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alist-universalist outlook. Broadly speaking, they represented one 
of three Puritan groups of the time. The largest, most eclectic of 
these were the Presbyterians, who sought to purify the country at 
large to a state worthy of its special calling. The smallest of the 
three groups, the Separatists, took the opposite course. They pu­
rified their faith to the point where they refused allegiance to any 
institutional authority, including that of the English Protestant 
church, whether Anglican or Presbyterian. Instead, they hoped to 
join the progress of the "universal invisible church" in small con­
gregations, modeled after the first Christian communities. Some 
remained in England, others fled persecution to Amsterdam, and 
then, in the case of the Plymouth Pilgrims, to the New World. The 
Massachusetts Bay immigrants sought a "middle way" between 
these extremes. In doing so, they meant not to compromise but to 
perfect. They set out to combine what seemed to them in each case 
a partial gesture at reformation, in church and in state. Accord­
ingly, they proclaimed their "purified church-state" a model for all 
Christendom. They were congregationalists in a "federal" or "na­
tional" covenant; a community of "visible saints" gathered for a 
venture in history; de facto Separatists who insisted not only on 
their vital connection to English Protestantism, but (through this) 
on their central role in the worldwide struggle against Antichrist. 

The European connection thus opened to the far broader con­
nection, through New England's mission, between the Old World 
and the New. And that connection in turn opened up the meaning 
(again, mediated by the concept of New England's mission) of the 
New World as America. It seems a logical sequence in retrospect, 
but it was neither natural nor inevitable. The Puritan vision was 
not brought to New England aboard the Arbella, nor was it a flower 
of the New World wilderness. Rather, it was the product of certain 
unforeseen historical exigencies and certain possibilities for inter­
pretation inherent in Puritan rhetoric. 

The immigrants of the 1630'S do not seem to have had a dis­
tinct vision of the continent at large. Their focus was on the Refor­
mation already under way: New England was to be a "model of 
Christian charity" for Protestants abroad, "a city set upon a hill" as 
a beacon to Europe. These phrases come from John Winthrop's 
justly famous lay sermon aboard the Arbella, and when he added 
that "the eyes of all people are upon us" he was thinking mainly of 
the peoples of England, Germany, Holland, and other Protestant 
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countries. His vision was transatlantic, rather than American; it 
tended toward the universalist aspect of the emigrants' ambigu­
ously nationalist-universalist outlook. By placing New England at 
the apex of history, Winthrop was admitting its dependency on the 
Old World. It was not enough to set up "a specimen of New Jerusa­
lem"; their eyes had to be on it, and their hearts and minds ready to 
follow. So it was that Cromwell's Revolution lured back a consider­
able number of immigrants. So it was, too, that after the failure of 
the English Puritan Commonwealth-and with it the waning of 
apocalyptic fervor throughout Protestant Europe-New England­
ers found themselves trapped in an embarrassing paradox. They 
had declared themselves the advance guard of the Reformation, 
committed themselves to a worldwide mission, and invested their 
credentials of authority in scriptural prophecy. In 1660, the vision 
was intact, the community prospering, and their authority still 
dominant; but to all appearances history had betrayed them. They 
were a beacon unheeded by the world, a city on a hill that no one 
noticed, or noticed only to scorn. In Perry Miller's words, they 
"were left alone with America.'" 

Not entirely alone, however; for the rhetoric they carried with 
them offered a ready means of compensation. It allowed them by 
scriptural precedent to consecrate their "outcast," "exiled," "wil­
derness condition." If they could not compel the Old World to yield 
to their vision, they could interpret the New in their own image. 
That interpretation was implicit from the start. I said before that 
Winthrop emphasized the universalist aspect of the Protestant out­
look, but the "national" or "federal" aspect-the sense of the im­
portance of this people in this locale-was there as well. New 
England was to be an example for others by providing a model in 
its own right. From the opening reference to the immigrants as 
"Christian Tribes" to his concluding comparison of himself with 
Moses, exhorting Israel into Canaan, Winthrop was subtly redefin­
ing the emigrants' identity. Genealogically, of course, they were 
English Puritans, but as a New English community, he implied, 
they were a new chosen people, all "knit together as One Man in 
Christ" and together "commissioned by the God of Israel" to se­
cure a new promised land, there to progress toward a better state 
"in wisdom, power, goodness, and truth than formerly" existed 
(Winthrop, "Model," p. 16). 

Progress and New Canaan: these terms, though relatively 
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muted in Winthrop's address, were nonetheless organic to his vi­
sion. They became increasingly prominent as the first generation 
leaders consolidated the enterprise and defended its claims against 
an increasingly indifferent or hostile world. Gradually, in pro­
motional tracts, apologias for the church-state, and evangelical 
treatises, in sermons on Indian conversion and the saint's prepara­
tion for salvation, in exegeses on Bible prophecy proof-texts of the 
millennium, histories of the Good Old Way, and polemics against 
sectarians at home and opponents abroad, from Antinomians to 
Anglicans, the colonists drew out the implications of their New 
England Way. 

In doing so, they laid the ground for the great rhetorical shift 
that once and for all resolved the paradox of vanguard isolation. Hav­
ing been left alone with America, the second- and third-generation 
Puritans felt free to incorporate Renaissance geo-mythology, as it 
suited their purposes, into their own vision. Explicitly and im­
plicitly, they adapted the European images of America (land of gold, 
second paradise, utopia, primitivism as moral regeneration) to fit 
the Protestant view of progress. And having thus taken possession 
of the rhetoric of America, they proceeded one crucial step further. 
Reorienting their vision from a transatlantic to a transcontinen­
tal direction, they situated the Protestant apocalypse-or what 
amounted to the same thing, the Protestant road to the apoca­
lypse-in the New World. 

We can hardly overestimate the importance of that astonishing 
Westward leap of the imagination. It was an achievement com­
parable in its way to the two great rhetorical shifts on which it 
built: the Hebrews' redefinition (by verbal fiat) of Canaan-ter­
ritory, name, "antiquities" and all-as their country; and the im­
perialism of the figura, or type, whereby the Church Fathers de­
clared that the Old Testament, the story of Israel in its entirety, 
from Adam through Abraham and David to the Messiah, heir of 
David, really belonged to Christ. 

The Hebrews' triumph was nationalist, the self-assertion of a 
scattered community in exile. The triumph of early Christian­
ity was universalist, the self-assertion of marginal, multinational 
groups of believers. The nationalist-universalist vision of New En­
gland arose out of similar circumstances. Having been left behind 
by Europe, the Puritans proceeded to recapture Europe for them­
selves, rhetorically, as part of all that was not-America-the be-
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nighted "Old World," awaiting its redemption by the mighty works 
of Christ in America. Confronted with the uncertain meaning of 
their locale, the Puritans discovered the New World in Scripture­
not literally (in the way Columbus diseovered it), as the lost Eden, 
but figurally (in the way the Church Fathers discovered Noah in 
Moses and both in Jesus), as the second paradise foreseen by all the 
prophets. New Canaan was not a metaphor for them, as it was for 
other colonists. It was the New World reserved from eternity for 
God's latter-day elect nation, which He would gather as choice 
grain from the chaff of Europe/Babylon/Egypt, so that (to recall 
Cotton Mather's phrase) "He might there, To them first, and then 
By them, give a Specimen of many Good Things" to come. In 
short, driven back by history upon the resources of language, the 
second- and third-generation New Englanders united geography, 
textuality, and the spirit into something genuinely new and (as it 
turned out) enormously compelling, a cultural symbology centered 
on the vision of America. 

The decisive decades in this development were the 1660'S and 
1670 'S, when a series of crises threatened to put an end to the enter­
prise altogether. First, the Restoration of King Charles endangered 
not only the colonial charter but the Puritan rule. Next, the appar­
ent decline of religion among the immigrants' children-what the 
clergy bewailed as the "degeneracy of the rising generation"­
forced important modifications in the New England Way. In the 
course of this turmoil, the last of the immigrant leaders died, and 
anxieties of succession became a main theme of pulpit and press. 
Then, in the mid-1670'S, the several Indian nations in the region 
allied to reclaim their land, in a sudden attack that threatened to 
decimate New England from Stockbridge to Boston. 

The literary result of these "Wars of the Lord" (as the ministry 
termed all the various events) was the first native flowering of New 
England mythology, through the first English-language genre devel­
oped in the New World, the American Puritan jeremiad. The immi­
grants had imported the jeremiad as an immemorial mode of la­
ment over the corrupt ways of the world. Their heirs transformed it 
into a vehicle of social continuity. The lament continued, but here 
it served to celebrate the trials of a people in covenant. Here as no­
where else, the clergy explained, God's afflictions were like a "refin­
ing fire," intended to purify and strengthen, or like the punishment 
meted out by a loving father, the token of His special care. "God's 
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Controversy with New England," wrote the poet Michael Wiggles­
worth in 1662, ensured the colony's success. In the words of the 
Reverend Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter, it signaled "a high 
and glorious destiny for this newly chosen people of the Lord.'" 

Dimmesdale is an immigrant minister, of course, here deliver­
ing the election day sermon of 1649. This was not inaccurate on 
Hawthorne's part: there were ampIc first-generation foreshadow­
ings of the American Puritan jeremiad, from John Cotton's God's 
Promise to His Plantations (1630) through Edward Johnson's Won­
der- Working Providence of Sian's Savior in New England (1649­
54). But as a distinctive New World genre the jeremiad was es­
sentially a ritual of continuity through generational rededication. 
It required a set of local preeedents, a pride of tribal heroes to whom 
the community could look back in reverence, and from whom, 
therefore, it could inherit its mission. The immigrants had im­
ported the rhetoric; their children and grandchildren supplied the 
antiquities needed to make the rhetoric American. They enshrined 
their forebears in scriptural types, re-cognized them as giants of a 
golden age, like Virgil's legendary Trojans entering upon the future 
site of Rome. Winthrop could compare himself to Moses only by 
implication; Cotton had only the story of the pre-American Israel 
to illustrate the terms of "God's promise to His New World planta­
tions." The next generations felt neither of these restrictions, per­
sonal or historical. They could sanctify Winthrop as the New En­
gland Moses-or the American Nehemiah (after the prophet who 
rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem)-and Cotton as the American Abra­
ham, Joshua, and John the Divine combined. These and other im­
migrant leaders they canonized as founding fathers, translated 
their Atlantic crossing as the Great Migration, antitype of the He­
brew exodus, and consecrated their church-state as a venture that, 
because it fulfilled Old World prophecy, was wholly an event of 
this New World. It led by promise from New England then to New 
England as it would be, when the "American desert II would reveal 
itself to all people as the "Theopolis Americana, the Holy City, the 
streets whereof are pure gold."h It was a mission into America, by 
the American Israel, for America first and then thc world. 

So it was that the second- and third-generation colonists com­
pleted the founders' errand into rhetoric: they gave the Puritan vi­
sion a local habitation and a name. What they achieved has become 
something so familiar by now, so much a matter of cultural reflex, 
that it is difficult to convey its sheer audacity and sweep. Only 

The Ends of American Puritan Rhetoric 

once afterward was there anything at all comparable to it in the 
culture. That was the consecration of the "nation's founding fa­
thers" by the generation following the Revolution-a myth that 
rclegated the colonial immigrants, by figural rite, to the role of ur­
fathers, as Noah was to Moses and both were to Jesus-and un­
doubtedly the rhetoric of this second founding was much indebted 
to that of the first. 

The Puritans made three lasting contributions to the American 
Way. First, they justified the New World in its own right. Other 
colonists and explorers brought utopian dreams to the New World, 
but in doing so they claimed the land (New Spain, New France, 
Nova Scotia) as European Christians, by virtue of the superiority of 
Christian European culture. In short, they justified their invasion 
of America through European concepts of progress. The Puritans 
denied the very fact of invasion by investing America with the 
meaning of progress and then identifying themselves as the people 
peculiarly destined to bring that meaning to life. "Other peoples," 
John Cotton pointed out in 1630, "have their land by providence; 
we have it by promise." 7 The next generation of New Englanders 
drew out the full import of his distinction. They were not claiming 
America by conquest, they explained; they were reclaiming what 
by promise bclonged to them, as the Israelites had once reclaimed 
Canaan, or (in spiritual terms) as the church had reclaimed the 
name of Israel. 

By that literal-prophetic act of reclamation the Puritans raised 
the New World into the realm of figura. America for them was nei­
ther an outpost nor a backwater of Europe. Nor was it simply an 
open stage for Europeans to experiment on with models of church­
state, or quick ways to get rich, or schemes for social and moral 
perfection. All of these things might well happen in the New World, 
but only because the continent itself had a unique meaning, involv­
ing a special kind of teleology-an identity in progress, not so much 
defined by the past as directed toward the future; or rather, defined 
through its direction from past to future. Beginning with New En­
gland, continuing into the wilderness, and culminating as the New 
World Jerusalem, America, they announced, was nothing less than 
"the ends of the earth" prophesied in Scripture-lithe ends of the 
earth" meaning literally, geographically, the end of exploration; 
historically, the "end-time" in the grand design of providence; and 
hermeneutically, the summum et ultimum of prophecy itself. 
From all three perspectives, America was "pulcherrima inter mu­
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lieres, the youngest and loveliest of Christ's brides" (Mather, The­
opolis Americana, p. r6), the last, best hope of mankind, whether 
mankind knew it or not. 

That vision of the New World was the harvest of the Renais­
sance rhetoric of discovery. It marked the Puritans' first contribu­
tion to American identity; and the second was inextricably bound 
up with it. I refer to the corporate ideal through which they re­
solved the ambiguities of their nationalist-universalist venture. For 
as their opponents were quick to point out, this self-proclaimed 
latter-day Israel was unlike any other community, sacred or secu­
lar. It was not limited by genealogy, as was Israel of old. Nor was it 
circumscribed by territory, tradition, and custom, as was modern 
England or Germany. Nor was it a wandering congregation of Chris­
tians seeking a haven in the world's wilderness, as were the Plym­
outh Pilgrims or the Pennsylvania Quakers. And yet the Puritans 
insisted on incorporating all of these aspects, tribal, territorial, per­
sonal, and spiritual. Their key to incorporation, I have suggested, 
was the Protestant concept of national election. But the concept it­
self was by definition uncharted. It signified an entity that had 
never before existed: a "latter-day" community designed for (and 
confined to) the "end-time." That lack of specificity, that absence 
of precedent or principle of delimitation-of frontiers, in the Euro­
pean sense of the term-left the colonists open to attack from all 
quarters. But the same conceptual vagueness that made them vul­
nerable to historical analysis also freed them, rhetorically, to bring 
together what tradition and common sense had declared funda­
mentally separate: to open the frontiers (in the American sense of 
the term) between saint and state; sacred and secular; a commu­
nity gathered by voluntarist, spiritual commitment and a commu­
nity defined by locale, local origins, and territorial errand. 

In retrospect, we can see how these ambiguities were latent in 
the idea of national election, inherent in the Reformers' historical 
re-cognition of their spiritual protest. But the ambiguities pre­
sented themselves as a problem to European Protestant national­
ists. Elect nationhood was an interpretation, after all. As a textual 
abstraction it stood apart from whatever historically formed na­
tionality it was meant to identify; and as a national designation it 
was preempted by more deeply rooted, pre-Reformation, even pre­
Christian bonds of community. The Reformers tried to solve the 
problem by a rhetorical ambiguity. They spoke of the covenant of 
national election as being interchangeably national or federal. I 
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stress the federal alternative to convey its distinctively Protestant 
character. National identity antedated Protestantism, but federal 
identity was a sort of wild seed of the Reformation, a by-blow of 
regional pride and apocalyptic hope that never found a stable home 
in the Old World. Despite its reappearance in various guises of 
chauvinism, it remained a suspect and disputed foster child in the 
ancient European family of nations and city-states, wandering un­
easily from Luther's Germany to Calvin's Geneva to John Foxc's 
England-an identity in search of a community-until, in the 
westward course of empire, it found its proper home in Puritan 
New England. 

For as Cotton Mather might have put it, the dream of national 
election was heaven-sent for the Massachusetts Bay colonists. As 
nonseparating congregationalists they had effectually dehistori­
cized their venture. Their effort at intellectual synthesis ("visible 
saints," "church-state") deprived them of their concrete connec­
tions with the past-all their English antiquities, except those in­
scribed in Protestant historiography-just as the past they in­
vented for America deprived the continent's native inhabitants of 
their antiquities. They were a community in search of an identity 
commensurate with their New World mission. When they adopted 
the rhetoric of federalism as their "peculiar" social bond, the cove­
nant of national election flowered, and the elect nation of Jere­
miah, Isaiah, and John the Divine became incarnate in the first 
wholly Protestant contribution to modern nationalism, the Ameri­
can Israel. 

"Nationalist" is not the accurate term for the colonial Puri­
tans, of course, except as a figure of speech, a metaphor for the fed­
eral model of community. But then, the same may be said about 
the designation "American." The federal metaphor was designed to 
replace the communal past with a visionary history of the future. It 
signified a community in process, and therefore released from the 
usual restrictions of genealogy, territory, and tradition-a "nation 
born in a day," as the Bible put it, for the express purpose of making 
"the desert blossom as the rose." Thus New England came to sig­
nify a "Way," an "errand into the lindefinite American] wilder­
ness." It denoted a people that was neither purely religious nor 
merely national, but that nonetheless combined both these con­
cepts in a voluntary sacred-secular contract that merged the prin­
ciples of sola fides and sola scriptura, the inward spiritual road to 
salvation and the communal road in time and space to the millen­
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nium. Thus, too, the Iitual I mentioned of geneIational rededica­
tion focused on the past in order to elicit the anxieties of progress. 
To recognize the meaning of New England, as John Danforth ex­
plained in his great election day address of 1670, was to understand 
the colony now in terms of its cause and end, in relation to its New 
World antiquities and to the New World Jerusalem, of which those 
antiquities were a specimen. Inevitably, this was to realize (through 
an inward sight of sin) "how far we have fallen" and at the same 
time to realize (through prophetic insight) "how far we must rise to 
make ourselves worthy of our errand.'" And that double sense of 
shortcoming implied its own remedy: an act both personal and 
public, through which the inward turning to the spirit issued in a 
social commitment to progress. 

It has been argued that the rhetorical assertions of the immi­
grants betray feelings of nostalgia and guilt. If so, it may be said of 
their Successors that they managed to redirect such feelings into a 
positive anxiety about the future. Turning nostalgia into a com­
memoration of the fathers' "pristine wilderness," and guilt into an 
incentive toward what still remained to be done, their rituals cele­
brate a federal identity expanding, in a movable symbolic-territorial 
feast, from regional myth to eontinental prophecy. 

Danforth's Briel Recognition 01 New England's Errand into the 
Wilderness is characteristie in this regard. It echoes and is echoed in 
turn by a long procession of exhortations, which together constitute 
a triumph of the colonial Puritan imagination. To some extent the 
addresses persisted in their own right, as a literary genre, through in­
tertextual connections from one ritual occasion to the next-on 
fast and thanksgiving days, days of humiliation, election days, and 
days of covenant renewal. But above all they persisted for func­
tional reasons, as an organic expression of the community. They 
were the cultural issue of a venture dedicated to the proposition 
that prophecy is history antedated, and history, postdated proph­
ecy. They represented a community in crisis and therefore using 
crisis as a strategy of social revitalization; a settlement in peril and 
therefore drawing strength from adversity, transition, and flux; a 
company-in-covenant deprived by history of their identity and 
therefore using their self-declared newness to create a vision of 
America that reconceived history at large (including that of the Old 
World) as hinging on their failure or success. 

The legacy of this ritual mode may be traced through virtu­
ally every major event in the culture, from the Great Awakening 
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through the Revolution and the Westward Movement to the Civil 
War, and from that "Armageddon of the Republic" to the Cold War 
and the Star Wars of our latter days. At every point, the rituals of 
generational rededication build on the distance in terms of "er­
rand" or its various equivalents ("manifest destiny," "continuing 
revolution," "new frontiers"). And at every point, the errand is de­
fined as the special obligation of the "Israel of our time," federally 
covenanted as "the nation of futurity" to be "the heir of the ages" 
and "the haven for God's outcasts and exiles"-"a new breed of hu­
mans called an American," destined "to begin the world over again" 
and "to build a land here that will be for all mankind a shining city 
on a hilL"" 

These phrases come from a variety of Americans, as distant in 
time from each other as John Adams and Ronald Reagan, and as dif­
ferent in mind and imagination as Herman Melville and the mani­
fest destinarian John O'Sullivan. My purpose in running their words 
together is not to blur the differences. On the contrary, it is to high­
light the disparate uses to which the Puritan vision lent and con­
tinues to lend itself. In particular, I want to call attention to its leg­
acy to our literary tradition: the internalized, ideal America that 
inspired Emerson and his heirs; "the only true America," as Tho­
reau called it, which the country's major authors have recurrently 
drawn upon (or withdrawn into) as an alternative to the dominant 
American Way. "Not America," was the way W. E. B. Du Bois put it, 
"but what America might be-the Real America." In the words of 
Langston Hughes: 

America never was America 
to me 
And yet I swear this oath-America 
will be. 

It is a paradox explicable only in "America" that Hughes should 
have titled his poem, nostalgically, "Let America Be America 
Again." J(J 

That alternative America, if I may call it so, is the third aspect 
I referred to of the Puritan legacy, and it has its roots in the last 
phase of the development of the New England Puritan vision. By 
the spring of 1692, when Cotton Mather started on his Magnalia 
Christi Americana, the church-state was defunct, and in his view 
New England had tragically abandoned its calling. The Magnalia 
self-consciously affirms the vision in spite 01 social continuities; it 
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reconstitutes the entire errand, from its antiquities in the Great 
Migration to its fulfillment in the millennium, as rhetoric: "I 
write the Wonders of the CHRISTIAN RELIGION, flying from the de­
privations of Europe to the American Strand" (p. 89). With this 
double allusion to what he considered the chief epics of classical 
and Reformation history-Virgil's Aeneid, the myth of Rome's 
founding, and Foxe's Book of Martyrs, the founding myth of En­
gland's national clection-Mather began his would-be greater New 
World epic. Then he added, a little later in the general introduc­
tion, "But whether New England may Live anywhere else or no, it 
must Live in our History" (p. 94). 

This poignant and defiant transvaluation of fact into trope may 
be seen as the logical end of the Puritan vision. The second­
generation colonists had turned to rhetoric to compensate for the 
betrayal of the Old World. Mather took their strategy one step fur­
ther: he transformed the rhetoric into compensation for history's 
betrayal of the New World. For him, too, "New England" was a con­
junction of geography, Scripture, and the spirit; he also created his 
symbology out of the rhetoric of discovery, the authority of the 
word, and the primacy of personal faith. But his ends were not to 
clothe local history in myth. They were to preserve the myth from 
history. These were the ends, too, of many of his later works, 
through Theopolis Americana (InO) and Terra Beata (1726), as 
well as the works of other Old Guard visionaries-all of which 
might have been titled, like Samuel Sewall's tract of 1697, Phaeno­
mena Quedam Apocalyptica, or A Description of the New Heav­
ens as It Makes to Those Who Stand Upon the New Earth. 

This procession of anachronistic visionary tracts would seem 
to be an apt finale to what I termed the apocalyptic play-within-a­
play of "the history of New-English Israe1." "Elect nation," "New 
World," "wilderness," "New Canaan," "latter-day Israel"-all the 
foundations of the New England Way were figures of speech. Con­
ceived in rhetoric, they sprang to life for a season-a nation born 
ex verba in a day-and then returned in due time to the realm of 
rhetoric. 

There is a satisfying sense of closure in this view, and a certain 
poetic justice as wel1. But it happens to be historically inaccurate. 
The fact is that the Puritan vision survived the demise of the 
church-state. Like Hawthorne's anachronistic Grey Champion, it 
returned as an agent of social cohesion at every stage of cultural 

The Ends of American Puritan Rhetoric 

transition-including, ironically, the transition from Puritan col­
ony to Yankee province. The fact is, too, that New England re­
tained its mythic status as the origin of American identity (long 
after the region had lost its national importance), just as the tclos it 
claimed to prefigure remained in one form or another (and quintes­
sentially in scriptural form) inherent in the cloud-capped Ameri­
can dream. And the faet is, finally, that the strategy of Mather's 
Magnalia, his detcrmination to make "history" of his Thcopolis 
Americana-to bring interpretation to "life," whethcr it lived his­
torically anywhere elsc or not-bccame a ritual mode of our litcr­
ary tradition. What distinguishes our classic writers in this respect 
is what distinguished the latter-day New England Puritans from 
their European contemporaries and predeccssors: they did not 
abandon the vision even when they wcrc persuaded that the coun­
try had. Of course, they re-cognized the vision in their own terms 
(as the "open territories," or the Great Desert / Garden of the 
West); they made the spirit consonant with Romantic conscious­
ness; and they reconceived the text as a vaguer expression, at 
once more general and more subjective, of the principle of sola 
scriptum. 

But here as elsewhere re-cognition suggests the way a vision 
persists; it attests to the process of imaginative continuity through 
change. Intrinsic to that process, from the Romantic period onward, 
was the spiritual use of geography as American nature, the geo­
graphic specificity of consciousness as American self-realization, 
and the sustained use of Scripture as pre-text of America's promise. 
That symbology our classic writers never disavowed. However uni­
versalist their outlook, however fixed they were on transcendence 
and the self, they invested the meaning of those concepts in the 
same federal vision. In their optative moods, they spoke as unac­
knowledged representatives of America. In their despairing moods 
they interpreted the betrayal of the vision as the betrayal of all hu­
man aspirations-inverted millennium into doomsday, and man­
kind's best hope into its last. From either perspective (or both!, it 
made for a literary tradition distinguished by its active engagement 
in a volatile, contradictory, and often violent history, a proeession 
of self-declared "isolatoes" sustained by the American vision even 
as they shaped the vision to accommodate the changing nceds of 
the cuI ture. 

Looking back now at the antiquities of "Ncw England"-rc­
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evaluating these through the interpretative modes of our own time 
(our suspicion of language, our dissensus about the meaning of the 
dream, and our tendency to replace Puritan providence with a meta­
physics of material causation)-it seems elear that in part the vi­
sion persisted because it facilitated the development of a new way 
of life: the nascent capitalist modes that Christopher Hill has 
shown to have been dominant in seventeenth-century English Pu­
ritanism, and that applied equally to the society established by the 
Massachusetts Bay Company, Incorporated. The literary legacy is 
more problematic. The New World vision that the Puritans be­
queathed became in our major writers variously a symbolic battle­
ground, an ideal to which they could aspire because it could never 
be realized in fact, and an alternative cultural authority through 
which they could denounce (or even renounce) the United States. 
From either perspective, cultural or aesthetic, the inquiry into the 
ends of rhetoric returns us perforce to the problematics of history. 
The vision of New England was the child of Protestantism, Renais­
sance exploration, and the printing press. But America, as the 
single most potent cultural symbol of the modern world, and also 
(in its various re-cognizable forms) as the symbolic center of the 
nation's Ii terary tradition-America as prophecy, telos and process 
entwined-was the discovery of Puritan New England. 
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Cities are places which draw together different groups of 
human beings; the lives of those who migrate to cities are fur­
ther fragmented by the very pressure of numbers and population 
density. Imagine, therefore, someone taking the following hour's 
walk in New York. He starts in the drug-dealing-and-shooting gal­
leries of the lower lower East Side, which give directly north to the 
rich-young-artist chic of the upper lower East Side; passing from 
these opposite but equal scenes of youthful squalor, he enters the 
staid, patrician precincts of Gramercy Park, then walks further 
up again through the sleek professional blocks of Turtle Bay, east 
past the welfare-hotel district, with its scenes of aimless children 
and harassed mothers fighting for turf in the lobbies with the 
elderly who are also condemned to these hotels; he comes finally 
to the forest of office skyscrapers, Grand Central Station, and his 
waiting train which he boards with a feeling of relief. Daily experi­
ence of difference on this scale does not breed belief in "the family 
of man." What common appeal to humanity could be made, what 
humanistic culture bred in such a city? 

The answer may be, "none." This answer implies that people 
generate images of humanity only under conditions of social unifor­
mity-a process the anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn once called 
"pseudo-speciation," by which he meant that images of mankind 
are generalizations of immediate cultural beliefs and practices. [f 

this were so, the degree of social complexity should vary inversely 

This essay is an early version of a chapter that will appear in Conscience of the 
Eye, by Richard Sennett, forthcoming from Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. It is included here 
by permission of the puhlisher. 
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