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The Genius of American Politics

How much of our political tradition can be absorbed
and used by other peoples? Daniel Boorstin’s answer to
this question has been chosen by the Carnegie Corporation
of New York for representation in American Panorama as
one of the 350 books, old and new, most descriptive of life
in the United States. He describes the uniqueness of Ameri-
can thought and explains, after a close look at the Ameri-
can past, why we have not produced and are not likely to
produce grand political theories or successful propaganda.
He also suggests what our attitudes must be toward our-
selves and other countries if we are to preserve our institu-
tions and help others to improve theirs.

. a fresh and, on the whole, valid interpretation of
American political life.”—REINHOLD NIEBUHR, New
"Leader.

DANIEL J. BOORSTIN is Preston and Sterling Morton Pro- . A i

fessor of American history at the University of Chicago. s g

He is the author of The Lost World of Thomas Jeffer- | "-._ D A N l E L J - B 0 O R S T I N
son and editor of An American Primer and the series, & 8 )

The Chicago History of American Civilization.

i

. a profound and imaginative inquiry into
! e the essence of the American political tradition.”
: HARE y j = ' . : H : . R - .
. PHOENIX BOOK published by The University of % i ! Karl W. Deutsch, American Hislorical Review
‘hicago Press :
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The Genius of American Politics

ory, even if it is expressed only in hostility to theories.
But this is a barren paradox, concealing more than it dis-
covers. In our political life we have been like Molicre’s
M. Jourdain, who was astonished to discover that all his
life he had been speaking prose. We have not been much
interested in the grammar of politics. We have been

,-a.lro{‘x'c. - more interested in the way it works than in the theory
‘kr TUsSe

behind it. Our unique history has thus offered us those

i—'ﬁw&?-‘ﬂm benefits which come (in Edmund Burke’s words) “from

s ~ortheder considering our liberties in the light of an inheritance”
7 and has led us away from “extravagant and presumptuous
speculations.”

The great political theorists—men like Plato, Aristotle,

Augustine, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau—even when

not guilty of “extravagant and presumptuous specula-

tions,” have been primarily interested in discovering and

systematizing general truths about society, regardless of

time and place. However much they may have differed

_ in other matters, they have all had in common an attempt

Universdve abstract, to separate the universal principles of all so-

cieties and governments from the peculiar circumstances

of their own society and government. Much of what we

understand comes from the light which they have

thrown, from their different vantage points, on the prob-

lem of government. The United States has never pro-

duced a political philosopher of their stature or a system-
atic theoretical work to rank with theirs.

But I mean something more when in this book I speak

of our antipathy to political theory. Especially in our

own age (and at least since the French Revolution of

¢ reupsiRmion

2

-

Introduction

1789), more and more of the world has sought in social
theory no mere rationale for institutions but a blueprint
for remaking society. Rousseau and Marx, for example,
have been put to this use. Recent European politics shows
us men of all complexions seeking an explicit orthodoxy
for society. Burke was one of the first to note this tend-
ency and its dangers, when he ?bsewcd, “The bulk of
mankind on their part are not excessively curious con-
cerning any theories, whilst they are really happy; and
one sure symptom of an ill-conducted state is the pro- a‘
pensity of the people to resort to them.” A pretty good %{ )
rule-of-thumb for us in the United States is that our na- cadhwi
tional well-being is in inverse proportion to the sharpness
and extent of the theoretical differences between our po- - %’Lﬂ
litical parties.
The tendency to abstract the principles of political life
may sharpen issues for the political philosopher. It be-
comes idolatry when it provides statesmen or a people
with a blueprint for their society. The characteristic tyr-
ranies of our age—naziism, fascism, and communism—
have expressed precisely this idolatry. They justify their
outrages because their “philosophies” require them. Sty =
One of the many good fortunes of American=civiliza- pux jorﬁw L
sionuhas:heen«the-happy..coincidence-of-eircumstances--
swhich-hasJed-us'away-from-such-idolatzy: It is my belief
that the circumstances which have stunted our interest in
political philosophy have also nourished our refusal to
make our society into the graven image of any man’s po-
litical philosophy. In other ages this refusal might have

3
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The Genius of American Politics
seemed less significant; in ours it is a -hallmark.of -a-de-

{cent; free,.and: God-fearing-society.

. If what I say is true, it has profound consequences
both for our understanding of ourselves and for our re-
lation to Europe. It speaks to those who say that what
we need in this country is a clearer “philosophy” of de-
mocracy. It speaks to those who think we should try to
compete with the Russians in a war of philosophies. This
book adds up to a warning that, if we rely on the “phi-
losophy -of American democracy” as a weapon in the
world-wide struggle, we are relying on a weapon which
may prove a dud. It may prove so because, as I shall try
to show in this book, the peculiar strengths of American
life have saved us from the European preoccupation with

Z)A"J‘—‘:DAM political dogmas and have left us inept and uninterested

in political theory.

Anyone who has recently been abroad and heard the
sort of thing we are telling the world can say that it does
not sound very good. The portraits of American life are
sometimes admirable—of the public library, the general
store, and the volunteer fire department. But the state-
ments of what America believes (and therefore what Eu-
rope would be better by believing) make the American
abroad uncomfortable, if not downright embarrassed.
They say something which is not American at all, even
if they are sometimes expressed with the engaging brash-
ness of a Fourth of July oration. What is the matter with
these general statements is not any weakness in our insti-
tutions or any special stupidity in our publicity writers.

4 .

W ' & Actually, they are bad because of the peculiarities—and
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Introduction

even the advantages—of our geography, our history, and
our way of life.

To understand the uniqueness of American history 1s'| \
to begin to understand why no adequate theory of our ‘
political life can be written. It will also help us to see
why our institutions cannot be transplanted to other
parts of the world. In the present world struggle, there-
fore, we should not hope to convert peoples to an Amer-
ican theory of government or expect to save western
Europe from communism by transplanting American in-
stitutions. T want to develop this thesis not by discussing
the rest of the world but by underlining a few facts of
American history.

Although I shall set out from some of the most familiar
facts of our past, in the course of this argument I shall
lead you to some unfamiliar—and even paradoxical—con-
clusions about our political life. To understand these
conclusions, you will need to reject some of the most
widely accepted clichés about us. These clichés have
been manufactured by our European friends and ene-
mies. They go back to propaganda about us several cen-
turies old, the labels made by the age of George III and
earlier, which have stuck with amazing effectiveness.

From the earliest days, romantic Europeans have touted
America as the country of novelty, of the unexpected
and the untried, of grand visions and aspirations, where
man could try out his latest inventions and test all those
vagaries which were impossible in a conservative Eu-
rope. At the same time, conservative Europeans have at-
racked us for these very same dispositions, which to them,
of course, have seemed vices. For many decades we were

5




The Genius of American Politics

the Utopia of radicals and the Babel of conservatives.
~“We have been given a reputation for being a country
.'without tradition, without wholesome continuity in in-
stitutions, where anything might happen. This is what
Europeans have agreed on, and their unanimity has
forced our not always grudging assent. Now it is my
thesis that, whatever may have been our weaknesses, this
is not one of them.
I shall try to show how American history has nour-
ished in a very special way and to an extraordinary de-
gree our feeling for that principle of social science which

“TRap(TIgn Ishall later call che “seamlessness” of culture; It is enough

for the present to say that all this denies the stock Euro-
pean picture of us. Our geography and history have led
us to an unspoken assumption, an axiom, so basic to our
thinking that we have hardly been aware of it at all. This
is the-axiom_that institutions are-not_and-should- pot-be
it the grand creations-of-men toward large ends-and-out-
spoken .values; rather they-are organisms-which-grow-out
‘i of the soil in which they.are rooted and-out-of-the-tradi-
|* tion from which they. have sprung. Our history has fitted
us, even against our will, to understand the meaning of
conservatism. We have become the exemplars of the
continuity of history and of the fruits which come from
cultivating institutions suited to a time and place, in con-
tinuity with the past.

This point, if it is true, has special importance today.
For the first time in modern history, and to an extent not
true even in the age of the French Revolution, Europe
has become the noisy champion of man’s power to make
over his culture at will. Communism is, in one sense, the

6
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extravagances of the French Revoluton rewritten on the

. Gargantuan scale and acting with the terrifying efficiency

of the twentieth century. People all over Europe have
been accustomed, since the eighteenth century, to the
notion that man can better his condition by trying to re-
make his institutions in some colossal image. Fascism and
naziism proposed this; and so does communism. Europe
has not yet realized that the remedy it seeks is itself a
disease.

In this book I shall be describing some of those peculi-
arities of our history which in the past have helped save
us from the romantic illusion. We cannot propetly un-
derstand them without defining clearly our own picture
of our political character. In my first chapter I will de- Q\_
scribe some of the most general characteristics of Ameri- / - elaadfor
can political thought. Chapters i, iii, and iv will deal, in Hou FL.
turn, with three great crises: the Puritan struggle against
the wilderness, the American Revolution, and the Civil 3.4~
War. In each case I shall try to discover the effect of the 2%
event on our traditional attitude toward political theory, (-Rwame
at the same time seeing how each crisis illustrates charac- \+¢"* vaL
teristics which run through all our history. Then, in e I 7;,,.//
chapter v, I shall turn to_the gpeci 1 s T +
ligion and polig ht in the United States and the O }96,[7&1
peculiar significance of our ralkativeness about our ideals. ‘
In my last chapter I shall try to draw together the { -
threads, to see what, if anything, can be generalized Y| 4p, ¢
about our political theory. Is there perhaps a theory be- ?' __rafes
hind our theory, or behind our lack of a theory, which rhely
mighe itself have some validity as a conscious principle
of political thought?

7
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The Genius of American Politics

of orthodoxy. The poverty of later theorizing has en-
couraged appeal to what we like to believe went before.
In building an orthodoxy from sparse materials, of neces-
sity we have left the penumbra of heresy vague. The in-
articulate character of American political theory has thus
actually facilitated heresy-hunts and tended to make
them indiscriminate. The heresy-hunts which come at
periods of national fear—the Alien and Sedition Acts of
the age of the French Revolution, the Palmer raids of the
age of the Russian Revolution, and similar activities of
more recent times—are directed not so much against acts
of espionage as against acts of irreverence toward that
orthodox American creed, believed to have been born
with the naton itself.
Among the factors which have induced us to presup-
Wpose an orthodoxy, to construct what I have called a
N “preformation” theory, none has been more important
i © lefuiosereonthan the Heterogeneous.character of our population. Our
P"P w~ immigrants, who have often been the outcasts, the dé-
L o pbindid classés, and the persecuted of their native countries, are
G OHM N’) understandably anxious to become part of 2 new national
4 b h" life. Hence they are eager to believe that they can find
" dn here a simplicity of theory lacking in the countries from
coci a(\&d’“which they came. Immigrants, often stupidly blamed for
‘ breeding “subversive” or “un-Amcrican” ideas, have as
much as any other group frenetically sought a “pure”
American doctrine. Where else has there been such a
naive sense of political orthodoxy? Who would think of
using the word “un-Italian” or “un-French” as we use
the word “un-American™?
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’ Why a Theory Seems Needless

The fact that we have had a written-constitution, an@ weydfen
even our special way of interpreting it, has contributed <At L™
to the “preformation” notion. Changes in our policy or
our institutions are read back into the ideas, and some-
times into the very words, of the Founding Fathers.
Everybody knows that this had made of our federal

" Constitution an “unwritten” document. What is more

significant is the way in“which we have justified the —

ahpmﬁomﬁth&donmcnummwwdsmb%amihsw
atingclariey"comprehensiveness, and-a kind.of-mystical oy
bredghmo%e*—sociah:haﬁg&ofsdiwfoundepspln Great
Britain, where there is an “unwritten” constitution in a
very different sense, constitutional theory has taken for
granted the gradual formulation of a theory of society.
No sensible Briton would say that his history is the un-

+ folding of the truths implicit in Magna Charta and the
Bill of Rights. Such documents are seen as only single
steps in a continuing process of definition.

“The difference is expressed in the attitudes of the high-
est courts in the two countries. In Great Britain the high-
est court of appeal, the House of Lords, has gradually
come to the conclusion that it must be governed by its
own earlier decisions. When the House of Lords decides
a point of .the constitution, it is thus frankly developing
the constitution, and it must follow the line which it has
previously taken, until the legislature marks out another.
Not so in the United States. Our Supreme Court con-

| siders itself free to overrule its earlier decisions, to dis-
cover, that is, that the constitution which it is interpret-

15
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The Genius of American Politics

ing really has all along had a different meaning from
what had been supposed.

The American view is actually closer to the British
view during the Middle Ages, when the very idea of
legislation was in its infancy and when each generation
believed that it could do little more than increase its
knowledge of the customs which already existed. In the
United States, therefore, we see the strange fact that the
more flexible we have made our consttution, the more
» rigid and unexperimental we have made our political

dm e theory. We are haunted by a fear that capricious changes
&VJ\\} in theory might imperil our institutions. This is our kind

of conservatism.

Our theory of society is thus conceived as a kind of
exoskeleton, like the shell of the lobster. We think of
ourselves as growing into our skeleton, filling it out with
the experience and resources of recent ages. But we al-
@ ways suppose that the outlines were rigidly drawn in the

TDE-:HLSJ' beginning. Our mission, then, l.s.sunply to dc.m-unstmtc
the truth—or rather the workability—of the original the-
ory. This belief in a perfect original doctrine, one of the
main qualities of which is practicality, may help us un-
derstand that unique combination of empiricism and
idealism which has characterized American political life.
_ If we turn from our constitution to our political-par-
ﬁ{mmﬁ Didlie tes, we observe the same point of view. The authority
T o Howdlt of a particular past generation implies the impotence of
‘JLH T Jater generations to reconstruct the theoretical bases of
our national life. Today it is still taken for granted that
the proper arena of controversy was marked off once
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Why a Theory Seems Needless

and for all in the late eightcenth century: we are either gy to 3
Jeffersonians or Hamiltonians. N in\l""’ i

In no other country has the hagiography of POl.lFlCS s
been more important. The lives of our national saints
have remained vivid and contemporary for us. In no
other country—except perhaps in Soviet Russia,. where
people are called Marxists, Leninists, or Trotskyites—do
statesmen so intimately embrace the image of early na-
tional heroes. Would an Englishman call himself a Wal-
polean or a Pittite? Yet in the United States the very
names of our political parties—Republican and Demo-
cratic—are borrowed from the early age of our national
life. This remarkable persistence of early labels offers the
sharpest contrast to what we see in continental western
Europe. There new parties—and new party labcls—cm.'nc
and go with the seasons, and most of the parties, with
double- or triple-barreled names, draw on the novel vo-
cabulary of the nineteenth and twentieth centu.rics.. It is
a commonplace that no fundamental theoretical differ-
ence separates our American political parties. What need
has either party for an explicit political theory when
both must be spokesmen of the original American doc-
trine on which the nation was founded?

Political theory has been little smdied in the Um'&:_;d_
States. For example, departments of political science in g ih
many of our universities show more interest in almost
anything else than in political theory. This, too, can be 7 -
explained in part by the limitations imposed by the. “p.re-
formation” point of view. If our nation in the beginning
was actually founded on an adequate and sufficiently ex- [ " (/%

i \_’ v
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The Genius of American Politics

plicit in the American experience. The idea that the
American landscape is a giver of values is, of course, old
and familiar. It has long been believed that in America
the community values would not have to be sought
through books, traditions, the messianic vision of proph-
ets, or the speculative schemes of philosophers but would
somehow be the gift of the continent itself.

We Americans have always been much impressed by
the simple fact that we are children of a Brave New
\Vo;ld. Even from the carliest scttlements, but especially
since the formative era of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, we have looked upon ourselves as
the lucky beneficiaries of an especially happy environ-
ment. In the pamphlets which Puritans wrote in the
seventcenth century to attract their brethren to New
England, we read fantastic tales of the abundance of

all sorts of fevers; how the old became young, the young
became vigorous, and barren women suddenly bore chil-
dren. In the very same pamphlet we can read how the

of this unexploitcd paradise would enrich the impov-

& . .
3 ‘;,wﬂdcrncss would roughen the cffete and how the wealth
g g
:3\"‘

erished.

The myth was no less alive two centuries later, when
Paul Bunyan, the giant woodsman of the forest frontier
(as James Stevens describes him),
felt amazed beyond words that the simple fact of entering Real
America and becoming a Real American could make him feel

so exalted, so pure, so noble, so good. And an indomitable con-
quering spirit had come to him also. He now felt that he could
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whip his weight in wildcats, that he could pull the clouds out of
the sky, or chew up stones, or tell the whole world anything.

“Since becoming a Real American,” roared Paul Bunyan, “I
can look any man straight in the eye and tell him to go to hell!
If I could meet a man of my own size, I'd prove this instantly.
We may find such a man and celebrate our naturalization in a
Real American manner. We shall see. Yay, Babe!”

Then the two great Real Americans leaped over the Border.
Freedom and Inspiration and Uplift were in the yery air of this
country, and Babe and Paul Bunyan got more noble feelings
in every breath [Paul Bunyan (New York, 1948), pp. 27 f.].
We have been told again and again, with the metaphori-
cal precision of poetry, that the United States is the land
of the free. Independence, equality, and liberty, we like
to believe, are breathed in with our very air. No nation
has been readier to identify its values with the peculiar
conditions of its landscape:  we believe in American”

‘equality, American liberty, American democracy, or, in
‘sum, the American way of life,” ™ -

Our belief in the mystical power of our land has in
this roundabout way nourished an empirical point of
view; and a naturalistic approach to values has thus, n
the United States, been bound up with patriotism itself.
What the Europeans have seen as the gift of the past,
Americans have seen as the gift of the present. What
the European thinks he must learn from books, museums,
and churches, from his culture and its monuments, the
American thinks he can get from contemporary life, from
seizing peculiarly American opportunities.

It is surely no accident that the most influential, if not
the only significant, general interpretation of our history
has been that of Frederick Jackson Turner. He found

the special virtues of our institutions and of our national
25
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The Genius of American Politics

too well aware of this diversity to try to seek our com-
mon values in our original cultures. It is true, as I shall
explain in my fifth chapter, that we have developed a
kind of generalized Christianity, which is probably what
we mean by the “In God We Trust” on our coins. We
have looked anxiously for some common faith. A few
writers, like Louis Adamic, have even tried to make the
motleyness itself a scheme of values: to make the patch-
work seem the pattern. But the readiest solution, a neces-
sary.solution, perhaps the only possible solution for us,
has been to assume, in the immigrant’s own phrase, that
ours is a “golden land,” that values spring from our com-
mon ground. If American ideals are not in books or in
the blood burt in the air, then they are readily acquired;
actually, it is almost impossible for an immigrant to avoid
acquiring them. He is not required to learn a philosophy
so much as to rid his lungs of the air of Europe.

The very commonness of American values has seemed
their proof: they have come directly from the hand of
God and from the soil of the continent. This attitude
helps explain why the martyr (at least the secular mar-
tyr) has not been attractive to us. In the accurate words
of our popular song, “The Best Things in Life Are Free.”
Men in America have had to struggle against nature,
against wild Indians, high mountains, arid deserts, against
space itself. But these struggles have secemed required to
make the continent livable or comfortable, not to make
our society good. In Europe, on the other hand, the
liberal could not make the plant of liberty grow without
first cutting out the weeds of tyranny; and he took that
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for his task. But the American has preened himself on
his good sense in making his home where liberty is the
natural growth. Voltaire declared, “Where liberty is not,
there is my home.” This was a fitting and thoroughly
un-American reply to Franklin’s “Where liberty dwells,
there is my country.”

The character of our national heroes bears witness to
our belief in “givenness,” our preference for the man
who seizes his God-given opportunities over him who
pursues a great private vision. Perhaps never before has
there been such a thorough identification of normality
and virtue. A “red-blooded” American must be a virtuous
American; and nearly all our national heroes have been
red-blooded, outdoor types who might have made the
varsity team. Our ideal is at the opposite pole from that
of a German Superman or an irredentist agitator in his
garret. We admire not the monstrous but the normal,
not the herald of a new age but the embodiment of his
own. In the language of John Dewey, he is the well-
adjusted man; in the language of Arthur Miller’s Sales-
man, Willy Loman, he is the man who is not merely
liked but well-liked. Our national heroes have not been
erratic geniuses like Michelangelo or Cromwell or Na-
poleon but rather men like Washington and Jackson and
Lincoln, who possessed the commonplace virtues to an
extraordinary degree.

III. THE CONTINUITY OF AMERICAN HISTORY

The third part of the idea of “givenness,” as I have
said, is actually a kind of link between the two axioms
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row

fact, namely, that our history has not been discontinu-

\\Y*ous, has not been punctuated by the kind of internal

struggles which have marked the history of most of the
countries of western Europe, and which have fed their
awareness that society is shaped by men. Two apparent
exceptions to this observation are the American Revolu-
don and the Civil War, with which I shall deal in later
chapters. The important fact is what De Tocqueville ob-
served a century ago, namely, that America somehow has
reaped the fruits of the long democradc revolution 1n
Europe “without having had the revolution itself.” This
was but another way of saying that the prize for which
Europeans would have to shed blood would seem the free
native birthright of Americans.

During these last one hundred and seventy-five years
the history of the United States has thus had a unity and
coherence unknown in Europe. Many factors—our geo-
graphical isolatioﬁ, Bur special opportunities for-expan-
sion and exploitation within our own borders, and our
remoteness from Europe—have, of course, contributed.
Even our American Civil War, which shook us deeply
and was one of the bloodiest wars anywhere in the cen-
tury, can be understood with scant reference to the
ideologies then sweeping Europe: to the intellectual back-
ground of 1848, of the Risorgimento, of the Paris Com-
mune. It was not properly a counterpart of European
struggles of the period, nor really an exception to the
domestic continuity of our history.

But, whatever the causes, the winds of dogma and the
gusts of revoludon which during the last century and a
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half have blown violently over western Europe, making
France, Italy, Germany, and now perhaps even England
testing grounds for panaceas, have not ruffled our in-
tellectual climate. The United States, with a kind of ob-
stinate provincialism, has enjoyed relatively calm weath-
er. While European politics became a kaleidoscope, polit-
ical life in the United States has seemed to remain a
window through which we can look at the life envisaged
by our patriarchs. The hills and valleys of European his-
tory in the nineteenth century have had no real counter-
part in the history of the United States. Because our road
has been relatively smooth, we have easily believed that
we have trod no historical road at all. We seem the direct
beneficiaries of our climate, our soil, and our mineral
wealth.
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