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PREFACE TO THE
ENLARGED EDITION

Thinking back to the inception of this book, almost three de-
cades ago, I can recall the intense excitement and the sense of
discovery I felt in studying freshly the ideological themes of
Revolutionary America. I, and others who shared that excite-
ment, had been surprised to see the dominant cluster of ideas,
beliefs, and attitudes that came to light when the Enlightenment
platitudes were put aside and one concentrated on what the
leaders of the Revolutionary movement were actually saying,
where their ideas had actually come from, how those ideas had
cohered, and how, though derived from a different world, they
had articulated circumstances unique to North America. Those
discoveries emerged from a deeply contextualist approach to
history—an immersion in the detailed circumstances of a distant
era and an effort to understand that world not as it anticipated
the future but as it was experienced by those who lived in it.
In that context it became clear that the ideology of the Ameri-
can Revolution was a blend of ideas and beliefs that were ex-
tremely radical for the time-—and that are implicitly radical
still. In fact, I called the book when it was first published The
Transforming Radicalism of the American Revolution, and worked
out some of the broader implications of that theme in Chapter
VI: “The Contagion of Liberty.” The ideology of the Revolu-
tion, derived from many sources, was dominated by a peculiar
strand of British political thought. It was a cluster of convictions
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