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The great awakening of modern man was his finding out that life was not really as 

repetitious as it had always seemed. One of the most difficult steps in man’s 

development was grasping the fact that experience was not merely a series of similar 

events, but an unfolding scene of exploration. America was to play a crucial role in 

that awakening.  

 

Archaic man lived in the Age of Again- and-Again. ‘The thing that hath been,’ says 

the Book of Ecclesiastes (1: 9), ‘it is that which shall be; and that which is done is that 

which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun.’ When men subsisted by 

their crops and their flocks, the return of the familiar was another name for security. 

The daily rising of the sun, and the seasonal falling of the rain, ensured grain for 

bread, wool and skins for clothing. The good and the familiar seemed one. The 

unfamiliar, the strange, the out of the ordinary, was thought to be a miracle or a 

catastrophe. In the world of biology, it was not until the late 19th century that learned 

men of Western Europe began to believe that novelty was really possible. More 

radical than the idea of the survival of the fittest was the notion that new species 

might emerge as time passed, that the existing world of plants and animals could be, 

and was constantly being, enriched. Until then, biology had described a world of 

rebirths. Each species created by God in the begin- fling was fruitful and multiplied 

‘after his kind’. But the idea of evolution changed biology into a world of revolutions. 

Older species were constantly being crowded out and extinguished. Nature was 

always in process of being dominated by the emerging new.  

 

In the world of human community, the idea that novelty was possible and might be 

good, had appeared even before Darwin. But its popularisation, its laboratory 

demonstration, waited upon the American experience. How did America, and 

especially the United States, help mankind grasp this dangerous idea?  

 

There is a hidden precision in the reverent cliché which describes the earliest New 

England settlers as ‘pilgrims’. For a pilgrim is a religious devotee who journeys to a 

shrine or to a sacred place. Pilgrimage— the characteristic, popular travel-institution 

of the Age of Again-and-Again—is, of course, one of mankind’s most ancient and 

most familiar rituals. In the 14th century, Chaucer drew his wide social panorama 

describing the Canterbury pilgrims. These included all sorts and conditions of men 

and women—a miller, a knight, a nun, a sailor, a lawyer, a doctor, a merchant, a 

country gentleman, a cook, a carpenter, a haberdasher and a miscellaneous dozen 

others. When such pilgrims travelled to a sacred place, they walked in the well-worn 

paths of the generations.  

 

When the first Puritans and Separatists came to New England, they, too, saw 

themselves as going on a pilgrimage. Although the landscape would be unfamiliar, 
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their mission would be familiar enough. New England would be their Zion. Their 

‘City upon-a-Hill’ would rebuild Jerusalem. The emptiness of America made it all the 

better for their pilgrimage. For when they had tried to rebuild Zion in the Netherlands, 

as William Bradford, leader and governor of Plymouth Colony in Ne England, 

reported, they found their children corrupted by ‘the great licentiousness of youth in 

that countrie, and the manifold temptations of the place . . . drawne away by evill 

examples into extravagante and dangerous courses, getting the raines off their rieks, 

and departing from their parents.’  

 

In the American emptiness, they hoped, there could be no contagion from 

neighbouring prodigals or heretics. Here, the Pilgrim Fathers could keep their people 

pure. ‘Proclaime to the world, in the name of our Colony, that all Familists, 

Antinomians, Anabaptists, and other Enthusiasts, shall have free liberty to keep away 

from us, and such as will come to be gone as fast as they can, the sooner the better.’  

 

The Pilgrim Fathers, then, did not see the New World as an opportunity to 

‘newfashion’ society. Rather to ‘old-fashion’ it to the perfect Biblical model. Wary of 

all newfangledness, they aimed not to ‘make history’, but to fulfil theology. They 

hoped to repeat, more literally and more faithfully than anyone had ever done before, 

the ritual rebuilding of Zion. For them, city- building was not an enterprise in social 

science, but a religious rite.  

 

Puritan theology had actually made social novelties impossible. God, in the 

beginning, had issued His catalogue of all life’s possibilities. For the Bible was a 

catalogue of ‘types’ (the modern sociologist would call them ‘models’). All later 

experience consisted only of their latter-day counterparts which they call ‘antitypes’. 

The plots of all possible human dramas had thus been re vealed by God in the 

beginning. According to the Puritans’ Biblical theology of Again- and-Again, men 

could play no roles except those which the Lord had long ago written in. When 

Samuel Sewall’s infant son hid shamefacedly for some naughtiness he had committed, 

this was an antitype to Adam hiding himself after he had committed the original sin. 

Since their Puritan-City-upon. a-Hill was to be an antitype of ancient Jerusalem, the 

Bible was the only necessary textbook—of religion and ethics, of sociology, 

anthropology and political science.  

 

The shapers of American civilisation and the makers of America’s influence on the 

world experience would not long continue to view their American mission in this 

way. New World experience and New World opportunities would effect a modern 

transformation. This was the transformation of a world of typology into a world of 

history. The archaic universe in which nothing could happen for the first time became 

one where unique events, new institutions, and unheard-of experiences were 

constantly emerging. In the unwittingly precise parlance of American patriotic 

clichés, this was the advance from. a world of Pilgrim Fathers to a world of Founding 

Fathers. From Old World pilgrimage to New World enterprise. 

 

In the earlier age to which the Pilgrim Fathers were heirs, the word ‘revolution’ itself 

still had its original literal meaning. ‘Revolution’ still meant a revolving—a turning 

cycle, a return of the familiar. Astronomers talked about the ‘revolutions of the 

spheres ‘. Only later did ‘revolution’ begin to have its common modern meaning, 

which emphasised not a cyclical return of the familiar, but a sudden turning to the 
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new. The first recorded use of ‘revolution’ for an event in English history was in that 

now obsolete sense. It referred to the overthrow of the Rump Parliament in 1660, 

which resulted in the restoration of the monarchy. Then, after 1688, ‘revolution’ was 

used to describe the expulsion of the Stuart dynasty of James II, and the transfer of 

sovereignty to William and Mary.  

 

Yet this was only a mild and tentative approach to the new usage. The events of 1688 

and 1689 which, with conspicuously un-English overstatement, came to be called 

‘The Glorious Revolution’, had occurred within the constitutional framework. Those 

events changed the powers of existing constitutional bodies, but did not bring into 

being new political entities.  

 

By contrast, the ‘American Revolution’ was cataclysmic. Even before the 

constitutional convention in Philadelphia (1787), David Ramsay had written a History 

of the Revolution in South Carolina (1785). By 1789, Americans generally were 

referring to the recent war for independence as a ‘Revolution’.  

 

Before that Revolution, in the very age when Americans were demonstrating the 

possibility of new beginnings, the English language was already faithfully recording 

the novelties entering the experience of all Western Europe. The word ‘explore’, 

which had first appeared in its general meaning of ‘investigate’ in the 17th century, 

came to mean ‘to search into or examine a country by going through it, to go into or 

range over for the purpose of discovery’. About the same time, we find the word 

‘colony’, which originally, from the Latin colonia, drawn from colonus, meaning a 

farmer, had simply meant a farm or an estate in the countryside, was coming to denote 

a settlement in a new country. This new use of the word provided Samuel Purchas 

with his delightful pun about Columbus (in Spanish, Cristóbal Colón), the discoverer 

of America: ‘O name Colón…which to the worlds end hast conducted Colonies.’ 

Appropriate new meanings of ‘colonise’ and ‘colonist’ soon followed. It was not until 

mid-l8th century that the English language brought into common use other words 

needed to chronicle the American experience—’ emigrant’ and ‘emigration’. Its 

companion, ‘immigrant’, came soon after. Within the next centuries, American 

experience would flood the language with new words, and would fill old words with 

new meanings.  

 

America would be a place where the change in man’s attitude to his past was 

dramatised for all to see. The stage: the ‘fourth part of the world’ which, until the 

early 16th century, Europeans had not even imagined to exist. The actors: the millions 

of people using unprecedented resources of the age of the sea, the age of ocean-faring, 

to transplant themselves across thousands of miles. The theme: the building of new 

communities on a rich continental emptiness.  

 

Was there anywhere on earth any conceivable set of circumstances (short of voyages 

to outer space) that were better suited to revise and enlarge man’s view of all human 

experience? Not to relive Biblical ‘types, but to create unique modern forms? Any 

experience better designed than the American to persuade man that his destiny on this 

planet was not ritual but history?  

 

Needless to say, the instruments for modern man’s escape from the archaic world of 

Again-and-Again were not invented in America. The Renaissance, (as historians Peter 
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Burke and Ricardo J. Quinones have lately shown), brought Europe to a revised sense 

of the past. The past would no longer be a landscape of repeated undulations and 

relived cycles, but would be revealed as ever-changing. This simple notion that 

experience was full of the unique and the unprecedented would be one of the most 

drastic of modern inventions. History (in both senses of the word) had to be invented. 

A galaxy of European artists, poets and thinkers, from Petrarch, Vasari and 

Shakespeare to Harrington, Clarendon and Locke, prepared people for the shock. 

America, notably the United States of America, was a proving- ground for this world-

shaking idea.  

 

Before the founding of the United States, cities and nations had been born in the mists 

of mythology. Romulus and Remus, twin sons of the vestal virgin, Rhea Silvia, and 

the god, Mars, were suckled by a she- wolf, until they were found by a shepherd. 

After Romulus was chosen by an omen to found the new city (753 BC), he brought 

fugitives there as the first settlers, and secured wives for them by leading the rape of 

the Sabine Women. Finally, after a long reign, he disappeared in a thunderstorm, to be 

worshipped ever after as the god Quirinus. King Arthur, a mighty Welsh warrior first 

mentioned in epics of the seventh century, fought a dozen battles against Saxon 

invaders, and, by the 12th century, he was reputed to have been the conqueror of 

Western Europe, even before he became the central figure in the legendary quest for 

the Holy Grail.  

 

In those days, whatever was lacking in facts was wonderfully repaired by 

imagination—then reported and immortalised by epic poets. The chronicle of Rome’s 

new beginnings became Virgil’s Aeneid, and Britain’s Arthurian legend was 

repeatedly enriched for over 1,000 years—from the Welsh poem Gododin and 

Geoffrey of Mon. mouth to Sir Thomas Malory and Lord Tennyson.  

 

To all this mythic wealth, the United States, whose 200th birthday is celebrated in 

1976, has offered a striking contrast. The nation was founded in the bright light of 

history.  

 

During the whole 19th century, what was considered most remarkable about the birth 

of the United States was that it was so recent. Even from the late 20th century 

perspective, we can describe the United States in Seymour Martin Lipset’s phrase, as 

‘The First New Nation’. In our time, when the conceiving of new nations (for which 

there is no contraceptive) overpopulates the councils of the United Nations, we are apt 

to forget how novel the new United States must have seemed in the late 18th century.  

The United States was not merely the first new nation. It would also be the first 

prosaic nation, the first nation which, strictly speaking, was both conceived and born 

within history. By contrast with the mysterious poetic gestation, the divinely 

performed Caesarean births of others, the United States was a plainly human product. 

There were plenty of examples in recent times of the death or suppression of ancient 

‘nations’. In the British Isles alone, there were the three examples of Scotland, Wales 

and Ireland. But the birth—or perhaps more properly, the fabrication—of a nation —

that was another story. It was a stunning novelty.  

 

The idea that a new nation could be made at all sent out shock-waves that reached 

over the world and into later centuries. Its impact was both negative and positive. On 

the negative side, the founding of the United States revealed that a functioning nation 
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(normal in all other respects) did not need an ancient pedigree, nor require the 

midwifery of a Mars, a Siegfried, or a King Arthur.  

 

On the positive side, the founding of the United States revealed that nations could be 

brought into being expressly to serve the convenience, the needs and the ambitions of 

living men and women. The living were no longer at the mercy of the dead. By 

forethought, collaboration, courage and hard labour, they could create a nation for 

themselves, and for their contemporaries, and for their posterity.  

 

The essentially new American idea for political theorists was not the idea of 

representative government. Britain, not America, was the Mother of Parliaments, and 

republican institutions had deep roots elsewhere in Europe. In the English language, a 

century before the American Revolution, there was already an extensive, profound 

and respectable literature of sell-government. The Americans plainly and repeatedly 

declared their loyalty to this republican tradition. The Constitution of the United 

States of America, unlike the basic legal documents before it, was announced not in 

the name of any divinity or any divinely appointed King, but in the name of ‘We the 

People’.  

 

Another American novelty—in a world not yet quite accustomed to novelty in 

political institutions—came along quite naturally with the belief that a living 

generation could create a new nation. This was the special meaning which the 

Americans would attach to ‘the people’. To this peculiar overtone, Thomas Jefferson 

gave eloquent and prophetic expression. ‘We may consider each generation as a 

distinct nation,’ he observed, ‘with a right, by the will of its majority, to bind 

themselves, but none to bind the succeeding generation, more than the inhabitants of 

another country.’ Of course, political thinkers and revolutionaries had repeatedly 

asserted the right of the living to liberate themselves from inherited abuses. Here was 

something else—not merely an outcry against the tyranny of the past, but a 

declaration of the sovereignty of the present.  

 

More than that, here would be a living example of how a new nation could be built by 

the present generation. Paradoxically, the Founding Fathers’ hopes that their nation 

would last far into the future rested on their faith in the fluidity of its foundations—in 

its capacity to be reshaped continually to the changing will of each future generation. 

The United States rested on the shockingly simple notion that nation-building was not 

the monopoly of gods and ancestors; it could be a do-it-yourself activity.  

To secularise and de-mystify the origins of nations would have a profound effect on 

the world. American thinking, too, not only about politics but about nearly everything 

else, was overcast by this fact: the visible beginnings of countless institutions, 

technologies, ways of life, and communities of transplanted peoples.  

 

The making of the United States, then, was both historic and historical. Was man’s 

power to innovate somehow rooted in his ability and his desire to keep an accurate 

record of his experience? America was to be the land not only of the new, but of the 

recorded, visible new. People there would be newly aware of what they were doing 

that had not been done before. Man’s capacity to bring novelty into his experience 

thus grew right along with his capacity to record and to see what he was doing. The 

making of the United States witnessed a signal expansion of human self-

consciousness.  



 6 

A symbol of this was James Madison, who is often called ‘the Father of the 

Constitution’. For Madison was both the principal architect of the Constitution and 

the principal recorder of the acts of its creation. Madison’s eyewitness record of the 

Constitutional Convention was the first such laboratory notebook of an experiment in 

nation-making. To this day, Madison’s Notes remain the best single source for our 

knowledge of the historic events in Independence Hall in Philadelphia in 1787.  

 

The special features of the American visible beginning have become so familiar that it 

is hard for us to realise their innovative power at the time of the birth of the United 

States. I will mention three of the more conspicuous.  

 

1. Controversy and Debate. The frame work of the new nation (despite the 

enthusiastic hyperbole of superpatriots) was not given from on high. It emerged from 

the conversation and debates of men whose names and whose lives we know, and 

from their outspoken disagreement. The meetings in Philadelphia in the summer of 

1787 were the product of earlier meetings, and were to provide the occasion for still 

other controversial meetings up and down the Atlantic seaboard. Those prudent and 

thoughtful men, not in the habit of wasting their breath, found it worthwhile to 

prepare lengthy speeches, to marshal facts and answer objections. Of course, 

parliamentary debate was no novelty in 1787, and had reached a high art in England 

in the speeches of William Pitt, Edmund Burke and others. But these Americans now 

were not simply choosing among alternative measures for an established government. 

They were debating the very shape of government, the essential character of their new 

nation.  

 

2. Compromise as an Institution. Another vivid American proof that governments 

need not be the work of gods or mythical heroes, but of self-governing, inventive 

people, was the prominence of compromise. The crucial events of the Convention 

were not classic statements of theory or of dogma, but a certain number of 

compromises. The Constitutional Convention, in fact, elevated compromise into an 

American institution, which would remain the main instrument of American political 

creativity.  

 

Struggles in the Convention were seldom clashes of ideologies; for the most part, they 

were conflicts of interests. The best textbook histories of American constitution-

making rightly make those compromises the main themes of the Convention. 

Compromises embodied in a constitution— another name for the Federal system— 

could make everything else possible.  

 

3. Amendment as an Institution. The amending process was itself a compromise. And 

it was an embodied declaration of the sovereignty of the ‘present’ (not just the present 

‘present’, but the future ‘present’). The Founding Fathers (in another crucial 

compromise) devised machinery to enable each generation to be sovereign over its 

own constitution. That the so-called ‘Bill of Rights’ was itself a kind of compromise 

was revealed when it appeared in the form of the first ten amendments. Since that 

time, several of the 16 later amendments to the Constitution have had a character less 

than constitutional. For example, the so-called Prohibition amendment, which aimed 

to outlaw the saloon and, instead, created the speakeasy and helped finance organised 

crime. But, by and large, the amendments that have been adopted have been basic. 

The Founding Fathers did not try to restrict the scope of amendment— except to delay 
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the possibility of certain amendments for 20 years and to forbid any change in the 

equal representation of the States in the Senate. But even this qualification was 

needed to preserve the Federal framework, which was the very machinery of 

compromises. Had the authors of the constitution circumscribed the amending power 

of future generations, later generations might have been left with no constitution to 

amend.  

 

The visible beginning of the new nation dramatised, as seldom before, the power of a 

living generation over their institutions. The fluidity of the new government expressed 

the Founding Fathers’ wholesome awareness of the limits of their power over the 

future. If they had lacked this vivid modern sense of either the extent or the limits of 

their power, it is doubtful if the Constitution which created the United States of 

America could have survived for two centuries, to outlive all other written 

constitutions. This is another way of saying that the Founding Fathers possessed a 

lively sense of history.  

 

The creating of this new nation by the federal constitution dramatised modern man’s 

capacity to make history. Then the filling out of the continent by the self- conscious 

new-fashioning of States would show that institution-founding was not the monopoly 

of a founding generation. Across the continent, men whose talents were surely no 

match for those of Franklin and Madison and James Wilson would dare to new-

fashion their own States. The United States of America grew and took shape from just 

such acts of creation. In each new State, from Ohio to California, and from Florida to 

Oregon, there was new proof that people could make their own institutions. Novelty 

became an American tradition.  

 

In England, the origins of cities were shrouded in prehistoric mist. But, as Americans 

spread west, they casually founded new cities with enthusiasm, optimism and 

ingenuity. Even when they borrowed glory by calling their settlements Cairo, Athens, 

Rome or London, they affirmed that, by transplanting metropolitan grandeur, they 

could do what earlier generations had not done.  

 

Not only constitution-making, but lawmaking flourished in the United States. While 

England, somehow, has managed with a single Parliament, the United States 

eventually provided itself with 51 legislative bodies, each making laws to serve its 

current purposes. The idea of law-making itself, we too easily forget, was not ancient. 

In England, even into the 17th century (as Charles H. McIlwain has shown), it was the 

‘High Court of Parliament’. Parliament had remained primarily a law-declaring, not a 

law-making body. From that archaic world of Again-and-Again came the sanctity of 

the fundamental law, which was nothing more or less than custom ‘to which the mind 

of man runneth not to the contrary’. The law was what you could prove had been done 

by the appropriate authority again and again. While England came only gradually to 

the possibilities of legislation, of new-fashioning laws to serve present needs, the 

American nation was actually born in that discovery. And the United States would 

become perhaps the most legislated nation on earth.  

 

 

 

 


