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“Every wealthy Dunce is loaded with Honours”:
William Livingston’s Cultural Imperative and the Anglophone Enlightenment
in Colonial New York City, 1747-1755
Michael D. Hattem
Yale University
Simply put, William Livingston was a man on a mission. Later he would serve as
governor of New Jersey re-elected every year from 1776 to 1790, the year of his death, but in
early 1750s New York City he, along with two compatriots, William Smith, Jr. and John Morin
Scott, undertook an enlightened project of cultural reform aimed at raising the cultural level of
the city’s inhabitants and challenging the cultural hegemony of the city’s Anglican clergy.
Dubbed “the triumvirate” by their opponents, they believed the Anglicans to be unenlightened
advocates of enthusiasm, superstition, and intolerance and held them accountable for the city’s
cultural deficiencies. They sought to enlighten the culture of the city and challenge the clergy’s
role as the city’s cultural arbiters by broadly disseminating the principles of the Anglophone
Enlightenment, including rationality, anti-enthusiasm, toleration, and moderation.1
Livingston's cultural project would eventually include the founding of the city’s first
philosophical and literary society, its first professional organization, its first extra-congregational
religious organization, and its first public library, the New York Society Library. However, prior
to most of these institutional endeavors, Livingston and company founded New York’s first
weekly non-newspaper publication, The Independent Reflector, the project’s vehicle for reaching
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a broad public.2 It is important to note that the fundamental ideas Livingston propagated were
neither new nor original. Rather, they had emanated out of Britain at the end of the seventeenth
century and circulated throughout the Atlantic World for much of the first half of the eighteenth
century. They were “in the air,” so to speak.
Culture, for Livingston, was not merely the genteel, high culture of elite gentlemen’s
clubs and belles lettres, but, rather, something more fundamental. He viewed culture as emerging
from an epistemological foundation, which then informs and encompasses most aspects of civil
society including religion, politics, social organization, and education, which he saw as all being
interconnected. In other words, civil society was shaped by the prevailing culture of the city
rather than the other way around. Because the city’s cultural arbiters, the Anglican clergy,
promoted enthusiasm, superstition, and intolerance, this had produced an unenlightened and
vulgar city culture. The resulting conflict with the Anglican clergy, centered largely around the
founding of King’s College, amounted to a cultural struggle, and, unlike the institution founding
done by Benjamin Franklin in Philadelphia in the previous decade, Livingston’s project
produced one of the most direct, incisive and utilitarian internal urban cultural critiques of the
colonial period.
Livingston’s Intellectual Formation, 1737-1747
As a young man, Livingston was shaped by his time at Yale College, where he was
exposed to two opposing systems of thought: the English Enlightenment, especially John Locke,
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and the revivalism of the Great Awakening.3 The former’s profound effect on Livingston was
plainly evident in his pastoral ode, “Philosophic Solitude,” published in 1747, only a few years
after leaving Yale College:
--For Profit I wou’d read
The labour’d volumes of the learned dead.
Sagacious Lock[e], by providence design’d
T’ exalt, instruct, and rectify the mind.
He accepted Lockean epistemology, that the mind is a blank slate, that knowledge comes
from our senses, yet, as our senses are imperfect, the knowledge gained from them can at best be
probable.4 Livingston took away two fundamental implications from Locke. First, if you could
not be wholly certain of anything, you had no rational justification for enthusiasm of any kind,
leading him to a moderation in thought or tempered skepticism. A “Man of Sense and
Impartiality,” would, he wrote, always “preserve the golden Mean.”5 Secondly, he learned that
culture was a social construct. That is to say, if you changed the environment, you could
potentially change the person.
Through the combination of his reading and his exposure to the Great Awakening during
his stay at New Haven, Livingston came to detest the revivalists’ pessimistic view of human
nature and their enthusiasm, which, he said, “cannot bear the touchstone of reason.” In the mid1740s, he wrote to a friend, “I can never persuade myself that such convulsions . . . are any sign
that Christianity prevails amongst a people . . . [and] furnish only matter for strife &
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Contention.”6
A Discourse of Cultural Criticism, 1749-1752
In the early 1740s, following college, Livingston began a law apprenticeship in
New York City. There, he found two things quite disturbing. First, there was a younger
generation of activist Anglican clergy intent on dominating the other denominations despite the
fact that Anglicans constituted only ten percent of the colony.7 Second, he was aghast at the
city’s cultural deficiencies, initially in terms of liberal education, arts and sciences, and belles
lettres. In 1749, he set out his critique of city culture in a number of pamphlets and newspaper
essays, having written,
This Province above any other, has felt the Miseries of Ignorance, and they still remain our
sorest Afflictions. A sordid thirst after Money, sways the Lives of our People; while
Learning, and all those Arts, that raise the Dignity and Happiness of Humane Nature, lie
despised and neglected. [. . .] Ignorance, horrid Ignorance! Reigns in every Art, Trade,
Business, and Character.8
Along with Smith, Scott, and a few others, he founded a philosophical club and contrasted it with
the city’s existing “Weekly Clubs, and Societies,” which were full of “noisy fops” who “Bluster
away the Evening” and “Smoke their Pipes with a senseless Stupidity” while making “effeminate
Observations on Dress, and the Ladies.”9 The club’s goal, he wrote, was to “improve the Taste,
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and Knowledge, to Reform, and Correct, the manners of the Inhabitants of this Town.”10 These
clubs were largely populated with unlearned and, in some instances, uneducated merchants.
What the city needed, the triumvirate thought, was more college-educated, liberal and civicminded gentlemen like themselves. Also, no colonial city without its own college could claim to
be enlightened. Hence, in 1749, Livingston issued a pamphlet entitled, Some Serious Thoughts
on the Designs of Erecting a College, in which he wrote,
The want of a liberal Education has long been our Reproach and Misfortune. Our
Neighbours have told us in an insulting Tone, that the Art of getting Money, is the highest
Improvement we can pretend to: That the wisest Man among us without a Fortune, is
neglected and despised; and the greatest Blockhead with one, caress’d and honour’d: That,
for this Reason, a poor Man of the most shining Accomplishments, can never emerge out
of his Obscurity; while every wealthy Dunce is loaded with Honours.11
Needless to say, none of this endeared him to the city’s relatively unlearned merchant elite, who
knew they were the “noisy fops” and “wealthy Dunces” to whom he was referring.
The Independent Reflector, 1752-1753
Livingston's project began in earnest at the end of 1752 with the publication of The
Independent Reflector, a four-page weekly publication in the format of The Spectator and The
Independent Whig, containing one essay of usually either social commentary, cultural criticism,
and political thought. Occasionally, they would address such practical matters as the
transportation of felons or improving firefighting techniques. The Reflector lasted for only one
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year, a mere fifty-two issues. Livingston wrote to a friend that the purpose of the journal was
“for correcting the taste and improving the minds of our fellow citizens.”12 At the time of its
publication, it was the only non-newspaper periodical in the entire colonies.
Despite the insights that they offer into both the cultural state of the city and Livingston’s
project of cultural reform, these essays have received surprisingly little scholarly attention. The
Reflector was the first completely original publication in the colonies written by a colonist
devoted to direct cultural criticism.13 A complete edition came out in 1962 edited by one of
colonial New York’s finest historians, the late Milton M. Klein.14 Since then, there has been no
serious study devoted to the Reflector. Historians who have made use of it, largely in the late
1960s and early 1970s, read it as a political document in the context of the “republican
synthesis,” the ideological interpretation of the Revolution then prevailing. For example, Bernard
Bailyn wrote, in The Origins of American Politics (1968), that the Reflector was “for the most
part a compendium of the standard formulas of eighteenth-century political thought.”15
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Furthermore, partly because of the focus on politics and factionalism as the defining
features of colonial New York history, both the Reflector and the King’s College debate it
sparked have been reduced to examples of both factional propaganda and political power
struggles.16 They have largely ignored the cultural aspects of the Reflector and the connection
between the Reflector and Livingston’s subsequent cultural activities.17 It is my contention that
there was something much deeper going on in the Reflector than merely Whig republicanism or
factional politics as usual. The Independent Reflector was not just a political journal but a
significant part of Livingston’s wider project of cultural reform, or what I call his “cultural
imperative.” For this reason, it seems to me that The Independent Reflector may be a neglected
document in the study of the Enlightenment in America.
Before Livingston could move forward with the cultural reform he had in mind for New
York City, he had to break down the Anglicans’ cultural hegemony or what one historian has
called the “traditional religious superintendency of culture” in the city, which he perceived to be
based on irrational enthusiasm and superstition that promoted intolerance and passive obedience
disguised as order.18 His attack involved numerous anticlerical essays each seemingly more
vituperative than the last. The High-Church Anglican clergy’s vehement responses illustrate the
perceived threat posed to Anglican cultural dominance, which despite its tenuousness due to their
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small numbers had gone largely unchallenged in the eighteenth century.19
The “Enlightened” Reflector
The Reflector contained a number of recurring enlightened themes including antienthusiasm and superstition, toleration, rational religion, anticlericalism, meritocracy, and the
utility of liberal education. Although some politically-minded historians suggest that the conflict
began in March of 1753 with the first essay discussing King's College, in fact, Livingston began
his attack in earnest with the sixth issue, “A Vindication of the Moravians, against the
Aspersions of their Enemies,” The Moravians were a small group of humble German pietists
based in New Jersey against whom the activist Anglican clergy had preached publicly.
Livingston’s defense of them amounted to a manifesto of the Reflector’s key themes. He
criticized the clergy for acting like “little popes” who attacked other sects “for believing in
Christ, without worshipping the Clergy,” and reminded his readers, “Defamation uttered from
the Pulpit, is still defamation.” In this essay, along with another a few months later, he also set
out his own version of rational or “Primitive Christianity.”20 For Livingston, “whoever believes,
that Jesus Christ was the promised Messiah, sent of God, to instruct Mankind, and practices the
Morality he taught; is to all Intents and Purposes, a compleat Christian.”21 He called for a simpler
Christianity shorn of theological corruption by clergy with their “cabalistical jargon,” “learned
Absurdity,” and “scholastic Gibberish!”22 In the end, he could not understand why “there should
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be a Necessity for countless Systems to explain what could not be misunderstood, and to
illustrate with endless Comments, what was wrote in Sun-Beams.”23 His reasoning for attacking
enthusiasm was wholly Lockean. As he put it, “A proper Consideration of the Frailty of human
Nature, might convince them, that their most darling Tenets, founded only upon probable
Evidence, may possibly be false.24” By focusing on the humble Moravians, Livingston implied a
charge of hubris against the Anglican clergy, and, by calling for a simpler Christianity, he
appeared to render the role of the clergy superfluous. It is no surprise then that the Anglican
reaction was swift. They did not appreciate public challenges to cultural authority by questioning
their virtue and piety and they accused the Reflector of being a “freethinker” and an “atheist.” In
answer to his anticlericalism, they wrote, “Whoever despises a Minister despises Jesus Christ.”25
The essay on the Moravians and the reaction it aroused set the stage for the debate over the
founding of King’s College just a few months later.
The King’s College Debate, 1753-1755
The biggest battle in this cultural struggle was undoubtedly the debate over the founding
of King’s College, now Columbia University. Livingston, with the support of many Dissenters,
wanted the college to be chartered by the Assembly. Going further than many of his supporters,
Livingston even proposed that the college be non-sectarian. The Anglicans, threatened by the
Congregationalist Yale College to the north and the New Light College of New Jersey to the
south, wanted the college to be chartered by the King as an Anglican institution. In 1752, Trinity
Church, the leading Anglican congregation in the city, donated land for the college with the
expectation that Anglican liturgy be used at the college, while the Assembly raised £3,433
through public lotteries for the establishment of the college. The debate took place largely in the
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city’s newspapers and in the Reflector as well as other pamphlets published by both sides, the
opposition led by Livingston and the clergy led by Samuel Johnson, a fellow graduate of Yale
College and the most renowned Anglican cleric in the colonies who had been deeply committed
to the “New Learning” of the English Enlightenment in his youth but subsequently rejected it
when he realized its implications for religious orthodoxy.
Livingston’s vision for the college was to be a place that would do more than train
Anglican clergy. It should serve all denominations equally, its Board of Trustees should reflect
the denominational composition of the colony, and its goal should be to instruct students in more
utilitarian studies than merely Greek, Latin, and theology. Livingston wanted a college that
would focus on liberal learning in order to produce students who were rational and independent
thinkers dedicated to improving the colony, while the Anglican clergy wanted a college steeped
in religious instruction that would “rear up good men for Church & State,” that is, to produce the
next generation of both Anglican religious and political leadership.26
In order to protect his disinterested pose, Livingston did not respond directly to Anglican
criticism in the Reflector. So, in September of 1753, Livingston and company founded another
weekly publication, The Occasional Reverberator, to do just that. But after six months of a
particularly vehement media exchange, the Anglican establishment began to put pressure on
Livingston’s publisher, James Parker, who was also the government printer. He was threatened
with the loss of his government contract if he continued publishing the Reflector and the
Reverberator. Parker ceased publication of the Reverberator in October of 1753 after only four
issues and the Reflector was ceased the following month. In January of 1754, Livingston
published a final thirty-one-page issue of the Reflector entitled, Preface, and carrying the tagline,
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“Printed (until Tyrannically Suppressed) in 1753.” It was meant to be placed at the front of any
bound volumes of the journal and recounted the debate over the college.
This did not end the press war, however. It continued, but Livingston and company were
now serious personae non gratae among the city’s Anglican elite and had trouble getting their
essays published in either Parker or Gaine’s newspapers. Having no outlet for his cause
frustrated Livingston to no end. Finally, in November of 1754, Livingston bought the front page
of Gaine’s newspaper, The New-York Mercury, for an entire year and began a new essay series
entitled The Watch-Tower to continue his attacks on the clergy and the college.
Clearly, Livingston would not be deterred from his self-appointed mission as the cultural
savior of New York City. Thus, even being named to the college’s Board of Trustees in 1753
failed to pacify his opposition, as the Anglican trustees had hoped. Instead, he drafted an
alternative charter to the one drawn up by the Anglicans and submitted it to the Assembly for
approval. Nevertheless, on October 31, 1753, King’s College was founded through a royal
charter, ensuring Anglican control. Nevertheless, Livingston continued to lobby the Assembly to
withhold the public lottery funds that had been raised for the college. Livingston’s agitating
eventually forced the Anglican leadership to recoil from its original plans and make a number of
significant concessions including liturgy agreeable to the Dutch Reformed and Presbyterian
churches, allowance for students to attend other churches, and non-Anglican representation on
the Board of Trustees.
Conclusion
In the end, Livingston and company did not win outright. However, they significantly
challenged the cultural hegemony of the Anglican clergy, who, were forced to recoil from their
previous religious and political aggressiveness. Also, their heated and vicious responses did not
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make them appear in a very favorable light to many of the city’s inhabitants. Nevertheless, for
our intents and purposes here, the success or failure of the project matters not. That it was
undertaken, along with the enlightened motivation behind it and the cultural critique it produced,
is enough to consider this a noteworthy moment in the Enlightenment in America. By
recognizing the cultural nature of the Reflector and its enlightened, utilitarian aims, we may
begin to conceive of the public sphere in colonial America as not solely providing the means for
those who compose civil society to engage in a rational-critical debate about government, but
also of civil society itself, a process which the recent historiography suggests emerged in the
early republic period around the problem of forging a national identity.27 On an even larger scale,
there is the possibility that we may begin to develop a fuller picture of the practical, utilitarian
application of Enlightenment thought in colonial America, which until now has been reserved
largely, if at all, for the intellectual political thought of the revolutionary period.28 If, as Robert
Darnton has written, the Enlightenment was not just “a set of propositions” but “a movement, an
attempt to change minds and reform institutions,” we may have no better example of the
Enlightenment in America—perhaps, even, an American Enlightenment—than the cultural
imperative of William Livingston and company in 1750s New York City.29
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