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[the continuing revolution in] this great land?" Thus by its 
very emphasis on progress, the myth of American revolution 
confined social action to the options of A merican or un-A meri­
can, where American meant revolution as consensus and prog­
ress, and un-"1 merican, rebellion as anarchy and regression. 

So stated, the opposition between American and un-Ameri­
can casts a new light on Bancroft's view of process. Clearly, 
his myth of revolution is a means of sustaining tension; the 
consensus he speaks of provides the framework within which a 
certain form of conflict continues. But it is a form of conflict 
that presupposes consensus. Far from revealing weaknesses in 
the social structure, it centers our attention on the symbol of 
America, and in effect substitutes symbolic for social analysis. 
The ideological advantages are not far to seek. Social analysis 
opens the prospect of revolution in the secular sense; it may 
lead us to consider alternatives that would undermine (or 
overthrow) the social conditions from which the analysis arose. 
Symbolic analysis, on the contrary, confines us to the tensions 
generated by the symbol itself. It may suggest unexpected 
meanings, but only within a fixed, bi-polar system. Since every 
symbol unites opposites, or represents them as the same thing, 
we can understand what is being represented only by measuring 
it against its opposite, or by placing it within a series of com­
parable and related oppositions. The search for meaning is 
therefore at once endless and self-enclosed. Any possibility we 
propose invites a host of different possibilities, all of them in­
herent in the symbol. Any resolution of opposites we discover 
is implicit in the dualisms with which we began. 

Through this endless, self-enclosed process, the sacred re­
veals itself by contrast with the profane, and 11 merican by con­
trast with what is un-/lJnerican. Only their functional implica­
tions separate the two processes; but the differences in function 
are crucial. The revelation of the sacred serves to diminish, 
and ultimately to deny, the values of secular society. The rev­
elation of A merica serves to blight, and ultimately to pre­
clude, the possibility of fundamental social change. To con­
demn the profane is to commit ourselves to a spiritual ideal. 
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To condemn the un-American as profane is to express our faith 
in a national ideology. A priori, any term blessed by the adjec­
tive American is a positive good; but necessarily, by the very 
logic of the symbolic mode, not everything in America is so 
blessed. Natty Bumppo represents the Am,erican spirit to us 
insofar as we deny that spirit to the no less representative 
Yankee woodchoppers. Both Huck Finn and Ragged Dick are 
self-made, in the grand American style, but each has to reject 
the values of the other in order to "make it"; they are bound 
together, as it were, in a heroics of symbiotic antagonism. The 
state of tension that ensues has proved an inexhaustible (be­
cause self-generating) source both of exultation and of 
lament-or rather, of exultation through lament. It is no acci­
dent that Thoreau describes his life at \Valden through a series 
of opposites: Concord's American Puritan settlers versus its 
present profane inhabitants; America's pioneer "economy" 
versus Franklin's secular \Vay to \Vealth; the true American, 
Henry David Thoreau, versus John Field, the emigrant bog­
hoer living in the Old \\Todd style, Thoreau writes scornfully, 
in this new country. Nor is it an accident that Melville in 
White-Jacket praises the "messianic" American ship-of-state by 
contrast with actual violations of the Constitution, or that 
Emerson and \Vhi tman define the American poet by contrast 
with poetry in America. In his history, Bancroft uses this mode 
of symbolic antithesis to launch a jeremiad against a broad 
range of national evils, from Boston snobbism to Southern 
slavery. Like Civil Rights leaders a century later, he charges, 
by reference to the Revolution, that such discrimination is un­
American. 

I don't mean by these examples to blur the differences be­
tween Bancroft and our classic writers, and between the writers 
themselves. Much less do I mean to obscure the fact that the 
symbolic outlook they shared also lent itself to some of our 
most sinister (and most prominent) forms of Americanism: 
progressivist arguments for eradicating the Indians; benevolent 
societies for deporting the blacks; the obsession with "foreign 
conspiracies," like the Catholic migration of 1834 which (ac­
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cording to Samuel Morse) Satan had organized "for the over­
throw of America." On the contrary, I wish to suggest that the 
symbol of America could accommodate an endless diversity of 
interpretations. More than that, it encouraged controversy­
provided only that the disputants kept within the terms of the 
symbol. They were free to criticize from virtually any stand­
point, from Walden to Washington, provided that they con­
ceived their criticism as part of a continuing investigation of 
un-American activities. So conceived, and so circumscribed, the 
very intensity of their jeremiads confirmed the norms of the 
culture. What higher defense could one offer for middle-class 
society than an American TVay that sui generis evoked this free 
competition of ideas?-and what could make this freedom 
safer for society than to define it within a self-enclosed Ameri­
can Way? 

Herein lies the special efficacy of Bancroft's approach, con­
sidered both in its own right and as a connective between Puri­
tan, Enlightened, and Romantic America. His myth of revolu­
tion provokes a relentless search for national shortcomings, and, 
in the same breath, it confines the debate to the symbolic mean­
ing of America. In short, it turns what might have been a 
search for social alternatives into a call for symbolic revitaliza­
tion. This strategy characterizes the American jeremiad from 
the seventeenth century on, and always for the same purpose: 
to berate the present generation for deviating from the past, 
so as to prod it forward along the open (if sometimes slippery) 
road toward the American City of God. The pattern is so 
familiar as to seem a category of the national mind. In fact, it 
constitutes a ritual designed to perpetuate the culture. I use 
the term ritual deliberately, for its anthropological connota­
tions. V.,That I would suggest is that the process of anxiety is a 
means of inculcating a special symbolic habit of mind. The 
process stems from Christian tradition-from the conversion 
rite, for example, which instills fear and trembling in order 
~o direct the initiate toward a new vision, and to re-train him 
In a vocabulary (regarding selfhood, community, time, and 
place) that inverts the meanings of secular discourse. The 
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puritans developed this into a social conversion rite. Their jere­
miads seek to direct the rising generation toward the New 
England Way, and to re-train it, through fear and trembling, 
in a vocabulary that inverts traditional Christian meanings for 
special tribal and secular ends. Their heirs adapted this mode 
in turn as a ritual passage into the sacred meaning of America. 
Indeed, for Bancroft the rite of generational rededication be­
comes a main theme of national history, an assertion of con­
sensus through self-criticism that he makes synonymous with 
uprising, exodus, progress, and revolution. 

I am not arguing that this was always a conscious strategy. 
Let us say that by Bancroft's time it amounted to something 
like a cultural reflex, that Bancroft to some extent understood 
its social import, and that it provided a ritual form uniquely 
geared, through its very emphasis on symbolic tension, to sus­
tain the culture. For it is not secularity that distinguishes Ban­
croft's approach, nor even, in itself, his focus on revolution. 
These are common to many modern cultures, and may actually 
inhere in the process of modernization. Bancroft's contribu­
tion, or rather that of the culture he represents, is to translate 
the process of symbolic self-definition into a national rite of 
passage. Characteristically, of course, the rite of passage is a 
limited, "suspended" period of acculturation, intended to pre­
pare the initiate for his prescribed role in the social hierarchy. 
But this describes "traditionalist" societies. Bancroft fits the 
ritual to his own middle-class ideals: free enterprise, self-deter­
mination, equal and open opportunity. The facts, I need hardly 
say, present a different image of Jacksonian America. They 
speak of the constraints of specialization and class, the power of 
inherited wealth, the psychic strains of alienation, the heavy 
social cost of economic individualism. It would seem that Ban­
croft designed his concept of national transition precisely to 
bridge this gap between fact and ideal. The rite of passage he 
outlines-linking exodus, uprising, and redemptive-organic 
growth-is not merely a transition into society, but the very 
substance of society. As the process of American revolution, it 
embodies the system he celebrates, a system founded upon the 
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mutuality of dissatisfaction and compliance-upon the indi­
vidual's capacity simultaneously to conform to and to deny the 
status quo, since the lure of conformity is constant progress and 
the condition of progress, Bancroft would persuade us, is in­
stant conformity to an America in transition. 

Bancroft's use of transition as cultural norm has a still more 
important function. Recent anthropologists have observed that 
the rite of passage, despite its ideological intent, may pose 
enormous dangers to society. By freeing the initiate (however 
briefly) from traditional structures, it directs him toward a 
state of C011I177Unitas) a sort of cultural no-man's-land, like the 
heath in King Lear) whose values negate all social forms what­
ever. Communitarian values appeal to humanity at large rather 
than to particular communities: they speak of one-ness as op­
posed to political or even sexual division; equality, as opposed 
to hierarchy; universality as opposed to tribal or national ex­
clusiveness. Many societies have paid homage to such values, 
and as a rule ideology seeks to justify social structures by inte­
grating them, through symbol and myth, with the deeper 
human structures of ritual C01l147lunitas. J'\onetheless, it seems 
evident that the experience of communitas has often led 
individuals and groups to challenge their societies in basic ways. 
European novels like Dickens' Great Expectations and Balzac's 
Lost Illusions show how the rite of passage may issue in a 
sweeping criticism of middle-class dreams, not only in their 
deviance from the facts but in their own right, as cultural 
ideals. Or to choose another example pertinent to Jacksonian 
America: Christianity, which has been used to support ITlany 
kinds of social ideology, has also led (through the conversion 
ritual) to many forms of social conflict, involving the dual 
meaning of selfhood (civic versus spiritual), or the contradic­
tions between patriotism and community of souls, or again, 
especially in Protestant countries, the incompatible claims of 
secular place and sacred time. 

The symbol of America reflects a vast cultural effort to ob­
viate these conflicts, in any form. And it finds its consummate 
expression in the myth of revolution as a national rite of pas­
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sage. Clearly, this works to increase the tension of transition. 
One need only think of the peculiarly adolescent concerns of 
our classic writers, their emphasis on freedom from prescribed 
roles, on confrontations with the absolute, on the disparity be­
tween social and "ultimate" values, even while they return 
insistently to the meaning of America. But in context the insis­
tence upon America suggests that, in this case, to increase ten­
sion is to further the process of acculturation. In European 
literature, even those works that espouse middle class society 
tend to expose the limitations of middle class ideals. Our 
classic writers tend to uphold those ideals even when they most 
bitterly assail the middle class. I think now not only of the 
jeremiad form they adopted-denouncing the nation to re­
affirm the national dream-but of its bi-polar opposite, what 
we might call the jeremiad against jeremiads, to which some 
of them were equally attracted, and which equally foreclosed 
the prospect of basic social change: the denunciation of all 
ideals, sacred and secular, on the grounds that the failure of 
American revolution proved the failure of history itself. My 
point is that both approaches reversed the radical potential of 
communitas-the one, by absorbing communitarian ideals into 
the process of national self-fulfillment; the other, by reading 
into that process the futility and fraud of communitarian ideals. 
Both Emerson's "American Scholar" and Melville's Con­
fidence Man assume an American teleology; they differ only 
about whether it means progress toward millennium or regress 
toward doomsday. And predictably enough, the sheer extremity 
of the choice, the utter bleakness of the doomsday view, has 
worked in favor of socialization. No doubt this is a very minor 
variation on the theme of American revolution. By and large, 
the belief in national transition was perpetuated by optimists 
like Bancroft. But it seems a telling sign of cultural hegemony 
that even our prophets of doom have played a part. In spite 
of themselves, they too helped transform what might have 
been a social threat-the experience of communitas issuing in 
alternative models of society-into a mode of social cohesion. 
They, too, helped make us feel, if only out of desperation, 
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that the distance between what is and what ought to be de­
mands our rededication, in practical or in visionary terms, as 
conformists or as individualists, to a nation that is by definition 
in revolutionary passage toward utopia. 

From this perspective, Bancroft described the Great Migra­
tion, the Revolution, and the Civil War in identical phrases, 
as a crusade to clear God's Country of the profane once and for 
all. From this perspective, evading the problems raised by the 
Revolution itself, he and his compatriots hailed the continu­
ing revolution in nineteenth-century American life: for ex­
ample, the continuing march Westward across Indian territories 
(a "march of revolution," Lyman Beecher explained in 1835, 
to prepare "the way of the Lord"); or the continuing pleas for 
revival and reform (in America, thundered Albert Barnes in 
1834, "every drunkard opposes the millennium"); or the con­
tinuing migrations of settlers, like the Mormons ("the whole 
of America," wrote Joseph Smith, shortly before his murder, 
"is Zion itself from north to south"); or for that matter, the 
continuing migrations of maverick explorers, like the bearded 
old visionary Timothy Flint met, "descending the Mississippi, 
as he said, to the real Jerusalem"; or again, the continuing 
summons for a revolutionary art that would convey, as Fred­
erick Church hoped to do in painting Niagara, the millennial 
effusions of the American landscape; or once more, the devel­
oping battle for women's rights-for "American women," 
Catherine Beecher stressed, "more than any others on earth," 
since they in particular must shape "the intellectual and moral 
character" of the people now leading the "irresistible," uni­
versal "social revolution." "This is the Country," she explained, 
"which the Disposer of events designs shall go forth as the 
cynosure of nations," and therefore "to American women ... 
is committed the exalted privilege of extending over the world 
those blessed influences, which are to renovate degraded man." 

.In every form revolution meant, interchangeably, to make 
thmgs sacred, to make them transitional, and to make them 
American. And in every form it claimed the old Puritan pre­
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rogative of integrating sacred place and sacred time. ~Whether 

the rite of passage pertained to the national errand or to the 
exodus within, its significance as revolution lay in the unfold­
ing destiny of the New World. Thus Horatio Alger makes 
his heroes representative of the American spirit of indepen­
dence. Thus itinerant revivalists promised that "\Vhen you 
make your decision, it is America through you making its de­
cision," and God through America making His. Thus, too, our 
nineteenth-century imitations of Pilgrim's Progress center not 
on some generalized Tender Conscience or Good Intent (as 
in England), but on national destiny, as in Joseph Benton's 
California Pilgrim, the story of a 'Western "Glad Land" that 
surpasses Solomon's Jerusalem in holiness and wealth. And 
upon this premise Emerson's Scholar completes the revolution 
toward self-reliance by revealing himself the exemplary Ameri­
can. From this perspective Thoreau seeks to radicalize Concord 
through a conversion narrative that represents, in his words, 
"the only true America." The common assumptions are all the 
more telling for the enormous differences in mind and imagi­
nation. In its own way, each one of these instances confirms 
Bancroft's myth. \\Thether its implications are personal or col­
lective, spiritual or social, whether it reveals the individual as 
self-made or self-transcendent, the purpose of revolution re­
mains locked within the sacred meaning of America. 

For Bancroft, the sacralizing of America was the key to 
domestication of revolt. For the leaders of the Second Great 
Awakening, it was a means of linking religion with American 
institutions and social values. For early feminists, it was an 
argument for making women the "protectors of [American] 
morals." For politicians, it was proof that "our government," 
as a July Fourth orator put it, "approaches so near perfection, 
that there can be little doubt but a change ... would be for 
the worse." For our classic writers, the sacred meaning of 
America functioned as an ancestral taboo, barring them from 
paths that led beyond the limits of middle-class culture. It 
was not that they lacked courage or radical commitment, but 
that they had invested these in a vision dedicated to the con­
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tainment of revolution. I mean containment in its double sense) 
as sustenance and restriction. The vision set free titanic crea­
tive energies in our classic writers) and it confined their asser­
tion to the terms of the American myth. The dream that in­
spired them to defy the profane compelled them to speak their 
defiance as keepers of the dream. It is true that the assumed 
unity of sacred place and sacred time allowed them to arrogate 
America to themselves-to transplant the entire national enter­
prise) en masse, into what Thoreau calls the sainte terre of the 
American soul. It is equally true that the same assumption en­
listed individualism itself) rhetorically and mythically) into the 
service of a national ideology. Except for Emerson) no Ameri­
can made larger claims for the individual than Whitman did) 
none more vividly denounced corruption in America, and none 
more passionately upheld the metaphysics of the American sys­
tem. This "extreme business energy," Whitman wrote, in what 
is perhaps our greatest jeremiad, inheres in "the vast revolu­
tionary arch thrown by the United States over the centuries"; 
our "almost maniacal appetite for wealth" is "part of ameliora­
tion and progress, indispensably needed to produce the ... re­
sults I demand. My theory includes riches, and the getting of 
riches, and the amplest products.... Upon them) as upon sub­
strata) I raise the edifice [of revolution]) ... the new and orbic 
traits waiting to be launched forth in the firmament that is, and 
is to be) America." 

Needless to say, this in no way lessens ·Whitman's achieve­
ment) or Emerson's. Nor does it in the least suggest that our 
classic writers were middle-class apologists) as Bancroft was) 
or that their writings reduce in any sense to ideology. All of 
them (to varying degrees) labored against the myth as well 
as within it. All of them felt, privately at least) as oppressed 
by Americanism as liberated by it. And all of them, however 
captivated by the national symbol, also used the symbol, as 
Bancroft could not, to reach beyond the categories of their cul­
ture. If I have over-emphasized their limitations of time and 
place-limitations which after all apply to all great art-it is 
because our literary critics have tended conspicuously to ignore 
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these) or else to translate them into quasi-mystical terms, as 
though the "American Renaissance" were not the expression 
of a particular culture, but the incarnation of some indigenous 
New World spirit. Clearly, such terms have their source in the 
rhetoric of American time and place, and just as clearly, I 
think) they reflect our uneasy association of America with revo­
lution-which is to say, our tendency in times of crisis to reach 
back to national origins, as Bancroft did, in order to rededicate 
ourselves to a myth. For in our secular revolutionary age, the 
secular meaning of revolution has all but submerged the sacred; 
and that meaning, we recall, whether progressive or conserva­
tive) stands for everything that is different from "1 ;nerica as 
symbol. It speaks of contradiction, of transition periods that 
subvert (rather than revitalize) social norms, of ideologies 
springing from mundane and partial interests. It suggests, for 
example, that the higher laws of Walden, though they aspire 
to communitarian one-ness, are rooted in free-enterprise values. 
Thoreau's conversion summons us towards what Bancroft 
called "the bright morning star [of] ... American indepen­
dence"; his "life in the woods" essentially follows the pattern 
of the celebrated Homo Economicus of mid-nineteenth-cen­
tury America. He, too (as Leggett, Lieber, Nicols, Rantoul, 
and other Jacksonian economists describe him), is a simple and 
simplifying man, mobile, self-employed, living by "seasonal 
rhythm" and the "order of nature," his "independence dis­
cipled by virtue" and sustained by antipathy to government 
controls. He, too, denounces the "wicked spending," "soap­
bubble business," and "wasteful acquisition," the "appall­
ing ... tugging, trying scheming to advance," that charac­
terizes un-American life. He, too, finally, exemplifies the 
American method for self-perfection: "true value of riches," 
~sually learned in a "purifying" state of poverty; "free exer­
CIse of confidence between man and man," based on a "natural 
system in politics"; and "useful toil" toward the "highest ex­
cellences, physical, intellectual, and above all, moral." 

This is not the hero of Walden, but it is enough like him to 
indicate Thoreau's debt to his society. The parallels further 
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remind us, or ought to, that Thoreau does not consider the 
evils around him to be a defect of the American \Vay. He sees 
them rather as an aberration, like the back sliding of a de facto 
saint or the stiff-necked recalcitrance of a chosen people. That 
is why his outrage is so vehement, his rejections so absolute, 
his ironies so didactic, and so resonant with biblical allusion. 
Thoreau speaks as Emerson's Scholar does, under the aspect 
of America. He denounces Concord not to advocate a different 
social order-as Engels, for example, denounced mid-nine­
teenth-century Manchester-but to redirect his neighbors to­
ward the sacred, so that they might demonstrate at last what 
seemed to him the governing fact of modern progress, that 
America "is the Great Western Pioneer whom all the nations 
follow." Shortly before Walden was written, Emerson made 
a similar inventory of evils in America, in order (as he also 
put it) to wake his neighbors up. The "Faults ... in our sys­
tem," he reminded them, "suggest their own remedies. . . . 
Wealth brings with it its own checks and balances.... The 
only safe rule is found in the self-adjusting meter of supply 
and demand, the only true basis of political economy is non­
interference." And these principles are A merican: "Here is 
practical democracy; ... mankind in its shirt-sleeves ... tak­
ing off its coat to hard work, when labor is sure to pay." A 
decade earlier, in 1838, Cooper had personified the American 
middle class as Aristabulus Bragg, the "regular mover" who 
supports democracy because, for all its failings, it obviates his­
tory, along with every impediment to industry, enterprise, and 
self-fulfillment. "A nation is much to be pitied that is weighed 
down by the past," Bragg explains to a visitor from the Old 
World. "America may, indeed, be termed a happy and a free 
country ... in this, as well as in other things.... I am for the 
end of the road at least," and for all "onward impulses." Cer­
tainly, this is not Emerson speaking; but again, the obvious 
contrasts make the rhetoric they share all the more remarkable. 
Aristabulus marches to a different drummer from that of the 
American Scholar, but along the same happy, free, endless 
and self-enclosed American Way, where "every man," Emer­
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son brags, "takes care of himself" and thereby combines with 
his fellow-Americans in a "revolution" that will "beat all the 
[rebellious] insurgents, be they never so determined and 

1·, " po ltlC. 

Thoreau is another pilgrim on that national journey. The 
faults he perceives in America, far from proving the failure of 
the system, form part of his appeal to a special nation to com­
ply with the terms of its destiny. And I believe we may say 
much the same about Moby-Dick. The revolution that never 
surfaces on the Pequod obliquely affirms the values that Emer­
son and Bancroft endorsed; its center is an unmistakably Ameri­
can hero, Ishmael, a "regular mover" who becomes the exem­
plum of shirt-sleeve democracy. To be sure, Melville makes 
it clear that Nantucket is something other than the Great So­
ciety. Yet he focuses his criticism on an individual extremist, 
an antinomian romantic turned tyrant, mogul, czar, sultan; and 
insofar as he identifies with Ahab's fiery quest, Melville shifts 
the conflict from the social to the metaphysical realm. Ahab's 
quarrel is not with ship-owners and share-holders, nor with any 
middle-class frustrations to self-fulfillment (as in contempo­
raneous French, English, German, and Russian literature), but 
with God. Thus the novel tends to divide our sympathies be­
tween two modes of individualism, American and un-American. 
And in Ishmael's revolutionary gestures toward fulfilling the 
federal covenant, it offers us a cultural rite of passage-a beau­
tifully ambiguous American \Vay to exorcise the rebellious 
Ahab in our souls. Blasphemy may enchant when it takes the 
form of monomania. As a social alternative it can only argue 
the need for the containment of revolution. 

Perhaps the fullest description of the revolutionary act, so 
contained, appears in Hawthorne's fiction-in The House of 
the Seven Gables, for instance, where an incipient anarchist, 
Holgrave, learns from a daughter of the Puritans to redirect 
his social outrage into suburban self-improvement; or more 
strikingly, in The Scarlet Letter, which details the education 
of an antinomian into an American heroine. Hester Prynne's 
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adultery does indeed have a consecration of its own) as she 
cries out in the famous forest scene, but Puritan society has 
the consecration of the Lord of time, place, and history. The 
"An fulfills its sacralizing function when she turns rebellion 
into revolution, by molding her dream of love into an indefi­
nite transition ritual that confirms the myth of American prog­
ress. I am not forgetting the endless ironies that permeate 
these scenes. What I would suggest is that those ironies are 
part of a distinctive, self-perpetuating and self-contained sym­
bolic outlook. At any rate, Hester's return to the Boston of our 
fathers-her coming home to America-returns us once more 
to the problem, of revolution as a mode of national self-defini­
tion. The Scarlet Letter, we recall, opens with a long, acerbic, 
and very troubled preface about Jacksonian America, and it 
closes with Hester's anticipation of the New World Eden 
to be. Linking present, past, and future, shaping the course of 
progress from theocracy to democracy, providing the very 
terms of Hester's vision, yet never once so much as mentioned, 
is the American Revolution. The omission, in this greatest of 
our historical romances, speaks eloquently to the paradox with 
which I began. It may serve summarily as a mute symbol, like 
Beckett's Godot, for the power of Bancroft's myth, and in 
general for the process by which the Puritans won the Ameri­
can Revolution. 

[This essay is dedicated with gratitude and affection to the 
Fellows ({nd Staff of the National Humanities Institute 

(1975-1976)) New Haven) Connecticut.] 
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Jane J Mansbridge 

Conflict in a New England 
Town Meeting 

T HE NEW ENGLAND town meeting is this nation's purest 
ideal of democracy put into practice. In a town governed 

by a town meeting, the townspeople themselves discuss and 
decide the laws, regulations, general policies, and taxes of the 
town. In the assembly which decides these matters, each regis­
tered voter in the town has an equal right to attend, speak and 
vote. Any registered voter, resident of the town, who walks 
through the meeting-hall door on town meeting day thus auto­
matically becomes an equal member of the town legislature. 

More than a thousand towns in New England still practice 
town meeting democracy. Although in the last hundred years, 
many of these have grown too large to make direct democracy 
meaningful, Vermont still has seventy-two towns of fewer than 
500 people.' And although most state governments in the 
United States have drastically restricted town powers, Vermont 
still retains a tradition of local control. It was to a Vermont 
town of 500, then, that I went to find citizens still directly 
controlling important decisions that affected their lives. 

'Indeed, more than half of Vermont's towns and crtres have populations 
below 1,000 (Vermon t Department of Budget and JI,Ianagement, Vermont 
Facts and Figures rMontpelier, Vt., 1973]), and a larger percentage of 
Vermonters live in these \"en" sma]] towns than in anv other state in New 
England. (United States B~reau of the Census, C e~lJltS of Govern menls 
(Washington, D"C.: Government Printing Office, 1972].) The size of the 
total citizenry is crucial to the proper functioning of a direct democrac)". 
Athens in the century before Aristotle had 4-3,000 adult male citizens, but 
feWer than 6,000 of these genera]]y attended the Assembly meetings. See 
~arren Breed and Sa]]y M. Seaman, "Indirect Democracy and Social Process 
III Periclean Athens," 52 Social Science Quarterly 631 (1971) and Robert 
A. Dahl and Edward R. Tufte, Size and Democracy (Stanford, Calif.: 
Stanford University Press, 1973), pp. 4--8. 
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