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PREFACE

From 1764 to 1776, Americans had to deal with the feeling of
dislocation and scatter left by a Parliament that was breaking the
previously established rules. Amidst all their bustle of practicality
(they formed congresses, produced documents articulating their
rights and grievances, established importation and exportation embargoes), they also took measures to alleviate internal tensions and to
strengthen themselves as a people. In 1774, the first Continental
Congress drew up an official and very specific code of behavior. They
banned cockfighting, horse-racing, and the theater, and modified the
funeral ceremony. This book will consider the somewhat curious
behavior of the Congress and the odd assortment of activities they
chose to focus on.
Banned activities, like empty holes, cannot be seen. We can, however, get around that invisibility by roaming through the tracts of
moral condemnation that accreted over the years, sometimes centuries, on the activities singled out for purging; by spotting the moral
themes that might bear on the political issues; and by dissecting the
activities themselves. Cocker manuals, betting odds, bawdy comedies, sentimental tragedies, lewd prints, stark funeral processions: all
comment obliquely on the political events of the day and on the
character Americans were making for themselves as a people.
Colonists not only abided by the regulations of Congress (they
gave up the forbidden activities and modified their funerals), but
they also bowed and crooked traditional ceremonies—the funeral
and the execution—into mock ceremonies in the service of the politi-
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cal cause and took over the traditional European "skimmington
ride"—the ritual by which a community expressed its moral outrage
at people who deviated from normal behavior—and produced an
American version, tarring and feathering. While the banned activities
have to be brought back into visibility for their political significance
to be understood, ceremonies, in contrast, were co-optecl and refashioned by the patriots for their very visibility. The ceremonies present
a text to be read, and the modifications of traditional ceremonies
present a conversation between a society at peace and a society in
tension. Colonists used ceremonies to make political statements, and
the ceremonies themselves, when put to such a use, framed and
structured the political issues.
Congress had a political strategy. In regulating behavior, Congress
tried to make colonial society homogeneous and cohesive, both horizontally (bonding different colonies together) and vertically (blurring
class and gender distinctions). They banned activities and modified
ceremonies that splintered social cohesion by stimulating self-absorption (gambling), by encouraging competition (cockfighting and
horse-racing), or by emphasizing class divisions (funerals with elaborate display). Congress also identified different sectors of society that
might potentially speak in different voices: the poor, women, servants,
Tories, gamblers. The poor, women, and servants, all of whom were
deemed to have weak wills, were to be insulated from contamination,
either moral or political, and incorporated into the political resistance.
The deviants—gamblers, spendthrifts, and idlers, whose self-absorption and obsession left no room for political commitment, and Tories,
whose political tenets were twisted and warped—were to be transformed into committed patriots or expelled.
This book delves into oddities—the quirks and twitches of the
American Revolution (cockfights, horse-races, funerals and executions, real and mock, tragedies and comedies)—and from these oddities, dissected, scrutinized, and injected with significance, ruminates
on a national character that emerged in the twelve years of political
crisis and eventually freed Americans of their dependence on Britain.
The American character was forged in an austere, seemingly arbitrary, morality, slowly fashioned and pieced together between the
Sugar Act of 1764 and the Coercive Acts of 1774 and then officially
brought together in a code of behavior by the first Continental
Congress. This ascetic morality, crystallized in an odd assortment of
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specificity, put on display and made explicit certain assumptions and
values that gave their own hue to the political events and prepared
Americans for the establishment of republican governments.
We have long since violated the ethic on which republican government was founded. The virtuous citizenry dedicated to lean austerity—that alleged bulwark of republics—disintegrated shortly after
the Revolution into autonomous consumers engulfed in the desire
for possessions. Instead of honoring the hard life of cramped gratifications, Americans today revel in materialism. Implicitly, the more
you own, the more American you are; and sooner or later in America, all classes, all races, all ages, and both sexes are marked as consumers. We no longer extoll the pinched morality of frugality or even the
work ethic. Yet while the austere virtue that gave Americans the
confidence to establish republican governments has long since dissolved, the great legacy of the American Revolution, republican government, still survives.
Many historians have dealt with virtue and corruption in the
American Revolution. Some (Bernard Bailyn, Gordon Wood, and J.
G. A. Pocock) have concentrated on the opposition of virtue and
corruption as an intellectual and linguistic paradigm that colored the
perception Americans had of themselves and the British. Others have
focused on the morality itself. Edmund Morgan revealed the similarities between the ethic of the Puritans and the ethic of American
revolutionaries. Garry Wills analyzed sentimentalism and Scottish
moral philosophy and showed how immersed Jefferson was in these
European schools of thought. This book concentrates on the use of
morality as a political strategy and is far more oriented towards
culture than other books that have dealt with virtue and corruption
in the American Revolution. I concentrate on cultural activities that
were highlighted during the Revolution, trace their function and
structure in eighteenth-century colonial society, and analyze the
moral hostility they generated.
European historians like Robert Darnton and Natalie Davis have
developed the field of cultural history in sophisticated and analytical
ways. Some American historians have dealt with culture in this period (most notably Kenneth Silverman, who surveyed painting, music, literature, and the theater) and a few have related culture to
ideology. Timothy Breen has studied the mentalite of Virginia tobacco planters and ascribed their crisis of confidence to deteriorating
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debt relations. Eric Foner placed the artisans of Philadelphia in a
culture before analyzing them as a political class. Rhys Issac studied
the hostility between the Virginia gentry and Baptists, located it in
cultural differences, and related the internal conflict to the imperial
crisis. This book, instead of using culture as a means of understanding one class or of distinguishing among classes, concentrates on
aspects of eighteenth-century Anglo-American culture that colonists
in the period of political crisis could agree on. I deal with a society's
self-conscious response to its own culture. I analyze certain activities
and ceremonies in depth and probe for connections between political
ideology grounded in virtue and behavior organized and controlled
by cultural imperatives.
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