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In this first volume ol‘ a projected 
Irilogy on American history, a dis- 
tinguished teacher and scholar has pre- 
senled ii crowded panorama ol‘ national 
experience froni the Constitution to the 
Emancipation Proclamation. Piirt nor- 
rativc, part collection of vignette and 
anecdote, part sociopolitical analysis. 
the book resembles the nation itsclf: 
vast, diverse, dif’fuse, kaleidoscopic, un- 
ticly in places. I t  is a tribute to ISurns‘s 
surpassing skill as raconteur that he 
can hold thc reader iis hc WCBVCS 

through a fermcnt of‘ pcoplc. events. 
ideas, and itleologics. ’Throughout thc 
026 pages 01‘ text ;ire gems of descrip- 
tion (Patrick I lenry’s “nornildic wig”). 
incisive visualizations (the balance of 
power as a collcction 01’ niobilcs), and 
well-honed characterizations (“Benton 
had a vanity SO griind iind screnc thiit 

friends came to accept i t .  like ;I national 
monument”). There is scarccly an in- 
felicitous phrase or an unnecessary 
inflation of languiigc. 

Burns presents the staple charac- 
ters and events of the period in a 
straightforward :incl t is ti ally griiccful 
manner: Jefferson confronts hlarshall, 
Lincoln dcbiites Douglas. Jackson con- 
founds everyone. There iire thc comic 
scenes beloved of all cli1~sroo111 Icc- 
turcrs: Luther Baldwin and thc prcsi- 
dcntial salute. “Spitting“ Illiitthcw 
Lyon, the apricryphiil exchange of onc- 
liners between Emerson iind the jailed 
Thorceu. The iiuihor has illso rescued 
some neglected but significant figures: 
black firebrand Gabriel I’rosscr, Mercy 
Otis Warren, Yankee farmer Thomas 
Coffin, the riotous lMike Walsh. 

Generally, however. tlie terrain is 
too familiar, and some readers may tire 
of the predictable and the repetitive 
features of the book. For instance. ench 
chapter and some of tlie subchapters 
are introduced by a stage-setting vi- 
gnette, either as catalyst for the action 
or as a socioeconomic backdrop. Somc- 
times this works well. Sometimes i t  
seems either skimpy or too loosely con- 
nected to what follows. And sonictimcs 
i t  is rather gratuitous: the concise 
portraits of Boston, New York. and 
Philadelphia in Jefferson’s time, all to 
illustrate social inequality-hardly a 
controversial proposition. A single cx- 
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iimpk would havc served, or Burns 
might havc compared Jcffcrsonian and 
Jacksonian New York to show con- 
tinuity and change. tlltimatcly these 
vignettes interrupt the flow of the argu- 
ment. 

A second problem is the occii~ioniil 
use of what I consider a forced con- 
struction of human behii\vior: the 
“either-or” dichotomy. I3urns docs not 
iilways fall back upon reductionism a’nd 
nrtificially dramatized choices; his de- 
scription of the subtleties in Jefferson’s 
and Adiims’s thought is masterly. But 
elsewhere he limits himself to stark 
clichk North versus South. optimism 
versus pessimism, I-.edcr‘ ,I I’ ism versus 
States’ Rights. 

Embedded within this suave but 

superficial iintl overlong niirriitive is 
running account of our unresolved na- 
tional dilemma: llow muy idciis of 
liberty and equality be fostered in a de- 
mocracy without threatening the socio- 
political order‘! Who miikcs decisions 
iind how? Whilt is equality. who is in- 
cluded. and what should be “equal”? Is 
“freedom” a negative or a positive in- 
junction? All these questions. and their 
often disturbing ramifications, present 
Americans with a recurring iind vcx- 
ingly insoluble problem in many guises. 
Had Professor Burns concentrated on 
this aspect of his work, it would havc 
been briefer, tighter. and only perhaps 
less “popular.” 

The book’s title refers to ii phrase in 
it letter from Richard llenry Lee to 
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Samuel Adams decrying the Constitu- 
tion of 1787 and dreading centralized 
government. Theirs were sour grapes. 
Other Americans, contemplating the 
“vineyard of liberty,” would produce 
grapes of wrath; women, non-Cauca- 
sians, the poor, recent immigrants, all 
would wonder at the nation’s hy- 
pocrisy. While Burns spends some time 
on these “outsiders” of the period and 
speculates on why there seemed so lit- 
tle potential for coalition radicalism 
among the repressed, his main focus is 
on the white men who created an 
American ideology and the institutions 
that were to buttress and cnclose“liber- 
ty.” The author challenges the clichks 
about an American pragmatic temper. 
Those who created the nation were 
ideologues, who seriously debated the 
content of those lovely words they 
tossed about. As Burns  sees the 
problem, while the words could be de- 
bated, they could not be examined 
systematically or implemented. Our 
Founders’ premises, logically extended. 
were frighteningly anarchic. Given the 
diversity of the nation, the institutions 
created to embody national aspirations 

also embodied an unresolved tension 
between order and the centrifugal. Our 
political dialectic did not produce polar 
extremes or the merely pragmatic adop- 
tion of the efficacious but, instead, a 
constant interaction of forces leading to 
relative concentration or dispersal of 
authority, elitist or collective deter- 
mination, transformational or transac- 
tional leadership, the benefits and detri- 
ments of voluntarism. Burns is at his 
most provocative and fascinating when 
describing how political groups and in- 
stitutions worked or failed and when il- 
lustrating what he calls the “third 
cadre” of decision-making-what Van 
Buren, one of his heroes, described as 
the “sober second thought of the peo- 
ple.” 

So there are two books within this 
volume: an artful but eventually 
soporific reminder of textbooks past, 
and a matured contemplation of how 
and why the body politic has reflected 
or dodged the agonies of the American 
social conscience. Trying to produce a 
narrative survey and an incisive treatise 
within the same covers may have been 
a mistake. : W V !  

A HISTORY OF THE CHURCH IN LATIN AMERICA 
by Enrlque Dussel 
(Translation by Alan Neely; Eerdmans Publishing Co.; 345 pp.; $17.95) 

J o ~ c  I. Dominxuc.z 

What is the history of the Roman 
Catholic Church in Latin America and 
how should i t  be written? These are the 
questions posed by Enrique Dussel’s 
important, ambitious, and comprehen- 
sive work. This volume is a translation 
of the third Spanish edition, updated to 
include a discussion of the Third 
General Conference of Latin American 
Bishops, which met in Puebla, Mexico, 
in January and February. 1979. 

The first part  of Dussel’s book, a 
hermeneutical introduction, discusses 
broad themes of theology, culture, and 
ecclesiology. The second part considers 
“The Christendom of the West Indies” 
from the beginning of the Spanish con- 
quest until formal independence early 
in the nineteenth century. The third, on 
“the agony of colonial Christendom,” 
looks at the period from independence 
to Vatican Council 11. The fourth part- 
half the book-pondcrs events from 
Vatican I 1  to the Pucbla General Con- 
ference of Bishops. There are also three 
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appendices, two of which reflect at con- 
siderable length on methodology for a 
history of the Church in Latin Amcrica 
and on hypotheses for the history of 
theology in these countries. 

Despite its title. then, this book is 
not just-perhaps not e v e n - a  history. 
For Dusscl it is “basically theology.” He 
did not wish 1o”produce merely secular 
history” but wanted to consider “the 
ultimate meaning of his1ory.h the 
light of faith.” What began as a “scien- 
tific endeavor” was “transformed into a 
particular reading of our history” when 
“history is viewed as an eschatological 
teleology.” That “particular reading” is 
not easy to describe, although it is 
easiest to say that i t  is history consis- 
tent with a theology of liberation. 

Dussel’s description of the Church 
under the Spanish empire is extraor- 
dinarily benign. He is strongly suppor- 
tive of a radically assimilationist ap- 
proach to religious and cultural mis- 
sionary work and defends the Spanish 

Crown somewhat quaintly for not 
being capitalist. What numerous 
historians of the colonial period see as 
the climax of the empire-the Bourbon 
period-is for Dussel an era of “deca- 
dence” marked by the expulsion of the 
good Society of Jesus. He also views be- 
nignly the role of the Church during the 
wars of independence, and he entitles 
his discussion of the immediate post- 
revolutionary period “the construc- 
tive attitude of the Holy See since 
1825.” Throughout this early section 
Dussel’s clerical orthodoxy is im- 
pressive. His reading, however, flies in 
the face of a considerable and ac- 
cumulating historiography of the colon- 
ial, independence, and immediatc post- 
independence periods. These histories 
are, frankly, rather less clerically tri- 
umphalist than Dussel’s. 

Because “history ..cannot be the 
manifestation of negative and in- 
coherent aspects.” Dussel picked out 
from the colonial and subsequent 
periods those individuals and events 
that support his “particular reading” of 
history as a teleology toward his own 
version of liberation. Thus the book 
often reads as a collection of anecdotes 
connected only because they constitute 
a trend toward the struggle for libera- 
tion. This makes for exhortatory rather 
than explanatory history. Dussel is 
quite right to describe divisions within 
the Church, for example, but he is una- 
ble to provide a satisfactory explanation 
(except of the “white hats” versus 
“black hats” variety) of their causes. 

Indeed, he finds it difficult to cope 
with those who disagree with him, and 
one can readily see why. He documents 
the persecution suffered by many of 
those associated with the theology of 
liberation; as a human being and as a 
member of the Church he is right to be 
angry. But this anger has gotten in the 
way of both his historiography and his 
understanding of history. 

Dussel claims that his opponents 
espouse the “theology of the center”-- 
that is, the theology familiar in Europe 
and in North America. Ipso facto, these 
same theologians “become more culpa- 
ble ideologists of oppression.” Dussel’s 
notion of ideology is interesting: 
Ideology “provides some knowledge for 
undergirding action but at the same 
time it conceals the fundamental level 
of its ultimate or actual meaning.” The 
difficulty here is that, following unfor- 
tunate custom, only one’s adversaries 


