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Whereas a dialectical model provides structural unity to Main Currents,
Parrington’s definition of an intellectual and his or her social role provides
thematic unity to its biographical portraits.” In these Parrington’s touch-
stone is not democratic radicalism, as it was before “The Democratic Spirit
in American Letters” underwent its “liberal’ revision. It is not the life of
one idea but the life of ideas.

Intellectuals and the Critical Idiom of Main Currents

Many critics have remarked upon the highly personal quality of Main
Currents in American Thought, observing that it usually is clear whether
Parrington likes or dislikes the subjects he discusses and that these likes and
dislikes are generally determined by whether or not a subject held liberal
ideas.* In The Colonial Mind Parrington obviously likes Roger Williams,
Sam Adams, and Thomas Jefferson and dislikes the Mathers and Gover-
nor Hutchinson. In The Romantic Revolution he obviously likes William
Gilmore Simms, Abraham Lincoln, William Ellery Channing, and Ralph
Waldo Emerson and dislikes John Marshall, Fisher Ames, and Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow. In The Beginnings of Critical Realism he obviously
likes Walt Whitman and Henry George and dislikes General Ulysses Grant
and Thomas Bailey Aldrich.

There are several figures in each volume, however, whose personality
and political or economic philosophy, religious views, or literary work
Parrington dislikes but whom he nevertheless admires because they had the
ability to think abstractly, astutely supported their convictions in the face of
changing circumstances and public criticism, and were genuinely commit-
ted to a cause or a system of belief even though that cause or belief was
under attack. A simple classification based on evident like or dislike is in-
sufficient for explaining, for example, how Parrington can criticize the fail-
ings in both John Adams’s and John C. Calhoun’s political beliefs but
compare the two men favorably and praise them for having a firm grasp on
abstract political theory. Nor is it sufficient for explaining how he can call
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Jonathan Edwards a theological anachronism but express admiration for
the intellectual qualities that enabled him to write Freedom of the Will; or
for explaining why Edgar Allan Poe deserves to be called “the first of our
artists and the first of our critics” but contributed nothing to the develop-
ment of the democratic tradition in American literature; or for explaining
why, despite his conservative prejudices, James Fenimore Cooper was so
deeply troubled by the failures of democracy. Nor is it sufficient for explain-
ing how he could oppose Daniel Webster’s rigid constitutional legalism yet
sympathetically describe him as a broken man whose potentially brilliant
career foundered on the issue of slavery, or for explaining how the House of
Adams could nurture both the finest flowers of eighteenth-century New En-
gland and the most perceptive critics of early twentieth-century society. In
more personal terms, it is not even sufficient for explaining how Parrington
could be strongly influenced by J. Allen Smith, then later call him the epit-
ome of the naive first phase of Progressivism.?

These instances suggest that Parrington was an open-minded critic who
could set aside his personal biases to evaluate a figure’s life and work. He
developed a methodology that allowed him to treat literary artists and po-
litical, theological, and economic thinkers similarly by classifying them
according to a shared style of mind rather than by vocation or ideologi-
cal categories.

In his early years, studying under Lewis Gates at Harvard and on into his
University of Oklahoma career, Parrington was influenced by French critic
Hippolyte Taine. In his History of English Literature {translated into En-
glish in 1871), Taine applied current evolutionary thinking to explain the
origins of writers’ ideas, attributing them to heredity and environment. This
deterministic scheme of interpreting a writer and his work as keys to “race,
surroundings, and epoch” causes one to search for representative men who
embody the prevailing spirit of their age. But such a method cannot account
for variation from the type or from what is judged the dominant social and
political ethos. In Main Currents the figures Parrington considered original
thinkers, those who made the most outstanding contributions to American
cultural life and political theory, were by definition not representative. Nor
could they embody the spirit of their age, for such an internalization of pre-
vailing norms would prevent the attainment of a detached, critical perspec-
tive on cultural and political development.

The preceding chapter illustrated how the portraits in Volume 2 could be
categorized according to the typology that R. W. B. Lewis employs in The
American Adam. Parrington sometimes likes and admires, sometimes dis-
likes and castigates, figures who express attitudes that allow them to be
placed, albeit hypothetically, wholly within either Lewis’s Party of Hope or
Party of Memory. But of the figures in Main Currents who profoundly la-
bored to reconcile older cultural and political ideals with newer challenges
to those ideals, none can be said to belong wholly to either the parties of
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Hope or Memory. Rather, their quizzical stance toward the direction of
American development or their dismay at finding themselves living in a
world their background unsuited them for or, in the case of imaginative au-
thors, their problems in finding the proper form to express the desired con-
tent, serve to make them candidates for a Party of Irony.

Parrington did not articulate a system of classification like Lewis’s, but
he worked with a more varied cultural array and a longer time span. It is
more in accord with Parrington’s explicit statements about his subjects to
classify the scholars, critics, skeptics, and thoughtful authors who might be
included in the Party of Irony as intellectuals. A focus on intellectuals not
only entails a more sophisticated scheme of classification than the like-
dislike approach and allows Parrington to treat, say, a political figure like
Franklin, a religious figure like Channing, and a novelist like Howells as
significant contributors to American thought. It also elucidates the appar-
ently multiple and shifting connotations Parrington gives to such terms as
idealism, romanticism, and realism.

In The Colonial Mind, romanticism—which Parrington primarily at-
tributes to the impact of French revolutionary thinking on American polit-
ical theory and to the impact of the native American environment on
nineteenth-century economic practices—is absent as a key term. Absolut-
ism, idealism, and realism are the three key terms that characterize the dom-
inant voices in the political debate issuing in the creation of the republic.
Here realism (or, more correctly, the potential for realism) is the synthesis of
the conflict between the absolutism inherent in the older theories and past
experience of Puritan theocrats, Whigs and Tories, and English-inspired
thinkers and the idealism inherent in newer theories and present experience
of Congregationalists, revolutionaries, and French-inspired thinkers. As a
result, the intellectuals in Volume 1 do not so much transcend these three
terms and the ideological attitudes they symbolize as they unify, in their
realistic style of thought, both the idealistic and absolutistic positions.

Idealism, romanticism, and realism are the three terms that characterize
the dominant voices in the debate that forms the dynamic structural basis of
Volume 2. For Parrington, the true intellectual does not adhere to entirely
romantic, realistic, or idealistic attitudes toward the nature of man, political
and economic institutions, or the fabric of culture. Instead, the true intel-
lectual transcends these three attitudes by tempering his romantic hopes for
human betterment with a realistic appraisal of human history and potential
in light of an idealistic theory of government that will ensure a just and
equalitarian political and economic system.

In Volume 3 Parrington gives this transcendent intellectual blend a
name—critical realism. Yet, as indicated by the difference between the titles
of the second and third volumes (The Romantic Revolution in America and
The Beginnings of Critical Realism in America), the development of the crit-
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ical realism position entails a lessening of romantic optimism and an
increasing sense of skepticism, pessimism, and irony about human nature,
institutions, and culture.*

The Colonial Mind, 1620—1800

The first portrait in The Colonial Mind illustrates Volume 1’s critical idiom
as well as the salient characteristics of Parrington’s definition of an intel-
lectual. John Cotton is classed with John Winthrop as one of the “chief
stewards of theocracy” and the epithet applied to him is “priest.” But it
is not the priest, the role that subsumed his later years after 1637, in John
Cotton that Parrington seeks to explain in his ten-page portrait. Rather, he
is attracted by Cotton’s intellectual qualities, their sources, and their poten-
tial to change him from an open-minded scholar into a blind defender of the
theocracy.

In the portrait Parrington first tells why he has chosen to describe Cot-
ton: he was “the most authoritative representative in New England of the
ideal of priestly stewardship.” The choice is based on Cotton as the repre-
sentative embodiment of an ideal. Then Parrington undertakes his restor-
ative task as a historian: “It is not easy today to judge fairly the life and
work of John Cotton. No adequate biography has been written, and his
dreams and aspirations lie forgotten in the grave of lost causes and forgot-
ten faiths. But to the Boston freeman of his own day, Master John Cotton
was a very great man.””?

Next he outlines Cotton’s features, first drawing attention to heredity
and environment: “Of excellent family and sound university training, he
was both a notable theologian and a courteous gentleman.” Before describ-
ing Cotton’s contributions to New England, Patrington devotes two and a
half pages to his personality and identity as a scholar, at the outset writing
that “from the hour when he entered Trinity College, Cambridge, at the age
of thirteen, to his death in 1652, he was a bookman, and in sheer bulk of
acquisition probably no man of his time outdid him. In Cotton Mather’s
judgment he was ‘a most universal scholar, and a living system of the lib-
eral arts, and a walking library’ 6 Not only did the conservative Cotton
Mather respect him, but also the liberal Roger Williams, whose principles
Cotton would so roundly refute in The Way of the Congregational
Churches Cleared. Parrington attributes Cotton’s appeal to his character,
which was manifested in his visage and bearing:

Good men were drawn to him by his sweetness of temper, and evil men were
overawed by his venerable aspect. He seems to have been an altogether lovable
person, with white hair framing a face that must have been nobly chisled, gentle-
voiced, courteous, tactful, by nature “a tolerant man” who placidly bore with a
dissentient and gladly discovered a friend in an antagonist.
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In addition, “however much he loved cloistered scholarship,” Cotton’s
priestly role and eloquent preaching kept him in vital contact with his pa-
rishioners and thus “the immediate source of his great influence was the
spoken rather than the written word.” He was also well-known and es-
teemed in England, shining “as an intellectual light at the university”” and
counting as his friends Cromwell and other Puritan gentlemen and political
figures.”

Yet Cotton had his faults. Ironically, they seem to be an outcome of his
strengths, being related to his tolerant, scholarly nature. “His quiet yielding
before opposition suggests that he may have been given to opportunism,”
and “‘his fondness for intellectual subtleties” prompted his grandson to catl
him “ ‘a most excellent casuist.” ” Both of these traits were unfortunately
reinforced by “his daily contact with narrow-minded and intolerant men”
and “gave an unhappy bias to his later career.” So Parrington singles out
Cotton’s Boston environment as the cause of the pitiable process by which
“the priest . . . overcame the intellectual.”®

Clearly, these environmental pressures were strong, for in addition to be-
ing a charismatic preacher and a respected English gentleman, he had “an
openminded curiosity that made him receptive to new ideas and tempted
him to play with doctrines that were intolerable to his bigoted associates.
It was possibly this native sympathy with free speculation that drew him
into the camp of Mistress Hutchinson with her doctrine of inner light.”®
Interestingly, Parrington gives a psychological explanation for how Cot-
ton’s “openminded curiosity” and “native sympathy with free speculation”
were hindered by his Boston environment and put into the service of casu-
istry. Cotton “was not a man to persecute and to harry, nor was he one to
stand in isolated opposition to associates whom he respected.” He yielded
to the judgment of men such as Endicott and Dudley in the Hutchinson
case, in the first whippings of the Quakers, and in urging the death penalty
for King Philip’s son and “the enslavement of the remnant of Philip’s tribe.”
On this point, Parrington approvingly quotes James Truslow Adams’s eval-
uation that although Cotton had ““a broader mind and wider vision than
any of the other clergy of the colony, he had not the courage to stand alone,
beyond a certain point.” After citing these explanations and charges, Par-
rington writes a passage that iluminates much of his own character as well
as his empathy with the dilemma Cotton faced as a result of the conflicting
claims of his personality, his scholarly predisposition, and his role in the
theocracy:

An apologist—and whoever has felt the charm of John Cotton’s personality
easily becomes an apologist—will perhaps find some grounds of excuse for his
later position. He was in an unhappy position. He was ill at ease in his mind, and
his frequent tacking in the face of adverse winds was characteristic of the intel-
lectual who sees all sides of the question.*®
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But Parrington knows that empathy is an insufficient defense of Cotton’s
acts and looks beyond Cotton’s “frequent tacking”—and beyond his admi-
rable personal and intellectual qualities—for another clue to Cotton’s
change of mind. Switching his own role from sympathetic biographer,
Parrington writes that “the historian, however, will seek a more adequate
explanation in the roots of his environment.” At this point Parrington be-
gins, appropriately, to focus on Cotton’s social thought, and the concluding
seven pages of the portrait are devoted to describing Cotton’s contributions
to the theocracy and how they reflect the twin claims of his theological
training and his political experience in England before coming to America

at age forty-six. Parrington argues:

The idealism of John Cotton was the fruit of his training, and his theocratic
dreams were conditioned by the facts that he was both a Calvinist and a Caro-
linian gentleman. The fusion of these two influences resulted in the unique po-
litical theory of an ethical aristocracy, consecrated to moral stewardship in the
state. A lifelong student of Calvin’s Institutes, he found there a system of social
organization that responded to every demand of the theologian and the
aristocrat.””

Cotton’s conception of a “Presbyterian Bible commonwealth” run by el-
ders who were “‘responsible to God for the spiritual well-being of the peo-
ple” was antithetical to “the doctrine of unlimited popular sovereignty,”
which was based on a democratic belief in natural rights. Nevertheless,
such a conception had revolutionary social implications, for it “would
substitute an aristocracy of the Saints for the landed aristocracy, and refash-
ion society upon ethical rather than economic lines.” Although Cotton’s
primary duty was “to assist the magistrates in checking the dangerous
drift towards a democratic organization of church and state, which the
new environment encouraged; and to defend the theocratic ideal against all
critics,” Parrington insists that the ethical basis of a theocracy was a “ne-
gation of the principle of hereditary aristocracy” as well as “the negation
of democracy.” Thus “it must be set down in John Cotton’s accounts that
he discouraged the transplanting of English aristocracy to the soil of
Massachusetts.”**

It may seem strange to see John Cotton enlisted in the camp of Hamil-
tonian critics and to see Parrington defend an opponent of democracy. But
it is characteristic for him to evaluate whether his subjects contributed any-
thing to the development of liberalism, and in Parrington’s view, Cotton
did. Yet he did so at great personal cost, for ultimately his defense of the-
ocracy and Presbyterian principles against English critics caused him to
cdose his once open mind to the Congregational principles expressed by
Roger Williams and to the Antinomian implications of his own teachings.

In concluding the portrait, Parrington comments on how Cotton reacted
to the social upheaval in England that was “threatening to submerge, not
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only Presbyterianism, but the very social order in which he had been nur-
tured.” Again giving a psychological explanation for Cotton’s actions, he
writes: “How easy it is for good men, in presence of the new and strange,
to draw back in timid reaction; and failing to understand or fearing for
their prestige, to charge upon the new and strange a host of evils that exist
only in their panic imaginations!”” Because he appreciates Cotton’s personal
qualities, his intellectual capacity and potential, the effects of his aristo-
cratic English background on his political and social sympathies, and his
ethical idealism that helped prevent the creation of a landed aristocracy in
the New World, Parrington is generous in his final estimation of Cotton’s
reputation. He cites the prevailing spirit of the age as the causative factor in
swaying Cotton toward intolerance of new ideas in his later years:

For this the age was more to blame than the man. It was no fault of Jobn Cot-
ton’s that he was the child of a generation reared under the shadow of absolut-
ism, fearful of underling aggression, unable to comprehend the excellence
inhering in democratic faith. He reasoned according to his light; and if he rather
too easily persuaded himself that the light which shined to him was the single
divine light, he proved himself thereby an orthodox Puritan if not a catholic
thinker."?

Cotton’s portrait has been described at length because it so well illus-
trates the features of Parrington’s definition of an intellectual and his role,
providing a model by which nearly all of the other portraits in Main Cur-
rents can be evaluated. Those features may be summarized as follows:

1. John Cotton was a scholar, a bookman.

2. He did not cloister himself but participated in the life of the commu-
nity; that is, he was an active scholar.

3. He was open, at least in his earlier years, to new ideas and tolerant of
differing opinions.

4. Evenin his later years, he was an idealist and astutely defended ethical
principles in the face of opposition.

5. He underwent a period of intellectual change necessitated by a crisis
that threatened his career.

6. He was a child of his age—in this case, an age of absolutism—ryet
contributed at least one liberalizing idea that would later serve the devel-
opment of democracy in America.

7. He was unable to stand apart from his narrow-minded Boston envi-
ronment, but he knew what it was to challenge the existing order, for he
had abandoned his aristocratic background and promising career in En-
gland and removed to America.

8. His insight into the course of American development was informed by
his knowledge of revolutionary English social and political changes. His Eu-
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ropean experience thereby gave him a cosmopolitan perspective on Amer-
ican experience which prevented him from becoming narrowly provincial in
his thinking.

9. Because he lived in both England and Massachusetts, he literally lived
in both an old world and a new world. Then, in the new world, he wit-
nessed the order he had helped create being challenged by new ideas and
shaped by the new environment. Thus, he twice experienced a sense of
“dwelling between worlds.”

Once these major features are abstracted from Cotton’s portrait, Cotton
begins to resemble Vernon Parrington, especially the Parrington portrayed
in the 1918 “Autobiographical Sketch.” Although Parrington does not
call himself an intellectual in the sketch, he does apply the term six times to
Cotton. The portraits are similar because the painter sees 2 kindred style of
mind in his subject. These similarities may be enumerated point by point:

1. Parrington was certainly a scholar and a bookman. An avid reader
since boyhood, he pursued his education in the library stacks, not only at
Emporia and Harvard but also at Washington, reading voluminously in
preparation for writing Main Currents.

2. An inspiring, innovative, and engaging teacher throughout his adult
life, he was no armchair philosopher but an active scholar in the Emerso-
nian mold described in the “American Scholar” (1837).

3. In the first thirty-seven years of his life he made the transition-—some-
times painfully—from farm life to small town life to Cambridge; from
country boy to the Judge’s son to college professor; from nominal Repub-
lican to political radical; from Protestant pietism to late nineteenth-century
aestheticism to early twentieth-century Progressivism.

4. His succession of American literature courses at the University of
Washington during the last two decades of his life indicates a remarkable
facility for amassing new material and new ideas, yet this process was
guided by his idealistic conception of democratic theory and the way art
can affect people’s lives.

5. His experience of being fired at the University of Oklahoma led di-
rectly to his entry into “the field of modern social thought through the
avenue of art.”

6. This entry, signified most dramatically by the publication of Main
Currents, was made possible in part because he was born in an age of ex-
ploitation and came to intellectual maturity in an age of increasing doubt
and uncertainty about the value of progress.

-. Parrington knew well the price and the gain of standing apart, having
been an outsider at Harvard because of the socially and intellectually
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cramping effects of his Kansas origins. Later, his approach to American lit-
erature and to American ideas would set him outside of traditional aca-
demic boundaries and methods.

8. His 1903—4 European grand tour convinced him that a cross-cultural
perspective was essential to understanding American political, economic,
cultural, and institutiona! development. The tour was supplemented by his
cross-disciplinary interest in painting, architecture, modern languages, and
the whole Anglo-American literary tradition. Clearly, he was no narrow ac-
ademic but sought to be an intellectual cosmopolitan.

9. Having lived in the Midwest, in Cambridge, and in the Pacific North-
west, Parrington was sensitive to the differing geographic “worlds” within
America. But most important, he felt that he belonged to a transitional
intellectual generation, one that came to maturity at the beginning of the
Progressive Era and began the work of reforming American society only to
have the next generation that came to maturity after World War I criticize
their elders’ political ideals and cultural values. This sense of dwelling be-
tween two worlds of thought, coupled with his experiences of changing al-
legiances from art to social thought, made him acutely sensitive to other
intellectuals throughout American history who had undergone similar
experiences.

Parrington’s practice of defining the visual images of the figures he dis-
cusses in Main Currents lends itself to his task as a biographer to personify
and revivify his subjects and to his task as a historian to restore and clarify
reputations. It is almost as if he is dusting off an old painting, squinting to
discover the personality behind the cracked and faded canvas. The visual
component in Main Currents is the reflection of Parrington’s long and lively
interest in painting, in architecture, in prose style, and in poetry (where
images and symbols are inextricably linked with denotative meaning). Par-
rington, however, pulls back from “the charm of Cotton’s personality” to
resume his task of defining Cotton’s ideas, as if he were in a gallery and
stepped away from a painting to gain another, more objective perspective
and to consider it in the context of the rest of the exhibition.

Until Benjamin Franklin’s portrait appears, all of the figures in Volume
1 are religious Puritans and/or were born in England. After Franklin, the
sphere of an intellectual’s activity shifts to the political and cultural life of
the colonies and then that of the new nation. As a result, the way in which
an intellectual stands apart and challenges or critically surveys American
experience changes from a religious to a secular context, as more avenues of
career and social identification open, concomitant with American develop-
ment. In addition, for an intellectual to gain European experience and fa-
miliarity with the European origins of American ideas, he could not rely
on the accident of birth but must either physically visit Europe, as Franklin
did, or be well read in European political theory, as John Adams was. If 2
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person did neither of these things (and the second is the more important),
in Parrington’s opinion he or she remained intellectually limited and nar-
rowly provincial.

Franklin’s and Adams’s portraits illustrate, in different ways, the limita-
tions of the realistic style of mind uninformed by idealism about human na-
ture. Franklin is called “an intellectual cosmopolitan” whose “mind from
early youth to extreme old age was curiously open and free,” but “by tem-
perament he was what we should call today a sociologist. He cared little for
abstract reasoning, but much for social betterment.” Though Parrington
states at the portrait’s beginning that “the Calvinism in which he was bred
left not the slightest trace upon him; and the middle-class world from which
he emerged did not narrow his mind to its petty horizons,” in the end he
observes that “a man who is less concerned with the golden pavements of
the City of God than that the cobblestones on Chestnut Street in Philadel-
phia should be well and evenly laid . . . does not reveal the full measure of
human aspiration.” He was not a great thinker, but “he proved himself a
great and useful man.” In contrast, John Adams “in spite of his dogmatism
and inconsistencies . . . remains the most notable political thinker—with
the possible exception of John C. Calhoun—among American statesmen.”
Parrington compares him to Samuel Johnson, stating that he “was an un-
compromising realist who refused to be duped by fine dreams or humani-
tarian panaceas; he was much given to throwing cold water on the hope of
social regeneration through political agencies.” Yet Parrington also ascribes
to Adams’s “excellent qualities of mind and heart. ... . A stubborn intellec-
tual independence and a vigorous assertiveness” and praises him for “his
refusal to hunt with the pack,” a trait resulting in unpopularity.*

As in John Winthrop’s case, both Franklin and Adams are too involved
with affairs of state to be true intellectuals. But neither would suffer the fate
of Cotton Mather, who let his once inquisitive mind become circumscribed
by the boundaries of old Boston. Unlike his father, Increase, Cotton Mather
failed to be enlarged by contact with European political ideas. This failure
was not offset by his membership in the Royal Society or his scientific
achievements. He did not know what it meant to dwell between worlds but
was subsumed by his environment and by the absolutistic spirit of his age.
When he closed his study windows to the fresh breezes of current thought
(which were liberalizing and realistic), his mind turned inward and, in
Parrington’s judgment, he became a grotesque caricature of a scholar, a
psychological aberration interested only in psychological aberrations.”

Between John Cotton’s and Cotton Mather’s contrasting styles of
mind—that is, between those who come close to fulfilling all nine of the
features abstracted from Cotton’s portrait and those who fail, for various
reasons, to fulfill the most critical features (numbers 4, §, and 6 are vari-
ables that are not always significant)—most of the rest of the figures in
Main Currents can be ranged. There is, however, one crucial exception. In
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the case of creative writers, Parrington modifies his stipulations that an in-
tellectual be an active scholar involved in the life of the community or in
affairs of state and that he be open to European political ideas. Thus there
are two categories of intellectuals in Main Currents: religious, political, and
economic thinkers whose social thought is directed toward the idealistic
betterment (in their view, for this category includes conservatives as well as
liberals) of American society and government; and artists whose creative
work may reflect daily experience and ideas but whose creativity must be
nurtured by detachment and whose work must be firmly rooted in native
grounds and not in European themes and locales.

If Parrington’s requirements for artists seem to indicate a surprising
streak of aesthetic formalism, they also echo how he differentiated between
literature expressly written as propaganda and literature originating in a
love of beauty in his 1917 essay “Economics and Criticism.” If Parrington’s
requirements that religious, political, and economic thinkers be well read in
European theory places more weight on the autonomy of ideas than a strict
application of an economic interpretation of history seems to allow, they
also support his announcement in the Introduction to Volume 1 that “the
child of two continents, America can be explained in its significant traits by
neither alone.”*¢

The first full-fledged portrait of a writer in Main Currents is of Philip
Freneau. The life and career of this “poet of two revolutions” illustrates
how Parrington modifies his general definition of an intellectual in the case
of artists. The portrait opens with the statement: “It is fitting that our first
outstanding poet should have been a liberal.” Then Parrington identifies po-
litical liberalism with idealism, observing: “The idealist has always seen
deeper into the spirit of America than the realist, and been less complacent
with halfway achievement. And it is equally fitting that his idealism should
have got him into trouble with the dominant group of his generation.”*”
Unlike John Cotton, Freneau was not afraid “to persecute and to harry” the
exponents of authority in “the dominant group of his generation,” nor was
he an aristocrat. Rather, he believed that “if government were truly democ-
ratized, if it concerned itself with realities, serving the people in the homely
affairs and common needs of everyday life, there would be no need of aris-
tocratic ceremonial.” Comparing Freneau to Tom Paine, Parrington iden-
tifies idealism with realism, claiming that “Freneau was an idealist, with his
head full of ideas which to practical men were only silly French notions;
and yet the idealist, in this matter of res publica, was the true realist.””*®
Thus Freneau unifies the three key terms of Volume 1 by combating the ab-
solutism of the Federalists with an idealistic belief in a democratic, and
therefore realistic, conception of the political state. In contrast, John Cotton
could be said to have combated the democratic realism of the Congrega-
tionalists with his idealistic belief in an aristocratic, and therefore absolu-
tistic, conception of the religious state.
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Like Cotton, though, Freneau’s life and career were divided into two ma-
jor phases. In the first, such poems as *“The Rising Glory of America” were
written which supported the aims of the leaders—Adams, Hamilton, and
Washington—of the Revolution of 1776. But after the Revolution of 1793
in France, Freneau parted company with the Federalists and became a
Jacobin. This act ruined his reputation, not only because he held ideas an-
tithetical to the dominant group but also because he began to express them
in journalistic prose as the editor of the National Gazette, the rival liberal
alternative to Hamilton’s Federalist organ, the United States Gazette."?

Of this second phase, Parrington comments that Freneau’s literary ac-
tivity “was remarkable. Songs and odes and satires came from his ready
pen in unending stream, eager, cutting, vibrant with feeling.” The stimulus
to this activity came from two sources: the French uprising and a two-year
sojourn, begun in 1775, in the West Indies and followed by voyages about
the islands and along the American coast. During his removal from New
York, he “was free to cultivate the romantic strain of poetry that was strong
in him.” But a period of stagnation soon followed upon his return, for “the
spirit of romantic poetry was deadened by an unsympathetic environment.”
Then the French uprising occurred, and Freneau decided that “If he could
not be a poet to America he would enlist in the army of democracy. . . . So
Freneau enthusiastically joined with Paine and Jefferson in the partisan
labor of spreading the new faith.”*°

Like John Cotton, Freneau was open to European ideas and achieved a
cosmopolitan perspective on American culture. Parrington approvingly
writes that “if fresh fuel had not been brought from overseas to kindle anew
his social enthusiasms, it is likely that he would have drifted into a stale
and unprofitable old age.” But no matter how sympathetic Parrington is to
Freneau’s political beliefs and admiring of his service in conveying French
democratic ideals through the National Gazette and through poetry dealing
with political figures and topics, in his final evaluation he criticizes Freneau
for abandoning his role as poet and turning partisan during both phases of
his career.

Toward the beginning of the portrait, Parrington had claimed:

The chief desire of Freneau’s life was to be a poet, and if the country bad not been
turmoiled by revolution, doubtless he would have been content to “live unpro-
moted and write poems.” But revolution and not poetry was the serious business
of the age, and he chose to have a hand in that business. . . . He had only to stand
apart from the turmoil, refusing to soil his hands with politics, and cultivate his
faculty for verse, to have made himself the indisputable founder of American po-
etry. He was endowed with a romantic imagination and love of natural beauty,
a generation before the romantic revival, and he might well have become a no-
table contributor to that revival.

But he refused to stand apart.
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As a result, “his place in American letters was fixed by a Federalistic ver-
dict,” based on his role as a democratic journalist. Thus Parrington’s task as
a historian is to restore Freneau’s reputation as a poet, a task that had been
impossible because “only within recent years has a collected edition of his
poems been accessible, and his prose writings still remain buried in news-
paper files.”**

In concluding the portrait, Parrington writes that instead of becoming a
notable poet, Freneau can most accurately be judged, like Paine and Jeffer-
son and Franklin, as ““a notable American.” That is no small achievement,
but it was attained at both personal and professional cost.

After all, the poet in Freneaun was deeper than the partisan. Despite his con-
viction that a sordid America cared nothing for poetry . . . his love of beauty was
never killed nor the spring of poetic creation dried up. . . . His life was bitter and
turbulent, cast in a bitter and turbulent age; yet he found some grains of comfort
in the contemplation of nature and the exercise of the poet’s craft. . . . If he was
not a great poet whom all the critics praise, he loved beauty and served it in a
careless world among an indifferent people, and it ill becomes America to forget
his contribution or deny him some portion of the honor that has fallen gener-
ously to others no more deserving.**

If the scholarly John Cotton had turned liberal journalist, Parrington would
have praised him. But when an artist like Freneau enters into public affairs
and, under the influence of European ideas, writes upon political topics,
Parrington accuses him of abandoning his proper role, for subjugating the
call of beauty to a partisan call to ideological arms. As in Cotton’s case, the
age is more to blame than the man for this shift in roles. Both men dwelt
between changing intellectual worlds, but neither one could stand far
enough apart from those changes to achieve a transcendent, ironic perspec-
tive on them and thus both were subsumed by their environments and the
prevailing spirits of their ages.

Of the other two writers considered along with Freneau in the “French
Group,” Joel Barlow suffers a similar fate. Barlow is praised for being “a
thoroughgoing radical in economics and politics” and an intellectual cos-
mopolitan, but he was “no innovator in polite literature,” letting the “he-
roic note in the vein of a political pamphleteer” play havoc with the poetry
of The Columbiad. In contrast, Hugh Henry Brackenridge escaped subju-
gating art to politics in Modern Chivalry. Brackenridge had collaborated
with Freneau on “The Rising Glory of America,” but in his later years he
remained “a free-lance critic, independent in thought and act . . . no vocif-
erous party or class advocate given to enlisting God on his side.” In addi-
tion, unlike Barlow and his stultifying use of the grand style, “he is a
refreshing person to come upon after one is satiated with the heroic.”*3

One clue to Brackenridge’s success is that, unlike Freneau and Cotton,
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he refused to howl with the pack. A stout and unrepentant democrat, he was no
visionary to shut his eyes to unpleasant facts lest they disturb his faith. As he
considered the turbulent confusions of an America in rough process of democ-
ratization, he saw the evils as clearly as the hope, and it amused him to satirize
those evils after the manner of Don Quixote.**

Another clue is that he “had become a thorough Westerner with a fresh
point of view.” As a judge, traveling “among the stump fields of his Penn-
sylvania circuit he was equally removed from the cynicism of Hamilton and
the romanticism of Barlow.” Though he was educated in the East at Prince-
ton, from his western, outsider’s vantage point, he was able to aim Modern
Chivalry’s satire “primarily at backwoods shortcomings, but with an eye
that kept turning towards the older settlements to scrutinize their equal
shortcomings.” In this respect, Brackenridge can be seen as anticipating the
work of Cooper and other figures in Volume 2 who were troubled by Jack-
sonian equalitarianism but were committed to the ideal of democracy. By
being able to see clearly both the evils and the hope as America underwent
the “rough process of democratization” and by finding a balance between
form, style, and content in his creative work,>S Brackenridge becomes the
first artistic candidate for the Party of Irony in Main Currents. Fittingly, his
portrait is the last to appear in Volume 1.

The Romantic Revolution in America, 1800—1860

Throughout The Romantic Revolution, the idealistic figure and romantic
spirit of Thomas Jefferson are the criteria by which Parrington evaluates his
subjects’ political ideas. The central problem in Volume 2, however, is
whether that brand of idealism and romanticism can be realistically
achieved. Parrington’s concern with the intellectual’s style of mind colors
his portrait of Jefferson as much as his concern with Jefferson’s political
principles. The techniques by which Parrington evaluated John Cotton are
brought into play in this passage:

From the distingnished group of contemporary political thinkers Jefferson
emerges as the preeminent intellectual, widely read, familiar with ideas, at home
in the field of speculation, a critical observer of men and manners. All his life he
was a student, and his devotion to his books, running often to fifteen hours a day,
recalls the heroic zeal of the Puritan scholars. He was trained in the law, but he
was too much the intellectual, too curious about all sorts of things, to remain a
lawyer. For such a man the appeal of political speculation was irresistible, and
early in life he began a wide reading in the political classics that far outweighed
Coke and Blackstone in creative influence on his mind. He was equally at home
with the English liberals of the seventeenth century and the French liberals of the
eighteenth. . . . [H]e judged old world theory in the light of its applicability to
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existing American conditions, and restrained his love of speculation by immedi-
ate practical considerations. The man of affairs kept a watchful eye on the phi-
losopher in his study.*

Although Jefferson’s changes of mind did not have the effect, as Cotton’s
did, of buttressing an outworn order, he did suffer reversals of reputation
and knew what it was to dwell between worlds. Parrington explains that
Jefferson was “apparently inconsistent, changing his program with the
changing times,” seeming

to his enemies devoid of principle. . . . One of the most bitterly hated and greatly
loved men in the day when love and hate were intense, he was the spokesman of
the new order at a time of transition from a dependent monarchical state, to an
independent republican state. Back of the figure of Jefferson, with his aristocratic
head set on a plebian frame, was the philosophy of a new age and a new
people.*”

Concurrent with the changes from volume to volume in the critical idiom
of Main Currents is a transformed possibility for the intellectual’s role.
None of the changes in critical terms—from absolutism, idealism, realism
to romanticism, idealism, realism to critical realism and pessimism and
irony—affects the nine features abstracted from John Cotton’s portrait or
the two modifications from artists abstracted from Philip Freneau’s por-
trait. Three portraits—one from each of the regions demarcating Volume
2’s structural divisions—will illustrate Parrington’s consistency in applying
his criteria for attaining the status of an intellectual: Poe from the South,
Cooper from the Middle East, and Webster from New England.

Particularly since the appearance of The Liberal Imagination, Par-
rington’s treatment of Poe has been served up as evidence of his disregard in
Main Currents for the aesthetic, the belletristic, in favor of the didactic, the
realistic. Fortunately, a focus on intellectuals helps to collapse this distinc-
tion, to offer a rebuttal to Trilling’s estimation of Parrington’s sensibility as
artistically reductive and politically programmatic.®

The portrait of Poe may well have been seized upon as evidence of
Parrington’s disregard of belles lettres simply because it is shorter (two and
a half pages) than the typical portrait (ten to twelve pages) in Main Cur-
rents. The length is not an indication, however, of Parrington’s knowledge
of or interest in Poe. He imitated Poe’s techniques in his Harvard short
story ““The House of Memoire.” He was slated to give the 1892 commence-
ment address at the College of Emporia on the influence of Edgar Allen Poe
on contemporary literature. He incorporated Poe in his literature courses
regularly at the University of Washington from at least 1912 onward. And
he included a Poe section in “The Democratic Spirit in American Letters™
that is close in tone to that in Main Currents. The closing paragraph is
instructive:
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