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Why “American” Political Thought?

American political thought has always experienced something of an identity
crisis. One could argue that American political thought is nothing more than
the American variant of canonical political theory—an inquiry concerned
with political issues like freedom, equality, community, rights, justice, the
role of the state and form of government, or representation. For this reason, it
brings nothing especially unique to our understanding of politics and should
instead be studied as a subset of the Western tradition of political thought.

Another plausible criticism is that the American political tradition is
unexceptional in its anti-philosophical nature and preoccupation with the
practice of politics. Western political theorists like Plato, Aristotle, Augustine,
Machiavelli, Hobbes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and de Beauvoir would
pore over the validity of the premises they were attempting to prove, dedicating
pages upon pages to counterarguments and counterfactuals. Many of the
great American political theorists like Madison, Hamilton, Adams, Jefferson,
and Lincoln were students of this tradition who applied it to the practice of
statecraft, concerned with the science, administration, and institutions of
politics—how to deal with the concrete problems of majority rule, minority
rights, social conflict, political corruption, and how to institutionalize the
rule of law. With the notable exception perhaps of John Adams (2003), their
political theory came not from treatises on politics but from letters, speeches
and the occasional essay. Thomas Paine’s (1995) Common Sense—a political
pamphlet—is the quintessential example of the “American style.” To be sure,
even what many writers agree is the core and unique American contribution to
philosophy—the pragmatist writings of William James, Charles Sanders Pierce,
John Dewey, and George Santayana—is still anti-philosophical in its argument
for prioritizing process over abstract argument, means over ends and allowing
outcomes in the real world to inform action (Lacey 2008). Philosophy must
stand for more, critics argue, than Benjamin Franklin’s admonition to consider
things valuable only for their utility, eschewing consideration of intrinsic value.

Still others might say that American political thought’s limited boundary—
somewhere on the spectrum between liberalism and civic republicanism—entails



what Daniel Boorstin (1953) called a genuine lack of creative, oppositional
thinking. Liberalism is more individualistic, concerned with personal freedom
and preserving the separation between private and public life (Hartz 1991
[1955]), whereas civic republicanism is concerned with active participation
in politics, the common good, public virtue, self-sacrifice, and selfless political
rule (Wood 1969). Yet, neither tradition sufficiently questions things like the
legitimacy of capitalism, private property and rule based in political repre-
sentation by political elites. On this view, the American political tradition,
like the general culture of which it is part, is really a debate about a limited
set of questions.

In short, it has been said that American political thought is not really an
independent tradition, or that it is derivative, second-rate and not rich; as such
it doesn’t deserve extensive study. We disagree. American political thought is
unique in the Western tradition precisely because it takes seriously and often
assumes as organic the link between politics and philosophy while taking
incredibly seriously the idea of “the political.” It is unique because it arguably
offers the most sustained meditation on the idea and validity of liberalism
and democracy, because it is preoccupied with the questions of agency and
power, because it is often saturated with an almost indefensible and per-
plexing, even if problematic, spirit of optimism and unwavering faith
in progress—and the attendant feelings of hope and possibility it conjures—
what Louis Hartz famously called “the storybook truth about American
history” (Hartz 1991 [1955], 3). It often reflects a unique and problematic
sense of both origins and of national destiny.

Yet even if one were to accept the aforementioned objections to studying
American political thought—and we believe one shouldn’t simply discard these
objections—we think the force of these objections relies on a narrow and inac-
curate conception of the American tradition. Indeed, scholars of the American
founding have tended to privilege either a notion that an American “consensus”
exists—or focus on the unique nature of the “American experiment” in creating
the world’s first large-scale republic, and the innovations of Publius’ “science of
politics”—over more antiquated notions of a covenant and other more organic
conceptions of society—which APT scholars have long argued elevates the
American framers to the level of the great thinkers of the Western canon.

The most important example of this interpretation was Louis Hartz’s The
Liberal Tradition in America (1991 [1955]), a work that inspired a genera-
tion of “consensus” historians, who argued in grand fashion that America
was born, and would remain, a liberal society, forever delimited by Lockean
principles. While Hartz carefully noted the proto-revolutionary ambitions of
Protestant millennialism in colonial America and the “undertow” of the
“Reactionary Enlightenment,” as he coined it, in the colonial south, he
(perhaps too neatly) folded all of these illiberal counter currents into a
permanent—and static—liberal tradition.

In the decades following The Liberal Tradition, scholars began to level
strong criticisms of the Hartzian paradigm, accusing consensus historians of,
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among other things, projecting twentieth-century categories onto the eight-
eenth century as well as of leaving “a great deal of revolutionary anxiety
suspended anonymously in the air, unintegrated into the Hartzian paradigm,
yet without any counter-paradigmatic structure of its own” (Rodgers 1992,
14–15). Beginning with Robert Shalhope’s initial identification of the concept
of “republicanism” in 1972, a range of scholars argued that what animated
eighteenth-century America—and more importantly, what stirred the hopes
and passions of colonial patriots—was miles away from the Lockean world
Hartz had imagined. The most important proponents of this republican
paradigm were Bernard Bailyn (1967) and Gordon Wood (1969) who did not
deny Locke’s influence in eighteenth-century America, but instead argued
early American political thought owed more to the English radical Whig
pamphleteers who espoused the virtues of the ancient Roman republican
tradition. And so this left scholars arguing about whether America was, at
essence, a liberal or a republican regime.

In 1993, Rogers M. Smith suggested something different, that the very
roots of the American experiment (not just the rotten branches) contained
reactionary, illiberal and hierarchical ideas he referred to as “Ascriptivism.”
Enduring ones, he argued, which could not be explained away, as Hartz
would attempt to do, as “[t]he alien child in a liberal family” (Hartz 1991
[1955], 8).

In these studies, American political culture—the views that most everyday
Americans hold towards the political system and its various components—is
too often conflated with American political thought itself. Even if it is true
that most Americans across the ideological spectrum do admire capitalism,
private property, limited government, free speech, religious tolerance and
the idea of equal opportunity, this still does not mean that powerful and
intellectually coherent counter-currents have not emerged. Not all of these
counter-currents ever became entirely mainstream—though many of their
ideas have—but they have consistently offered fresh perspectives on politics
that deserve attention.

At the same time, we believe that prevailing scholarly thinking about
American political thought assumes a narrow view of American identity.
Precisely, if we take seriously the idea, for better of worse, that in the
cultural imagination America was always conceived as a future space—
of possibility, hope and dreams—and the real fact that, as Ralph Ellison
suggested, its culture in everyday life, beyond politics, was always a hod-
gepodge and mismatch of different values, styles, traditions and ways of
being (Ellison 1995, 493–523), then it makes perfect sense to study the
ideas of those thinkers and movements that were not always given
equal voice in public discourse. The irony, of course, is that the American
discourse of hope and dreams is a powerful and unwieldy instrument;
rather than simply solidify extant norms and social conditions, it can
actually subvert the meaning of them: it ultimately depends on who is
speaking.
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Alternative American Political Thought

We believe that the four traditions this book considers—African American,
radical, feminist, and conservative—not only constitute the most alternative
yet unified and coherent traditions in the American tradition throughout
American history. At the same time, we maintain that these voices, perhaps
more so than any others, have central relevance to our contemporary
moment. On the eve of the end of the first African American presidency
with Barack Obama, to the slow death of affirmative action as a political
commitment if not political possibility in many states, to the continuing
problem of disproportionate African American incarceration rates, to the
surge of police brutality against black men and women—Michael Brown,
Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Freddie Gray, and Sandra Bland—as well as the
continuing racial disparities in health, income, education and employment
opportunities, African American political thought’s reflections on justice,
freedom, equality, dignity, and democracy are relevant in a moment where
talk of post-racial America is still widespread.

In the context of a renewed attack on reproductive rights, more serious
attention than ever before on the problem of sexual violence on college
campuses, talk of gender discrimination, the embrace of “lean-in” culture in
the workplace and the continued popular degradation of the term “feminism,”
American feminist thought’s arguments about patriarchy, paternalism,
identity, and ethics sharpens our understanding of these dynamics. American
feminists also raise serious questions about the gendered elements of the
American creed—both at the country’s founding, and over time—and whether
they can be undone. And if so, by what means?

The ideas of American radicals, for their part, can help refine, provide
context for and deepen thinking about economic justice in the aftermath of
the “great recession,” the emergence of the Occupy Wall Street social
movement and neo-liberal attacks on unions and austerity measures that call
for budget-cuts for social welfare programs and education. And radicals
articulate a more forceful critique of American national security measures in
the post-9/11 world: the American “war on terror,” drone strikes and the
rise of the surveillance state.

In many ways, the past thirty years have witnessed many conservative
victories—from the successful erosion of the welfare state, to the systematic
attack on pro-choice feminism, to the critique of multiculturalism and so
called “political correctness” to the advent of conservative media. Indeed,
conservatism, arguably far more than liberalism and civic republicanism,
episodically re-emerges in a potent form, to powerfully capture the
American imagination. Although many voices in the radical, feminist and
African American traditions pose a stark conceptual challenge to con-
temporary American conservatism—and much of this volume is dedicated to
unpacking these alternative visions—conservatism, when viewed as a theo-
retical paradigm, offers important challenges to American politics that
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progressive movements calling for social justice, equality, freedom and
democracy must take seriously.

Conservative conceptions of tradition call into question the very viability
of a modern liberal state in which the Supreme Court recently guaranteed
marriage equality for all Americans in all fifty states. From their perspective,
this is not the sign of a culmination of a liberal regime’s historical errand,
but that which has sailed far off course from its traditional moorings. At the
same time, some conservatives call into question the power of instrumental
reason and rational choice in an age where unbridled capitalism continues to
exacerbate economic inequality, while others dramatize the way that religious
language—which takes seriously ideas of transcendence, idealism, spirituality,
and communion—is often a powerful antidote to, if not a superior mobilizing
force than, secular language, which emphasizes practicality, outcomes and
the rule of law.

In short, the voices we have collected here in American Political Thought: An
Alternative View—African Americans, feminists, radicals, and conservatives—
all threaten to challenge the meaning of America; but they also arguably
represent a much more accurate depiction of the depth, scope and extent of
American political ideas. In doing this they expand the boundaries of the
American tradition while providing a theoretical lens to diagnose and critique
the American political present. We unpack this argument below.

African American Political Thought

African American political thought was born in the crucible of American
slavery. Slavery degraded black bodies by transforming them into pure
sources of profit maximization and witnessed a patriarchic relationship of
white dominance and superiority and black inferiority. It also deprived
African Americans of the fruits of democratic citizenship—freedom of
speech, mobility, safety from death and cruel and unusual punishment, and,
of course, the vaunted pursuit of happiness (Davis 2003; Berlin 2003). Such
historical denial of political representation and rights, however, did not
simply lead to political quietism—as was evidenced by numerous slave
revolts, uprisings and the many free African Americans who participated in
abolitionist movements (Hahn 2005)—nor did it lead simply to a critique of
American democracy and American liberal culture (Marshall 2011; Shulman
2008; Bogues 2003).

We can, of course, theorize how African American political thinkers fit
into various traditions like liberalism, conservatism, socialism, Marxism or
feminism; just like we can study their various thoughts on tactics or strategy—
racial integration against separatism. This, however, would diminish the
unique theoretical perspective African American political thought brought to
the terms and problems of American political thought itself. To be sure, not
all African American thinkers did this; some, like the late nineteenth-century
thinker Booker T. Washington (1972, 583–588), appropriated many of the
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core ideas of uplift, self-reliance and thrift that were once popularized in the
eighteenth century by Benjamin Franklin and were receiving renewed attention
in the midst of the Gilded Age, when defenders of monopoly capitalism,
economic inequality and a limited government were relying on social-Darwinist
theories of natural selection to make their claims.

But many did. African American thinkers expand the meaning of justice.
Justice, in their view, is not simply a debate about the meaning and scope of
fairness, opportunity or a morally acceptable distribution of various social
goods. It is crucially about attending to constitutive exclusions, contra-
dictions and occlusions in the very organization of political claims and
communities. In Frederick Douglass’ speeches, especially his “What to a
Slave is the Fourth of July?” (1852), and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a
Dream” (1963), justice is as much about appreciating the notion of inclusion
of all voices, perspectives and citizens, as it is about appreciating the gap
between political principles and political realities; between the unsaid of
violence, brutality and domination, and the professed declarations of equality
and freedom. For others, like Malcolm X (Malcolm X and Haley 1987) and
Richard Wright (1940), justice—in a white supremacist society—becomes a
hegemonic tool for racial oppression; the very sheen of impartiality, reasoned
deliberation and rule-following (especially as this transpires in legal settings
like the courts, juries and judges) provides a masquerade for and helps cement
racial inequality. In a different way, for black difference feminists likes
Audre Lorde (2003) and the Combahee River Collective (2015 [1974]), in
contrast, justice involves attentiveness to the way political projects and
coalitions are themselves structured around problematic notions of inclusion
and solidarity, which suppress the reality of lived, differentially experienced
identities that are crucial to understand to achieve justice.

At the same time, African American thinkers reimagine the conditions for
political community. For David Walker, writing in his famous manifesto,
Appeal (1829), or Toni Morrison, in her novel, Beloved (1987), community
is not something that simply exists by virtue of some shared cultural identity or
set of civic commitments, but is founded through ephemeral moments through
shared social positions or through temporary acts of solidarity, which are as
powerful as they are fleeting. Central to the vision of community found in
Beloved as well as in other figures like Langston Hughes (1994 [1935]),
Maria Stewart (1987) and Sojourner Truth (2007) is often an expansive
notion of love, which names a condition of giving oneself over to the other
and the world of which they are part, in their plurality and diversity; of
maintaining an unconditional sense of openness of mind and heart toward
fellow citizens, of refusing to withdraw into a mindset of individualism
founded in rational self-interest and profit maximization.

For many African American thinkers, therefore, democracy becomes
something irreducible to equal access to voting rights or liberty; it is instead
dependent upon a notion of human flourishing, where individuals are
deemed capable of and are given ability to exercise their agency. In this
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view, democracy, then, is about maintaining receptivity to human needs,
desires, experiences; it involves humility in the face of difference and a will-
ingness to engage it, to learn from it and to appreciate it, not uncritically,
but as a perspective that requires sustained engagement, even if one that
involves vigorous disagreement, critique and skepticism. James Baldwin
models this sensibility in The Fire Next Time (1963) when he lovingly engages
white American innocents who refuse to acknowledge their complicity in
racial injustice. Understanding that genuine racial equality produces anxiety
for many whites, who find their identity and social status from white skin
identity, Baldwin calls upon them—with respect and a promise of solidarity—
to engage in this arduous task. For Angela Davis (2003), democracy requires
the refusal to accept moral apathy or to disavow those, like prisoners, who
are deemed outside the boundaries of citizenship.

Feminism and American Political Thought

Feminism in America has had a long, diverse and rich history. Feminism is
neither monolithic nor easily ideologically categorized, what the African
American feminist, bell hooks (2000), calls “feminist movement”—omitting
the proposition “the” that usually precedes the term to signify its malle-
ability and resistance to becoming a noun. But the underlying idea behind
feminism has always been its call for the freedom, equality and dignity for
those who have been gendered as women. We can say much about the real
political accomplishments of American feminist movements—the expansion
of the franchise for women, reproductive rights, rights in the workplace,
struggles against colonialism, imperialism, war, racism, homophobia and
transphobia—but equally as much could be said about feminist political
theoretical contributions to American thought.

Despite their differences, from the nineteenth-century abolitionist Sarah
Grimke’s (1988) critique of women’s preoccupation with marriage, to the
post-structuralist Judith Butler’s (1990) view of the way gender identity is
performative, American feminists have argued that the power and constraining
dimensions of gender identity comes from the way men and women adopt
and perform gendered social scripts—of how to look, dress, speak, and
behave. Culture, in their view, can function as a form of domination, even if
it can be reimagined in emancipatory ways. In doing so, American feminists
radicalized Ralph Waldo Emerson’s (2003, 175–204) argument that society
diminishes individuality; but while Emerson thought that a true, genuine self
lay hidden beneath social conventions, American feminists understood that too
often given the pervasive and unjust nature of patriarchy, adopting the socially
constructed category of women was sometimes strategically indispensible for
social flourishing.

At the same time, feminists have drawn attention to the way projects of
solidarity and collective action meant to affect positive change can become
self-subverting by becoming exclusive. Women of color, poor women, gay
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women, and trans-women do not have needs reducible to those of middle-
class white women—the primary audience of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique (2013 [1963]). The unique theoretical insight of black feminists like
Audre Lorde (2003) is this: coalition-building is not simply about developing
the right norms for communication and deliberation—as was the project of
Jürgen Habermas, in his work, The Theory of Communicative Action
(1984)—but that—as the great African American novelist, Toni Morrison
would announce so powerfully in her lecture, Playing in the Dark (1991)—
the silences, omissions and remainders that lay beneath what is being said
needed to be exposed and attended to. Only this ethical practice of decon-
structing feminist political coalitions could facilitate real and lasting change.

Another crucial political-theoretical contribution of American feminists is
the way their work helped circumvent the standard debate about freedom in
America. For early twentieth-century anarchist-feminists like Emma Goldman
(1996) and 1960s second-wave feminists like Kate Millett (2016 [1970]), the
right way to think about freedom was irreducible to whether freedom was
simply and minimally a “negative” individual protection from government—
as was argued by James Madison (2003) and William Graham Sumner
(1992)—or whether it was something more “positive,” which enabled people
to flourish and choose their own ends—a view held by John Dewey (1991
[1927]) and Jane Addams (2001).

Freedom for American feminists could not simply be measured by the
resources individuals received from government; it was fundamentally about
self and bodily possession, it was about radical agency and liberation; choice
was not simply about making a decision, but it was about individually
taking charge over one’s destiny without the say of anyone else—neither the
state, men or one’s doctor; choice was about being able to alter one’s des-
tiny according to any standard, especially those that ran contrary to social
expectations of marriage, upward mobility and heterosexual love.

American Radicalism

For many critics American radicalism represents only a minor footnote in
the history of America, reiterating what Hartz argued, that America lacked a
genuinely revolutionary tradition. Characters such as Eugene V. Debs (2014)
notwithstanding, radicalism is seen as un-American, usually inflected with a
heavy European accent. But if America—as its greatest patriots seem to
insist time and time again—is itself more an idea and ideology rather than a
geographic entity; a place where President Reagan, slightly altering the
famous words of Thomas Paine, said, “We have it in our power to make the
world over again” (Weiler and Barnett Pearce 1992, 151), then, ironically,
radicalism should find a hospitable home in America. Radicalism is about
disruption, transgression and wild non-conformity; it is often tethered to the
idea of utopia, infinite possibility and revolution. Of course, precisely for
these reasons, it has never been entirely at ease in or particularly welcomed
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in America; for radicalism is at odds with patriotism and nationalism; the
very things that engender boundaries, fixed identities, realistic expectations;
radicalism celebrates experimentation and does not recognize the boundaries
of pressing for incremental change—even as it is being decried as immature,
threatening, destructive and violent.

Radical political thought has usually centered on left-wing political
ideology while a spirit of cultural radicalism infused the 1960s hippie, free
speech, black power, anti-war and New Left movements. A common theme
in radical political thought, from socialists like Debs (2014) to anarchists like
Emma Goldman (1996) to radical environmentalists like Murray Bookchin
(2005), is what Karl Marx (1972, 12–16) famously called a ruthless critique of
everything in existence. In addition to normative argumentation, political
theory is, of course, an intellectual enterprise dedicated to critical scrutiny of
political assumptions and ideologies; yet radicals make critique that knows no
boundaries into a kind of lifestyle. If for much of American political thought
there is a latent common sense, which either vacillates between liberalism and
civic republicanism, then radicals, in different ways, call into question the very
things these traditions take as given: free-market capitalism, private property,
gender norms, the Protestant work ethic, as well as the legitimacy of the state
and the rule of law. For radicals, these become ruthless instruments of dom-
ination, what Goldman understood as the least practical organization of a
common life (1996, 61–77). Resistance to what exists is, in fact, exemplary.

Yet for radicals, critique is not simply an intellectual exercise; it is intimately
connected to a bodily practice; whether direct action through organizing an
autonomous commune, a massive protest or a hunger strike. The internal
intellectual activity that Emerson (2003) and Thoreau (2004) both believed
was crucial for gaining personal independence is something American radi-
cals treat ambivalently. Personal autonomy—freedom from domination,
exploitation and injustice—is essential, but radicalism militates against a life of
withdrawal and political enervation. Even as it demands a revolutionary
transformation in the way a public is configured, it relies on outward
activity. This outward activity aims to put in place standards that do not yet
exist, providing a model and exemplary case for making possible what at the
moment appears impossible. The measure of moral commitment for radicals
is not speech, but action.

Radicalism’s heart, however, is a commitment to full participation.
American communitarians like Michael Walzer (1983), Robert Bellah (1985)
and Michael Sandel (1982) would argue that only one’s community—the
culture of which one was part—could nourish one’s sense of responsibility,
while liberals like John Rawls believed it could be done abstractly and
intellectually—through individual reason (Rawls 1971). Different radicals may
intersect at different times with one side over the other in this debate, but their
thinking draws attention to the way any kind of responsibility—for other
human beings as well as non-human life and the environment—involves a
moral imperative, one deepened by democratic practice. Discussion and
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deliberation with one’s community—whether in the factory, public protest
or behind closed doors—nourishes one’s sense of political responsibility.

Conservatism in America

As powerful a force as conservatism has been in America, the tradition is
incredibly difficult to define. Some scholars have argued that it is not so
much a systematic ideology as it is, in the words of the well-known British
conservative Michael Oakeshott, “a disposition,” a specific orientation to
the world whose fate is deeply entwined with traditions that call for change
(Oakeshott 1971). If conservation is the core principle animating conservative
thought, however, this principle has itself taken many, often contradictory
forms, from the slaveholder and one-time vice president, John C. Calhoun’s,
defense of the institution of slavery (Calhoun 2000), to the contemporary
Christian Right’s fundamentalist attack on liberalism, pluralism and secu-
larism with their call to return to what they imagine are America’s religious,
puritanical and moral origins (Murphy 2009).

At the same time, even if conservatism resonates powerfully with many
Americans today—thanks in large part to the powerful presence of con-
servative radio talk shows and cable television programing—the tradition
too often has been seen either through Hartz’s lens—still moored firmly by
liberal principles—or unsystematic and therefore either impossible to study,
a “paranoid style,” as Hofstadter (2012) once called it, or, as some have
argued, theoretically unsophisticated and uninteresting. These criticisms are,
of course, not without merit, yet they do not fully capture some of the impor-
tant theoretical challenges some American conservatives pose to American
political thinking.

Some conservatives reject the rule of reason and blind adherence to the
rule of law, often opting for a language of “common sense,” which resonates
closely with emotion and everyday experience generally. The Christian culture
warrior, Pat Robertson’s (1993) jeremiads against the secular, hedonistic
university and the idea of preemptive tolerance of difference illuminate the
blind spots of liberalism, which relies on a depoliticized account of natural
reason, an enlarged understanding toward different experiences as well as
argumentative proofs that are often much more abstract than real. Likewise,
William Buckley’s (1951) polemical and militant defense of religion, capitalism
and American values, alongside his unwavering critique of atheism and non-
individualistic politics, illuminates what the German theorist Carl Schmitt
(1996) defined as “the meaning of the political”—the division between
friends and enemies—as well as the internal contradiction of liberal tolerance.
Buckley’s intolerance towards pluralism—which itself embraces and foun-
dationally relies on the idea of tolerance—illuminates how the very thing
that keeps pluralism alive is precisely what can lead to its undoing.

Conservatives also supply a language that helps avoid things that are
common to American society: the reality of ongoing contradiction,
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contestation, incommensurability, ambiguity, and difference. By glorifying
the idea of some organic, invulnerable entity—either what William Graham
Sumner (1903) or Barry Goldwater (2007) saw as the self-governing, self-
sufficient individual who does not rely on government or community to
achieve prosperity, or, what members of the Religious Right (Falwell 1980)
see as a wholesome community not riven by the schisms and differences that
mark the fractured contemporary American life—conservatives seek to mask
basic problems of democratic life; the fear of having to accept decisions that
would enrich the many, the reluctance to renounce one’s way of being in the
world as normative and unproblematic, the worry that one is actually frail,
vulnerable and opaque to themselves.

At the same time, there is also a longstanding tradition of American
conservative thinkers who offer a devastating critique of the twin pillars of
modernity, of which America has historically been part—capitalism and the
state. These critiques are not entirely unlike those of radicals, but conservatives
take them in different directions. Capitalism prides itself on non-discrimination,
instrumental thinking and fair exchange, yet conservatives like Calhoun
(2000) and George Fitzhugh (1966 [1857]) stress its destruction of the family,
exploitation of workers and fundamental lack of care and compassion for
all involved—all of which they believe is found in traditional, paternalistic
feudal arrangements. The centralized state—with its power to coerce and
regulate, monopoly on the means of violence in a given territory and role as
the ultimate sovereign, so argues George Wallace (Carter 2000), Milton
Friedman (1962) and Robert Nozick (1974)—threaten the autonomy of citizens,
which is a crucial precondition for democratic self-government.

While we bring the views of certain American radicals, feminists and
African Americans into relief to illuminate unacknowledged yet powerful
resources to vivify American democratic thought and practice, we emphasize
these conservative critiques in order to dramatize both their philosophical
integrity and the reasons they resonate so deeply in American society.
Attending to these views is essential precisely because they not only threaten
to undo the great achievements of those American movements—abolitionist,
suffragist, socialist, feminist, civil rights, black power, queer and trans, anti-
war, hippie, sexual liberation, free speech—calling for more equality, freedom,
and justice in the workplace, in the public square, at home or in the mind.
Considering them in their own right as part of the American political tradition
also offers an inventive challenge that is neither fully captured—even in the
most capacious articulations of the liberal tradition, which provides for
maximum inclusion in American society—but needs to be addressed if these
emancipatory movements are to become powerful again.

Rethinking American Political Thought

Any attempt to clearly delineate the alternative traditions in American political
thought can be met with skepticism, as these boundaries are often fluid and
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changing. This book is divided into three parts. Part I is on African American
and feminist political thought. Despite the fact that both traditions are unique
and have generated separate scholarly literatures, we group them in one
section because the essays dramatize the overlap between these traditions.
Not only has African American thought expanded our understanding of
American feminism, but black American feminists have enriched the meaning
of African American thought.

In this way, Alex Zamalin outlines the ways African American political
thinkers expand the boundaries of American thinking about judgment,
community, power and freedom that are crucial for achieving racial justice.
Utz McKnight instructively delineates the way contemporary black thinkers
have theorized the politics of collective resistance and political sovereignty,
while Laura Grattan, for her part, shows how Audre Lorde’s rich under-
standing of love is part of a black radical democratic tradition; one that could
be used to energize the struggle against racial injustice in the United States.

Drawing on the writings and political activism of noted African American
feminist, Ida B. Wells, Jill Locke draws our attention to the way what she
calls “unashamed citizenship” is crucial for radical democratic politics.
Jocelyn Boryzcka illuminates the central way Third World radical feminism’s
idea of “home,” especially as it relates to gender and race, within the context
of decolonization as an idea and practice can have profound implications for
countering sexism and developing a transnational feminist movement today.

In Part II on radical American political thought, Shannon Mariotti illumi-
nates how the generally neglected but incredibly important common benefits
clauses in various state constitutions can be mobilized in democratic ways to
challenge economic inequality and neoliberal oligarchy. Jason Kosnoski
argues that John Dewey’s thought contains an underappreciated but decid-
edly radical notion of power, which is indispensible for contemporary
revolutionary movements. Maxwell Burkey shows that radical American
radical political thought’s use of a distinctly “counter-patriotic” discourse
offers a clear and powerful challenge to the language of patriotism, which
rests on loyalty, pride and American exceptionalism.

In Part III on conservatism, Peter Kolozi complicates prevailing notions
of conservatism, by demonstrating that American conservative thinkers
have not always embraced capitalism. To the contrary, they have offered
some of the most powerful and unique critiques, which need to be fully
appreciated intellectually and historically. David Leitch identifies the
heterogeneous tradition of American conservative jurisprudence, composed
of four parts he identifies as textualism, originalism, libertarianism and
right-wing jurisprudence, to shed light on the complexities of the writings
of conservative jurists and the challenges to liberalism they present. Jonathan
Keller provides an account of the ways the rhetoric of the Religious Right
articulates a distinctly American biblical voice—an adaption of the pro-
phetic style of the Hebrew prophets of “Exile” otherwise known as the
American Jeremiad.
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