and idealistic future could be
built, it might be found in the period that produced the Declara-
tion of Independence.

To be sure, the failings of the great white men who stood astride
the events of the American Revolution were manifest. When I was
a boy, the five-cent piece in the United States was the “Indian
head” nickel. Anthropologist Gregory Bateson, a friend of the
family, remarked that the history of the United States could be
seen in this coin. On one side of the nickel was the head of a
Native American and the word “Liberty.” On the other side was
the image of a bison and the words “E pluribus unum,” or as
Bateson translated them: “There used to be a lot of us and now
there’s only one.”
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X AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE

Later, when I was in high school, my history teacher took me to
Monticello. What stayed in memory from that visit was the device
Jetterson used to make copies of his letters. Recently I returned
to Monticello with a ten-year-old grandson. This time I saw what
seemed like an oversized wooden deck, which turned out to be
the roof over a passageway. There slaves cooked Mr. Jefferson’s
meals and carried them to a spot directly underneath the dining
room, whence they could ascend on a dumbwaiter and appear on
a “lazy Susan,” both designed by the master. It struck me that in
this way the Sage of Monticello could entertain guests without the
troubling appearance of a black face.

And yet, what alternative do we have to the American Rev-
olution as the archetype of our hopes and dreams? Surely it is
significant that when United States soldiers in Vietnam and Iraq
searched for a way that they could dissent profoundly and yet con-
tinue to think of themselves as patriotic Americans, they returned
in imagination to the citizen-soldiers of the American Revolution.
Remembering the words of Thomas Paine’s first Crisis pamphlet
about sunshine patriots and summer soldiers, they called them-
selves “winter soldiers.”!

I

I began my study of the American Revolution by setting out to
prove or disprove what other historians—especially Carl Becker
and Charles Beard—had to say about the political choices made
by poor and working people during the American Revolution. I
studied farm tenants in Dutchess County, New York, and artisans
in New York City.

What I learned about tenants was that in southern Dutchess
County and neighboring Westchester County tenant farmers sup-
ported the Revolution. I held in my hands the petitions that they
wrote to the Revolutionary New York legislature in which they
asked for confiscation of Loyalist estates.

Thus far, Becker’s idea that the Revolution was a struggle over
who should rule at home, as well as a struggle for home rule,
worked well. While a coalition of classes struggled for indepen-
dence, little people at the bottom demanded more: economic
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AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE Xi

independence in the form of freehold ownership of the land that
they tilled.

But in northern Dutchess County the tenant farmers were Loy-
alists. They made their way out into the Hudson River, where the
Continental Congress had strung nets to obstruct the junction of
British forces from New York City and Albany, stole the lead used
to weight the nets, and made bullets out of it. In 1777 they staged
a tenant uprising on Livingston Manor in support of the King.

So what can explain this ideological diversity? Why were the
tenants who rented from Beverly Robinson in southern Dutchess
County ardent patriots, whereas the tenants on the land of Robert
R. Livingston only a few miles away became Tories?

There is a simple answer, I suggest. It all depended on the poli-
tics of your landlord. If you rented from a Tory like Robinson, who
sheltered Benedict Arnold when the latter fled across the Hudson,
you supported the Revolution in the hope that if Robinson and
his friends were defeated, you might get fee-simple ownership of
your farm.

Butif yourented from Livingston, an ardent Whig, your calculus
was just the opposite. You sought victory for the King of England
because if he won, Livingston might be deprived of his lands, and
in this way you too might realize the American dream and become
the owner of the land that you cultivated.

So it was not ideology that determined the political choices of
Hudson Valley tenant farmers. It was economic interest.

While the politics of Hudson Valley tenants may be little known,
it is otherwise with city artisans. These are the Sons of Liberty.
These are the folks who erected liberty poles, enforced nonim-
portation agreements, dumped tea into Boston Harbor, and car-
ried the news that the British were coming. These were Paul
Revere and friends in Boston, who met at the Green Dragon tav-
ern, and comparable groups in New York City, Philadelphia, and
Charleston. Carl Becker said they were the heart and soul of both
the struggle for home rule and the struggle over who should rule
at home. And he was right.

There is only one problem. As Charles Beard noted in passing
but did not explain, these same artisans enthusiastically supported
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xii AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE

the Federalists’ constitution in 1787. They did so not only at the
ballot box, but in elaborate parades in every major seacoast city.

So how did the artisan radicals of 17631776 become Hamilto-
nians in 1787? And what does this ideological transformation tell
us about the relationship of economic interest and ideology?

Again, there is a simple answer. What preoccupied these folks
before the Revolution was the danger that imported British man-
ufactured goods might destroy their livelihoods. Hence they sup-
ported all things anti-British, especially nonimportation agree-
ments.2

And what preoccupied them in the mid-1780s as British man-
ufactures once again began to pour into American seaports
was . . . exactly the same thing. Hence they supported the project
of a strong national government that could impose an effective
tariff on imported manufactured goods.3

Artisans were altogether consistent. There only appears to have
been an inconsistency because we have supposed their politics to
be driven not by economic interest, but by ideology.

As I have reflected on these findings over the years, it seems
to me that historians of “the inarticulate” sometimes seek to dis-
cover among the poor the internally coherent discourse one might
expect at an Ivy League sherry party. I have not found such coher-
ence, either as a historian or as a lawyer for poor and working-class
clients in Youngstown, Ohio, for more than thirty years. When it
appeared that the automobile assembly plant in nearby Lords-
town, Ohio, might close, workers encouraged their children to
write postcards to General Motors” headquarters in Detroit, plead-
ing with the powers-that-be to keep the plant open. But when
steel mills closed in Youngstown and Pittsburgh, workers seri-
ously considered using the power of eminent domain to permit
worker-community—owned steel companies to acquire the mills
by compulsion.*

My tentative answer to questions about the political choices
of working people is, accordingly, as follows. Poor and working
people, unendingly pressed by economic necessity, will ordinarily
focus on personal, short-run, material gain: owning the land that
one tills, protecting the market for the goods produced in one’s
shop. Extensive experience with other kinds of workers, common
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AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE xiii

oppression (as in a prison or in war), or a dramatic disruption of
shared expectations (such as a plant closing), may give rise to a
broader class point of view. But it will always be more difficult for
lower-class protagonists to rise above the interests of the moment
than it is for upper-class historical actors, who, then and now, have
more money, more leisure, and a smaller number of persons to
organize into a cohesive force, and who instinctively gravitate to
the preservation of the system as a whole.

This conclusion should not be understood to devalue the aspi-
rations of poor and working-class persons, then or now. It does not
denigrate the lives of farm tenants to recognize that they wished
to own the farms on which they toiled. Nor should urban laborers
be faulted for overriding concern with economic survival >

11X

How then might we describe what the period of the American
Revolution offers to latter-day efforts to create a more just society?
This was the question I sought to answer in Intellectual Origins of
American Radicalism. My answer, in a nutshell, is: certain ideas,
presented to the world by particular persons who were marginal
dissenters in their own time just as many of us are today.

Much as the same worker may view the world differently now
than he did only a few weeks ago, so in any group, such as “tenants”
or “artisans” or (more recently) “steelworkers,” there are likely to
be individuals whose outlook is quite different from that typical
of the group as a whole. The great artisan radical Thomas Paine
was also to some extent atypical and should not be understood
merely as a spokesman for a group. Such atypical figures may be
like mutations, prefiguring species changes still in the making.

In Class Conflict, Slavery, and the United States Constitution,
published a year before Intellectual Origins, 1 suggested that the
“artisan radicalism” of Thomas Paine might be a source for an
American radical tradition distinct from the more familiar vision of
Thomas Jefferson. I wrote that Paine’s artisan radicalism affirmed
that “strong central government accessible to the people was more
democratic than decentralized rule by gentlemen; that common
men, whether or not formally educated, had the capacity to govern;
that slavery must stop.”®
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Some academic commentary has blurred the uniqueness of
Paine’s ideas and of the radical intellectual tradition that he origi-
nated. Edmund Morgan, for example, concedes that the best and
brightest men who led the American independence movement
“accepted the continuance of slavery,” but argues that Paine, who
harshly condemned slavery throughout his adult life, “was one of
them.””

Soon after arriving in Philadelphia in 1774, Paine denounced
slavery in two essays. These essays prefigured the moral urgency
of nineteenth-century abolitionism, very much in contrast to the
“deistic coolness of temper” of the Founding F athers.

In “African Slavery in America” the man later reviled as an
atheist took his stand on “the time of reformation” and “gospel

light”:

All distinctions of nations, and privileges of one above others, are
ceased; Christians are taught to account all men their neighbors;
and love their neighbors as themselves; and do to all men as
they would be done by; to do good to all men; and man-stealing
is ranked with enormous crimes. Is the barbarous enslaving our
inoffensive neighbors, and treating them like wild beasts subdued by
force, reconcilable with all these divine precepts? Is this doing to
them as we would desire they should do to us? If they could carry
off and enslave some thousands of us, would we think it justP—One
would almost wish they could for once; it might convince more than
reason, or the Bible.?

In the second essay, “A Serious Thought,” Paine expressed the
hope that the first legislative act of the colonies when they became
independent of Great Britain would “put a stop to the importation
of Negroes for sale, soften the hard fate of those already here, and
in time procure their freedom.”!?

Paine tried to put into practice what he advocated. On March 1,
1780, the Revolutionary legislature of Pennsylvania passed the first
law in the new United States for the emancipation of African Amer-
ican slaves. Paine was Clerk of the Assembly when the measure
was introduced. It has been suggested that he wrote its preamble“
or even “draft[ed] the legislation.”* The preamble stated in part:

we conceive that it is our duty, and we rejoice that it is in our power, to
extend a portion of that freedom to others, which has been extended
tous....
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Continuing, the preamble declared: “Weaned, by a long course of
experience, from those narrow prejudices and partialities we had
imbibed, we find our hearts enlarged with kindness and benevo-
lence toward men of all conditions and nations.” The condition of
Negro and mulatto slaves, it concluded,

not only deprived them of the common blessings that they were by
nature entitled to, but has cast them into the deepest afflictions, by
an unnatural separation and sale of husband and wife from each other
and from their children, an injury, the greatness of which can only be
conceived by supposing that we were in the same unhappy case.'®

In the late 1780s Paine attended meetings of the Pennsylvania
Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery and the Relief
of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in Bondage.14 Paine’s anti-
slavery activities in the 1780s coincided with the work of his
British contemporaries Granville Sharp and Thomas Clarkson,
who founded the British antislavery movement in the same month
(May 1787) that the Constitutional Convention assembled in
Philadelphia.15 Together these men refute the argument that it is
“ahistorical” and anachronistic to insist that the Founding Fathers
should have done more to abolish slavery at the Constitutional
Convention in 1787.

During several tumultuous years in revolutionary France,
Paine’s closest associates “[a]ll were critics of slavery” one of
them, J. P. Brissot de Warville, was “a leading figure in the French
Society des Amis des Noirs.”'® Paine consistently expressed soli-
darity with the successful slave insurrection in Haiti. He wrote to
William Short in 1791 that the Haitian revolution was “the nat-
ural consequence of Slavery,” and to Jefferson in 1805: “All that
Domingo wants of France, is, that France agree to let her alone,
and withdraw her forces.””

Four years before his lonely death, Paine wrote a long letter
to Jefferson in which he discussed the newly acquired Louisiana
Purchase, believing (correctly) that whether it ultimately became
slave or free would determine the future of the United States.
Therein:

1. Paine advocated that Louisiana should be settled not by planta-
tion owners with their slaves, but by indentured servants from
Germany. He had gone so far as to discuss with a merchant in
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Xvi AFTER FORTY YEARS: A NEW PREFACE

Hamburg, Germany, the cost of shipping such laborers to the
United States. Anticipating the Homestead Act and the Recon-
struction demand for “forty acres and a mule,” Paine urged that
just as an indentured servant at the end of his time received
some means of livelihood from his master, so Congress should
give each of these German indentured servants twenty acres of
land.

2. Referring to the city of Liverpool as the center of the slave
trade in Great Britain, Paine wrote: “Had I the command of
the elements I would blast Liverpool with fire and brimstone.
It is the Sodom and Gomorrah of brutality.”

3. Paine recalled that when they were together in France, Jef-
ferson had spoken of a plan to “allot to each Negro family a
quantity of land for which they were to pay to the owner a
certain quantity of produce” (in other words, sharecropping).
Paine urged that free Negroes be provided for in this way in
Louisiana. Congress should pay their passage to New Orleans;
they should hire themselves out for a year or two to learn the
business; thereafter they should be placed on tracts of land.

4. Finally, as in previous correspondence with Jefferson, Paine
urged mediation between the French Emperor and the
Emperor of the new African American state Haiti.'®

Perhaps Paine’s lifelong condemnation of slavery helps to
explain why, when he died, certain free African Americans are
said to have been among the handful of mourners.'?

Eric Foner, in his study of Paine’s life and thought, explored
other aspects of my suggestion that Paine’s “artisan radicalism”
differed from the “agrarian radicalism” of Thomas Jefferson. He
found the difference between Jefferson and Paine primarily in
their “differing conceptions of the nation’s future.” Foner agrees
with me that Jefferson was deeply pessimistic about the long-run
future, believing that when the West had been settled “America
would come to resemble Europe, with its crowded cities, landless
lower classes, social conflict and governmental corruption.” Paine
was more optimistic, even naive, about the predictable impact of
commerce on democratic self-government.?

When 1 revisited Paine in the first edition of this book, I
argued that the American radical tradition originating with Paine
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contemplated the use of centralized means to achieve the goal of
a decentralized good society.21 It now appears to me that Paine
had an experimental attitude about what kinds of governmental
institutions could best address the needs of poor and working
people. The very years in which Paine first experienced America
were the years in which the extra-legal committees of the Ameri-
can Revolution reached fullest expression. He wrote about these
committees:

For upward of two years from the commencement of the American
War, and to a longer period in several of the American states, there
were no established forms of government. The old governments had
been abolished, and the country was too much occupied in defense,
to employ its attention in establishing new governments; yet during
this interval, order and harmony were preserved as inviolate as in any
country in Europe.22

Hannah Arendt offers similar reflections on committees like those
that Paine celebrated. She compares the “sections” of the French
Revolution, the Paris Commune of 1871, the Russian soviets in
1905 and 1917, the workers” and soldiers” councils of post-World
War I Germany, and the council system that sprang into existence
in Hungary in 1956. What happened in each case, Arendt writes,
was “the amazing formation of a new power structure which owed
its existence to nothing but the organizational impulses of the
people themselves.”?3

During the course of the Revolutionary War, however, Paine
became disillusioned with the efforts of popular committees to
regulate prices. He entered into an unpublicized agreement with
Philadelphia financier Robert Morris, New York aristocrat Robert
R. Livingston, and George Washington, who paid Paine to write
public letters and pamphlets in support of a stronger national
government.24

Later still, in his Rights of Man, Paine put forward what Eric
Foner terms a “new vision . . . of the republican state as an agent of
social welfare.”® Yet the actual administration of the fund (drawn
from “surplus taxes”) to assist every poor family in the education
of its children was to be in the hands of “the ministers of every
parish.”20

In his last major writing, Agrarian Justice, Paine held up the
decentralized society of North American Indians as a model for
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what “the state of society ought to be.”?” He proposed that the
“primary assemblies” of every “canton” (he was writing for revo-
lutionary France) elect commissioners who would administer an
inheritance tax intended to compensate each member of soci-
ety for that member’s original right to a portion of the value of
the land once held by society in common. But a national bank—
a principal object of Paine’s American writings on behalf of a
stronger national government—also had a role to play in Paine’s
European Utopia. Each inheritor would give bond to the canton
commissioners to pay one-tenth of the value of his inheritance
into the local compensation fund within the space of one year
or sooner. One half of the inheritance was to serve as security
for payment of the bond. The bonds themselves would be held
by a national bank, which would issue bank notes, to be used by
the canton commissioners to pay the appropriate sums in com-
pensation.?

Ilook back on Paine’s proposals now with the benefit of eighteen
years” experience in one of the few enduring institutions created
by the 1960s, National Legal Services:

It is the conviction, or alleged conviction, of many Americans that
anything funded by the government must be centralized, bureaucratic,
and wasteful. . . . Legal Services workers are in an opportune position
to rebut this nonsense. We know, from experience, that money can
be appropriated by Congress, allocated to offices in the field on the
basis of objective criteria, administered in communities by more-or-
less democratic boards of directors, monitored to assure compliance
with national statutes and regulations, and spent to provide a needed
service free of charge.?

The intertwining of local and national administration in National
Legal Services is effective. And it works in a fashion remarkably
similar to what Thomas Paine proposed in The Rights of Man and
Agrarian Justice.

Paine’s radical views about society and government cannot
be separated from his marginal position in Revolutionary high
society. A great social gulf separated Paine from the well-to-
do leaders of the Revolution. Paine was imprisoned and very
nearly executed in revolutionary France after he passionately
opposed the execution of the King. Gouverneur Morris, the United
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States ambassador to France at the time, considered Paine “a
mere adventurer . .. without fortune, without family or connex-
ions, ignorant even of grammar” and did nothing to obtain his
release.™

v

One final aspect of Paine’s thought deserves respectful atten-
tion. Paine, and after him, Garrison, Frederick Douglass, Albert
Parsons, and Eugene Debs, transcended any form of national-
ism with the words “My country is the world.”® This was and
is an astonishingly radical idea. It is the thesis that dissenters in
the United States cannot be content with any interpretation of
the American experience confined within national boundaries. So
long as we limit ourselves to that which has occurred within the
framework of a single nation, we will always arrive at a place that
is parochial and chauvinistic. A merely American set of values will
always be Athenian in the sense that whatever equality it extends
to those who are considered “citizens,” even if that designation is
extended to, say, women, people of color, and Native Americans,
there will always be those not included, whom the Greeks called
“barbarians.” A society that affirms anything less than the belief
that every human being on the face of the earth is equally entitled
to the good things that the earth provides will in the end find some
group of enemy combatants to hate.

I conclude that the American Revolution most deserving to be
remembered is not a tradition associated with any of the better-
known Founding Fathers. Rather, what is most enduring from
this period is the set of ideas promulgated by Paine, and by other
self-taught workingmen in the succeeding 125 years.

In recent judgments, the Supreme Court of the United States
offered impressive support for the concept that there are universal
human rights, the existence of which arises not from the laws of
any nation but from human nature itself. In their decisions about
the rights of prisoners at the Guantinamo detention facility, the
justices turned historian and cited such precedents as the case
in which Lord Mansfield set free an African slave purchased in
Virginia, bound for Jamaica but temporarily detained on a ship
docked in England.32 In another decision about a Mexican doctor
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kidnapped by drug enforcement agents, the Court continued to
probe the “ambient law” of the Revolutionary era, concluding that
courts of that period were open to claims based on “the law of
nations” and that a court today should likewise entertain a claim
that rests “on a norm of international character accepted by the
civilized world.”33

These decisions affirm the tradition that “my country is the
world.” The most riveting expressions of that tradition come from
Henry David Thoreau. In Thoreau’s essay on “Civil Disobedi-
ence,” he famously observed that “the fugitive slave, and the Mex-
ican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs
of his race” should find good citizens in “the only house in a slave
State in which a free man can abide with honor,” namely, prison.34
Less well-known is another comment that just as he who would
save his life must be prepared to lose it, so it is more important
for the American people to abolish slavery and to give up war on
Mexico than that the United States should survive as a nation.

If T have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning man, I must restore
it to him though I drown myself. This, according to Paley [a writer on
moral questions], would be inconvenient. But he that would save his
life, in such a case, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves,
and to make war on Mexico, though it cost them their existence as a

people.®

In “Slavery in Massachusetts,” written after the abduction of a
fugitive slave from Boston, Thoreau called on his countrymen to
be “men first, and Americans only at a late and convenient hour.”°
Here is an American revolutionary tradition on which scholars,
activists, and even courts of law can take a stand together.
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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

No one could be more aware than I that the following pages
present an exploratory sketch rather than a definitive analysis.
But as C. Wright Mills once said in a similar connection, I had
a choice between conclusively demonstrating something trivial
(such as who influenced whom in the genesis of the concept that
the earth belongs to the living generation) or being provocative
about a matter of importance—whether, and if so in what sense,
one can speak of an American radicalism before the Civil War—
and, naturally, I chose the latter.

Any critic of the American present must have profoundly mixed
feelings about our country’s past. On the one hand, he will feel
shame and distrust toward Founding Fathers who tolerated slav-
ery, exterminated Indians, and blandly assumed that a good society
must be based on private property. On the other hand, he is likely
to find himself articulating his own demands in the Revolutionary
language of inalienable rights, a natural higher law, and the right
to revolution.
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XXVi PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

The tradition I have attempted to describe made the following
affirmations: that the proper foundation for government is a uni-
versal law of right and wrong self-evident to the intuitive common
sense of every man; that freedom is a power of personal self-
direction which no man can delegate to another; that the purpose
of society is not the protection of property but fulfillment of the
needs of living human beings; that good citizens have the right and
duty, not only to overthrow incurably oppressive governments, but
before that point is reached to break particular oppressive laws;
and that we owe our ultimate allegiance, not to this or that nation,
but to the whole family of man.

This tradition is both English and American. One of my prin-
cipal conclusions is that its theoretical axioms were first clearly
articulated by a group of English radicals in the quarter-century
preceding the Declaration of Independence. The reader may find
the first two chapters, dealing with these axioms, hard going. I can
only plead that the Declaration itself emerged in part from the
polemics of Price and Priestley, Sharp, Cartwright, and Paine; and
further, that as radical abolitionists used the Declaration to justify
nonvoting, tax refusal, and other extreme tactics, they repeatedly
drew directly on the same English theorists. Radical American
“praxis” (the word Marx used to describe practical-critical activity)
derived from radical English theory.

This Anglo-American tradition was linked, in turn, both to
Rousseau, who influenced America by way of England, and to
Marx, whose concepts of alienation and fetishism can be paralleled
in the pages of Walden. David Herreshoff writes in his American
Disciples of Marx that “the socialist and individualist movements of
the nineteenth century had common intellectual origins.” I agree;
and this book seeks to explore certain intellectual themes which
Marxism and native American radicalism share.

Hopefully it will also be clear that there are a number of things
worth doing which the present study does not attempt. Ideas do
not exist in vacuo; and it goes without saying that impinging social
pressures in England were connected with Price’s clarification of
the theory of ethics and Priestley’s of political philosophy. Those
connections have begun to be assessed by scholars such as George
Rudé and E. P. Thompson. But they did not seem essential to
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the argument here, for which it is enough to say that, by whatever
processes, a certain complex of ideas appeared in England which
became available to Americans as an intellectual resource.

Nor have I felt obligated to demonstrate in detail the impact
of the ideas of English radicals on their American readers. Every
student of the ideas of the American Revolution has recognized
that impact (see pages 25-26). The phenomenon of Thomas Paine
should be demonstration enough that the transmission of English
radical ideas to the American resistance movement is no mere
scholar’s invention.

But let me put the baldest face on my intention. In one sense
the concern of the following chapters is ahistorical. I am less inter-
ested in eighteenth-century radicalism than in twentieth-century
radicalism. Accordingly, the process of historical causation—how
certain ideas came into being, what influence they subsequently
had—matters less to me than the fact that those ideas existed. I
want to show, simply, that we are not the first to have found an
inherited deterministic radicalism inhibiting, nor is ours the first
attempt to make an opportunity of that dilemma. The character-
istic concepts of the existential radicalism of today have a long
and honorable history. Acquaintance with that history may help in
sharpening intellectual tools for the work of tomorrow.

As to acknowledgments, Kenneth Rosenthal not only checked
and rechecked footnotes and quotations, but he did significant
independent research on the themes of the book. Jim Bond per-
formed similar services at a later stage. I am deeply grateful.

S. L. 1968
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FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION

DAVID WALDSTREICHER

For the generation that came of age intellectually during the 1970s
and 1980s, this book was one you could find in any good used
bookstore because it had been widely read. I acquired my tattered
Vintage paperback while trolling for cheap course books during
my freshman or sophomore year in college. I devoured it and it
has ever since had a place of honor on my shelf. Its most important
lesson had a great impact on me and perhaps still does. A dissent-
ing tradition informed the American Revolution. It survived the
capture of the Revolution and its legacy by conservative national-
ists, not least because it was older, broader, and altogether truer
to ideals than the Revolution itself. Only years later did I learn
how true to those ideals Staughton Lynd himself has been.
Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism came out a year
after Bernard Bailyn’s The Ideological Origins of the American
Revolution and issued a potent challenge to that book’s interpreta-
tion of Revolutionary-era political thought.! Radicalism, bourgeois
or otherwise, could not be conceived of as merely a “contagion of
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XXX FOREWORD TO THE NEW EDITION

liberty” resulting from the Revolution, much less from the Revo-
lution’s motivating, anticonspiratorial ideology derived from early-
eighteenth-century “real whig” opposition writings. There was an
earlier radical tradition, Lynd insisted, religious but no less radi-
cal for being so, that trusted in ordinary people’s consciences. It
was not so much American as Anglo (but not only that), in some
iterations explicitly internationalist, and dissenting with respect to
both church and state depending on the time and place. We see
echoes of it in many different sorts of attacks on wealth and power
throughout U.S. history. This tradition included Garrisonian abo-
litionism, native socialisms, aspects of Jefferson and Lincoln as
well as Thomas Paine. Radicals could claim a true and thought-
ful, not merely rhetorical or mythical, connection to the American
past—as some of them have done ever since.

That this view was ever controversial, or that it raised some
hackles in 1968, perhaps requires some explanatory history as well
as historiography. Between 1961 and 1968 Staughton Lynd pub-
lished a body of work—articles and anthologies as well as the two
books now being republished by Cambridge University Press—
that was remarkable for its breadth and vision.2 Indeed, the rapid
publication of his essay collection Class Conflict, Slavery, and
the United States Constitution (1967) and Intellectual Origins of
American Radicalism by trade presses reflected the demand for
his research and teaching, as well as the recognition he had already
achieved among historians during the same years and, to a signif-
icant extent, before he became famous as an antiwar activist. He
certainly had every reason, while working on Intellectual Origins,
to believe that he’d earned the right, and perhaps even had the
responsibility, to creatively combine his political work and his his-
torical writing—and that there would be a ready crossover audi-
ence for such an effort. He had been hired by Yale because of his
standing, in the public eye and in the profession, as perhaps the
best “New Left” historian yet to emerge.’

Lynd’s writings on the possible confluences of history and
activism were also widely admired and anthologized. Being at
Yale, in turn, made it even more likely that he would be turned
to as a leader and speaker by the movement, whether at demon-
strations against the war or at meetings of the American Historical
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