






purchase" pieces of authority from voters and others. Without
this easy access to power on the local scene, the Go-Getter would
not have had the opportunity to "go get." As it was, he could
extend the grids of nonexistent cities into the hinterland confident
that he could induce some public body to build the canal, railroad
highway, arsenal, or whatever that would send land values up.
Even the new immigrant's ethnic ties had a political value that
could be converted into the small amount of capital he needed
to get started.

These incentives released prodigious amounts of energy. The
freedom-near-anarchy in places-of the politician-businessman-
entrepreneur was a necessary condition of the great scramble to

advance which , Thomas Low Nichols said, left all troubled and
none satisfied. (In Europe, Nichols wrote, in a part of the passage
that I did not quote, as a rule the poor man knows that he must
remain poor, and he submits to his lot. "Most men live and die in
the position to which they are born. ) Also, where laws were made
and unmade by majority vote and enforced or not depending upon
who paid how much to whom, the consequence must have been not
only general disrespect for law but also for the persons and institu-
tions that claimed to act under its authority. The same conditions
that made the Go-Getter also helped to make the con-man and the
gun-slinger.

That the system produced a high and ever-rising material level
of living for most city dwellers must not blind us to the fact that
those who did not know how to work the system , or who for one
reason or another were prevented from working it, fared badly.
Those who took "favors" from the machine and its boss made a
very poor bargain , judged at least by middle-class standards. As

Jane Addams remarked in Twenty Years at Hull-House (1916):

The policy of the public authorities of never taking
an initiative, and always waiting to be urged to do their
duty, is obviously fatal in a neighborhood where there is
little initiative among the citIzens. The idea underlying
self-government breaks down in such a ward. The streets
are inexpressibly dirty, the number of schools inadequate,
sanitary legislation unenforced , the street lighting bad
the paving miserable, and altogether lacking in the alleys
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and smaller streets, and the stables foul beyond descrip-
tion.

The explanation that I have offered
to account for the distinctive features of the American city would
be more convincing if I could show that in another country an
opposite principle produced opposite results. I believe I can. The
history of urban development in Canada provides such a test, for
the Canadtan political system has been the opposite of ours in what
for me is the crucial respect. I am not, of course, implying that the
Canadians are less attached to democracy than we are. Rather
my point is that their idea of it is essentially different from ours. 
Canada the British tradition has never been interrupted: the duty
of government has always been to govern-not, as in the United
States, to preside over a competition of interests. Canadians, writes
Professor Tom Truman of McMaster University, " insist on strong
stable executive government, which, once it has made up its mind
on what the public interest requires, should take the necessary action
quickly and with determination to see it through completely. " 9

It goes without saying that the comparison with Canadian

experience cannot provide a wholly satisfactory test of my argu-
ment, for there are manifestly many differences between the two
countries that may account for much of what I am trying to explain.
Although Canada is larger in area than the United States, its great
natural resources have been , especially in the nineteenth century,
much less accessible. It has always had an important French-
speaking minority. And it has always been profoundly affected by
events in this country. The influence of these and other circum-
stances on urban development has certainly been great. I believe
however, that the centralized structure of political authority in

8 Quoted by Louis Wirth The Ghetto (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1956), p. 196.
9 Tom Truman

, "

A Critique of Seymour M. Lipset s Article, Value Differ-
ences, Absolute or Relative: The English-speaking Democracies, Canadian
Journal of Political Science, vol. 4, no. 4 (1971), p. 513.



Canada accounts-better than any other single principle-for the
differences between Canadian and American cities in the features
I have listed.

A detailed account of Canadian experience is obviously out
of the question here, but let me call your attention to a few
relevant facts:

The growth of cities in Canada was slow. As late as 19II
Canada had only six cities of 50 000 or more population, of which
only two (Montreal and Toronto) had more than 300 000.

The Go-Getter-Businessman-Booster-Speculator has been
(until recently) conspicuous by his absence. Horatio Alger heroes
it seems, have never been popular in Canada.1O It may be indicative
of the difference in business ethos that there are about twice as
many lawyers per capita in the United States as in Canada: in
1955 , one lawyer in private practice per 868 persons here compared
to one per 1 630 there,u

Immigration into Canada was, until well into this century,
mainly from the British Isles. British immigrants were long favored
by law. By American standards, assimilation of non-British and
non-French-speaking immigrants was slow: not until this century,
I understand, was one elected to public office.

Generally speaking, the level of public services has been low
by American standards.

Organized philanthropy began late-about World War I, an
import from the United States.

Large-scale corruption has never been a feature of city life.
There has been very little violent crime.
Social mobility has been less than in the United States.
Although radical working-class movements (the Canadian

Commonwealth Federation and the National Democratic Party)
have been able to form governments only on the prairies, they have
had more supporters in the urban areas than among the wheat
farmers.

10 SeymourM. Lipset, The First New Nation: The United States in Histori-
cal and Comparative Perspective (New York: 'Basic Books, Inc. , 1963), p. 251.
II Ibid. p. 264.

12 Aileen D. Ross, "Organized Philanthropy in an Urban Community,
Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, vol. 18, no. 4 (1952),

pp.

474-475.

Urban Canada does not seem to have had a lumpenpro-
letariat on anything like the American scale.

The incessant exercise of voting power," Lord Bryce re-
marked

, "

~s never possessed any special fascination for the
Canadian. " 18

Toronto has a metropolitan government-one much admired
by American reformers. It was created in 1953, over the objections
of most of the local governments concerned, by the Provincial
Government on recommendation of the Ontario Municipal Board
a quasi-judicial body. The possibility of a referendum was never
seriously discussed.

Can these features of Canadian development be accounted for
in large part by the centralized structure of government? I do not
have time to develop evidence in support of this claim, but I must
quote one of many pertinent passages in a work by the Canadian
sociologist S. D. Clark. He writes in The DeveloPing Canadian

Community:

A force of Royal Engineers put an end to lawlessness
in the mining camps of British Columbia. Settlement of
the western prairies and the gold rush to the Klondike
took place under the close control of the North West
Mounted Police. Even in Canadian cities, serious threats
to . law and order have been met by the decisive use
of force.

The result was to establish a tradition of respect for
the institutions of law and order. The population gen-
erally did not feel the need of taking the law into its own
hands through mob action or the organization of vigi-
lantes. There was lacking that intense jealousy of local
rights which in the United States made it difficult for
fe!1eral forces to intervene. The way in which the North
West Mounted Police came into being was in striking
contrast with that of the Texas Rangers. In the United
States the frontier bred a spirit of liberty which often

18 James Bryce, Modern Democracies (London: Macmillan &: Co., 1921),
vol. 1, pp. 553.554.
14 Harold Kaplan, Urban Political Systems: A Functional Analysis of Metro
Toronto (New York: Columbia University Press, 1967).
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opposed efforts to maintain order. In Canada, order was
maintained at the price of weakening that spirit.

not for the conduct of its affairs. The unchallenged principle was
that the conduct of affairs belonged in the hands of those authorized
to govern,u 

Adams wanted not only to follow the principles of the British

system but, so far as American conditions allowed, to recreate its
forms as well.18 That the executive authority was to be in the hands

of one chosen by election did not seem to him or most others to
constitute a fundamental change. It had long been understood that
in Britain almost all real, as opposed to nominal, authority was in
the hands of ministers, not of the king. As Gouverneur.Morris put
it later when addressing the Constitutional Convention, fjOur Pres-
ident will be the British minister. " 19

It was in that convention that the distinctively American polit-
ical arrangements were worked out~ They represented neither the
reestablishment of the essential principles of the British system nor
the assertion of contrary principles:" They were a compromise-
that is, the acceptance of contradictory principles. Expediency
prevailed, and the result was not a plan but an accident.

Hamilton and Madison acknowledged that "the deliberate
sense of the community" should ' govern the conduct of those in
office, but they added that this did not require "an unqualified com-
plaisance " to every transient impulse of the people. "When occa-
sions present themselves in which the interests of the people are at
variance with their inclinations, it is the duty of the persons whom
they have appointed to be the guardians of those interests; to with-
stand the temporary delusion. . .. " The humors of the legislature
did not require unqualified complaisance either: "it is certainly

desirable, that the Executive should be in a situation to dare to act
his own opinion with vigor and decision." Also: "It is one thing to

, ,

)':1

One of the great ironies of history is
to be found' in these developments, for it was a centralized system
like the Canadian, not a fragmented one like the American, that
the principal figures among the Founding Fathers thought they
were creating.

The Rev€llution, John Adams wrote in a letter in 1818, was
effected before the war; it was "in the minds and hearts of the
people; a change in their religious sentiments of their duties and
obligations." So long as the king and all in authority under him
were believed to govern according to the laws and constitution
derived to them by their ancestors, the colonists thought themselves
bound to pray for them as "ministers of God ordained for their
good." However, "when they saw those powers renouncing all the
principles of authority and bent upon the destruction of their lives,

liberties and properties, they thought it their duty to pray for the
continental congress and the thirteen state congresses. " 16 On this

view, the intention of the revolutionaries. was to bring about 
change of regime, not of political principles. Rulers who would not
act as ministers ordained by God were to be replaced by others
who would.

There is nothing to contradict this in the Declaration of Inde-
pendence. Jefferson, in writing that governments "derive their just
powers from the consent of the governed," did not assert something
novel. Since 1689 British monarchs had needed the consent of the
House of Commons in order to raise revenue. And, as Martin
Diamond pointed out in his lecture in this series, the DeClaration
says that consent is required to institute or establish a government,

17 Jefferson s view, according to Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr., was that govern.
ment "derives from the people; where it is ' deposited: and yet acts on the
people to keep them independent by making them republican." He was,
Mansfield says

, "

willing to trust the people, not to govern, but to choose
their governors:' See his essay, "Thomas Jefferson " in Morton J. Frisch and
Richard G. Stevens , eds. American Political Thought (New York: Charles
Scribner s Sons, 1971), pp. 38-39.
18 Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution
(Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard University Press, 1967), p. 290 (footnote).
19 Max Farrand, ed., Records of the Federal Convention (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1937), vol. 2, p. 104.
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15 S. D. Clark, The DeveloPing Canadian Community (Toronto: The Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, 1962), pp. 191-192.
16 Adrienne Koch and William Peden , eds. The Selected Writings of John
Quincy Adams (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1946), p. 203.
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be subordinate to the laws, and another to be dependent on the
legislative body. " 20

In his farewell address Washington warned that "all combi-
nations and associations, under whatever plausible character, with
the real design to direct, control, counteract, or awe the regular
deliberation and action of the constituted authorities," are "
fatal tendency."

It is fair to say thatuntil John Quincy Adams left the White
House in 1829 there had been no revolution, so far as any of the
Presidents were concerned, if by revolution is meant fundamental
change of political principles. One might even say that there was
an effort at counterrevolution,a return to the established princi-
ples of the British constitution which were, as A. V. Dicey has said
supremacy of law and "the omnipotence or undisputed supremacy
throughout the whole country of the central Government. " 21
Nevertheless, there were signs , before the second Adams left the
White House , that the government of the United States would
never be the "monarchical republic" that his father and some of
the others had intended it to be and imagined that it was.

Immediately before and during the revolutionary war public
opinion turned against all things British, including the idea that
there ought to be a ruler-a minister ordained of God to act for the
common good. The expansion of the frontier and the increase in
the number and prosperity of tradesmen and craftsmen in the towns
and cities gave the "local Demagogues," as Gouverneur Morris
called them , an unassailable power. In its first years the national
government was without physical force to support its measures (the
army consisted of a few hundred men) and then , almost at once , the
War of 1812 absorbed all its resources. Under the circumstances the
executive could not as a practical matter exercise the power that it
claimed in principle. Washington meant to sell the public lands
gradually and ina way that would encourage compact settlement
(this had long been the British policy) but his plan could not 
carried out: the minimum price of public land , set at $2.00 per acre
in 1796, was reduced under pressure from frontiersmen and specu-
lators to $1.20 in 1820 and, a few years later, again cut by almost
20 The Federalist No. 71.
21 A. V. Dicey, Law of the Constitution (London: Macmillan & Co., 1902),

179.

half.22 The comprehensive plan for internal improvements put
forward by Jefferson s secretary of the treasury, Gallatin , became,
after long delay, a pork-barrel for the states which Madison vetoed
the day before he left office.

The same forces that prevented the national executive from
establishing its mastery led to the development of political parties
on a local rather than (as in Canada) a national basis. The parties
were coalitions within each state of local interests which, every four
years, formed loose federations to nominate and elect a President.

By the 1830s the American political system had assumed its
characteristic and lasting form. The President was indeed an
elective monarch,"but only in matters in which he was willing to

invest the whole force and energy of his office; in the nature of
things, there could be few such matters at anyone time. In other
matters the system functioned to accommodate competing and more
or less parochial interests, not to deliberate about (much less
enforce) an idea of the common good. State and local governments
were organized in imitation of the much-revered national one, but
the imitations did not extend to the feature the Founding Fathers
had considered crucial: a strong executive-a minister ordained of
God for the people s good. Governors and mayors , as I have said,
were little more than ceremonial figures. In state and local govern-
ment, the principle of interest-balancing prevailed.

Those with a taste for irony will relish the fact that by the time
the American Revolution had worked itself out to this conclusion
the British system-whose corruption in the eighteenth century had
set the American events in motion-had somehow reformed itself
and was operating on the principles that most of the Founding
Fathers unqualifiedly admired and had meant to copy.

As I said at the outset, this is not a Fourth of July oration. But
I do not wish to leave the impression that I consider the American
Revolution to have been a mistake. Even if I were sure that a strong
central government, operating with consent and under law, would
produce effects that are on the whole preferable to those produced
by a system of interest-balancing, I would not think that the
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22 V. Webster Johnson and Raleigh Barlowe Land Problems and Policies
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1954), pp. 35-36.

23 Carter Goodrich

, "

National Planning of Internal Improvements, Political
Science Quarterly, vol. 63, no. 1 (1948). '
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Revolution was a mistake. For there is no doubt that without the
American example before them, other nations, including the

British and the Canadian, would not have succeeded as well-
perhaps not at all-with their brand of democracy.

That a people could, by a deliberative process, accomplish
what has always been regarded as the highest and noblest of all
tasks-the creation of a political order that assures to them and their
posterity the blessings of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness-
has had, not only for us but for the whole world, a significance no
other event could possibly have had. But if there is great reason
for pride in this achievement, there is also reason for apprehension
-certainly for pondering such questions as those asked by Thomas
Low Nichols in the book from which I have several times quoted:

If the only source of power is the will of the people
expressed by the votes of a majority, what are the institu-
tions that may not be overthrown?-what are the insti-
tutions that may not be established? The whole people
own the whole property; what shall hinder them from
doing with it as they will? So the people are above their
institutions, and may frame, modify, or abolish them
according to their sovereign will and pleasure. Right is
a matter of opinion, and to be determined by a majority.
Justice is what that majority chooses. Apparentlyexpedi-
ency is the only rule of conduct.

Plainly Nichols thought justice is not what the majority
chooses and expediency is not the only rule. And so do I.

24 Nichols, Forty Years of American Life p. 244.
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l\, Franklin Memorial Hall,
the rotunda in the main building of The Franklin Institute,

was the site for this lecture. The institute
was founded in 1824.
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