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Background
On July 2nd, 1776, the delegates of the Continental Congress approved
the Declaration of Independence, and on July 4th, 1776, it was
published. While the declaration officially asserted the reasons why
Americans wanted independence from Britain, the document itself
was the product of years of tension between the colonies and their
mother country. The purpose of this paper is to explore the rising
conflicts between Great Britain and her colonies as explained by
Richard Hofstadter’s “paranoid style” thesis.
Adapted from a lecture given at Oxford in November 1963, Richard
Hofstadter’s essay “The Paranoid Style in American Politics” was first
published in Harper’s Magazine in November 1964. In this essay,
Hofstadter defines a political personality that has characterized political
movements throughout world history. He dubs this personality or “style
of mind” the paranoid style.1 To Hofstadter, the style of a particular
movement refers to the way in which ideas are defined, characterized, and
believed. The paranoid style, in turn, characterizes movements that are
“overheated, over suspicious, overaggressive, grandiose, and apocalyptic
in expression.”2 Most importantly, however, Hofstadter claims that the
majority of these political movements are driven by fear of conspiracy.
Hofstadter contends that unlike clinical paranoia, the paranoid style is
characterized by a belief of conspiratorial persecution against a nation
rather than an individual. Because of this, he depicts the paranoid
movements as having a distinct nationalistic and patriotic spirit.3
Although Hofstadter did not associate the paranoid style with the
American Revolution, following the essay’s publication many historians
began to view the American Revolution in a different light. In fact,
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multiple historians have viewed the revolution as paranoid, arguing
that the Patriots were solely fueled by a fear of a British conspiracy. The
extent to which the prelude of the revolution was an example of the
paranoid style is still unclear. In his book Pamphlets of the American
Revolution, Bernard Bailyn claims that colonial resistance to British
legislations was fueled by their belief in a conspiracy of British tyranny.4
On the contrary, in his essay, “An Uneasy Connection,” Jack P. Greene
argues that while the colonists may have developed overly suspicious
fears, there were forces in Britain that were attempting to exert greater
control over the colonies, forcing them into a more subordinate level
and indeed abridging their rights.5
While there is additional disagreement regarding the specific time
period of the prelude to the fighting and revolution, this paper will
explore the tensions surrounding the Sugar Act of 1764 and the Stamp
Act of 1765, often referred to as the Stamp Act Crisis. These acts
were among the first legislations imposed on the colonies following
the British victory over the French and Spanish in the Seven Years’
War, and thus were the initial stimulant for colonial resistance. It
should be noted that although the Patriot movement was not officially
established during the protest of such acts, throughout this paper
the term “Patriots” refers to the early colonial opposition. Likewise,
the term “Tory,” often generalized to the British, refers to those who
supported the legislations.
The Patriots may have indeed faced an existential threat. The Sugar
and Stamp Acts did breach the colonial charters and thus abridged the
rights of the colonists. However, both the British and the Americans
developed speculative fears and exaggerations that embodied the
paranoid style. While the Patriots reflected the paranoid style through
their fear of subordination and British tyranny, Parliament and even
factions of the British public equally replicated the style through their
fear of a colonial conspiracy to undermine their supremacy.
An Accurate Argument
The underlying argument of the resistance to the Sugar and Stamp Acts
asserted that Parliament was unable to tax the colonies without their
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consent. In arguing such, the Patriots claimed that Parliament abridged
their rights. The Patriots were justified in believing this because the acts
did override their rights laid out in the colonial charters and the British
constitution. This implies that their resistance was not an overreaction
and so was not in the paranoid style.
Colonial assemblies, such as those of Massachusetts, New York, and
Virginia drew up grievances to be sent to Parliament and the House of
Commons in petition against the Sugar Act and upcoming Stamp Act.
A similar argument ran through all of them, in particular the Virginia
petition. The Virginians claimed that the taxes were unconstitutional
because, as written in their charters, the colonists shared equal rights
as British citizens, and thus could not be taxed without their consent.6
In fact, the First Virginia Charter stated that all the Virginian colonists
“shall HAVE and enjoy all liberties, Franchises, and Immunities, within
any of our other Dominions… as if they had been abiding and born,
within this our Realm of England.”7 The charters of Massachusetts and
Georgia established similar dissertations.8
Because the British Constitution was spread across many documents
and often not even written down, it is unclear that the colonies did have
the right to “no taxation without representation.” The English Bill of
Rights of 1689 asserts that no legislations can be passed without consent
of Parliament as well as the idea that the elections of Parliament should
be free.9 This emphasizes the idea that Parliament is a representative
body of the people. However, it is unclear that this truly establishes
the right not to be taxed without consent. Nonetheless, the Sugar and
Stamp Act did undermine other colonial rights.
In the verdict of Thomas Bonham v. College of Physicians in 1610,
the Chief Justice of the Court of Common Pleas, Sir Edward Coke,
claimed that if an act of Parliament restricted the rights of the people
and overrode common law or was impossible to be carried out, it
should be rendered void.10 While the Sugar Act may or may not have
overridden colonial consent through disrupting foreign trade, it
forced apprehended smugglers to be tried in a Vice-Admiralty court,
where they were sentenced by a judge rather than a jury of their peers,
thus overriding the right to trial by jury. The right to due process of
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law, including right to a trial by one’s peers, is outlined in the Magna
Carta of 1215, suggesting that the Sugar Act overrode the colonial
rights.11 Additionally, while the Sugar Act restricted foreign trade and
thus colonial profits, the Stamp Act posed high taxes. In the Virginia
Petition and in a grievance sent to Parliament in 1765 by the Stamp Act
Congress (an assembly organized by the colonies), colonists claimed
that the high taxes along with the colonial war debts were detrimental
to the colonies and thus the acts were impossible to carry out.12
Under Coke’s assertion, the abridgement of colonial rights as well as
the impossibility of paying the taxes suggest the illegality of the acts,
thus the colonists were reasonable in their argument for resistance.
Although Hofstadter contends that the truth or inaccuracy of a
movement does not determine whether it embodies the paranoid style
or not, the reasonable rationale behind the movement suggests that the
Patriots were not paranoid or overreacting.13 Thus, they diverged from
the paranoid style.
Patriotic Paranoia
However, although the basis of the argument against the Sugar and
Stamp Acts may have been rational, the rhetoric and actions of the
colonial opposition to the acts were exaggerated in expression. As
conveyed in publications and protests, the early Patriot movement was
characterized by a fear of a British conspiracy that sought to force the
colonists into subordinate statuses. The exaggerated fears proposed
by the Patriots’ oratory suggest that the expression of the early Patriot
movement embodied the paranoid style.
In a series of letters addressed to the inhabitants of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony, John Adams (under the penname Novanglus,) alleged
that the cause of the British-American conflict was a Tory design to
enslave the colonies established through taxing the colonies by act of
Parliament. During the late eighteenth century, Adams emerged as a
key leader of the Patriot movement, so his assertions often embodied
the Patriot movement as a whole. These letters were first published
in 1774 and 1775, after the Stamp Act Crisis. However, because they
study the causes of the conflict, they reveal the rhetoric the Patriots
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used to characterize the developing movement. In his letters, Adams
claimed that the Tory “design” will “break down the fences of the free
constitution.” Adams further contended that because a freeman is
defined as one who is not restricted by any law without his consent,
taxation without representation would subject the colonists to slavery.14
Through establishing his belief in a Tory design, Adams demonstrated
the key characteristic of the paranoid style; he promoted a fear that
the colonists were persecuted by Parliament and thus that their very
liberty, as a nation, was at stake. He even went as far as to suggest that
the design of taxation was similar to a cancer that would “swallow
up the whole society,” another intense exaggeration. His predictions
of slavery, the death of the constitution, and cancer were not only
exaggerated anecdotes, but they conveyed the fear that the colonists
were being forced into levels of apocalyptic subordination, and thus
exhibit the paranoid style.15
The fear of a British conspiracy was not unique to John Adams or the
heightened conflict of the 1770s; the first grievances against the Sugar
and Stamp Acts also expressed a fear of inequality and subordination.
In 1764, Samuel Adams, representing Boston, wrote instructions to the
Bostonian representatives in the colonial assembly to protest the Sugar
Act. Samuel explained that the representatives must resist the taxation
because not doing so would threaten their freedom and reduce them
to the level of slaves.16 Samuel Adams’ rhetoric mirrored that of John
Adams, suggesting the common exaggeration of the Patriot movement.
Similarly, during a speech opposing the Stamp Act to the Virginia
Assembly on May 29, 1765, Patrick Henry did not reconsider his claim
when accused of being treasonous.17 During the eighteenth century,
treason was one of the highest crimes. By not refuting the accusation
of treason, Henry revealed his belief that the situation was dire. He
was willing to refute the crown to uphold his belief that the taxations
were wrong, suggesting that to Henry, the threat against his rights was
apocalyptic and in the paranoid style.
The fears held by the Patriots, or early Patriot movement, were not only
portrayed in mere rhetoric. The actions, behaviors, and images of the
resistance were highly dramatic and thus also reveal exaggerations of
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reality. In opposition to the Stamp Act, the colonists of Portsmouth,
New Hampshire held a mock funeral in which they carried a coffin
labeled “liberty” through the streets.18 Through physically burying
their liberty, their dramatic actions further established the ominous
spirit of the resistance; they conveyed a fear that their freedom itself
was at stake, which is reminiscent of John Adams’ rhetoric. The
resistance as a whole was characterized by similar acts of mob protest,
including the burning of stamp distributer residences and effigies. For
example, in August 1765, in Boston, a group of colonists hung an effigy
of Andrew Oliver, a renowned stamp distributer, with images of the
devil.19 In most cultures, specifically the highly Christian culture of
the colonies, the devil is the primary image of evil. By equating Oliver
to the devil, the protestors established the necessity of their cause as a
protection against evil. The reduction of the building conflicts to the
polarized reasoning of good versus evil conveys that the resisters held a
limited perspective and viewed their situation as apocalyptic, therefore
expressing the paranoid style. The mob protests also exhibited the
paranoid style through the mob mentality that they created.
While the rhetoric and actions of the Patriot movement already imply
the correlation to the paranoid style, the reality of the Sugar and Stamp
Act suggests that the Patriots were overreacting. In fact, the Sugar Act
was a modification of the Revenue Act of 1733 and even reduced the
tax on molasses from six to three pence per gallon. Additionally, the
de jure reason for both the Sugar and Stamp Acts was to raise revenue
to pay off the war debts accumulated by both Great Britain and her
colonies following the Seven Years’ War, support the troops protecting
the colonies, and even feed the revenues back into the colonies for their
own development.20 Because the acts, specifically the Sugar Act, did
not pose an overt change, the exaggerated and dramatic publications
and demonstrations in resistance to the acts were not an appropriate
reaction to reality, and thus embody Hofstadter’s style even more so.
An Equal and Opposite Fear
While the early Patriot movement expressed a fear of persecution
and subordination, the British public and Parliament expressed an
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exaggerated fear of a colonial conspiracy for independence. Although
this fear does not correlate with the element of persecution present in
the paranoid style, the belief in a plot to fracture the empire resonates
with the style as a whole.
In a letter published in the London Chronicle in February 1766, a farmer,
under the penname “John Ploughshare,” expresses the absurdity of the
idea that the colonists refused to pay their taxes without representation
when farmers like him had no more representation in parliament than
“the man on the moon.” In fact, he furthered his argument by stating
that the consequence of allowing the colonists to have such treasonous
thoughts is that they would “seek independence as fast as they can,”
and “Old England [would] become a poor, deserted, kingdom—like a
farm that has been over-cropped.”21 Ploughshare’s letter was one out of
many that echoed similar assertions that the colonists were not only
unjust in their resistance, but that they were tearing apart their own
mother country. In 1776, the London Chronicle additionally published
multiple letters, signed “Anti-Sejanus,” that claimed the colonists were
ungrateful for British support as well as that they were attempting
to rid themselves of dependence.22 As the central newspaper of the
central city of the British Empire, the London Chronicle catered to the
opinions central to the Empire. Although many colonists did resist and
establish grievances against Parliamentary legislations, as portrayed in
the grievances drawn by the Stamp Act Congress in 1765 and Samuel
Adams’ instruction to the Boston Representatives, the majority of
such grievances attempted to re-establish the rights of the colonists
as English citizens, not undermine British power.23 In fact, in the last
chapter, “Independence—The Last Resort,” in their book Empire or
Independence, Ian R. Christie and Benjamin W. Labaree discuss the
idea that even after the first skirmishes between Britain and the colonies
at Lexington and Concord in 1775, many colonists still struggled to
endorse the idea of independence.24 Therefore, the premature British
commentary, seen through Ploughshare and Anti-Sejanus, on possible
American independence suggests that many British citizens were fearful
of more than colonial independence; they were afraid of what would
happen to Britain as a result, thus demonstrating the paranoid style.
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The fear of colonial independence was also portrayed by Parliament
itself during the Examination of Benjamin Franklin Before the House
of Commons, on February 13, 1766. From 1757 to 1775 Franklin was
a lobbyist for Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Georgia, and New Jersey,
and in 1787 was one of the key framers of the Constitution. Franklin’s
examination was used by Parliament to analyze the effects of the Stamp
Act, ultimately promoting its repeal. Throughout the examination, the
House of Commons constantly posed questions addressing colonial
resistance to the use of military force as well as possible colonial arms.
The latter of the two questions was not answered by Franklin and was
subsequently withdrawn from the examination.25 Although Franklin
attempted to refute the British misconceptions by explaining that the
assemblies of the colonies were solely interested in reaffirming their
rights as English citizens and were separate from the mobs and violent
protestors, Parliament revealed that it was expecting and preparing
for a colonial rebellion through their military-based interrogation.26
Similar to the articles from the London Chronicle, Parliament revealed
paranoia through its unjustifiable fear that the colonies were attempting
to splinter the empire.
Like the colonists, Parliament acted upon their fears. The negative
effects of the Stamp Act upon the British economy, such as loss of trade
caused by colonial resistance, ultimately promoted the Stamp Act’s
repeal in March 1766. However, with the repeal Parliament additionally
passed the Declaratory Act. The act declared that the colonies were
officially subordinate to Parliament and the British Crown, and that
any colonial legislations resisting Parliament were to be immediately
rendered void.27 Although at the time the act was established it was
ignored in celebration of the Stamp Act’s repeal, on paper, the colonies
were forced into the subordinate position that they feared. In fact, the
act foreshadowed the continued onslaught of British taxation through
the Townshend Duties, and additionally the continued imposition of
power seen through the Coercive Acts, which punished Boston for their
resistance in the Boston Tea Party in 1773. Through continued resistance
and continued attempted insurrection, these acts would continue to
fray the tie between Great Britain and her colonies. The Declaratory
Act was a desperate attempt to reestablish control, and the subsequent
acts it paved the way for were more desperate enactments with more
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inflamed opposition. Thus, the conflicts fueling the revolution were
caught in an endless spiral. In fact, later in 1773, Benjamin Franklin
expressed the significance of the Act in his essay, “Rules by Which a
Great Empire May Be Reduced to a Small One.” Franklin wrote that
in order to heighten the tension with the colonies, Parliament should
“pass another solemn declaratory Act… convincing [the colonists],
that they are at present under a Power… which can not only kill their
Bodies, but damn their Souls to all Eternity, by compelling them, if it
pleases, to worship the Devil.”28 To Franklin, the Declaratory Act was
an installment of tyranny that ultimately fueled the Revolution and
fractured the empire. In actuality, it was exactly this.
The act was more than simply an assertion of British power; it was a
reassurance to Parliament that it still held power. In so, the Declaratory
Act was a revelation of the mutual distrust between the colonies and
Britain. While the Patriots may have seemed paranoid in fearing the
nullification of their liberties, the actions and reactions of the British
government and Tories, fueled by their fear of losing the colonies,
suggests that the British were equally paranoid. Thus, as the colonies
struggled to establish equality, the British attempted to establish control.
The alternate ideals from each side of the Atlantic were incompatible;
the more they each tried to establish their own ideals, the more their
fears felt justified and the more the idea of reconciliation splintered.
The Internet and Modern Day
Through simply studying the American and British rhetoric and actions,
one cannot fully understand the psychological and subconscious
motives that fueled the Revolution. However, while the fears expressed
by the Patriots and Tories may not have outwardly mirrored their
inner mentality, both parties’ actions and rhetoric did, in fact, express
the paranoid style. More importantly, the opposing paranoid styles
strengthened the justification of each, thereby fueling mutual distrust
and the British-colonial rift. Though the notion that our country‘s
establishment was a result of paranoia may be incomprehensible to
many modern Americans, the Revolution, as Hofstadter puts it, was
without question an “arena for uncommonly angry minds.”29
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During the 1760s, pamphlets and other publications were used
to convey Patriotic and Tory beliefs at the dawn of the American
Revolution; today, the Internet—the newest form of written and
spoken publications—acts as the central arena for the resistance and
revolution in the Middle East. In fact, radicals in Libya, Egypt, Saudi
Arabia, and other countries are striving to establish their rights as
humans by establishing democracies and republics, paralleling the
actions of Patriots as they sought to reaffirm their rights as Englishmen.
Our country’s ancestors used publications as their bulletin board for
opinions and newspapers as their center for debate; today, the Internet
and social networking establish a central medium to express opinions
and organize revolt.
The Internet goes far beyond the eighteenth century debates; the web
provides users with the perfect arena for paranoia, amplifying the
passions and opinions that are expressed. The net sustains opportunity
for an impulsive atmosphere on which anything can be published,
separating individuals from reality itself. The Internet’s amplification
of paranoia mirrors the eighteenth century expression of the paranoid
style, suggesting that the American Revolution did more than
establish our country. It set a precedent for the fears, exaggeration, and
conspiracy theories that have haunted our past.
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