Carl Becker. The History of Political Parties in the Province of New York. Madison: University of Wisconsin, 1909.

In The History of Political Parties in the Province of New York, 1760-1776, Carl Becker argues that the American revolution was not only a struggle for independence from England, but was also an internal movement towards an increasingly democratic society. To demonstrate this democratization, Becker traces the evolution of political parties in New York right before the revolution. Using eighteenth century pamphlets, letters, and newspapers in addition to several secondary sources, Becker pieces together events such as the Stamp, Tea, and Townsend acts and the formation of organizations such as the continental and provincial congresses. He explains how these events were a result or resulted in the emergence, strengthening, or weakening of political parties. According to Becker, the development and growth of a radical—later the revolutionary—party represented the beginning of a movement away from a system in which wealthy landowners were the primary voice of the colony and towards a system in which smaller landowners and less wealthy men began to take a stand in politics.

Becker cites the Stamp Act as the beginning of a radical party and a conservative party in New York. According to Becker, the violent Stamp Act protests were one of the first times the less privileged classes actively participating in matters regarding policy. Partly because of these protests, the wealthier classes realized that the argument they had been offering the British government concerning self-government could potentially be used against themselves.  To distance themselves from the radicals, the wealthy landowners, and eventually the merchants as well, adopted a conservative stance. While the radicals advocated a strict “non intercourse” policy towards trade with England, the conservatives took on a “modified non intercourse” policy.

After defining these two parties, Becker follows the tug of war for power between the radicals and conservatives in organizations such as the continental congresses. He asserts that although conservatives controlled the first continental congress, the policies of non-intercourse adopted were radical. As the organization began to enforce compliance with its rules, it turned from a “peacemaking assembly” to a “revolutionary organization.” (155) Whereas the parties had previously taken sides on how to resist England’s rule (non intercourse/modified non intercourse), they were now defined by their alliance with either England or the colonies. Thus, Becker says, the first continental congress marked the beginning of the loyalist and revolutionist parties. 

Becker argues that the development of the loyalist party strengthened the radical party. Unlike the conservatives, the loyalists believed that an organization not created by England could not be compatible with an allegiance to England. Some conservatives, however, did not want to leave control of these organizations in the hands of the radicals, so they joined the radicals rather than the loyalists. Becker explains that the radicals had initially included men who were “fanatic and demagogue” (45) and used “violent and irresponsible methods of procedure.” (22) As conservatives joined them, the radicals increased their effectiveness.  “The radical party was successful, but the radical part was steadily improving, as it were, in quality.” (196) Thus, the loyalists, with their aversion to anything not sanctioned by England, actually strengthened the revolutionary cause that eventually led to the colonies’ succession from England. 

Although Becker outlines the growing presence of lower classes in politics, he does not conclude that the revolution established a government run by radical voices. Because of the conservative presence in the revolutionary and radical party, the government established was “measurably centralized and measurably aristocratic.” (276) The movement towards democratization did not end with independence, Becker says, but continued in the struggle after the revolution between the Federalist and Republican parties.

Throughout his work, Becker attempts to disprove what he considers to be commonly held assumptions about the revolution. He rejects the notion that the revolution was a “spontaneous uprising of the colonists in defense of a political principle.” (52) Like other progressive historians, Becker argues for social and economic causes. He states that people protested the Stamp Act because of the economic difficulties it caused, not because they felt they had not been represented in the decision making process. Similarly, colonists did not view the Tea Act as “a political trick” or as “unconstitutional,” although “American historians have generally regarded it in that light.” (96) Merchants disapproved of the act because it gave England a monopoly, and smugglers disliked it because the low price of the English tea, even with tax, eliminated the Dutch trade from which they got their money. 

Rather than seeing the revolution as “the achievement of a deliberately planned independence,” (52) Becker views the eventual declaration of independence as a move that was a last resort for the colonists, who only realized near the end of the conflicts that what they wanted was not compatible with their staying part of England. Again economic interests moved the colonists towards independence; as business stagnated, colonists needed to either become independent and open their ports to foreign countries or accede to England and open their ports to her.

At the time, one criticism of Becker was that he did not acknowledge religious tensions of the eighteenth century. (American Historical Review, 1910)  More recently progressive historians have been criticized because of their “causal explanations of past events,” and “many scholars are increasingly put off by the tale of American history as an orderly march of events toward a ‘solution’ or near solution of one ‘problem’ after another.” (Crowe, 1966) Indeed, a few of Becker’s conclusions seem to be drawn from his sense of what would fit into the progression of democracy rather than from specific evidence. For example, at one point he states, “It is clear enough, even in the absence of documents, that the radicals accepted the challenge to a popular election.” (130) Nevertheless Becker effectively and persuasively traces the development of parties in New York and how they contributed to the eventual move toward independence.
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