
THE INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND TO THE
AMERICAN FOUNDING

by Donald S. Lutz*

The Federalist stands as a remarkable achievement in political
theory, and as a useful litmus test of Federalist thinking.' The essays
together contain the core of their political theory. We find in these
papers evidence of the intellectual heritage upon which the Federalists
drew - in effect a "snapshot" of their intellectual antecedents. It
is a picture not of a single author, or even a single tradition, but
rather a number of intellectual strands woven together in a complex,
coherent fabric.

But The Federalist was far from the only writing by those
founders we called Federalists, and the Federalists are not the only
ones who deserve to be included among the founders. Those who
organized for the Revolution, wrote the Declaration of Independence
and Articles of Confederation, framed the first state constitutions,
and adopted as well as wrote the Constitution and Bill of Rights are
among those who need to be included among those honored with
the title "founders." What follows is an attempt to unravel and
identify the various intellectual strands used by these founders to
weave American political thought during the founding era. Perhaps
a better metaphor is the peeling back of layers, as with an onion.
Underlying the several skins, giving them shape, we will find the
place to begin - what Americans of the eighteenth century called
"experience."

Experience Must Be Our Guide

At the end of The Federalist, Hamilton quotes David Hume:
The judgments of many must unite in the work; EXPERIENCE
must guide their labour; TIME must bring it to perfection; and

Graduate Director and Professor of Political Science, University of Houston; B.A.,
1965, Georgetown University; Ph.D., 1969, Indiana University.

1. "Federalists" here refers to those who signed the proposed Constitution, wrote
pamphlets and newspapers in support of it during the ratification debate, and argued for it
in the various ratification conventions. The term as used here does not include those who
belonged to the formal political party that held office during the 1790s.
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the FEELING of inconveniences must correct the mistakes which
they inevitably fall into in their first trials and experiments. 2

This quote serves as a succinct introduction to the most funda-
mental aspect of both Federalist and Antifederalist thought, namely,
the conviction that as useful as books can be, politics should always
rest upon a base of human experience rather than upon logical
abstractions, no matter how appealing or moral the abstractions.
Americans based their state constitutions upon their colonial insti-
tutions, and their colonial institutions had evolved on the basis of
their own experiences in shaping them to meet their needs. The
Federalists had in turn built upon the state constitutions, as well as
the Articles of Confederation.'

Their colonial ancestors had been largely practical, rather than
theoretical, in formulating their policy, although the Bible had pro-
vided them with a coherent basis for thinking about politics. Con-
venant theology had deeply informed their earliest constitutions, such
as the Pilgrim Code of Law (1636) and the Fundamental Orders of
Connecticut (1630). 4 However, over time secularization had moved
the colonists away from direct reliance upon religion to justify their
form of government. The essential test was that on a day-to-day
basis their institutions worked.

Colonial political institutions were generally established in a
single document, a covenant or compact, which functioned as a
constitution. Indeed, these people invented the modern written con-
stitution. The compact in turn rested upon de facto popular consent,
even though no theory of popular sovereignty as yet existed.' All
political institutions were guided by majority rule, or by those elected

2. Federalist 85 (Hamilton) in Clinton Rossiter, ed, The Federalist Papers 526-527 (New
York: Mentor, 1961) [hereafter cited to this edition without reference to editor or author].

3. The argument here is more fully developed in Donald S. Lutz, The Origins of
American Constitutionalism (Baton Rouge, Louisiana State U. Press, 1988) [hereinafter Ori-
gins]. See also the essay by James Viator in this Symposium.

4. See Lutz, Origins at 13-49 (cited in note 3). Covenant theology, widely used by
dissenting Calvinist sects that migrated to colonial America, rested upon a reading of the Bible
that saw all human relationships, including, those with God, as forming freely chosen com-
munities. Each community had an explicit or implicit covenant which defined the terms of the
relationship upon which it was based, and a covenant required that one uphold the spirit not
just the letter of the agreement. For further discussion of covenant theology and its relevance
for American political thought, see Cushing Strout, The New Heavens and New Earth: Political
Religion in America 50-76 (New York: Harper & Row, 1974).

5. For a somewhat different but compatible position, see Edmund S. Morgan, Inventing
the People: The Rise of Popular Sovereignty in England and America (New York: W.W.
Norton, 1988).
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by a majority. These political practices were considerably different
from British precedent. For example, in England property require-
ments resulted in a distinct minority of adult males being able to
vote, and while a majority of those votes produced electoral victory,
it was never intended that winners actually represent a majority of
the population. In America, because of the availability of cheap
land, and the absence of an aristocracy and gentry, the same common
law property requirements enfranchised a majority of adult males,
and thus elections expressed something closer to true majority rule.
Furthermore, unlike in Britain, it was intended that those elected
represent a majority.6 These practices, then, were of American in-
vention - invention by the many that was adjusted over time on
the basis of experience.

The first component of experience, then, was the cumulative
experience on American shores prior to 1776. The second component
of experience was what the Federalists had felt personally and directly
during their own lives. The drafting of state constitutions and the
Articles of Confederation had involved all but a few of those at the
Constitutional Convention. All had felt the consequences of these
documents. The Federalist is full of explicit and implicit criticism of
these earlier documents, not because they were worthless, but because
the experiences of many, over time, had inevitably uncovered mistakes
that needed to be corrected.

A third aspect of experience was history. Federalists and Anti-
federalists alike viewed human history as relevant experience, al-
though certain historical eras were more useful than others.7 The
more religious saw the history of the Jewish people in the Bible as
important for understanding republican institutions since it described
what they considered to be a Hebraic republic, and then showed
God's displeasure when the Hebrews replaced their republic with a
king. The Roman republic, classical Athens, Italian city-states during
the Renaissance, and seventeenth century Netherlands were viewed
as particularly relevant. Above all, the history of England was
ransacked for telling examples. A considerable literature grew up that
purported to see the history of England as the story of republican

6. For a fuller discussion, see Lutz, Origins at 75-76, 104-105 (cited in note 3).
7. For a complete review of this literature, see H. Trevor Colbourn, The Lamp of

Experience: Whig History and the Intellectual Origins of the American Revolution (Chapel
Hill: U. of North Carolina Press, 1965).
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government unfolding. David Hume was most widely read not for
his philosophy, but for his History of England.8 Other widely read
historians were Bulstrode Whitelock, Paul de Rapin- Thoyras, Wil-
liam Guthrie, Edward Montagu, Oliver Goldsmith, William Temple,
James Ralph, Charles Rollin, Jonathan Swift, and Catherine Macau-
ley. Americans read these English histories avidly and saw in their
own young country the true fulfillment of English promise.

The primary connections Americans had with classical Greece
and Rome was through their historians. The most widely read Ro-
mans were Cicero, Livy, Tacitus, and Virgil; while for the Greeks it
was Polybius, Demosthenes, Thucydides, and Aristotle; although
Plutarch's Lives was easily the most widely read classical work. The
Federalist, typical of American political writing in this regard, is
filled with historical examples as part of Federalist dedication to
experience as the font of wisdom.

The Republican Tradition

What the historians taught the founders was that a republican
form of government was best. These historians were not writing
history for academic reasons, but to justify the creation of republican
government, usually in England. One leg of republican theory stood
on dissenting Protestantism, and thus reenforced the impact of
religion in American political thought. The other leg stood on classical
political thought beginning with Aristotle, but usually learned from
Cicero and the Romans. Machiavelli was important for rediscovering
republican thought and translating it for the modern world, but
Americans actually became most familiar with republican theory as
a result of those writing in the context of the English civil war. 9

Unfortunately, there was no consensus on what constituted a
republican form of government. Four definitions from the era will
illustrate the diversity.

Whenever I use the word republic with approbation, I mean a
government in which the people have collectively, or by represen-

8. The titles of the books relevant to the authors mentioned in the text will be found in
the bibliography at the end of the Symposium Introduction.

9. For a complete review of this literature, its context, and its impact, see J.G.A. Pocock,
The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition
(Princeton: Princeton U. Press, 1975); Caroline Robbins, The Eighteenth-Century Common-
wealthman (Cambridge: Harvard U. Press, 1959).

2330 [Vol. 21:2327



INTELLECTUAL BACKGROUND

tation, an essential share in sovereignty. John Adams in a letter
to Samuel Adams, October 18, 1790.10
Is not the whole sovereignty, my friend, essentially in the people?
.. . . Is it not the uncontrollable, essential right of the people to
amend and alter or annul their constitution and frame a new one
... [have] annual or biennial elections ... and by empowering
their representatives to impeach the greatest officers of the state?
Samuel Adams in a letter to John Adams, November 20, 1790.11
.. a government by its citizens in mass, acting directly, according

to rules established by the majority. Thomas Jefferson in a letter
to John Taylor, May 28, 1816.12
... we may define a republic to be ... a government which
derives all its powers either directly or indirectly from the great
body of the people, and is administered by persons holding their
offices during pleasure, for a limited period, or during good
behavior. "3
The first definition, by John Adams, represents a traditional

Whig position that equates republicanism with representation,14 al-
though "silent allowance" or tacit consent is part of the definition.
This passive element was reflected in the colonies by what is known
as "the politics of deference." English Whigs of the Commonwealth
period essentially adhered to this position, and viewed Parliament,
not the people, as sovereign authority in the nation state. The second
definition reflects the radical Whig position that predominated among
those writing the early state constitutions and conducting the Amer-
ican Revolution. It emphasized popular sovereignty with direct, active
consent as the basis for all facets of government - direct in the
sense that the people gave it themselves, and active in the sense that
their consent was required frequently, through means in addition to
elections, instead of assuming that consent was given through passive
acquiescence.

10. Charles Francis Adams, ed, The Works of John Adams 415 (New York: Little &
Brown, 1852).

11. Id at 421.
12. 15 Thomas Jefferson, Writings of Thomas Jefferson 19 (Monticello ed, 1904).
13. Federalist No. 39 at 241.
14. In England during the late seventeenth century, a political party developed which

supported Parliament in its struggles against the king. Supporters of the king branded these
supporters of Parliament "whigs," which was a gaelic word meaning "scoundrel" or "hor-
sethief." The parliamentary faction seems not to have been offended by the term since they
also began using it to refer to themselves, eventually adopting it as their party name. The
Americans considered themselves the heirs of this political ideology, and during the 1760s,
1770s, and 1780s constantly referred to themselves as "whigs."
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Jefferson's definition, while not reflecting his actual preference,
embodies the tendency that was popular in some parts of America
to abandon an emphasis upon representation in favor of a republi-
canism that emphasized what we now call democracy. The more
democratic version would take firmer hold in 19th century America
with the Jacksonian democracy movement, and then later in the
Grange and Populist movements. Madison's definition conveys pre-
cisely the Federalist notion. Based upon a view that popular sover-
eignty only requires the people to rule in an ultimate sense through
their approval of the Constitution, Madison allowed for those in
government to be either directly or indirectly connected to the people
through elections.

The juxtaposition of these definitions nicely summarizes how the
Federalists built upon the radical Whigs, utterly rejected pure de-
mocracy, and softened the democratic component of radical Whig
theory, but not to the extent of returning to traditional Whig parlia-
mentary sovereignty. Since those labeled "Antifederalist" were in
fact American Whigs, one can see that the Federalists were building
upon what had come before. They were not rejecting entirely the
position of their opponents. The Antifederalists as a group were
committed to a range of radical and conservative whiggism. This
diversity allowed the Federalists to successfully position themselves
during the ratification debate.

On the one hand the Federalists could claim they were more
"conservative" than many Whigs since, for example, they had backed
off from the more radical demands for a directly elected unitary
government, but on the other hand they could claim they were more
radical than many Whigs since, for example, the new Constitution
had a directly elected lower house, whereas the legislature under the
Articles of Confederation had been elected by the state legislatures.
The Federalists could thus portray themselves as "moderates" for
seeking a middle position vis a vis the two wings of their opposition
- as half way between the Virginia and New Jersey plans. It is no
accident that during the ratification debates the Federalists targeted
the middle of the road Antifederalists (or Whigs), and therefore it
is easy to see how John Adams and those of his moderate or centrist
Whig persuasion could be persuaded to become Federalists.

Hobbes, Locke, and Sidney are sometimes looked upon as part
of the classical liberal tradition, and one cannot study liberalism
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without including them." However, Americans viewed Sidney and
Locke as Whigs - as republican theorists. 6 Algernon Sidney and
John Locke reached similar conclusions and used very similar con-
cepts and terminology, but Locke defended a position closer to the
traditional Whig one characterized by John Adams' definition, while
Sidney was closer to the more radical position defended by Samuel
Adams. Furthermore, Sidney derived his conclusions from religious
premises, copiously citing the Bible and religious authorities, while
Locke based his on grounds of rationality, which was more typical
of the Enlightenment. Regardless, Americans, including Federalists,
were very much republicans in the Whig tradition, and they learned
their republicanism by reading Sidney, Locke, the historians, and a
host of others.'7 Moreover, as with the historians, the Whigs were
read in a way to justify and extend the institutions they had already
developed. It is an irony of history that John Locke was used by

15. Algernon Sidney (1622-1683), a contemporary of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1678) and
John Locke (1632-1704), was put to death by the royalists for having written Discourses
Concerning Government even though the manuscript was not published until 1698, well after
Sidney's death. The fact of his execution, plus the radical content of his political tract, made
Sidney famous during the era of the Glorious Revolution. In America, his and Locke's names
were very likely to be used together as virtual theoretical brothers.

16. Many today read Locke as a defender of limited government, individualism, natural
rights, and laissez-faire economics - government should interfere in the economy only to
enforce contracts and punish crimes. He was undoubtedly a contributor to classical liberalism
so defined, but one should be careful not to attribute to him the full-blown, complete classical
liberalism that finally evolved in the late nineteenth century. He was much closer to the
republicanism of his age that, while it saw individuals as having natural rights, did not include
among these rights the list of limits we now expect in a typical American bill of rights. Rather,
republican theory saw government as based upon the consent of the people with almost all
other rights viewed as civil rights and thus susceptible to alienation by a legislature that was
supreme. Republican theorists like Locke also saw few limits on the majority. It took James
Madison and later theorists to recognize the dangers of majority tyranny. It thus makes a
great deal of difference that Locke was viewed by Americans of the 1780s as a republican
theorist, whether we now agree with their interpretation or not.

17. Even a partial list of the Whigs read by Americans would have to include John
Trenchard and Thomas Gordon, Bishop Benjamin Hoadley, Henry Neville, Viscount Boling-
broke, John Milton, Robert Molesworth, Joseph Priestly, John Somers, George Lyttelton,
Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift, James Harrington, the Earl of Shaftesbury (Anthony Ashley),
Richard Hooker, Walter Moyle, John Gay, Richard Price, and James Burgh. The basic
definition of the Whig literature is taken from Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the
American Revolution (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard, 1967). For the best overview of
this literature's impact on American political thinking of the period, see Gordon S. Wood,
The Creation of the American Republic (Chapel Hill: U. of North Carolina Press, 1969).
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Americans to justify institutions that Americans had developed before
Locke published.

The Commonwealth tradition, often referred to as Whig political
theory, was associated with the attempt by Parliament to gain the
upper hand over the Crown. Republicanism was appropriated from
classical Greek and Roman writers in order to bolster Parliament's
case. A powerful ally in this long struggle with the king was the
common law tradition, which emphasized the role of law as a restraint
or limit on the Crown. Also associated with the democratic tendencies
of English Whig political theory was an evolving view of the world
that we now call classical liberalism, even though it was a develop-
ment of modern political theory that had nothing to do with classical
Greece or Rome. Interestingly, Locke is also considered a central
figure in this latter movement."

Liberalism did more than support Whiggism. In important re-
spects it changed the Whig way of looking at politics altogether.
Among other things, it provided reasons for limiting not only the
Crown, but government as a whole. In some respects more radical
than Whig political thought, and in some respects less so, liberalism
blended with two other, more modern movements, Enlightenment
rationalism and scientific empiricism. The Federalists absorbed all of
these, as did the Antifederalists, but the Federalists would be distin-
guished by being more in tune with the Enlightenment, especially the
Scottish Enlightenment, and by being much more inclined toward
the creation of a science of politics, a development to be discussed
at some length in a later section.

Lawyers and Liberals

As mentioned earlier, an important part of the English Common
law tradition was its emphasis upon law as a restraint on the power
of the Crown. The common law tradition effectively began with the
Magna Carta in 1215. In the Magna Carta, the Barons forced King
John to submit to a number of limits, the most important of which
turned out to be Parliament's control of the purse. The Magna Carta
was ignored for long stretches of time, but Sir John Fortescue
resurrected it with his compilation of the common law in the 15th

18. See, for example, J. P. Greene, The Intellectual Heritage of the Constitutional Era:
The Delegate's Library (Philadelphia: Library Co of Philadelphia, 1986).
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century. Of much greater importance was Chief Justice Sir Edward
Coke's Institutes of the Laws of England (published in four parts
between 1628 and 1644). Coke's whiggish treatment of the common
law became the standard work for more than a century, and those
with legal training in the colonies were familiar with Coke, which
was not an unmixed blessing. James Madison, Thomas Jefferson,
John Adams, James Wilson, and Alexander Hamilton were just a
few who were led to speak at some point in their private writings of
their relief that the turgid, almost unreadable volumes by Coke had
been effectively replaced in time for their own study by the publi-
cation of William Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of Eng-
land.

Sir John Davies and Nathaniel Bacon, among others, supported
Coke's position that the Crown was limited by an "ancient consti-
tution" comprised of custom "beyond the memory of man," and
the common law built upon such custom. Supporters of the Crown
attacked this notion, but a large number of legal historians supported
Coke. 9 Finally, between 1765 and 1769 Sir William Blackstone
published his four volume Commentaries on the Laws of England.

Blackstone's work represented an important fusion in intellectual
history. On the one hand, he summarized and extended the common
law position of Coke and his supporters among the legal historians.
On the other hand, he synthesized them with Newton's vision of the
universe and Locke's theories of human nature and political liberty.
Just as Newton had found the laws underlying physical processes in
nature, Blackstone consciously attempted to lay out the fundamental
principles underlying British legal and political institutions. Implicit
in the principles he found was the Lockean view of rational human
nature - the view that all humans are capable of, and inclined to
engage in, careful, reasoned calculations concerning their safety,
comfort, and interests. In addition to quoting Locke with some
frequency, Blackstone's work is an extension of Locke's ideas.

Locke's An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which
contained his view of human nature and psychology, was widely

19. Included among these supporters of Coke were Chief Justice Sir Mathew Hale, William
Petyt, Lord John Somers, Daines Barrington, Henry Care, William Atwood, Obadiah Hulme,
Francis Stoughton Sullivan, William Hawkins, and the Earl of Clarendon (Edward Hyde).
The works of these legal historians were scattered throughout the personal and college legal
libraries in America.
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available and widely read in America.20 Two Treatises on Govern-
ment, which contained his political theory, was not as widely read
in America. Locke's direct influence was strongest around the time
of the Declaration of Independence, for he wrote profoundly on the
reasons for resisting tyranny and on the basis for founding govern-
ment. However, he was rarely cited after 1781. Instead, Blackstone
became the primary, although indirect, means for injecting Locke's
ideas into the debate on the Constitution. After Montesquieu, the
Federalists cited Blackstone most frequently, followed by Locke.
Locke had relatively little to say about specific institutions or prob-
lems of constitutional design, so his influence during the constitu-
tional debate resulted from Blackstone's use of Lockean principles
to undergird his own institutional analysis. Although Blackstone's
interpretation of Locke is sometimes open to question, Blackstone
did successfully link the common law with liberal natural rights
theory. Both Federalists and Antifederalists were, in the end, more
students of Blackstone than of Locke.

Locke was also present in the background of Federalist thinking
through his impact on liberalism and natural law theory. Locke had
a significant influence on the development of liberalism through his
successful synthesis of the concepts of social compact, consent,
individualism, and political equality. We do not find an emphasis
on any of these concepts in The Federalist, although, with the
exception of individualism, these concepts are central to American
political writing generally. Locke influenced the development of
natural law theory during the eighteenth century through the work
of Jean Jacques Burlamaqui, and Emmerich de Vattel. However, in
this regard Locke was more a conduit than an originator, since he
owed his natural law view of the state to men like Richard Hooker,
Hugo de Grotius, and Baron Samuel von Pufendorf, whom the
Federalists and Antifederalists also cited directly.

Classical liberalism in general, and John Locke in particular,
thus had a general and indirect effect on the founders through several
linkages - Blackstone, classical liberalism, natural law theory, and,
perhaps most important, the Scottish Enlightenment.

20. An assessment of the actual availability of certain books in America during the era
can be found in D. Lundberg and H.F. May, The Enlightened Reader in America, 28 Am Q
262 (1976).
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The Scottish Enlightenment

The Scottish Enlightenment did not really derive from the con-
tinental Enlightenment, but rather from the traditions of republican-
ism and liberalism, which it blended, adapted, and in important
respects altered. The Scottish movement had three basic thrusts - a
theory of moral philosophy, a theory of economic progress, and a
theory of history. A key figure in its approach to moral philosophy
was Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746).

Hutcheson, contrary to Locke, asserted that man's moral sense
was innate rather than the product of reason, and that this inborn
proclivity ultimately inclined men to sociable and public- regarding
behavior. Hutcheson saw self-love as the fundamental force in human
nature, much as Newton saw gravity as a fundamental force in
physical nature - self-love defined as the natural desire to establish
one's superior worth. Self-love had two positive effects on human
behavior. First, it led to industriousness, and second it led men to
be industrious in ways that produced social approval. Industriousness
had its primary outlet in economic activity, and increasing the com-
mon wealth was the very definition of political virtue - seeking the
common good. One critical political aspect lay in the seeking of
fame. Why would a man neglect his economic betterment to work
for the common good? Hutcheson's answer was that the highest
social approval to be gained, the most enduring source of fame,
resulted from the industrious seeking of the common good through
the holding of political office. The seeking of fame, a form of self-
love, bestirred a man to work for the common good. Self- love, a
kind' of self-interest, was thus compatible with virtue defined as
pursuit of the common good. Indeed, it was seen as the basis of
virtue. Humans, when left alone to pursue their interests freely, were
naturally cooperative, sociable, benevolent, and virtuous.

One can see that Hutcheson's emphasis on sociableness resonated
with the communitarianism that formed the core American experience
from colonial time, as well as with the Calvinist emphasis on virtues
like industry, frugality, and temperance. However, even though
Hutcheson saw the moral sense as implanted by God, his theory of
moral sentiments, of the supremacy of sentiment or innate sense over
reason in moral decisions, opened the door to a completely secular
analysis of human virtue and human behavior - a secular analysis
that was motivated by the desire to develop a science of human
behavior derived from fundamental principles similar to Newton's
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work in physics. An important, and thus far unresolved question,
then, is the extent to which Publius and other authors of the founding
era wrote from a rationalist perspective derived from liberals like
Locke, and to what extent they wrote from a theory of moral
sentiments. The evidence in The Federalist seems to run in both
directions, as, with some notable exceptions in New England, it did
in American political writing generally.

Recent studies have begun to emphasize the importance of the
Scottish Enlightenment for early American political theory in general,
and The Federalist in particular. 21 Other names associated with
Hutcheson are David Hume, Henry Home (Lord Kames), Adam
Smith, Thomas Reid, Hugh Blair, and James Beattie. Among these,
Hume had the most immediate and important effect.

Hume used both historical and philosophical analysis to explain,
justify, and praise the rise of the commercial republic. In many ways
a rejection of Locke, Hume's theory still used much of Locke's
epistemology as well as Hutcheson's theory of moral sentiment in a
mix that stood as a primary competitor to the traditional republican
emphasis upon virtue. Hume's epistemological realism emphasized
the analysis of factions and actual human behavior as opposed to
republican theory's emphasis on the inculcation of virtues in order
to modify human behavior. Where the republican theorists considered
corruption the primary source of political instability, Hume consid-
ered factions the primary threat to popular government and the
happiness it produced, and it is known that Madison borrowed much
of his argument in Federalist No. 10 from Hume.2

Hume provided a philosophical basis for the economic theories
we now associate with thinkers like Adam Smith. He also belonged
to a group of men who analyzed the economic basis for material
progress in human history, a material progress associated with, and
undergirding, the rise and spread of liberty. The names of others in

21. See generally R.H. Campbell and A.S. Skinner, eds, The Origins and Nature of the
Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh: John Donald Press, 1982); Istvan Hunt and Michael
Ignatieff, eds, Wealth and Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish Enlight-
enment (Cambridgeshire: Cambridge U. Press, 1983); Garry Wills, Inventing America: Jeffer-
son's Declaration of Independence (New York: Doubleday, 1978).

22. See, for example, Douglass Adair, 'That Politics May be Reduced to a Science':
David Hume, James Madison, and the Tenth Federalist, reprinted in Trevor Colbourn, ed,
Fame and the Founding Fathers: Essays by Douglass Adair 93-106 (New York: W.W. Norton,
1974).
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this group include William Robertson, Adam Ferguson, Lord Kames,
James Dunbar, Joseph Addison, Daniel Defoe, John'Millar, William
Falconer, and Gilbert Stuart. Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations, in
addition to echoing the Scottish Enlightenment's philosophy of self-
interest and the economic analysis based upon such a view of human
nature, also contributed to the idea of material, social, and political
progress. Smith wrote of the move from "rudeness" to "refinement"
and argued that human social development had a "natural history,"
much the way the biological world did. Associated with Smith's
attempt to develop a theory of political economy were Charles
Davenant, John Law, Josiah Child, William Petty, Dudley North,
Steuart Denham, and Adam Anderson. While these men were read
in late eighteenth century America, they, along with Adam Smith,
had their strongest impact after the turn of the nineteenth century.

On the one hand, both Hume and Smith rejected Locke's notion
of contract, the state of nature, and rational calculation as the basis
for morals. On the other hand, they started with Locke's epistemol-
ogy found in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding and worked
from the theory of history implicit in Locke. Many Americans saw
in Locke's Second Treatise on Government a linear view of history,
emphasis upon economic development as the driving force in history,
and the idea that history reveals predictable interactions between
human needs and human institutions, interactions mediated by rea-
son. Adam Smith reflects these aspects of Locke's theoretical rea-
soning in his Wealth of Nations. Note, however, that Locke's influence
through Hume and Smith is an indirect one, not a direct transmission
of political ideas and institutions from Locke to the founding gen-
eration. Furthermore, not Adam Smith, but Hume, Locke's most
severe and successful critic, was the most influential of the Scottish
philosophers on the founding generation. The direct criticism of
Locke by Hume had to have at least as much effect to the negative
on Locke's reputation as Hume's borrowing of certain assumptions
from Locke's philosophy had an effect to the positive.

The Enlightenment

Terms like "republicanism" and "liberalism" were developed
years later by historians as labels for intellectual movements com-
posed of thinkers who shared a significant number of assumptions,
goals, and principles. The term "Enlightenment," however, was
coined by the people to whom it presumably referred as a self-
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description, and it was used by later historians as a label for an
entire era. The intent of those who developed the term was to
distinguish what they were doing from the "dark ages" of ignorance
and superstition that came before, and thereby to provide an implicit
invidious comparison with their political enemies - those who de-
fended traditional values, methods, and institutions.

One practical consequence of the political agency implied by the
term Enlightenment was to include anyone who rejected, or seemed
to reject, the old ways of thinking, regardless of their position. As
a result, those associated with the Enlightenment exhibited a melange
of approaches, a cacaphony of ideas. Names so appropriated included
idealists like George Berkeley, rationalists like Descartes, scientists
like Newton, realists like Locke, and a wild variety of physiocrats,
free traders, utilitarians, classicists, philosophical skeptics, romantics,
moralists, atheists, churchmen, empiricists, mathematicians, liberals,
democrats, aristocrats, and just about every other discernible group.

Enlightenment thinkers certainly emphasized human reason or
rationality, and they often emphasized secular as opposed to religious
assumptions. This general characterization sometimes hides more than
it reveals, however. The thinkers like Descartes who emphasized
reason were not so much innovative in this regard, for men like
William of Ockam had been rationalists centuries earlier; instead,
the modern rationalists were distinguished by their numbers and their
radical insistence upon rationalist premises. However, since an equally
important part of the Enlightenment was the rise of science and
social science based upon empirical reason as opposed to pure reason,
the Enlightenment as an intellectual movement was quite diverse in
its epistemology. Could one arrive at truth using only analytical logic
along the lines of "I think, therefore I am," or was truth limited to
that which could be systematically observed through the senses? There
was no single Enlightenment answer to the question.

Also, while there was a strong anti-religious bias evident in the
writings of many during the era, working from secular, rationalist
premises is not the same as being anti-religious. Many famous writers
during the Enlightenment were quite frankly religious both personally
and in their work. Locke may have deemphasized religion, but many
of his readers find God prominent in his political theory. Isaac
Newton, after divining the laws of mechanics, spent the last thirty
years of his life studying and writing about the Bible.

In sum, to say that the founders were strongly influenced by
the Enlightenment amounts to saying little more than that the men
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writing between 1670 and 1787 had an impact on the thinking behind
the Constitution. The triviality of the statement is matched by its
potential for confusing the unwary. The strategy here, then, is to
sub-divide the Enlightenment in a way that allows something mean-
ingful and sensible to be said about influences on American thought
beyond the ones already identified in this essay.

One useful categorization scheme might distinguish four "en-
lightenments": a radical, anti-religious strain that tended to empha-
size pure reason; a natural religion strain that attacked religious
orthodoxy but was more interested in updating religion to be con-
gruent with more modern, empirical views of human nature than in
rejecting religion; a moderate, liberal or constitutional strain that
used both rationalism and empiricism and often emphasized the
importance of economics; and a scientific or empirical strain that
took advances in natural science as its model for advancing human
knowledge about social, political, and economic matters. 2 As one
might expect, even with the mutually contradictory characteristics of
these sub-categories, it is often difficult to cleanly place a given
thinker in one or the other with any great confidence.

The first group, which included men like Voltaire, Diderot, and
Helvetius, can be dealt with quickly. Although the works of these
men were certainly known to the best-educated Americans, they were
not widely read and had little if any influence on the writing of the
Constitution.

The second group was in certain respects quite diverse, although
their consistent impact was to deemphasize the antagonism between
religion and the natural world. This allowed religious people to pursue
life relatively free from biblical constraints and to be more concerned
with practical effects, which were generally seen as either outside of
the moral realm or generally compatible with Christian morality.
Members of this group were proponents of "rational Christianity,"
who frequently saw self-interested behavior as compatible with relig-
ion and tended to limit religion to devotional practices at certain
times of the week. The group prominently included John Tillotson,
Samuel Clarke, Joseph Butler, Matthew Tindal, William Paley, Philip
Doddridge, John Toland, and William Wollaston.

23. The categorization scheme here is a combination/revision of earlier efforts. See Bernard
Bailyn Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard,
1967); Lundberg and May The Enlightened Reader at 262 (cited in note 20); Greene, Intellectual
Heritage (cited in note 18).
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The impact of these writers upon American thinking was cu-
mulative and indirect. Certainly, a number of prominent Federalists
were deists, as were a number of writers in this group. However,
their major impact on Federalist and Antifederalist thinking was to
reinforce the notion, pressed from other quarters as well, that the
proper analysis of politics did not require reference to God's will or
explicitly religious principles.

Members of the third "moderate" group in the Enlightenment
were notable for reflecting explicitly upon political institutions, proc-
esses, and assumptions, although often in a piecemeal or specialized
fashion. They also shared an interest in or inclination toward what
we now term constitutional or liberal democracy. Beccaria, Burla-
maqui, De Lolme, Grotius, Mably, Raynal, and Vattel were promi-
nent in this category. Rousseau might be placed here or among the
more radical figures. His work was -not widely read, however, and
did not have much influence, until after the writing of the Consti-
tution.

Americans of the founding era turned to these moderate Enlight-
enment figures for ideas on specific institutions or problems such as
checks and balances, prison reform, slavery, methods of holding
elections, how to define citizenship, taxation, free trade, and the
definition of a republic. Interestingly, aside from a marked interest
in Grotius, the Federalists did not cite members of this group as
frequently as the Antifederalists.

The fourth group within the Enlightenment was by far the most
influential on the founders' thinking, although it is not always clear
who should be placed in it - certainly Montesquieu and Pufendorf,
probably Locke as a result of his Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing, and Hume. Each of these thinkers could also be placed in
at least one other category of influence on the Federalists. Hume is
often placed squarely within the Scottish Enlightenment. Indeed, his
presence in that group helped lead to its being called Scottish En-
lightenment, although it is also often called the Scottish Common
Sense tradition. Locke, as was noted earlier, is also considered part
of the liberal and republican Whig traditions. Pufendorf is often
considered to be a civic humanist, or republican as well. Take your
pick. We are here using these categories as a means of identifying
the various "Enlightenment" influences upon the founders, not as a
means of definitively locating each figure in the history of ideas.

Montesquieu was the author most frequently cited by Federalist
as well as Antifederalist. They took from him a number of specific
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constitutional and institutional ideas. Locke stood as deep back-
ground for the Federalists, as did Pufendorf. The borrowing from
Hume with respect to specific institutions was narrow but extremely
important since it included the notion of the extended republic and
the method of analyzing factions. However, aside from the borrowing
of specific ideas and institutions, this fourth group is important for
the entire analysis in The Federalist insofar as it linked the Federalists
with science and induced in them a search for a science of politics.
This influence is so important, so little appreciated, and so frequently
missed altogether that it merits more expanded treatment here as a
separate category.

Science and Politics

The seventeenth century saw the rise of modern, experimental
science in the person not only of Newton but also men like Joseph
Priestley, William Harvey, and Robert Boyle. Foremost among its
proponents was Francis Bacon, who extended rational, empirical
techniques to philosophy and the analysis of politics. Newton's
discoveries captured the imagination of the age and, combined with
Bacon's vision of a social science, led many to attempt in politics
what Newton had done in physics. Among these were Montesquieu,
Hume, and Pufendorf. In a somewhat less directly observational
vein, Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Blackstone pursued the discov-
ery of a set of basic human laws of political behavior - whether
based on pure reason, the shrewd estimation and summary of ob-
served human behavior, intuition, moral sentiment, or the historical
usages of the common law.

Montesquieu, Hume, and Pufendorf spoke explicitly of a "po-
litical science" or a "science of politics," as did Publius. Each was
inclined to survey the entirety of human history, not for the usual
historian's purpose of explaining a given historical phenomenon by
discovering the events leading up to it, but to uncover in human
history regularities of behavior from which could be deduced laws
similar to those Newton deduced from observing the movement of
heavenly bodies, Boyle from observing chemical reactions, and Harvey
from observing the flow of blood. In each of these three cases, the
scientist began with the observation of regularities, deduced laws to
explain these regularities, predicted on the basis of the laws further
phenomena not yet observed, but able to be observed, and then
moved to the experimental testing of the predicted phenomena.
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The Federalists tended to be counted among those who saw the
possibility of a science of politics. Hume and Montesquieu were only
two of many who contributed to this notion, but they were easily
the most influential. Americans learned from these men that humans
display regularities in behavior that are compounded of simple,
fundamental propensities in their common nature and certain central
aspects of their environment, and that political institutions are critical
aspects of the total environment. Bacon had worked out the formula
earlier, and Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau had each developed a
philosophically coherent and rhetorically dramatic theory of political
behavior based upon a few simple principles, but Montesquieu and
Hume, especially Montesquieu, provided detailed analysis that ex-
plicitly linked human nature, the human environment, and political
institutions with a variety of regularities in human behavior.

When reading The Federalist and other writings during the
founding era, one cannot help but be struck by the appearance of
three widely held assumptions: 1) there is order in the universe, 2)
we can know that order through the use of observation and reason,
and 3) we can use that natural order in constructing our political
institutions. Even ministers reflected these assumptions in their ser-
mons and were not loathe to cite Newton and Locke as well as Saints
Peter and Paul. The Divine Law, based upon revelation, and the
laws of nature derived from scientific reasoning, were seen by most
ministers at this time to be different reflections of God's mind and
thus in harmony instead of in conflict.

There is also a strong sense in The Federalist and many other
writing of the founding era, both Federalist and Antifederalist, of
each political institution being in the nature of an "experiment"
whose effectiveness will be determined by observation. What was
earlier identified as "experience" amounts to using observation, made
systematic by reason, to test an institution, which embodies a hy-
pothesis about human behavior. Many founders viewed the Consti-
tution as a complex institutional mechanism capable of adjustment
on the basis of changes in the environment, to overcome flaws
revealed by experience. In this context the amendment process be-
comes a very important part of the Constitution,24 and we are led
to understand why such a radically new device in constitutional
history did not cause controversy at the Constitutional Convention

24. See the essay in this Symposium by Sanford Levinson.
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- it simply reflected a deeply and widely held perception of politics
as an experimental science.

The metaphor of constitution as machine or mechanistic device
was widely used, but intermixed with a more biological or organic
metaphor. A "system" can be clock-like with gears, wheels, and
levers; but it can also be, like a human body, a tree, or a solar
system, beyond human manipulation. The Federalists saw a consti-
tution as mixing human invention with natural processes. Man-made
political institutions hemmed in, governed, channeled, directed, or
activated human inclinations and social processes, so a political
system was simultaneously biological and mechanistic.

The connection between the natural sciences and the "science of
politics," as the phrase was put in The Federalist was a commonplace
in political discourse during the entire founding era. For example, a
striking exchange took place between John Dickenson and James
Wilson at the Constitutional Convention on June 7, 1787.

John Dickenson, wrote Madison in his notes:
compared the proposed National System to the Solar System, in
which the States were the planets, and ought to be left to move
freely in their proper orbits. The Gentleman from Pa. (Mr.
Wilson) wished he said to extinguish these planets.
James Wilson replied:
He was not, however, for extinguishing these planets as was
supposed by Mr. D[ickinson]. - neither did he on the other hand
believe that they would warm or enlighten the Sun. Within their
proper orbits they must still be suffered to act for subordinate
purposes (for which their existence is made essential by the great
extent of our Country.)25

Continuing next day (June 8, 1787), James Madison said:
Experience has evinced a constant tendency in the States to
encroach on the federal authority .... A negative was the mildest
expedient that could be devised for preventing these mischiefs
.... In a word, to recur the illustrations borrowed from the
planetary System, this prerogative of the General Gove't. is the
great pervading principle that must controul the centrifugal ten-
dencies of the States; which without it, will continually fly out of
their proper orbits and destroy the order & harmony of the
political system.26

25. 1 Max Farrand, ed, The Records of the Federal Convention, 153-154 (New Haven:
Yale U. Press, 1974).

26. Id at 164-165.
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The Federalist is typical in being replete with terminology taken
from the Newtonian heritage that Montesquieu and Hume helped
transmit. Often the terminology is used metaphorically as in the
comments above, but more frequently words like "tendency," "rev-
olution," "balance," "equilibrium," "fulcrum," "system," "reac-
tion,' ".mass," "power," and many other terms derived from science
are used with the precise meaning and intent of a physical scientist. 27

Overview and Conclusion

There is no sure way to summarize the total impact of these
various influences on the founders, although this author is one of
those who has attempted elsewhere to do so. 28 Even though the
definition of intellectual traditions is not entirely efficacious, and
granting that the assignment of authors and citations to a given
category will vary somewhat depending upon who is doing the
assigning, there is no apparent basis for identifying any category of
thinkers as dominant or decisive in its influence on the founders.
Also, the members of a given category might be construed as helping
one or more other categories. For example, Blackstone supplemented
and extended classical liberalism, and at the same time he saw himself
engaged in a quasi-scientific enterprise much like those in the fourth
subcategory of the European Enlightenment. Hume belongs squarely

27. The consequences for the Constitution of writing using scientific terms scientifically
are interesting. First of all, it makes more comprehensible what are today puzzling aspects of
the document. For example, the precise meaning of the term "balance," as in checks and
balances, was a mechanism for regulating the speed at which a process of operations takes
place. A balance was not a balance scale, but a balance beam, such as in a watch, that allowed
the main sprocket wheel to advance one cog at a time. A balance, therefore, allowed a process
to go forward, but not at .an unregulated rate. The scientific use of scientific terminology was
also associated with important conceptual advances. For example, political power had usually
been seen as belonging to the sovereign, and thus, like sovereignty, not divisible. However, in
physics power is an attribute which can increase or decrease, and move from one object to
another. It can also be distributed among several entities. Such a view of power as a force
that can be split and shifted rather than as an attribute of one entity at a time allowed the
Federalists to see how power could be separated into discrete amounts among several entities.

28. This author has counted the citations in the political literature during the founding
era. The general sample covers the period 1760-1805 and includes more than 916 pamphlets,
books, and newspaper essays with 3,154 references to 224 different individuals. The sample
includes from the 1780s virtually all the pamphlets and essays by Federalists and Antifederalists
concerning the Constitution. A more complete discussion of the findings can be found in
Donald S. Lutz, The Relative Influence of European Writers on Late Eighteenth Century
American Political Thought, 78 American Political Science Review 189, 189-197 (1984).
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in the Scottish Enlightenment, but he too was pursuing ends similar
to those in -the fourth, "politics as a science" category of the
European Enlightenment.

Also, the relative importance of a thinker or group of thinkers
varied according to the part of the founding era in question. For
example, John Locke was profound on the basis for civil society and
the grounds for breaking with a government, but had relatively little
to say about specific institutions. It is not surprising that his influence
was most direct on those founders writing the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, and very indirect on those writing the Constitution. The
Whig historians and theorists were most directly influential during
the time the early state constitutions were being adopted. The Whigs
were joined in importance, and to a certain degree supplanted by
Blackstone, Hume, and Montesquieu by the time the Federal Con-
stitution was being drafted and debated. The earlier influences were
still present, but the fact that each of these three theorists had much
to say about specific institutional designs, and that each had a deep
and coherent analysis of republican government in general and the
British political system in particular, led to their having a special,
independent impact upon the thinking of those who framed the
Constitution.29

One basic point to be made is how similar the Federalists and
Antifederalists were in their respective intellectual heritage. Not only
do we not find the Federalists inclined toward Enlightenment writers
and the Antifederalists away from them, the Federalists sometimes
cited Enlightenment writers only to disagree with them. For example,
there was much arguing against Montesquieu's dictum that republics
must be small and homogeneous if they are to survive, while the
Antifederalists cited Montesquieu with approval. One could argue
that the Antifederalists agreed with Montesquieu on this point because
it expressed the wisdom of the ancients, which they were more likely
to do than the more "modern" Federalists, but in fact Federalist
literature was more likely to cite the ancients than Antifederalist
writing. This, and a stronger inclination on the part of the Federalists
to use scientific metaphors, and to seek a science of politics, were
the most noticeable differences between Federalist and Antifederalist

29. For an efficient and insightful discussion of the special status these three men had at
the constitutional convention, see Forrest McDonald, Novus ordo Seclorum 185-224 (Lawrence:
U. Press of Kansas, 1986).
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use of their common intellectual heritage. Still, the differences were
more in the nature of tendencies than distinguishing characteristic.

The similarity in the intellectual heritage utilized by Federalists
and Antifederalists implies two important possibilities. One is that
there was a core to American political theory during the founding
era that represented a commonly accepted synthesis of the various
strands and thinkers available to them. This would go far in explain-
ing, for example, why the Antifederalists so quickly turned to sup-
porting a Constitution which they had had so bitterly opposed at
first. Secondly, it suggests that instead of deep theoretical differences,
the division between Federalist and Antifederalist was based more
upon more ordinary political considerations. One might construe the
struggle, for example, as competition between a national, cosmopol-
itan elite and a set of state-based, localist elites. This would make
the use of the many European thinkers and traditions not a window
dressing for baser motives, but rather a coin of the realm to be used
in a political debate where the currency was indeed common and
therefore possibly spendable, or persuasive.

In the end, the founders ransacked these various intellectual
traditions for ideas that they appropriated and blended in the service
of solving American problems in a manner congruent with their own
constitutional tradition arising from their own experience. This is
how they had used European ideas all along, and as usual the ideas
became transformed into something new that America then be-
queathed to the world of constitutional government.
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